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         Dam-Powl; Je’daii Master (Cathar female)

         
         Lha-Mi; Je’daii Temple Master (Dai Bendu male)
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         Lorus; Kalimahr Police Captain (Sith male)

         
         Maxhagan; gangster (Human male)
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         At the heart of any poor soul not at one with the Force, there is only void.

         
         —Unknown Je’daii, 2,545 TYA (Tho Yor Arrival)

         
      

      
   
      
      

CHAPTER ONE
DARK MATTERS
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      Even at the beginning of our journey I feel like a rock in the river of the Force.
            Lanoree is a fish carried by that river, feeding from it, living within it, relying
            on the waters for her well-being. But I am unmoving. An inconvenience to the water
            as long as I remain. And slowly, slowly, I am being eroded to nothing.
      

      
      —Dalien Brock, diaries, 10,661 TYA

      
      She is a little girl, the sky seems wide and endless, and Lanoree Brock breathes in
         the wonders of Tython as she runs to find her brother.
      

      
      Dalien is down by the estuary again. He likes being alone, away from all the other
         children at Bodhi, the Je’daii Temple of the Arts. Her parents have sent her to find
         him, and though they still have some teaching to do that afternoon, they’ve promised
         that they will walk up to the boundary of the Edge Forest that evening. Lanoree loves
         it up there. And it scares her a little, as well. Close to the temple, near the sea,
         she can feel the Force ebbing and flowing through everything—the air she breathes,
         the sights she sees, and all that makes up the beautiful scenery. Up at the Edge Forest, there’s a primal wildness to the Force that
         sets her blood pumping.
      

      
      Her mother will smile and say that she will learn about it all, given time. Her father
         will look silently into the forest, as if he silently yearns to explore that way.
         And her little brother, only nine years old, will start to cry.
      

      
      Always at the Edge Forest, he cries.

      
      “Dal!” She swishes through the long grasses close to the riverbank, hands held out
         by her sides so that the grass caresses her palms. She won’t tell him about the walk
         planned for that evening. If she does he’ll get moody, and he might not agree to come
         home with her. He can be like that sometimes, and their father says it’s the sign
         of someone finding his own way.
      

      
      Dal doesn’t seem to have heard her, and as she closes on him she slows from a run
         to a walk and thinks, If that was me I’d have sensed me approaching ages ago.
      

      
      Dal’s head remains dipped. By his side he has created a perfect circle using the stones
         of chewed mepples, his favorite fruit. He does that when he’s thinking.
      

      
      The river flows by, fast and full from the recent rains. There’s a power to it that
         is intimidating, and, closing her eyes, Lanoree feels the Force and senses the myriad
         life-forms that call the river home. Some are as small as her finger, others that
         swim upriver from the ocean almost half the size of a Cloud Chaser ship. She knows
         from her studies that many of them have teeth.
      

      
      She bites her lip, hesitant. Then she probes out with her mind and—

      
      “I told you to never do that to me!”

      
      “Dal …”

      
      He stands and turns around, and he looks furious. Just for a moment there’s a fire
         in his eyes that she doesn’t like. She has seen those flames before, and carries the
         knotted scar tissue in her lower lip to prove it. Then his anger slips and he smiles.
      

      
      “Sorry. You startled me, that’s all.”

      
      “You’re drawing?” she asks, seeing the sketchbook.

      
      Dal closes the book. “It’s rubbish.”

      
      “I don’t believe that,” Lanoree says. “You’re really good. Temple Master Fenn himself
         says so.”
      

      
      “Temple Master Fenn is a friend of Father’s.”

      
      Lanoree ignores the insinuation and walks closer to her brother. She can already see
         that he has chosen a fine place from which to draw the surroundings. The river curves
         here, and a smaller tributary joins from the hills of the Edge Forest, causing a confusion
         of currents. The undergrowth on the far bank is colorful and vibrant, and there’s
         a huge old ak tree whose hollowed trunk is home to a flight of weave birds. Their
         spun golden threads glisten in the afternoon sun. The birdsong complements the river’s
         roar.
      

      
      “Let me see,” Lanoree says.

      
      Dal does not look at her, but he opens the pad.

      
      “It’s beautiful,” she says. “The Force has guided your fingers, Dal.” But she’s not
         sure.
      

      
      Dal picks a heavy pencil from his pocket and strikes five thick lines through his
         drawing, left to right, tearing the paper and ruining it forever. His expression does
         not change, and neither does his breathing. It’s almost as if there is no anger at
         all.
      

      
      “There,” he says. “That’s better.”

      
      For a moment the lines look like claw marks, and as Lanoree takes a breath and blinks—

      
      A soft, insistent alarm pulled her up from sleep. Lanoree sighed and sat up, rubbing
         her eyes, massaging the dream away. Dear Dal. She dreamed of him often, but they were
         usually dreams of those later times when everything was turning bad. Not when they
         were still children for whom Tython was so full of potential.
      

      
      Perhaps it was because she was on her way home.

      
      She had not been back to Tython for more than four years. She was a Je’daii Ranger,
         and so ranging is what she did. Some Rangers found reasons to return to Tython regularly.
         Family connections, continuous training, face-to-face debriefs, it all amounted to
         the same thing—they hated being away from home. She also believed that there were
         those Je’daii who felt the need to immerse themselves in Tython’s Force-rich surroundings from time to time, as if uncertain that their affinity with the Force
         was strong enough.
      

      
      Lanoree had no such doubts. She was comfortable with her strength and balance in the
         Force. The short periods she had spent with others on retreats on Ashla and Bogan—a
         voluntary part of a Padawan’s training, should they desire to go—had made her even
         more confident in this.
      

      
      She stood from her cot and stretched. She reached for the ceiling and grabbed the
         bars she’d welded there herself, pulling up, breathing softly, then lifting her legs
         and stretching them out until she was horizontal to the floor. Her muscles quivered,
         and she breathed deeply as she felt the Force flowing through her, a vibrant, living
         thing. Mental exercise and meditation were fine, but sometimes she took the greatest
         pleasure in exerting herself physically. She believed that to be strong with the Force,
         one had to be strong in body.
      

      
      The alarm was still ringing.

      
      “I’m awake,” she said, easing herself slowly back to the floor, “in case you hadn’t
         noticed.”
      

      
      The alarm snapped off, and her Peacemaker ship’s grubby yellow maintenance droid ambled
         into the small living quarters on padded metal feet. It was one of many adaptations
         she’d made to the ship in her years out in the Tythan system. Most Peacemakers carried
         a very simple droid, but she’d updated hers to a Holgorian IM-220, capable of limited
         communication with a human master and other duties not necessarily exclusive to ship
         maintenance. She’d further customized it with some heavy armor, doubling its weight
         but making it much more useful to her in risky scenarios. She spoke to it, its replies
         were obtuse, and she supposed it was the equivalent of trying to communicate with
         a grass kapir back home. She had even named it.
      

      
      “Hey, Ironholgs. You better not have woken me early.”

      
      The droid beeped and scraped, and she wasn’t sure whether it was getting cranky in
         its old age.
      

      
      She looked around the small but comfortable living quarters. She had chosen a Peacemaker
         over a Hunter because of its size; even before she’d flown her first mission as a
         Je’daii Ranger, she knew that she would be eager to spend much of her time in space.
         A Hunter was fast and agile but too small to live in. The Peacemaker was a compromise
         on maneuverability, but she had spent long periods living alone on the ship. She preferred
         it that way.
      

      
      And like most Rangers, she had made many modifications and adaptations to her ship
         that stamped her own identity upon it. She’d stripped out the table and chairs and
         replaced them with a weights and tensions rack for working out. Now, she ate her food
         sitting on her narrow cot. She’d replaced the holonet entertainment system with an
         older flatscreen, which doubled as communications center and reduced the ship’s net
         weight. Beside the extensive engine compartment there had been a small room that housed
         a second cot for guests or companions, but because she had neither she had filled
         the space with extra laser charge pods, a water-recycling unit, and food stores. The
         ship’s four laser cannon turrets had also been upgraded, and it now also carried plasma
         missiles, and drone missiles for long-distance combat. At the hands of the Cathar
         master armorer Gan Corla, the cannons now packed three times more punch and were effective
         over twice the range as those standard to Peacemakers.
      

      
      She had also altered and adapted the function and position of many cockpit controls,
         making it so that only she could effectively fly the ship. It was hers, it was home,
         and that was how she liked it.
      

      
      “How long to Tython?” she asked.

      
      The droid let out a series of whines and clicks.

      
      “Right,” Lanoree said. “Suppose I’d better freshen up.” She brushed a touch pad and
         the darkened screens in the forward cockpit faded to clear, revealing the star-speckled
         view that never failed to make her heart ache. There was something so profoundly moving
         to the distance and scale of what she saw out there, and the Force never let her forget
         that she was a part of something incomprehensibly large. She supposed it was as close
         as she ever came to a religious epiphany.
      

      
      She touched the pad again and a red glow appeared, surrounding a speck in the distance.
         Tython. Three hours and she’d be there.
      

      
      The Je’daii Council ordering her back to Tython meant only one thing. They had a mission
         for her, and it was one that they needed to discuss face-to-face.
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      Washed, dressed, and fed, Lanoree sat in the ship’s cockpit and watched Tython drawing
         closer. Her ship had communicated with sentry drones orbiting at thirty thousand kilometers,
         and now the Peacemaker was performing a graceful parabola that would take it down
         into the atmosphere just above the equator.
      

      
      She was nervous about visiting Tython again, but part of her was excited as well.
         It would be good to see her mother and father, however briefly. She contacted them
         far too infrequently. With Dal dead, she was now their only child.
      

      
      A soft chime announced an incoming transmission. She swiveled her seat and faced the
         flatscreen, just as it snowed into an image.
      

      
      “Master Dam-Powl,” Lanoree said, surprised. “An honor.” And it was. She had expected
         the welcoming transmission to be from a Je’daii Ranger or perhaps even a Journeyer
         she did not know. Not the Cathar Je’daii Master.
      

      
      Dam-Powl bowed her head. “Lanoree, it’s good to see you again. We’ve been eagerly
         awaiting your arrival. Pressing matters beg discussion. Dark matters.”
      

      
      “I assumed that was the case,” Lanoree said. She shifted in her seat, unaccountably
         nervous.
      

      
      “I sense your discomfort,” Master Dam-Powl said.

      
      “Forgive me. It’s been some time since I spoke with a Je’daii Master.”

      
      “You feel unsettled even with me?” Dam-Powl asked, smiling. But the smile quickly
         slipped. “No matter. Prepare yourself, because today you speak with six Masters, including
         Stav Kesh’s Temple Master Lha-Mi. I’ve sent your ship the landing coordinates for
         our meeting place thirty kilometers south of Akar Kesh. We’ll expect you soon.”
      

      
      “Master, we’re not meeting at a temple?”

      
      But Dam-Powl had already broken the transmission, and Lanoree was left staring at
         a blank screen. She could see her image reflected there, and she quickly gathered
         herself, breathing away the shock. Six Je’daii Masters? And Lha-Mi as well?

      
      “Then it is something big.”
      

      
      She checked the transmitted coordinates and switched the flight computer to manual,
         eager to make the final approach herself. She had always loved flying and the freedom it gave her. Untethered. Almost a free agent.
      

      
      Lanoree closed her eyes briefly and breathed with the Force. It was strong this close
         to Tython, elemental, and it sparked her senses alive.
      

      
      By the time the Peacemaker sliced into Tython’s outer atmosphere, Lanoree’s excitement
         was growing. The landing zone was nestled in a small valley with giant standing stones
         on the surrounding hills. She could see several other ships, including Hunters and
         another Peacemaker. It was a strange place for such a meeting, but the Je’daii Council
         would have its reasons. She guided her ship in an elegant arc and landed almost without
         a jolt.
      

      
      “Solid ground,” she whispered. “Ironholgs, I don’t know how long we’ll be here, but
         take the opportunity to run a full systems check. Anything we need we can pick up
         from Akar Kesh before we leave.”
      

      
      The droid emitted a mechanical sigh.

      
      Lanoree probed gently outward, and when she sensed that the air pressures had equalized,
         she opened the lower hull hatch. The smells that flooded in—rash grass, running water,
         that curious charged smell that seemed to permeate the atmosphere around most temples—brought
         a rush of nostalgia for the planet she had left behind. But there was no time for
         personal musings.
      

      
      Three Journeyers were waiting for her, wide-eyed and excited.

      
      “Welcome, Ranger Brock!” the tallest of the three said.

      
      “I’m sure,” she said. “Where are they waiting for me?”

      
      “On Master Lha-Mi’s Peacemaker,” another Journeyer said. “We’re here to escort you.
         Please, follow us.”
      

      
      “I’m here representing the Council of Masters,” the Talid Temple Master Lha-Mi said.
         “Forgive us for not welcoming you back to Tython in more … salubrious surroundings.
         But by necessity this meeting must be covert.” His long white hair glowed in the room’s
         artificial light. He was old and wise, and Lanoree was pleased to see him again.
      

      
      “It’s so nice to be back,” Lanoree said. She bowed.

      
      “Please, please.” Lha-Mi pointed to a seat, and Lanoree sat facing him and the other
         five Je’daii Masters. This Peacemaker’s living quarters had been pared down to provide
         a circular table with eight seats around it, and little more. She nodded a silent
         greeting to Lha-Mi, Dam-Powl and the Cathar Master Tem Madog, but the other three
         she did not know. It seemed that things had moved swiftly while she had been away,
         especially when it came to promotions.
      

      
      “Ranger Brock,” Master Dam-Powl said, smiling. “It’s wonderful to see you again in
         the flesh.” She was a Master at Anil Kesh, the Je’daii Temple of Science, and during
         Lanoree’s training there, she and Dam-Powl had formed a close bond. It was she more
         than any other who had expressed the conviction that Lanoree would be a great Je’daii
         one day. It was also Dam-Powl who had revealed and encouraged the areas of Force use
         at which Lanoree was most skilled—metallurgy, elemental manipulation, alchemy.
      

      
      “Likewise, Master Dam-Powl,” Lanoree said.

      
      “How are your studies?”

      
      “Progressing,” Lanoree said. There was a hidden place in her Peacemaker ship, and
         a container holding a very personal experiment, and sometimes she spent long hours
         at work there. Her alchemical skills still seemed fledgling sometimes, but the sense
         of accomplishment and power she felt while using them were almost addictive.
      

      
      “You’re a talented Je’daii,” Master Tem Madog said. “I can sense your experience and
         strength growing with the years.” It was a durasteel sword forged by this master weapons
         smith that hung by Lanoree’s side. The blade had saved her life on many occasions,
         and on other occasions it had taken lives. It was her third arm, a part of her. In
         the four years since leaving Tython she had never been more than an arm’s reach from
         the weapon, and she felt it now, cool and solid, keen in the presence of its maker.
      

      
      “I honor the Force as well as I can,” Lanoree said. “ ‘I am the mystery of darkness,
         in balance with chaos and harmony.’ ” She smiled as she quoted from the Je’daii oath,
         and some of the Masters smiled back. Some of them. The three she did not know remained
         expressionless, and she probed gently, knowing that she risked punishment yet unable
         to break her old habit. She always liked knowing who she was talking to. And as they had not introduced themselves, she thought it only fair.
      

      
      They closed themselves to her, and one, a Wookiee, growled deep in his throat.

      
      “You have served the Je’daii and Tython well during your years as Ranger,” Lha-Mi
         said. “And sitting before us now, you must surely believe that we mean you no ill.
         I understand that this meeting might seem strange and that being faced with us might
         seem … daunting. Intimidating, perhaps? But there is no need to invade another’s privacy,
         Lanoree, especially a Master’s. No need at all.”
      

      
      “Apologies, Master Lha-Mi,” Lanoree said, wincing inwardly. You might have been out in the wilds, she berated herself, but be mindful of the Je’daii formality.
      

      
      The Wookiee laughed.

      
      “I am Xiang,” one of the strangers, a female of the Sith species, said. “Your father
         taught me, and now I teach under him at Bodhi Temple. A wise man. And good at magic
         tricks.”
      

      
      For an instant Lanoree felt a flood of emotion that surprised her. She remembered
         her father’s tricks from when she and Dal were children—how he would pull objects
         out of thin air, turn one thing into another. Back then, she’d believed he was using
         mastery of the Force, but he had told her that there were some things not even the
         Force could do. Tricks, he’d said. I’m merely fooling your senses, not touching them with my own.
      

      
      “And how is he?” Lanoree asked.

      
      “He’s fine,” Xiang said, her red skin creasing with a smile. “He and your mother send
         their best wishes. They’d hoped you could visit them, but given the circumstances,
         they understand why that would be difficult.”
      

      
      “Circumstances?”

      
      Xiang glanced sidelong at Lha-Mi and then back at Lanoree. When she spoke again, it
         was not to answer her query. “We have a mission for you. It’s … delicate. And extremely
         important.”
      

      
      Lanoree sensed a shift in the room’s atmosphere. For a few moments they sat in almost
         complete silence—Temple Master Lha-Mi, five other Je’daii Masters, and her. Air-conditioning
         hummed, and through the chair she could feel the deeper, more insistent vibration of the Peacemaker’s
         power sources. Her own breath was loud. Her heart beat the moments by. The Force flowed
         through and around her, and she felt history pivoting on this moment—her own history
         and story, and that of the Je’daii civilization as well.
      

      
      Something staggering was going to happen.

      
      “Why do you choose me?” she asked softly. “There are many other Rangers, all across
         the system. Some much closer than me. It’s taken me nineteen days to reach here from
         Obri.”
      

      
      “Two reasons,” Xiang said. “First, you’re particularly suited to the investigations
         required. Your time on Kalimahr brokering the Hang Layden deal displayed your sensitivity
         in dealing with inhabitants on the settled worlds. Your actions on Nox saved many
         lives. And your defusing of the Wookiee land wars on Ska Gora probably prevented a
         civil war.”
      

      
      “It was hardly a defusing,” Lanoree said.

      
      “The deaths were unfortunate,” Lha-Mi said, “but they prevented countless more.”

      
      Lanoree thought of the giant apex trees aflame, countless burning leaves drifting
         in the vicious winds that sometimes stirred the jungles there, the sound of millennia-old
         tree trunks splitting and rupturing in the intense firestorm, and the screams of dying
         Wookiees. And she thought of her finger on the triggers of her laser cannons, raised
         and yet more than ready to fire again. It was me or them, she thought whenever the dream haunted her, and she knew that to be true. She had
         tried everything else—everything—but in the end, diplomacy gave way to blood. Yet each time she dreamed, the Force
         was in turmoil within her, dark and light vying for supremacy. Light tortured her
         with those memories. Dark would let her settle easy.
      

      
      “You saved tens of thousands,” Xiang said. “Maybe more. The Wookiee warlord Gharcanna
         had to be stopped.”
      

      
      “I only wish he had not fought to the end.” Lanoree glanced at the Wookiee Master
         and he nodded slowly, never taking his eyes from hers. He had great pride, and carried
         his sadness well.
      

      
      “You said two reasons,” Lanoree said.

      
      “Yes.” Xiang seemed suddenly uncomfortable, shifting in her seat.

      
      “Perhaps I should relay the rest of the information,” Lha-Mi said. “The mission first. The threat that has risen against the Je’daii, and perhaps even
         Tython itself. And when you know that, you will understand why we have chosen you.”
      

      
      “Of course,” Lanoree said. “I’m honored to be here, and keen to hear. Any threat against
         Tython is a threat against everything I love.”
      

      
      “Everything we all love,” Lha-Mi said. “For ten thousand years we have studied the Force and developed
         our society around and within it. Wars and conflicts have come and gone. We strive
         to keep the dark and the light, Bogan and Ashla, forever in balance. But now … now
         there is something that might destroy us all.
      

      
      “One man. And his dreams. Dreams to leave the Tythan system and travel out into the
         galaxy. Many people desire to do so, and it’s something I understand. However settled
         we are in this system, any educated being knows that our history lies out there, beyond
         everything we now know and understand. But this man seeks another route.”
      

      
      “What other route?” Lanoree asked. Her skin prickled with fear.

      
      “A hypergate,” Lha-Mi said.

      
      “But there is no hypergate on Tython,” Lanoree said, “only tales of one deep in the
         Old City, but they’re just that. Tales.”
      

      
      “Tales,” Lha-Mi said, his eyes heavy, beard drooping as he lowered his head. “But
         some people will chase a tale as far and hard as they can, and seek to make it real.
         We have intelligence that this man is doing such a thing. He believes that there’s
         a hypergate deep beneath the ruins of the Old City on the continent of Talss. He seeks
         to activate it.”
      

      
      “How?” she asked.

      
      “A device,” Lha-Mi said. “We don’t know its nature or its design. But our source tells
         us it will be fueled by dark matter, harnessed through arcane means. Forbidden. Dreaded.
         The most dangerous element known to us, and which no Je’daii would ever dare attempt
         to capture or create.”
      

      
      “But if there’s no hypergate—”

      
      “Tales,” Lha-Mi said again. “He chases a legend. But whether it exists or not is irrelevant.
         The threat is the dark matter he intends using to try to initiate the supposed gateway.
         It could …” He trailed off and looked to his side.
      

      
      “It could destroy Tython,” Dam-Powl said. “Exposing dark matter to normal matter would
         be cataclysmic. It would create a black hole, swallowing Tython in a heartbeat. The
         rest of the system, too.”
      

      
      “And if there is a hypergate, and it does work?”
      

      
      Silence for a while. And then one of the three Masters she did not know spoke, her
         first and last words of the meeting. “Then the danger to the Je’daii would be very
         different but equally severe.”
      

      
      “So you see the dire threat we face,” Lha-Mi said.

      
      “Just one man? So arrest him.”

      
      “We don’t know where he is. We don’t even know which planet he’s on.”

      
      “The little intelligence you have is sound?” Lanoree asked, but she already knew the
         answer to that. Such a gathering of Je’daii Masters for this purpose would not have
         taken place otherwise.
      

      
      “We have no reason to doubt it,” Lha-Mi said, “and every reason to fear. If it does
         transpire that the threat is not as severe as it appears, then that’s a good thing.
         All we waste is time.”
      

      
      “But the hypergate,” Lanoree said. “Protect it. Guard it.”

      
      Lha-Mi leaned forward across the table. With a blink he closed off the cabin—air-conditioning
         ceased; the door slammed shut and locked. “The hypergate is a tale,” he said. “That
         is all.”
      

      
      Lanoree nodded. But she also knew that talking about a simple story would surely not
         require such care and such an arrangement as this. For later, she thought, guarding her thoughts.
      

      
      “And now to why it’s you we’ve chosen for the mission,” Xiang said. “The man is Dalien
         Brock, your brother.”
      

      
      Lanoree reeled. She never suffered from space sickness—the Force settled her, as it
         did all Je’daii—but she seemed to sway in her seat, though she did not move; dizziness
         swept through her, though the Peacemaker was as stable as the ground it rested upon.
      

      
      “No,” she said, frowning. “Dalien died nine years ago.”

      
      “You found no body,” Xiang said.

      
      “I found his clothing. Shredded. Bloodied.”

      
      “We have no reason to doubt our sources,” Lha-Mi said.

      
      “And I have no reason to believe them!” Lanoree said.

      
      Silence in the room. A loaded hush.

      
      “Your reason is that we order this,” Lha-Mi said. “Your reason is any small element of doubt that exists over your brother’s death. Your reason is that,
         if this is true, he might be a threat to Tython. Your brother might destroy everything
         you love.”
      

      
      He fled, I found his clothes, down, down deep in the—the Old City.
      

      
      “You see?” Lha-Mi asked as if reading her thoughts. For all Lanoree knew he had, and
         she did not question that. He was a Temple Master, after all, and she only a Ranger.
         Confused as she was, she could not help her thoughts betraying her.
      

      
      “He always looked to the stars,” Lanoree said softly.

      
      “We hear whispers of an organization, a loose collection of people, calling themselves
         Stargazers.”
      

      
      “Yes,” Lanoree said, remembering her little brother always looking outward to the
         depths of space as she looked inward.
      

      
      “Find your brother,” Lha-Mi said. “Bring him back to Tython. Stop his foolish schemes.”

      
      “He won’t come back,” Lanoree said. “If it really is him, he’ll never return after
         so long. So young when he died, but even then he was growing to …”
      

      
      “To hate the Je’daii,” Xiang said. “All the more reason to bring him back to us.”

      
      “And if he refuses?”

      
      “You are a Je’daii Ranger,” Lha-Mi said. And in a way, Lanoree knew that was answer
         enough.
      

      
      “I need everything you know.”

      
      “It’s already being downloaded to your ship’s computer.”

      
      Lanoree nodded, unsurprised at their forwardness. They’d known that she could not
         say no.
      

      
      “This is a covert operation,” Xiang said. “Rumors of the hypergate persist, but the
         knowledge that someone is trying to initiate it might cause panic. We could send a
         much larger force against Dalien, but that would be much more visible.”
      

      
      “And there’s a deeper truth,” Lha-Mi said.

      
      “You don’t want people supporting his cause,” Lanoree said. “If news of what he plans
         spreads, many more might attempt to initiate the gate. More devices. More dark matter.”
      

      
      Lha-Mi smiled and nodded. “You are perceptive and wise, Lanoree. The threat is severe.
         We are relying on you.”
      

      
      “Flattery, Master?” Lanoree said, her voice lighter. A ripple of laughter passed around
         the assembled Je’daii Masters.
      

      
      “Honesty,” Lha-Mi said. He grew serious once again, and that was a shame. A smile
         suited him.
      

      
      “As ever, I’ll give everything I have,” Lanoree said.

      
      “May the Force go with you,” Lha-Mi said.

      
      Lanoree stood, bowed, and as she approached the closed door Lha-Mi opened it with
         a wave of his hand. She paused once before leaving, turned back.
      

      
      “Master Xiang. Please relay my love to my mother and father. Tell them … I’ll see
         them soon.”
      

      
      Xiang nodded, smiled.

      
      As Lanoree left the room, she almost felt her little brother’s hand in her own.

      
      On her way back to her Peacemaker, a riot of emotions played across Lanoree’s mind.
         Beneath them all was a realization that was little surprise to her—she was glad that
         Dal was still alive. And this, she knew, was why she had been chosen for this mission.
         There were her past achievements, true, and though only in her midtwenties, she had
         already served the Je’daii well. Her affinity with the Force, and the Je’daii’s purpose
         and outlook, was pure. But her personal involvement might be her greatest asset.
      

      
      Because she had failed to save her brother’s life once, she would not let him go again.
         She would do everything she could to save Dal—from danger and from damnation—and that
         determination would serve her mission well.
      

      
      But she knew that it might also compromise her assignment.

      
      She breathed deeply and calmed herself, knowing that she would have to keep her emotions
         in check.
      

      
      Two young Je’daii apprentices passed her by. A boy and a girl, they might well have
         been brother and sister, and for a fleeting moment they reminded her of Dal and herself.
         They bowed respectfully and she nodded back, seeing the esteem in their eyes, and
         perhaps a touch of awe. Lanoree wore loose trousers and wrapped shirt, shimmersilk
         jacket, leather boots and equipment belt. Her flowing red scarves were from one of the finest clothing stores on Kalimahr. The silver bangles on her left
         wrist bore precious stones from the deep mines of Ska Gora, a gift from the Wookiee
         family she’d grown close to during her time there. Her sword was carried in a leather
         sheath fashioned from the bright green skin of a screech lizard from one of Obri’s
         three moons. Add these exotic adornments to her six-foot frame, startling gray eyes,
         and long, flowing auburn hair clasped in a dozen metal clips, and she knew she cut
         an imposing figure.
      

      
      “Ranger,” the young girl said. Lanoree paused and turned, and saw that the two children
         had also stopped. They were staring at her, but with a little more than fascination.
         They had purpose.
      

      
      “Children,” Lanoree said, raising an eyebrow.

      
      The girl came forward, one hand in the pocket of her woven trousers. Lanoree sensed
         the Force flowing strongly in them both, and there was an assuredness to their movements
         that made her sad. With her and Dal it had been so different. He had never understood
         the Force, and as they’d grown older together that confusion had turned into rejection,
         a growing hatred … and then something far worse.
      

      
      “Master Dam-Powl asked that I give you this,” the girl said. She held out a small
         message pod the size of her thumb. “She said it’s for your eyes only.”
      

      
      A private message from Master Dam-Powl, beyond the ears and eyes of the rest of the
         Je’daii. This was intriguing.
      

      
      Lanoree took the pod and pocketed it. “Thank you,” she said. “What’s your name?”

      
      But the girl and boy hurried away toward Lha-Mi’s Peacemaker, a gentle breeze ruffling
         their hair. The ship’s engines were already starting to cycle up.
      

      
      Ironholgs stood at the base of her ship’s ramp. It clicked and rattled as she approached.

      
      “All good?” she asked absently. The droid confirmed that, yes, all was good.

      
      Lanoree paused on the ramp and looked around. The Masters’ Peacemaker and several
         smaller escort ships were already lifting away, and further afield there were only
         the hillsides and the ancient standing stones, placed countless millennia ago to honor
         long-forgotten gods.
      

      
      The feeling of being watched came from elsewhere. The Je’daii Masters. They were waiting
         for her departure.
      

      
      “Okay, then,” Lanoree said, and she walked up the ramp into the comforting, familiar
         confines of her own ship.
      

      
      But she was distracted. This short time on Tython, and hearing of Dal’s mysterious
         survival, was waking those troubled memories once again.
      

      
   
      
      

CHAPTER TWO
THE GREAT JOURNEY

      
      [image: ]

      
      In your early years, the flow of the Force might seem frightening, shocking. Find
            balance between its light and dark facets, and the flow will become a powerful stillness.
            Struggle against the Force, and your body rebels; fight with the Force and you have
            the universe on your side.
      

      
      —Temple Master Vor’Dana, Stav Kesh, 10,441 TYA

      
      Two years, Lanoree thinks. It’ll be at least that long before I see Mother and Father again. But such is the training of a young Journeyer. Their time at Padawan Kesh over,
         teenagers now, she and her brother Dal are embarking on their Great Journey. And they
         have returned home to say good-bye.
      

      
      Close to the sea on the southern coast of Masara lies Bodhi Temple and its surrounding
         settlement, her home since birth. Her parents are Je’daii and they teach at the temple,
         instructing young Force sensitives in the arts. Her mother specializes in music, prose,
         and poetry. Her father is a talented sculptor and artist. They made their own Journeys
         years before Dal and Lanoree were born—indeed, they enjoy telling the story of how
         they met as Journeyers—and they were both drawn to Bodhi, the Force exposing and celebrating their particular talents and strengths.
      

      
      Now it is time for Dal and Lanoree to journey across Tython to the other Je’daii temples,
         there to learn the ways of the Force. Science and combat, meditation and healing,
         the raw talents Lanoree has now will be honed and practiced throughout the coming
         two years. She is excited and nervous. And when her mother calls her close and asks
         that they walk across the grassland until they are alone, she almost knows what to
         expect.
      

      
      It is a fine, sunny day, and the sky is clear. Tythos blazes above, giving them heat
         and light. The Force binds her and her surroundings together, and she wears her Je’daii
         training sword on her hip. Though nervous, she is at peace. Until her mother begins
         to speak.
      

      
      “Look after your brother, Lanoree.”

      
      “I’m only two years older than him, Mother.”

      
      “True. But the Force is strong in you. You welcome it, and it nurtures you. Your father and I both sense your strength,
         and we also sense Dal’s weakness. He and the Force … there’s little love lost.”
      

      
      “He’ll learn, Mother. He has you and Father to look up to. You’re powerful Je’daii,
         and he’ll be the same.”
      

      
      “You are destined to follow us, I believe,” her mother says. She smiles at Lanoree,
         but there is little joy here. “But my worries for Dal are genuine and heartfelt. His
         interest in the distant past, our ancestors and history outside the system, places
         on Tython like the Old City … I’m afraid his fate leads away from the Force. Away
         from Tython.” Her voice hitches, and Lanoree is startled to see tears in her mother’s
         eyes, glistening on her soft brown cheeks.
      

      
      “I’ll make sure that doesn’t happen! I’ll guide and help him, I promise. That’s what we’re traveling for, after
         all.”
      

      
      “You’re traveling to learn to control and expand your powers. If the Force isn’t there
         to begin with—”
      

      
      “It is there,” Lanoree says, interrupting her mother. “I see it in his eyes. I think Dal
         just has trouble letting go.”
      

      
      “He wants to be his own master.”

      
      “And he will,” Lanoree said. “You know the teachings, Mother. ‘The Force is neither
         light nor dark, master nor slave, but a balance between extremes.’ Dal will find balance.”
      

      
      “I hope so,” her mother says.
      

      
      Lanoree frowns, pouting slightly. It’s a little unfair, she knows, using the look
         that her mother can so rarely resist. But it might be the last time. She is leaving
         as a child, and when she returns she will be a woman.
      

      
      “Fine, Lanoree,” her mother says, smiling. “I’m sure he’ll find the balance he needs.”
      

      
      Lanoree smiles and nods, and a little while later she and Dal take the first symbolic
         steps away from their parents. They look back along the river several times and their
         mother and father remain there, watching them go and waving them on their way.
      

      
      Dal says nothing. Neither does Lanoree. Lost in their private thoughts, hers are troubled.
         I’m sure he’ll find the balance he needs, her mother said of Dal.
      

      
      Buried deep beneath her childish enthusiasm, in truth Lanoree is far from certain.
         And yet unsettled by whatever future her brother might face, she also leaves her parents
         and home behind with excitement burning in her heart. This is the start of a real
         adventure, and one that every Je’daii on Tython has to undergo at some point during
         their training.
      

      
      Balance in the Force is essential to become a great Je’daii, and to achieve that one
         must also gain balance in one’s abilities and talents. Being adept at Force skills
         is nothing if you do not know how to use them. Having a great talent in channeling
         the Force through writing and art is fine, but if you cannot also protect yourself
         in combat, then you will never reach the heights of Je’daii Master. Ashla and Bogan
         cast their light and dark shadows upon the surface of Tython, and true balance exists
         within as well as without.
      

      
      Lanoree can feel the Force thrumming through her sometimes, matching the beating of
         her heart or, perhaps, vice versa. And she is looking forward to every day that follows.
         She and Dal often wander together, and they’re very familiar with Bodhi, the nearby
         ocean, and the lands around it. But other than their time at Padawan Kesh, they have
         never gone beyond.
      

      
      The start of their journey will take them northwest across the large island continent
         of Masara to the other coast. A flight by Cloud Chaser eight hundred kilometers over
         the Thyrian Ocean will follow; and after their arrival on Thyr, they will journey
         across rocky plains and through extensive forests until they reach Qigong Kesh, the Temple of Force Skills.
         It lies beyond the forests and three days’ walk into the Silent Desert, that mysterious
         place where sound is soaked up by some unknown quality in the constantly drifting
         sands. The winds are relentless there, and it’s said that some of the sand sculptures
         that persist sometimes for mere seconds are sentient, part of a species that has existed
         on Tython for millions of years. No contact has ever been made with these sculptures—indeed,
         there are those who believe they are simply another unusual quality of the Silent
         Desert. But Lanoree is always ready to believe.
      

      
      Beneath the desert, in deep caverns, they will undertake the first lessons in their
         journey of learning.
      

      
      They crest a gentle hilltop around midday and turn to look back down upon Bodhi Temple
         in the distance. The sea shimmers beyond it, constantly moving yet at peace. The Tho
         Yor at the temple’s center reflects the bright sunlight, and the river snaking inland
         is a dancing rainbow of light.
      

      
      “When we return we’ll be real Je’daii,” Lanoree says. “Aren’t you excited, Dal? Isn’t
         it just thrilling?”
      

      
      “Yeah,” he says. He grasps her hand and squeezes, but never quite meets her gaze.

      
      “Mother and Father will be so proud.”

      
      Dal shrugs. “I suppose.”

      
      Lanoree knows of their parents’ hopes—that their journey will imbue Dal with more
         of the Force, that he will come to know and love it, and that perhaps he is simply
         a late starter. It happens, they said. Sometimes it just takes time and experience.
      

      
      But Lanoree also knows that a Journeyer has to want it to happen.
      

      
      “Come on,” she says. “Race you to that fallen tree!”

      
      They run down the slope, and soon Bodhi is out of sight behind them. Neither of them
         comments on the fact. And for a while, as they race each other through long flute
         grasses and listen to the gentle hum and hoot of the breeze around them, they are
         young children again.
      

      
      Lanoree let the Peacemaker’s computer fly them out of Tython’s atmosphere, and this
         gave her time to look down upon the planet that had once been her home. To reach escape velocity they passed over Tython’s largest
         continent, Talss, and even from this distance she could see the vast wound in the
         land that was the Rift. Six hundred kilometers east of the Rift was Anil Kesh Temple,
         and it was here, on her Great Journey, that she had truly found her peace with the
         Force for the first time. It was also here that her brother’s doom had been sealed.
      

      
      But she wished she could look down upon Masara, home to Bodhi, the Temple of the Arts.
         There, her parents still lived and taught. They mourned the son they had believed
         dead, but who now seemed to have become an enemy of the Je’daii and a danger to everyone.
         Her parents now knew that he yet lived, of that she was certain—Master Xiang’s comments
         about their understanding the circumstances made that obvious. But she would have
         liked to speak to them and tell them to continue mourning their son. Whatever the
         outcome of her mission, the Dalien Brock they had known and loved was no more.
      

      
      He had shunned his family, and let them continue for nine years believing he was dead.
         Not everyone is lucky enough to finish their Great Journey, her mother had said to her at Dalien’s memorial ritual. It seemed now that luck
         had little to do with it.
      

      
      “Little shak,” Lanoree said. She laughed bitterly. She’d used the term before to describe
         Dal, but only to herself, when he got his own way with their parents or infuriated
         her so much.
      

      
      The ship shuddered with its efforts to tear itself from Tython’s pull, and she wondered
         why leaving did not trouble her equally. She’d spent four years believing it was because
         she was a wanderer, a seeker of knowledge and enlightenment, and the farther she went,
         the more she knew. A large part of that was true; her passion in the Force made it
         so.
      

      
      But she also suspected that in ranging beyond Tython, she had left behind the lingering
         guilt that Dal’s death had been her fault.
      

      
      Where could such feelings reside now?

      
      She withdrew the message pod from her pocket and slipped it into the ship’s computer.
         The flatscreen snowed and then a picture faded in from the darkness. Master Dam-Powl’s
         face, though this time she seemed more tense than before.
      

      
      “Lanoree, I’ll be brief. By the time you view this message you’ll have stood before
         me and other Je’daii Masters and been given a mission. What I offer you now—privately, the reason for which I’m sure you will understand—is
         help. Your ship’s computer now contains all we know of your errant brother and his
         intentions, though, as you will see, that’s precious little. A rumor, a warning, a
         few words of worry from our Rangers and spies out in the system. On Kalimahr you should
         proceed to the city-state of Rhol Yan, where you will meet a Twi’lek called Tre Sana
         in Susco’s Tavern. He lives close by, just ask the tavern’s owner. Tre will tell you
         more. He’s not a Je’daii. Indeed, many of his interests are on Shikaakwa, and on any
         other occasion you might seek to arrest him rather than take his advice. But he’s
         served me well several times before. Greed drives him, and I pay.”
      

      
      She sighed, and looked for a moment incredibly sad. “I hate to go behind the backs
         of the other Je’daii Masters in this, because no one on the Council wanted a non-Je’daii
         involved. But I justify doing so in the knowledge that it will help. You’ll know more
         than most that some on the settled worlds don’t trust the Je’daii, even though perhaps
         they hold us in awe. Some actively dislike us. A few harbor hate, still nurtured and
         fresh following the Despot War twelve years ago, and I suspect it is these levels
         of society where your investigation will take you. Tre might help you past this mistrust.
         He knows those levels. But … be wary of him. Stay alert. He has his own interests at heart,
         and only that. He’s as dangerous as … Well”—Dam-Powl smiled—“almost as dangerous as
         you.”
      

      
      She touched the corner of her mouth with one finger, a habit Lanoree knew well—the
         Master from Anil Kesh was thinking. “I hope your studies go well,” she said softly.
         “I hope you’re still learning. I’ve never seen such potential in anyone. Go well,
         Lanoree Brock. And may the Force go with you.”
      

      
      The message ended and the screen faded to black. The computer ejected the message
         pod, but Lanoree sat for a while in the cockpit, seat turned away from the windows
         and the amazing views beyond.
      

      
      “Kalimahr it is, then,” she said. Over four years spent mostly alone, the habit of
         talking to herself—or Ironholgs, which was almost the same—had grown. “But I don’t
         like the idea of a partner.” She liked her own company. Sometimes she spoke to the second, empty cockpit seat
         beside her, though it had never been occupied.
      

      
      She swiveled the pilot’s seat and looked to the stars. There was already much to absorb and muse upon, and she had the time it would take to reach Kalimahr
         to do so. All these secrets being entrusted to her should have made her feel honored.
         But instead she was unsettled. There was so much she still didn’t know.
      

      
      After running through standard checks to ensure that her Peacemaker was not being
         tracked or followed at a distance—being alone was more than habit—she turned to the
         flatscreen once again.
      

      
      “So let’s see what all the Masters wanted me to know.” She lifted a keyboard onto her lap, tapped in some
         commands, and started to view the information that had been loaded into the ship’s
         computer.
      

      
      Lanoree and Dal’s parents told them that the ritual of visiting each temple would
         be best done under their own steam as much as possible. Not for them the ease of a
         speeder or the comfort of a shire, one of the most common beasts of burden on Tython.
      

      
      Walking, their parents said, will bring them closer to Tython, which itself is incredibly
         rich in the Force. It will make them understand, experience, taste, and smell their
         surroundings instead of viewing them through a speeder’s windshield or from the high
         back of a shire. And sometimes it means there will be dangers to confront. Dreadful
         dangers.
      

      
      Forty days and twenty-four hundred kilometers from home, on the strange continent
         of Thyr, they reach the expansive Stark Forests that lead eventually to the Silent
         Desert. The trees of these forests store water in pendulous, leathery sacs, useful
         to travelers and constantly refilled as the skeletal branches suck what moisture they
         can from the air. It is here that their lives are threatened for the first time.
      

      
      Tythos shines down on them, the weather neither too hot nor too cold. The going through
         the forest is gentle, and they are following a shallow stream that meanders lazily
         toward the desert some kilometers ahead.
      

      
      “I’ll harvest ground apples for dinner,” Dal says.

      
      “I’ll catch a rumbat to cook,” Lanoree says.

      
      And then a flight of hook hawks swoops out of the high trees and attempts to hypnotize
         Dal and Lanoree with their sweet song. Carnivores, these birds hunt in packs, singing
         their prey to a somnolent standstill and then tearing into eyeballs and throats with their wickedly hooked beaks
         and sharp talons. They hover in a rough circle around the brother and sister, wings
         beating a gentle rhythm, voice glands whistling and humming in practiced harmony.
         Their eyes are dark and intelligent. Their claws shine.
      

      
      Lanoree has heard about these creatures but has never seen them before. She is terrified.
         Never has she faced such danger, and the knowledge that their lives are at risk strikes
         a heavy blow. And yet a thrill rushes through her as she thinks, This is what the Great Journey is all about! “Quick,” she says, “down to the stream!”
      

      
      “What good will that do?” Dal asks. She realizes that he is also afraid, and she feels
         a rush of protectiveness.
      

      
      “The splashing of water can sometimes smother their song.”

      
      “Really?”

      
      “Don’t you listen in any of our lessons?” She grabs Dal’s hand and tugs, but already his eyes have taken on
         a hazy sheen, the corners of his mouth lifting in a lazy smile. “Dal!”
      

      
      “I’m fine.…”

      
      A single hook hawk drifts down, slow and casual, still singing as it aims its claws
         for Dal’s eyes.
      

      
      Lanoree punches wildly, and in her panic she feels the Force flailing within her.
         It is against everything she has learned, but she does not have time to berate herself—her
         fist ruffles feathers, and she feels the cool kiss of the hawk’s claws across her
         knuckles.
      

      
      It screeches in anger as it flaps back, and in that moment she manages to calm, focus,
         and flow with the Force.
      

      
      When the bird swoops down once more and turns its beak toward her eyes, Lanoree reaches
         out and Force-slaps it aside. This time her hand hardly touches the creature, barely
         a kiss of feathers across her fingertips. But the impact is much greater. Bones crackle,
         and with a single weak cry its body disappears into some undergrowth, leaving only
         a few feathers dancing on the air.
      

      
      “Come on!” she says, dragging Dal with her.

      
      The hook hawks are still singing, and their voices silence the rest of the forest.
         A cool cascade, a pleasing symphony, and though Lanoree tries to close herself to
         their influence she can feel a distance growing around her. She is dragging Dal along, and when he trips and falls, his hand is jerked
         from hers.
      

      
      She turns back, and her brother is lying on his back, smiling up at the Stark Forests’
         canopy. They will never reach the stream in time. The hook hawks are coming close.
         This is all on her.
      

      
      Lanoree feels like screaming in fury and fear, but instead she finds serenity and
         balance. She draws her consciousness inward and crouches, breathing deeply. Perhaps
         the hook hawks see this as her succumbing to their charms. But they could not be more
         wrong. As the first of the birds swoop, Lanoree stands and sends an air-splitting
         Force punch their way. Two creatures are knocked from the sky with broken wings and
         ruptured innards, and a third is smashed into a tree trunk in an explosion of feathers.
         The surviving birds change their song to one of panic, and fly up through the canopy
         and away.
      

      
      Lanoree smiles at Dal, who is still shaking with fear. His eyes are distant.

      
      “But they were so …” he says.

      
      “Beautiful? A trick. They’d find beauty in your flowing blood and open flesh.” Pleased
         that she has protected them, yet wary of pride, Lanoree helps Dal stand.
      

      
      “Your hand,” he says. It is bleeding. He tends his sister’s wound silently, dripping
         in medicines from his rucksack that will clean the talon cuts. Then he wraps her hand
         in a bandage. All the while, Lanoree listens for a return of the hook hawks, and a
         small part of her wants them to come back. Her heart is beating fast, and she delights in her success. But
         the birds have finished hunting for the day.
      

      
      Dal leads the way through the diminishing forest, and as dusk starts to fall they
         see the sparse desert landscape visible on the horizon. The edge of the forest leads
         down a gentle hillside, and the boundary between forest and desert is a gradual lessening
         of undergrowth, a greater spread of creeping sand. They pause for a while, filling
         their water canteens.
      

      
      And as they move out into the desert they are cocooned within a deep, encompassing
         silence.
      

      
      Lanoree speaks her own name, and feels it only as a vibration in her chest and jaw.
         It is as if the desert does not wish to hear. She looks at Dal and he is wide-eyed and afraid, and Lanoree thinks, I have already saved him once. Pride swells once again. She tries to push it down, because pride is distracting.
      

      
      That first night they camp on the cooling sands. They have eaten and are seated close
         to the campfire, blankets huddled around their shoulders, packs resting beside them,
         sleeping rolls already laid out. Yet neither of them wishes to sleep. This place is
         so strange that they relish each other’s company as never before. Lanoree fears the
         dreams such utter silence might bring.
      

      
      Reflecting on the fight with the hook hawks, she stares across the fire and sees movement
         in the shadows beyond. Tensing, nudging Dal, she realizes that he is also alert to
         the movement. Lanoree stands. Dal crouches. Firelight flickers from something, and
         a nightmare slashes into their camp.
      

      
      Silik lizard! she thinks. Rare but deadly, these silicon-based creatures absorb energy from the
         sand itself, but have been known to supplement their diets with mammalian spinal fluid.
         The size of a human adult, they are viciously spiked beasts, six limbed and capable
         of charging on their hind legs. Encounters with them are often fatal. For some, siliks
         are much-prized hunting trophies.
      

      
      For the second time in half a day, they must face a terrible danger.

      
      Lanoree is so shocked by its appearance that she freezes. Sparks scrape from its extremities
         as it lopes toward her; its curved claws dig into the sand and splash up fleeting
         flames; and its mouth falls open to display crystalline teeth beyond counting. The
         complete silence of the attack is perhaps the most shocking aspect, and Lanoree opens
         her mouth in a soundless scream.
      

      
      The lizard leaps through the fire, scattering burning brands around it and throwing
         up a confusion of sparks.
      

      
      Force-punch, push it back, shove it back! Lanoree thinks, but her instincts are petrified by disbelief. That she will die so
         soon after beginning her journey, victim of such a beast—
      

      
      A flash lights up the night, and the scattered campfire seems to erupt with new life.
         The terrifying creature twists and squirms away, slicing shadows with its limbs and
         slipping through them to safety. One heartbeat it is there, the next gone, and Lanoree turns a quick circle to try
         to see where the next attack will come from.
      

      
      Dal is holding his laser blaster. Its muzzle is still warm. No, she wants to say, because she is meant to protect him. Her limbs quiver in fright, and as she starts to draw in her senses and balance
         herself within the Force, the darkness beyond Dal sparkles with a hundred dancing
         stars.
      

      
      Lanoree opens her eyes wide as she tries to form a Force punch. But her fear is still
         a barrier, seemingly muting the Force as this desert mutes sound.
      

      
      Dal crouches and spins, alerted by Lanoree’s reaction, and the night is lit by three
         blaster shots in quick succession.
      

      
      The silik lizard spins a full circle as it powers from the darkness. It hits the ground
         close enough for Lanoree to kick. Dal’s gunfire and the creature’s fall are silent.
      

      
      Her brother is still aiming the weapon at the lizard. He’s shaking slightly, his eyes
         wide as if he can’t quite believe what he’s done. It is an old weapon, bequeathed
         him by his grandfather, and Lanoree has always dismissed it as clumsy and unreliable
         compared to the Force. Now, though, it has saved them both. The lizard’s head hangs
         by a thread. Its blood is dust.
      

      
      She embraces Dal and tries to speak into his ear, Thank you. Even as she does so, she is troubled and ashamed at her hesitation. Perhaps after
         the hook hawks she was too confident in her abilities. Misplaced pride has no place
         in the heart of a true Je’daii.
      

      
      They drag the silik lizard away from their camp and bury it to prevent interest from
         carrion creatures. The burial is silent, even the shush of sand between their fingers
         unheard. Before sand covers its face, the beast stares past them at the glorious night
         sky with violet eyes.
      

      
      Forty days out from home, not having even reached the first temple, and already their
         lives have twice been endangered. Lanoree thinks of the long journey still ahead;
         the perils they will face; the distances they will travel on water, in the air, and
         largely on foot. For the first time since leaving their parents, she wishes for home.
      

      
      That night in her dreams Lanoree sees great shapes rising out of the desert, sculptures
         in sand that live in a manner beyond her comprehension, feeding on sound and taking sustenance from every whispered word, each expression
         of love or fear. In the morning the desert around them has changed in profile, there
         are three humped mounds of sand close by, and she wonders what watched them sleep.
      

      
      They march hard for the next two days. In the afternoon of their third day in the
         desert they see curved rock spires rising from the landscape far ahead, and know that
         they mark the location of Qigong Kesh. Lanoree feels a rush of excitement, but she
         has also seen the holos about this place. As the desert steals sound, so its dry,
         scorching atmosphere also muddles distance; the temple could still be another four
         days away.
      

      
      They walk on, traveling by day, camping by night, watchful for danger and barely sleeping.

      
      When they arrive at last they are tired, hungry, disoriented. The silence has become
         a great weight crushing them down. Even communicating by sign language is an effort,
         and for the last two days Lanoree has felt so alone even with her brother constantly
         by her side.
      

      
      But the sight of the giant rock spires, and the mysterious Tho Yor floating between
         them, brings a sense of anticipation.
      

      
      We’re here at last! Lanoree thinks. Qigong Kesh! The temple is belowground in a network of natural caverns and tunnels. Beneath the
         desert, they will be able to speak, to hear once more. As they pass within the shadow
         of one of the massive rock spires, several Je’daii guards emerge from a cavern in
         its vast base. They look Lanoree and Dal up and down; smile; and hold out two canteens
         of cool, fresh water.
      

      
      Then they take the exhausted brother and sister down beneath the desert. Here, in
         a huge cavern, lies the majestic Temple of Qigong Kesh where the arcane, mysterious,
         and enlightening training in Force Skills will commence.
      

      
      It is here that Dalien Brock’s fall will begin.

      
   
      
      

CHAPTER THREE
THE GOOD AND THE GREAT
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      Not every Journeyer will complete their Great Journey. Some will fall victim to Tython’s
            many dangerous landscapes or creatures. Some will lose themselves. Some may even lose
            their way in the Force and leave Tython far behind, scattering out to the system,
            lost in a much more fundamental way. But as Je’daii we must accept this, because this
            is not an existence of absolutes. Life is a challenge, and facing that challenge is
            what makes the good great.
      

      
      —Master Deela jan Morolla, 3,533 TYA

      
      Even though she had been away from home for four years, Lanoree still kept to Tython
         time. She was used to it, it suited her natural sleep patterns, and she saw little
         point in adapting her ship to Standard Time. In her less-guarded moments she might
         also admit that it reminded her of home.
      

      
      The computer calculated the optimum flight path from Tython to Kalimahr for the time
         of year and current planet alignments. And before committing to the route Lanoree
         also calculated it manually. The computer was never wrong in such matters—the navigational
         elements were programmed and designed by the Je’daii’s most experienced space travelers—but
         she was always pleased when her calculations came out the same. Rather than questioning
         the computer, she was testing herself.
      

      
      Pushing her Peacemaker to its limits, it took a little over seven days to reach Kalimahr.
         She used this time to meditate, prepare herself for the coming mission, exercise,
         and review every aspect of the information downloaded to the Peacemaker’s computers.
         There wasn’t much. Whatever contacts had informed the Je’daii of Dal’s scheme had
         not been very thorough. Rumors, speculation, and a few hazy images. But even in those
         grainy images of covert meetings and mysterious exchanges, she recognized the face
         of her brother.
      

      
      He looked older, of course. But she was surprised at how much older, as if he’d lived three lifetimes since she had last seen him, not nine years.
         He was taller, thinner, his child’s sadness translated into adult bitterness. His
         dusky skin had turned darker and more rugged. And there was something haunting about
         his blurred visage. Lanoree berated herself for letting her thoughts of his death
         cloud how she viewed him now. Yet the idea remained. Seeing those images of Dal felt
         like looking at a ghost.
      

      
      “We’ll meet again,” she said to the screen, “and I’ll ask why you let me think you
         were dead all these years.”
      

      
      For the first few days of the journey she left Dal’s image on the cockpit flatscreen,
         also feeding it through to a screen in the living quarters directly behind the cockpit.
         A reminder of who she sought and who she had lost. But seeing him there only confused
         her more, so by day five she left the screen blank.
      

      
      Lanoree had visited Kalimahr twice over the past four years. The first time was to
         act as mediator in a troublesome deal between three landmass developers, all of them
         bickering over an island called Hang Layden in the planet’s vast Southern Ocean. Normally
         a Je’daii would not have been concerned with such matters, but the Je’daii Council
         had sent Lanoree because of the island’s suspected archaeological importance. Though
         the island appeared bare, it was believed that an ancient structure—possibly of Gree
         origin—existed a kilometer beneath the surface. Her presence had been resented, but
         she had taken an active role in the negotiations, ensuring that each of the three
         interested parties had a portion of land to develop. More important, she had covertly protected
         the cave network that might lead deep down to that ruin from ancient history. The
         Force illusions she had left behind of rockfalls and impassable ravines would last
         for a hundred years.
      

      
      Her second time on Kalimahr had been less peaceful. That time, her sword had been
         wetted with blood.
      

      
      Even so, she did not pretend for a moment that she knew this place. A good Je’daii
         was always on guard and ready for surprises. Especially a Je’daii on a mission as
         important as hers.
      

      
      As she entered the atmosphere and her computer contacted air traffic control, she
         saw two Kalimahr Defense ships shadowing her thirty kilometers away. They would be
         no threat. It was more likely that the pilots were excited at spotting a Peacemaker,
         and they’d go home that night to tell their families and friends that they’d seen
         a Je’daii arrive! They followed for the next hour, and just before peeling away they
         made contact. She replied with a gentle push of grace and humor, responding to them
         while revealing nothing. If we met in a tavern, we might even be friends, she thought, smiling. It was a subtle Je’daii talent, but one that often served
         her well. They disappeared from her screen when she was more than a hundred kilometers
         from her destination.
      

      
      She approached Rhol Yan above a startling azure sea. The Peacemaker shuddered as she
         passed across the waves. She was so low that spray from the sea misted the windows,
         but she enjoyed flying like this. Out in space there was no context—she could fly
         for days with the starscape changing hardly at all. Depth was infinite, and distances
         were so vast that her mind could barely grasp them. But down here she was close to something. Sometimes closeness mattered.
      

      
      Rhol Yan had been built on an archipelago stretching out into the Southern Ocean.
         There were five large islands and countless smaller ones, all of them developed, and
         hundreds of bridges both large and small spanned the spaces between landmasses. Gleaming
         white spires reached stark fingers to the sky, and several classes of Cloud Chaser
         airships drifted between them like lazy birds flocking around ak trees back on Tython.
         Lower down, buildings and streets clung to the islands and sometimes protruded out
         over the ocean on slender stilts, and beautifully wrought bridges stood in isolation
         over the waterways. Ships dotted the ocean, and the inner waterways were busy with smaller watercraft.
         The white metal spires pulsed here and there with colored lights, illuminated even
         during daytime to identify an island, a building, or a street. It was an attractive
         city, and most of its money came from tourism. People traveled from all over Kalimahr
         to holiday on Rhol Yan. And with tourists came the vultures and parasites who preyed
         on them.
      

      
      She was directed to a landing platform on a high tower on one of the outer islands.
         There were scores of gracefully wrought landing pads and bays around the tower, and
         exterior elevators whisked up and down its uneven sides. Even the city’s air and spaceport
         were beautiful.
      

      
      As the Peacemaker settled, Lanoree prepared herself for what was to come. Her mission
         started here.
      

      
      “Keep an eye on the ship,” she said to the droid. It grumbled and clicked. “Yes, I’ll
         have my comlink.” She felt the sliver of tech in her lapel just to make sure. Then
         she stood within the cabin and smoothed down her clothing, checking that her sword
         was strapped correctly to her thigh, ran fingers through her hair. She used her metal
         Je’daii star to fix her cape around her neck. For now, there was no need to hide.
      

      
      She was surprised to realize that she was nervous.

      
      Somewhere at the end of this mission, her brother waited.

      
      Like any visitor who had landed on one of the spacecraft platforms, Lanoree was directed
         through to a large room with lines of interview pods. One entire side was a window
         offering staggering views across Rhol Yan and the glimmering sea beyond, and the opposite
         wall was splayed with extravagant artwork that labeled it the Welcome Hall. But its
         real purpose was obvious. Kalimahr’s security services were efficient and discreet,
         and even a Je’daii was not simply waved through. She respected that. And by the time
         she was ushered from her interview pod, the three officers inside also respected her
         privacy. A subtle push, a gentle word. Perhaps in a few days’ time they might start
         to question their decision to let her in so lightly, although by then she would be
         long gone.
      

      
      But by the time she had traveled on three elevators down through the tower to ground level, Lanoree began to suspect that she was being followed.
      

      
      She paused in the vast lobby of the port tower, bought a drink from a vendor droid,
         and melted into the shadows beneath a wide, low tree. There were tables and chairs
         there, and a massively fat Zabrak woman was harvesting large insects from the tree’s
         lower canopy, flash-frying them, and selling them to eager customers. Lanoree decided
         she was not hungry.
      

      
      As she drank, she watched the bank of elevators she had just left. Her sense of being
         followed was strong, but though she waited for a while, none of those exiting the
         elevators seemed to be looking for her. Strange. She was certain it was not one of
         the customs officers.
      

      
      “Lady, you’re a fine one,” a voice said. A tall robed figure had approached, and she
         was annoyed with herself for not noticing.
      

      
      “I’m drinking,” she said.

      
      “So drink with me.”

      
      “No, thanks.”

      
      “Come on, Ranger. You’re young. I’m almost two hundred years old. Got experience.
         Got three bottles of chay wine in my rooms, almost as old as me, just waiting for
         a special occasion.”
      

      
      She rested her hand on her sword’s haft. The Force was calm and settled, and the weapon
         was part of her. “Would losing your life constitute a special occasion?”
      

      
      He stared at her from beneath his hood, amused, uncertain. Then he waved a hand and
         turned to leave. “Ach. Je’daii. So tightly wound.”
      

      
      She finished her drink, then moved out across the lobby area. There were hundreds
         of people there, a varied mix of the many species who had spread out from Tython to
         colonize the system. Humans and Wookiees mingled with Twi’leks, with their prominent
         head-tails, and red-skinned Sith. Near-human Zabrak, with their vestigial horns, walked
         alongside Iktotchi, whose heavy horns gave them a fearsome appearance. Kalimahr had
         been the first planet settled after Tython and its moons, and it remained the most
         racially mixed and diverse. It was proud of its diversity, and it was a pride well
         earned. Even on Tython it was rare that so many species were seen in one place at
         any one time, and Lanoree paused for a moment in the center of the lobby to feel the
         ebb and flow of so many people in transit.
      

      
      She paused also to try to spot any pursuer. Still nothing. She’d seen no one obviously
         stop when she had. And although some people looked at her as they passed by, she sensed
         that it was only out of interest when they recognized the Je’daii star. And on occasion,
         perhaps even distaste. She knew well enough that some Kalimahr thought themselves
         above the Je’daii.
      

      
      I’m alone too often and for too long, she thought. Perhaps a subtle paranoia was a natural part of being among so many
         people once more.
      

      
      Leaving the spire’s lobby, she passed a group of Dai Bendu monks chanting one of their
         strange, haunting ululations. A small group of travelers had settled around them,
         and some were swaying slowly in time with the song. Just outside the main doors, down
         a wide, long ramp that led to street level, a circle of feline Cathars was meditating
         upon an image of their god painted on the ground. The image was beautifully wrought,
         and their meditations had drawn several smoke snakes up from the ground to dance in
         a slow, hypnotic pattern. Lanoree had heard of the Cathars’ smoke snakes but had never
         seen them.
      

      
      Such diverse beliefs being celebrated in such close proximity. Her immersion in the
         Force meant that she believed neither, but it was still pleasing to see such inclusivity.
      

      
      The streets outside were bustling with people, trade stalls, performance artists,
         religious groups, speakers, security officers, and children and adults alike pointing
         and chattering in delight at their surroundings. She felt almost unnoticed, and she
         welcomed that. But she also knew that it was an ideal environment in which to be followed,
         and that feeling persisted. Though she cast her Force sense around, there were so
         many people that her thoughts were confused. She would have to remain alert.
      

      
      Cloud Chasers floated above, and occasionally drop ships came down to pick up passengers.
         But Lanoree had studied maps on her ship and knew that the tavern she sought was close
         by. She chose to walk.
      

      
      “Bet you’ve never seen one like me, eh? Eh?” Tre Sana grinned at her over his glass
         of wine. His yellow eyes and blazing red skin gave him a fearsome appearance, but she perceived a gentle intelligence behind the startling
         exterior.
      

      
      “Your coloring is quite rare,” Lanoree said. “Rarer still for a Twi’lek, the extra
         lekku.”
      

      
      “Rarer? Oh, yeah, rarer indeed.” He stroked the third head-tail that grew behind the
         usual two. “Least you use the right terminology. You wouldn’t believe what some people call these things.”
      

      
      “I probably would.”

      
      “They call me freak.” He growled suddenly and leaned forward, baring teeth that seemed
         to have been filed down to points. “A scary freak!”
      

      
      “You don’t scare me,” she said.

      
      “Hmm.” Tre’s lekku—those three long, curious tentacles growing from the back of his
         skull—twitched a little, one tip stroking over his left shoulder, the other two pointing
         like fingers tapping at the air.
      

      
      “ ‘Yeah, well, this bitch is a Je’daii,’ ” Lanoree translated.
      

      
      Tre’s eyes opened wide. “You know Twi’leki!”

      
      “Of course. That surprises you?”

      
      “Huh. Huh! Nothing about the Je’daii can surprise me.”

      
      “Oh, don’t be so sure.” Lanoree took a drink and looked around Susco’s Tavern. With
         more than fifteen settled planets and moons and spread over sixteen billion kilometers,
         there were places like this all across the Tythan system. Places where people gathered
         to drink, eat, and talk, no matter what their color, species, creed, or breed. Where
         music played in the background—either a local tune or perhaps something more exotic
         from another continent or another world. Where travelers found common ground, and
         those who chose not to travel could hear outlandish tales of faraway places. And it
         was in these taverns that tongues could be loosened, news spread, and secrets overheard.
         Lanoree loved places like this, because often after a drink or two she could have
         been anywhere.
      

      
      The drink she was sipping now had been recommended by Tre—a local wine, made from
         deep-sea grapes and fortified with swing dust from some of the air mines at Kalimahr’s
         north pole. It was incredibly strong, but she used a gentle Force flow to make sure
         the potent drink did not impede her senses. She might enjoy such taverns, but she
         had been attacked in places like these. And she had also killed in them.
      

      
      “Master Dam-Powl vouches for you,” Lanoree said.
      

      
      Tre Sana’s eyes glimmered with humor. “Oh, I doubt that.”

      
      “Well, she says to watch you. And that I should kill you the first moment you display
         any hint of betrayal.” Lanoree looked around the tavern but probed for Tre’s reaction.
         Strange. She felt nothing. She turned back to him and said, “But Dam-Powl assures
         me you don’t have a traitorous bone in your body.”
      

      
      Tre raised his brows and his lekku, resting now over his shoulders, performed a gentle,
         almost sensuous touch along their tips.
      

      
      “Good,” Lanoree said, smiling. “Then let’s take a meal and at the same time share
         some information.”
      

      
      “The sea beef is very good here,” Tre said. He raised a hand and caught the attention
         of the barman. A wave and a click of his fingers, and the barman nodded back, grinning.
      

      
      Lanoree probed outward and touched the barman’s mind. She took a startled breath—she
         could never really prepare for experiencing another’s thoughts, as the first rush
         was always overwhelming—but she quickly filtered out the random, the violent, the
         sick and disgusting, and narrowed to what she sought. Tre so cool so calm so red sitting there with her that Je’daii and he’d be lucky,
            she’d eat him alive. She broke away and stared at Tre until he averted his yellow eyes. But she said
         nothing. She knew she was attractive, and if he was thinking of her that way, there was no real harm.
      

      
      “I’ll be very open with you,” Lanoree said, “very honest. That’s a good way to begin,
         for both of us. There’s something about you I can’t read, but I don’t need the Force
         to understand people. You’re haughty and superior. Maybe that’s just you, but right
         now I think it’s because you think you have me at a disadvantage. Perhaps because
         Dam-Powl has told you most, if not all, of what I know and why I’m here.”
      

      
      Tre blinked softly, his lekku touching in gentle acknowledgment.

      
      “And so, you know whom I seek. You’ll know that he’s my brother. I have rumors and
         stories told in taverns, secondhand information from sources I can’t verify and don’t
         trust. And the sum of all the information I have gives me virtually nothing to go
         on. I don’t even know what planet he’s on right now.”
      

      
      “You can’t”—he waved his fingers, raised his arms up and down—“Force his location?”
      

      
      Lanoree glared at Tre. His childish display did not warrant a response.

      
      “Master Dam-Powl sent me to you and said you might be able to help. I hope so. Because
         I don’t know how much more of this piss I can take.” Lanoree emptied her glass in
         one swallow.
      

      
      “And now I’ll be very open with you, too,” Tre said, suddenly serious. “Along with
         talk of your brother, I hear rumors of Gree technology.”
      

      
      Lanoree inclined her head, raised an eyebrow.

      
      “I don’t mean the hypergate. Anyone with half a mind knows of the theories about the
         Old City being of Gree origin.” Tre leaned in closer, glancing around. “I mean what
         drives the hypergate.”
      

      
      “I don’t understand,” she said, but already she was thinking of what the Masters had
         told her back on Tython. Dark matter …
      

      
      “I mean there are whispers of design plans. Tech details.” Tre shrugged. “Blueprints.
         And all Gree.”
      

      
      Lanoree leaned back in shock. Gree? Really? So little was known about that ancient
         people. There were theories that the Gree had once inhabited the Old City on Tython,
         but theorists were split as to whether the Gree had built it themselves. Though the
         Gree were long gone from the galaxy, it was suggested by some that the Old City was
         even more ancient. Lanoree had met a man on Tython—not a Je’daii but someone allied to them
         in outlook—who had spent his life researching the Gree and their legacy, and even
         what he knew could be relayed in little more than an hour of talk. And now this mysterious
         Twi’lek who, if what Dam-Powl had told her was true, undertook criminal activities,
         was claiming that Dal had found something the Gree had left behind.
      

      
      “Blueprints?” she asked.

      
      “Only what I’ve heard. More wine?”

      
      Lanoree bristled. He was toying with her. Playing a Je’daii Ranger as he would a weak-minded
         petty criminal looking to muscle in on some nefarious deal. She leaned back in her
         chair and feigned tiredness, but behind her drooping eyelids she felt the Force flow,
         stirring her senses, boosting them, and she probed outward once again to touch Tre’s mind.
      

      
      But he was closed to her.

      
      Tre’s eyes went wide, and for a moment he looked unaccountably sad, shoulders dropping
         and lekku slumping down exhausted. He looks like a battered pet, Lanoree thought. She wasn’t sure where the image came from, but she had grown to
         trust her first impressions. The Force resided in her subconscious, too, and sometimes
         it spoke.
      

      
      He would not meet her gaze, staring instead into his half-empty glass.

      
      She sensed around the fringes of his mind but could not get in, and it was something
         she was not used to. Some species were very hard to read—the Cathars’ minds worked
         in a very different way, thinking in symbols and abstracts rather than words and images—but
         usually she could at least touch another’s mind, whether human or alien.
      

      
      Tre’s had a wall. It seemed to encircle his consciousness, and her efforts rebounded
         from it, almost hinting that there was no mind at all. Yet she knew that was not the
         case. Tre was very much his own person, intelligent and alert, harboring desires and
         aims, and she could see that he knew himself well. Very well.
      

      
      “Tre, what’s been done to you?” she asked, because she sensed that he wanted to talk.
         The feeling was nothing to do with the Force; it was merely the empathy of one sentient
         being for another.
      

      
      “Just another slave spy used by the Je’daii.”

      
      “You’re altered,” she said, realizing the startling truth. “Genetic?”

      
      “Deep and permanent.”

      
      “No Je’daii would do that,” she said.

      
      “Ha!” Tre spat. A few people nearby glanced around at his outburst, and he stared
         them down, red and ferocious when he wanted to be. They went back to their drinks.
      

      
      “But it’s …” Lanoree said, but she did not finish her sentence. Forbidden, she was going to say. But she had that ongoing alchemy experiment on her ship, and
         she knew that some Je’daii would frown on that. What was considered forbidden to some
         was exploration to others.
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      “I’m Dam-Powl’s toy,” Tre Sana said, quieter now. “There are promises made to me.”
         He sat up straighter, proud. “And they’ll be kept! Money. A new identity. An estate
         on a Ska Goran city ship.” He nodded firmly but his lekku writhed, displaying uncertainty
         and vulnerability.
      

      
      Lanoree wasn’t sure what to make of him, and the fact that he was closed to her gentle
         probings unsettled her. But she could also not help admiring Dam-Powl’s work. Whatever
         subtle genetic adaptations she had performed, whatever strange alchemies kept Tre’s
         mind purely his own but made him very obviously hers, were perhaps immoral, yet startlingly
         brilliant.
      

      
      “And you’ll get all that,” Lanoree said. “Master Dam-Powl is a Je’daii of her word.”

      
      Their food arrived. Tre started eating immediately, chewing and swallowing with barely
         a pause. He seemed ravenous.
      

      
      “The Gree,” Lanoree asked. “The blueprints. I need to know more.”

      
      “And now you’re here, we can know more,” Tre said, spitting half-chewed meat across the table. Some of it landed
         on Lanoree’s plate.
      

      
      “When?”

      
      “I need to find someone,” he said. “Someone who’s not easy to find. But … on my own.
         A Ranger will attract attention. You know the saying, ‘When a Ranger comes calling,
         trouble quickly follows.’ Well, so, they hear of you with me and they’ll melt away.
         Maybe for a long time. So leave it to me, meet me here at dusk. I’ll know where they
         are by then.”
      

      
      “Who is this person?”

      
      “A rich Kalimahr. A dealer in swing dust and other air spices. And a Stargazer.”

      
      “That word again,” Lanoree said.

      
      Tre wiped his mouth and took a drink. “Not one that many know. Don’t use it too freely.”
         He nodded down at Lanoree’s plate. “You going to eat that?”
      

      
      “No. Help yourself.”

      
      Tre pulled her plate across to him and started eating. It was as if every bite was
         his first.
      

      
      “So, here, at dusk,” Lanoree said.

      
      “Hmmm.” He nodded without looking up from the food. He exuded indifference, yet he
         had called himself a slave. A conflicted character, complex, troubled. Exactly who
         she would not want guiding her during her investigations.
      

      
      “Fine,” she said. As she stood to leave, she saw faces turning away from her, and
         she walked to the doorway in a bubble of silence broken only by awed whispers of Ranger! and Je’daii! and darker mutterings of trouble. She hoped the old saying Tre had reminded her of could be put to rest on Kalimahr.
      

      
      But hope alters nothing.

      
      And soon after leaving Susco’s Tavern Lanoree knew that she was being followed again.

      
      “The first day is always the worst,” the human Master Ter’cay says as he leads Lanoree
         and Dal toward the surface. “The Silent Desert can be an unsettling place.”
      

      
      We know, Lanoree thought. We know for sure.
      

      
      They climb up through the vast cavern.

      
      It’s more like a city than a temple, Lanoree thinks, and Ter’cay glances back at her.
      

      
      Listen when I’m talking, or you’ll learn nothing, he speaks in her mind. He’s not angry. More amused, if anything. Her surprise at
         how easily he silently communicates is obviously evident in her expression. Force
         telepathy is well-known to her, but such control and command must have taken many
         years of meditation and study to master.
      

      
      Ter’cay laughs aloud, and Lanoree smiles sidelong at Dal. He’s frowning. He didn’t
         hear a thing.
      

      
      She is still stunned at the size and scope of Qigong. She’s heard all about it, of
         course, from her parents and from those Journeyers venturing through Bodhi Temple
         after having visited Qigong previously on their travels. Their talk is always of the
         temple first—its incredible size, the complexity of its caverns and tunnels, the strength
         of the Force in this natural nexus—and then inevitably they will finish with stories
         of the Silent Desert.
      

      
      A haunting place. Almost unnatural.

      
      She and Dal have already spent days crossing the desert to Qigong and encountering
         some of its dangers. But she senses that their real experience of those strange sands
         has only just begun.
      

      
      “It’s cool down here,” Ter’cay says. “Sometimes the sands are hot enough to melt your
         shoes and a slightest breeze will blister your skin. But that’s usually later in the
         day. Down here we’re protected from the sun, and the climate is controlled by six
         conditioners. There’s one over there.” They are crossing a wide cavern bounded on
         three sides with sheer walls, each of them speckled with ledges and stairwells, people
         bustling all about. Ter’cay points at the fourth side of the plaza, and there stands
         a huge machine, the height of thirty people, with curved protuberances that flex and
         bulge like something biological, not mechanical. It steams, groans; and moisture speckles
         its surface and pools around its base.
      

      
      “That’s a machine?” Dal asks.

      
      Of sorts, Ter’cay sends. He glances at Lanoree, raises an eyebrow, then speaks the words aloud.
      

      
      He expects Dal to be hearing all this, Lanoree thinks. Her brother seems unaware, enrapt as he is with the giant conditioner.
      

      
      “Of sorts?” Lanoree asks.

      
      “Many of its inner working are … grown at Anil Kesh.”

      
      “So it’s alive?”

      
      “Far from it.” Ter’cay turns and strides across the cavern floor, and they have to
         hurry to catch up.
      

      
      When we reach the surface, all will fall silent, Ter’cay says in Lanoree’s mind. But silence is subjective. You and I can communicate as we are now, and this is the
            first lesson. Force telepathy is a talent that some Journeyers already have when they
            arrive here; but those who don’t, pick it up quite quickly. He glances back over his shoulder at her, grim faced. It’s a fundamental talent. Not like farsight, or using the Force to cast illusion.
            If you flow with the Force, then so can your words and thoughts. But your brother …

      
      He shrugs as they continue walking.

      
      “He’s …” Lanoree begins, but Dal looks at her. She coughs, pretending to have swallowed
         some dust. Then she tries to speak without words.
      

      
      Her mother had taught her the basics. Sometimes her father touched her mind when it
         was late and they were tired, giving her a bedtime tale. Now was Lanoree’s chance
         to use those lessons.
      

      
      He’s slow with the Force, she sends, and she knows that Master Ter’cay hears. But he wants to learn.
      

      
      No, Ter’cay says. I sense no eagerness in him. Only resistance. No delight, only suspicion.
      

      
      He’ll do his best.
      

      
      They reach the edge of the cavern, where a large opening in one wall leads to small,
         busier tunnels. Six-armed droids amble back and forth offering drinks. Taller droids
         provide physical care to a group of people who are dressed in grubby clothing, their
         skin sun reddened, faces drawn, and eyes haunted. They don’t stop talking, as if it’s
         a novelty. Lanoree suspects these are Journeyer students having just finished another
         surface lesson.
      

      
      If he will do his best, then so will I, Ter’cay says, but Lanoree already hears his doubt. It seems to echo her own.
      

      
      Master Ter’cay speaks then, including them both. “The main climb to the surface. There
         are elevators and rising tubes, but I like my students to walk. Physical exercise.”
         He thumps his chest and laughs. “Good for the lungs! The heart!” And he strokes his
         forehead. “The health of the body feeds the health of the mind.”
      

      
      They start climbing the naturally formed stairway. Lanoree counts more than a thousand
         steps.
      

      
      Their first evening, as the sun blazes red across the western desert and the sands
         come alive with scorpions and serpents and other shadowy things, Lanoree Forces an
         illusion before Master Ter’cay. A shire with graceful veined wings and a single horn
         protruding from its head dances in the sand, beating its hooves against shadows that
         do not notice, snorting, and she hears every beat and breath. Ter’cay smiles at the
         solocorn that prances before him, and he nods once at Lanoree. Good work, he speaks silently. But you’ll find that making an illusion of reality that much harder. You know the
            solocorn is a creature of myth, rich in your mind, and so an illusion is easy to form.
            Try something more mundane. A rock, a fruit, a shoe. Not so easy.
      

      
      Lanoree lets the illusion flitter away in the dusk and does as Ter’cay suggests. She
         cannot do it.
      

      
      Your lessons have only just begun, Ter’cay says. He turns away from her and sits close to Dal, holding the boy’s hands
         in his own, touching his cheeks and his temples, and then the Master closes his eyes
         and Dal’s own eyes grow wide.
      

      
      He hears him! Lanoree thinks, delighted. He feels the Force, and hears with it! But her excitement is short-lived.
      

      
      Dal stands and kicks at the sand, sending it spraying into Master Ter’cay’s face.
         He reacts like he has been invaded or touched by something disgusting. Then he turns
         and walks away into the twilight. Lanoree wishes she could call her brother back.
      

      
      Their first dawn camped in the Silent Desert with Master Ter’cay is one of the strangest
         times of Lanoree’s life. Camping with Dal on their way here had been nothing like
         this; they were times of fear and worry, not wonder. Perhaps being so close to the
         temple—a natural nexus of the Force—drew life to that place.
      

      
      As the rising sun sets the eastern horizon aflame, the desert comes to life, and the
         silence seems more staggering than ever before. Night creatures have already gone
         to ground an hour before dawn, as if aware that sunlight will soon expose them. Shadows
         retreat, the coolness of the night is burned away, and shimmering heat haze dances
         across the sands. Desert birds take flight from wherever they sleep. A small species
         of shire—thinner than those elsewhere on Tython, with water humps on back and neck—moves
         in herds across a distant hillside. Lizards frolic and dance around rocky areas; gliding
         pendles flap their mighty wings as they ride the dawn air currents; and she sees a
         giant mankle stalking in the distance, its vicious spines raised for the hunt. Yet
         this magnificent display of life and diversity exists in the desert’s unnatural silence,
         the cries and calls, the flapping of wings, the growls and roars of the hunt, all
         unheard.
      

      
      There, toward the hills. Look. Blink and you might miss it. She was not even aware that Ter’cay had risen; his tent looks undisturbed, untouched.
         Yet as he speaks in her mind she sees him hunkered down south of the camp, as motionless
         as the rock pile beside which he sits.
      

      
      She looks where he said, and sees.
      

      
      There seems to be no wind lifting the sand, no disturbance in the ground that might
         raise such a thing. The sculpture looks about the size of a human, though distance
         can be deceptive. It seems fluid, moving and dancing as the billions of sand particles
         within constantly shift and flow. The shape is ambiguous.
      

      
      Dal should see this, Lanoree thinks. Yet she knows she cannot wake him with a thought, and to move him
         might break this moment.
      

      
      Reach, Ter’cay says, and Lanoree reaches. The Force is alive within her and she probes
         outward with her senses, feeling that distant sand sculpture is slightly warmer than
         the surrounding sand, its smell is like something long buried exposed at last. And,
         most amazingly of all, within its confines the sand sings out loud. The sound is confused
         and seems to make no sense. There are no words there that Lanoree knows. Yet she can
         sense something of unbridled freedom and passion in the noise, and for a few beats
         of her heart she is filled with a blazing optimism that puts the sun to shame.
      

      
      Then the shape disintegrates, and with one more heartbeat it is returned to the desert.
         The sound has vanished. The movement has ceased. Lanoree is left breathing hard with
         excitement, and as she glances across at Ter’cay she catches his smile.
      

      
      What is that?

      
      A mystery. You should wake your brother. Your training starts again now.
      

      
      They spend the rest of that day, and the two following, training in the Silent Desert.
         Lanoree is delighted with the talents she possesses and those she is introduced to,
         and thrilled at how adept she already seems. Ter’cay pushes her. Tests. And she performs,
         pushing back with silent requests for harder tasks, more complex problems. Her relationship
         with the Force expands rapidly in that silent place, and she feels fully a part of
         it for the first time. Suggestion, telepathy, control, her skills grow and expand
         with each passing moment. She enjoys her time there with Master Ter’cay. And yet many
         times she realizes the strength of her pride when she forgets that Dal is not finding
         any of this easy.
      

      
      He cannot flow with the Force, and the more Ter’cay works with him, the less Dal wants to try. Lanoree becomes frustrated and annoyed with his frequent
         displays of petulance. In the evenings, when they are eating and relaxing, she tries
         communicating with him. A sisterly touch on his mind, borne of love and concern. Yet
         she’s met with a deluge of chaotic thoughts—frightening, furious, and yet scared.
      

      
      As dusk falls on the third day and they make their way back to the temple, Lanoree
         is enlivened by her successes and saddened by Dal’s failures.
      

      
      She takes his hand, surprised when he holds on. And she smiles at him.

      
      She has an idea.

      
      A subtle push and—

      
      They are walking along the river back at home, close to Bodhi Temple. This is the
            one place where Dal feels most at peace with himself. Weave birds have been here recently,
            and countless golden threads are carried on the breeze. The river flows fast and heavy,
            swollen by recent rains in the hills of the Edge Forest. The air smells of blossom
            and hangs heavy with the promise of a family meal that evening, when their father
            will cook rumbat stew and their mother will read some of her poetry. It is beautiful.
      

      
      It is false.
      

      
      Dal squeezes her hand so tightly that she feels bones grinding, and the hook hawk
         wounds start to bleed again. Then he crumples to his knees in the sand and vomits.
      

      
      Lanoree kneels beside him, wondering if she has done wrong. He hates her touching his mind, using the Force to invade his thoughts. They have fought about
         it more than once. But after so long in this strange place, she’d thought that perhaps
         he would have welcomed those thoughts of safety and calm, those images of home.
      

      
      When he looks up at her, she sees the venom of his gaze.

      
      She cannot touch his mind again to say sorry.

      
   
      
      

CHAPTER FOUR
HIS OWN MAN
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      Never place all your reliance in the Force. It’s always there, but that does not mean
            it can always be called upon. Each Je’daii is his own person with his own talents.
            Learn to use them. Nurture them. If the Force is the dream, you are the dreamer, and
            sometimes you have to wake up. Sometimes, you are all you have.
      

      
      —Master Shall Mar, “A Life in Balance,” 7,523 TYA

      
      Tre Sana had already told her more than the Je’daii Masters who had sent her on this
         mission. They had mentioned a loose network of rich Kalimahr apparently involved in
         Dal’s Stargazer sect, and Tre had backed that up with talk of tracking down a particular
         person to question. They had spoken of dark matter being used to attempt activation
         of a supposed hypergate. But they had not mentioned the Gree at all.
      

      
      What was known about the Gree was so far back in history, so deep in time, that it
         had taken on the sheen of myth and legend. Lanoree wanted to get back to her ship’s
         computer to find out what she could.
      

      
      But first she had to discover who, or what, was following her.

      
      She imagined that this district of Rhol Yan must be somewhere at the lower end of
         the tourist experience—the streets were grubby; some vendors very probably dealt in
         illegal goods, services, or substances; and the clientele of the various establishments
         displayed little evidence of being mere visitors. A rough area, but not one in which
         Lanoree felt out of place. Every city on every planet had them, and she had visited
         many.
      

      
      Sometimes, she fit right in.

      
      Cloud Chasers drifted above, speeders buzzed along a slightly raised roadway in the
         center of the street, and several types of indigenous beasts of burden carried people
         on their backs or limbs. But Lanoree chose to walk. It meant that she had complete
         control of her movements, and it would be easier to keep watch. She wanted to draw
         her follower out, not escape from him or her.
      

      
      She used the polished shine of speeders, the glass of display windows, and the reflections
         in the eyes of those passing by to look behind her. And when she could not see, she
         blinked slowly, casting her senses back to try and discover who and where her pursuer
         was.
      

      
      It was frustrating. She felt observed, and it could no longer be the usual curiosity
         for a Je’daii Ranger; she had removed her Ranger star to try to blend in.
      

      
      The end of the street opened up into a large market, stalls built across a wide marble-paved
         square and suspended on three massive treelike structures around the square’s perimeter.
         Small Cloud Chasers moored at some of these trees, ferrying people and freight to
         and from the larger vessels that buzzed and drifted above. Lanoree trotted down the
         curved stone steps that led to the square. Then she stopped, turned, and ran back
         up.
      

      
      She paused on the top step and looked around. The street she had walked along was
         bustling. She looked at people walking toward and past her, human and otherwise. She
         watched many more walking away. Probing with her senses, touching the pulse of the
         Force, she felt for any image of herself in someone else’s regard … and found it.
      

      
      Just standing there, watching, don’t forget she’s a Ranger, dangerous, mysterious—

      
      She touched the haft of her sword and pulled it partway out of its sheath, turning, seeing a Cathar family paused twenty paces from her while the mother
         and father fussed over their six children. Standing just behind them, pretending to
         be a part of their group and yet so obviously not, was a shape that did not belong.
      

      
      The man was small but stocky, wearing an expansive gray robe and a large mask. Lanoree
         was sure he was Noghri—reptilian, skilled fighters, prized assassins. As she laid
         eyes on him, he looked up and met her gaze.
      

      
      She raised one hand, ready to Force-push him to the ground for the moment she’d need
         to reach him.
      

      
      He pulled a laser blaster and fired into the family group.

      
      Screams. Panic. People running, fleeing, falling. The Noghri fired again, shooting
         at random.
      

      
      Lanoree drew her sword and ran at the shooter. He was already fleeing, blaster in
         one hand and something else in the other. She could not make out what the device was.
         She reached for him, shoved, but he dodged sideways, and her Force punch tripped a
         beast of burden, spilling its three passengers.
      

      
      As she passed the Cathar family, she glanced down and saw the woman on the ground,
         blood pulsing from a terrible, black-tinged wound in her furry scalp. The father was
         trying to pull the children away while crying out in mad grief. Lanoree wanted to
         stay and help, but there would be others to do that.
      

      
      She would best serve the dead woman by catching her killer.

      
      The Noghri had flowed down the steps and was sprinting toward one of the mooring stations.
         When they saw him coming, most people moved away, his violent intent obvious. But
         when two militia crouched before him and aimed long, spearlike weapons at him, he
         shot them both. The movement was almost too quick to be seen, and as they fell back
         dead the killer was already entering the shadow of the mooring tree.
      

      
      He was well trained. It would take someone who knew what he was doing to bring down
         those two guards without pause.
      

      
      She was gaining on him as he entered one of several doorways into the Cloud Chaser
         mooring structure. He was still doing something with the object in his other hand,
         and she paused and reached for him, concentrating, willing the Force his way, her
         clawed hand closing slowly as she struggled to grasp him. But there were too many other people around,
         and the panic was too great.
      

      
      More laser blasts erupted from the interior lobby of the mooring platform, and more
         screams.
      

      
      Lanoree used the Force to increase her speed, willing her muscles to stretch and contract
         faster, pumping her arms, pushing blood through her veins. There were a hundred travelers
         and merchants in the lobby, and two people were on the ground with blood spattered
         around them, others rushing to help. But she saw the Noghri immediately.
      

      
      He was plugging the device into a comm column. He glanced back over his shoulder but
         did not raise his blaster.
      

      
      More concerned with sending whatever he has to send, she thought. And as she ran at him she reached for the comm column, probing, frowning
         in concentration. She had to stop him sending, and if—
      

      
      She heard the dry cough of a blaster and raised her sword, and it was only that instinctive
         reaction that saved her. The shot struck the sword and she stumbled backward, then
         fell, her weapon clanging against the marble floor. She still grasped its haft—she
         would never let it go—and she could feel the heat dispersing from the exquisite blade.
      

      
      Lanoree shoved, and forty paces away the Noghri was lifted from his feet and smashed
         back against a wall. The blaster dropped from his hand and skittered away across the
         floor.
      

      
      The crowd of people had scattered and hidden as well as they could, leaving only the
         two shot people behind. Lanoree sensed that they were both dead.
      

      
      Anger throbbed through her but she reined it in. It would feed her action, but it
         could also cloud her senses. Using the Force while harboring rage could upset the
         balance within her, and that would lead to mistakes.
      

      
      She jumped to her feet, and she was the only person standing.

      
      “Stay down!” she shouted. She held out her hand and Force-pressed her observer to
         the ground. Heard him gasping for air. Pressed a little harder.
      

      
      Walking forward, sword held protectively before her, Lanoree glanced at the comm column
         and the device he had attached there.
      

      
      A flurry of movement and she knew what was coming, lifting the sword to deflect the
         blast a blink before it came. Another followed. She shifted to the left and raised her blade to the right. The shot was swallowed
         by the hot metal.
      

      
      He’d been carrying a second, concealed blaster.

      
      Lanoree grunted in frustration, then reached out and lifted the Noghri above the ground,
         grasping him there, tight, tighter.
      

      
      “Drop it,” she said. Though quiet, her voice carried all across the open lobby.

      
      He dropped the weapon. She raised him even higher … then let go.

      
      The sound of breaking bone as he struck the ground was followed by the collective
         gasps of those watching.
      

      
      Lanoree ran to him. He was writhing, his gray-skinned leg twisted, protruding bone
         visible beneath his loose robe. Keeping an eye on his big, clawed hands and feet,
         and conscious of the Noghri’s reputation as fighters and killers, she kept her sword
         drawn in case he had other concealed weapons. And as she knelt by his side, she reached
         for his mask.
      

      
      “Hold him!” someone called. Militia. Lanoree cursed inwardly, knowing that this would
         now get complicated. She wanted to get him somewhere quiet to interrogate him, and
         handing him over to Kalimahr militia would gain her nothing. She sighed and looked
         up at the two uniformed women running her way, wondering if she could persuade them
         otherwise.
      

      
      “He shot them and just—”

      
      “She chased him in here, and she threw him, she must be Je’daii and—”
      

      
      “Dead, my brother’s dead, and leaking his brains all across—”
      

      
      There was a flood of voices as terrified people started speaking around the edges
         of the concourse. And in that cacophony, one shout from a child that saved Lanoree’s
         life.
      

      
      “Look out!”

      
      As she looked back down at the injured Noghri, she saw the shell of his mask peel
         back and a wisp of smoke from within. Voice activated! she had time to think, and then she put every shred of strength and every measure
         of power she had in the Force into shielding herself from what came next.
      

      
      She barely heard the explosion.
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      For a moment, as she saw the Wookiee’s face and felt its strong, furry hands hauling
         her to her feet, she thought she was back on Ska Gora with her fingers hovering over
         laser cannon triggers. Then she remembered what had happened and smelled acrid smoke
         on the air.
      

      
      “I’m fine,” she said. Dizziness swept over her and she composed herself, breathing
         deeply. The female Wookiee grumbled a question, and Lanoree nodded. “Really. Fine.”
      

      
      The few people around her—the Wookiee; several humans; a tall, eyeless Miraluka with
         slatted mask—observed in stunned silence. When Lanoree looked beyond them, she understood
         their amazement at her survival.
      

      
      The Noghri had packed quite a blast. There was nothing left of him, and the site of
         the explosion was the center of a wide swath of blackened and broken marble. Detritus
         littered the lobby. He had killed himself without a second thought, and it was incredible
         that no one else had been caught by the blast.
      

      
      I was there, Lanoree thought, looking at the small, cracked crater in the marble floor. She had
         been blasted across the lobby, protected and shielded by the Force that she was so
         rich in, and for a few moments she tingled with something approaching ecstasy. She
         took a deep breath and felt a rush of well-being. Perhaps it was relief. Or maybe
         she was simply realizing that it was good to be alive.
      

      
      “You!” a voice called. “Je’daii!” It was one of the militia who’d been approaching
         when the Noghri had killed himself. The other was bloodied and being helped to her
         feet. As the woman drew closer, Lanoree glanced quickly around at the comm columns.
         One side of it had taken some of the blast, but it remained standing, though bent
         and twisted. She could see the comm point in which the Noghri had plugged his device.
      

      
      She ran.

      
      “Stop!” the militia woman called again, angry. Lanoree would have to be careful. The
         woman was shaken, and in the confusion she might decide to take a shot.
      

      
      Lanoree raised one hand, smiled, then slowed to a walk. “Just here,” she said, pointing.
         “Just going here.”
      

      
      “Stop or I’ll—”
      

      
      “You’ll wait for me,” Lanoree said, pushing softly.

      
      “I’ll—I’ll wait for you,” the woman said, frowning even as she stopped running. She
         looked around as if confused, and then Lanoree reached the comm column.
      

      
      She examined the device briefly, then plucked it from the socket. It was a small black
         box with several connectors and a screen on one side. A camera, among other things.
         Lanoree tapped the screen and scrolled down the list of stored images.
      

      
      They were all of her.

      
      “When a Ranger comes, death always follows,” the man said.

      
      “I thought the saying was ‘danger always follows’?”

      
      “Whatever.”

      
      They had taken her to the nearest militia post, and Lanoree had gone without argument.
         Her assignment had already become more complex than she had hoped, and making herself
         a fugitive would mean answers would be even more difficult to come by. People were
         dead. She owed it to the Kalimahr authorities to answer their questions.
      

      
      Besides, she would be meeting Tre again at dusk. She had time to kill.

      
      The captain was Lorus, a tall member of the proud Sith species, powerfully built and
         obviously used to being a leader and having his orders obeyed, and demands met, without
         question. He seemed unperturbed at holding a Je’daii in his restraining cell. He must
         have known that she could likely escape at any moment, but that would cause a diplomatic
         incident. So for now there was a gentle balance between them, an act from which both
         sides might benefit. The fact that they both knew this made things easier. At any
         other time it might have been amusing.
      

      
      “Something funny, Je’daii?”

      
      “No, not really. And I’ve told you my name.”

      
      “I prefer to call you Je’daii.”

      
      “Very well, Lorus.”

      
      “You should address me as Captain Lorus.”

      
      “I should?”
      

      
      The captain sighed and leaned against a wall. The two human militia who had brought
         her in stood in the corners of the room at either side of the door. They both looked
         afraid, and stared at her in open wonder. Probably the first time they had seen a
         Je’daii in action.
      

      
      The room was a little larger than the main control room on her Peacemaker, with one
         door, several chairs around the edges, and the single containment cell at its center.
         The cell was too small to lie down in, and consisted of an archaic heat field instead
         of bars. Lanoree could feel a touch of heat where she stood—the generator was old
         and leaking—and knew that she’d be singed to a crisp if she moved too close to the
         shimmering walls. She also knew that she could knock out the generator with a single
         thought, and with a little more effort she could shield herself and walk straight
         through the heat field.
      

      
      But she had no wish to fight Captain Lorus and his constables.

      
      “Five dead,” Lorus said.

      
      “Six, sir,” one of the militia women said. Lorus stiffened but did not turn around,
         and the woman became suddenly nervous. “Er … including the bomber.”
      

      
      “I don’t care about the bomber,” Lorus said. “There are five people dead who I care
         about, including two of my militia.”
      

      
      “Sir,” the woman said, quieter.

      
      “I didn’t kill any of them,” Lanoree said.

      
      “They’re dead because the bomber was following you.”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “Why?”

      
      “I’m here on Je’daii Council orders,” Lanoree said.

      
      “Why?”

      
      “I can’t reveal the purpose of my assignment.”

      
      “Why?” Lorus smiled.

      
      Lanoree did not respond. She looked down at her feet and probed softly, so gently
         that she hoped he would not feel. What she discovered did not surprise her. He enjoyed
         the power his position gave him. He was something of a bully toward his staff. And
         though he had been in the presence of Je’daii before, he had no love for them.
      

      
      “I’ve done nothing to make you hate me,” Lanoree said.

      
      Lorus’s face fell.

      
      “I know your mind. And there’s more I can do.”
      

      
      “Not if I press the purge button on your cell and fry you to a crisp.”

      
      Lanoree said nothing. Silence was more effective. It projected confidence.

      
      Lorus snorted. “Je’daii. Rangers! I knew a Ranger once, several years ago. Vulk. Did
         you know him?”
      

      
      “No,” Lanoree said. But she remembered the name and the sadness of people she loved.
         “My parents knew him.”
      

      
      “Arrogant. Superior. He moved me out of the way once. I was a constable then, still
         in training, and he’d arrived close to here with two younger Je’daii. Those you call
         Journeyers. Too young and unable to control the powers you give them. Troublesome.
         There was a dispute at the time, two of the richer Kalimahr families bickering over
         mining rights for some distant asteroid or other. Vulk said he’d come to settle the
         dispute before it came to blows. Never did know why the Je’daii were involved, don’t
         care. But when I confronted him in the street—told him I had questions and that he
         and his young troublemakers would have to follow me—he told me there wasn’t time.
         Said he had a meeting to attend and a gift to make, otherwise blood would be spilled.
         And then he lifted his hand and … moved me aside. Picked me up, almost throttled me
         with that damned Force you people mess with. Dropped me out of his path. Walked on,
         without giving me another glance.”
      

      
      Lanoree smiled. She could not help it, even knowing it would only enrage this proud,
         simple man more. But she had heard her parents talking of Vulk, and this sounded exactly
         like the man he had been. He had never permitted anything to obstruct what he thought
         was right.
      

      
      It was a lesson her parents had taught her well.

      
      “You’d laugh at me, Je’daii?” Lorus said.

      
      “Only at Vulk’s memory.”

      
      “You did know him, then?”
      

      
      “No. Like I said, my parents did. And it was more than several years ago. Vulk died
         eight years ago in a Cloud Chaser crash a thousand kilometers from here. But I guess
         you’re so parochial you won’t have heard about that. He’d already killed fourteen
         Xang terrorists by then, and he was mortally wounded. He steered his ship away from
         populated areas, saving hundreds, maybe thousands. He crashed into the sea.” Lanoree said no more. But she watched Lorus’s expression change, subtly but
         definitely, and she was glad. It seemed the man had some measure of honor after all.
      

      
      “So tell me about the dead Noghri,” Lanoree said.

      
      Lorus grunted.

      
      “I’ll not move you out of the way.” She smiled, pleased to see a twitch of response
         on Lorus’s lips. He stared at her for a moment, then nodded at one of the militia.
         The woman pressed switches on a control panel on the wall. The heat field imprisoning
         Lanoree shimmered and then faded, whispering away to nothing. Lorus sat and gestured
         at a seat opposite him.
      

      
      “He’s known,” Lorus said. “There wasn’t much left of him.” Grinning, he pointed back
         over his shoulder at the female militia. “Ducianne found one of his toe claws snagged
         in her uniform. We identified him from security footage taken from the docking tree.
         What we don’t know is why a preacher would become a killer.”
      

      
      “A preacher?” Lanoree asked. “He was Noghri, wasn’t he? Preaching isn’t something
         they’re known for.”
      

      
      “A cult,” Lorus said. “There are many across Kalimahr, too many to keep track of.
         Unlike your Tython, we’re inclusive here. We welcome any species, creed, or breed.”
      

      
      “As do we. But Tython is a challenging place for a non-Je’daii.”

      
      “Yeah. Well. The Noghri was a Stargazer.”

      
      “What do you know about them?” Lanoree sat down, at ease, comfortable. She was loading
         her questions with the subtlest of Force pushes, barely a suggestion. And perhaps
         now she was getting somewhere.
      

      
      “Not much,” Lorus said, shrugging. His red Sith skin looked strange in the artificial
         light, the color deeper, bloodier. “They’re one of the lesser sects, hardly any members,
         no real influence. One of many who seek to look beyond the Tythan system, way back
         into history. I’ve had no dealings with them before. They’ve never caused trouble.”
         He frowned. “Until now.”
      

      
      “They want to go home,” Lanoree said, remembering Dal once saying, One day I’ll find my way home.
      

      
      “There are many who maintain an interest in where our ancestors came from. Who resent
         that we were ever brought to Tython at all.”
      

      
      “Are you one of them?”
      

      
      “Not at all,” Lorus said. “I’ve got it good here.”

      
      Lanoree asked more questions about the Stargazers, information held on them, and any
         prominent members. She barely touched Lorus’s mind, and he seemed not to notice. Without
         hesitation he consulted an old computer in the wall and gave her a name and address.
      

      
      “Ah, yes. Kara. She’s not openly affiliated with the Stargazers. But she’s incredibly
         rich—made her fortune in swing dust mining—and it’s whispered that she funds them,
         lets them stay in properties she owns around Rhol Yan and beyond. But these are just
         whispers. I’ve found no proof.”
      

      
      “Really?” Lanoree raised an eyebrow.

      
      “I’ve had no need to look. The Stargazers haven’t done anything wrong.”

      
      “Five counts of murder?”

      
      “And that’s for me to investigate. Please, Je’daii, don’t explode this one. She’s
         one of Rhol Yan’s elite, and it would leave much more of a mess.”
      

      
      “I’ll do my best,” Lanoree said. “I’m grateful for your time.” And with a nod to the
         two militia she exited the holding room. She glanced back once to see Lorus staring
         into the inactive cell, frowning, and probably already wondering who had interrogated
         whom.
      

      
      Leaving the militia post, Lanoree quickly lost herself in the bustle of late afternoon.

      
      “Someone tried to kill me,” Tre said.

      
      “Seems quite common around here.”

      
      “You, too?”

      
      Lanoree shrugged. “Who was it?”

      
      “I didn’t see. A shot, then they were gone.”

      
      “You don’t seem overly troubled.”

      
      “It’s not the first time it’s happened.” Tre Sana tried to exude calm, but there were
         signs of his being flustered—his clothing a little awry, eyes flickering left and
         right, lekku unsettled.
      

      
      They had met outside Susco’s Tavern and then walked through the streets. It was evening
         now, and everywhere was a different kind of busy. Earlier, the walkways had been thronged with residents and visitors all going
         somewhere, a purpose in their strides. Now the ebb and flow was less urgent, destinations
         less certain. They drank and ate, and music emanated from many establishments, vying
         for the greatest volume and subtlest lure. It was a more relaxed scene than earlier
         but more chaotic.
      

      
      Dirigibles floated above the city, the larger intercontinental ships higher up illuminated
         with extravagant displays that danced and pulsed light across the sky. Smaller craft
         drifted down and rose again, ferrying people from docking trees up to the larger vessels.
         Several were moving away to the east, and Lanoree wondered what lay in that direction.
      

      
      She had already contacted her Peacemaker to ensure that everything there was as it
         should be. Ironholgs had spat and buzzed as if annoyed at being disturbed, but all
         was well. She yearned to be back in the ship, alone.
      

      
      “Easy for someone to follow us out here,” Tre said.

      
      “I’ll know,” she replied. And perhaps she would. She was much more alert now, and
         she kept her mind open to threatening thoughts, sudden movements, being the focus
         of attention. The Noghri had been more than willing to kill innocent bystanders to
         get away from her—until he’d made his broadcast, at least—and she could not let crowds
         be protection. But she could not know everything. And there were people like Tre who
         had been altered specifically so that they could not be read.
      

      
      Master Dam-Powl, you should have told me more, Lanoree thought.
      

      
      “My brother knows I’m coming,” Lanoree said.

      
      “And he’s trying to kill you?”

      
      She did not answer. The Noghri’s camera had been plugged into the comm column to send
         the images of her, and it seemed likely that they were sent to Dal. From what the
         Je’daii Masters had told her, he appeared to be the head of the Stargazers, or this
         faction at least. But why would the Noghri be so willing to kill himself rather than
         be captured? Lorus had called them a cult, but they worshipped nothing. They craved
         a single purpose, but that made them more like a criminal gang than a group of twisted
         fundamentalists. They were an enigma she had to solve.
      

      
      “So when are we seeing Kara?” she asked.

      
      Tre’s surprise was obvious. His extra lekku twitched in annoyance because she’d found
         out something he’d believed was a secret. Perhaps concealing something from a Je’daii
         had given him a sense of power. Either way, his brief display of petulance did nothing
         to endear him to Lanoree.
      

      
      “Don’t worry—I didn’t pluck her name from your mind.”

      
      “I know,” Tre said, trying to smile again. “So where did you hear about her?”
      

      
      “I have my sources.” It would do no harm to let Tre think he was not her only contact
         on Kalimahr.
      

      
      “I spoke to her people earlier, as I said I would,” Tre said. “Before the bastard
         took a shot at me. She’ll see us at midnight.”
      

      
      “Where?”

      
      “You don’t know everything about her, then,” Tre said, confidence restored a little.

      
      “Only her name and where she lives.”

      
      “And never leaves. Rumor has it she hasn’t left her apartments in thirteen years.”

      
      “Why?”

      
      “She can’t. Come on. Time to introduce you to some Kalimahr culture. It’s close to
         where she lives—we can kill a couple of hours.”
      

      
      Lanoree didn’t like his turn of phrase, but she followed as he led the way, always
         on guard, keeping her mind open, listening and sniffing for trouble. She sensed plenty.
         But for now, none of it was for them.
      

      
      The Pits was aptly named. A subterranean tavern deep beneath one of Rhol Yan’s more
         salubrious quarters, it displayed more than anything Lanoree had yet seen of the mix
         of cultures, people, and philosophies that existed on Kalimahr. She had heard of gladiatorial
         combat on Nox; and once on one of Mawr’s moons, visiting the Je’daii recluse Ni’lander,
         she had witnessed the results of a contact knife fight. Ni’lander had told her that
         the fights were often arranged for money or standing, and that the losers did not
         always survive. On such an outpost as Mawr and its moons this had not surprised her.
         On Nox, such brutality was commonplace. But she’d believed Kalimahr was better than that.
         More settled. More civilized.
      

      
      On the surface only, it seemed.

      
      Even as they descended the freestanding spiraling staircase that led down through
         a large, poorly lit cavern, the scent of violence, excitement, and desperation reached
         her. Human sweat, Krevaaki must, the sweetness of a Sith’s blood—the smells filled
         the cavern, rising on wafts of noxious heat from the tumult below.
      

      
      The tavern was built across the cavern floor thirty meters beneath the streets. Its
         focal point was a deep trough in the floor, a natural pit in which two combatants
         fought. One was a big human with an extra set of arms grafted on his hips. The other
         was a Wookiee, pelt patchy, hide lacerated; and around his neck was a heavy control
         collar, lights flickering as electrical pulses urged him into greater fury. His screams
         were as much of pain as anger. He carried a metal-studded club, and it was already
         glistening with scraps of the human’s flesh.
      

      
      “This is culture?” Lanoree asked as they descended the last curve of staircase.

      
      “The ass end of it,” Tre said. “You grow used to it. They use mostly criminals and
         murderers. That’s what they say, anyway. I try not to question it.” He glanced back
         at her, and his three lekku touched and turned, telling her, A good place to remain anonymous.
      

      
      And much as she hated to admit it, that was probably more true than even Tre knew.
         Because not only was the Pits filled with all manner and race of people, it was also
         somewhere that leveled everyone. Every patron was here for the drink and the fight.
         A person not riled up, drunk, and filled with bloodlust would stand out.
      

      
      It would be easy for Lanoree to see anyone following them.

      
      They reached the floor and Tre shouldered his way to the nearest bar. There were several
         placed around the pit, and most were doing brisk business. Lanoree followed, senses
         alert, hand on her hip close to her sword.
      

      
      A thud, a gargled scream, and a shout. Hands waved, and the crowd roared. Betting
         chips were illuminated; and across the other side of the pit, several gambling pods
         were rushed as people went to claim their winnings.
      

      
      Lanoree had no desire to see, but still she stood on tiptoes to look down into the
         pit. The Wookiee was leaning against one wall with blood caking his ragged beard.
         For a moment she thought he was the loser, but then a mechanical arm swung down and
         speared the human’s corpse, hauling it out, swinging it over the heads of the crowd,
         and flinging it into shadows at the cavern’s extremes.
      

      
      She heard a splash, and then a frenzy of movement as unseen creatures made short work
         of the vanquished.
      

      
      She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. Every decent shred of her Je’daii self wanted
         to close this place down. And her very basic human side wanted only to leave. But
         this was an easy place to cast her senses around, and every mind she touched was transparent
         to her. Base emotions flooded the Pits. Unpleasant emotions, true, such as she had
         learned to control many years ago during her Je’daii training. But simple to read
         for any threat or sense of being observed.
      

      
      Tre nudged her arm and handed her a drink. “Not the best wine on Kalimahr.”

      
      “You surprise me.” She took the glass and looked around. “You come here often?”

      
      “No,” Tre said. Perhaps that was disgust in his voice.

      
      “These places are allowed?”

      
      “Tolerated. They channel aggression, and the Council of Rhol Yan welcomes that. So
         they turn a blind eye.”
      

      
      “How civilized,” Lanoree said. “You really are an inclusive society.”

      
      “It’s not my society. I just come here from time to time.” He took a sip. “Anyway, don’t judge
         Kalimahr from this, Je’daii.”
      

      
      “Difficult not to.” She initiated comm to the Peacemaker, asked if there were any
         communications from Tython or elsewhere. There were none.
      

      
      “Next bout’s beginning,” Tre said, and this time his distaste was obvious. Perhaps
         he downed his rough wine to dull his senses. He was becoming more of an enigma than
         ever.
      

      
      In the pit, a wretched-looking Cathar, naked but for the spiked manacles around his
         wrists, stood shivering. And as three barred gates were opened and human-sized, gray-skinned
         creatures slithered shrieking through curtains of fire, Lanoree was reminded of the
         second time she had saved her brother’s life.
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      Heading south across the Strafe Plains toward Stav Kesh, Lanoree hopes that she and
         Dal will find common ground. Away from Thyr and the Silent Desert even she breathes
         a sigh of relief, though in their time at Qigong Kesh she made great advances in her
         understanding of Force Skills. She tingles with the Force. Her mind is awash with
         it. Yet she has to remember her promise to her parents.
      

      
      This journey is as much for Dal as for her.

      
      “Getting colder,” she says.

      
      “Good. I like the cold.” Dal is quiet, but when they do talk, she senses no animosity
         from him. Perhaps he is just thinking things through. Trying to settle himself, find
         balance. I wish Mother and Father were here, Lanoree thinks, because they might be able to make sense of their son.
      

      
      Since leaving Qigong Kesh he has seemed much more at peace, and she hopes this is
         a good sign. Their journey to the southern coast of Thyr was an interesting one, meeting
         people on the way, sharing stories with Journeyers undertaking their Great Journey
         in the opposite direction, and having the opportunity to see some of Tython’s great
         sights. And once at the coast, the great Cloud Chaser airport was a wonder to behold.
         High on the cliffs above the roaring ocean, they sat together to watch several big
         airships launch, drifting down and out across the ocean in silent majesty.
      

      
      Their turn had come, and the flight south to the tumultuous continent of Kato Zakar
         had been their last chance to rest.
      

      
      Kato Zakar was often referred to as the Firelands because of its extremes of volcanic
         activity. But much of this volcanism was located in the continent’s heartlands almost
         thirty-two hundred kilometers south of the coast where they landed. Their destination
         was much closer. In the high mountains almost five hundred kilometers inland lay Stav
         Kesh, the Temple of Martial Arts.
      

      
      The Strafe Plains are a tough, cold environment—windswept scrubland prone to frequent
         localized Force Storms and scattered with leaning columns of ice-sharp silica and
         dangerous magma-filled swallow holes that can appear without warning. Molded largely
         by the elemental Force itself, the Strafe Plains are a manifestation of what draws
         every living thing together. The Force as a tactile thing. Powerful. Sharp.
      

      
      As the landscape rises steadily into the high mountains, Lanoree remains alert, watching
         the wildlife of the Strafe Plains. It’s said that the common spinner birds can sense
         a swallow hole’s imminent emergence, and that they will fly spirals around any area
         about to erupt.
      

      
      But it is not a hole that almost kills them both.

      
      In places, piles of detritus thrown up from the holes form homes to creatures drawn
         by the ease of tunneling through loose material. It is from one of these large, uneven
         mounds that the attack comes.
      

      
      Lanoree has never seen a flame tygah, but she’s heard of them. When she was a child
         she believed them a myth made up by her parents to scare her. As she grew older, she
         heard stories and saw those few rare holos made of the elusive creatures. And days
         before their journey began, their parents warned them both.
      

      
      It bursts from a hidden hollow in the top of the mound, broken trees and shattered
         stone erupting as it lopes down the slope toward them.
      

      
      “Dal!” Lanoree shouts, but he is already stepping forward to meet the beast. “No,
         Dal, I can—”
      

      
      “Shut up!” he shouts. He has drawn the old blaster from his belt.

      
      The flame tygah is a big one, its length easily twice Lanoree’s height, its head as
         high as her shoulder, each of its six heavy paws the size of her head. Fire drips
         from the tips of its claws and shimmers in the prints it leaves behind. Its scaled,
         oily hide flexes and reflects the sun in multicolored swaths; its tail swishes white
         fire through the air; its eyes blaze; and its tooth-filled mouth glimmers with heat
         haze. It is as beautiful as it is deadly.
      

      
      Dal fires when the beast is thirty paces away. It does not even pause. He crouches
         and shoots again, and Lanoree can see the recoil of the old weapon. The tygah grumbles,
         a splash of blood scorches the air above its shoulder, and it speeds up its attack.
      

      
      Lanoree could stop it, she is certain. She has a Force punch ready to stun it, and
         once immobile she can move forward and cramp the muscles in its legs, breathe the Force, and drive so much pain into the creature that
         it will turn tail and flee.
      

      
      If needs must, she can kill it.

      
      But she hesitates. Back in Qigong Kesh she shamed Dal, placing that image of home
         in his mind when he had not even invited her in. He needs to recover from that. If
         she defeats the flame tygah for him, it will be just another display of how inadequate
         he is and how strong she is becoming.
      

      
      So she pauses but stands ready.

      
      Dal dodges sideways, and fires almost point-blank into the creature’s flank. It roars
         and shakes itself, and he leaps over its back, shooting once more even before he lands.
         It is athleticism and strength that drives him, not power of the Force, but the effect
         is still the same. The creature is confused and pained. As it swings around to lash
         out with one huge paw, Dal is already crouched and ready to deliver the final shot
         into its eye.
      

      
      It rears up, fire shimmering from its claws in searing whips.

      
      Dal smiles. Pulls the trigger.

      
      Nothing happens.

      
      As Lanoree sees the surprise on Dal’s face, the tygah lurches forward and slashes
         at him with one big paw.
      

      
      Dal is driven sideways, scraping and bumping across the rough ground. Snakes of fire
         curl around his arms and shoulders.
      

      
      Lanoree drives a heavy Force punch at the tygah and knocks it onto its side. One eye
         on Dal—he is writhing on the ground now, rolling to extinguish the flames—she drives
         another punch into the beast’s chest, pushing hard, feeling the Force power through
         her and into the enraged animal.
      

      
      It screams in pain, a surprisingly human sound. Fire erupts from its mouth and hazes
         the air. Ash falls.
      

      
      One chance, Lanoree thinks, and she pauses and pulls back. She keeps her hands raised, readying
         to throw a heavier, harder shove than she ever has before. For a moment she meets
         the creature’s gaze, and it understands the pain she can deliver.
      

      
      “Go,” Lanoree says, pushing against the thing’s mind even as she speaks.

      
      The flame tygah glances once at Dal and then leaps away, bounding around the mound
         it emerged from and then disappearing into the distance.
      

      
      Lanoree lets out a relieved breath and then goes to Dal.

      
      “I could have killed it,” he says.

      
      “Your blaster misfired. It was almost on you.” Lanoree is surprised at the anger in
         his voice, hurt.
      

      
      “I was fighting it, not you.”
      

      
      “I saved you, Dal,” she says.

      
      “No.” He stands unsteadily, clothing still smoking where he has beaten out the flames.
         He looks furious and sad at the same time. “No, the Force saved me.” He’s shivering
         now from the burns he has suffered.
      

      
      I can heal those, Lanoree thinks. “You might have died.” She’s crying silent tears.
      

      
      But Dal only looks bitter. “At least I’d have died free. My own man.” He turns his
         back on her, and his coolness does more than make her sad.
      

      
      For the first time, her brother scares her.

      
   
      
      

CHAPTER FIVE
SHARP EDGES
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      It will be the Great Journey. Journeyers may walk, or ride on beasts or in mechanical
            vehicles, but it will be their first self-sustained adventure across Tython’s surface,
            visiting each temple to learn and refine their talents in the Force. Tython is a tumultuous
            place, and our new home still has countless hidden corners and depths unplumbed. Every
            Journeyer will encounter different dangers. Many will find their travels treacherous
            and troubling. And there are inevitably some who will not survive. But to exist in
            smooth balance within the Force, one must first confront its sharp edges.
      

      
      —Nordia Gral, first Temple Master of Padawan Kesh, 434 TYA

      
      “I like the sense of floating. For someone like me it’s … freeing. Almost like there’s
         nothing to me at all. I sometimes think I’m one of the cloud creatures that live deep
         within the Obri atmosphere. Huge, immaterial. That’s what I sometimes think.”
      

      
      “They’re speculation,” Lanoree said. “A mystery. No one’s ever really seen one.”

      
      “I know,” Kara said. “I like the idea of that, too.”

      
      Lanoree was not sure whether Kara was a poet or a madwoman. Either way, perhaps she would tell Lanoree what she had come to discover.
      

      
      After leaving the Pits, Lanoree and Tre had traveled to the base of this tower. Tre
         had announced their presence to the sentry system. An air elevator had whisked them
         up to the two-hundredth floor. The view as they rose was staggering, and they had
         both stared silently from the clear elevator pod. As Lanoree had felt the silvery
         light of Kalimahr’s three moons purging the stink of the Pits from her skin, she had
         meditated on the Force. Cleansing her mind. She would not forget the smells and sounds,
         and the deaths she had witnessed, but she no longer carried them with her.
      

      
      “Well, it scares the shak out of me,” Tre said. He was standing close to one of the
         inner walls, back pressed to it, hands splayed flat. His lekku were wrapped protectively
         around his throat.
      

      
      “Thank you for seeing us,” Lanoree said. “I understand you value your privacy.”

      
      “I do,” Kara said. “But how could I turn down a request from a Je’daii Ranger?”

      
      “Many do,” Lanoree said.

      
      “The system is filled with fools.” Kara glided across the clear crystal floor of her
         apartment’s huge main room and approached a low table that was adorned with all manner
         of food and drink. “Refreshments?”
      

      
      “Water, please.”

      
      A droid poured, but Kara brought Lanoree her drink. This close, the Ranger saw just
         how huge the woman was. She was human, but her immense size made her appear like a
         different, unique species. She rode on a suspension unit that was hidden by her flowing
         robe. She was bald, as if her head had outgrown her hair, and where her robe parted
         Lanoree saw rolls of heavy flab and pale skin. There was a perfume to her that was
         not unpleasant, but beneath that was her own natural stench. Her arms had been artificially
         lengthened so that they could reach around her girth. Her face was so bloated that
         her eyes seemed to stare at each other. But however freakish she appeared, Lanoree
         knew that she could not underestimate Kara for one moment.
      

      
      Handing the drink to Lanoree, Kara held on for just a moment too long, staring into
         the Ranger’s eyes.
      

      
      “What?” Lanoree asked.

      
      “A Je’daii, so pure,” Kara breathed. “Forgive me. It’s been years.” Those enigmatic
         words hanging in the air behind her, she floated back to the table and started eating.
      

      
      Lanoree took a sip to steady her nerves, looking down at her feet as she swallowed.
         This large main room of the apartment was cantilevered over the top of the high tower,
         and its floor was composed of a thin, incredibly clear crystal. It gave the impression
         of standing on air, and at midnight the view below was staggering. Lights shifted
         and moved on the ground below, passing along the network of streets and squares surrounding
         the immense structure. And closer to the floor’s underside, the flashing nav beacons
         of small Cloud Cruisers and other craft darted back and forth around the tower.
      

      
      Lanoree glanced at Tre. He was still at the edge of the room, trying his best not
         to look down. But he was also close to the door. She thought perhaps it was not only
         fear that kept him there but caution, and for the first time she was grateful for
         his presence.
      

      
      “You’ll know why I’m here,” Lanoree said.

      
      “I will?”

      
      “My reasons already seem more widely known than I’d like.”

      
      “Ah, yes. I heard about the attempt on your life.”

      
      “Is that what it was?” Lanoree asked.

      
      “A Noghri assassin explodes himself close to you. What else could it be?”

      
      Unwillingness to be caught, Lanoree thought, but she did not reply.
      

      
      “Yet you have me at a disadvantage,” Kara said. “I never leave here. I exist for myself
         and by myself.”
      

      
      “I’m sure you have a long reach,” Lanoree said. She saw Tre breaking a smile behind
         Kara, but kept her own expression neutral.
      

      
      “I make provisions to know what I need to know,” Kara said. She laughed softly. “I’m
         very, very rich. My businesses run themselves, but I still feed off information. It’s
         my obsession. And the only true universal currency.”
      

      
      “Stargazers,” Lanoree said. She watched for any reaction, but other than a slight
         pause before replying, Kara gave nothing away.
      

      
      “I know of them. Little to do with me.”

      
      “You fund them.”

      
      “I donate. They’re a charitable cause.”

      
      “A sect of madmen,” Tre said.
      

      
      “Only to those who don’t understand.”

      
      “You’d seek to leave the system?” Lanoree asked.

      
      “You wouldn’t?”

      
      “No.” Lanoree shook her head, confused. A strange question. “This is home.”

      
      Kara stared at her, and for an instant Lanoree felt something strange, as if an outside
         consciousness were scratching at the wall of her mind. Then the feeling was gone.
         But she tried to grab hold of it, analyze. It was like nothing she had ever felt before.
      

      
      “Have you ever been to Furies Gate?”

      
      “No,” Lanoree said.

      
      “I have,” Kara said. “Many years ago, before I became like this, I was quite a traveler.
         It’s a minimum of three hundred days to reach that small planet, and not many make
         the journey. There’s really no reason to go there. But I felt … the need. The urge
         to push my boundaries. I’ve always felt that way, and I’ve done so physically as well
         as mentally. Even my appearance is a product of that urge. I spent twenty days there,
         at Fury Station, and most of the time I simply … looked. Out, into the Deep Core.
         Out, beyond anything anyone in the Tythan system knows. I wanted to see the glimmer
         of a Sleeper ship returning, one of those craft sent out over the millennia to return
         to the wider galaxy. I wanted to travel onward myself but knew that death would likely
         be the result. But even since turning my back on Fury Station and returning here,
         I have continued to look outward.”
      

      
      “Gazing at the stars,” Lanoree said, and she remembered so much about her young brother—his
         anger that their ancestors had been brought to Tython, his wishes, his interests.
         They had never been her own. And yet there had always been that place inside her,
         the troubling presence of dark and light dancing their own fight.
      

      
      “I’m not ashamed of it,” Kara said. “Many in the system look outward. Most only in
         their dreams, because day-to-day life doesn’t allow otherwise. But me … I’m rich.
         I can invest.”
      

      
      “So you give the Stargazers money to seek a way to leave.”

      
      Kara shrugged, and her immense body shivered and shook with waves of flab.

      
      “You know my brother.”

      
      “Brother?” Her confusion seemed genuine.
      

      
      “Dalien Brock.”

      
      That shuddering shrug again. “Honestly, I’ve never even met them. I fund several of
         their small temples around Kalimahr, give them somewhere to meet and talk. I pay for
         their contemplations.” She turned away from Lanoree, perhaps to lie. “They are only
         one of my interests.”
      

      
      Lanoree tried to touch Kara’s mind but could not. The woman was a riot of feelings,
         thoughts, sensations; and if there was sense in that white noise Lanoree could not
         find it.
      

      
      “They’re more than just a project to you,” Lanoree said.

      
      “I’m a dreamer with money,” Kara said.

      
      “So you fund them out of pure philanthropy.”

      
      “Yes.” Kara continued grazing at the table, eating such dainty amounts for a woman
         so huge.
      

      
      “I hear of Gree technology,” Lanoree said. Again, she watched for a reaction. Again,
         that strange scratching at her mind. Perturbed, she reached out, trying to sense who
         or what might be trying to read her. But there was nothing. Perhaps the feeling really
         did come from the inside. Maybe such questions were touching hidden desires planted
         there all those years ago by her younger brother’s interests. However much she tried,
         she could not deny her fascination with what had come before Tython.
      

      
      Kara glanced at her and then started eating some more.

      
      “The Gree,” Lanoree pressed.

      
      The woman turned her back on Lanoree once more and settled closer to the table, her
         hover system gently touching the crystal floor. She sighed heavily, seeming to change
         shape within her clothes. Her shoulders relaxed.
      

      
      “I’m tired,” she said. “Your audience is over. Speak to the Stargazers, if you must.
         Their nearest temple is in the eastern quarter of the Khar Peninsula. An old abandoned
         Dai Bendu temple that I own. Now leave.”
      

      
      “I haven’t finished,” Lanoree said. “Tython, the whole system, might be in terrible
         danger from what your Stargazers are doing.”
      

      
      “Leave!” Kara continued eating. And just for a moment, Lanoree recognized something
         about her. A manner, a presence, a bearing.
      

      
      “You’re Je’daii?” Lanoree gasped. It seemed amazing, and yet it would explain that
         strange, insistent scratching at her mind. The shadow of Bogan passed across Lanoree’s
         mind, and she was even more confused.
      

      
      “Once,” Kara said, laughing bitterly. “But no more. The Force is stale within me.
         Now leave, Ranger. I have my security, and they’re the best money can buy.”
      

      
      And now suddenly she threatens me, Lanoree thought.
      

      
      A cough, a thud, and Kara slid over onto her side, rolling from the hover platform
         and seeming to spill across the floor. Breath rattled in her throat.
      

      
      “What have you—?”

      
      “She’s out, that’s all.” Tre was holding a small weapon in one hand, barely the size
         of a finger. Stun tube. It carried one charge, but was effective for several hours.
         Or maybe less for someone of this size. He raised an eyebrow. “So now that you’ve
         spoken with her, do you want to find everything she wasn’t telling us?”
      

      
      “You’ll bring her guards down on us!” Lanoree looked around the large room. She could
         not help partly agreeing with Tre’s actions. And whether she liked it or not, the
         time for talk was over. “Now that it’s done, we won’t have long.”
      

      
      They started searching. Tre was haphazard, pulling open cupboards and throwing aside
         cushions from the several huge, low seats that lay around the place. But Lanoree tried
         to concentrate her efforts.
      

      
      She let the Force flow and sought where a Je’daii might hide her secrets.

      
      Was she once really Je’daii? she wondered. Or did she merely say that to confuse me? Kara was a player of games, that was for sure, answering some questions and dodging
         others. She seemed very open about her desires and ambitions. Yet there was still
         a mystery to her, and something far deeper and more complex than this fat woman confined
         to her own apartment. Rich she might be, and powerful, and she undoubtedly had a long
         reach. But Lanoree’s recognition of something about her—something Je’daii—was even
         more confusing.
      

      
      There were some who trained with the Je’daii but then left Tython. It was usually
         at the Padawan phase, when children once strong with the Force seemed to lose that strength as they reached adulthood. There was no shame
         to it. And the Je’daii themselves admitted that on occasion they might make mistakes
         and take into training those who would never be comfortable and at balance with the
         Force.
      

      
      My brother, for one, Lanoree thought. She stared at the slumped figure of Kara, rich benefactor of the
         Stargazers, and wished she could ask her more.
      

      
      “Hurry!” Tre said. “The sentries might be coming even now.”

      
      “Why would they?”

      
      “Like she said, the best security that money can buy. They’ll have sensors for weapon
         discharges.”
      

      
      “Oh, great,” Lanoree said. More conflict was the last thing she wanted here. Her brief
         time on Kalimahr had already been more eventful than she had hoped.
      

      
      She looked down past her feet at the ground far below. A chaos of lights swarmed around
         the base of the tower, but there were three white lights rising quickly up the tower’s
         outer wall. Air elevators. She touched her collar and activated her comm.
      

      
      “Ironholgs, I need you to bring the ship. We’re on the two-hundredth floor of Gazz
         Spire, eight kilometers southeast of the landing tower.”
      

      
      Nothing.

      
      “Did you hear me?”

      
      Ironholgs answered, a splutter of static and groans. As usual, he sounded like an
         old man being woken from a comfortable sleep, but she already heard the background
         whine of the Peacemaker’s engines being prepped.
      

      
      “What?” Tre asked.

      
      “Company. We’ll be leaving soon.”

      
      His wide-eyed fear could not have been feigned. “Leaving how?”

      
      “Let’s worry about that when the time comes. Now search.” Lanoree turned and faced
         the wide panoramic windows looking out over Rhol Yan archipelago, trying to relax,
         remembering her Force-skills training and relishing the balance she could feel inside.
         Darkness and light, seeing and seeking. She surveyed the vast room, looking for where
         something might be hidden. A woman like Kara had plenty to hide, and not all of it the currency of secrets. She was a rich woman with a grand
         apartment and material wealth. She would have things to hide, too.
      

      
      At the far corner of the room was a wall display of martial objects—blades, spears,
         maces, other striking weapons, all of them powered by the bearer alone. It did not
         surprise Lanoree that Kara might be a collector of such antiquities, and they did
         not interest her. What might be behind the display did.
      

      
      There was no obvious door, but she sensed a hollow beyond the wall.

      
      And she did not have time to find the hidden opening mechanism.

      
      Lanoree drew her sword and struck. Sparks flew, and an intense surge of energy webbed
         across the display of old weapons, lighting them briefly with the Force. She struck
         again and a wall panel gave way. Several crossbows clattered to the floor.
      

      
      Lanoree shouldered her way through the opening into the narrow space behind the wall.

      
      “Those elevators are pretty close!” Tre called.

      
      “Lock the doors. Barricade them. Give us as much time as you can.” Her voice sounded
         muffled in the small, unlit room, as if swallowed by something soft. Lanoree took
         a small glow rod from her belt and flicked it on.
      

      
      The light flooded the room, and seeing what was in there gave context to the curious
         musty smell.
      

      
      Books. Perhaps a dozen of them, each sitting on a plinth in a separate display case.
         It had been a long time since she’d even seen a book. Her parents had one—an old instruction
         tome written by the great Je’daii Master Shall Mar more than three millennia ago—and
         they showed it to her whenever she asked. She loved the printing, the care and attention
         that went into the production processes. But these …
      

      
      She opened the first case, caught a whiff of must and age, and as she opened the book
         she realized that it was unique.
      

      
      Not printed. Not mass-produced. This was handwritten.

      
      Tre’s voice called, muffled by the wall between them. “They’re outside!”

      
      Lanoree knew they did not have very long. “Ironholgs, how far away are you?” Her droid replied that the Peacemaker was moments away. “Good. Drop
         low, wait until you see me, then come in close.” A quizzical buzz from the comm. “Don’t
         worry. You won’t be able to miss us.” Opening the rest of the display cases, she winced
         at the damage she might be doing to these books. But time was not on her side. Flipping
         pages, her heart settling yet her mind moving faster than ever, at last she found
         what she was looking for.
      

      
      She slipped the thin book into her jacket and left the room.

      
      “Quickly!” Tre whispered. He was in the center of the large room, standing on one
         of the low seating areas so that he did not have to look down. Lanoree thought he
         was actually shaking with fear, his lekku touching nervously beneath his chin.
      

      
      Kara groaned, her bulk shifting in a sickly, fluid movement. A comlink on the table
         beside her was glowing softly, call unanswered. Her security would already know that
         something was very wrong.
      

      
      Lanoree dashed across to the wide, tall windows and beckoned Tre Sana after her.

      
      “There?” he asked.

      
      “You think we can leave any other way?”

      
      Something crashed against the wide doors, three heavy impacts. A low table that Tre
         had upended against the doorway tilted and fell, smacking against the crystal floor.
      

      
      Lanoree squinted through the window at the sea of lights below and around them, and
         then she saw the shape she wanted. She breathed a sigh of relief.
      

      
      “Battle droids,” Tre said, arriving by her side. “All the rich hire them, private
         security, get them chipped and reprogrammed, more heavily armed. Some of them fought
         in the Despot War. I’ve even heard that some retain memories of their battles with
         the Je’daii, don’t like them, hate them, and some even dream of—”
      

      
      “You’re babbling,” Lanoree said. “And droids don’t dream.”

      
      “I told you, I don’t like heights.”

      
      More impacts from beyond the room. And then a louder, deeper thud vibrated through
         the floor and the doors burst open in a blast of smoke, flame, and torn metal.
      

      
      Lanoree drew her sword again and faced the door. Three droids entered, short, thin
         units designed for speed and offering narrow targets for any aggressor to hit. Their fist-sized heads twirled as they scanned the room.
      

      
      Lanoree pressed her hand to Tre’s chest to still him, and she felt his heart hammering
         against her palm.
      

      
      And then without warning the droids opened fire.

      
      Lanoree swept her sword left and right, catching and deflecting blasts from their
         weapons. Tre shrank down behind her. She concentrated, her stance perfectly balanced,
         and with her free hand she Force-punched a droid back against the wall. It struck,
         fell, and then quickly rose again. It was scarred with several old blast injuries.
         Battle hardened.
      

      
      “Get ready!” Lanoree shouted.

      
      “For what?”

      
      “You’ll know when it happens.” She angled the sword and deflected several blasts back
         against the window. Crystal shattered, and a large slab of the window burst outward
         with a heavy crump! Wind whistled into the room, sweeping food-laden plates from the table, and Lanoree
         saw Kara’s eyes flicker open.
      

      
      Sword still shifting before her, Lanoree clawed her left hand, lifting one droid and
         flinging it at another. A blast caught it and it blew apart, a brief shriek of tortured
         metal followed by a hail of white-hot components ricocheting around the room.
      

      
      Lanoree knew she didn’t have much time. She could Force-jump across the room and take
         on the two remaining battle droids, but right then destroying them was not the priority.
      

      
      The priority was escape.

      
      She turned, grabbed Tre around the waist, and leaped from the shattered window.

      
      The wind stole her breath. It grabbed them and spun them around as they spiraled down
         from Kara’s overhanging apartment, drawing them in close to the tower so that windows
         flitted by in a blur. It roared in her ears. Lanoree squinted, ignoring Tre’s scream
         of terror as they plummeted, struggling to hold him.
      

      
      Laser blasts flashed by them and there was nothing she could do, no way she could
         gather her thoughts to protect them from the sustained fire coming from the shattered
         window above. She only hoped—
      

      
      The Peacemaker drifted from the shadow of the tower and dipped below them, dropping,
         engines roaring, matching their speed so that the impact as they struck its upper
         surface was as gentle as possible. Lanoree grunted and clasped Tre as they hit, flailing
         with her other hand that still held the sword. Given a choice of which to drop, she
         knew the weapon would win out. But she hoped she did not have to make that choice.
      

      
      Laser blasts ricocheted from the ship’s curved hull, but Ironholgs remote piloted
         the ship perfectly. They flew a gentle circle around the tower so that the droids
         could no longer hit them with fire from above, then the craft hovered to give them
         the chance to get inside.
      

      
      The Peacemaker’s top hatch whispered open.

      
      “After you,” Lanoree said.

      
      Tre scrambled across the ship’s smooth back and tipped inside headfirst.

      
      Lanoree dropped in beside Tre, landing softly on her feet, and the hatch closed above
         her. At home once more, she hardly even swayed as the ship powered away from Rhol
         Yan and out across the dark sea.
      

      
      “Are you mad?” Tre shouted. “Insane? What if your ship hadn’t been there, what if—”

      
      She raised one hand, silencing him, and took a deep, calming breath. “A simple thank
         you would be fine.”
      

      
      With the Peacemaker’s computers patched in to Kalimahr’s nav sats and the ship flying
         across the ocean toward the Khar Peninsula, Lanoree wanted to use the time to take
         stock. At first Tre Sana tried to talk, but she held up a finger in warning and nodded
         at her cot.
      

      
      “Sit. Still. Quiet. You’re on my ship now. It was easy getting you on board. It’d
         be even easier for me to fling you off.”
      

      
      “You call that easy?” he spat.
      

      
      “The cot! And silence.”

      
      Tre sat, his lekku so pale they were almost pink. He was all front, but Lanoree could
         see his relief at having a chance to rest.
      

      
      She turned the cockpit seat toward the front and sat back for a moment, staring at
         the sea flashing by below. Moonlight caught the waves. Ships’ lanterns speckled the
         surface, and here and there the navigation lights of airborne craft moved across the night. It was clear, and a swath
         of stars smeared the sky. Her ancestors had come from somewhere out there, and now
         her brother was preparing to risk everything to travel there once again.
      

      
      Her brother, and others.

      
      Lanoree was aware of the dreadful danger Dal’s efforts might be putting Tython and
         the wider system in, and it chilled her to even imagine him getting close to his aims.
         But at moments like this, looking up at the stars, she could not hold back her interest.
         Her fascination. In many ways she was as curious as anyone about their origins, but
         she went about feeding that curiosity in different ways.
      

      
      Kara had appeared quite open about her affiliation with the Stargazers. Her Je’daii
         past was a mystery, especially as she now exuded dislike for their society and beliefs.
         If the information she’d imparted was correct, she had willingly sent them to a Stargazer
         temple, and perhaps one step closer to Dal. Yet she had also been hiding secrets.
      

      
      Lanoree had brought one of them with her.

      
      Quietly, she took the book from her jacket and placed it on the control panel before
         her. She sensed no movement from Tre. If he so much as stood from the cot in the living
         area behind her, she would be aware, and she did not need any Je’daii senses to know
         this. The Peacemaker ship was as much her home as the one with her parents had ever
         been, and she knew every waft of air, every creak of loose paneling, and every shadow
         cast by the ceiling lights or control panel indicators. She was safer here than anywhere.
      

      
      The book was leather bound, its cover worn around the edges and blank. It was thin;
         perhaps fifty pages. Age emanated from it, a combination of its hand-worn appearance;
         the faint smell of dust; and the mere fact that it was a book of paper, card, and
         ink. There were those who still produced books, but only as novelty or special items.
      

      
      This was the real thing.

      
      How many have touched this? she wondered. How many have stared at it as I am now, readying themselves to see inside? Haunted by history—the scent of lost times, the feel of ages—it represented something
         that no flatscreen or holo display ever could.
      

      
      She opened the cover and looked at the first page. The little that was printed there
         was in a strange symbology she only faintly recognized. She ran her fingertips across the page and felt grittiness beneath them, the dust
         of ages.
      

      
      Stroking a pad on the arm of her seat, she listened for Tre as a small globe rose
         from the Peacemaker’s control panel. He was silent and still.
      

      
      Lanoree picked up the globe and twisted it to aim at the book. It floated beside her
         right cheek, and when she touched the pad again it flickered on and started to hum
         softly. A faint blue light splashed on the book, and beneath it the symbols started
         to shiver.
      

      
      It took longer than she had expected. The print seemed to flow and shift, though only
         within the globe’s blue light, and at last the shimmering settled into words she could
         read.
      

      
      The Gree, and Everything I Have Found of Them in the Old City. The name below was Osamael Or. And that name rang in Lanoree’s memory.
      

      
      Frowning, she leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes to concentrate. Who was
         it? Where did she know that name from? She looked again, out at the stars so far away from
         everything she knew and loved, and the concept of exploration came to her. What was
         she, if not an explorer? A Ranger of the Je’daii, a traveler of this system that still
         contained countless unknowns even though it had been inhabited for ten thousand years.
         There was so much more to know—mysteries, confusions, ambiguities. There were …
      

      
      “There are depths,” she whispered. These, too, were the words of Osamael Or, and she
         remembered where she had heard them before. A bedtime story from her father, told
         so long ago and never remembered again until now. Even after everything that had happened
         with her and Dal, the Je’daii temples, the search, and what she had found of him.
         Even then she had not thought of that time almost twenty years before when her father
         sat in the chair beside her bed, long hair loosened to flow across his shoulders,
         hands folded on his chest as he relayed the cautionary tale of Osamael Or and his
         final, greatest adventure—in the depths of the Old City, where he insisted there were
         secrets still to be found. So he embarked on his next expedition alone, because by
         then no one wanted to go with him anymore. They said he was mad. They said there were more important things to do across Tython, and that
         the surroundings were too dangerous. This was nine thousand years ago, you have to
         remember, back at a time when dreadful Force Storms still ravaged the planet and the
         Je’daii were sometimes swept along with them, instead of taking power and balance
         from them. There were many like Osamael Or back then. Frontiersmen, they called themselves,
         but for Osamael Or the greatest frontiers did not necessarily exist at the greatest
         distances. So he went down into the Old City on Talss alone. And he was never seen
         again. They searched for him. His family felt a sense of responsibility, though they
         thought him mad as everyone else. So they looked, but nothing was ever found, and
         no one was willing to go deep. “There are depths,” Osamael had told his sister the
         night before he went, and she repeated his final words whenever anyone asked her about
         her brother. Because she was the one member of the family who insisted he was still
         alive. “He’s still exploring down there, in those depths,” she’d say. “He’s going
         deeper, and finding more, and one day he’ll emerge with news that will astound us
         all.” But he never did come back. And that’s why the Old City is such a dangerous
         place, my sweet Lanoree. Because there are depths.
      

      
      “Osamael Or’s diary,” Lanoree whispered, awed. For her to be holding this, now, nine
         thousand years later … he must have come back.
      

      
      A chill went through her, as if someone from a great distance touched the deepest
         part of her, and knew her.
      

      
      She turned the page and started reading.

      
   
      
      

CHAPTER SIX
OLD MYTHS

      
      [image: ]

      
      No one can fight without balance.
      

      
      —Master Rupe, Stav Kesh, 8,466 TYA

      
      Stav Kesh. The name itself inspires a shiver of anticipation, a frisson of excitement.
         For Lanoree, Qigong Kesh was a place of contemplation and immersion in Force Skills,
         nursing and nurturing them, and considering what the Force meant to her. At the Martial
         Arts Temple of Stav Kesh, she will learn to fight.
      

      
      It is dawn as Lanoree and Dal approach the temple. They’d camped several kilometers
         to the north, and breaking camp when the sun rose above the eastern horizon is an
         incredible moment. The air here is thin, the mountains high, and they are both dizzy
         with breathlessness. But the thin air seems to purify the amazing colors of dawn.
      

      
      Dal seems excited. He was always good in a fight, as several arguments with the children
         of other Je’daii at Bodhi Temple had proved. Lanoree hopes that he will find the Force
         here and truly welcome it at last. When he sees what it can do … when he feels how
         it might help …
      

      
      “This is my time,” he says as they stand on a rocky cliff path, a shallow ravine to
         their right. Snow had fallen in the night, and a light covering softens their harsh
         surroundings. “Don’t try to be my teacher here, Lanoree. And don’t try to be Mother
         and Father. You’re my sister, that’s all. Whatever happens to me here is my responsibility.”
      

      
      “Our parents made you my responsibility.”
      

      
      “We’re not children anymore. And I’m my own man.” It’s a surprising thing for Dal
         to say. But as he walks ahead of her toward the temple, and she sees the strength
         in his stance and the determined set of his shoulders, it does not seem ridiculous
         at all.
      

      
      The breeze is picking up. Snow dances through the air. The landscape is harsh, weather
         likewise. Lanoree knows that Stav Kesh is never an easy place to be.
      

      
      “My name is Tave, and I’m one of the Masters of the temple. We’ve been expecting you.
         How was your journey south from the sea?”
      

      
      “No problems,” Dal says. He does not mention the fire tygah, and when Master Tave
         glances at the healing burns across his forearms, Dal says nothing.
      

      
      After a brief pause, the Noghri Master smiles. “Good. Wait here and I’ll send a droid
         to show you to your quarters. You have the morning to perform breathing exercises,
         acclimatize to the altitude. After lunch your training begins. This afternoon, Force
         breathing.”
      

      
      “Breathing?” Dal says. “I thought this was the Martial Arts temple.”

      
      Master Tave stares at Dal, glances at Lanoree, then turns his back on them both.

      
      “Dal!” Lanoree whispers. “Don’t be rude!”

      
      “Rude?” he asks, but at least he’s keeping his voice low. “But—”

      
      “Don’t you think Master Tave knows what he’s doing?”

      
      “Yes. Well. But breathing?”

      
      “I’m sure it’ll all make sense.” She walks past Dal and between the wide temple doors,
         suddenly afraid that they will swing closed and shut her outside. Perhaps this is how Dal sometimes feels, she thinks. Her brother follows her inside, and together they take in their surroundings.
      

      
      She has seen plenty of holos of Stav Kesh, and heard many stories from those Journeyers who visited there before Bodhi Temple in their own Great Journeys
         of learning. But nothing could have prepared her for the real thing.
      

      
      The strength of the Force, for a start.

      
      Lanoree can feel the Force here as an almost physical presence, Ashla and Bogan exerting
         a gravity upon her that seems to stretch, pull in all directions, and give her body
         an incredible lightness. It is easy to let herself fall into the flow, and the talents
         she honed at Qigong Kesh feel even more refined here. The Force is close, and it takes
         so little effort to become one with it.
      

      
      She glances at Dal. He is looking about him in wonder, and she hopes that some of
         it is recognition of the Force. But after what he said outside, she will not ask him.
      

      
      Stav Kesh does not so much cling to the mountainside as form it. Rocky outcroppings
         are visible here and there, but most of what Lanoree can see above her are buildings.
         They start at her level and rise up the slope of the mountain, projecting out over
         heavy buttresses and elsewhere forming sheer cliffs of smooth gray stone. Windows
         pock wide facades, and balconies held up by slender, incredibly strong supports stretch
         out over long drops. Canvas window shades are already flapping in the dawn breeze,
         lending splashes of a dozen colors to the sandstone city. A waterfall tumbles from
         high above, leaving glittering icicles on the buildings and rocks it passes by. A
         series of wheels are driven by the fast-moving water. Spray hazes the air, and the
         newborn sun casts several rainbows across illuminated parts of the city. As Lanoree
         watches the sun line move around the mountain’s girth, the rainbows seem to be driving
         shadows before them. The scene is beautiful, and she remembers at last to draw a breath.
      

      
      On the mountainside below them sits the Tho Yor. They passed it on their ascent, mysterious,
         enigmatic, and the recent snowfall coated it with a glittering layer.
      

      
      “Bet our room’s right at the top,” Dal says. Lanoree laughs more than the comment
         warrants, because she is so pleased at hearing even a hint of humor from her brother.
      

      
      A floating droid arrives and utters their names in an electronic buzz. They follow.
         By the time they reach their quarters, Dal is laughing hard, and panting, and perhaps
         crying just a little.
      

      
      “One thousand three hundred,” he says, gasping. “I lost count of the steps after that.”
      

      
      “Good training,” Lanoree gasps. They glance into their room—beds, benches, little
         else. Their training robes are laid on the beds, and she can already tell how rough
         they are, and how cold they will be wearing them. Toughening us up, she thinks. She asks the droid where their afternoon session will take place.
      

      
      “Master Tave always takes his classes in the lower training levels,” the droid burrs.

      
      “Of course he does,” Lanoree says. “Of course.”

      
      “Attack me,” Master Tave says, “with anything you can.”

      
      The students are hesitant. Even Lanoree pauses, though she knows that the Master will
         not suggest anything he does not mean.
      

      
      Then she walks to the weapons rack, picks up a slingshot, and fires a stone at the
         Master’s head.
      

      
      He steps aside and it misses.

      
      She pushes a Force punch his way and he defects it with a flick of his fingers.

      
      Lanoree dashes to the left, and her sudden movement seems to bring the room to life.
         There are six Journeyers in the training courtyard, including her and Dal, and they
         take her enthusiasm as permission to attack.
      

      
      The Cathar twins go at Master Tave with heavy spiked chains that he easily avoids,
         leaving them tangled and useless. Dal darts in low and fast, swinging a mace at his
         legs … which are no longer there. Tave shoves Dal onto his back and kicks the mace
         aside. A Wookiee roars and swings two short, heavy clubs that Master Tave ducks and
         swerves around before planting a boot in the Wookiee’s rump and sending her spilling
         to the floor. The last student to attack is a Twi’lek, who fires a Force punch so
         powerful that it even takes Lanoree’s breath away.
      

      
      Master Tave deflects the punch back against its originator, and the Twi’lek staggers
         back with a bloodied nose.
      

      
      The large courtyard rings with their heavy breathing, their bodies still unused to
         the thin air. The fight drives their hearts, pumps blood, sharpens senses. But it
         is far from over.
      

      
      “Again,” Master Tave says. He is not even breathing hard.
      

      
      This time Lanoree, Dal, and the Wookiee attack simultaneously from three different
         directions, gasping, grunting—Lanoree trying to sweep Tave’s legs from beneath him
         with a sly Force punch, Dal aiming a flying kick at his head, the Wookiee clumsy yet
         strong with her deadly clubs—and within moments they are all on the floor, clasping
         bruises and wallowing in wounded pride.
      

      
      Lanoree and Dal lock eyes, and her brother grins.

      
      They go again. The courtyard is a confusion of spilled bodies and bloodied noses and
         swirling snow, and as Lanoree is casually cast aside for the third time, she sees
         the Twi’lek go at Master Tave with a surprisingly adept combination of Alchaka moves,
         the vigorous Force martial art. Tave seems to never be where a punch lands or a foot
         kicks, and moments later the Twi’lek spins through the air toward a far wall.
      

      
      The Master raises a hand and softens the flying boy’s impact.

      
      Lanoree is sweating even in her thin robe, her heart racing, breathing hard. Dal looks
         the same, but he also appears more alive than he has in a while. It’s good to see
         him like that, but worrying, too. Each of his attacks was traditional—not once did
         he try to channel the Force.
      

      
      “You all try too hard,” Master Tave says. He walks among them with his hands behind
         his back, and there’s no sign at all that he has expended any strength in holding
         off their attacks. “You give in to effort and let it rule your moves.” He points at
         the Cathar twins. “You both held your breath as you attacked, and your hearts will
         not like that.” At the Wookiee. “A roar will not distract an enemy strong with the
         Force, but it will steal your breath, empty your lungs, tire you quicker.” And at
         Lanoree. “And you. You stumble, rather than flow. With every move you expend three
         times the energy you should.” He stands in the middle of the scattered, panting, bleeding
         students and sighs. “So. Breathing.”
      

      
      For the rest of that afternoon Master Tave teaches them how to breathe. To begin with,
         it feels unnatural and goes against everything Lanoree thought she knew, because breathing
         is something she never thinks about. She has done it forever. It simply happens, like
         her heart beating, her blood flowing, her mind working both when she is awake and asleep. But
         by the time they stop at midafternoon for drinks and a handful of local fruit and
         nuts, she realizes the truth. Tave is showing them how to breathe with the Force as
         well as with air. Perhaps later she will have to revisit her heart, her blood, her
         thinking.
      

      
      The students enjoy the session, but Lanoree does not allow herself to draw too close
         to the others. Usually gregarious and willing to make friends, she feels the pressure
         of her responsibility for Dal. And now that he has emphasized his independence from
         her and their parents, that pressure feels even greater.
      

      
      Dal also remains somewhat aloof. He’s enjoying the training, she can see that, but
         he is also selective about what he is taking from it. The more Master Tave tells them
         that the Force is their friend, their protector, the balance that they must find,
         the more she perceives Dal’s attention wandering.
      

      
      Perhaps he’s simply way out of balance, she thinks.
      

      
      And once she grasps this idea, Lanoree lets it grow. It’s uncomfortable, but something
         she understands. Something that can be resolved. In her mind it’s far better than
         the alternative.
      

      
      That Dal truly hates the Force, and is doing everything he can to tear himself away
         from it.
      

      
      “Your first training session in Stav Kesh is almost at an end,” Master Tave says later
         that afternoon. “This evening you will prepare food, scrub the kitchens, and then
         return here to clear the training yard of snow and mud. You might also visit the Tho
         Yor and meditate for a while. Meditation is a part of fighting. Centering yourself,
         finding and ensuring your balance. And so attack me once more, with everything you
         can.”
      

      
      This time there is little hesitation. Lanoree and Dal are the first to react. Lanoree
         uses the Force to send a piercing whistle at Master Tave’s ears, upsetting his physical
         balance, but her follow-up attack with an Alchaka kick combination is parried and
         countered, and her face meets the stone pavement. She feels her nose gush blood—the
         second time that day—and rolls onto her side in time to see Dal spinning through the
         air, victim of a Force punch from Tave.
      

      
      The others attack, too, using combinations of the Force and the physical. This time
         there is no panting and roaring, groaning and grunting, and the only sounds echoing
         across the courtyard are the rustling of loose robes, the whisper of bare feet on
         snow-covered stone, the impacts of flesh against flesh. Master Tave stands tall and
         fights off every attack. His expression remains impassive, and his movements are fluid
         and confident.
      

      
      It is Dal who scores the first and only hit of the day. With Tave warding off a sword
         attack from the Cathar twins, Dal feints a clumsy Alchaka assault, but then slides
         within Tave’s reach and delivers an elbow to his face. Master Tave takes a step back
         and his head turns to the side, spots of blood splashing his shoulder.
      

      
      The courtyard grows suddenly still. Dal lowers his elbow, rubbing it slightly from
         where it contacted Tave’s heavy brow. There is a stunned silence.
      

      
      Master Tave smiles. “Good,” he says. “Very good, Dalien.” He slings one arm over Dal’s
         shoulder and presses one clawed finger against his chest. “You’re learning to breathe
         well, deep and gentle from the stomach instead of the chest. You’re learning to control
         your body instead of letting your body control you. Now imagine what you could do
         if you were willing to let in the Force.”
      

      
      The silence in the courtyard goes from stunned to awkward. Dal says nothing.

      
      But Lanoree can read his expression, and his thoughts, as he looks at Master Tave’s
         bruised temple.
      

      
      Who needs the Force?

      
      “He let you get the hit.”

      
      “No!”

      
      “Of course he did. That’s Master Tave! You think he’d be fooled by a move more suited
         to a tavern scrap?”
      

      
      “He was tired, he let his guard slip. I got him. I hit him!” Dal is angry, she can
         see that. But Lanoree cannot let him believe something like this. It will only add
         impetus to his fleeing the Force.
      

      
      “I’ve heard stories about him. He can hide in the Force! Slip away. Come back again.”
         She smiles softly. “He wanted to let you gain confidence. You were the clumsiest of all of us there, and he didn’t want you—”
      

      
      “Are you serious?” Dal asks. “Don’t treat me like a child, Lanoree. I might be younger
         than you, but I see more. I know more truths. And the truth is, strength doesn’t only
         come from your stupid Force.”
      

      
      “My Force?”
      

      
      Dal snorts. They are high up on the wild, windswept top of the temple. It’s night,
         and the views over the plains are amazing. But Dal looks at the sky.
      

      
      “None of this is for me,” he says, and he sounds almost wistful. “None of this down
         here.”
      

      
      Even as Lanoree walks away, Dal is still gazing at the stars.

      
      For a long while Lanoree stared up at the night sky. Alone out in the Tython system
         she sometimes sat staring at the stars, letting the Peacemaker fly itself, and wondering
         what was out there. It was part of the reason why being a Ranger suited her. One day
         she would advance to Master, and then perhaps she would spend more of her time on
         Tython, contemplating the Force, instructing and guiding others, and eventually becoming
         an elder Je’daii. But youthful curiosity still drove her, and being alone in space
         she had the time to dream.
      

      
      Besides, she liked the adventure. In that regard, perhaps she and her brother were
         alike.
      

      
      She glanced back into the living area and saw that Tre Sana was asleep. A pang of
         annoyance hit her that he slept so easily on her cot. But it was the best place for
         him right now. As they powered across the Kalimahr sea toward the Khar Peninsula,
         Lanoree needed to report in. There was much to tell.
      

      
      She lowered the volume on the flatscreen and then keyed in Master Dam-Powl’s code.
         The soft chiming went on for some time, and then the screen flickered and Dam-Powl’s
         face appeared.
      

      
      “Ranger Brock,” Dam-Powl said. She looked as though she had been asleep. “I wasn’t
         expecting to hear from you so soon.”
      

      
      “Master Dam-Powl,” Lanoree said, bowing her head briefly. “I have a quiet moment.
         And there is progress. Troubling progress.”
      

      
      After the brief time delay, the Je’daii Master heard her words and appeared suddenly
         more alert.
      

      
      “My brother Dalien is aware that I’m pursuing him,” Lanoree said. “He has his spies,
         and they followed me from the moment I landed. I’m on the way to one of the Stargazer
         temples right now. I believe he might be here, right on Kalimahr.”
      

      
      “Did you make contact with Tre Sana?”

      
      “I did.”

      
      “He’s proved useful?”

      
      Lanoree considered this for a moment, then nodded. She chose not to mention Dam-Powl’s
         genetic manipulation of Tre. It seemed irrelevant, and perhaps even intrusive. She
         was a Je’daii Master, after all.
      

      
      “Have you questioned any of those close to your brother and the Stargazers?”

      
      “Yes, a woman called Kara. Rich, revered in Kalimahr society. Something of a hermit,
         though she seems very aware of any events that have interest for her. She funds the
         Stargazers. Didn’t seem concerned about letting us know that.”
      

      
      “Hmmm,” Dam-Powl said. “It’s from someone like her that we received some of what little
         information we have. It seems not all those who fund the Stargazers agree with what
         they’re now attempting.”
      

      
      “I think Kara does.”

      
      “She said as much?”

      
      “Not in so many words. But we searched her apartment. And I found something.”

      
      Dam-Powl shifted as she became more interested.

      
      “Master, are you familiar with the tales of Osamael Or?”

      
      “Should I be?”

      
      Lanoree smiled. “Perhaps not. A story my parents used to tell me when I was a little
         girl. He’s something of a myth, from at least nine thousand years ago. An explorer
         from the very early days of our ancestors’ time on Tython. It’s said he developed
         an interest in the Old City and disappeared down there, never to be seen again.”
      

      
      “And the relevance?”

      
      “He was real. And when I searched Kara’s apartments, I found a secret room that contained
         several very old books. There was trouble—her security droids came, and I had to make a creative exit. But I took one of the
         books with me.”
      

      
      “And?”

      
      “And it’s Osamael Or’s diary from his time exploring the Old City. One of them, at
         least.”
      

      
      “One of them?”

      
      “It’s incomplete. But it contains something that …” She pursed her lips.

      
      “Ranger?”

      
      “It seems he found something of the Gree down there,” Lanoree said. “And if my translation
         of the diary’s obtuse wording is accurate, the technology your spies heard about—the
         dark matter device—might well be of Gree origin.”
      

      
      Dam-Powl was silent for a while, and she did not hide her shock.

      
      “It contains instructions?” she whispered.

      
      “No,” Lanoree said. “Much of what it says is obscure and does lead me to believe the
         stories of Osamael’s madness. But there are three mentions of something that translates
         as ‘step to the stars.’ And toward the end of the diary—it’s very short, and I suspect
         much more once existed—he says he’s searching for designs.”
      

      
      “Did he find them?”

      
      “Right now there’s no way of knowing.”

      
      “Designs for a device to initiate a hypergate,” Dam-Powl said.

      
      “So does it exist?”

      
      Dam-Powl did not answer. It was as if she had not even heard the question. “Very little
         is known of the Gree,” she said instead. “If these Stargazers do have technical plans for something of Gree origin, they’re toying with technology
         way beyond us.”
      

      
      “You really believe that?”

      
      “Even though the Gree have been gone for millennia,” Dam-Powl said, “technology that
         old might as well be ten thousand years ahead of us instead of ten thousand behind.
         It’s obscure. Arcane. Not to be touched.”
      

      
      “I’m doing my best to track him down.”

      
      “This might be worse than we thought,” Dam-Powl said. “I must speak with Temple Master
         Lha-Mi, and he will want to contact the Council.”
      

      
      “There’s one more thing,” Lanoree said. “The Kalimahr, Kara. I think she was once
         a Je’daii.”
      

      
      “Once?”

      
      “It’s confused. I couldn’t read her at all. But not in the same way that I can’t read
         Tre Sana.”
      

      
      One corner of Dam-Powl’s mouth lifted in a half smile. Unspoken acknowledgment of
         whatever was between her and Tre.
      

      
      “She claimed that the Force was stale within her.”

      
      “Her name, again?”

      
      “Kara. That’s all I have. Human, perhaps seventy years old. And big.”

      
      “Big?”

      
      “Huge.”

      
      “Did she fall hard?”

      
      “Master, I didn’t kill her.”

      
      “Then how did you search her apartments?”

      
      “We have your friend Tre to thank for that.”

      
      Dam-Powl nodded, but she seemed more distant now, mind working. “Lanoree, take care,”
         she said. “I have heard of such people, but they’re very, very rare. Most end up on
         Bogan for a time and then come back to us. One remains.”
      

      
      “Daegen Lok.”

      
      “Yes, him. But a few … we in the Council call them Shunned. People in whom the Force
         can never settle, nor find balance in light or dark, and who develop a disgust for
         the Force itself. Most of them flee way out into the system, broken mentally and physically,
         die.”
      

      
      “I’ve never heard of the Shunned.”

      
      “Few have. They’re not a group … just a name.” Dam-Powl stared from the screen for
         a moment, smiling uncertainly. “Your own studies?”
      

      
      “On hold,” Lanoree said. “But … Tre Sana is impressive.”

      
      “He has his uses. Dangerous, damaged, there’s a lot of good in him. Drowned by selfishness,
         unfortunately.”
      

      
      “Well, he’s suitably annoying,” Lanoree said.

      
      “Tell him he’ll get what he’s promised.”

      
      “And will he?”

      
      Dam-Powl seemed surprised. “Of course, Ranger. You think I’d not keep a promise?”

      
      It was Lanoree’s turn to smile instead of reply.
      

      
      “Find your brother,” Dam-Powl said, leaning closer to the screen. “Stop him. Any way
         you can, and however you must.”
      

      
      “You’ll be guarding the Old City, just in case?”

      
      “Just in case,” Dam-Powl said. “May the Force go with you, Ranger Brock.”

      
      “Master Dam-Powl,” Lanoree said, bowing her head.

      
      The screen flickered to darkness. The Peacemaker’s nav computer chimed softly. Tre
         Sana woke up.
      

      
      “Where are we?” he asked.

      
      “Closer to the Stargazers,” Lanoree said. She heard the static-filled mumble of contact
         from Khar Peninsula’s landing towers, but she turned them off and took manual control
         of the ship. There was no time for political niceties now. “According to the computer
         there’s only one old Dai Bendu temple in this quarter no longer used by them. If anything
         Kara said was true, that’ll be where the Stargazers are.”
      

      
      “So we land and get transport there,” Tre said.

      
      “No. I’m landing us on the temple.”

      
      “On it?”
      

      
      “Strap yourself in. This might get bumpy.”

      
   
      
      

CHAPTER SEVEN
SAFE AND SOUND

      
      [image: ]

      
      Tython is beautiful and powerful, enigmatic and dangerous, filled with mysteries and
            open to those comfortable with the Force. It was here long, long before us, and these
            mysteries persisted with no eyes to see them, no minds to contemplate them. And that
            is why I fear Tython. It means everything to us, and yet we are nothing to it. We
            are merely passing through.
      

      
      —Je’daii recluse Ni’lander, 10,648 TYA

      
      Dawn was breaking as they glided over a stormy ocean toward the Khar Peninsula. And
         if Rhol Yan was impressive, Khar was stunning.
      

      
      The peninsula itself was around nineteen kilometers long and a kilometer and a half
         wide, protruding from a much larger island out of sight over the horizon. Seven towers
         reached up from its spine, incredibly tall, graceful, beautiful. Their upper levels
         caught the sunlight, and as the Peacemaker approached, Lanoree and Tre could see the
         sun’s influence slipping down the towers’ exteriors. Beneath them were countless other
         tall structures, dwarfed by the more-than-one-kilometer-high towers yet impressive
         in their own right. Almost every building was ivory-colored, the only exceptions being many flat-topped buildings that
         seemed to serve as gardens and parks. These gave splashes of exotic greens across
         the Khar’s otherwise uniform hue.
      

      
      The peninsula looked like a jewel cast into the sea. But Lanoree did not have time
         to be impressed.
      

      
      “What’s that?” Tre asked. He was standing behind her cockpit seat, leaning on its
         back and annoying her every time he moved. She was concentrating too much to berate
         him. He hadn’t yet had the audacity to sit in the spare flight seat beside her, and
         for that she was pleased.
      

      
      “Khar law enforcement,” she said. She’d already seen the four small, sleek ships,
         rising ahead of them and was readying to give them the slip.
      

      
      “They won’t argue with a Peacemaker.”

      
      “Probably not. But I’ve not responded to flight control. Far as they’re concerned,
         I’m coming in blind. Hold on.” Lanoree braced herself and punched a button.
      

      
      The acceleration pressed her back into the seat, stealing her breath, trapping her
         limbs, compressing her stomach and chest, and yet she still managed a low chuckle
         when she heard Tre’s startled cry and the sound of him tumbling back into the living
         area. He grunted and Ironholgs rattled, and Lanoree knew the droid had caught Tre.
         Probably to prevent him from damaging anything in the ship. She laughed again.
      

      
      The four Khar ships flashed past and disappeared from view. Lanoree checked their
         positions on the scanner screen and made sure they weren’t swinging about to fire
         on the Peacemaker. Then she swung low and sharp into the built-up conurbation of the
         Khar Peninsula.
      

      
      She twitched the ship left and right, passing around buildings, dodging airships and
         smaller craft flitting here and there, and all the while glancing at a map display
         on a small screen to her right. It showed the layout of this quarter, and at the edge
         of the screen a green light pulsed. If her ship’s computer was right, that was the
         location of Kara’s unused Dai Bendu temple, home to the Stargazers.
      

      
      “You could have warned me,” Tre said.

      
      “I did.”

      
      “But you didn’t give me time to—”

      
      “Hold on.” Lanoree swung the ship to the right, curving tightly around the wide base of one of the seven massive towers. It filled her field of vision,
         and a series of openings just above ground level provided parking bays for ground
         speeders. They swarmed in and out like insects to and from a hive.
      

      
      Tre picked himself up again and then jumped into the spare flight seat beside her.
         She glared at him. He stared back.
      

      
      “You did that on purpose,” he said.

      
      “We don’t have time to mess around with landing permissions.”

      
      “You’re Je’daii. Do you ever?”

      
      “When it’s needed. I don’t like you sitting there.”

      
      “So you do what you want, and shak on the natives?”

      
      “Natives?” Lanoree slewed them around a big Cloud Chaser that had drifted down low,
         careful not to get too close. “That’s demeaning. Is that how you think we think of
         everyone else?”
      

      
      “Isn’t it?”

      
      “No,” she said. But she frowned. She’d experienced antagonism from the settlers on
         worlds other than Tython, and she usually attributed it to leftover opinions and allegiances
         from the Despot Wars. But perhaps she had been fooling herself and picking on a simple
         and clear reason for some people’s dislike of the Je’daii. Maybe it really was deeper
         and more complex than that. “We only ever do our best for everyone.”
      

      
      “You intrude. You serve yourselves and your Force. You fling me around your ship rather
         than telling me what you’re doing.” He pointed from the window at the beauty and complexity
         of Khar. “You’ll land and leave again, without permission and without telling anyone
         why, and there will be another reason for everyone’s distrust.”
      

      
      That troubled Lanoree. But only a little. She was on a mission to prevent a possible
         system-wide catastrophe, and whether everyone in the system knew that or not did not
         detract from its importance.
      

      
      “You deal with us,” she said. “With Master Dam-Powl.”

      
      “Do you think I have any choice?” Tre asked.

      
      “Yes,” Lanoree said. “Plenty.”

      
      “I’m a businessman,” he said. “I suppose … I’m as mercenary as the Je’daii in achieving
         my aims.”
      

      
      “You’re a criminal,” Lanoree said. “And I didn’t warn you about that turn because
         I needed a laugh.”
      

      
      “The complexity of a Je’daii,” Tre said, and she could not help smiling at his light
         tone. He annoyed her. But there was something eminently likable about Tre.
      

      
      “I still don’t want you in that seat,” she said.

      
      He glanced across at her but did not reply.

      
      A chime from the control panel—proximity alert. “Please hold on, Tre,” she said pointedly.
         Then she put the ship into a dive. They drifted beneath one of the wide, garden-topped
         buildings, dodging between the stocky feet that held the amazing structure upright,
         and then she turned a sharp right and quickly climbed again.
      

      
      “The temple is a kilometer ahead.” She checked the map, where the Dai Bendu temple
         was marked a hazy green.
      

      
      “You’re really going to land on the roof?”

      
      “No. Changed my mind. Too exposed.”

      
      “Good!”

      
      “I’m going to take us in the front door.”

      
      Tre did not even reply, but his shocked silence was enough. He grasped the seat restraints
         and secured them across his chest and hips.
      

      
      Lanoree knew that this was a tricky, risky maneuver, but they needed time. They’d
         be far too visible on the roof of the temple; and right or wrong she had already made
         the decision that there was no time to handle this through diplomatic channels. Dal
         and the Stargazers knew she was here, and whatever their plans, they would be accelerating
         them. She had to be creative.
      

      
      The building was low, large, rectangular, with spires on four corners and a steeply
         pitched roof. As Lanoree lowered the Peacemaker into the wide courtyard in front of
         the temple she probed inside for Dal. She had no idea whether or not she’d be able
         to sense him, but she had to try. She was nervous. Afraid of what a confrontation
         might bring.
      

      
      Another warning chime from the ship brought her around, and she realized that her
         concentration had been drifting. She’d almost flown them into the ground.
      

      
      People scattered away from the ship, dropping belongings, rushing for cover as its
         powerful engines kicked up violent storms of dust. Benches were blown across the courtyard.
         Trees were bent over and stripped of leaves. Lanoree floated the Peacemaker along
         the front of the temple until she saw its main wooden doors. Wide enough. They were closed. But
         the ship was tough.
      

      
      She nudged them forward and smashed the doors aside with the Peacemaker’s nose, taking
         a significant chunk of masonry with them. Then she settled the ship down, nose inside
         the temple, the body of the ship in the courtyard. Hardly inconspicuous, but she didn’t
         plan on being here for long.
      

      
      “Ironholgs, keep the engines powered up. We might be leaving in a hurry. Tre? Coming?”

      
      He looked across at her, lekku forming a series of words that might have made his
         mother blush. Lanoree grinned.
      

      
      Dal was not there. No one was. But until very recently, they had been.

      
      Inside the temple was one large central room with many smaller rooms around its edges.
         The main room itself was full height, the walls and ceilings extravagantly decorated
         with frescoes relaying Dai Bendu religious tales and history, tall windows allowing
         in multicolored dawn light through stained-glass symbols. The nose of the Peacemaker
         ship cooled and ticked, hull dappled with colors, the temple’s ancient wooden doors
         smashed on the floor around it.
      

      
      It was in some of the smaller rooms that they found evidence of recent habitation.

      
      Sleeping rolls were scattered across the floor. Meals lay half-eaten on several long
         tables, cold but not congealed. Candles still burned in some of the windowless inner
         rooms. Here and there lay the remains of hastily smashed equipment.
      

      
      And in one small room, Lanoree found something of Dal.

      
      “Check the other rooms,” she said.

      
      “They’ve gone,” Tre said. “Kara must have warned them.”

      
      “Why tell us where they are and then warn them? Check the other rooms. I need to know
         where they’re going.” Tre must have sensed something in Lanoree’s voice because he
         did not argue, did not reply with another quip. He melted away, and she heard his
         footfalls echoing through the temple room.
      

      
      It was the smallest of things. Dal had always loved fruit, and mepples were his favorite,
         the tangy, sweet flesh complemented by the spicy zing of many small seeds. He always chewed right down to the long core stone,
         and then when he finished the small fruits, he placed the stones end to end until
         they formed a circle. Sometimes there were only five or six making the shape, on occasion
         fifteen or more.
      

      
      There were nine now on the floor, and the circle was incomplete. If he’d left this
         as a sign for Lanoree he would surely have finished the circle. But the last core
         had been flung aside, as if he’d departed the temple in a hurry.
      

      
      Lanoree stared at the almost circle and wished the ends would meet. At least then
         Dal might be welcoming her pursuit and drawing her on, some sibling rivalry remaining.
      

      
      “Not like this,” she whispered. “Not desperate.” She touched one fruit stone gently,
         then moved around the small room. It was a mess. Clothing lay scattered across the
         floor, plates were speckled with dried remnants of old food. On the stone wall a network
         of metal pins showed where something had been on display. Plans? Maps? There was no
         way of knowing.
      

      
      She picked up a jacket, pressed it to her face, inhaled. But there was nothing there
         that she recognized.
      

      
      She had to know where he was going, how much information—if any—he had about those
         old plans, how far along the device might be. Perhaps even with the blueprints it would be impossible to replicate Gree technology to the detail
         required. But there was little here to indicate anything one way or another, and Lanoree
         felt a flush of desperation. She had come so close, and yet now Dal might be heading
         anywhere.
      

      
      Looking around the small room one more time, she tried to remember the last good times
         she and her brother had spent together. Her thoughts drifted this way often, usually
         when Dal intruded unexpectedly in her mind. She knew it was long before their journey
         across Tython. Maybe as far back as when they were children, younger and more innocent
         to the truths of things.
      

      
      But even then he had been different.

      
      “I should have listened to you,” Lanoree whispered. She had always harbored guilt
         about his death, because she believed it was her reveling in the Force—and her determination
         to push him toward it—that had ultimately driven him away. Now that same guilt sang in once more, but it
         was over something worse than death.
      

      
      She might have made him whatever he had become.

      
      “Anything?” she shouted. She left that room quickly, kicking the mepple stones apart.
         “Tre? Anything?” Emerging into the main room, she glanced at the Peacemaker’s nose
         blocking the shattered doorway at the other end. The vessel’s engines pulsed with
         potential.
      

      
      Tre darkened a doorway across the temple and ran toward her. He was carrying something.
         He looked pale. “We’ve got to go.”
      

      
      “Why?”

      
      “They left quickly, but not before setting a timer.”

      
      Lanoree’s senses sharpened, her veins flooded with energy. “How long?”

      
      “Moments.”

      
      They ran to the ship, up the ramp, and even as Lanoree jumped into the flight seat,
         the window lit up with an incredibly bright light.
      

      
      “Ramp!” she shouted, but Ironholgs was already closing it. A wave of fire roared across
         the temple and engulfed the ship. The explosion blasted in, incredibly loud inside
         the ship, hull shaking and everything outside blurring as walls shook and part of
         the roof was lifted from the huge building.
      

      
      Tre shouted, voice barely heard.

      
      Momentarily blinded by the fire flash Lanoree coaxed them aloft. Impacts sounded across
         the hull as the building started to collapse. The flight stick shuddered in her hand
         and she eased back, trying to remember the layout of the courtyard. If she backed
         them into another building they’d be in just as much trouble.
      

      
      Another explosion pounded against them and Lanoree pressed her lips together, grabbing
         the stick with both hands. The time for caution was over. She pulled and turned, eyes
         scanning the instrument panel. Proximity alerts sounded and a wall of blazing masonry
         smashed down across the window, ancient stones bursting apart. Then they were away,
         vision clearing, and the ship almost seemed to lighten in relief as she lifted them
         away from the courtyard.
      

      
      Tilting them slightly to dislodge any detritus left on the hull, she looked down in
         time to see the temple implode—roof collapsing, spires tumbling inward and adding to the billowing clouds of dust and flame that roared
         up and out.
      

      
      “That was close!” Tre said from the other seat. He was gripping the armrests, his
         lekku pale and agitated.
      

      
      “The old girl can withstand more than that.”

      
      “I mean us!”

      
      Checking the scanner for law enforcement, knowing they’d be here soon, Lanoree glanced
         one more time at the burning ruin of the old Dai Bendu temple. “I think Kara might
         be upset.”
      

      
      “I think maybe she knew exactly what was going to happen.”

      
      Lanoree did not reply, but she couldn’t help agreeing with Tre’s assessment. So far
         she’d been steered here and there, guided by words from people she didn’t know or
         trust. Kara deserved another visit.
      

      
      But not yet.

      
      “What did you find?” she asked.

      
      “What was left of a comm unit,” Tre said. “They smashed things up pretty bad, but
         I think one of the memory cells is whole in this one.”
      

      
      “Give it to the droid.” She offered Tre a half smile. “Don’t worry, that was nowhere
         near close.”
      

      
      “Compared to things you’ve done, perhaps. But I value my skin. I don’t do ‘close.’
         I don’t even do ‘near.’ I do ‘safe and sound.’ ”
      

      
      “Then why did you agree to help a Ranger?”

      
      “I didn’t have much choice.”

      
      “There’s always a choice,” Lanoree said. And she thought of Dal again, the choices
         he had made, and how perhaps she had forced some of them upon him.
      

      
      She flew them high, arcing up from the Khar Peninsula and back out over the ocean,
         where there was not so much traffic. Tre left her alone, and Lanoree spent some time
         assessing the ship’s condition and checking for damage. There was nothing significant.
         Drifting up until they were skimming the edge of space, she left the ship to fly itself
         and went back to see what Ironholgs had found.
      

      
      Tre was seated on the cot, and the droid was still working. The comm unit was more
         smashed up than Tre had believed, and Ironholgs whistled that it might take some time
         to extract any information remaining in the memory cells.
      

      
      Lanoree realized for the first time how cramped the Peacemaker felt. It was designed to carry two pilots and four passengers with ease, but it had
         been her home for so long, and hers alone. She was not used to sharing this space
         with anyone or anything other than Ironholgs. And she could switch him off.
      

      
      “So, this is cozy,” Tre said, as if reading her thoughts.

      
      “Fresher’s through there,” she said, pointing at one of three hatches leading from
         the back of the main compartment. “Middle door’s to the engine room and laser cannon
         charge unit. You stay out of there. The third door’s to spare living quarters, but
         it’s my storeroom. Food, water, spare laser charge pods. I suppose you might be able to clear enough space to sleep.”
      

      
      “I’m fine here,” Tre said. His lekku twirled slightly, random movement that betrayed
         little.
      

      
      “For now,” Lanoree said. “You’ve got to know, I don’t like passengers.”

      
      “Hey, I didn’t ask to come along.”

      
      She could not argue with that. Lanoree opened a compartment and took out two drink
         sachets. She flung one at Tre and it bounced from his shoulder. He caught it, examined
         it briefly, then ripped the corner and drank. He raised it in a silent toast and nodded
         his thanks.
      

      
      “So what’s your story?” Lanoree asked. “Dam-Powl told me you were dangerous.”

      
      “You don’t believe her?” he asked.

      
      “Maybe you’ve been bad. Perhaps you’re dangerous to some. But not to me.”

      
      Tre Sana looked down at his hands as if considering what they had done in the past.
         His smile was contemplative. “I’ve done things I can never tell you about,” he said,
         “to people you’d never want to know.”
      

      
      “Not much can shock me,” Lanoree said.

      
      “No. Of course not. You’re a Ranger.” Something of his defense dropped then—she thought
         perhaps he let it—and she saw behind the slightly awkward, scared-of-heights Twi’lek
         to the man beneath. And his eyes were ice, his heart a solid lump, and she suddenly
         believed every word Dam-Powl had told her.
      

      
      “Fresher,” he said softly. “If you’ll excuse me.”

      
      “Don’t get lost,” Lanoree said. She turned her back on him and faced the living area,
         and as she heard the fresher hatch open and close behind her, she breathed a silent breath. Dam-Powl, just who have you burdened me with?

      
      “Droid. Get busy.”

      
      Ironholgs snickered some choice abuse at her, melted more wires, made more connections.
         The compartment smelled of electrics, and Lanoree turned the climate conditioning
         to full to clear the air.
      

      
      She sat in the flight seat and watched the scanners for trouble.

      
      “Oh, great,” Tre said. “That’s just great.”

      
      Lanoree jerked from a gentle doze, angry with herself for drifting off. That’s not professional, she thought. That’s not good. She climbed from the cockpit and went back to where Tre was looking down at Ironholgs.
      

      
      The droid had wired a small mobile screen to the shattered comm unit, and now several
         lines of broken information glowed softly.
      

      
      “Safe and sound?” Lanoree grinned at him.

      
      The screen showed seventeen recent communications between the Stargazers and an unnamed
         recipient on Nox.
      

      
      Nox. Third planet of the system, it was also the most polluted, rich in mineral deposits,
         and now home to dozens of cities devoted entirely to manufacturing. Five centuries
         before, the atmosphere had become so polluted that the cities were enclosed with giant
         domes, and ironically the richest conurbation was now Keev Crater, which manufactured
         dome components and charged a heavy premium to oversee their upkeep and maintenance.
         The air outside the domes was acidic and poisonous, and heavily corrosive to any craft
         exposed to it for too long. Skirmishes were not unknown between competing domed cities.
         During the Despot War, some had sided with the Despot Queen Hadiya and some with the
         Je’daii and a few with whomever paid the most. Many of those divisions still ran deep.
      

      
      Lanoree had been to some dangerous places, but Nox might well be the most dangerous
         planet in the system.
      

      
      “Well, drop me off before you go,” Tre said.

      
      “Sure. I’ll open the door.”

      
      Tre glared at her. “I mean it.”

      
      “So do I. They have a head start on us already, and there’s no telling what sort of ship they have. If Kara funds them, there’s a good bet there’s money
         from elsewhere, too. It won’t be some old space freighter they’re riding to Nox. If
         I land to—”
      

      
      “I’m getting off this ship.”

      
      “I’m getting off this planet.” Lanoree turned her back on Tre and slipped into the
         flight seat. “Come up here and strap in,” she said. “No time to worry about niceties.”
      

      
      The Peacemaker shuddered and roared as it escaped Kalimahr’s gravity, and the cool
         embrace of cold, dead space had never been more welcome.
      

      
      Their time at Stav Kesh is the most intense period of learning Lanoree has ever experienced,
         both psychologically and physically. She and Dal train hard all day—meditation, combat,
         Force movement—and in the evenings they prepare food, clean the training classrooms
         and halls, wash clothes, and learn how to care for weapons. They also descend to the
         caves beneath the temple, places warmed by deep magma lakes, and here they tend the
         fruit and vegetable crops grown in vast hydroponic gardens. Food, cleaning, maintenance,
         water, clothing … no one is simply given things at Stav Kesh, and they have to work
         together to ensure the temple’s smooth running.
      

      
      Dal seems to find some form of acceptance in their training. Lanoree can still feel
         the turmoil of the Force around him as he fights its influence, but for the most part
         his childlike smile has returned.
      

      
      For a while, she starts to believe that he is almost at peace.

      
      Until the Darrow sphere.

      
      “The Darrow sphere is your next great test,” Master Kin’ade tells them one morning.
         The Zabrak Master has taken over from Master Tave several times now, and Lanoree likes
         her very much. Short, slight, her tattooed skin as dark as Bodhi caf, she might be
         the most deadly person Lanoree has ever met. Yet with that talent for combat comes
         an easy manner and a gentle balance, evident in her smooth movements and tranquil
         expression. Her relationship with the Force is as natural as breathing.
      

      
      Master Kin’ade has taken them high up toward the top of Stav Kesh, close to the mountain’s
         top. It is even colder up here than elsewhere, exposed to higher winds and with a thinner atmosphere. There is very little actual
         climbing to do, but the walk is long and energetic, and by the time they reach the
         small plateau at the mountain’s top they are all sweating. More accustomed now to
         the thin air at these altitudes, Lanoree still feels light-headed and adrift. The
         wind starts to freeze their sweat. Their thin training robes are ineffectual. None
         of them wants to be there.
      

      
      Except Master Kin’ade. She lowers the rucksack she has been carrying to the ground
         and turns to face them all. “No time for sightseeing,” she says. “Here. Watch.” She
         upends the rucksack, and something falls from it.
      

      
      But it does not hit the ground.

      
      The sphere glows, hums, shines. It darts up past Kin’ade’s horned head and hovers
         high up, drifting left and right as if looking at the views. It is the size of a human’s
         head … and then larger … and then smaller again, fistlike, hard. It flits from place
         to place and glides. It is smooth, and glimmers like a fluid, hard and spiked with
         countless protuberances. There are so many contradictions to the sphere, it is so
         ambiguous, that when it attacks, it takes Lanoree a few moments to figure out what
         is happening. By then her leg is bleeding and her arm aches, and the other students
         are in disarray.
      

      
      The Darrow sphere attacks and then retreats, rises and falls, fires darts of light,
         and impacts against flesh. One moment it seems intent on killing them all, the next
         it drifts away, glowing an almost serene shade of blue as it seems to contemplate
         the views.
      

      
      It sweeps toward Master Kin’ade, who performs an Alchaka move and kicks the sphere
         aside.
      

      
      “Concentrate,” Kin’ade says. “Don’t panic. Don’t get flustered. Let the Force flow
         with you, sense the sphere’s movement. Know its intent.”
      

      
      Lanoree tries. She calms her mind and breathes long and deep, remembering all that
         Master Tave has taught them. The Force within her is perfectly balanced. She feels
         at one with it, neither master nor servant but—
      

      
      The Darrow sphere sweeps behind her and delivers a paralyzing charge to her leg. She
         groans and tips to the ground, massaging the spasming muscle and angry at herself.
         She remains there for a while as the pain dissipates, watching the other students fall to the sphere. The Wookiee manages
         to get a hit in with one heavy fist. But perhaps the sphere let her, because she cries
         out as the hairs on her arm stand on end and her fist sparks and sizzles.
      

      
      “Enough,” Master Kin’ade says. She performs a graceful gesture with her hand and the
         sphere sinks to the ground, fading until it is almost transparent. Lanoree has the
         impression that it is still of its own mind, and that Kin’ade is barely controlling
         it at all.
      

      
      “What is that thing?” Dal asks. He is crouched across the small plateau from the rest of them,
         nose bleeding, knuckles raw from where he has been trying to fight the sphere.
      

      
      “This is the Darrow sphere,” Master Kin’ade says. “I created it myself to help student
         training here at Stav Kesh, and this is the only one. A student of mine several years
         ago called it Je’daii’s bane, and I almost changed its name. I like that.” She looked
         up at the sky, smiling. “And like anything with two names, the sphere has its ambiguities.”
         She nods at where the sphere came to rest, and Lanoree is not surprised to see it
         gone.
      

      
      “Where is it?” Dal asks.

      
      “There,” Kin’ade says. “Or perhaps not. Are you too trusting of your senses, Dalien
         Brock?”
      

      
      “They’re all I have.”

      
      A loaded hush falls over the breezy plateau, even the wind seeming to die down at
         Dal’s words.
      

      
      “No,” Kin’ade whispers. “They’re the very least of what you have. And so you can go
         last.”
      

      
      “Go last for what?”

      
      Master Kin’ade ignores Dal and gestures Lanoree forward instead. Lanoree walks to
         her, and as she approaches, the Master starts talking quietly. “Remember, the Force
         does not lie, although if you’re out of balance you can make lies from it. Feel the
         flow. Relish the balance.” She delves into her rucksack and brings out a blindfold,
         a nose clip, earplugs, and a mask.
      

      
      “If I wear all those—” Lanoree protests, but Master Kin’ade cuts in.

      
      “Then you have to trust in the Force.”

      
      Taking a deep breath, Lanoree nods. She puts them on, and it is like cutting herself
         off from the world. The blindfold gives perfect darkness. The earplugs mold to her ears and cut out all sound, leaving only her beating
         heart. The nose clip steals all smell. She can taste snow on the air, but the sphere—
      

      
      An impact on her leg and she cries out, staggering to the left. She can hear no instruction
         from Master Kin’ade and realizes this is intentional. Lanoree tries to center herself,
         breathing long and deep, sensing the Force within her and being a part of it, balanced
         and level. She draws her sword and waits.
      

      
      A sting on her shoulder. She shrugs it off.

      
      Something moves past her face, close and quick.

      
      She reaches out and senses everyone else around her, and then—

      
      Spins on her left leg, crouching and lashing out with her sword. She feels the connection
         and the impact travels up her arm. She rolls forward, then back onto her feet, holding
         her left hand up with fingers splayed, throwing a Force punch, sensing it strike the
         Darrow sphere. Her heart is thumping, breathing increasing, and she feels the flow
         of blood and Force through her veins. It is ecstasy.
      

      
      The sphere impacts against her back and knocks her sprawling. The blindfold is torn
         from her eyes, the clip and plugs taken from her nose and ears. Input floods her senses,
         and the pain kicks in.
      

      
      “Not bad,” Master Kin’ade says. “Although you did let pride get the better of you.
         Never assume the danger is gone unless you know for sure.”
      

      
      Lanoree nods and sits up. The other students are all looking at the Je’daii Master
         and the sphere floating at her shoulder, pulsing, shifting. All but Dal. He is looking
         at Lanoree, and she cannot quite read the expression on his face. Resignation? Determination?
      

      
      “Very well,” Master Kin’ade says, hand stroking accumulated snow from her vestigial
         horns. “Next.”
      

      
      They all try, and then there is Dal.

      
      Lanoree watches him having the blindfold fitted and the earplugs and the nose clip.
         He stands still and patient while Master Kin’ade does so, and she cannot sense any
         tension or displeasure in him. Though he has seen each Journeyer suffer to some extent
         at the mercy of the Darrow sphere, he seems calm. She does not probe—that would be wrong, to try to touch his mind before such a test—but he exudes confidence.
      

      
      Kin’ade steps back and glances at Lanoree, and then says, “Begin.”

      
      Dal ducks left and right, scampers across the ground, tilts his head as if listening.
         But it is all a show. The sphere drifts in slowly and then powers into his left ankle.
         He does not see or sense it coming. Its movement is almost smug, and Lanoree wonders
         how it knew that Dal was faking everything.
      

      
      He hits the ground. Rolls. And she sees him pulling the blaster from his jacket.

      
      “Dal!” she breathes.

      
      He starts shooting. His shots are wild and aimless, and Lanoree and the others hit
         the ground, Force-shielding themselves as stone splinters and erupts, falling snow
         sizzles to steam, someone screams. She feels heat and pain across her hand and arm.
      

      
      Dal shouts and drops the blaster. Lanoree can see its glow from where it has been
         superheated, and then Master Kin’ade twists her clawed hand in Dal’s direction. He
         rises and is immediately thrown back, spinning, fading from view in wafts of snowflakes.
         For a moment she thinks the Master has thrown Dal too far and that he will plummet
         over the parapet, falling three hundred meters to find his end on one of the rooftops
         below.
      

      
      Then he strikes the ground with a heavy thud. As she reaches for Dal with her mind
         his fall into unconsciousness becomes, for a moment, her own.
      

      
   
      
      

CHAPTER EIGHT
THE MEMORY OF PAIN

      
      [image: ]

      
      A Je’daii needs nothing but confidence and comfort in the Force. Clothes for warmth,
            a ship to travel in, food for energy, water to slake thirst, a sword to stab, a blaster
            to shoot … all these are luxuries. The Force is everything, and without it, we are
            nothing.
      

      
      —Master Shall Mar, “A Life in Balance,” 7,538 TYA

      
      Lanoree relaxed in her reclined flight seat. She had plotted the fastest course she
         could from Kalimahr to Nox, and now she was eager to see if Ironholgs could download
         more information from the damaged memory cell. Nox was a big planet, and of its almost
         ninety domed manufacturing cities, almost half might conceivably be capable of taking
         on a commission for the Gree device. Lanoree had no doubt that the specific expertise
         required would reduce that number to a mere two or three, but as yet she had no real
         idea what that ancient technology might entail. She was flying blind into a storm,
         but that was the only direction to take.
      

      
      She’d contacted Master Dam-Powl and told her of the situation. The Je’daii Master had promised that she could instruct those few Je’daii currently
         on Nox to monitor incoming off-planet traffic, but it was a notoriously renegade planet,
         and the majority of travel to and from Nox was unregistered. Finding Dal and the Stargazers’
         ship would be like finding a particular pebble on a beach, especially considering
         Lanoree still had no clue what type of ship they might be flying.
      

      
      Dam-Powl had asked if Tre was still with her, and Lanoree had nodded. The resulting
         silence had been loaded. But the Twi’lek had not moved from Lanoree’s cot to speak
         to the Je’daii Master, and Dam-Powl had nodded and then signed off.
      

      
      Lanoree stared at the stars and stroked the scarred mass on the back of her left hand.
         She still remembered the day Dal had given her that. The beginning of the end.
      

      
      “So you actually live in this thing?” Tre Sana asked.
      

      
      “It’s my ship, yes.”

      
      “It’s a bit … bland. Not much of a home. Don’t you get claustrophobic?”

      
      “With this view?” Lanoree hadn’t even raised the back of the flight seat.

      
      But perhaps Tre was growing bored, and confrontation would pass the time.

      
      “I never did like space travel. Always makes me feel sick. We weren’t built to travel
         through space. However well shielded a ship is, I’m not convinced I don’t get baked
         by radiation every time I leave the atmosphere. Your grav unit’s configured wrong,
         too. I feel twice my usual weight, and that’s making me feel even sicker.”
      

      
      Lanoree raised and turned her flight seat, smiling. “Is that all?”

      
      “No. It stinks in here. I know you’re probably used to it, but … electrics and grease
         and the smell of you. And let’s face it, your ship is small. You sit where you sleep when you eat. And that fresher … I have to tell you, Je’daii,
         I’ve been in some of the seediest taverns in the worst of the Nine Houses on Shikaakwa,
         and even they have better amenities than you. How can you wash in recycled water?
         Where’s the shower?” His face fell as if he had just recognized a terrible truth.
         “And what do you eat?”
      

      
      “Ah,” Lanoree said. “Food. Good idea.” She stood and entered the living area, opening a small cupboard set in one wall. As she did so she nudged
         the droid where it worked at a drop-down bench. “Anything yet, Ironholgs?”
      

      
      The droid did not even reply. It was tweaking and adjusting a delicate arrangement
         of wires and chips on the broken end of the memory cell, and it paused briefly as
         if disturbed, then continued.
      

      
      “I’ll take that as a no,” Lanoree said. “Now then, Tre. Here. Take your choice.” She
         threw a handful of packets across her cot, several of them landing on Tre’s legs.
      

      
      “What’s this?”

      
      “Dried food. What, you think I’m hiding a hydroponic pod somewhere at the back of
         the ship?”
      

      
      Tre picked up a silvery packet and looked at it in disgust. His face wrinkled, lekku
         drawing back as if from something poisonous. “You eat this stuff?”
      

      
      “Hot water, some salt. Some of it can be pretty good. Although you’ve got dangbat
         stir there. Got to admit, that’s not the best.”
      

      
      “How long do you spend in this thing?” Tre asked, looking around, feigning disbelief.

      
      Lanoree was starting to get annoyed. She hadn’t really wanted him along—didn’t trust
         him, especially since she’d seen the true, harder Tre behind the quips and false face
         he displayed. But she was stuck with him now, and he with her. Civility didn’t cost
         much.
      

      
      “Once, I was in deep space for over two hundred days, tracking a Special Forces cell
         from Krev Coeur gone mercenary.”
      

      
      “Two hundred …” Tre shook his head in despair.

      
      “I don’t need what you need,” Lanoree said. She slipped a food packet into a metal
         pocket behind the cupboard hatch and charged it with hot water. Delicious smells filled
         the cabin, soon whisked away by the climate conditioner. “I know what Dam-Powl’s promised
         you, and I’m sure you’ll get it. But vast estates don’t interest me. Fast ships, great
         wealth, prominence, standing in the community. Overflowing credit accounts on a dozen
         worlds.” She took the packet and started eating. “Men. Adoration. Even respect. I
         don’t need any of that.”
      

      
      Tre laughed. “Then you’re—”

      
      “Because I know there’s more to life,” she said, cutting him off. She was tired of his inanities and angry that he could be so superficial. In the face
         of everything she knew, and all that he must know, such shallowness offended her.
         “There’s the Force. It binds and holds us, and makes everything precious to me. It’s
         our reason for being. There is no ignorance, there is knowledge. And that’s much more
         precious than fine foods or somewhere comfortable to wash.”
      

      
      “You sound like one of the clans on Kalimahr praying to one of their Sprash Gods.”

      
      “Difference being, I know the Force exists.”

      
      Tre Sana smiled and nodded, never taking his eyes from hers. It was a strange moment.
         Dam-Powl had made him unreadable, and Lanoree wondered why the Je’daii Master had
         employed such a dangerous man. Or perhaps what she’d done to him that had made him
         this way.
      

      
      “But there’s not always balance, is there, Je’daii?” he asked, as if he knew everything.

      
      “Eat,” she said. “It’s really not that bad.” She turned her back on him again, sat
         in her cockpit seat, and thought of those experiments she had put on hold. There was
         darkness there, if she did not use caution. But she was comfortable. She was balanced.
         There was no reason at all to worry.
      

      
      Lanoree stayed there for some time, and Tre must have read her need to remain undisturbed.
         She was glad of that. She didn’t like having someone else in her ship, and despite
         all her best efforts, being constantly reminded of his presence was putting her on
         edge.
      

      
      Ashla and Bogan were out of sight, along with Tython, a hundred sixty million kilometers
         away on the other side of Tythos. Yet she felt their pull and presence, as did every
         Je’daii wherever they might be in the system. Ashla was light and Bogan dark, and
         they tugged at her with a comforting gravity, as if she were suspended at the most
         perfect balancing point between the moons, influenced by both yet pulled in neither
         direction.
      

      
      It had not always been like this. After she had lost Dal, halfway through her Great
         Journey, she had experienced a period of unbalance. Returned home. Learned from her
         parents to be trusting and trustworthy in the Force once again. It had been nowhere near serious enough to warrant
         exile, but it had troubled her greatly then, and still did now.
      

      
      And Dam-Powl had warned that her experiments had the potential to upset the balance
         once more. The alchemy of flesh—genetic manipulation of cells that, though seeded
         from her own body, had a life of their own—held such dangers. But Lanoree could not
         help playing to her strengths. Ignoring them would be like trying to deny the Force
         itself, and she had already seen the results of that.
      

      
      Death, she had believed. But now in Dal maybe something worse. A terrible kind of
         madness.
      

      
      Perhaps at some point during this mission she might find cause to return to her studies.

      
      “Greenwood Station,” Lanoree said. “The Stargazers were communicating with someone
         there. That’s not good.”
      

      
      “It’s not?” Tre asked.

      
      Lanoree looked at the partial communications Ironholgs had managed to extract from
         the damaged memory cell. All of them had been encoded, and even when deciphered by
         the droid they had used mundane language that was beyond any code breaker. But the
         origin and destination of each signal had been scrambled with military-level ciphers.
      

      
      “Greenwood Station is one of the worst places on one of the most dangerous planets
         in the system,” Lanoree said. “If there’s a general dislike for the Je’daii on Nox,
         they hate us there. It’s surrounded by three destroyed domes, bombed by the Je’daii during
         the Despot War. I was only young then, thirteen. But my parents went to war, and my
         father served some of his time on Nox. A terrible place, he told me. Acid rain, corrosive
         gas storms. We warned the domes the bombings were going to happen—they were supplying
         Hadiya with weapons, however much nonmilitary pressure we exerted—but thousands still
         died. Many thousands. No one has ever really known how many.”
      

      
      “I’m older than you,” Tre said. “I seem to recall Greenwood Station being bombed as
         well.”
      

      
      “But not destroyed. The original dome was breached but quickly repaired. It’s a damaged
         place, and everything around it is ruin.”
      

      
      “But it’s still where they make the most advanced military tech outside Tython,” Tre
         said. It seemed he’d known everything about Greenwood Station, but had feigned ignorance
         and let her say it anyway. Another one of his games.
      

      
      “And how would you know that?”

      
      “I’ve had cause to use them, from time to time.”

      
      “You’ve been there?” Lanoree asked. She had no interest in Tre’s business or his reason
         for using high-end tech. Not then.
      

      
      “Of course not! I told you, I hate space travel.”

      
      “But you’ll be known there?”

      
      Tre raised an eyebrow, shrugged. “Not by anyone who’d help us.”

      
      “Why not?”

      
      “You’re Je’daii.”

      
      “Great,” Lanoree said. It was a perfect place for the Stargazers and Dal to flee when
         they knew she was on their trail. And yet …
      

      
      This was not about escape. Some of the older communications her droid had plucked
         from the damaged memory cell proved that. They were going to Greenwood Station for
         one reason, and that could only be the construction of the Gree device. How complete
         their plans were, Lanoree could not tell. The old Osamael Or diary was far from comprehensive,
         and there was no way of knowing whether he had ever found those Gree plans. If he
         had, perhaps they existed in another diary. One that Kara had been too sensible to
         leave even in her hidden room. And even if the Stargazers did have the plans in some form, whether they could build the device effectively—and
         make it actually work—was something no one could know. Her mission remained one of unknowns and ambiguities.
      

      
      One thing she was certain of: this had already gone further than she could have hoped. The dangers
         were too great, the chances of Dal’s success too dreadful to comprehend. The chase
         had to end on Nox, and there she would face her brother.
      

      
      “I’ll plot a course,” Lanoree said. “Then we’ll find you somewhere to sleep.”

      
      Tre feigned surprise and held his hands out, indicating the narrow but comfortable
         cot.
      

      
      “Don’t even think about it,” Lanoree said. She pointed at the door she’d shown him
         before.
      

      
      “With the laser pods? And the food stores? There might be space rats in there.”
      

      
      “I keep a clean ship,” Lanoree said. “And I’m sure you’ve slept in worse.”

      
      “Well …” His three lekku stretched in amusement. Lanoree tried not to smile; she sensed
         that he wanted to make this as painless as she did.
      

      
      “Come on,” she said. “Let’s just get by. I’ll fly us there as quickly as I can.”

      
      “I’m not sure I want to get there that quickly,” Tre said, and his tired smile might have been the first
         genuine one she’d seen.
      

      
      “We’ll be fine. I’ll look after you.”

      
      “And who’s looking after you?”

      
      The Force will be my guide, Lanoree thought. She turned her back on Tre and went up into the cockpit again to
         chart the fastest, safest course to Greenwood Station on Nox. All the while she was
         thinking of Dal, and that as a Journeyer she had never truly understood how dangerous
         he might be.
      

      
      Not until close to the end.

      
      Even though Master Kin’ade is adept at healing, Lanoree’s arm and hand still hurt.
         It will for some time, Kin’ade told her. I can fix the damage, but the scarring will remain, and the memory of pain is stronger
            than you think.
      

      
      The memory of pain means that she can barely sit still, even in Temple Master Lha-Mi’s
         chambers.
      

      
      Dal is also there. His own wounds are less serious than hers—bruises and lacerations
         from impacting the ground—but Master Kin’ade paid them just as much attention.
      

      
      “You are not here to be punished,” Temple Master Lha-Mi says to Dal. Even though the
         chambers are large and impressive, Master Lha-Mi sits in a simple wooden chair, his
         sword propped beside him. Lanoree has heard many tales of this man, and this sword.
         “You are here so that I can hear what happened at the top of Stav Kesh. I’ve learned
         through my long life that stories are … fluid. And that the truth is often found in the sum of the parts. So I’ll have each of you tell me your
         own version of events.”
      

      
      “It’s very simple,” Dal says. He is sitting before Lha-Mi alongside Lanoree, and on
         his other side sits their instructor. “Master Kin’ade took away all my senses and
         expected me to shoot straight.”
      

      
      “I haven’t yet asked you to speak,” Lha-Mi says. His voice is not stern, but it carries
         the authority of age and experience. “Master Kin’ade. If you will begin?”
      

      
      She stands and bows her head. “Master. I was training a group of students with the
         Darrow sphere.” She goes on to relate events exactly as they happened, expressing
         no opinions, simply relaying the facts. Lanoree cannot perceive any elaboration to
         her story—it is exact and correct in every detail. Kin’ade finishes and bows again.
      

      
      “And now you, Lanoree Brock,” Lha-Mi says.

      
      “It’s as Master Kin’ade described. I did my best to feel the Force and fight the sphere,
         but I admit to becoming overconfident. The others did well, mostly. Some bruises,
         burns, bloody noses, and one or two hits on the sphere, too. And then it was Dal’s
         turn. He moved well, and at first I thought he was seeking the Force, and I felt … proud.
         Pleased for him. But then the Sphere took him down easily, and he pulled his blaster.
         He got off several shots before Master Kin’ade stopped him.”
      

      
      “She flung me to the ground and almost broke my arm,” Dal says. “I almost went over
         the parapet.”
      

      
      Lha-Mi does not even look at Dal. He is still staring at Lanoree, his old eyes almost
         closed as he listens and thinks. “And your thoughts when one of those blaster shots
         passed close to your arm?”
      

      
      “I was frightened for Dal,” Lanoree says.

      
      “Because of what Master Kin’ade might do to him?”

      
      “No. Because of his own loss of control.”

      
      “And now your version of events, Dalien Brock.”
      

      
      Dal sighs deeply, an almost petulant breath. But Lanoree can sense his fear.

      
      “Go on, Dal,” she says. He glances sharply at her, then his gaze shifts to her bandaged
         arm and hand, and he looks wretched.
      

      
      “I tried,” he says. “I tried to find the Force.”

      
      He’s lying, Lanoree thinks. I know him so well, I can hear it in his voice.
      

      
      “I tried my best—and when the sphere hit me, I went for my blaster, tried to … follow
         the Force, shoot where it told me.” He shrugs. “It didn’t work. I’m sorry, Lanoree.”
      

      
      “Every scar tells a story,” she says, repeating something their father once told them.

      
      Temple Master Lha-Mi nods. “It’s fortunate that no one was killed. Master Kin’ade
         is adept at healing, and I consider myself lucky that she chose Stav Kesh instead
         of Mahara Kesh. She can mend flesh wounds and knit bones, given time. But no Je’daii
         can defeat death. Your actions were foolish, Dalien. Led by impetuousness, not guided
         by the Force. I put that down to youth’s enthusiasm. Perhaps some more traditional
         weapons training might be in order for the next few days, Master Kin’ade.”
      

      
      “Just what I had in mind,” Kin’ade says. She stands as if at a silent signal and motions
         Lanoree and Dal to stand, too.
      

      
      “Stay with me, Lanoree,” Lha-Mi says. The other two leave, and then Lanoree is alone
         with the Temple Master. He is old and strong, but not intimidating. There’s a kindliness
         to him that makes her feel comfortable, and she can sense his concern.
      

      
      “Your brother,” he says, and then he says no more. A question?

      
      “He’s trying,” Lanoree says. “He knows what our Great Journey is for, and he’s doing
         his best.”
      

      
      “No,” Lha-Mi says. “I fear he has already given up. For some, the Force is never comfortable
         or easy to find balance within.”
      

      
      “No!” she says, standing before the Temple Master. He remains seated and composed.
         “Our parents are Je’daii, and we will be also.”
      

      
      “You already are, Lanoree. I sense a great future for you. You’re strong, sensible, mature, and you
         have—” he held out his hand, tilted it left and right “—balance, give or take. But
         your brother is different. He carries a darkness within him, and his shunning of the
         Force makes it too dark to penetrate, too deep for me to plumb. There may still be a way back for him. But you have to realize how dangerous he might be. You
         have to be careful.”
      

      
      “I made a promise to my parents. He’s my brother, I love him, and I’ll save him.”

      
      “Sometimes love is not enough.” Lha-Mi rises and takes her hand. He speaks no more.
         But she feels a touch on her mind, brief but potent, that shows her a blink of what
         Dal had been thinking in the Temple Master’s chambers.
      

      
      Deep, dark thoughts.

      
   
      
      

CHAPTER NINE
SCARS
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      The Je’daii say, “There is no ignorance; there is knowledge.” But they are ignorant
            of your lives, your struggles, and their superiority blinds them. They say, “There
            is no fear; there is power.” Yet in their power they are smug. And I will make them
            fear me.
      

      
      —Despot Queen Hadiya, 10,658 TYA

      
      Even from a distance, Nox looked like hell. Lanoree plotted a route that brought them
         into the planet’s atmosphere well on the opposite hemisphere from Greenwood Station,
         swinging them in an arc around the planet and approaching from the nightside. The
         seas were a heavy, sullen gray, the landmasses mostly covered by sickly looking yellowish
         clouds that glowed and pulsed with interior storms. The small patches of land she
         could see between the clouds were of a uniform bronze color. There was no green. She
         wondered what Greenwood Station had been like when it had been named, or whether the
         name was bitterly ironic.
      

      
      Tre sat in the copilot’s seat again. He hadn’t said much for quite a while, and Lanoree
         was starting to fear that he was succumbing to space sickness. If that happened, he’d be no use at all and she’d have to leave him
         in the Peacemaker. And she would not leave him here with her ship alone and awake.
      

      
      She knew exactly where to hit him.

      
      “Pretty,” he said as they started skimming the atmosphere.

      
      “Not very. It’s going to get bumpy.”

      
      She’d taken them in a steeper descent than was normal, eager to enter the atmosphere
         as quickly as possible. The longer their approach, the more likely they’d be noticed.
         She could see at least seven other craft on the scanners, all describing different
         descents to various parts of the planet, and she’d heard no hailing on the comm. But
         that didn’t mean they weren’t all being tracked. And maybe those other seven were
         expected.
      

      
      Heat built around the Peacemaker’s nose, shimmering their view and then hazing it
         out completely. The window’s shields closed automatically, and Lanoree kept her eyes
         on the scanners to maintain manual control.
      

      
      “Really,” she said. “It’ll be bumpy.”

      
      “Trying to get rid of me?” Tre asked. “Don’t worry. I think I’ll stay here. Strapped
         in.”
      

      
      Even after six days, she still didn’t like him sitting in the cockpit beside her, because she couldn’t talk to herself
         anymore.
      

      
      The Peacemaker started to vibrate as it carved its way down into the planet’s toxic
         atmosphere. Lanoree swung the ship to the left and down, increasing the speed and
         angle of descent, and every now and then she glanced sidelong at Tre to see how he
         was taking this. Spaceflight was simple compared to the traumas of entering an atmosphere.
         And despite all he’d said, he seemed calm and confident with what was happening.
      

      
      “Almost there,” she said.

      
      “Good.” He exhaled deeply, as if suddenly aware that she was watching. “Don’t like
         this at all.”
      

      
      They dropped, and soon Lanoree leveled them out, flying above Nox and feeling the
         ship’s responses at being back in an atmosphere again through her hands. The Peacemaker
         was rattled but unbroken. It cruised.
      

      
      Lanoree skimmed them along the coast of one of the largest continents, flying low enough to avoid basic radar-based scanners but not too low to be dangerous,
         and a while later she edged them inland toward their destination.
      

      
      There was no saying whether Dal and the Stargazers were here yet. Just as when they’d
         entered Nox’s atmosphere, Lanoree knew that they were flying blind.
      

      
      The destruction was worse than she could have imagined.

      
      Lanoree remembered some of the Despot War. She’d been only thirteen at the time, but
         she would never forget watching her parents leaving home, false smiles hiding the
         fear that they might leave their children as orphans. She had watched the holos and
         heard the reports, but her real knowledge of the war came from what she’d read and
         seen of it down through the intervening years. At the time it was happening, war was
         always confused. The truth emerged afterward.
      

      
      She’d learned about the Despot Queen Hadiya uniting Shikaakwa’s crime barons under
         her charismatic rule and then attempting to exert her influence across the rest of
         the settled worlds. There had been a surprisingly enthusiastic rallying to her cause,
         as she promised safety and wealth and a freedom from Je’daii interference. Denying
         the Force, demonizing it to all who followed and listened, her aggression had been
         brutal but short-lived. The Je’daii swore to confront any moves made against them,
         and also to protect all those who did not wish to be subjugated beneath Hadiya’s rule.
      

      
      After a period of phony war, during which there were many small skirmishes in space
         and on some of Kalimahr’s moons, Hadiya had taken the war to Tython. Working in secret
         she had built a formidable army, well equipped and heavily armed, and had taken the
         Je’daii somewhat by surprise. The invasion was massive, brutal, and the battles fierce.
         But the Je’daii had the Force on their side, and everything Hadiya hated had worked
         against her. The defining moment of the war had been catastrophic. Following Hadiya’s
         death at Kaleth and the defeat of her armies, it had taken a long time to count the
         true cost of the conflict. A hundred thousand Tythans dead. Ten times that many of
         Hadiya’s forces, and many more seriously injured. Wounds ran deep, and remained so
         even now, more than a decade later.
      

      
      Before Lanoree now was one such wound.
      

      
      She knew about the manufacturing domes on Nox that had been bombed by the Je’daii—attacked
         for providing arms and weapons for Hadiya’s armies—and she had seen holos of the act
         itself. But holos were at a distance, imagination was limited by experience. Nothing
         could prepare her for seeing the truth with her own eyes. It was startling to see
         how effective a Je’daii military strike could be, and though Lanoree had seen plenty
         of combat, she had never been involved in a full-scale war.
      

      
      She didn’t even know the name of the first ruin they passed. Her Peacemaker flitted
         quickly by, but the scale of the devastation was still staggering. The city must have
         been eight kilometers in width, and now very little of its original protective dome
         remained. The ruins inside were a charred, melted mess, holding lakes of rancid water
         and pointing accusatory slivers of wrecked buildings at the sky.
      

      
      It was a relief to pass the destruction and fly across undisturbed ground, even if
         that landscape was so obviously polluted and poisonous. Very little grew here. And
         if any creatures were able to live and breathe in the rank air, they did not make
         themselves known.
      

      
      They passed another dome on their starboard side, several kilometers distant yet still
         plainly visible as a scar on the landscape. Every scar tells a story, Lanoree thought, and this tale must have been terrible. A portion of the dome remained,
         shattered and starred by multiple projectile impacts, and detritus from the city was
         scattered across the surrounding plains. The explosions that had finished this dome
         must have been immense.
      

      
      She felt sickness welling inside, and a sense of hopelessness enveloped her. The Force
         offered so much, yet still there was the need for conflict, pain, and death. A thousand
         people might be peace loving and committed to living their lives well, but it took
         only one to plant a seed of poison that would spread through the population. How many
         of the Despot Army’s million dead would still be alive today were it not for Hadiya?
         Perhaps most of them. Some might harbor dislike of the Je’daii or some vaguely unsettled
         sense of mistrust. Hatred, even. But without someone with Hadiya’s charisma and determination,
         such feelings remained inside, unfocused. She had made them manifest, and on her hands
         was the blood of a million victims on both sides.
      

      
      “Seeing it really brings it home,” Tre said. He sounded so distressed, so genuine,
         so not like Tre Sana. Lanoree could almost like him.
      

      
      She turned the Peacemaker and tracked Greenwood Station on her scanner. It was a riot
         of movement—ships lifting and landing, and large ground transports moving around the
         massive dome. But she was more concerned with traces of ships closer to her. If Greenwood
         Station had anything like an organized military, or a defense force funded by the
         great manufacturing conglomerates, they would detect the Peacemaker soon.
      

      
      And her arrival had to remain covert. That was essential, because if Dal and his Stargazers
         knew where and when she had arrived, their reaction would be instant. This was a much
         wilder place than Kalimahr, and they had hardly been careful there.
      

      
      Twenty-six kilometers out from Greenwood Station, two small sentry ships rose from
         the landscape a kilometer ahead and accelerated toward the dome.
      

      
      Lanoree reacted instantly, flicking a switch to block their communications systems.
         She heard a few panicked words—
      

      
      “Greenwood Four? Greenwood Four, you reading this? Je’daii incoming, Peacemaker class,
         must be the one we’ve been waiting for! We’ll lead it in but I’m not engaging that,
         no way, we’ll leave it to Greenwood’s pulse cannons to—”
      

      
      —before shutting off the comlink.

      
      “They sound friendly,” Tre said.

      
      Lanoree ignored him. She stroked a pad on the joystick and the weapons system fired
         up, casting a gleaming blue grid across the cockpit window. The two sentry ships were
         outlined in red, and a series of readings down the left-hand side showed the Peacemaker’s
         readiness. Three lines turned quickly from white to green—targeting, plasma missile,
         laser cannon, all online.
      

      
      “Really?” Tre asked.

      
      “I’m not here to start a war,” Lanoree said. “And you heard them. They’re expecting
         me. Dal must have warned them, maybe lied about why I’m here. If Greenwood Station
         gets to know I’m here, war’s what it might be.”
      

      
      She relaxed into her seat and felt the Force flowing through her, nerve ends tingling, senses sharpened. She tweaked the joystick to the left and stroked
         the trigger, and one of the ships exploded in a haze of fire and smoke.
      

      
      The second sentry took evasive action, swinging up and to the right in an attempt
         to drop back behind the Peacemaker. But fast though they were, these small atmospheric
         craft were not designed for such complex maneuverability. Lanoree followed, and as
         the ship reached the apex of its arc and slowed with the increased effort, she fired
         the laser cannons. The sentry’s right wing exploded, and the craft started a long
         spin to the ground.
      

      
      Lanoree drifted around and finished it off. No need to let the pilot suffer any longer
         than was necessary.
      

      
      She breathed deeply and thought briefly of the people she had killed—their lovers
         and friends, their families and stories. Je’daii were taught to empathize with anyone
         they were forced to injure or kill, but Lanoree never attributed these thoughts to
         the Force. They were all about being human.
      

      
      “Great shooting!” Tre said. He clapped his hands together once, lekku meeting above
         his head in a celebratory embrace.
      

      
      “I just killed two people,” Lanoree said.

      
      “But you had to!”

      
      “Doesn’t make it any nicer. We’ll be landing soon. Part of Greenwood Station’s northern
         sector was bombed during the war, we’ll get in through there.”
      

      
      “You mean we’re landing outside the dome?”
      

      
      “Do you think they’ll welcome a Peacemaker into their landing bays?”

      
      Tre fell silent as Lanoree flew them toward the distant dome.

      
      The ship settled, ticking and creaking as its engines wound down and its hull began
         to cool. Lanoree usually liked this part of a long flight, imagining that the Peacemaker
         was sighing with satisfaction at a job well done and slumping, ready to recharge its
         muscles. But this was nowhere near the end of her journey.
      

      
      She’d changed her clothes, donning a long flowing robe that hid her sword but made
         her feel like a Dai Bendu monk.
      

      
      “Ready?” she asked.
      

      
      “Honestly?” Tre Sana asked. “After everything I’ve said, I still think I’d rather
         stay on board than go out there.”
      

      
      “Come on, Tre. You said my ship stinks.” She grinned and keyed the code for the ship’s
         hatch.
      

      
      A hiss, a groan, and the hatch swung down into a ramp, a breeze swirling around them
         as atmospheres equalized. Even behind the air mask she wore, Lanoree swore she could
         smell the rancid atmosphere of this place. And if she hadn’t been able to smell how
         toxic it was, it was easy enough to see.
      

      
      They exited the ship into a drifting yellowish haze. Tre followed her down the ramp,
         the spare mask she’d found for him clinging to his face in all the wrong places. It
         was made for a human, not a Twi’lek, but it would have to do. She didn’t plan on their
         being outside for any longer than was necessary.
      

      
      They’d landed in a dip in the ground, and Lanoree had skillfully drifted the ship
         in against an overhanging spur of rock. It rested in shadow, but anyone looking even
         casually would be able to find it easily. She wished she had time to camouflage it
         somehow—dust, or even some of the ragged creeping plants that she now saw grew here
         and there. But time was not on her side. She was very aware of the march of time and
         that each moment moved Dal closer to carrying out his insane plan.
      

      
      She signaled the ship to seal up behind them, and paused to watch the ramp fold in
         and shut tightly. She caught a glimpse of Ironholgs just as the hatch closed. The
         droid would protect the ship with everything it had, but she was still worried. This
         might well have been the most hostile environment she had ever landed in.
      

      
      Greenwood Station was a smooth curve in the distance, just visible through the haze.
         She’d confirmed with Tre that this was indeed dawn on Nox, Tythos a blur just above
         the horizon past the dome. The atmosphere was so heavy with toxic pollutants, pumped
         out over millennia of mining and manufacturing, that Nox was denying the star itself.
      

      
      Lanoree probed outward, sensing for trouble. There were life-forms close by, but not
         many, and they were not sentients. She felt nothing dangerous, although she would
         never lower her guard. Her senses and caution were heightened now, and would remain so every moment she was here.
      

      
      “This is nice,” Tre said, voice muffled by his mask.

      
      “Keep quiet,” Lanoree said. “These masks don’t carry much air, and you’ll waste it.”

      
      They walked across the desolate landscape toward the dome. By all accounts Nox had
         once been a verdant world, and although much warmer than Tython, it had supported
         vast forests of giant trees with huge leaves to bleed heat to the sky, beneath which
         complex ecosystems existed. It was rumored that one large island on Nox had been home
         to more species of birds and mammals than the whole of Tython. But settlers had quickly
         made use of its rich metal deposits and endless wood supplies to build giant smelting
         plants, extracting 90 percent of the metals used across the system. Over the space
         of a thousand years, most of the forests had vanished into ash, and with them the
         creatures they had supported. It had been a merciless despoliation of the planet,
         but at the time the system had been a new, mysterious frontier, and those brought
         there by the Tho Yor were desperate to make a home for themselves. The Je’daii were
         finding their own path on Tython, and Nox’s settlers had let need, and greed, guide
         their hands. It was desperately sad, but Nox was now beyond saving.
      

      
      Anything left was clinging to life. Mutation had increased, and there was little plant
         or animal life left on Nox that would have been recognizable by someone from seven
         thousand years before.
      

      
      Trees were gone, and the only plant life remaining was a low-growing, creeping scrub,
         thin leaves gasping carbon dioxide from the tortured air, roots growing deep in their
         search for nutrients. Small lizards scurried here and there. Lanoree saw snake trails
         in the dusty soil, though she never spied a serpent. She guessed they kept themselves
         out of sight, perhaps living most of their lives belowground where the air could not
         kill them, the rains could not melt.
      

      
      By the time they were halfway to Greenwood Station, her skin was already starting
         to itch and burn where it was exposed to the atmosphere.
      

      
      As they drew closer and the settlement emerged from the haze, the damage to the dome’s
         structure became apparent. It was as if a giant foot had stamped on the smooth dome, crushing the regular curve, reducing its surface
         area by a tenth, and cauterizing the damage with an uneven blackness. Closer still,
         and Lanoree could see that this blackness was a layer of twisted metal and melted
         panels, the damaged structure propped by giant buttresses of gray rock and thick,
         roughly formed stanchions. The repair work seemed slapdash and haphazard, but Greenwood
         Station’s business was tech, not construction. And its specialization was war.
      

      
      She held up a hand and paused by a lake of sickly yellow water. Greenwood Station
         took up half of their view, and this close Lanoree was wary of guards or security
         droids.
      

      
      “I want to go home,” Tre said, voice muffled.

      
      “We’ll be inside soon,” Lanoree said. “It’s … huge.” She knew how large the domes
         were, of course. She’d seen the remains of those bombed by the Je’daii, and had viewed
         many holos during her time at Padawan Kesh. But being this close to Greenwood Station
         brought its true size home to her. The brief research she’d carried out on her way
         here meant nothing to seeing it herself.
      

      
      Knowing that it was a space enclosed by one huge dome had perhaps given it limitations
         in her mind’s eye, but the truth was, this was a city. More than eight kilometers
         across, the dome structure rose sharply from the ground and then curved gently toward
         the pinnacle, a place out of sight that was supported by a giant tower. This interior
         tower housed the city’s ruling council, business owners, and other elite. Spread out
         from its base for more than three kilometers in every direction were the factories,
         transport roads and canals, habitation blocks, and leisure parks of this massive manufacturing
         city. Countless chimneys pierced the dome and rose higher, all of them spewing smoke
         and steam that billowed southward.
      

      
      “The thought of being inside that is no comfort,” Tre said. “So do we just knock at
         one of the gates?”
      

      
      “No. We sneak in.”

      
      “Through the Scar,” Tre said.

      
      “How do you know they call it that?”

      
      Tre shrugged. “I thought it was common knowledge.”

      
      More and more suspicious of Tre Sana, Lanoree led the way toward the smashed span
         of dome.
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      Though the bombing had been almost twelve years before, the rubble and remains were
         still scattered over a wide area. The dome’s survivors had repaired the breach and
         sealed the damaged area, but no one had seen any need to clear the ruins. It seemed
         that anything outside the boundary of Greenwood Station was irrelevant.
      

      
      There were defensive positions across the dome’s curved surface. Lanoree could see
         pulse cannons and plasma mortars nestled in indentations in the structure, but she
         did not believe the positions were manned. She had heard of skirmishes between manufacturing
         domes—sometimes concerning resources or business, other times over causes unknown—but
         Greenwood Station was now so isolated by the ruins around it that it usually worked
         in peace.
      

      
      “We’ll climb up there,” she said, indicating a path that rose through the debris.
         “Hopefully there’ll be air locks through the structure.”
      

      
      “Good,” Tre said. “Let’s move. My skin’s on fire and my lekku are itching.”

      
      They climbed an uneven mountain of debris—shattered rock, twisted remnants of structural
         material, and some opaque sections of the dome’s shell that had been blasted and half-melted.
         The transparent material was almost as thick as Lanoree was tall, and the shattered
         fragments were sometimes thirty meters across.
      

      
      Soon they were inside the perimeter of the ruined section of dome. The going got tougher
         as the ruin became more confused, with fallen buildings mixed with melted rock and
         jagged sculptures of distorted material. Pools had formed here and there, some of
         them covered with such thick layers of ash and dust that they resembled solid ground.
         Lanoree had to pull Tre out of one pool, and he started shivering, soaked to the waist
         in rancid water.
      

      
      “There,” Lanoree said at last, pointing to a cliff of fused dome and metal.

      
      “What?”

      
      “Air lock.” She Force-probed, sensed no one. “I don’t think it’s guarded. Come on.”

      
      The air lock only became obvious when they were ten steps away. Lanoree lifted her
         hand and tried to gesture the door aside. She grimaced and concentrated harder, and the door finally obeyed with a tortured whine. It can’t
         have been used very much.
      

      
      She was aware of Tre watching her with a mixture of fascination and fear of her talents,
         but she did not acknowledge his attention.
      

      
      Air whooshed past them and they entered, Lanoree closing the door behind them. Pressures
         equalized. Several small lights came on and the air cleared, and then a fine mist
         sprayed all over them. Decontamination complete, Lanoree waved open the inner door.
      

      
      She readied herself for confrontation. If there were guards beyond the door, the questions would come thick and fast, and she would dip
         into the guards’ minds, confusing them for long enough to put them out of action.
         She had no wish to kill anyone else unless she had to. But she would not hesitate
         if it meant getting one step closer to Dal.
      

      
      And stopping him, of course. That was her mission. Sometimes she had to remind herself
         that this was not simply a search for her long-lost brother.
      

      
      But there were no guards beyond the door, and no indication that this entrance was
         even monitored. A dilapidated corridor with flickering lights led away from the air
         lock, and they followed until they reached another door.
      

      
      They removed their masks, and Lanoree hid them as well as she could above a loose
         ceiling panel.
      

      
      “This must have all been built after the bombing,” Tre said. “I heard that Greenwood
         Station’s council sanctioned the murder of a Je’daii for every hundred city inhabitants
         killed in the attack.”
      

      
      Lanoree was aware of the series of assassinations that went on for two or three years
         after the Despot War. Rangers were lured into traps and killed, diplomatic missions
         attacked; and even on Tython there had been deaths.
      

      
      “They lost about two thousand here,” Tre continued.

      
      “You’re knowing more and more about this pit,” Lanoree said. “Makes me wonder whether
         you have business interests here I should take notice of.”
      

      
      “No interests.”

      
      “But you’ve done business here.”
      

      
      “Only by necessity.”
      

      
      She rounded on him. “Then do me a favor, Twi’lek. Let me conduct my business with no more talk of the past.”
      

      
      Tre smiled in apology and inclined his head.

      
      “Come on,” she said. “We’re wasting time.”

      
      They worked their way through a series of roughly built corridors and halls, all deserted
         and stinking of disuse. Lanoree remained alert, and was more aware than ever of the
         comforting weight of the sword beneath her robe.
      

      
      The air became heavier. The taint of burning grew and a hint of hot metal, and the
         sweeter smell of something perfumed the air, as if added to distract from the other
         smells. As they crossed one large, featureless room, Lanoree began to hear the sounds
         of a city.
      

      
      Beyond the room, a short walk to a doorway. And then they were out of the repaired
         zone and standing on the rise of a hill at the inner edge of the dome, looking out
         across the vast, filthy, yet wondrous vista of Greenwood Station.
      

      
      “Whoa,” Tre breathed beside her, and in that one word Lanoree was certain he had never
         actually been here. She almost said the same.
      

      
      A couple of kilometers distant was the massive central tower upon which the graceful,
         curved structural ribs of the dome rested. Its dark facade glinted with countless
         lights that Lanoree assumed were windows, and larger openings might have been launch
         bays for the small airships that drifted back and forth through the confined space.
         Beyond that, just visible in the hazy distance, she could make out the far wall almost
         eight kilometers away.
      

      
      Buildings crowded the ground all across the dome. Roads trailed here and there, and
         in a few places wide-open areas that might once have been parks seemed now to act
         as refuse dumps, with broken machinery or useless spare parts piled in reckless abandon.
         Fires burned on these dumps, and smoke from the conflagrations was being sucked up
         by mobile air cleansers, floating machines that vented to the outside via long flexible
         pipes.
      

      
      Elsewhere, more solid chimneys rose and pierced the dome. There were hundreds of chimneys,
         and all were illuminated with bright neon strips. There seemed to be no relevance
         to the color of light used—greens, blues, reds, yellows, harsh whites—the whole aerial part of the dome was lit
         garishly, and perhaps beautifully. The sight shocked Lanoree, and for a moment she
         felt a lifting of her heart.
      

      
      But the true purpose of this place became obvious when she examined the buildings,
         roads, and storage structures more closely. She drew a small, powerful telescope from
         the discreet utility belt she wore beneath her robe and held it to her right eye.
      

      
      At the foot of the slope they stood on was an open area used to park military vehicles.
         They looked newly made. Some were large and cumbersome, bearing heavy guns and massive,
         spiked wheels. Others were sleek and small, designed for infiltration rather than
         full-on attack. A few bore bulbous shells on their backs, inside which would be balloons
         ready for rapid inflation to lift the craft out of harm’s way. Many ran on wheels,
         others on segmented tracks, and some were equipped with repulsor units that would
         enable them to glide and float just above the ground.
      

      
      Farther away the factories began.

      
      “Busy place,” Tre said. His voice was high and loaded with shock. “Where’s the demand?
         I mean, for all this? It’s like they’re readying for war.”
      

      
      “There’s always demand,” Lanoree said. “Some of Shikaakwa’s crime barons can never
         have enough hardware. Kalimahr has its needs. And there are places on Ska Gora that
         even the Je’daii don’t know much about. Someone’s always readying for war.”
      

      
      Factories churned and roared, rumbled and throbbed. A gray haze hung in the air, even
         though countless chimneys vented the steam and poisonous gases caused by this endless,
         heavy manufacturing to the toxic outside atmosphere. Trains trundled on tracks along
         the center of wide thoroughfares, high wagons packed with raw materials or finished
         hardware. Three kilometers from where they stood, one train passed into a tunnel that
         must lead outside. It seemed that, though cut off by the result of the war, Greenwood
         Station was still very much involved in import and export.
      

      
      Maintenance drones buzzed through the air, and Lanoree noticed that there was a huge
         amount of construction work going on. Some buildings were being extended or repaired,
         while others were being torn down, materials salvaged and set aside for new buildings.
         The noise from this work was a constant background rumble, and even from here she could
         see at least five locations where major construction was under way. But impressive
         though the sight was, her mind was already working on the problem at hand. Greenwood
         Station was almost forty square kilometers of industrial buildings, living quarters,
         storage warehouses, spaceports, and other built-up areas. Whether or not Dal and his
         Stargazers were already here, the task of finding them seemed immense.
      

      
      “Ringwood petals,” Tre said. He breathed in deeply.

      
      “What?”

      
      “Can’t you smell it on the air? Beneath everything else, the scent of ringwood petals.
         They must pump it into the air to overcome the stench. It’s a flowering shrub from
         Kalimahr. Beautiful.”
      

      
      “You like flowers,” Lanoree said, voice flat.

      
      “Doesn’t everyone?”

      
      Tre was becoming more of an enigma to her, not less. She had the sudden urge to ask
         about his history, his family and ties, get his true story out of him.
      

      
      “You know people here,” she said. “You’ve done business here, so you know people.”

      
      “Like I told you, I’ve never been myself.”

      
      “That’s not a denial.”

      
      Tre looked uncomfortable. His lekku waved and touched, until he remembered that she
         could read them and he brought them under control. But his red face seemed to shine
         redder than ever, and she saw shame rather than anger.
      

      
      “What?” she asked.

      
      “The people I dealt with here … they’re not nice.”

      
      “I wouldn’t expect them to be.”

      
      Tre looked away and nodded absently, as if conversing with himself. He frowned. Then
         he looked back to Lanoree and seemed to have made a decision.
      

      
      “Don’t judge me,” he said.

      
      She raised an eyebrow in surprise. He didn’t seem like someone who cared what people
         thought about him.
      

      
      “I mean it,” he said. “I’ll take you to someone, if I can find him. But he’s … unsavory.”

      
      “Compared to you?” Lanoree asked, immediately wishing she hadn’t. Tre had done nothing
         in her eyes to deserve that.
      

      
      “Compared to him, I’m a space angel. He’s a scumhead. And whether he helps or not,
         please don’t judge me by his company.”
      

      
      “I won’t,” Lanoree said. “But why do you think I need your help?”

      
      “Why else did you bring me along?” Tre’s confident smile returned, and Lanoree was
         surprised by how pleased she was to see it.
      

      
   
      
      

CHAPTER TEN
EMPTY SPACES
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      Pride is a dangerous indulgence.
      

      
      —Temple Master Lha-Mi, Stav Kesh, 10,670 TYA

      
      They spend fourteen more days in Stav Kesh, and sometimes Dal is taken away and taught
         on his own. This worries Lanoree. She wants to remain close to keep an eye on him,
         and when they are apart she can’t seem to reach him. She tries, but he is blocking
         her out. Only the weak-minded are always open to a Je’daii’s sensings, and Dal is
         far from weak-minded. He has had years to learn how to exclude his sister’s gentle
         probings.
      

      
      Master Kin’ade continues to teach Lanoree and the others, but on those occasions when
         Dal is taken, it is the Temple Master Tave who takes him. In the evenings when Dal
         chooses to return to their room, Lanoree asks him where he goes and what he does.
      

      
      “Weapon training,” Dal says. “They see my talents as a warrior and Tave is giving
         me one-on-one attention.” But she sees that even Dal does not believe that. When the
         group is being instructed on Force use of weapons, they are keeping him apart. Maybe they’re afraid that he will let
         loose with a blaster and hurt someone again.
      

      
      Even worse, perhaps they believe he did that on purpose.

      
      On their final day there, Masters Kin’ade and Tave welcome them into the Grand Hall.
         This is a structure built deep in the mountain, and it has become something of a legendary
         place among Journeyers over the centuries. It is said that Temple Master Vor’Dana
         fought and killed thirteen Sand Assassins in the hall more than two hundred years
         before, and sometimes when the wind is right lonely grains of sand still whistle and
         hush against the ancient stone.
      

      
      Now, the hall is cool and still, illuminated by an array of burning brands and expectantly
         silent. The Journeyers stand along one wall as instructed, and Tave and Kin’ade are
         together, whispering and waiting for something.
      

      
      What is this? Lanoree wonders. She glances sidelong at the Cathar twins, and they look back and
         smile. There is a special bond between the two of them that is deeper than the Force,
         and they trouble her. She looks in the other direction at Dal. He is relaxed and calm,
         glancing around the hall at the tapestries and the array of old weaponry hanging on
         hooks and resting in display cases around its perimeter. He catches her eye and grins.
      

      
      “Master Kin’ade—” she says, but the Zabrak holds up one hand, fingers splayed.

      
      Someone is coming. Lanoree can sense it, and she feels an approach in the flow of
         the Force. Moments later a shadow appears in a doorway across the hall. Temple Master
         Lha-Mi enters, walking confidently toward the students. The two Masters bow slightly,
         and then Lha-Mi pauses and examines the Journeyers. He spends some time looking them
         up and down, and when he reaches Lanoree, she can feel the strength of his regard.
         Sometimes love is not enough, Lha-Mi told her, but today there is no special message. He moves on to Dal, and
         then after a glance at Masters Tave and Kinade, says one word.
      

      
      “Fight.”

      
      The two Masters maintain ultimate control. When a Force punch is thrown with a little
         too much vigor, Master Tave reaches out and absorbs some of the impact. When a series
         of overenthusiastic Force shoves thuds along the floor toward the Wookiee, Master
         Kin’ade snatches them from the air and dispels them with little more than a grunt.
      

      
      Lanoree avoids fighting with her brother for as long as she can. But soon she finds
         herself standing side by side with Dal, and, as they swap glances, she sees how much
         he’s enjoying this.
      

      
      “No sides here,” Dal says. He leaps toward Lanoree in a clumsy, yet strong Alchaka
         move, and what happens next plays on her mind for a long time afterward. She lets
         him strike her down.
      

      
      She tumbles, sliding across the stone floor and bruising her back, hips, elbows. She
         uses the Force to prevent herself slamming into a wall. Then she stands, and Dal is
         already charging at her again.
      

      
      She ducks beneath Dal’s kick, slides past him as he spins and lashes out with his
         fist, trips him, stomps on his ankle, then drops astride him with one fist raised,
         ready to hammer down on his face.
      

      
      “I need no Force to bring you down, brother,” she says, smiling. She is trying to
         lighten the mood, appealing to their close bond. But his eyes are filled with anger.
      

      
      He punches Lanoree in the temple and she falls to the side, shocked more than pained.
         A kick to her ribs, another punch to her stomach. She rolls away from him but he is
         always there, and then she thinks, Why shouldn’t I use the Force? Am I holding back simply because of his sensibilities?

      
      She punches out, hard, and a great thud! reverberates around the hall. Dal is powered
         back away from her, arms and legs splayed as he flies through the air. Someone catches
         him and drops him, hard, before he smashes against the wall. Lanoree does not see
         who but assumes it is Tave or Kin’ade.
      

      
      She stands, holding her head and willing the heavy throbbing pain from her insides.
         But sometimes even the Force cannot dull such agonies, and in her studies she has
         come to trust pain. It is there for a reason, and to mask it can lead to more damage
         and worse pain later.
      

      
      “You lower your defenses,” Kin’ade says, and at first Lanoree thinks she’s speaking
         to Dal. But she is actually addressing her. “You should be able to anticipate such
         clumsy attacks, and counter them. Your brother’s Alchaka moves are rudimentary at
         best, and he does not use the Force to wield them.”
      

      
      “I know,” she says softly, facing Master Kin’ade but glancing sidelong at Dal. He is standing across the hall from them, and he looks dejected, defeated.
      

      
      “Cease,” Lha-Mi says, and the fighting ends. The Cathar twins embrace, bloody and
         smiling. The Wookiee and Twi’lek draw close together and slap each other’s shoulders.
      

      
      Lanoree looks to Dal, but he has already turned his back on her.

      
      Kin’ade walks ahead of Lanoree, saying nothing. Lanoree has been told to follow her,
         and she suspects that she is being taken to Lha-Mi one last time before they depart
         in the morning. Tomorrow, she and Dal commence their long, dangerous journey to Anil
         Kesh.
      

      
      The Temple of Science lies more than a thousand kilometers to the east on Talss. They
         will have to cross the Moon Islands to reach Talss, and once there they’ll be faced
         with a long hike across a wild land. Lava arcs burst from ancient volcanic tunnels;
         mountain slopes are smothered with ash trees; and strange, sometimes deadly creatures
         stalk the valleys and ravines. Wilder still is Anil Kesh itself, straddling the mysterious
         and deadly Chasm high in the mountains. No Je’daii has ever descended to its bottom
         and survived, and many of those who have tried were driven insane. Daegen Lok, the
         Prisoner of Bogan, is one such man—his fascination with the Chasm led to his downfall.
         All young Padawans are told his story.
      

      
      Lanoree was looking forward to time on her own with Dal. Yet now, she is fearful as
         well. Of Dal, what he is becoming, and what he might do. She is desperate to not let
         her parents down. And though she still tries to believe that her brother can be saved
         and brought to the Force, deep down she knows the truth.
      

      
      His days on Tython are numbered.

      
      “Wait here,” Master Kin’ade says. She rests a hand on Lanoree’s shoulder. “This is
         the last time we’ll see each other, for now at least. I hope your onward journey is
         safe, Journeyer. May the Force go with you.”
      

      
      “Thank you for all your training,” Lanoree says.

      
      Master Kin’ade looks as though she wants to say more, and Lanoree is surprised when
         she senses doubt exuding from the Master. But then the room beyond where they wait
         is no longer empty, and Kin’ade merely smiles.
      

      
      “Enter,” a voice says, and Lanoree recognizes Lha-Mi once more.

      
      The small, hexagonal room is lined with images of people Lanoree does not know. There
         are a mix of people, all species and colors, and at points around the walls there
         are also empty spaces. Lha-Mi stands in a doorway on the far side of the room.
      

      
      “Everyone I have let down,” the Temple Master says. “All those people—Je’daii and
         not—whom I have failed throughout my long life. I keep the room open for anyone to
         view, because it’s important to know we are not all perfect. Pride is a dangerous
         indulgence. I’m a Temple Master now, but even that doesn’t exclude me from failure.
         In many regards, my failures are greater, because as a Temple Master there is so much
         more expectation put upon me, and responsibility brings more risk.” Lanoree says nothing.
         She is being spoken to, and Lha-Mi invites no response.
      

      
      “It’s down to me, of course, whose images I place here,” the old man continues. “Some
         would argue that there are those here who let themselves down, rather than being let
         down by me. And there are others who might name some images that are missing.” He
         walks slowly around the room. “There are spaces. Gaps yet to fill. I hope to still
         see areas of bare wall here when I am older and closer to death, but …” He shrugs
         and touches cold, bare stone.
      

      
      “You don’t want to see Dal’s image here,” Lha-Mi says. “You’re learning well, and
         your experience shines through. But it’s your face I have no wish to see on the walls of this room, Lanoree. So heed this warning.
         Ignore it, suffer the consequences, and I will have let you down. Your brother grows
         more unstable and dangerous every day. Be wary of him.”
      

      
      “I will, Master Lha-Mi.”

      
      The old man sighs. “There was a time when people like Dalien …” He trails off.

      
      “What?” Lanoree asks.

      
      “Harsher times,” Lha-Mi says. “No matter. Go safe, Lanoree Brock, and may the Force
         go with you.”
      

      
      Lanoree watches the Temple Master turn and leave the room of his shame, and when he
         has gone she spends some time looking around at the faces staring back at her. She
         wonders what became of them. Dead, banished, fled out into the system?
      

      
      She hopes to never find out.

      
      And she swears that neither her face nor her brother’s will fill one of those empty
         spaces.
      

      
      Down in Greenwood Station, Tre Sana became someone else.

      
      Lanoree sensed it when they emerged onto the first bustling street of shops, taverns,
         and other places of pleasure. Not in any Force way, because whatever Dam-Powl had
         done to the Twi’lek had rendered him almost immune to Lanoree’s probings. But in the
         way he carried himself. His manner, his bearing, his interaction with the world shifted
         subtly. The Tre Sana she had met on Kalimahr and with whom she had spent days cooped
         up in her Peacemaker turned into the man Dam-Powl had warned her about.
      

      
      He became dangerous.

      
      They walked along the street side by side, and Lanoree kept the hood of her robe raised.
         A few people glanced at them but only casually. Most were too involved in their own
         lives to be concerned with anyone else. Sellers displayed their wares on metal market
         wagons—food, drink, and an array of drug slips that promised a temporary escape from
         the reality of this wretched place. People stood outside drinking establishments,
         trying to lure passersby inside with promises of the best drink. And all the while,
         farther toward the center of the dome, the chimneys throbbed and pumped, the machines
         thumped away, the ground shook, and great trains trundled in or out with raw materials
         or finished products. The people were the oil that kept the dome working, and Lanoree
         sensed that safety and sanity here rested on a thin skein of smoke.
      

      
      While they walked, she kept her senses open for any sign of Dal. But she wasn’t even
         sure she would recognize him anymore.
      

      
      “There,” Tre said. He pointed along the street.

      
      “What?”

      
      “Listing point.” He walked forward, shoved a tall man aside, and pressed several buttons
         on a box mounted on a short, stumpy pole.
      

      
      “I was using that!” the man said. He might once have been human, but some terrible
         growth had eaten at his face, and gleaming artificial eyes were set in the remains
         of eye sockets.
      

      
      “How about using this?” Tre said. He shifted his jacket aside and displayed the small
         blaster on his belt. I didn’t even know he had that! Lanoree thought.
      

      
      “You’re carrying!” the man said. “No one’s allowed to carry in Green—”

      
      Tre shoved him hard. Arms pinwheeling, the man stumbled back into a group of women
         wearing dull red worksuits, and one of them tripped him. They laughed.
      

      
      Tre turned his back on the fallen man and started working at the listing point. Its
         small screen showed a map of Greenwood Station, and as Tre tapped at the keys, the
         map zoomed in to a sector, then a small network of streets. A green glow pulsed. Tre
         swiped the screen clear and nodded at Lanoree.
      

      
      “The scumhead is listed?” Lanoree asked.

      
      “No, but someone who knows someone who knows him is.”

      
      “Right. Easy.”

      
      Tre started walking.

      
      “You could have waited to use it,” she said, walking alongside the Twi’lek.

      
      “Just keeping up appearances.”

      
      “I thought you hadn’t been here before?”

      
      “I haven’t. But I know how to get by here. Trust me.”

      
      Lanoree tried to smile and roll her eyes, but Tre was not even looking at her.

      
      Someone had been run over by a train. Lanoree saw the commotion as they approached
         a wide road that led to a tunnel mouth beneath the dome’s lower edge. A woman was
         screaming in grief, and a small crowd had gathered around a sickening red smudge on
         the road’s rough surface. Most people quickly walked on. The trains must have been
         huge and heavy because there wasn’t much left.
      

      
      “No security? No help?” Lanoree asked.

      
      “There’s some, if you can afford it,” Tre said. “But Greenwood Station is like any
         other city on Nox—run by the Corporations. They’re the law, and the people work for
         them. What security does exist is concerned with maintaining production, ensuring the safety of Corporation members—most of whom
         probably live in the central tower—and protecting the city from attacks from other
         cities.”
      

      
      “That still goes on?”

      
      “More often than you think. Come on. Nothing to see here.” They walked on, and Lanoree
         spared one final glance for the grieving woman.
      

      
      “Sounds more like Shikaakwa,” she said.

      
      “Oh, it’s nowhere near as organized,” Tre said.

      
      They crossed the wide train track and entered a district closer to the central manufacturing
         zones. The ground shook with a constant vibration, and the workers’ accommodation
         buildings were much more regimented. People moved through the streets, red-clad workers
         on their way to or from work; and here and there were groups of armed guards, watching
         for trouble but apparently expecting none. Their weapons were obviously displayed,
         and they all looked mean.
      

      
      Lanoree touched the weight of her sword and kept her face down. It was doubtful that
         anyone would identify her as Je’daii simply by looking at her, but she could not disconnect
         from who she was so easily. She feared her eyes, her expression, would betray her.
      

      
      “Here,” Tre said, nodding at a gray accommodation tower. “Not the scumhead, but an
         associate. Equally unpleasant.”
      

      
      “Can’t wait,” Lanoree said.

      
      Inside the tower, up fourteen flights of stairs because the elevator was broken, and
         when Tre knocked at a door, there was no answer. Lanoree kicked it in. The person
         who’d been pressed, listening, to the other side fell back and tripped over a piece
         of furniture, spilling drug slips and bottles of a rancid-smelling drink. Lanoree
         Force-shoved the door closed and pressed it into its broken frame.
      

      
      “Well,” Tre said. “Lanoree, meet Domm, a business contact of mine.”

      
      “Still keeping fine company I see, Tre Sana,” Domm said from the floor.

      
      “She’s virtually asleep right now,” Tre said, going with the flow. Lanoree was impressed.
         “You’d hate to see her awake and angry.”
      

      
      “I know a Je’daii when I meet one.”
      

      
      Lanoree was on the fallen man in an instant, sword drawn and pressed across his throat
         before he could draw another breath.
      

      
      “You know one of these, too?” she asked.

      
      “No,” Domm said. He was Zabrak, but terrible wounds disfigured his face, leaving a
         tracery of scars behind. His breath stank of chemical staleness. “But my father did.
         One of your sort parted his head from his shoulders twelve years ago.”
      

      
      “Where?”

      
      “Kaleth.”

      
      “Then he shouldn’t have been there,” Lanoree said. “We were protecting our own. That’s
         what I’m doing now. And you know the Je’daii … protecting their own, we’re more than
         happy to take heads.” She pressed down on the sword, knowing exactly how much pressure
         to exert before drawing blood.
      

      
      “I’m looking for Maxhagan,” Tre said.

      
      “So?”

      
      “Come on, Domm.”

      
      “Find him yourself.”

      
      “You tell us, it’ll save us time,” Lanoree said. “Don’t be like your father.”

      
      A flash of fear was replaced by defiance in Domm’s eyes. He even managed to smile
         against the sword’s pressure. “You won’t just slaughter me,” he said.
      

      
      Yes, she will. Lanoree pushed the thought. She’s mean and desperate, and she’ll take my head from my shoulders without even breathing
            heavily.
      

      
      Domm’s smile dropped and he looked nervously back and forth between Tre and Lanoree.
         He smiled, defeated. His anger faded away, and Lanoree wondered if he really cared
         about his dead father at all. Maybe it was just a convenient reason to hate.
      

      
      “Let me up,” Domm said.

      
      “No.”

      
      “I need to stand and—”

      
      “No,” Lanoree said again. “You’ll get up, feign weakness, lean against that cupboard
         over there. Then you’ll try to distract us and take the blaster that’s stuck beneath
         its upper table. You might even get off one shot. But then I’ll kill you, and that’ll be an inconvenience to me. So,
         no, you’re not getting up. And now my pressure on this sword will continue to increase
         until you tell us where Maxhagan can be found.”
      

      
      Domm’s eyes had grown wide as he heard the thoughts plucked from his mind.

      
      Lanoree smiled. “And if you could read my thoughts, you’d know I tell the truth.”
         She leaned down on the sword and its keen edge pressed against the heavy scar tissue
         on his throat. Skin split. Blood flowed.
      

      
      “District Six,” Domm said. “Market. He runs a stall … selling … imported water.”

      
      Lanoree frowned, but could sense no lie in Domm’s words.

      
      “Hiding in plain sight,” Tre said. “I think he’s telling the truth.”

      
      “He is,” Lanoree said. She started to ease back on the sword.

      
      “You should kill him,” Tre said. His words were light, unburdened by feeling.

      
      “Kill him?”

      
      “He knows you’re a Je’daii. Knows we’re here. And we’re already at a disadvantage.
         One call from him to anyone in Greenwood Station and we’re compromised.”
      

      
      Lanoree never looked away from the man beneath her sword. There had been many whose
         flesh had parted around this blade, but all of them had been fighting back at the
         time. Shooting down the pilots had been unavoidable, though their deaths pained her.
         She was not in the habit of killing for killing’s sake.
      

      
      “There’s another way,” she said. She sheathed her sword and sat up astride Domm’s
         chest. He did not move; he seemed to sense that this was far from over.
      

      
      “We don’t have time!” Tre said.

      
      “This won’t take long.”

      
      Lanoree calmed herself and gathered the Force, and Master Dam-Powl’s face and voice
         came to her. There are some who are troubled by what you and I excel at, but they don’t understand
            the potential. Maintain control, keep yourself balanced, and it will serve you well.
      

      
      Lanoree felt the power of the Force swirling and flowing within and around her, personified
         by Ashla and Bogan, their attraction and repulsion perfectly balanced, and Lanoree suspended weightless, faultless, between them. She
         lifted skin dust from the floor and chose four particles, and they became her servants.
         Concentrating on them, expanding them in her vision and giving them a touch of the
         Force, she dropped them into Domm’s upturned eyes.
      

      
      He blinked and cried out, but could not move. His eyes watered, and then he squeezed
         them closed. But by then it was too late.
      

      
      “I’ll wait outside,” Lanoree heard Tre say, and he sounded like a child afraid of
         the dark. But her eyes were closed, and she did not see him leave.
      

      
      “Keep calm, keep quiet,” she whispered with a slight Force push, and Domm grew motionless
         beneath her. She delved down, vision growing dark, the sense of touch intense and
         shocking as the dust particles forged through his eyes and back into his brain. She
         felt the warm wetness of his insides. She sought, the dust sought; and when she found
         the places she wanted, she paused, gathering strength and molding the Force to her
         will. This was the dangerous part. She felt Bogan looming and darkness closing, and
         balance drifted. Power grew around her, and she breathed deeply, trying to ward off
         the ecstatic sensations flooding through her. The pleasure of control. The ecstasy
         of darkness.
      

      
      The dust transformed into elements of her will, and Domm started to choke as her will
         was done.
      

      
      Keep calm, Lanoree thought, and this time she was speaking to herself. Bogan grew large and
         heavy, and she felt the irresistible lure of shadow—freedom from constraint, reveling
         in power.
      

      
      And she fought her way back to balance, the denial of Bogan difficult but ultimately
         triumphant. The sense of loss was staggering for a time, but it quickly faded.
      

      
      This was her talent, Dam-Powl had told her. The alchemy of flesh, however minute that
         element of flesh might be. Transformation, transition, and Lanoree tried to hold down
         the sense of pride at her achievement. She had not touched the experiment on her ship
         since the start of this mission, but she had not lost anything that she had learned.
      

      
      She stood from Domm and went to the door that Tre had left open behind him.

      
      “It’s done,” she said, and Tre’s voice answered from the corridor beyond.
      

      
      “You had the face of Dam-Powl. Her darkness.”

      
      “And her control,” Lanoree said. Of course. Dam-Powl must have performed something
         similar on Tre. But Lanoree didn’t mind frightening him. Tre afraid might serve her
         well.
      

      
      “Is he …?”

      
      “I seared his memory. For a time he’ll remember nothing, not even his name.” Domm
         writhed on the floor and struggled to stand.
      

      
      “For a time?” Tre asked.

      
      “I’m not sure how long.” And she was not. It could be mere days, or perhaps much longer
         until Domm returned to the damaged person he had been, a dark shadow in his mind where
         the memory of what had happened was a charred emptiness. “Better than murder.”
      

      
      “If you say so.” Tre was standing in the corridor, back against the wall.

      
      “Now tell me you know where District Six’s market is,” she said.

      
      Tre nodded. There was no easy smile this time.

      
   
      
      

CHAPTER ELEVEN
SLAVES
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      There are depths.
      

      
      —Osamael Or, circa 1,000 TYA

      
      Part of a Journeyer’s pilgrimage is to learn how to survive in the wild, and now they
         are hunting.
      

      
      Lanoree stalks through the forest of giant fungi, breathing through her mouth so that
         the meaty scent of the huge mushrooms does not throw her senses. Her footfalls are
         completely silent; she can sense the areas of dried fungus skin that might crackle
         when she steps, or those places where a hollow in the ground is covered with moss.
         Her breathing is light and slow. And her mind is connected with their quarry: a small
         mammal. She can feel its rapid heartbeat and breathing, and if she really concentrates,
         she can see through its eyes. It perception is so much different from hers. Everything
         it sees is shaded by the Force.
      

      
      It used to trouble her that so much wildlife on Tython was so in tune with the tides
         of the Force. But she has grown to learn that theirs is a passive relationship. It
         is only Je’daii who can harness the Force and use it to perform great deeds.
      

      
      Her movements urge the mammal onward, down into the shallow ravine, past the growth
         of pink mushrooms that blankets one wall, and then she sees a flurry of movement ahead.
      

      
      A whistle in the distance, and then Lanoree runs between the milky white stems. She
         revels in the silent movement, the breeze riffling her loosened hair, sweat lifted
         from her brow. When she arrives at the edge of the ravine and looks down, Dal is holding
         up the creature pierced on a spear he fashioned himself. She smiles. We make a good team, she thinks. But then that familiar pang of guilt stabs in once again.
      

      
      They are six days out from Stav Kesh, and every moment that passes Lanoree knows she
         is lying to herself.
      

      
      Dal will never accept the Force, nor adjust to its ebb and flow.

      
      Silently he skins, guts, and butchers the creature, builds a fire, and starts cooking
         the meat. Everything he does is methodical and skilled. He’s learning so much. Lanoree
         remembers overhearing their father talking to their mother once. He’s like a sponge, their father said. Every question of his I answer inspires two more. His thirst for knowledge is insatiable.
            He’s going to be a great Je’daii one day.
      

      
      It saddens her how her parents could have been so wrong.

      
      Dal’s skills hide a deeper void within him. A dark void, where all around expect the
         Force to dwell. And at last, as he starts serving the meat with a soft, sweet root
         vegetable they gathered earlier, she asks the question that has been burning at her.
      

      
      “Are you sad?”

      
      He gives her a plate. The food smells wonderful. Dal’s expression does not shift;
         he knows exactly what she means.
      

      
      “Eat your dinner,” he says. “We’ve a long way to go yet.”

      
      “Are you sad?” she asks again. “The way you were at Stav Kesh … like a child, jealous
         of those around him with better toys.”
      

      
      Dal raises an eyebrow and then laughs out loud. “Is that what you think?” he asks.

      
      “Well …”

      
      “You really think I’m jealous of you? Of Mother and Father, and those others we trained
         with back there? Jealous that none of you are your own masters?”
      

      
      “Of course we are.”

      
      “No!” He places his plate down and stands, not angry but frustrated. “No, not at all. You’re slaves to the Force. You might think it serves you, but you serve it. You never have your own thoughts, because the Force is always on your mind. You
         never fight your own fights, because the Force fights for you.”
      

      
      “It’s not like that, Dal, it’s—”

      
      “Well, that’s what I see,” Dal says. “I watch you use it, and when you do, you’re
         not yourself. You’re not my sister.”
      

      
      “I thought I knew what was best for you,” she says.

      
      “But you don’t! Only I can say that! Our parents, you, the Masters who trained us, everyone wants to tell
         me what to be, to force something upon me. But I’m my own man. My own master!” His eyes go wide, as does his smile. And it’s not madness or fury that Lanoree
         sees there. It’s joy.
      

      
      “What are you going to do?” she asks.

      
      Dal looks to the dusky sky, where stars are already emerging and Ashla and Bogan peer
         from behind a haze of clouds. A hundred lights move high up, satellites and spacecraft
         drifting high above Tython’s atmosphere.
      

      
      “I’m going to learn,” he says, “everything I can, from every temple we both visit.
         And then after that I’m going to the stars.”
      

      
      “The stars?”

      
      “I’m going to find my way home.” He says no more, does not elaborate, and Lanoree’s
         overriding feeling is one of sadness that the home they have together with their parents
         is not enough for Dal.
      

      
      Five days later, after journeying across the eastern extreme of Kato Zakar—where fungi
         forests gave way to swamps, and those in turn soon became sand dunes rolling kilometers
         toward the sea—they approach the coast from where the first of the Moon Islands is
         visible on the horizon. A hundred kilometers and seven islands beyond, the continent
         of Talss.
      

      
      Though they talk and travel together, the distance between them is widening with every
         day. Lanoree can feel that, and she senses that Dal does, too. The difference is that
         he welcomes it.
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      Dal breathes in deeply. He is invigorated by the energy of the ocean and the violence
         of the waves.
      

      
      “Beautiful!” he says. “Have you ever seen anything so beautiful, Lanoree?”

      
      Rain is falling. The sea smashes against the sandy shore, the heavy dunes they stand
         upon fleeting in the lifetime of Tython. The waves are topped with a rolling luminescence
         in the dawn light, countless minute creatures casting their glow across the waters.
         She can feel the power through her feet. It is humbling and, yes, beautiful.
      

      
      “It’s amazing,” she says.

      
      “Puts your Force to shame, eh?” He grins, and the sea breeze blows sheets of rain
         that soak his hair.
      

      
      Lanoree does not respond, though she could. She could tell him that the power he feels
         is the Force, because it flows through the sea as well as the air and rock, the plants
         and ground, the living things that fly and run and crawl, and the dead things that
         rot beneath the soil and under the waves. She could tell him, but he would not listen.
         Worse, he would not understand.
      

      
      So she closes her eyes, and the rain and sea spray soak her as well.

      
      Later, in the coastal port of Ban Landing, they are offered an escorted crossing to
         Talss.
      

      
      “The gelfish swarms are farther south than ever this year,” the woman says. She has
         not told them her name, but she wears a Ranger star at her belt. “I’ve been across
         the Moon Islands and back seven times, and each time the craft I was in was attacked.
         I’d advise a scheduled crossing, Journeyers. Those larger ships have special defenses
         to deal with anything the Moon Channel can throw at them, and if you go alone you’ll
         only have a small sailing boat.”
      

      
      “We go alone,” Dal says. “Eh, Lanoree? We’re journeying to learn and explore, after
         all.”
      

      
      The Ranger objects, and yet Lanoree sees a flash of respect in her eyes. Perhaps on
         her own Great Journey she did the same, though she does not tell them.
      

      
      They spend the night in Ban Landing, staying in a simple bunkhouse close to the water’s
         edge. In the wooden beams that hold up the roof are carved thousands of names, Journeyers
         from years past who stayed here before their own dangerous crossings of the Moon Islands
         to Talss. Lanoree spends some time looking for their parents’ names, but she does
         not find them.
      

      
      Later, Dal sits out on the deck surrounding the bunkhouse. Great waves break on the
         beaches half a kilometer away, and lit by starlight only their swirling, luminous
         tops are visible, like giant coiling snakes in the dark. But she is looking at her
         brother. He lies on his back with his hands resting behind his head, staring up.
      

      
      “Food?” Lanoree says. Dal takes the plate she has brought him and nods his thanks.
         “It’ll be dangerous.”
      

      
      “Don’t worry, little sister,” Dal says, even though she is older than he. “I’ll look
         after you.”
      

      
      Their journey across the Moon Channel takes only three days, but Lanoree will remember
         it forever.
      

      
      The sea is calmer when they set out at dawn the following day. The Ranger meets them
         at the harbor and tells them how she has used the Force to confuse and combat the
         threat of sea creatures—the deadly gelfish most of all—on her previous crossings.
         Then she wishes them well.
      

      
      They sail from island to island, stopping only to replenish water canteens before
         moving on. They sleep briefly on land, but spend all their waking time afloat.
      

      
      A storm blows up halfway through their journey. A gelfish swarm hits their boat and
         starts climbing the hull, oozing, toxic tentacles whipping at the air and seeking
         flesh. Lanoree uses the Force to punch them back into the sea. Dal uses his blaster
         to blow groups of them apart before they even reach the boat. The swarm passes.
      

      
      But they are not out of danger. A sea serpent appears as if from nowhere and almost
         capsizes the boat, its head as big as a person’s torso, teeth dripping venom. Lanoree
         disorients the beast by touching its mind, and Dal stabs it several times with a boat
         hook. It slips away and flees, and Lanoree senses it going deep, seeking a dark hole
         to hide in and repair its wounds.
      

      
      They battle together. Taking on Tython’s dangers, weathering its storms.

      
      But when they reach Talss at last, landing in a small seaport, Dal sets off from the moored boat without another word. For him there is no time to waste,
         no point in stopping to rest. It’s as if Anil Kesh has something for him, and he is
         impatient to get there.
      

      
      Storms thrash above Talss. Heavy rain strikes them like a hail of small stones, lightning
         thrashes, and Lanoree feels eddies in the Force. The Force Storm makes her feel sick
         and unsteady, and Dal grabs her arm and helps her along. There’s a new purpose in
         him now, and Lanoree only wishes she knew what drove it.
      

      
      The Temple of Science is still two days’ travel inland.

      
      “He calls it the Network,” Tre said. “It’s a loose collection of contacts, informers,
         and spies, not only in Greenwood Station but in almost every domed city on Nox. Sometimes
         beyond. So loose that any break in the Network protects everyone else. Any disruption
         to the links in its web cuts off everyone else. It’s genius, really.” He sounded almost
         respectful. “It’s taken Maxhagan years to set it up, and he won’t risk it unless we
         make it worth his while.”
      

      
      “And you’ve met Maxhagan? Used his Network?”

      
      “No to both. But he and I have conducted business.”

      
      “Just what have you—?”

      
      “It’s him you need to know about right now,” Tre said sternly. “I mean it, Lanoree.
         I like you. I have shadows in my past, and I’m sure Dam-Powl suggested that to you.
         But Maxhagan isn’t someone to fool with. He’s the real deal. A maniac. A monster.”
      

      
      They had crossed a stinking, polluted canal on a rickety bridge and were now in District
         Six. At its far end stood the rock and metal tower that acted as Greenwood Station’s
         central buttress, every gigantic spine of the immense dome curving back and down from
         the tower’s pinnacle. At ground level it was so wide that it would take half a morning
         to walk around, and its top was hidden within a haze of smoke and steam. Craft buzzed
         to and from the tower, both airships and powered vessels. There was even some green
         up there, Lanoree noticed. Garden balconies overflowed, and all across District Six,
         petals and leaves were crushed into the pavement by countless feet. It was as if those
         in the tower teased the rest of the dome with what they had.
      

      
      District Six itself was a mix of large factory buildings, storage warehouses, and contained outdoor parks for larger produce—Lanoree had seen a large area half-filled
         with ranks of ground assault vehicles of various shapes and sizes—and a network of
         squares around which hunkered accommodation and administration towers. The squares
         bustled with people going to and from work, and the largest housed a huge market where
         workers spent their pay.
      

      
      They were closing on that square now, a huge factory belching and thundering to their
         left, a soot-smothered five-story office building to their right. Lanoree wondered
         how people managed to live and work in such a place. But she knew that many did not
         have a choice. People were born and died on Nox, their lives mapped out from beginning
         to end. Most earned just enough to survive in one of the domes, sometimes affording
         a few luxuries from time to time. But to leave the planet would cost more than most
         could ever save in a lifetime.
      

      
      No doubt the Corporations liked it that way.

      
      Lanoree looked up at the high dome, barely visible above them, and the noisy, stinking
         factory to their left. Dal could be anywhere here. She felt a rush of urgency, not
         only to catch him but to see him again.
      

      
      “I’ve dealt with monsters before,” Lanoree said.

      
      “Yeah, and fought them, I’ll bet. But Maxhagan is a monster with brains. Four years
         ago he was crossed by a family from Volke House on Shikaakwa. They’d bought some information
         from him that helped them establish a production base in Crystal City, a dome eight
         hundred kilometers south of here. Then they refused to pay. Killed three of his messengers
         and withdrew to Shikaakwa with all their business gains intact.” They paused as a
         train approached, moving to one side, and letting the massive transport trundle by
         along its tracks in the middle of the road.
      

      
      “So this is a tale of revenge, and what terrible retribution he brought down on them,”
         Lanoree said. She knew what to expect. Her previous visit to Nox had been brief, but
         she knew people like Maxhagan. She’d met them all over the system.
      

      
      “In a way,” Tre said. “It took him a while. But he conspired to initiate a feud in
         Crystal City, and that resulted in a skirmish that left three thousand dead. Wiped
         out the Volke family’s entire network on Nox, and there was no link whatsoever to
         Maxhagan. He wasn’t interested in ego, or in anyone knowing it was he who caused it. He didn’t want infamy. He just
         wanted revenge.”
      

      
      “Yet infamy is his.”

      
      Tre shrugged. “These things become known.”

      
      “A sharp mind, then.”

      
      “Sharp and brutal. The three thousand included many children. I doubt he had trouble
         sleeping that night.”
      

      
      “So he makes all his money from information?”

      
      “The best way there is to make money.” Tre gestured around them at the buildings,
         the air hazy despite the air-treatment units drifting and thundering around the dome’s
         massive airspace. “This is all fleeting, constantly assaulted by the atmosphere. Or
         it can be destroyed, as we saw on the way in. Information is eternal, and that’s where
         Maxhagan places his faith.”
      

      
      “So is the Force,” Lanoree said. “I’ll put my faith in that.”

      
      “My faith is here,” Tre said, touching the bulge of the blaster on his belt.

      
      “Imported water,” Lanoree said. “Seems ironic that he deals in something that represents
         purity.”
      

      
      “Good cover,” Tre said. “And I don’t know about you, but I could do with a drink.”

      
      They moved on, and soon District Six’s huge central square came into view in a shallow
         valley. It was a sea of movement, and for a moment looking down into it Lanoree felt
         queasy. Countless people swarmed and swirled, market stalls and more impressive structures
         strove to take their money from them, the smells of cooking mixed with the dome’s
         manufacturing stenches and made her stomach turn. Somewhere down there, the head of
         the Network, and perhaps her way to Dal.
      

      
      Lanoree led the way down a gentle slope and into the melee.

      
      In the end, Maxhagan was easy to find. Perhaps he believed that concealment would
         make him seem more suspicious. Or maybe he was simply too confident to hide.
      

      
      He was certainly one of the most unobtrusive men Lanoree had ever seen.

      
      “Well, I’m pretty sure that’s him,” Tre said, frowning. They were standing in a food stall, mounds
         of root vegetables and racks of curing meat all around. Across the wide walkway from
         them was a water stall. That’s all it sold—water, in various container sizes. The
         sign above the stall exhorted THE FINEST WATER, IMPORTED FROM KALIMAHR, CERTIFICATE OF AUTHENTICITY AVAILABLE TO
            THOSE WHO DOUBT. The man standing behind the stall talking with a family of human workers was short
         and fat, his dark skin wrinkled with laughter lines, and the few remaining tufts of
         white hair on his scalp gave him a comic appearance. His eyes were filled with good
         humor, and with just a few words he had the family laughing along with him.
      

      
      “It is,” Lanoree said. “He has four people around him. The Noghri at the lizard-fighting
         pit along the way, three stalls away, that tattooed woman selling fate readings we
         passed a hundred paces back, and up in the buildings around the square one sniper
         with a blast rifle and another with a rocket. All watching.”
      

      
      “You Je’daii,” Tre said, but he could not hide his admiration.

      
      “Best not use that word here. So, let’s buy some water.”

      
      They waited behind the family, and after they left, Lanoree smiled at Maxhagan and
         approached the stall. She kept herself sharp, reaching out with her Force senses to
         those hidden guards she had already recognized. The last thing she would do was let
         Maxhagan’s appearance deceive her.
      

      
      “Ahh,” Maxhagan said when he saw Tre. “What brings you here, Tre Sana?”

      
      Tre could not hide his surprise at being recognized. Perhaps they hadn’t dealt face-to-face,
         but it seemed Maxhagan always knew who he did business with.
      

      
      “He’s my guide,” Lanoree said. “And we’d like to buy some of what you’re selling.”

      
      Maxhagan glanced back and forth between them, and never once did his smile slip, not
         even from his eyes. He scratched at the corner of his mouth, and Lanoree tensed, hand
         drifting a little closer to the sword hidden beneath her robe. She probed at him gently,
         but before she’d even touched his mind, she flinched back. His thoughts were such
         a pit of filth that she could almost taste their rot.
      

      
      “Je’daii,” Maxhagan whispered.

      
      “And so?” Lanoree asked. Tre stood frozen at her side.
      

      
      Maxhagan stared at her, still smiling. He poured three cups of water from a plastoid
         container without even looking, lifted one to his lips, sipped.
      

      
      “Don’t see many Je’daii here.”

      
      He’d sensed her instantly. Ready this time, Lanoree reached out to read him, but he
         was closed to her now. The wall he’d thrown up was solid and vast, and it had the
         feel of something enhanced. He had tech implanted somewhere in his skull—under one
         of those tufts of hair, no doubt—and it was top-grade stuff, high-end military. His
         protection went far deeper than simple bodyguards.
      

      
      “I’m doing my best not to be seen,” she said.

      
      “I’ve nothing against Je’daii,” he said. He put his cup down and handed one to each
         of them. Lanoree took hers and nodded for Tre to do the same. “Just don’t—” he waved
         his hands above his head “—you know, mess with my mind or any of that crap.”
      

      
      “That might be hard,” Lanoree said.

      
      Maxhagan laughed out loud, and it was so infectious that she actually found herself
         smiling. “Well, protection is always advisable, especially in a pit like this. Eh,
         Tre?” He grunted and sighed. “So. Time for my lunch break. Come with me and we’ll
         talk.”
      

      
      He took them beneath the square, descending one of the many staircases. There was
         machinery down there that powered lights and air filtration, and also places where
         less-acceptable business was conducted. Brothels, drug bars, fighting rinks, Lanoree
         sensed and saw them all, built in ruins that were testament to Greenwood Station’s
         past. Sometimes, it was easier to build new upon old
      

      
      But Maxhagan had no interest in such underground endeavors. Through three doors, along
         several corridors, and then down a secret staircase concealed behind a locked wall
         panel, they emerged eventually in a room that might have impressed those Corporation
         officials in their high tower.
      

      
      “Nice,” Lanoree said as he led them inside. They were on their own, yet she had no
         doubt Maxhagan was well protected here. She felt the weight of battle droids buried
         in the walls, and suspected that his implanted tech probably controlled everything about this room. One wrong move and
         chaos would erupt.
      

      
      “I do enjoy some comforts,” he said. “Oh, and don’t think for a moment that I’m imparting
         any sense of trust by bringing you here. I have dozens of these rooms all over the
         dome. I haven’t been to this particular one in a long time, as can be witnessed by—”
         he picked up several bottles from a table and threw them into a corner “—the bad drinks
         selection. Apologies.”
      

      
      “Not here to drink,” Tre said.

      
      “Here to buy more mercenaries, Tre?” Maxhagan’s eyes twinkled as Tre squirmed uncomfortably.
         But Lanoree did not take the bait.
      

      
      “I’m looking for someone, and Tre says you can help,” she said. “He might have arrived
         already, or his ship might be incoming. He’ll have people with him. They call themselves
         Stargazers.”
      

      
      “Looking in your Je’daii capacity?”

      
      “He’s my brother,” Lanoree said. It was no answer, but it seemed to satisfy Maxhagan.

      
      “It’ll cost you. But I’m a fair man in business, so I’ll let you make me an offer.”

      
      “Half a million credits,” Tre said. Lanoree held in her surprise, and was pleased
         to see Maxhagan’s eyes go wide.
      

      
      “A generous offer,” he said.

      
      Tre smiled. “I’m a fair man in business.”

      
      Maxhagan strolled around his opulent room, running his fingers along surfaces and
         tutting at the buildup of dust.
      

      
      “His name’s Dalien Brock,” Lanoree said. “I need to know where he is. And he mustn’t
         know I’m here.”
      

      
      “Are you going to kill him?” Maxhagan asked.

      
      “That’s none of your business.”

      
      “True. But every time I use my Network, I put it at risk. And as I’m in business for
         pleasure, there’s always a price over and above money. Generous though your offer
         is, Tre.”
      

      
      Lanoree did not respond.

      
      “Added to that,” Maxhagan continued, “do you have any idea how much business would
         suffer if anyone knew I was helping a Je’daii?”
      

      
      “We won’t tell anyone,” Lanoree said.

      
      “Oh, I know that.” He spoke with such assurance, such confident control, that Lanoree felt a shiver down her spine. Only one other person had ever
         made her feel like this—Daegen Lok, the one time she’d seen him during her short retreat
         on Bogan. None of the others with her party had seen him, and the Master supervising
         them had told her that it was impossible, that prisoners were kept separated by force
         fields. But though he had been little more than a shadow on a distant hillside, she
         had felt his eyes upon her and the weight of his regard. Heavy. Dark.
      

      
      “So,” Maxhagan continued, “an answer to my question is also part of the price. Will
         you kill your brother?”
      

      
      Lanoree considered the question. It was one she had confronted and struggled with
         already, and it had caused more distress in her than finding Dal’s bloodied, torn
         clothing nine years before. But the answer was already firm in her mind. “Only if
         I absolutely have to.”
      

      
      Maxhagan nodded. His eyes were on fire.

      
      “My stall, dusk,” he said. “If he’s in Greenwood Station I’ll know by then.” He plucked
         an electronic device from his belt and held it out to Tre. “I’d appreciate untraceable
         bonds, if you will. And the transfer should be the full amount.”
      

      
      “Half now, half—” Tre began.

      
      “The full amount is fine,” Lanoree said. “I can see you’re a man of honor.”

      
      Maxhagan frowned for a moment, trying to make out whether Lanoree was playing him.
         Then he laughed out loud again, head back, hand pressing his side.
      

      
      This time she felt no urge to laugh with him.

      
      “I need a shower,” she said. “I want to change my skin. Buy new clothes. The man’s
         a disease.”
      

      
      “I did warn you.”

      
      “And where do you get so much money?”

      
      “You don’t want to know.”

      
      I do, Lanoree thought as they walked as quickly as they could out of District Six. I do want to know. She made sure they weren’t followed. Maxhagan would have his eyes on them somehow,
         she knew, and his attention was something they had bought along with his help. But someone following
         them would be too much of a threat to ignore.
      

      
      And she did want to know about Tre, and where his money came from, and dusk was a while away.
      

      
      “I know a place we can go to—” Tre began.

      
      “No. We’ll walk. I don’t like his knowing I’m here. He’ll have a trace on us somehow,
         but I’ll feel more comfortable on the move. Beside … I need to know this place more.”
      

      
      “Why?” Tre asked.

      
      “Useful if it comes to a fight.” She nudged Tre’s shoulder. “Come on. Let’s buy a
         couple of tankards, drink while we’re walking. We’ll fit right in. And you can tell
         me something about yourself.”
      

      
      They bought drinks and walked, and all the time Tre was talking, Lanoree was taking
         in their surroundings. Getting the lay of the land. Locating herself in relation to
         the rest of the dome and the damaged sector and possible exit routes to the outside,
         if the need arose.
      

      
      She tried hard to make herself believe she wasn’t being helplessly fooled by Maxhagan.

      
      “I made my name in violence and my money in secrets.” Lanoree’s own silence had encouraged
         Tre to speak, and she was not about to interrupt his flow with questions.
      

      
      “My third lekku set me aside, even among the Twi’lek community on Kalimahr. It invited
         ridicule. You wouldn’t think that, would you? That in a society filled with so many
         shapes, species, and creeds, a simple extra something would set me apart?” He snorted. “I suffered as a child, and that set me
         on the course I took all through my young adult years.”
      

      
      He fell silent, and they passed a square where small, sick-looking creatures were
         kept in metal-fenced stalls. The animals were completely silent, and it was the humans
         and other species who made the most noise as individual subjects were hoisted up on
         an apparatus, hung from their back legs, and butchered. Meat and money changed hands.
         The cattle watched, eyes heavy with knowledge.
      

      
      “What course?” she asked.

      
      “The path of violence. I killed my first man when I was seventeen. A street fight
         outside a tavern on one of Kalimahr’s less-salubrious islands. No one cared that he
         was dead, and after a day neither did I. It had helped me. His mocking, his violence
         against me, were washed away.” He looked down at his palms as he walked. “By his blood
         on my hands.”
      

      
      “Killing should never be easy.”

      
      “But it was. And I became really good at it. Defending my honor, I’d discovered that
         I was a fighter. Others soon noticed. I slipped into crime. There was always a part
         of me that resisted, but the rewards easily helped me fight back. I drove down the
         doubt and embraced the new worlds opening up for me. Wealth, power, status. I became
         feared and revered in equal measure. A name. I gathered others around me and formed
         my own criminal organization from the bottom up. It was unintentional, really, that
         creation of a gang. But it just happened, and I relished every moment.”
      

      
      They left the square with the doomed cattle and entered a warren of narrow alleys
         between low buildings. The sounds of life flowed from open windows—screaming infants,
         arguing parents, entertainment channels, music. Lanoree felt apart from all that,
         and the weight of her mission bore down on her even more. Her heart beat with its
         urgency. She should have found Dal by now.
      

      
      “You don’t look like a crime lord,” Lanoree said. “You don’t seem like one now.”

      
      “Now, I’m not. Like I said, I made my name in violence. Once that name was made, and
         I’d moved my operations to Shikaakwa, I became … one of many. I was lost. On Kalimahr
         I’d had an empire, on Shikaakwa I was just another upstart. The real crime lords there
         looked down on us, picked those who they thought could help them, sometimes slaughtered
         those who looked beyond their station. And that was something I could not help doing.
         I expanded too quickly, reached too far and too fast. I was noticed.”
      

      
      “And?” Lanoree asked. Tre’s lekku betrayed his nervousness and how uncomfortable he
         was with his memories.
      

      
      “And they gave me a chance. Killed many of my lieutenants but saw something in me
         that they thought might be of use. They were …” He shook his head as if finding it
         difficult to explain.
      

      
      “Like Maxhagan,” Lanoree said.
      

      
      “Only the very least of them were like him,” Tre said. “The worst … monsters. Beyond
         anything I could ever want to be. They repulsed me. But they gave me a chance to live,
         and I took it.”
      

      
      “What chance?”

      
      “To make money by keeping secrets. I was on my own once again, and lonely. Two of
         the Nine Houses employed me to be their messenger. They gave me secrets that could
         not be entrusted to the written word or technology, could not be transmitted or relayed
         by unreliable droids. I carried such secrets for them, and if any ever escaped, I
         would die. I still would. I could tell you such things, Lanoree.…”
      

      
      “But you won’t.”

      
      “No. And even the greatest Je’daii could not pick them from my mind after what Dam-Powl
         has done to me.”
      

      
      “She’s protected you,” Lanoree said, understanding at last. By making Tre Sana impenetrable
         even to Je’daii probings, she had given him the perfect mind in which to maintain
         those secrets from the past that could be the death of him.
      

      
      “It’s a small part of what she promised,” Tre said, his voice dropping. “Because I
         want my life back. The gangsters haven’t called on me for almost a whole Tythan year,
         but they will soon. I don’t want it anymore. I want everything that Dam-Powl promised—a
         new identity, new face, new home. And to forget everything I’ve done.” He laughed
         softly, touching his third lekku. “Surgery. I want to fade into the crowd instead
         of stand out. I want to be … normal.”
      

      
      You’ll never be normal, she thought. Not after what you’ve seen and done. And Lanoree should know. But she said nothing to shatter his dreams. While he still
         dreamed, he could help her. She felt sorry for him, but she also recognized that a
         wish to leave such a life did not absolve him of the guilt he had earned. He’d told
         her only a small part of what he had done. His red skin was stained with blood, though
         of how many victims she would never know.
      

      
      “After this, Dam-Powl will set me free,” he said. He seemed so confident. So sure.

      
      “She’s a Master of her word,” Lanoree said. “And she gave me a large part of what
         I am, too.”
      

      
      Tre raised an eyebrow and his lekku formed the questioning touch. But Lanoree said
         no more. He might have opened his heart, but her story was not one to share with someone
         like Tre Sana.
      

      
      Lanoree nodded to the dome’s western expanse where filtered yellow light bled weakly
         across the city. “Dusk is close. Time to hear Maxhagan.”
      

      
   
      
      

CHAPTER TWELVE
CHASM

      
      [image: ]

      
      Ashla. Bogan. They’re just moons. My own destiny lies elsewhere … and it has such
            gravity.
      

      
      —Dalien Brock, diaries, 10,661 TYA

      
      Lanoree wakes from a dream of home in which she is dreaming of the stars, and Dal
         is sitting beside her. He is bathed in firelight, but most of his face is in shadow.
         Still she can read him from his stance and his stillness—he is staring at her with
         a terrifying coldness.
      

      
      “What? Is there something …?” But she knows there is no threat from outside. They
         are a day away from Anil Kesh, camped beneath a copse of heart berry trees. They have
         eaten several berries each, and Lanoree’s stomach is warm and comfortably full, the
         berries’ goodness thrumming through her. There is wildlife in these foothills that
         might mean them harm—acid spiders, and rumors of a family of flame tygahs that crossed
         the Moon Islands—but she would sense if any of them came close. She would know.
      

      
      “I am the Chasm,” Dal says. His voice is lower than before, deeper, as if echoing
         from somewhere deep.
      

      
      “What do you mean?” She sounds like a scared little girl. She is scared.
      

      
      Dal shifts, turning toward the fire so that its light reveals his face. He is still
         her brother but he looks older than before. Wiser. As if she is seeing a Dal who has
         already completed his Great Journey.
      

      
      “I have depths waiting to be filled. Places you can never see, and go, because you’re
         Je’daii, and my depths are my own. Not steered by something else.”
      

      
      “The Force doesn’t steer me, Dal.”

      
      He snorts. She is even more scared. She went to sleep still knowing who her brother
         was, but now …?
      

      
      “What happened?” she asks.

      
      “I am the Chasm. I have depths to explore and fill.”

      
      “Depth implies mystery and fullness. But in you I sense only void.”

      
      “Your Force tells you that,” he says, almost spitting the words, “and you believe
         it.”
      

      
      “No. I know that because of my love for you as a brother.”

      
      For the briefest instant a look of regret seems to cross his face. But perhaps it
         is merely a flame from the fire casting a sympathetic shadow.
      

      
      “My own Great Journey ends soon,” he says. “After I’ve taken everything I can from
         Tython, bled it of everything that can be of use, I’ll be leaving. Don’t get in my
         way.”
      

      
      At dusk the next day they approach Anil Kesh.

      
      Lanoree has heard many stories about this place, but nothing can prepare her for the
         reality. The temple itself is an incredible structure, graceful and brooding, huge
         and yet insectile in its shape and proportions, an engineering marvel that surpasses
         any other on Tython. Its Tho Yor floats about it, sometimes close, sometimes farther
         away. It’s believed that it drifts with the Force.
      

      
      Beneath the temple, the Chasm. One of the most amazing places on Tython, and also
         one of the most enigmatic and dangerous, the Chasm is a seemingly bottomless pit within
         which Force Storms rage and mystery resides. No Je’daii has ever gone deep enough
         to find the Chasm’s bottom … or if they have, they have never returned. The stronger one is with the Force,
         the greater the Chasm’s detrimental influence—disorientation, pain, and eventually
         death. Many have tried. Some have died, and some have gone so deep that they returned
         insane, deluded. Suicide is common among those who ignore all warnings and their own
         better judgment to try.
      

      
      One of Anil Kesh’s main aims is to plumb the depths of the Chasm, because it is Tython—and
         the Force—at its most mysterious. Lanoree has seen holos of Temple Master Quan-Jang
         discussing the Chasm, and even through these she can sense his awe and fascination.
         The Je’daii, he says, will find the bottom one day. It’s what might exist there that
         possesses them to keep trying.
      

      
      I am the Chasm, Dal said. Standing close to Anil Kesh now, Lanoree expects him to be staring at
         this strange wound in the land, but he seems untouched and unconcerned. Unlike him,
         she can feel the draw of the Chasm and its incredible, primeval power. The Force is
         in turmoil within her. She feels sick.
      

      
      To manage that sickness, she knows, will be one of her first lessons at Anil Kesh.

      
      This is not the final destination of their Great Journey. But Lanoree cannot help
         feeling the sense of an ending hanging over them both.
      

      
      Greenwood Station was a city that never slept. The sun had set and the dome was now
         illuminated by hundreds of huge lights suspended beneath the massive support ribs.
         They were a poor substitute for the sun, but Lanoree supposed this was their night.
         Shifts were changing, the air was filled with the smells of industry and cooking and
         sewage, and she and Tre were once again approaching Maxhagan’s imported-water stall.
      

      
      She saw him from a distance, closing broken shutters across his tables and instructing
         several helpers on where to store those bottles not yet sold. He waved away a couple
         of late customers with an apologetic smile, then saw Lanoree. His smile remained,
         but it was no longer soft.
      

      
      Lanoree did not break her stride, but she did feel comfort from the Force flowing
         through her. Muscles tensed, her sword sang with power, and her senses—always alert—became
         attuned to danger. Maxhagan was her focus, but if he meant her harm, then he would desire that focus. Any attack
         would come from those around him.
      

      
      “Tre Sana!” Maxhagan called. “Lanoree! So good to see you both again!” Tre glanced
         around nervously to see if anyone else had heard his name, and Lanoree could not help
         smiling. She wondered how many enemies the Twi’lek had made over the years.
      

      
      “I’m surprised you’d close up shop,” Lanoree said.

      
      “Only for a while. People travel to work now, intent on their journey. Or others go
         home, or to the taverns, where water isn’t their prime concern. Also … I find that
         information is at its driest at this time of day.”
      

      
      “I expect you’re filling and resealing the bottles, too, eh?” Tre asked.

      
      Maxhagan looked genuinely hurt. “You doubt my product?”

      
      Tre didn’t answer.

      
      “Other water merchants come and go. They fill bottles from poisoned springs in the
         caves below Greenwood Station, drop in a few purifying tablets, seal them up, sell
         them as pure. None of them last long. That’s why I’m still here, selling purity after
         four years. That’s why they always come back to me.”
      

      
      “Everyone buys their water from you?” Lanoree asked.

      
      “Everyone that matters,” Maxhagan said. His face dropped abruptly. “But that’s enough
         about water. Follow me.” He turned and pushed his way through curtains at the back
         of his stall, and Lanoree and Tre had to climb over the tables to follow.
      

      
      He led them across the busy square toward a doorway in one corner. At first she thought
         he was taking them down into one of his opulent rooms again, but then she heard the
         sounds of revelry and smelled spilled drink and spiced food. When Maxhagan entered
         the tavern, only a few inquisitive eyes turned their way. Most lingered more on Lanoree
         than the water seller, and she kept the hood of her robe raised. She never could shake
         the feeling that her Je’daii heritage was easy to see.
      

      
      “In the corner, round table,” Maxhagan said. “I’ll bring drinks.”

      
      “We’re not thirsty,” Lanoree said.

      
      “But I am.” He shoved his way toward the bar, and Lanoree scanned the tavern. It was
         filled with workers, their jobs sometimes apparent, sometimes not. All manner of people, species, creeds. None appeared to be
         armed. She glanced at Tre, pleased that he’d concealed his blaster well.
      

      
      By the time she’d examined the corner booth to make sure it appeared safe, Maxhagan
         was with them again. He must have had his bodyguards. But Lanoree was slightly disturbed that she could not make
         them out in the crowd.
      

      
      “Did you find him?” she asked.

      
      “Your brother? Yes.” He took a huge drink from an opaque glass.

      
      “Where is he? Still on Nox?”

      
      “No,” Maxhagan said.

      
      Lanoree’s spirits slumped, but she kept her eyes on Maxhagan. Inside he was laughing.
         Playing with her.
      

      
      “He’s not on Nox. He’s aside from it. In a place that in diplomatic terms is not here at all.”
      

      
      “Explain,” she said.

      
      “You’re young for a Ranger, aren’t you?” He sat back on the bench and relaxed, resting
         his hands on his ample stomach. It was the fact that he made his smile touch his eyes
         that troubled Lanoree the most.
      

      
      “Not particularly. And what has my age got to do with anything?”

      
      “Young Je’daii often don’t know as much as older Je’daii. They’re not told as much.
         Secrets have a way of being … passed down. I should know. I deal in secrets.”
      

      
      Lanoree drank, taking the opportunity to look around the noisy, smoky tavern. She
         didn’t like Maxhagan using the word Je’daii so much, but no one seemed to be listening. Her Force senses alert, the irony that
         both men she sat with were shielded from her was obvious.
      

      
      “Your brother is visiting a place that still sometimes carries out commissions for
         your people. It’s called Pan Deep. It’s in the base of the central tower, in its roots,
         its oldest foundations. Close enough to the surface to benefit from Greenwood Station’s
         life-support systems and infrastructure but deep enough to survive when the Je’daii
         bombed us during the war. Closed off enough to be … somewhere else.”
      

      
      “I’ve never heard of—” Lanoree began.

      
      “Of course not. It’s a secret. But don’t you wonder why Greenwood Station only suffered
         a flesh wound? The domes around were reduced to nothing. The people fried or crushed or blasted. But here …” He raised
         a hand as if indicating the ruptured dome, repaired now, where a Je’daii attack had
         scooped out a small portion of the city.
      

      
      “So how do I get there? What does this place do?” she asked, but she already knew.
         Dal was having his device built there. A sense of urgency took her, and she calmed
         her excitement.
      

      
      “High-end tech stuff,” Maxhagan said. “Very high. Military. Sometimes beyond. Really
         advanced science that I can’t even be bothered to try to understand.” He smoothed
         a hand back over his bald head and past his ear, smiling softly. “I’ve used the place
         myself, on occasion. I have an interest in it, and even more of an interest in those
         who would use it.”
      

      
      “He’s there now?” Lanoree asked. “With his Stargazers?”

      
      “He landed two days ago, and his ship is still in the spaceport outside the city.
         But I don’t know how many people landed with him.”
      

      
      “Tell us how to get into Pan Deep,” Lanoree said.

      
      “You’re that desperate to speak with your brother, Lanoree? And, Tre … you’re that
         eager to help?”
      

      
      “Yes, and yes,” Tre said, answering for both of them.

      
      Maxhagan glanced aside, and for the first time Lanoree saw movement across the tavern
         that sparked her senses. Two human men, short but strong, and neither seemed to be
         paying their drinks any attention. They stared down at the table where they sat, concentrating.
         Listening. The glint of metal in their ears.
      

      
      Lanoree leaned across the table, pleased to see Maxhagan pull back. “You know who
         and what I am,” she said. “You might mock my youth, but you’re an older man who’s
         survived all these years doing what you do. That’s because you’re wise. You court
         safety. So you’ll know not to mess with a Je’daii, Maxhagan. We’ve paid you for information,
         which is gratefully received. So now we’ll be on our way.”
      

      
      Maxhagan’s smile remained on his lips but faded from his eyes. “Are you threatening
         me?”
      

      
      “Yes.”

      
      With the three of them frozen that way, Lanoree ranged her senses out across the tavern.
         The two men, staring at the table. A Wookiee at the bar. A Zabrak just outside the
         door, a triple-barreled blaster concealed in her backpack but within easy reach. Three
         Noghri laughing uproariously in another corner, blades tied to their legs, claws equipped with artificial
         poison sacs. All Maxhagan’s people, all watching her.
      

      
      If things went wrong, it would be a bloodbath. And Lanoree did not have time to be
         killing.
      

      
      “Nice doing business with you,” Maxhagan said, grinning. He pushed a small memory
         pod across the table, holding out his hand palm up. Lanoree swept up the pod. And
         against all her instincts, she shook his hand. “Good luck.”
      

      
      “I don’t rely on luck,” Lanoree said. She left the tavern without looking back, sensing
         Tre behind her all the way. Eyes followed them out. They passed the Zabrak waiting
         outside, and Lanoree nodded at her.
      

      
      “He could have told us more,” Tre said as they walked back across the square. “You’re
         not expecting there to be much on that pod, are you?”
      

      
      “There was plenty he wasn’t telling us,” Lanoree said. “But the place will be easy
         to find. Trust me.” As she walked, making sure they weren’t followed, she slipped
         the pod into her wrist computer and accessed the Peacemaker’s main computer. She instructed
         it to read the pod—carefully, and with full protective protocol in case Maxhagan had
         tried to pass on a parasite—and search for construction plans of Greenwood Station.
         “Come on. No time to waste.”
      

      
      She imagined her parents’ faces were she to tell them that Dal was still alive. And
         she remembered their expressions the one time she had gone home since becoming a Ranger—as
         if they had lost her as well.
      

      
      Lanoree could not breathe a word of this to her mother and father until it was over.
         And even then, she would only tell them if everything ended well.
      

      
      If she had to kill Dal, that secret would follow her to the grave.

      
      The ship located the newest construction plans it could find for Greenwood Station’s
         central core and transmitted them to Lanoree’s wrist unit. As the midnight siren sounded
         across the dome, Lanoree and Tre entered an abandoned warehouse in District Four.
         They were very close to the central column here, and, looking up, Lanoree could see
         the countless lights belonging to those who lived there. So many up there profited from what lay below, but that was always the case. The ruling classes
         always set themselves higher.
      

      
      From the plans, Lanoree could see that the subterranean Greenwood Station was not
         a quiet place. The foundations of the newer city were made from old, tumbled buildings
         of the past. There were artificial structures deep underground, their uses not always
         obvious. There were also transport routes, massive tunnels carved into the city’s
         substructure along which the largest of its products were transported to its spaceport
         ready for export. Along with life-support systems, water reservoirs, waste-management
         plants, power centers, and storage facilities, the city was almost as expansive belowground
         as it was above.
      

      
      But the place she sought, Pan Deep, was not actually that far below the rest of Greenwood
         Station. What set it apart was that it was built within the central tower’s deep foundations.
      

      
      It took some time to negotiate their way through the first subterranean level toward
         the tower. Lanoree sought to keep their movements covert; she was already uncomfortable
         that Maxhagan knew their destination and certain that he had withheld information
         from them. But she’d grown weary of his games. She was sure he was a consummate liar,
         but she had to assume he was telling the truth about Dal and Pan Deep.
      

      
      It certainly fit what she knew her brother was attempting. And that was something
         that, she hoped, Maxhagan could not know.
      

      
      The descent from the warehouse was down an old, rarely used spiral staircase, their
         feet clanging on metal treads, glow rods making shadows dance. Lanoree recalled all
         her training at Qigong Kesh, craving the peace of that Silent Desert as she cast her
         senses out and around them. She smelled for danger, listened for held breaths, searched
         the deep shadows with Force-enhanced sight, and if her mind touched one other mind
         intent on violence, she would know.
      

      
      After a while they reached a long, winding tunnel that led toward the tower. She flicked
         on her glow rod. Just as she judged that they were beneath the central core of the
         tower, the tunnel opened out into an excavated cavern, a massive place with a floor
         sloping in from all sides toward a sinkhole in the middle.
      

      
      “Oh,” Tre said. “Oh!” He pressed a hand over his nose in disgust, and Lanoree could only agree. They’d been smelling the rank tang of sewage for a while,
         but actually seeing this place seemed to make everything so much worse.
      

      
      The effluent of the whole tower flowed here. Perhaps ten thousand people of a dozen
         species, all venting their waste into toilets and disposal units in dwellings and
         offices, taverns and restaurants. Rainwater already stinking with pollutants was used
         to flush, and now they could see the resultant rain of shak showering down from the
         high ceiling. Countless pipes and gullies led here, their stinking contents falling
         in blessed darkness to splash onto the floor. And the floor was moving, a thick stew
         of repulsiveness flowing slowly down the slope toward the large hole in the cavern’s
         center. From there Lanoree guessed it fell into an underground lake or a deep fault
         in the planet’s crust; thousands of years of a city’s refuse rotting in the darkness.
      

      
      “You bring me to the nicest places,” Tre said.

      
      Lanoree didn’t reply, because that would have meant opening her mouth. She consulted
         her wrist computer one more time, then switched it off. The plans were of no use to
         them now. Pan Deep was somewhere not shown on the schematics, and she thought she
         knew how to find it.
      

      
      Tapping Tre’s shoulder, she pointed around the perimeter of the massive cavern with
         the glow rod.
      

      
      “You want to walk around there?” he asked.
      

      
      Lanoree nodded and moved on. She had already seen the overhang at the left, the space
         beneath protected from anything falling from above. It led to the entrance of a corridor
         hidden behind a projection in the wall, and once inside the floor immediately sloped
         upward.
      

      
      She paused. Tre almost walked into her.

      
      “What?” he asked.

      
      “This is a hidden place, not on the plans. Might not be the right place. But I’ll
         soon know. Give me a moment.” She tried to relax, closing her eyes and breathing deeply,
         letting the Force flow. In moments the stink was gone, her senses cleansed and purified
         by the Force, ready for what she sought.
      

      
      “What are you looking for?” Tre asked.

      
      “Energy source.” She cast her senses outward.

      
      It was a dark place, heavy with the weight of Greenwood Station’s central tower above and the many people who lived there. The air itself seemed to
         carry a taint of wrongness. Perhaps it was because of the city’s military manufacturing,
         but she thought it more like a trace from the minds of those who worked and lived
         there. She had seen many people, and all of them seemed to be constantly moving, or
         talking or eating and drinking. Few stood still for a moment simply to muse upon their
         lives. Perhaps to do so would be to admit the awful truth of their existence.
      

      
      Lanoree shivered. Nox was long known to be a planet out of balance, and here more
         than anywhere.
      

      
      She delved beyond that shadowy trace and searched for power. In the tower above there
         were countless sources, but down here there were only a few weak, old generators winding
         down.
      

      
      And then she encountered a dark void of heavy shielding. She probed deeper, pushing
         hard, and her Force senses forged through.
      

      
      Bright light. Heavy potential. Staggering power.
      

      
      “This way,” she said. “We’re going up again. But not too far.”

      
      More corridors, and every step took them farther away from the stink. They’d been
         moving for some time, and Lanoree was hungry and thirsty. But she was also excited.
         The last time she’d been this close to Dal had been on that dreadful, painful morning
         at Anil Kesh.
      

      
      “Here,” she said. The tunnel they were moving along had rough walls and an uneven
         floor, but up ahead she could see a steady glow. And nearby, the gutter thoughts of
         a violent man.
      

      
      She flicked off her glow rod. Darkness fell, but it was not complete. She grabbed
         Tre’s arm and pulled him close, breathing against his ear. “Guards.”
      

      
      Drawing her sword she moved forward. Tre came behind her, blaster in hand. Her heart
         beat fast. She touched the guard’s mind again, wincing back from his thoughts of violence
         and—
      

      
      Only at the last instant did she realize her mistake. His thoughts had been a screen,
         a ploy. And as the blaster fire erupted she touched his real mind and the visions
         of starlit triumph that burned within.
      

      
      Lanoree flowed, and the Force flowed through her. Movement and reality slowed, yet
         she moved with it, her perceptions and reactions enhanced. She swept her sword around
         and deflected two laser blasts, and advanced quickly.
      

      
      The man crouched behind a column attached to the tunnel’s side. He wore a loose robe,
         similar to those of the Dai Bendu monks, but any semblance of holiness was wrecked
         by the weapon in his hand and the fury she sensed in him.
      

      
      A shot came from behind her and impacted the wall far along the tunnel, smashing rock
         into dust and blasting a flash of fire along its length. In that light Lanoree saw
         more figures rushing their way. Time was short.
      

      
      I won’t lose him again! she thought, and in three leaps—sword sweeping aside laser blasts meant for her chest—she
         was on the man. She saw a moment of fear in his eyes and then she parted his head
         from his shoulders, crouching and facing the approaching Stargazers even as she felt
         blood splash across her neck.
      

      
      Tre scurried along the tunnel and pressed himself to the wall opposite her, aiming
         and firing his blaster along its length. A grunt, the sound of an impact, and then
         a woman started screaming.
      

      
      “Wait here!” Lanoree said.

      
      “But—”

      
      She did not pause to answer his rebuttal, instead running forward with her bloodied
         sword raised before her. She Force-shoved ahead and heard three voices cry out as
         their owners were flung back. A blast sizzled past her ear and she smelled burned
         hair, scorched clothing. That was good. The Force gives you power, and power breeds confidence, Master Kin’ade had told her at Stav Kesh, but confidence can be your enemy. Lanoree was never one to forget her mortality.
      

      
      Tre fired past her, keeping their attackers’ heads down as she closed the distance
         between them. Don’t discount the injured one on the ground, she thought, and then she was among them, slashing left and opening a Noghri woman
         from throat to sternum, ducking and rolling, standing, thrusting to her right and
         catching a man beneath the arm. He cried out and stumbled sideways, her sword jammed
         between his ribs. He fell. As she was pulled forward he turned—tearing blade through
         more flesh, bones cracking—to point his blaster at her face.
      

      
      Lanoree clenched her left hand and aimed a Force punch, sending the blaster spinning
         away. Two of the man’s fingers were still clasped around the grip.
      

      
      He slumped away from her, dying, and she stood on his hip to withdraw her sword.
      

      
      A blast from behind her and a brief, gurgled cry. She spun around. The injured woman
         was slumped against the stone wall, her throat and lower jaw an open wound, raw edges
         still sizzling from the laser blast that had killed her.
      

      
      Ten paces along the corridor, Tre lowered his weapon. “She was almost on you.”

      
      Lanoree nodded her thanks. That was too close. Clumsy! she thought. But now was not the time to analyze her mistake.
      

      
      “So now they know we’re here,” Tre said.

      
      “I think they’ve known for a while. Come on.”

      
      They trotted along the tunnel, Lanoree casting her senses forward and around them.
         The flurry of terrible violence had set her heart pounding and blood rushing, and
         her pulse filled her ears. She knew control, and carried the talents to calm herself,
         but she also knew that the heightened awareness of the fight could be her friend.
         The Force complemented her; she was her own greatest weapon.
      

      
      They ducked through a doorway, climbed a flight of stairs, and suddenly the stone
         wall disappeared and a metal corridor began. She probed ahead, but her vision was
         clouded now, her Force senses blurred. Pan Deep might sometimes serve the Je’daii,
         if Maxhagan was to be believed, but it also strove to protect itself from them.
      

      
      She ran on. To slow down now, to take stock, would be to lose whatever advantage they
         still possessed. The fighting would have been heard, and perhaps Dal and his remaining
         Stargazers would not have expected her to win through so quickly. The confusion of
         combat would work to her advantage.
      

      
      Through another doorway, and then there was a room.

      
      Behind her, Tre gasped.

      
      The room was large. Its walls were smooth, their lines clean. The ceiling and floor
         were white, like nothing they had previously seen on Nox. It resembled more the interior
         of a luxury spacecraft than a subterranean manufacturing base. At its center stood
         a wide table, upon which rested an object swathed in a loose white sheet. Scattered
         across the table were instruments and components, and around the room were several wheeled cabinets, home to more tools, parts, and obscure technology.
         It was more like an operating theater than a laboratory.
      

      
      Huddled in one corner were six Selkaths dressed in plain white lab coats, all of them
         terrified.
      

      
      And standing beside the table, Dal.

      
      “Lanoree!” he said. His surprise was evident in his eyes and the way he threw up his
         hands, and as he grinned she was a teenager again, seeing her brother and reveling
         in his presence. A flush of emotion swept through her—pleasure and sadness, loss and
         love. He came forward as if delighted at her being there, and for a moment Lanoree
         was consumed by memory. And that was the only moment her lost brother required.
      

      
      Tre screamed, and something struck Lanoree’s head. As she saw the floor rising to
         meet her, darkness swallowed her.
      

      
   
      
      

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
OTHER WAYS
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      Alchemy should have no part in a Je’daii’s experience. It is a dark force, arcane
            and dangerous. It has the power to upset balance. There are other ways.
      

      
      —Temple Master Vor’Dana, 10,456 TYA

      
      At Anil Kesh Lanoree finds herself, without even realizing that she was lost.

      
      Their first few days there are strange. There is an orientation process to go through
         because of the disruptive influence of the Chasm below the temple, and Lanoree becomes
         immersed in the talks, meditations, and instruction. She and several other Journeyers
         spend their time in darkened, windowless rooms away from any sight of the Chasm, and
         a Sith Master guides them through varying stages of sickness and uncertainty. The
         Sith is a wise old man, and he has done this many times before. He sees their discomfort
         fade—not lessening, because the Chasm will always affect anyone strong in the Force,
         but simply tempered.
      

      
      And in his wisdom, he perceives that Dal is enjoying all this.

      
      Lanoree’s brother says very little over those first few days at the temple, but he
         exudes a sense of peace that she has not seen in him before. He enjoys witnessing
         his sister and the other Journeyers suffering.
      

      
      They are given several tours of the Anil Kesh Temple, which is even larger and more
         incredible than Lanoree thought. Each of its three giant support legs houses a complex
         honeycomb of living quarters, the structures designed to afford as much strength as
         possible to the supports. Within the legs are dampeners the size of Cloud Chasers,
         designed to absorb the incredible pressures placed on the temple by frequent and violent
         storms originating in the Chasm. Huge tanks of pneumatic fluid are stored at regular
         intervals, and there are also several access ports in each leg for escape craft. None
         has ever been used, and their tour guide assures them that none are needed. Everything
         here is large and amazing, the architectural and engineering talent on display awe-inspiring.
         Their guide seems to take some satisfaction in this.
      

      
      The massive central body of the temple is supported by these legs, hanging directly
         above the Chasm. And floating around the temple itself, the Tho Yor. Hanging by means
         unknown, it drifts around Anil Kesh, so it is believed, in tune with the Force.
      

      
      This central area is the heart of Anil Kesh. There are several large laboratories
         here, along with teaching rooms, private studies for Temple Masters, libraries, holo
         suites, and meditation chambers. There are also launch bays from which drones and
         other equipment are sometimes dropped into the Chasm. Lanoree is surprised to learn
         how infrequently this now happens. Every experiment that could safely be carried out
         on the Chasm has already been performed countless times, and still so little is known
         about the bottomless gorge.
      

      
      Future discoveries, they are told, must arise from more esoteric means.

      
      Yet a blazing, pulsing beam of energy is still fired down into the Chasm from the
         very heart of Anil Kesh, seeking information and readings.
      

      
      On the fourth day, the Sith Master frees them from his instruction and tells them that their new Masters will be introducing themselves that evening.
         The rest of the day is their own.
      

      
      “I’m going to look at it,” Lanoree tells Dal. “I’m going outside to see.” She means
         the Chasm. Even uttering those words causes a flutter of trepidation and excitement
         in her stomach. She is about to confront something that is still a mystery to even
         the greatest Je’daii, and she wants to do so with her brother.
      

      
      But it’s too late.

      
      “It’s nothing, really,” he says matter-of-factly. “Deep. Stormy. I’ve been out there
         four times a day since we’ve been here. I’m more interested in the temple than the
         Chasm, though. Have you seen how long the temple legs are? Have you felt how much it flexes in the wind?”
      

      
      He is toying with her, and he knows that she knows. But he doesn’t care. His vision
         is elsewhere now, always, and soon something is going to happen. Maybe one day she’ll
         wake up, Dal will be gone, and she’ll never see him again. Or perhaps it will be worse
         than that.
      

      
      “I’m going to look at it,” she says again, and as she pushes past Dal she feels rather
         than sees his silent chuckle.
      

      
      There are steps that lead up onto a gangway and outside. The heavy metal doors are
         always kept locked on the inside, as though something from beyond might wish to gain
         entry. But the dangers are far less physical. She spins the locking handle on a door,
         and it swings inward.
      

      
      The blast of air is shocking. Loaded with warm raindrops, gushing against her like
         the breath of an unimaginable monster, it carries the smell of something mysterious
         and deep. Rain patters across the floor and spreads inside, and Lanoree feels a moment
         of panic—what has she let in?
      

      
      She makes a quick decision and steps outside, pulling the door closed behind her.

      
      Above her arcs one of the three great curving arms of the temple. They act both as
         counterbalances to the legs and also as transmitters and receivers, gathering atmospheric
         charge to fuel Anil Kesh’s experiments and sending out messages from the Temple Masters
         to other Je’daii across Tython and beyond. Its mass shelters her somewhat from the
         storms.
      

      
      But she can still look down.

      
      She walks to the edge of the wide viewing platform and grips the railing. She feels the weight of Anil Kesh behind her, and the protective arms seem
         to hold her within their shadowy grasp. The temple feels on the breath of the Chasm,
         and its sturdy legs absorb every subtle impact of the wind. “ ‘You always move, seeking
         to draw my eyes,’ ” she says. It is a line from a love poem she once read in an old
         paper book of her mother’s, and she wonders whether the poet had ever visited this
         place.
      

      
      Looking down, she wonders whether all Je’daii are in love with the Chasm.

      
      It is mystery. It is depth and infinity on the surface of this world they deign to
         call their home. Its breath is warm and loaded, and deeper down through the mist of
         torrential rain, she can see the frequent flash of Force lightning, erupting in the
         darkness and illuminating nothing. It is dizzying and thrilling, terrifying and wonderful.
         She grips the railing so hard that her fingers hurt and her knuckles turn white, not
         sure she can ever let go.
      

      
      There is a brief, ecstatic moment when she is tempted to lift herself over the railing
         and fall. It will end in death, but she will also get to see the Chasm’s depth, to
         know its secrets.
      

      
      It cannot be bottomless. They only say that because no Je’daii has reached its bottom
            and lived.
      

      
      “Or none have gone down there and returned,” she whispers, the words immediately stolen
         by the wind. She is drenched through by the rain. The storm whips curtains of water
         back and forth across the Chasm below her.
      

      
      She feels a hand on her shoulder, and instantly fears it is Dal come to do her harm.
         I am the Chasm, he said, perhaps meaning that he is a mystery to her now, with a mind that no Je’daii
         will ever be able to fully understand.
      

      
      Lanoree freezes. She cannot fight back because she is too shocked and too overcome
         with a sense of infinity.
      

      
      But then a warm voice says, “Come inside, Lanoree, where we can begin our talk.”

      
      That first meeting with Master Dam-Powl extends long into the night.
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      “I told you to never get in my way.”
      

      
      Darkness. Pain. She heard her own ragged breathing, felt the troubled beating of her
         heart. Her head throbbed and pulsed, the core of a raging sun in the center of her
         brain. And she knew that voice.
      

      
      “I never thought they’d send you after me.”

      
      She opened her eyes, but the brightness hurt. She closed them. The pain was a weight
         crushing every part of her. Her scalp was wet and warm, and everything was red.
      

      
      Normally a calm sea, the Force within her was now a raging river of confused currents.

      
      “I thought they’d have more sense.”

      
      Dal, she thought, and tried to sit up. Someone helped. That surprised her, but she was
         already gathering her senses. Stay like this. Be weak. Be wounded.
      

      
      “I knew you were onto me on Kalimahr—”

      
      “How?” Her voice echoed and thumped in her head, pounding her skull, but she could
         not help asking the question.
      

      
      Dal did not answer. “Didn’t think you’d be able to follow. Thought I’d shaken you.
         But you’re persistent.”
      

      
      Was that something conflicted in his voice when he talked about her? Lanoree could
         not tell. He had changed so much, and she knew that without even seeing him.
      

      
      In the distance, a deep rumble. What was that? Where is Tre? She remembered his scream, guessed he was dead, and felt a surprising sadness. Tre
         was not a good Twi’lek, but he was trying to make himself better. Trying to make up
         for his past.
      

      
      Lanoree opened her eyes again and looked at her brother. He was blurry to begin with,
         swaying in her vision like a scar serpent waiting to strike. She closed one eye and
         her sight settled. Dal manifested, down on one knee before her as if questioning one
         of the elder gods.
      

      
      “You’ve grown up,” Lanoree whispered. Dal laughed. She recognized the sound, but there
         was something grating in it, something mad.
      

      
      And he had grown up. Gone were his boyish good looks, replaced by a weathered countenance that
         carried every day of every year that had passed. He’d lost some of his hair, and what
         remained was speckled gray. There was a scar on his left cheek. He could have done
         something about the hair and scar, but she saw no vanity in him at all, no evidence of self-awareness
         about his appearance. His robe was plain and rough. Everything that Dal was now resided
         in his mad, glittering eyes.
      

      
      Another thud! She felt it through her behind rather than heard it. Dal glanced up
         at the ceiling.
      

      
      “I’ve grown in every way,” he said. “See. Feel.”

      
      “I don’t want to—”

      
      “But I’m telling you to!” he screamed. Lanoree winced as his voice seared into her
         head, driving spikes of pain into her eyeballs. Perhaps she’d fractured her skull.
         She tried to feel, to sense, as they’d taught her in Mahara Kesh when she finished
         her Great Journey without her brother. But she was confused. The Force flowed through
         her, but it seemed to stutter. She could not examine herself, so instead she delved
         toward Dal’s mind.
      

      
      And withdrew just as quickly.

      
      He grinned, nodding slowly. “You see?” he asked. “You feel?”

      
      Lanoree nodded, tides of pain washing through her. She sensed nothing at all of the
         Force within him. No light, no dark; no Ashla, no Bogan. But he bore an incredible
         strength that she had only just started to recognize nine years before. It had grown
         into something solid. She could only call it madness, and yet …
      

      
      And yet Dal’s aims and ambitions were defined, and his route to achieving them firmly
         set. His madness had method.
      

      
      “Not many people are completely without your Force, eh, Lanoree? Not many. Not him.”
         He nodded toward a corner and Lanoree looked, relieved to see Tre propped there. He
         bled from a wound across his forehead and left eye, and twitched in unconsciousness.
         “Not even most of my Stargazers.” There were three other people around the room, now,
         other than the Selkath technicians. They were of differing species but all dressed
         similar to Dal. Their look resembled that of a religious order, but they were much
         more than that. And few religions went that heavily armed.
      

      
      “Not many people want to be,” Lanoree said.

      
      “See, that’s why you didn’t find me,” Dal said. “Down there in that old dark place.
         Because you were looking the wrong way. You were searching as if I’d lost something
         and fled, not found something and set off on my own path. You were looking for a wounded, dying animal. Not the man
         I’ve become.”
      

      
      “I was looking for my brother.”

      
      “And I’ve already told you, you left the brother you always wanted back in Bodhi with
         our parents. He’s dead, now. Long dead.”
      

      
      There was another distant impact, and Lanoree absorbed it, examined it. She was more
         conscious and aware now. She thought it was an explosion.
      

      
      “What’s happening?” she asked.

      
      Dal stood and approached the covered object on the table. It was the size of a Noghri’s
         head, and beneath the sheet it appeared completely spherical. “It’s almost finished,”
         he said. “Almost ready. You know what this is?”
      

      
      “Yes,” Lanoree said, bluffing. She knew his aims, and what he planned to use to make
         them real. But really she had no idea what the device was.
      

      
      Dal rested his hand on the object almost reverentially. “Everything I always wanted.”
         He whispered it almost to himself.
      

      
      “Dal—”

      
      “Shut up.” He didn’t even look at her as he spoke, and a sudden change came over him.
         “You’re sure?” he asked the group huddled in the corner. “You’re certain?”
      

      
      “Yes,” one of the technicians said. He took one step forward. “Your request was … forgive
         me, vague. We’ve worked hard. It was a task we relished. And the device is ready to
         do everything you want of it. It’s … perfect. One of the finest of our creations,
         and it pushes at the edge of all our accumulated science. Once it’s charged—”
      

      
      “Enough!” Dal said, holding up a hand. He glanced at Lanoree.

      
      “You have no idea what you’re doing,” she said.

      
      “And you have no idea what I’ve seen.” He nodded at his Stargazers.

      
      The violence was sudden and shocking. The Stargazers—a human, a Twi’lek, and a Cathar—drew
         blasters and power bows and opened fire on the scientists. Lanoree winced but watched,
         unable to close her eyes. The Selkaths danced and juddered as blasts and bolts ripped
         into them. Blood splashed, fire sizzled across skin, clothes erupted into flames. In the space of five heartbeats the scientists were dead, the last one sliding
         down the wall to slump across her murdered companions.
      

      
      Calm, Lanoree told herself, calm, and she sought the Force, readying to use it to save herself. The time must come
         soon. She had to stop him here and now, and nothing here would end well.
      

      
      Dal looked at Lanoree. She could not read his eyes. She felt for her sword, but the
         scabbard was empty. And now me? she thought. Panic came and she washed it away, seeking the familiar Force to prime
         herself for action. But her pain was still raw, and shock stoked the storms and uncertainties
         inside her.
      

      
      “You’d lose,” Dal said. “Maybe you’d take a couple of us with you. But my Stargazers
         are ready for you. The first touch on their mind and a blaster would open your skull,
         or a power bolt would cook your heart.”
      

      
      Lanoree breathed long and slow, and the moment stretched on.

      
      “I wish …” Dal said. She looked for weakness but saw none. He was expressing frustration,
         not regret.
      

      
      “Wish what?”

      
      “I wish you’d understood. I wish you could have opened your mind to our past. Your
         Force is so constricting! You think it gives you power, you’re taught that it’s great, but it binds you. You’re
         blinkered by it, but my eyes are wide open. We see the stars! We have a place in the universe
         that was taken from us by the Tho Yor. They stole us away, brought us here, denied
         us the future we deserved. And I’m going to take it back.”
      

      
      “You’ll kill everyone.”

      
      “No,” Dal said, smiling. “I know what I’m doing.”

      
      “Dark matter? Gree technology, Dal? You’re playing with something beyond anything
         we can even hope to understand.” Lanoree nodded at the bodies still steaming and twitching
         in the corner. “You heard them. Even they said that thing is at the edge of known
         science, and edges break away.”
      

      
      “Gather it up,” Dal said to his Stargazers. He turned his back on Lanoree.

      
      There was another explosion somewhere far away.

      
      “Dal, what have you done?” she asked. She stood slowly, holding onto a wheeled tool cart for support. The Cathar watched her, his gun at the ready.
      

      
      “Started a little fight.” Dal turned to face her again. For an instant she felt a
         flush of memories, but they were all good ones of her time with her brother. They
         did not belong here.
      

      
      “With whom?”

      
      “I arranged that the Knool Tandor dome would find out about Pan Deep’s continuing
         business with the Je’daii, and they hate them. Many survivors from the bombed domes live there now. Landed one of my Stargazers
         there, and by now she’ll have killed several of their corporations’ presidents with
         a Je’daii sword.”
      

      
      “Where did you get—?” Lanoree asked, but then it fell into place. “Kara.”

      
      “Greenwood Station will be blamed for the murders and its alliance with the Je’daii,”
         Dal said, his expression unchanging. “Skirmishes are common on Nox. And it won’t be
         the first conflict between Knool Tandor and another dome.”
      

      
      “Covering your tracks,” Lanoree said.

      
      Dal shrugged. Behind him, his Stargazers had wrapped the device in the sheet. It did
         not seem at all heavy, and the Twi’lek held it to her chest. They were waiting for
         Dal to leave.
      

      
      “Just like you did on Tython,” Lanoree continued. One hand delved into her utility
         belt beneath the robe, rolling the item she sought between thumb and forefinger. A
         tracker, small and sharp. “Leaving your bloodied clothes for me to find. Letting our
         family believe you dead.”
      

      
      “I liked being dead,” Dal said. “It gave me freedom from your constant efforts to
         push the Force on me when I never, ever wanted it.” Another low rumble and a vibration from above. “Soon I’ll be believed
         dead again, and gone from here. Free to pursue my own fate.”
      

      
      “Dal, you don’t know what—”

      
      “I should kill you.” Dal pulled a blaster from beneath his robe and stood with it
         pointing down at the floor. He was incredibly still, like a statue. Even his eyes
         seemed to have died.
      

      
      He’s inside, Lanoree thought, and she wondered what he was finding in there, what he was thinking
         and the decisions he was making, and she knew that now was the time to push. She would push hard and violently, smashing
         aside those mental defenses he might believe he had built against her.
      

      
      “But I can’t,” Dal said. He turned aside and holstered his blaster.

      
      Lanoree brought out her hand and flicked the tracker, closing her eyes, concentrating,
         and guiding it quickly across the room until it attached to Dal’s right boot. Then
         she opened her eyes and looked around, but no one had seen anything. Perhaps she had
         been lucky. Perhaps.
      

      
      Dal did not even spare her a final glance. With a single nod at the Cathar he left
         the room the same way Lanoree and Tre had entered. The Twi’lek carrying the device
         followed, along with the human Stargazer.
      

      
      The Cathar remained, gun aimed at Lanoree. It was a heavy blaster, and its muzzle
         still glowed warm. Lanoree clenched her fingers, readying a Force punch.
      

      
      “Try,” the Cathar said.

      
      “You know I can’t just stand here and let him leave.”

      
      “You won’t be standing there for long.”

      
      Lanoree twitched her finger and a tool flipped from the wide table, clanging against
         the wall. The Stargazer didn’t even blink.
      

      
      “He doesn’t want to hear you die,” the Cathar said.

      
      “That’s kind of my brother.”

      
      “He is kind. The only kind man I’ve ever met.”
      

      
      Lanoree glanced at the huddled, bloody bodies in the corner.

      
      “They were unkind,” the Cathar said. “They hid down here instead of looking to the
         stars.”
      

      
      She sensed movement from the other side of the room. She did not look, but she knew
         that Tre was stirring.
      

      
      “He’s going to kill everyone,” she said. “Once he initiates that device, the dark
         matter will form a black hole and everyone in the system—”
      

      
      “He knows that won’t happen. The stars call. They tell him.”

      
      “Oh, so the stars speak to him,” Lanoree said, laughing softly. “And he’s not mad?”

      
      The Cathar blinked slowly, but she was not even putting a chink in his convictions.
         Come on, Tre, she thought.
      

      
      Tre groaned. The Cathar glanced his way. Lanoree Force-shoved with everything she
         had. Tools and loose components rattled across the table and flew at the Stargazer,
         a cabinet tipped and bounced across the floor, a hail of bolts and snipped wires became
         a stinging rain that raked across his chest and face, ripping skin and blinding him.
      

      
      She ducked down and Force-punched, shoving the Cathar back against the wall beside
         the door. His blaster fired, the shot smashing a hole in the ceiling. Molten material
         and rock fragments showered down. Then the Stargazer clasped at his belt, weeping
         blood from ruptured eyes, and a look of ecstasy broke across his face.
      

      
      “Oh, no,” Lanoree muttered. She looked at Tre and saw that he was barely conscious,
         and with every shred of strength and effort she had of the Force, she reached for
         him and dragged him halfway across the room toward her. His eyes opened comically
         wide as he slid without being touched, and as he reached her and she clasped his clothing
         Lanoree shouted, “Bomb!”
      

      
      The explosion was deafening, shattering, assaulting her body and mind and senses,
         and she felt herself thrown around like a snowflake in a storm.
      

      
      With her parents it was the arts. Her mother wrote the most beautiful poetry, and
         her father was a sculptor, his work venerated all across Masara. But Lanoree’s calling
         lay in science and alchemy, and how the Force could be used for both. She discovers
         that at Anil Kesh. And she revels in it.
      

      
      Master Dam-Powl shows her the way. The Cathar Temple Master has taught at Anil Kesh
         for sixteen years, and at the end of their first long night of discussion, she tells
         Lanoree that she has the potential to be her greatest pupil.
      

      
      “Do you say that to everyone?” Lanoree asks, proud but suspicious.

      
      “I’ve said it to no one before,” Dam-Powl replies.

      
      Over the next few days the studies begin, and Lanoree is amazed. She immerses herself
         in Dam-Powl’s instruction, and in doing so her troubles with Dal fade away. They don’t
         disappear completely—there is always a shadow and a sense of impending change in her
         life—but she sleeps better than she has since leaving home, feels happier, and realizes that her mind has always been too focused on her brother. Dam-Powl makes
         her understand that this is her Great Journey as well. And though Lanoree cannot give up on Dal, for the first time
         she places herself before him.
      

      
      With the Chasm beneath them, Anil Kesh has a different feel from all the other temples.
         Every moment there is rich, filled with potential, and edged with a sense of danger.
         Lanoree has never felt so alive. It is as if the cells of her body are charged, her
         mind on fire. When she mentions this, Dam-Powl smiles and nods.
      

      
      “We balance on the precipice of knowledge,” she says. “The unknown lies below us,
         always threatening to draw us down or rise up and swallow us. The Force is charged
         and powerful here. Anyone familiar can feel and sense it, but if you’re powerful with the Force …” She grimaces and presses a fist to her forehead. “Sometimes it
         hurts. But it’s a hurt worth weathering.”
      

      
      Dam-Powl introduces her to sciences that Lanoree has only ever heard or read about.
         She knows of Je’daii who are disturbed by some of what occurs at Anil Kesh, but she
         listens to the Master wide-eyed and with an open mind. She finds plenty to concern
         her but so much more that fascinates. She’s aware of Dam-Powl’s watching her carefully,
         taking stock. She is eager to please.
      

      
      In the storage pens in one of the temple’s supporting arms are the altered animals.
         Taken from the Abyss of Ruh, a dangerous place deep in the Rift six hundred kilometers
         to the east, these strange and fearsome creatures have been genetically manipulated
         using the Force to serve the Je’daii. Lanoree is amazed at the changes in them—none
         are hurt or damaged, and it’s as if their alterations are the true wish of evolution.
      

      
      Dam-Powl takes her through a network of laboratories. In one, weapons are altered
         and adapted using Force-driven metallurgy. In another, weapons specific to the Force
         are being tested. Chemicals are changed and transmuted; solids have their structures
         re-formed; and the wild power of the Chasm beneath them is harnessed in thick-walled
         compounds, dancing and flashing, striking and snapping like a living thing.
      

      
      It is in the last room that Dam-Powl shows her that Lanoree knows her future lies.

      
      “The talents needed for this are deep,” the Je’daii Master says, “the risks great.
         But the rewards are huge. I’m going to teach you.”
      

      
      Lanoree stares at the two Je’daii in the center of the room. Before each of them is
         a shape. Something that should not live, yet it flexes and breathes. A thing that
         should not be, yet here it is.
      

      
      “Wrought from their own flesh and blood,” Dam-Powl says, “and nurtured using the Force.”

      
      Lanoree is terrified and thrilled. She has heard of this, but never thought it was
         true. Never suspected she would see it for herself.
      

      
      “The alchemy of flesh,” she whispers. Despite her fear, she is eager to begin.

      
      “Tell me you can get us out of here.” Tre’s voice. His urgency pulled her quickly
         back to her senses. That, and the stench of sewage and death.
      

      
      Everything ached, and in a few places she hurt terribly. Her head still throbbed as
         if someone were jumping up and down on it. She smelled blood, and knew it was her
         own. But Tre was far from gentle as he grabbed her beneath the armpits and tried to
         haul her upright. Lanoree shoved him back and sent him stumbling into the shattered
         table.
      

      
      She looked around and tried to take stock. It looked bad.

      
      The Cathar Stargazer had exploded his suicide vest, demolishing the wall and bringing
         down most of the ceiling. The doorway was blocked by torn metal and smashed stone,
         and fractured rock had fallen behind it. The rest of the ceiling was spattered with
         his blood, a great swath of it burned black by the bomb’s fire flash. The remainder
         of the large room was a mess—scientists’ bodies scattered from the corner where they’d
         been massacred; tools and components everywhere; the large central table ruptured
         and splintered. If she hadn’t pulled Tre behind there with her, they’d have both died.
      

      
      There was a wide crack in one wall, and through this seeped a steady stream of effluent.
         A pipe or chute had been ruptured somewhere, and the leak was speeding up rather than
         slowing down.
      

      
      “Look,” Tre said, pointing. “Another door there.” He was almost shouting, and blood
         ran from his ears. Lanoree also heard the fading whine from her tortured eardrums, but that was the least of her worries.
      

      
      “That Cathar’s bomb can’t have done that,” she said, pointing at the rent in the wall.
         It was on the opposite side of the room from the doorway the explosion had blocked.
      

      
      “There was another explosion when I was trying to wake you,” Tre said. “Far away,
         up there. To feel it down here it must have been big. What’s happening? What have
         we started?”
      

      
      “A war. And Dal started it. Come on. We’ve got to stop him leaving Greenwood Station.”

      
      “I feel sick,” Tre said. “It stinks. My head hurts. I think my skull might be—”

      
      “I’ll break it myself,” Lanoree said. “Come on! Help me with this door.” She searched
         the room for her sword, knowing she would not find it, mourning its loss. Tem Madog
         himself had forged that sword for her. She’d rather have lost an arm.
      

      
      Perhaps it had been dropped somewhere beyond that blocked doorway. Or maybe Dal had
         taken it with him.
      

      
      They tried the door, but it was electronically locked.

      
      “Cover your ears,” Lanoree said. She concentrated on the lock and Force-shoved, crushing
         the mechanism and shorting the circuits. The door slid open, and a flood of sewage
         washed in around their feet. She and Tre clasped hands to keep their balance. The
         thought of falling into that mess …
      

      
      When the levels of filth had equalized, they left the room and emerged into one of
         Pan Deep’s corridors. It was long and empty, and several other doors led off it. They
         were all closed, marked only with laboratory numbers, and Lanoree had no wish to open
         them. Soft, reactive lighting glowed behind ceiling panels, and on the walls were
         touch panels, 3-D holo screens, and several indentations that might have housed implement
         printers. This was advanced tech for a place so hidden away. The money pumped into
         Pan Deep must have been vast.
      

      
      They saw no one else. Perhaps the six murdered scientists were the only ones who worked
         here. Or maybe Dal had paid others to stay away.
      

      
      Not much of a head start, she thought, but he’ll know his way up, would have an escape route planned from here and from the
            city. She could barely believe the enormity of the events that Dal had set in motion. Initiating
         a battle between two domes—cities whose specialty was the design and manufacture of
         weapons of war—was as good as murdering the battle’s victims himself. All to cover
         his tracks.
      

      
      It was brutal. It was inhuman. He claimed freedom from the Force, but willingly removing
         himself from its influence had made him a monster.
      

      
      Pan Deep was not as large as she’d imagined. At the end of the corridor they emerged
         into a rough cavern, at the other end of which a string of lights led into a tunnel
         that sloped slowly upward. The cavern floor was swilling with sewage and the stink
         was almost unbearable, but Lanoree knew that a person could get used to a lot in extreme
         circumstances. Even Tre was surprising her. He’d quickly stopped complaining and wiped
         the blood from his face and ears, and now he nudged her shoulder and pointed.
      

      
      “Think he’ll have set traps?”

      
      “He thinks we’re dead,” she said.

      
      Another blast rumbled down from above, spilling grit and dust from the cavern ceiling.
         From somewhere close by came a shattering, grinding crack, shaking the floor and setting
         the air itself vibrating.
      

      
      “And we don’t have time for caution,” Lanoree said. “I think they’re using plasma
         bombs up there. We’ve got to get clear of Greenwood Station and back to the Peacemaker,
         or this will be our grave.”
      

      
      “Laid to rest in a bath of shak,” Tre said. “Well, I guess I had it coming.”

      
      Lanoree laughed out loud. Tre’s eyes went wide with surprise. And then they ran.

      
      It was a journey through a nightmare—flowing sewage, crumbling walls, three security
         grilles that Lanoree had to Force-shove open before they could continue—and what made
         it worse was the uncertainty of what they were moving toward. The farther they went,
         the louder the noises of battle. But they had little choice.
      

      
      Frustration and fear drove her on. Not fear for herself so much as for the countless
         people who Dal’s scheme would put at risk, and not only those now dying in the conflict
         initiated here. Seeing the shape of the device beneath the dust sheet had been strange—that
         something so small might contain such energies. The pursuit had clouded her thoughts about the hypergate, and the truth or not of its existence. But seeing Dal
         again, and his madness, and being so close to the device that might be born of Gree
         technology had all combined to focus her thoughts.
      

      
      It was just possible that the device would work, which would be amazing, and the consequences
         of that she could not allow herself to consider. But it was much more likely that
         it would doom them all.
      

      
      The farther they fled from beneath the massive tower’s foundation, the greater the
         impact of the explosions. When she reached her Peacemaker she would contact the Je’daii
         Council and tell them of events here, and maybe they could intervene in time to prevent
         a greater tragedy. But doing so might be admitting their continued interest in Greenwood
         Station and the laboratories and expertise of Pan Deep. Perhaps they would be happier
         to let the domed city meet its fate and fade away from memory.
      

      
      Their route took them upward, and Tre commented several times that they should have
         already reached street level. But they had no time to pause, and when Lanoree consulted
         her wrist unit, the schematics were confused. She could not pin down their location
         on the plans.
      

      
      People passed by them in both directions, none sparing them a glance. They were all
         wide-eyed and scared.
      

      
      At last they reached a set of heavy blast doors. Lanoree used the Force to fry their
         controls, and Tre found a heavy iron bar to pry them open. Heat and noise flooded
         in, the stenches and sounds of chaos, and Lanoree stumbled through onto a wide balcony
         several stories above the ground. They had emerged just above the base of the central
         tower, overlooking Greenwood Station’s western side. The sounds, sights, and chaos
         of war were almost overwhelming.
      

      
      They were confronted with a scene that took their breaths away.
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      Perhaps there is a madness in remaining on Tython while not strong in the Force. One
            would not submerge long beneath the surface of the sea if one did not possess gills.
            One would surface. One would escape. So to stay here, now … that way, insanity lies.
      

      
      —Unknown Tythan, circa 9,000 TYA

      
      When Master Dam-Powl knocks on her door and disturbs her from sleep, Lanoree knows
         that something is wrong. She has been expecting it. Like the sense of imminent danger
         always apparent at Anil Kesh because of the Chasm below, her own perception of Dal
         has been of a coiled spring. Now, the time has come. Dal has sprung.
      

      
      “He’s a fool!” Dam-Powl says as they march along the corridor. “I saw trouble in him
         the moment you arrived. As did Master Kin’ade.”
      

      
      “At Stav Kesh?” Lanoree asks.

      
      “Of course. You think the Je’daii Masters don’t talk among ourselves about those on
         their Great Journeys?”
      

      
      “What has he done?” Lanoree asks.

      
      “He fled into the Abyss of Ruh. Put lives in danger.”

      
      “He’s gone?” breathes Lanoree.
      

      
      “Oh, no. Not gone. They pulled him out and are bringing him back. They’re just coming
         in to land.” Dam-Powl climbs a staircase and a heavy door slides open before her.
         Wind roars, rain splashes in across the floor, and Force lightning thrashes about
         the square of night sky revealed.
      

      
      Oh, Dal, what have you done? Lanoree thinks. He has been gone for four days, taken with others by Master Quan-Jang
         on a visit to the Riftlands to collect specimens for the alchemical labs here at Anil
         Kesh. At first she welcomed his absence; it gave her the opportunity to study in peace
         with no concerns about what Dal might be doing. But her dreams these past three nights
         had been troubled. It was almost as if she knew that something terrible was going
         to happen. She follows the Je’daii Master outside. There is someone else out there
         already, standing at the edge of the platform and looking east. A Cloud Chaser is
         visible, drifting down toward one of Anil Kesh’s landing zones.
      

      
      “Master,” the young man says, turning to greet them. He barely glances at Lanoree.
         “Master Quan-Jang reports that the Journeyer said nothing. But he appears fit and
         well.”
      

      
      “Good,” Dam-Powl says. “The others?”

      
      “Sickened from their time in the Abyss.” He looks pointedly at Lanoree then. “It is
         a place of dark, dangerous energies.”
      

      
      Lanoree glances over the handrail and looks down into the Chasm. She feels woozy,
         and it’s Dam-Powl’s hand that steadies her.
      

      
      “Breathe long and deep,” the Master whispers. “The Force is very strong in you, and
         so the Chasm plays with you.”
      

      
      “That’s what you think it is?” Lanoree asks. “Playing?”

      
      Dam-Powl smiles enigmatically. “A turn of phrase.”

      
      “So what will happen?”

      
      “Happen?”

      
      “To Dal?”

      
      It’s the other Je’daii who replies. “We ensure that he’s fit and well, unharmed from
         his escapades. And then we will arrest him and escort him from Anil Kesh first thing
         in the morning.”
      

      
      “Escort him where?”

      
      The Je’daii’s face is grim. “Once beyond the temple, he can go where he wishes.”

      
      “Banishment,” Lanoree says.
      

      
      “I think we’ll actually be saving his life.”

      
      So is this how my brother’s sad story ends? Lanoree wonders. But she thinks not. Dal has a weight to him, increasing the farther
         he removes himself from the Force. In her dreams, at their worst, his end comes with
         terrible greatness.
      

      
      “I’d like to wait here for him,” she says. The Cloud Chaser has touched down now,
         visible between skeins of low cloud. “Speak to him when he arrives.”
      

      
      “I’ll wait with you.” The Je’daii bows. “Journeyer Skott Yun.”

      
      Lanoree starts to object, but she realizes it was not a request. “Lanoree Brock,”
         she says.
      

      
      “I know.” Skott Yun smiles.

      
      “Afterward, bring him down to me,” Dam-Powl says. “I’ll go to make sure the medical
         bay is ready to receive those others still sickening.”
      

      
      Yun bows his head as the Master turns and leaves.

      
      Lanoree watches her go, surprised at Dam-Powl’s confidence in Dal’s well-being.

      
      “I’ll fetch your jacket for you,” Yun says. “It can grow cold out here.”

      
      It takes Quan-Jang and the others a surprisingly long time to reach the temple from
         the landing zone. Yun tries talking, but Lanoree is too distracted and troubled to
         enter into any meaningful conversation. Most of the time she stands with her eyes
         closed, her thoughts her own.
      

      
      It is Yun who finally announces their arrival. They arrive at the temple on foot,
         Master Quan-Jang in the lead. There are ten people behind him, three being carried
         on stretchers. Even though she sees Dal with them, he seems to walk alone.
      

      
      “I’ll go to meet them,” Yun says. “Wait here and I’ll bring your brother.”

      
      Lanoree waits, and watches. They climb the leg onto the temple, and Yun meets them
         at the far end of the viewing platform.
      

      
      Dal seems even more apart from them all than she first thought. There is no expression
         on his face, and he doesn’t seem to acknowledge where he is at all. He’s more hurt than Master Dam-Powl let on, Lanoree thinks. But she still wants him close so that she can assess his condition
         for herself. And she realizes that though it has only been four days, she has missed
         her brother.
      

      
      Quan-Jang and the others move off into the temple, and Yun touches Dal’s shoulder.
         Then the two of them walk toward Lanoree, across the viewing platform that is buffeted
         by winds from below and heavy, warm raindrops from above.
      

      
      “Dal,” she says as they reach her, but his expression gives her pause. So serious.
         So adult. There’s something expanded about him, as if since she saw him last he has
         grown to fit the world he will live in. He seems assured, too, and confident, even
         though his skin appears burned, his eyes puffy and red.
      

      
      “I came to say good-bye, Lanoree,” he says. The words are strange and unexpected.
         He turns to leave, and Skott Yun stands before him.
      

      
      “You’re to be arrested and—” the Journeyer begins.

      
      “There are such depths,” Dal says. He is speaking directly to Lanoree. She wonders
         whether these are the last words they will ever share.
      

      
      “What did you see?” she asks.

      
      “Things you never can.” His eyes are so bright they seem to glow. “Such promises and
         opportunities down in the Abyss! Such depths, of history and potential. And now I
         must go elsewhere, to find something more. And so—”
      

      
      “Dalien Brock,” Yun says, “you’re to accompany me to—”

      
      Dal strikes out. Lanoree sees it coming and is surprised that Yun did not. But though
         the Journeyer may be comfortable at Anil Kesh, he has yet to visit Stav Kesh to learn
         the martial arts. Dal’s fist connects with his chin, and as Yun leans back, Dal spins
         and kicks him in the face. Another punch as he falls, and Lanoree hears bones break
         even before Yun strikes the metal platform.
      

      
      “Dal!” Lanoree shouts, but she sees her brother’s determination. I cannot lose him now! She goes for him, reaching out, wishing to hold him and try to undo everything that
         has passed between them since leaving home. It is a naive wish, and one that suits a child more than the Je’daii
         woman Lanoree is becoming. But familial love is a powerful force in itself.
      

      
      From the corner of her eye she sees Skott Yun lift himself on one elbow and then raise
         his other hand, pointing toward Dal.
      

      
      “No!” she shouts. “Don’t try to—” She will always wonder whether her voice gave Dal
         warning, and whether in fact she wanted that.
      

      
      The moment she speaks, Dal crouches and spins on one heel, his robe billowing as he
         brings one hand out from beneath its folds. His blaster coughs. Skott Yun cries out
         and is shoved across the platform by the impact. Blood bursts from his back, and his
         clothing smokes.
      

      
      “Dal,” Lanoree breathes, feeling weak and suddenly hopeless. This is the point when
         everything goes too far.
      

      
      “Good-bye, Lanoree,” he says again. And then he is gone, dashing across the platform
         and climbing a sloping ladder fixed into the temple’s curved wall.
      

      
      She should stay to help Yun. She kneels briefly by his side and examines the wound,
         and though still breathing, she knows that he will not survive. Lanoree should stay
         to tell Master Dam-Powl what has happened.
      

      
      But instead she chases her brother. Up onto the temple’s high wall, across its curved
         roof where deep ditches channel water and moss makes the surface treacherous, following
         his distant shadow through the increasing downpour until he scurries down one of the
         massive legs toward solid ground.
      

      
      Her first Great Journey ends, and her pursuit of her brother begins.

      
      “Your brother did this?” Tre gasped.

      
      “So he said.”

      
      “But how?”
      

      
      “A word in the right ear. A rumor, a threat, a challenge. A murder.”

      
      “It’s … monstrous. It’s terrifying.”
      

      
      Lanoree could not argue.

      
      The air was filled with violence. Smoke, screams, the pounding and roaring of weapons,
         and the groaning and grinding of the giant dome under stress. They had emerged onto
         a balcony just above the base of the central tower. To the west was the previously damaged area of the dome, with its
         massive buttresses and chaotic-looking repairs sealing it from the toxic air outside.
         And to the south, an attack was under way.
      

      
      Several large parts of Greenwood Station’s dome had been destroyed, the ragged holes
         still smoking and dropping burning, molten detritus to the buildings and streets far
         below. The dome’s atmosphere screamed as it was vented to the outside, as if in distress
         at mixing with the toxic clouds beyond. At the nearest of these wounds in the protective
         skin, Lanoree could see several large, bulky shapes—battle droids—hunkered low by
         the hole and firing laser cannons into the city. The barrage seemed to be indiscriminate,
         and many fires were already taking hold. The battle droids edged forward and the first
         of them dropped, retros beneath its many arms firing to ease its descent.
      

      
      A missile streaked from the tower above them and struck the droid. It bloomed fire,
         fell out of sight into a manufacturing district, and exploded. More missiles curved
         away from the tower, sweeping in graceful arcs and impacting the dome around the shattered
         area above. Some droids erupted in fiery death, others tumbled across the outside
         of the dome. More dark shapes replaced them and the barrage began again.
      

      
      At another smashed section an attack ship hovered. A plasma cannon started pulsing
         into the ground close to the column’s base. Each impact was huge and shook the city,
         the ground, the air itself. Explosions of fire and smoke mushroomed up, and Lanoree
         could not help wondering how many people were dying with each impact. Beneath the central column, she thought, just where Dal would have told them Pan Deep lay. More rockets were fired from the tower, but as they approached the dome’s underside
         they evaporated into clouds of blazing white vapor. The attack ship had defenses.
         Lanoree could hardly imagine the destruction involved if it succeeded in getting inside.
      

      
      “We’ve got to go!” Tre shouted above the noise, grabbing her arm. The balcony vibrated
         with each impact, and if the attack ship shifted its targeting by just a few degrees …
      

      
      “Come on,” Lanoree said. She grasped Tre’s hand as he pulled away, squeezed to calm
         him. “Trust me!” Then she hauled him to the edge of the balcony and tipped over.
      

      
      Any normal person would have been killed instantly by the fall. But Lanoree eased them down with the Force, slowing their descent and landing them with
         barely a jolt on the street below. People ran around them in confusion and terror.
         No one even seemed to notice them.
      

      
      “Don’t ever do that again!” Tre shouted, almost hysterical.
      

      
      “Next time I won’t hold your hand.” Lanoree ran, and Tre went with her.

      
      Far to the south, hidden by smoke and the haze of many weapons, a ground battle seemed
         to be taking place. She could not make out the details, but she could just see the
         sparking impacts of artillery fire speckling the outside of the dome’s shell several
         kilometers in the distance, and the constant thump, thump of returning fire sang through
         the air. Hundreds of bright lights dropped from punctures in the dome. Battle droids,
         or perhaps even ground assault troops.
      

      
      A much heavier impact sounded, like Nox itself shrugging. Lanoree felt a deep vibration
         that set buildings swaying. Glass smashed, wreckage showered down all around as weaker
         buildings started to break down. The air inside the dome seemed to momentarily blur,
         and outside the city’s huge skin the skies lit up.
      

      
      “Incoming plasma bombs,” Lanoree said. “They’re being diverted for now. But they’ll
         get through soon enough.”
      

      
      “So how can you help?”

      
      “Help?”

      
      “You’re a Je’daii, aren’t you?”

      
      “We’re not magicians, Tre. You know that as well as anyone.”

      
      “But this is—”

      
      “We get out,” Lanoree said, “as fast as we can. Dal thinks we died down there, and
         all this is just to make sure. Whatever escape route he had is hidden to us, and he’ll
         be away and gone by now. But this, what he’s caused or initiated, is all for nothing.
         Because we’re going to survive, and we know he’s still alive.”
      

      
      “Look!” Tre pointed. In the distance to the north a section of dome had slid open,
         and several ships rose from across the city and headed for the outside. Lanoree could
         tell from the way they moved that they were battleships, not civilian transports.
         This was not yet an evacuation.
      

      
      As the first ship passed through the dome opening it exploded, blossoming into a ball of fire and erupting ammunition that rained down in a beautiful,
         awful shower across that part of the city. The other warships powered through the
         destruction, another of them exploding outside and then impacting the dome half a
         kilometer away. The others rose clear, and though they were little more than blurred
         shapes beyond the dome, Lanoree saw them swing around and streak to the south.
      

      
      “Come on,” she said. “I don’t think we have long.”

      
      “Until what?”

      
      “Until we’re a part of Greenwood Station’s tragedy.”

      
      Lanoree led the way. She headed for the portion of dome already bombed years ago by
         the Je’daii. What she had learned of Pan Deep—that the Je’daii had spared it because
         they commissioned high-end military tech themselves—did not sit well with her. But
         it was not relevant to her mission to consider that right now. And she more than anyone
         knew that the Je’daii often harbored secrets.
      

      
      She spoke into her comlink. “Ironholgs, prep the ship for takeoff. There’s trouble—we’ll
         be coming in fast. Initiate ship’s defenses. Shoot anything that comes close that
         isn’t us. Got that?”
      

      
      Her ship’s droid crackled and spat in reply.

      
      “And start the tracker scanner, frequency two-four-zero. You should find the signal
         soon enough, probably just off planet. Lock on and track it.”
      

      
      “What signal?” Tre asked.

      
      “I put a tracker on Dal’s clothing,” she said. “I just hope he hasn’t found it.”

      
      “Or changed his outfit.” Tre was trying to joke, but Lanoree could not smile. Such
         a small thing as a change of clothing might doom everything she had ever known. She
         was already living in history in the making, the tragedy of Greenwood Station that
         would become known across the system. If she failed to catch Dal, and his attempt
         to initiate the Gree tech went wrong, then everything would be history. And there would be no one left to know it.
      

      
      There’s still time! she thought. Because she knew the device was not yet ready. The scientist had mentioned
         that it needing charging. She’d sensed no energy source there, nothing that might
         indicate that its dark matter drive had been primed or loaded. She would have known. Her teachings with
         Dam-Powl had given her an insight into such shadowy matters.
      

      
      An arcane device that only needed charging before it was ready … a tracking chip that
         might or might not remain on Dal—everything was suddenly so nebulous and unreliable.
      

      
      A war played out around them as they fled. People ran back and forth in panic—parents
         herding children, adults running in shouting groups—but Lanoree could see some organization
         starting to become apparent. Though they wore no sign or uniform, one group of men
         and women seemed to be part of some sort of Greenwood Station security force. They
         were breaking down the fencing around a compound housing several militarized Cloud
         Chasers, airships supporting heavy gun platforms and with grav units fitted to landing
         gear to aid flight. As Lanoree and Tre passed, the first of the airships started to
         hum with power.
      

      
      Other people bearing weapons rushed across the street ahead of them, heading south
         toward where the bulk of the fighting seemed to be taking place.
      

      
      “They’d do better to flee,” Lanoree said.

      
      “They’re defending what they have!” Tre said.

      
      “This is a full-on assault, ultimate destruction. Not an invasion.”

      
      They paused beneath the cover of an old factory’s slumping wall. Perhaps one day this
         place would have been repaired, but it looked like it hadn’t been used for some time,
         and the building’s metal framework was corroding beneath the toxic atmosphere.
      

      
      “Look. Invasion.” Tre pointed south at another cloud of lights drifting down from
         the many damaged areas of dome. Gunfire was being exchanged, and it took several seconds
         for the crackling sound to become audible.
      

      
      “Droids,” Lanoree said. “They’re not sending troops in because—”

      
      A massive explosion rocked them from their feet. The ground pounded at her as she
         fell, and the air itself seemed to vibrate in her lungs, through her chest. Lanoree
         rolled against the building and looked back and up, astounded and sickened by what
         she saw.
      

      
      A plasma bomb had found its way through the city’s defenses and impacted close to
         the dome’s highest point, more than a kilometer above the ground. The explosion had ripped the dome open, the shattering destruction
         running down through the central column and bursting from it in blooming flowers of
         flame and blazing metal. The wide tower was crumbling from the top down, and around
         it the dome’s mammoth support structures were cracking and dipping, great spreads
         of dome rupturing and falling away. The explosion continued to expand, probing inward
         and touching the ground at last. A firestorm swept across the air, incinerating everything
         in its path. The destruction was so huge, and so far away, that it seemed to happen
         in slow motion.
      

      
      “Lanoree,” Tre said. He grabbed her arm. “Lanoree!”

      
      “Yes,” she said. Tre helped her up and they moved on.

      
      They reached the building through which they’d entered the dome not so long ago. As
         they went inside, they left behind a very different Greenwood Station.
      

      
      They worked their way back through the ruined and hastily repaired area of the city,
         retrieving their masks from where Lanoree had hidden them. But the masks had leaked
         away the last of their oxygen, so Lanoree cast them both aside.
      

      
      “We’ve got a kilometer to go across that landscape,” she said. “Follow me. Step where
         I step. Run as fast as you can. And try not to take deep breaths.”
      

      
      “We’ll die out there,” Tre said.

      
      “No. And once we’re on the Peacemaker, I have medicine that will clean your skin and
         lungs.”
      

      
      “I don’t have skin and lungs exactly like yours, human,” Tre said, smiling nervously.

      
      Lanoree grabbed his shoulder, squeezed. “Close enough. Come on.”

      
      She Force-shoved the exterior air lock door open and ran out onto the toxic, poisonous
         surface of Nox.
      

      
      Behind them, the battle raged and the destruction continued. Out of the dome they
         could see more, though the air was constantly hazed with stinking clouds of gas. Attack
         ships stood some distance off, firing at the dome. Way beyond the dome a huge glow
         filled the sky, and Lanoree guessed that the spaceport adjacent to the dome in the
         east had been bombed. Those few defensive ships that took off from inside and made it out without being destroyed streaked south toward the attackers, and most
         were blasted from the air before even entering combat. One or two made it through,
         spiraling up and around as their laser cannons opened up. Explosions bloomed. Burning
         wrecks arced down to the planet’s surface. It was only the skill of their pilots that
         kept them aloft, but the attacking force appeared to be far superior.
      

      
      Lanoree already felt the acidic burn on her skin and tasted it at the back of her
         throat, and the destruction and deaths behind her weighed heavy. Her spine tingled.
         The back of her neck smarted as if the accusing dead stared.
      

      
      “Ironholgs!”

      
      The droid responded immediately. The ship was ready for take-off, the tracker was
         acquired and locked on. But Dal’s ship was already breaking away from orbit, and soon
         he would be beyond the range of their instruments.
      

      
      They reached the Peacemaker and boarded, and Lanoree did not feel as pleased, as safe,
         as she should have.
      

      
      “Okay?” Lanoree asked.

      
      “Perfect.” Tre nodded, though he looked ready to vomit. His lekku hung pale and sickly,
         and his eyes and nose were running.
      

      
      “Strap in,” Lanoree said. “They’ll probably see us lifting off and—”

      
      Greenwood Station took three more direct impacts from plasma bombs. The blasts shook
         the Peacemaker, and Lanoree quickly fired the engines and took her ship aloft, afraid
         that the explosions might cause tremors or eruptions around the city. She flicked
         on all sensors, checked systems, initiated weapon systems, and only then took time
         to look toward the dome.
      

      
      The ruptured dome was falling in great burning, melting sheets. The city inside had
         become a pit of molten chaos, and billowing pillars of smoke and flame rose high above
         it. The sparkling, expanding clouds from the plasma impacts bloomed outward; and when
         they met the rank atmosphere, they formed sickly rainbows that in other circumstances
         might even have looked beautiful.
      

      
      Lanoree punched it. And even flying up and away from the dying city, the stark flashes
         of its demise lit up the interior of the Peacemaker’s cockpit.
      

      
      “All those people,” Tre said, and Lanoree had never heard him sound so wretched. “We
         went there, and this is the result.”
      

      
      “It wasn’t us,” Lanoree said. “It was Dal.”

      
      “But if we hadn’t chased him here—”

      
      “If he’s not stopped, this could happen everywhere!” she said. “It shows how determined
         he is. And how mad.” She lowered her voice, almost talking to herself now. “There’ll
         be no reasoning with him.”
      

      
      A chime on the control panel, and Lanoree groaned.

      
      “What?” Tre asked.

      
      “Company.” On the scanner three sparks were following them, closing rapidly. Lanoree
         banked the ship steeply and accelerated, the hull shaking around them, groaning with
         the huge stresses she was placing it under. But she knew her ship as well as she knew
         herself—its breaking points, its capabilities.
      

      
      Still the shapes closed on them.

      
      “Fighters from Knool Tandor,” Lanoree said.

      
      “And now they have a Je’daii ship to add to their score sheet,” Tre said.

      
      “I’ll draw them out of the atmosphere—the Peacemaker’s better in space.”

      
      “I can shoot.”

      
      “You told me you’d never been in space!”
      

      
      “Well, maybe once or twice. But I’ve fired land-based laser cannons a hundred times.
         I have a good eye.”
      

      
      “Top turret. Go.”

      
      Tre unclipped and scampered back into the living area, and Lanoree charged up the
         laser cannons.
      

      
      “And put on the comlink so we can talk!” she shouted back at him. Strange. Right then,
         she was almost glad she had Tre here.
      

      
      She saw the terrible irony in the situation. Dal had made Knool Tandor believe that
         Greenwood Station was in league with the Je’daii. Not only that, but some of that
         city’s highest-standing residents might already have been assassinated by a Je’daii
         sword. And now here they were, in the midst of their attack on Greenwood Station … and
         a Je’daii was attempting to flee the planet, the Peacemaker ship giving her away.
         She had come here incognito but might be leaving the seeds of a wider war behind.
      

      
      Right now, escape was her priority, and stopping Dal. Everything else could be smoothed
         over afterward.
      

      
      A few moments later she heard the static and scratch of Tre turning on the comm headset
         in the top laser turret.
      

      
      “Okay,” he said. “Okay. We’re fired up, I think I have this. Foot pedals to turn the
         turret, tracking screen, combat display, touch trigger.”
      

      
      “You damage my gun and I’ll gut you!” Lanoree said.

      
      “Yeah, yeah, Je’daii, you and which army?”

      
      Lanoree laughed softly, always keeping her eyes on the closing targets. They had fanned
         out behind the Peacemaker and were approaching in a wide pincer. Soon the shooting
         would begin.
      

      
      “Front cannons will be in my control,” Lanoree said. “But I’ll be busy flying this
         thing as well. You’ve got the best field of fire behind us, and you’ll have visual.”
      

      
      “I’ve got visual.”
      

      
      “You see—?” Lanoree was cut off by the dull thuds of the upper turret’s laser cannons
         firing. Eyes on the screen, she twitched the ship to the left and hit the boosters.
         Then she switched on the Peacemaker’s deflector shields and kept one hand hovering
         over their control lever. She’d have to angle the shields in accordance with which
         direction the next attack was coming.
      

      
      “Missed!” Tre shouted into her ears. She heard the gentle hum of the turret’s motors
         working as Tre turned, and then the first ship streaked ahead of them.
      

      
      They were still in the upper reaches of the atmosphere. Lanoree swung left, but heat
         flare glared across the windows, and she had to rely on scanners to keep tabs on the
         attacking Knool Tandor ships. They were fast and very maneuverable.
      

      
      “Tre?”

      
      “Can’t see much—think I winged it.”

      
      Lanoree flicked a switch so that the targeting computer display sprang up before her.
         Even before locking on she let off a burst of fire, strafing across where the lead
         ship might fly. It twitched left and climbed.
      

      
      She thrust forward with all the power the ship had, and the attackers fell back a little. But she knew hers would be a momentary lead; their ships would
         be at least as fast as the Peacemaker.
      

      
      “Right,” Tre muttered, and his cannon let off several sustained bursts. “Yes! One
         down, one down!”
      

      
      “Good shooting,” Lanoree said, but she was distracted. “Shift deflector shield to
         the rear, angle the ship out of the atmosphere, keep an eye on trajectories and the
         bright sparks of the two remaining ships.” Still talking to herself even though Tre
         was there. For a moment she wondered what she’d have done if he weren’t with her … but then everything would have been very different. It was through his
         contacts on Nox that she’d been able to find Dal.
      

      
      The ship reached the highest extremes of Nox’s polluted air, the stars speckling into
         view, and it was almost as if she felt it come alive in her hands. The Peacemaker
         was fine in atmospheres, but it was in the vacuum of space where it truly came into
         its own.
      

      
      “We’re away from Nox.”

      
      “Good, I can see again,” Tre said.

      
      “Grav units phasing in,” Lanoree warned.

      
      “Oh, great, there goes my stomach.”

      
      She grinned. “They’re following.”

      
      “Didn’t think they’d give up. You’d be a good prize.”

      
      “And you?”

      
      “Oh, I don’t think they’d worry about—”

      
      The Peacemaker shook as a volley of shots smacked across its left flank.

      
      “Where’d that come from?” Tre shouted.

      
      “Two more from out of the sun.”

      
      “Yeah, but …” His laser fired again, and he was muttering all the time, words Lanoree
         could not quite make out. On the scanner she saw another ship flare briefly into a
         hail of smaller parts, then expand into a cloud, then fade away.
      

      
      “Still three out there,” she said. Another ship powered toward them … then disappeared.
         “I’ve lost it.”
      

      
      “Me, too.”

      
      “You can’t see it?” she asked.

      
      “No. Gone. Can’t you Force-see it, or something?”

      
      Lanoree ignored the quip and swung the ship sharply left and up, aiming for where
         she thought the ship might have gone. Climbing directly away from the Peacemaker and
         above them, it might for a moment have disappeared from her scanners, shielded by
         its exhaust and angle of climb. It was a good trick, but one Lanoree knew. She’d used
         it once or twice herself.
      

      
      She saw the glimmer of starlight on metal before her scanner even picked it up. She
         closed her eyes and breathed deeply, comfortable in the Force. Then she looked again,
         past the grid lines of the targeting computer, past the pulsing lights and scrolling
         figures of laser preparedness, target distance, altitude and attitude. And when the
         time came, she touched the fire pad once.
      

      
      A single shot streaked ahead of them, and eight kilometers away the ship flowered
         into a blazing bloom.
      

      
      “Whoa,” Tre said. “Good shot.”

      
      “Those last two are coming in fast,” Lanoree said. “One port, one starboard.”

      
      “I’ll take starboard.”

      
      The laser cannons thudded. Lanoree took the ship through a roll and then powered directly
         up and away from Nox. Gravity grasped the vessel as if sad to let go. The whole ship
         shook. She took manual control of the underside turret and swept it to port, watching
         the targeting grid on the left of her screen as the central four quadrants turned
         red. She fired several bursts, but already knew that she’d missed.
      

      
      Tre shouted, “Look out, they’re—” and then the whole ship shook as a plasma torpedo
         exploded half a kilometer away, ignited by the ship’s shielding system. Lanoree let
         the blast tip the ship to starboard, knowing that fighting the effect would waste
         time and effort. Then she took control once again.
      

      
      “Everything at that port ship,” she said, opening fire. Tre’s cannon thumped, and
         she saw the streaking trails of laser blasts converging in the distance.
      

      
      On the scanner, the blooming star of destruction.

      
      “Yes! One more down!” Tre said.

      
      “The other’s making a run for it,” Lanoree said.

      
      “Let’s go! I’ll put a shot into its afterburner.”

      
      Lanoree considered for a moment, then turned away from the fleeing ship. It was already thirteen kilometers away, the distance between them growing fast.
         “No time,” she said. “And no point.”
      

      
      Tre was silent for a while, then she heard his sigh. Relief, perhaps. And gratitude
         that they were still alive.
      

      
      “Stay up there awhile,” Lanoree said. “They might have gotten a message off, could
         be we have more company.”
      

      
      “Yeah,” Tre said.

      
      Lanoree muted the comm. In truth, there would be no more company, because she’d blocked
         the fighters’ communications as soon as she’d seen them. But she wanted to take a
         moment on her own, compose herself, submit herself to the Force and every soothing,
         empowering aspect it meant to her.
      

      
      She breathed deeply and took a final look back down at Nox.

      
      Even from this far out, the dying city of Greenwood Station was the largest, most
         obvious feature on the planet they were leaving behind.
      

      
   
      
      

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
RAN DAN’S FOLLY
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      Je’daii must know their limits. There are places we should not go, things we should
            not do, powers we should not seek. The Force has an incredible strength, but a Je’daii’s
            true strength is in knowing when to use it, and when not.
      

      
      —Master Shall Mar, “A Life in Balance,” 7,541 TYA

      
      She chases him across Talss, alone, without weapons or supplies or equipment, following
         his trail where she can find it, doing her best to sense his presence and direction
         when she cannot, and it is three days before she has an inkling of where he is heading.
      

      
      Lanoree knows she should not have simply run. She should have waited for Dam-Powl,
         and now fears what the Je’daii Master will think of her. But she is confident that
         she will not be a suspect in Skott Yun’s murder. And if she is, the time will come
         to put things right.
      

      
      Lanoree is doing what she can to avoid losing her brother forever. Everything feels
         unreal, nightmarish. Dalien is a murderer! She has been made to grow up, and her world has changed forever.
      

      
      Talss is a wild, sparsely populated land, and the farther south she goes, the more alien the landscape becomes. It is sometimes called the Dark Continent,
         and she is beginning to understand why. She descends from the hills onto a wide, endless
         plain, almost devoid of any plant growth over waist height. She wonders why for a
         while, and then half a day across the plain the first of the winds strikes. An initial
         gust steals Lanoree’s breath and knocks her sideways, and she curls into a ball against
         a low rock as the most powerful wind she had ever known rips across the landscape.
         The tall, thin grasses that she has come to hate—her lower legs and hands are crisscrossed
         with cuts from the grasses’ sharp tips and sheer edges—whip around her, lying almost
         flat across her body and yet weathering the storm. She feels the dribble of blood
         from fresh grass-cut wounds, and now lying down her face is lacerated as well. She
         struggles to breathe.
      

      
      All the time she is trying to make herself as small as possible, and find as much
         shelter as she can behind the rock, she fears that Dal will continue walking through
         the storm.
      

      
      She pushes for him, taking comfort in flowing with the Force. He is somewhere ahead,
         his mind a riot of confusion. It has been the same since leaving Anil Kesh, and Lanoree
         is not certain whether it is intentional. He knows her so well, knows how she will
         try to reach him. Perhaps this is his best defense.
      

      
      Just before dusk the winds start to ease, and she stands and hurries on. She is thirsty,
         hungry, and cold. Frost sheens countless blades of grass, hardening them, forming
         a landscape of glimmering jewels for as far as she can see in every direction. It
         is beautiful and is like wading through a sea of blades.
      

      
      Dal, stop, for me, she thinks, pushing the thought as hard as she can ahead of her. There is no telling
         whether he hears.
      

      
      She has come to believe that the Old City might be his destination. That’s where the true Tythans lived, he used to say. So little was known of the city and its former inhabitants that
         she could not argue, and he had built a romanticized view of those tumbled ruins,
         pyramids, and the unplumbed depths of its caverns and canals. Some say the Gree built
         the Old City and lived there for tens of millennia. Others postulate that the Gree
         merely borrowed the place for a while and that its true builders were lost forever
         to the mists of deep history. It is a mystery. And mysteries of the past are what
         Dal seeks.
      

      
      The Old City lies in the southern regions of Talss, a wild, remote place called the
         Red Desert, frequented only by explorers and those desiring to leave civilization
         behind. It’s said that blood spites stalk the nights and haunt the underground. It
         is rumored that they are half plant, half animal, untouchable by Je’daii talents,
         and that they feed on warm blood. She feels a frisson of fear when she thinks of it.
      

      
      Once there, what will Dal do? She cannot know. Perhaps he doesn’t know either, and
         in that doubt might be her one chance to win him back.
      

      
      But he’s a murderer.
      

      
      She tries to ignore the thought. She will confront that fully when she finds him,
         and decide what to do then.
      

      
      Confused, conflicted, Lanoree finally leaves the plains of slashing grass and chases
         her brother into the first rolling dunes of the Red Desert.
      

      
      At dawn the next day, Lanoree shivers awake from a dream.

      
      She is down in the darkness beneath the Red Desert. The weight of the Old City hangs
            around her, crushing her from all directions with its enigmatic history and a million
            untold tales. She is in a network of elaborate caverns, all of them illuminated by
            flickering firelight burning somewhere out of sight. The walls and ceilings are beautifully
            inlaid with pictograms of the timeless Gree, and though she is certain they tell of
            long-forgotten histories, she cannot perceive the true stories. It’s as if even with
            the truth laid out before her, she can never understand what happened here.
      

      
      And then the blood spites appear: soundless, deadly, batlike things the size of her
            head with clasping tendrils and dripping teeth. She has no hope of fighting them off.
            They circle her in the confined spaces, darting in and biting chunks from her face,
            her neck, her waving arms. She feels no pain, but her blood flows. She cries out for
            help.
      

      
      Her brother watches from the shadows.
      

      
      Lanoree sits up and stares at the wide, star-speckled sky. The dream is already fading,
         as most dreams do, and she recognizes the blood spites from the few times she has
         read about them and how she imagines them to be. She has never seen any holos or pictures. In her dream they are
         monsters, but the real beast merely watched.
      

      
      It’s a chilling sensation. As she rekindles her fire and looks for food and water,
         using survival skills taught to her by her parents from a young age, the idea of Dal
         as a monster does not fade. Her dream spills into waking hours. Or perhaps in dreams, she could merely
         see the truth.
      

      
      She has only slept for a short time, and she hurries to pick up Dal’s trail again.
         Trying to recall maps and legends of the Red Desert, she calculates that the Old City
         might be eighty kilometers farther to the south. And though she has lost Dal’s physical
         trail, she is now certain that the ruin is his destination.
      

      
      Lanoree has always been fit, and she starts to run out across the larger dunes and
         into the Red Desert. She runs for ten hours, pausing now and then in areas of ragged
         plant growth to dig for water. She overturns rocks and eats bugs and ants, and at
         one stage she scares some desert wraths from a recent kill. The meat is rich and tough,
         and she eats it raw.
      

      
      The Red Desert is beautiful and daunting, barren and silent. It is a place that would
         inspire poets and madmen, and she does her best to remain inwardly focused as well
         as outwardly alert. It would be easy to lose oneself out here. Her sense of who she
         is remains firm, and there is a familiarity that gives her great comfort—the Force,
         strong in every sun-bleached rock and grain of sand.
      

      
      Just before dusk, she sees the first ruin. It is a tumbled wall at the base of a gentle
         slope, little more than a pile of blocks half-buried by shifting desert sands. But
         it is obviously not a natural formation. And the cold chill the sighting provokes
         convinces her that she is almost there.
      

      
      Lanoree climbs the slope, and toward its summit she sees footprints. Pausing, she
         looks around, but Dal is nowhere in sight. She places her hand, fingers splayed, across
         one boot print in the sand and closes her eyes. But the sands here are hot and ever
         moving and imbued with a timeless history the breadth of which startles her upright.
      

      
      “Dal, we shouldn’t be here.” It is the first time she has spoken aloud since leaving
         Anil Kesh three days before. Nothing answers.
      

      
      Reaching the top of the hill she emerges into the last of the day’s sunlight once
         again. A kilometer to the west, the sun sinking into its ruin as if that place has
         always been its home, lie the sprawling remains of the Old City.
      

      
      Wishing desperately that everything could be different, Lanoree walks toward it.

      
      As she enters the shadow of the Old City’s largest pyramid, the first blood spite
         attacks.
      

      
      In the Peacemaker, pursuing Dal and his Stargazers past Malterra’s orbit and toward
         Sunspot, Tre Sana was quieter than Lanoree had ever known him. But she did not question
         his silence. They had seen terrible things, witnessed a tragedy of shattering proportions.
         And though she knew of his past as a bad man, Tre’s shock could not be feigned.
      

      
      The tracker seemed to be working well, and Lanoree had plotted the projected course
         of Dal’s ship three times. Each time the destination came out the same—Sunspot. And
         she thought she knew why. The incredible device had been built for the Stargazers
         by the scientists of Pan Deep, but to charge it with its driving force Dal had to
         visit Sunspot. The mines there were deep and incredibly dangerous, but the rewards
         for working there were great. Exotic elements that could be used for fuel or weapons.
         Crystals that sang with Force power. And perhaps, exposed to the correct technology,
         a touch of dark matter.
      

      
      Dal’s ship had an eight-million-kilometer head start. Lanoree had tried plotting a
         more direct course to Sunspot, but following Dal would be the fastest route. She had
         pushed her Peacemaker to its greatest speeds, aware that the modifications she had
         commissioned made it one of the fastest ships in the system. Yet Dal remained out
         of reach, matching her speed, forging the fastest route to meet Sunspot on its quick
         orbit of their star, Tythos.
      

      
      Settled into their route, Lanoree initiated a contact with Master Dam-Powl. It took
         a while for the signal to be acknowledged, and a while longer for the chime of an
         incoming connection.
      

      
      “Lanoree,” Dam-Powl said, and even before the flatscreen snowed in to show her face,
         Lanoree knew that the Master knew.
      

      
      “I can’t believe he did it,” Lanoree said, “just to cover his tracks. To make others
         think he was dead.”
      

      
      “Perhaps there’s more to it than that,” the Je’daii Master said. She looked tired
         and drawn, and Lanoree could only imagine the conversations she had been having with
         the Je’daii Council. The diplomatic fallout with Nox, the efforts to calm a volatile
         situation … but that was beyond Lanoree. She had to stay focused.
      

      
      “What more?” she asked.

      
      “He must have shared rare knowledge with Pan Deep for them to make his device. To
         ensure his uniqueness, he’d have to kill them all.”
      

      
      “But the whole of Greenwood Station?” Lanoree said. “It’s monstrous.”

      
      “Not everyone died,” Dam-Powl said. “Some transports got away before the final strike.”

      
      “How many were lost?” Lanoree asked quietly.

      
      “So many that the numbers mean little.” The Master sighed heavily, then she seemed
         to gather herself. “So. What progress have you made?”
      

      
      “Dal and the Stargazers are traveling to Sunspot, I believe to arm the device. I have
         a trace on him and I’m following, but I’m hours behind.”
      

      
      “You can’t get in range to destroy his ship?”

      
      And kill my brother? Lanoree thought, but she could not share that thought. “No, Master. Whoever is funding
         his madness bought him quite a special ship. I can’t read its signature, but it wouldn’t
         surprise me to discover it’s Je’daii.”
      

      
      “Stolen?”

      
      “I can tell you more soon.”

      
      “Sunspot and Malterra approach each other in their orbits,” Dam-Powl said, frowning.
         “You know what happens once those planets draw close. Magnetic interference, space
         storms. Any space travel in their region will be impossible.”
      

      
      “Then he’s timed this to the heartbeat,” Lanoree said. “He’s planned everything in great detail. I’ll have to catch him on Sunspot.”
      

      
      “Do anything you have to, Lanoree.”

      
      “Of course.”

      
      “Anything.” The Master’s gaze softened.
      

      
      Lanoree did not reply for a moment, and the silence between them was loaded. Then
         she thought of that madness of Dal’s that she had barely touched down in Pan Deep,
         and how all-consuming it had felt.
      

      
      “Be strong, Lanoree. I know you are. But the responsibility is heavy, the price of
         failure might be unimaginable. So be strong. Experiences like this, such tragedies, can be what makes a good Je’daii great. May
         the Force go with you.”
      

      
      Lanoree nodded and broke the communication. She remained sitting in the cockpit for
         some time, thinking things through, saddened and afraid. And she surprised herself
         by finding comfort in Tre’s presence.
      

      
      Her Twi’lek companion came to sit in the seat beside her. The last time they’d traveled
         like this there had been a lightness to him, a protective bluster. No more. The silence
         was heavy, yet neither of them broke it. Lanoree checked the ship’s systems and kept
         an eye on the scanner, always aware of him sitting silently alongside.
      

      
      It was a long while after her communication with Dam-Powl that Tre spoke at last.

      
      “I feel sick.”

      
      “As do I,” she said. “Whatever Dal has become I can’t believe he would—”

      
      “No, I mean …” Tre trailed off and then vomited copiously between his feet. Ironholgs
         crackled in alarm, and Lanoree climbed from her seat and surveyed the mess. The ship’s
         support systems sprang into overdrive, but the air filters could not work fast enough
         to swallow the stink.
      

      
      “Oh,” Lanoree said.

      
      Tre was panting and wiping his mouth, sweating, shivering. “S-sorry.”

      
      “Nox,” she said. “We breathed too much of its atmosphere.”

      
      “You?”

      
      “I feel fine.” Do I? she thought. She assessed herself and found nothing of concern, save her mixed emotions
         about Dal. But there were still two days’ traveling until they reached Sunspot. If
         Tre sickened, there was nothing she could do but practice the medical skills she had
         learned at Mahara Kesh. And if he died, there was the air lock.
      

      
      But she could not fall ill. She only hoped that Tre’s sickness was a result of Nox’s poisonous
         atmosphere, not something more insidious he might have caught. If at any point he
         appeared contagious, she might have to take action.
      

      
      She looked away from Tre for a moment at the cockpit screens. The signal from Dal’s
         ship was still on the tracker, still eight million kilometers ahead of them. She could
         not take any risks.
      

      
      But she knew she could never throw Tre from the air lock alive.

      
      “Use my cot to rest,” she said. “I’ll clean it up. Drink plenty of water.”

      
      Tre did not argue. He pushed past her, lay on her cot, and slept almost instantly.

      
      Lanoree looked down at the vomit spread across the cockpit floor. “I wish you had
         arms,” she said to Ironholgs. The droid grated something that sounded like a chuckle.
      

      
      Over the next two days Tre did not grow any worse, but neither did he improve. He
         ate small amounts of food, but more often than not brought it back up. He drank plenty
         of water. Shivering and sweating in Lanoree’s cot, his sleep was troubled, and his
         dream mumblings were incoherent and disturbing.
      

      
      Lanoree spent most of the time in her cockpit seat, keeping track of Dal’s ship and
         catching brief, uncomfortable naps. Her dreams were vague and unpleasant. She woke
         more than once with the idea that something was flapping silently about her head,
         slashing with barbed tendrils and seeking her blood.
      

      
      And she had one dream where she watched from outside the system as Tython itself,
         and Tythos, and then every planet and moon that orbited it, was swallowed to nothing.
         Billions of lives and loves and dreams wiped out almost in the blink of an eye.
      

      
      As they approached Sunspot at last, she accessed the ship’s computers to remind herself
         about the damned place. She knew that environmentally it was even more unwelcoming
         and harsh than Nox. Her research reminded her how much so.
      

      
      Sunspot was the first planet of the system. Its orbit sometimes took it as close as
         forty-eight million kilometers from Tythos. It was considered a solid planet, yet much of its surface was in constant turmoil, volcanoes and quakes
         changing its landscape almost from day to day. Its more settled areas were mainly
         at the poles, and it was here that the scattered mining communities were located.
         It was perhaps the harshest inhabited environment in the Tythan system, yet the rewards
         for the miners were huge. Most only lasted one or two seasons before leaving the planet
         and vowing never to return. Around 10 percent of those who went to Sunspot seeking
         their fortunes died there. It was a hungry planet, and though it gave, it also took
         as much as it could.
      

      
      It was also a curiosity in the system, because it orbited counter to every other planet.
         There were those who speculated that it was a rogue planetoid, tumbled into Tythos’s
         gravity well in the distant past. This raised some startling ramifications, and three
         thousand years ago there had been a series of exploratory missions visiting the planet,
         searching for any signs of previous habitation. But none had ever been found: no trace
         of civilizations, no ruins, no evidence that any sort of life had ever flourished
         there. Sunspot was a dead planet that breathed the white-hot breath of molten rock,
         and the rest of the system regarded it merely as a resource.
      

      
      Even approaching Sunspot’s dark side, the violence of its surface was obvious. It
         radiated a steady glow from a fine network of volcano ranges and magma lakes and rivers,
         and the shadows of noxious gas clouds the size of a continent filtered the light,
         turning it an almost attractive pinkish hue.
      

      
      “Southern pole,” Lanoree said. Dal’s ship had slowed considerably and was entering
         the atmosphere, swinging around to approach Sunspot’s south pole from the planet’s
         dark side. She had already calculated a similar path, and the Peacemaker’s computer
         was taking them in.
      

      
      There was a possibility that Lanoree could even close the gap between them and shoot
         Dal down before he landed. Her customized laser cannons were powerful and accurate,
         and the Peacemaker carried four drone missiles that were effective at eight hundred
         thousand kilometers. But if she missed, he would be alerted to her presence.
      

      
      Yes, that was why she didn’t open fire. The advantage of surprise. She convinced herself
         of this as she made ready to take to the surface, and Tre watched her every move.
      

      
      “I wish I could come with you,” he said for the tenth time.
      

      
      “No, you don’t,” Lanoree said.

      
      “True. I don’t. You take me to the nicest places.”

      
      “Says the Twi’lek who took me to the Pits.”

      
      Tre watched as Lanoree prepared herself. She changed her clothing, and lacking her
         lost sword, she plucked a spare sword from a cabinet beneath her cot. It was the weapon
         she had trained with before Master Tem Madog had forged her own. She hefted it in
         her hands, swung it several times, and remembered its weight. It was a surprising
         comfort.
      

      
      “It becomes you,” Tre said.

      
      “It’ll have to do.” She sheathed the sword—the screech lizard sheath remained at her
         hip—and knelt by the cot again. She removed two blasters from the cabinet and slipped
         them into her belt. Tre watched, eyebrows raised. Lanoree only shrugged.
      

      
      A chime from the cockpit signaled that their descent had begun. She felt the familiar
         shifting in her stomach as they entered the atmosphere and the Peacemaker’s grav units
         faded out, and she watched Tre, wondering if he’d vomit again. But he held himself
         together.
      

      
      She indicated that he should strap himself in, then sat next to him on the cot.

      
      “You don’t want to land the ship yourself?” he asked.

      
      “I will. Once we’re close to the surface. But Tre”—she squeezed his shoulder—“I’m
         leaving you in my Peacemaker. My ship. This is my home, and I’m trusting you to treat
         it well.”
      

      
      “I’ll guard it,” he said.

      
      “Ironholgs can do that, and the ship has its own defenses. Just … don’t touch anything.
         Anything!”
      

      
      “Trust me,” he said, smiling. His eyes were watery and weak, his skin pale, lekku
         limp.
      

      
      “I have to,” she said.

      
      The Peacemaker rocked and kicked as it sliced down into Sunspot’s violent atmosphere.
         Lights glowed, warnings chimed from the control panels, and the screens darkened as
         heat burned across the hull.
      

      
      Lanoree climbed into her flight seat, taking control of the ship. She checked the
         scanner, uploaded a terrain map onto another screen, and accessed the ship’s computer
         to download as much information as she could find about the area.
      

      
      Dal and his Stargazers had landed at a small mining outpost called Ran Dan’s Folly.
         According to her records the mine worked a deep source of petonium and marionium,
         both elements used to power ships’ drives and that could also be weaponized. The mine
         had been in existence for almost a hundred years, and there seemed to be nothing spectacular
         about it that set it aside from any other Sunspot business concern. A tragedy thirty
         years ago in which a hundred miners lost their lives. A strike eighteen years ago
         that led to violent riots and an eventual buyout by the workforce and their families
         off planet. Shipping and trade deals with parties on at least three planets, including
         Tython. If Ran Dan’s Folly was a source of dark matter, nothing had ever been noticed,
         and no one knew.
      

      
      No one but Dal.

      
      Lanoree experienced a brief, chilling fear that her brother had found the tracking
         device she’d planted on him and placed it on another ship. She’d followed for three
         days, and all the while he had been heading for Tython. Perhaps he had a supply of
         dark matter already sourced and waiting to be implanted in the device. Maybe even
         now he was on Tython, down in the Old City, going deeper than anyone had ever been
         and readying to activate the hypergate. Any moment now …
      

      
      “If it’s even there,” she muttered. She was still unsure. In all this, the hypergate’s
         existence was the one nebulous factor. But whether it existed or not, the danger was
         just as pressing.
      

      
      “This is Dal,” she said, watching the scanner as it tracked his ship until it landed.
         The red spot became blue as it fell motionless, and Lanoree dipped the Peacemaker
         to the south so that she could approach Ran Dan’s Folly over a blazing rift in the
         planet’s surface. She needed as much cover as possible.
      

      
      She also needed a plan.

      
      But time was short. Malterra and Sunspot grew closer. Dal was still one step ahead.

      
      She would have to make this up as she went along.

      
      Lanoree crouched behind a rock, looking at the mine and the haphazard collection of
         buildings around it, and wondered how anyone could live there. The minehead itself was at the base of a slope of shale and tumbled rocks,
         encased in a rickety steel structure with two giant lifting cranes protruding through
         the roof. The surrounding buildings were low, built almost entirely from rock, and
         connected by chains, presumably for navigation between buildings during the terrible
         storms that swept the area. There were no windows. Three heavily armored land cruisers
         were parked close against the buildings’ walls, and the wrecks of several more were
         scattered around the area, slowly corroding into the sterile ground.
      

      
      Further along the low valley were three landing pads for whatever freighters and other
         craft could be used in such an atmosphere. Dal’s ship rested on one of these pads,
         and Lanoree knew now why she had not been able to run him down. His ship was a Deathblaster,
         and one that had seen action, perhaps even during the Despot War. A great swath of
         its left flank was scorched black, and areas of the hull had obviously been replaced
         and repaired judging by their color and styling differences. It was a mean-looking
         craft, sister ship to the renowned Deathstalkers, except large enough to carry a payload
         of bombs, equipment, or passengers. They were even rarer than Deathstalkers now—many
         had been destroyed during the Despot War; many more dismantled afterward by the Je’daii;
         and those that survived were usually in the hands of mercenaries, Shikaakwa warlords,
         or at remote criminal settlements out on some of Mawr’s moons. From the speeds Dal’s
         ship had attained, there was a good chance that it had been customized.
      

      
      She checked the area one more time from behind the rock pile, then ran at a crouch
         toward the Deathblaster. She kept to the shadows, knowing that Dal would have left
         some of his Stargazers preparing the ship for a rapid escape. Probing out gently,
         she sensed two minds, their thoughts untroubled. The Stargazers were excited; their
         plans were coming to fruition. She wondered what Dal would say if he knew how much
         they had lowered their guard.
      

      
      The moment begged for action, not diplomacy. And though disabling them would have
         been her preference, Lanoree could not risk even the slightest chance of these two
         coming around while she was down in the mine. Before she moved, she sought comfort
         in the Force for what she was about to do. Desperate measures for desperate times, she thought. And she remembered how so many had died in agony on Nox.
      

      
      Close to the ship’s still-hot engines, the Iktotchi woman didn’t know what had hit
         her as Lanoree’s sword parted her head from her shoulders and severed the long, distinctive
         horns. She darted up the ramp into the ship, where the second Stargazer stood comically
         motionless, head cocked at the strange sound of steel cleaving flesh he’d heard from
         outside.
      

      
      “Don’t—” he said, and Lanoree stabbed him through the heart. He was dead before he
         slumped to the deck.
      

      
      She glanced around the ship’s hold. Empty, and now deserted but for the dead. She
         ran back down the ramp and headed for the mine. The blazing air burned her lungs,
         and she knew she should have donned a protective suit and breathing apparatus. But
         she did not want her movement and senses impeded in any way, and soon she would be
         belowground.
      

      
      At the main mine building she paused and crouched down, peering inside through cracks
         in the old, dilapidated structure. There was no movement, and she sensed no one inside.
      

      
      She heard an explosion in the distance. Startled, she turned and raised her sword.
         Kilometers away, beyond a low rise to the north, the sky glowed with the huge, pulsing
         fires of an active volcano. Clouds of smoke and ash billowed kilometers high, lit
         from within by wild electrical storms. Deadly lava bombs arced through the air. The
         ground rumbled as if from fear.
      

      
      Inside the enclosure she approached the two elevators that provided access into the
         mine. Both were still, shaft doors open, but only one of the cages had descended.
         If she activated the other, she would alert anyone below.
      

      
      She looked into the dark, empty elevator shaft. It was a long way to fall.

      
      Sheathing her sword, Lanoree delved into her utility belt and brought out three short
         lengths of thin, strong rope. She tied two together and formed a harness beneath her
         arms and around her wrists. Then she clasped the end of the third length tightly in
         her left hand and, without giving herself time to consider the madness of what she
         was doing, she leaped, swinging the rope around one of the taut elevator cables, catching
         the other end, bracing her feet against the steel cable and pulling tight. She shook
         for a moment as she found her balance, and the air was filled with a gentle hum as
         the cable vibrated from the impact.
      

      
      Starting to slide down, she tested the strength of her boots dragging against the
         cable, only hoping the strong leather would not be burned through by friction in the
         descent. That would hurt.
      

      
      She sped up. Darkness whisked by. She probed outward with her Force sense and felt
         the open space around her, the shaft square and braced at regular intervals with heavy
         steel props.
      

      
      Faster than she’d expected the bottom rose toward her, and she pulled at the ropes
         and pressed her feet hard against the cable to slow down. She misjudged slightly and
         struck the elevator cage’s roof hard, driving the wind from her lungs and causing
         a clanging thud that would have been heard by anyone nearby. But there was no reaction,
         no shout of alarm. After she’d gathered her breath, Lanoree lowered herself down between
         the elevator car and the shaft’s wall.
      

      
      At first glance the mine reminded her of the tunnels beneath Greenwood Station’s central
         tower. There were occasional, flickering lights along the narrow corridor leading
         in two directions, and the walls and ceiling were roughly formed. But it was hot. Heat simmered from somewhere down below, the floor sizzled her worn boots, and a
         faint glow seemed to flood into the corridor far away to the left.
      

      
      She sensed something moving rapidly toward her along the corridor. Holding her old
         practice sword before her, Lanoree was struck by the gust of hot air and thrown to
         the ground. She rolled to one side and tried to catch her breath, but the fearsome
         wind stole it away. The scorching blast—the result of drastic temperature differentials,
         perhaps—simmered her clothing and stretched her skin. She squeezed her eyes tightly
         shut.
      

      
      Sunspot was trying to bake her alive.

      
      The hot wind growled against the walls and then faded away, and Lanoree took a deep
         breath.
      

      
      She smelled sweat.

      
      Opening her eyes, trying to stand, she sensed the heavy rock swinging for her head,
         gathered all her Force talents to deflect the injury, but she was far too late.
      

      
      A brief pain, and then darkness fell.

      
   
      
      

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
THE ALCHEMY OF FLESH
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      A Je’daii needs darkness and light, shadow and illumination, because without the two
            there can be no balance. Veer to Bogan, and Ashla feels too constraining, too pure;
            edge toward Ashla, and Bogan becomes a monstrous myth. A Je’daii without balance between
            both is no Je’daii at all. He, or she, is simply lost.
      

      
      —Master Shall Mar, “A Life in Balance,” 7,537 TYA

      
      The blood spite is a shadow with teeth. It trails long tendrils around her that, though
         thin and easy to break, constrain her. She plucks and kicks at them, and the smell
         and taste when they snap reminds her of the grassy plains at Bodhi Temple, long summer
         afternoons, evenings of music and talk with her family. The thing’s body darts in
         again and again, carried on feathery wings that make no noise at all as they beat
         at the dusky air. Lanoree sends a clumsy Force punch and the spite reels. Its tendrils
         flail and teeth clack at nothing.
      

      
      Its teeth are its hardest point. Wings, tendrils, body, all are light and airy, giving
         it the feel of a fancy or memory more than a living thing. Its teeth give it form.
      

      
      The spite attacks again. Lanoree feels warm fluid spatter across her neck, and she’s
         not sure whether it’s the spite’s sap or her own blood. Her moment of panic abates.
         She is without weapons, but never without the Force. And while this being’s strange
         nature might make it immune to any mental assault, Lanoree has studied at Stav Kesh.
      

      
      She clenches her fist, gathers a Force punch, and heaves it toward the spite.

      
      It is flung back with such speed and power that many of its fine limbs are torn off,
         drifting to the ground and catching the setting sun. The body drops and squirms for
         a moment before growing still. Lanoree examines her wounds. The bleeding is not too
         bad.
      

      
      Having no wish to wait for more blood spites, she hurries toward the pyramid.

      
      And there is a power here. She is awed by the city, and aware of its deep history,
         but what she starts to feel is something beyond or apart from that. It is nothing
         physical—no throbbing in the ground, no charge to the air—but still she is flooded
         with a feeling of such coiled potential that her teeth grind, her heart thuds. It
         is the most delicious fear.
      

      
      Nothing will deter her. She follows Dal’s trail, the only human prints visible on
         the wind-driven sand and dust. And when his trail disappears for a time she continues
         anyway, instinct guiding her onward. She has entered something of a dream zone. This
         is Tython, but she no longer knows when. This is home, but she has never felt so far
         away. The power she feels below and around her is divorced from the Force; and though
         she asks that strong, protective energy that is always within her, she finds no answers.
      

      
      I’m being repulsed by this place, she thinks. Sadly, she is not surprised that Dal is drawn here.
      

      
      The ruins are so ancient that most of them are long buried by the effects of time
         or worn down by wind and sand, rain and sun. But here and there among these small
         hills and shallow valleys are the tips of pyramids, the slouch of fallen walls, or
         the deep hollows of openings into the ground.
      

      
      These dark pits yawn and seem to exhale the strange energy she feels. And it is into
         one of these pits that Dal’s footprints lead.
      

      
      Before she can consider the folly of her actions, Lanoree goes down.
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      The small glow rod she always carries gives a gentle but consistent light, but in
         a way she wishes she could not see.
      

      
      The alienness of this place strikes at her. Everywhere else she has been on Tython
         has been created by and for those sentients who inhabit the planet now—humans and
         Wookiee, Twi’lek and Cathar, many others. Their appearances might be different, but
         their basic physiologies are the same. The Cathars are relatively short and the Wookiees
         usually taller than most, but there is a similarity to their features that makes the
         places they live and work comfortable for all.
      

      
      These ruins are different. Lanoree drops several levels that she eventually realizes
         are huge steps, as though built for giants. A passageway she moves along is tall and
         wide. The very air she breathes—still and stale, old and loaded with the dust of ages—seems
         suited more to something else. She shivers as if watched, but knows that it is only the depth of history that observes.
      

      
      But she is not the first to come down here.

      
      Dal’s footprints draw her onward, pressed into the dust. They are far apart and deep,
         as if he is running, and she wonders how he can find his way down here and what light
         illuminates his path.
      

      
      That crushing energy seems to throb through the passageways like a pulse through the
         veins of a giant, sleeping creature. It is a discomforting image that Lanoree cannot
         shake, yet she knows it is foolish. The Old City is just that … an old city. Archaeologists
         have been here. Historians. Some have been, seen, and left again, intrigued but not
         possessed. Others have spent their lives researching this place. A few have never
         been seen again, and there are stories of such depths …
      

      
      But she wonders whether any of them have ever felt this terrible, pulsing potential,
         and what they thought of it.
      

      
      “Dal!” she calls, surprising herself. Her voice echoes from walls and ceiling, fading
         into the distance yet seeming to persist far longer than she could have believed.
         Later, descending another giant staircase, she thinks she can still hear her brother’s
         name traveling through the darkness. Or perhaps it is simply a memory.
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      Deeper. She starts to wonder what walked these passageways millennia before, and tries
         not to. So little is known of the Gree, if indeed this was originally a Gree structure.
         Legend has it that they possessed amazing, arcane technologies that allowed travel
         among the stars. That they were a nomadic species, exploring the galaxy for unknown
         ends. There were rumors of Gree sculptures somewhere in the Old City. But some believe
         the expedition that supposedly found them fabricated them.
      

      
      Sometimes Dal’s footprints fade in areas where the floor has seemingly been blown
         free of dust, perhaps by underground storms. Power surges as that incredible energy
         breaks free, maybe once each year, or once in a lifetime. So much is unknown, but
         Lanoree’s attention is fixed. Her intention is known. Dal needs saving from himself, and she will strive for this as long as she
         can.
      

      
      Lanoree loses track of time. She thinks perhaps a day has passed since she left the
         surface and ventured down here. She is worried about finding her way back out, but
         there are footprints—both hers and Dal’s now—and there is the Force. It is a comfort
         to her, and the only reason she can stay her course.
      

      
      She’s hungry and thirsty. Water runs down the walls in places, but she cannot bring
         herself to touch or drink it. She has no idea where it has come from or what, over
         many centuries, it has been filtered through. There must be countless places that
         time has forever hidden from view, and countless things that will never be known.
      

      
      She starts calling after Dal more and more. The echoes of her shouts seem to argue,
         and sometimes she thinks she can hear choirs of Lanorees imploring her brother to
         return, to turn around, to come to her and home. Lanoree thinks she is hallucinating
         but can’t be sure.
      

      
      The ruins are so old that nowhere is untouched by time’s finger—sometimes they are
         ravaged, sometimes merely stroked by a reminder that entropy cannot be denied. She
         passes along large passageways with smaller tunnels leading off, and sometimes by
         alcoves in the walls that might once have been doorways but that have long since been
         closed off. These smaller tunnels offer tantalizing and terrifying possibilities,
         but Lanoree will not be shaken from her course. This is not an exploration, it is a rescue. There are much larger caverns—almost hallways—with
         strangely shaped pits in the floor that might once have held water, and upright structures
         with the remains of metal shapes. Perhaps this is technology, rotted away over time.
      

      
      She feels she is closing on Dal.

      
      A metal bridge spans a deep, dark ravine, from the depths of which flows a warm breath.
         The bridge groans as she crosses it. The darkness beckons. It smells of dusty bone
         and wet fur, and Lanoree crosses the last third of the bridge at a run.
      

      
      Beyond is another large cavern where ranked levels all around look much like seating
         areas, and a central dais bears the remains of several upright mechanical objects.
         Lanoree pauses to catch her breath.
      

      
      In the distance she hears a scream.

      
      Lanoree was being dragged. Voices sounded, urgent and angry, making no effort to hide.
         She felt heat on her body as they threw her down. She rolled onto her side, feeling
         for wounds. But there were only the bumps and bruises she was already familiar with,
         and a few more besides. She still wore her weapons and wrist unit. They hadn’t even
         bothered disarming her. Either they were clumsy, or they no longer viewed her as a
         threat.
      

      
      Hit on the head again, she thought. Master Kin’ade would be disgusted. She tried to see away some of the
         pain, losing it to the Force, and a calm numbness descended.
      

      
      “I’m almost done. I’ll let you watch.”

      
      Dal! But he was dead, wasn’t he? She’d come down here looking for him and found—

      
      But, no, that was another place, another time. That was in the past.

      
      Lanoree opened her eyes and gathered herself, sitting up, hugging her knees to her
         chest.
      

      
      The air in the mine shivered with heat. Several humans, growth stunted and dressed
         in reflective clothing and visored helmets, fussed around some mining equipment. Dal
         stood close to her, blaster in his hand aimed in her direction, and five Stargazers
         accompanied him. They were faceless to her, followers of his madness. It was Dal who
         held her attention.
      

      
      “You left me for dead,” she croaked. Her throat felt dry and swollen, her tongue like
         a rock in her mouth.
      

      
      “Yes, left you. I can’t make that mistake again.”

      
      Woozy, weak, Lanoree tried to touch his mind.

      
      Dal pointed the blaster at her face, his lips pressed tight, whole body tensed. She
         could Force-shove him aside, and perhaps she’d be able to get to her feet before the
         other Stargazers shot her. Maybe, somehow, she could distract them all. Perhaps, like
         Master Tave, she could lose herself in the Force, become unseen by them for long enough
         to disarm and defeat them.
      

      
      But she thought not.

      
      “So shoot me,” she said to her brother. As she spoke her mind was deluged with a flood
         of memories of their childhood, their dear mother and father, and the good times that
         were all now past. She was sad but incredibly angry as well.
      

      
      “You and your Force—”

      
      “Enough with the talk, Dal! Just shoot me and get it over with!”

      
      “You’ve come this far,” he said, smiling. “Don’t you want to see my second-greatest
         moment?”
      

      
      “Second?”

      
      “The greatest is yet to come.” He nodded past the mining equipment at where the device
         rested on the ground, exposed now, the Stargazers standing at a respectful distance.
         It was surprisingly plain: a round metal shell, several connecting ports around its
         circumference. It did not look amazing.
      

      
      The miners were checking display screens and working the machinery, and though it
         ran with barely a whisper, Lanoree wondered whether the deep rumbling she felt was
         caused by what they did here.
      

      
      “No,” she said. “I’m bored. You’re going to kill me, so why not now instead of later?
         Brother.” She spat the last word, hoping for a reaction. But his gentle smile remained.
         She was trying to goad him into action, hoping that before he pulled the trigger there
         would be a moment of hesitation, an instant of regret and doubt of which she could
         take advantage.
      

      
      But Dal was in charge here. Lanoree felt the flow of the Force and knew that she was
         just as powerful and rich in it as ever, but her sick, mad bother was still in control.
      

      
      “There,” a miner said. The machinery before him vibrated slightly and then grew still,
         and a square metal box rose from a hole in the floor of the mine. Lanoree had seen
         this before in holos and knew what it was—a marionium cube, bearing one of the most
         unstable yet desirable elements found in Sunspot’s mine.
      

      
      But what of the dark matter? Was everything she had seen, heard, learned wrong?

      
      “In the device,” Dal said. “You know what to do.”

      
      Three Stargazers stepped forward and lifted the cube, moving it toward the device.

      
      Lanoree thought of Force-shoving them against it, but she didn’t know what effect
         that might have. They were dealing with arcane, ancient technology, and she remembered
         her journey down into the Old City nine years before, the power she had sensed there,
         the fear it had instilled.
      

      
      I have to stop them! she thought. But I can’t risk triggering the device. Stuck between the two, she felt the gravity of both possibilities tearing at her.
      

      
      “No,” she said as the Stargazers slid aside a panel. The insertion was simple. The
         marionium glowed softly as they tipped it into Dal’s device, and then they closed
         the panel and stood back.
      

      
      “So what will it—?” one of the miners asked. He did not finish his question.

      
      The device finished it for him. It started to turn.

      
      Dal gasped, and Lanoree realized with dreadful certainty that he really had very little
         idea what he was doing. He was following old plans, chasing a childhood dream. He
         was running blind.
      

      
      She tensed, readying to act whether it meant her death or not. Because this could
         not happen.
      

      
      There was a soft grinding noise as the device turned on the gravelly ground. Then
         it rose and hung in midair, spinning faster and faster until it seemed to fade from
         view, return, fade again. Lanoree felt suddenly sick. It was a physiological reaction
         to something very wrong.
      

      
      “Oh, Dal, you don’t know what you’re—”

      
      The Force itself recoiled. Lanoree fell onto all fours and vomited, and she felt a
         flexing of the Force, like the natural reaction of a person wincing away from fire. For a
         flicker, the Force was absent from that mine, and in its place was only the device, still spinning and fading in and out of
         existence.
      

      
      And then the thing slowed to a halt in midair, exuding such a sense of malignant power
         and unfathomable energy that Lanoree vomited again.
      

      
      Weak, head spinning, she looked up at the others around her. The miners were on the
         ground, holding their heads. But the Stargazers were jubilant, and Dal was the happiest
         of all.
      

      
      “It worked,” he breathed, awed and delighted. “It worked! We’ve done it! It’s ready,
         now. It’s made its own dark matter and it’s ready—and, oh, Lanoree, I so wish you
         could travel with me.”
      

      
      She wasn’t certain whether that was a veiled plea, and she did not try to see. She
         didn’t care. “You’ve become a madman and a monster, Dal. My only aim is to bring you
         down.”
      

      
      “Then this is the end for you,” he said softly. Elation quickly fading, he aimed the
         blaster at Lanoree’s chest and pulled the trigger.
      

      
      Lanoree runs, drawn by the cries, knowing she should be running from them because they are so terrible. But she has come down into the Old City to save
         her brother, and now she fears she is too late.
      

      
      She finds his clothes close to an underground lake. They are shredded and wet. She
         sniffs the blood. It smells like family.
      

      
      The surface of the lake shimmers as ripples calm to nothing.

      
      Without caring what might hear, Lanoree screams her grief at the darkness. She sinks
         to her knees and gathers the clothes to her chest, and even while Dal’s spilled blood
         is still warm, his sister starts to mourn.
      

      
   
      
      

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
REPULSION
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      Immersion in the dark side of the Force can seem stronger, more freeing, more triumphant
            than existing within balance. But only from the outside. Do not be tempted. Those
            who are swallowed by the darkness lose not only balance and control. They lose their
            souls.
      

      
      —Master Shall Mar, “A Life in Balance,” 7,541 TYA

      
      At the last moment she grasped the Force with everything she had and brought it before
         her.
      

      
      Then there was darkness.

      
      In her dreams she chases Dal through the Old City forever. He is always only just
         ahead of her—a whisper around a corner, a laugh in the next ancient cavern, and on
         the surface his shadow is just out of reach behind walls or around the sides of dunes.
         One step ahead, however fast she runs, however slow she walks. But she has no sense
         that he is teasing her. There’s a repulsion between them, and as she moves toward
         Dal, he moves away from her. Perhaps that repulsion has always been there, even from when they were children. She remembers many times playing together,
         but now it also seems to her that those times were shadowed by the knowledge of Dal’s
         growing wanderlust and his resentment of his family; and her childhood self was able
         to ignore these aspects of him. She sees his child’s expression with adult eyes, and
         knows what will come.
      

      
      “I feel terrible,” the voice said, “but you look worse. Can you open your eyes? Open
         your eyes. Please, Lanoree.” Lanoree tried, but her eyelids were too heavy, her head
         throbbing and expanding to squeeze them closed.
      

      
      “Squeeze my hand if you can hear me.” She tried to squeeze and a white-hot sun of
         pain exploded in her chest and across her torso, stabbing into her neck, jaw, and
         skull. She tried to scream, but taking in a deep breath only ignited the pain even
         more.
      

      
      “Okay, lie still and …” The voice faded, and Lanoree felt herself falling. The depths
         below her were dark and filled with malignancy. They might have been in the Gree caverns
         and halls beneath the surface remnants of the Old City, the stinking sewers of Greenwood
         Station, or the blazing mines on Sunspot. Where she was did not matter. The darkness
         promised death.
      

      
      She swam in the dark, but had no strength to stop her fall.

      
      She was moving. Heat buffeted her from all sides. The stink of burning overrode everything
         else—an old, deep-set burning, molten rock and singed eons. I’m still in the mines, she thought, and she tried to open her eyes.
      

      
      Whatever she was lying on struck something and jarred her, and she screamed at the
         pain that surged through her veins like acid. She tried using the Force to smother
         some of the agony, but it was only partially successful. Movement ceased and a shadow
         appeared above her.
      

      
      “Lanoree?”

      
      She saw Tre Sana’s outline as he bent over her, his lekku silhouetted against the
         soft red glow of their surroundings. What’s happening? she wanted to ask. Is the mine on fire, is Dal destroying everything behind him again, have they taken the Peacemaker … what are you doing here? But all that emerged from her mouth was a deep groan.
      

      
      “I’m getting you out,” he said. “Ironholgs is pulling. What did you do to him? He’s
         not like any droid I’ve ever …”
      

      
      Senses fading again, Lanoree tried her best to hang on. But she knew that she was
         gravely wounded. She felt hollowed out, and wondered how much of a hole Dal had blown
         in her with his blaster.
      

      
      Dal, her brother, with his blaster …

      
      This time when she fell the Force was there to catch her, and through agony she had
         a moment of ecstasy as she felt it surround and flow through her.
      

      
      The roof of the mine was on fire. Tre must have dragged her into a huge open chamber
         belowground, though she could not remember moving through any on her way down. The
         high ceiling was a splash of red and orange, yellow and white, swirling so slowly
         in boiling flame that she could make out shapes and features. Some civilizations worshipped
         fire, and now she knew why.
      

      
      But if they didn’t move soon, they would be consumed.

      
      “Almost at the ship,” Tre’s voice said. “Lanoree … you awake? We’re almost at the
         ship. And for shak’s sake I’m going to need you, then.”
      

      
      Almost at the ship? she thought. Then she realized what she was seeing, and for a moment the all-encompassing
         pain was swallowed by a creeping, prickling fear crawling from her mind and across
         her whole body.
      

      
      They were on Sunspot’s surface heading for the Peacemaker, and the planet’s sky was
         ablaze.
      

      
      Given context, the sheer size and scope of the scene above her made more sense. The
         air itself appeared to have been ignited, and great swaths of flame rolled in random
         directions, exploding against one another in cataclysmic impacts. Lightning arced
         across her vision, purple streaks parting into thousands of white-hot forks. Sheets
         of lightning waved. Even greater explosions boomed deep within the fiery atmosphere,
         billowing outward in gouts that must have been ten kilometers in diameter.
      

      
      “Malterra …” Lanoree whispered, and Tre’s shadow closed on her, lekku twitching frantically.
      

      
      “What?”

      
      “The other planet … Malterra … draws close.”

      
      “You’re telling me.” He stood again and continued pushing. From somewhere she could
         not see, Ironholgs clattered and clicked, and she heard the rapid padding steps of
         the droid’s feet as it helped transport Lanoree back to her ship.
      

      
      Whose choice was it to come? she thought. But she knew right away. However much personality she projected onto
         Ironholgs, it was still just a droid. It would have taken a person to make the decision
         to venture out in this heat and chaos. Tre had come for her … and she had no idea
         how long it had been.
      

      
      “Tre.”

      
      “Not now. Almost there.”

      
      “Tre!” She groaned as waves of pain radiated from her chest. But the stretcher stopped
         again, and he bent down so he could hear her above the lightning and fiery roars.
         “How long …?”
      

      
      “Almost half a day,” he said. “On the scanners I saw the other ship take off, and
         when you didn’t come back …” His lekku shrugged.
      

      
      “Oh, no …”

      
      “Lanoree … you’ve got a hole in you the size of my fist. I’ve no idea how you’re still
         alive. So shut up while I get you back to the Peacemaker, and then …” He started pushing
         again, and she felt suddenly bad for him. He had no idea what to do.
      

      
      But she did.

      
      She remained silent, floating in a sea of pain as Tre finally reached the Peacemaker
         and pushed her inside.
      

      
      As the door hissed shut, Tre struggled to shift her from the makeshift stretcher to
         her cot. She was hardly any help. She rested her head to one side and examined the
         stretcher, and she was filled with admiration. It was a door from one of the mine’s
         elevator cages, one side ragged from where it had been removed from its mount, and
         at one end was fixed one of Ironholgs’s suspension units. It seemed to be smoking
         a little, ready to expire.
      

      
      Lanoree lifted her hand. “Tre. Here.”

      
      He sat next to her on the cot, sweating, exhausted. She remembered how sick he had been when she’d last seen him. Such a short time ago, but already
         he looked thinner than she remembered, and older.
      

      
      “Take my hand,” she said. Speaking sent pain lancing through her chest, but some things
         needed to be said.
      

      
      He did so, breathing heavily.

      
      “Thank you.” She squeezed his hand and nodded, grimacing at another wave of agony
         but never breaking eye contact with him. “And now … you have to … trust me.”
      

      
      Tre’s expression barely changed as she instructed him which cabinet to open and what
         to bring out. Even when he saw what he brought out, he seemed almost unmoved. Perhaps he had seen more of what Master
         Dam-Powl could do than Lanoree had first suspected.
      

      
      “Now help me sit up,” she said. “I don’t have very long.”

      
      In that room long ago with Master Dam-Powl, before the tragedy with Dal and while
         Lanoree was still wide-eyed with wonder and potential, the lessons she learned had
         felt amazing.
      

      
      Your future lies in the alchemy of flesh, Dam-Powl had said. I saw it in you the moment we met, and nothing has dissuaded me from that. It is a
            talent, for some, that lies on the edges of acceptability. It is a strong, challenging
            power, and you must be firmly balanced to attempt it. You must not let heavier desires
            tempt you. The dark side lurks close to what I do here, Lanoree, and I am always vigilant.
            Don’t be tempted. Don’t be drawn. Maintain your balance.
      

      
      The words had always remained with her. Remembering them now Lanoree did as instructed,
         but there was too much pain, too much pressure. Her mind wanted to find balance in
         the Force, but her heart forged onward. Dal would not wait for her to be ready. Every
         moment she wasted here brought them all closer to tragedy.
      

      
      “You might want to turn away,” she told Tre. But Tre only shook his head and sat in
         the corner of the cabin, eyes half-closed. After she had saved herself, she’d do what
         she could for him.
      

      
      The experiment was as she had left it. Traveling alone, she had long spells when she
         could concentrate on perfecting such alchemies, and though she was still young, she
         knew that her talent was great. Proof of that lay before her now. She lifted the cover and the flesh throbbed. Blood dribbled
         from imperfect yet adequate veins. Vestigial limbs waved weakly and without purpose.
         At one edge a blind eye opened, pupil milky white. Even if it did see, there was no
         mind to understand.
      

      
      The iris had her coloring because it was a part of her.

      
      The life that animated this flesh was formed by Lanoree and drawn from the Force.
         Over time she had molded the single collection of cells—taken from her own arm, a
         splash of blood, and marrow—into this, an object with a form of life that was all
         her own. Its movement still troubled her, as did its partial familiarity. But where
         there was no brain, there was no mind, and without a mind it was meat. That was all.
         Living, pulsing, replicating meat. She continued to tell herself that even as she
         wondered whether it felt pain.
      

      
      The power she sometimes experienced as she molded flesh to her own desires was shocking,
         but right now she found meaning in her experiments at last. It’s not just alchemy, Dam-Powl had told her. It’s not just learning the art for the sake of it. It’s practicing to be the artist.
      

      
      Lanoree gathered herself, resting her hands on either side of the experiment’s small
         pedestal. Her wound was deep and wide, its edges weeping and its depth burning. But
         at the moment Dal had tried to kill her, she had gathered herself behind the Force,
         and it had swallowed much of the impact. If she hadn’t done that—an instant, an instinctive
         action—her heart and lungs would have been blasted across the mine’s floor. Her brother
         believed her dead. At least she had given herself a chance.
      

      
      She breathed deeply and welcomed the Force flowing through her. Closed her eyes. Shut
         away the pain that threatened to make her sick, the tiredness that lured her down
         to sleep, and death. The Force grew stronger in her, tingling in her fingertips and
         toes, her neck, her wounded chest, and she directed it into her experiment.
      

      
      The alchemy came alive within her. It was a burning star with a dark heart. That, I have to watch, she thought, but agonies swept through her, distracting her. The power was wonderful.
         She smiled.
      

      
      The flesh before her started to bubble and boil, and without opening her eyes she
         stripped off her tattered robe and undergarments and leaned forward.
      

      
      The smell of burning flesh filled the Peacemaker.

      
      She heard a pitiful whine from Tre but did not look. If he was afraid, he could cover
         his eyes.
      

      
      Bogan loomed and she opened her mind’s eye to embrace its darkened surface, and at
         the same time she felt a warm, wet touch between her breasts. It caressed the angry
         wound and numbed. Lanoree welcomed the contact and sought more, leaning farther forward
         until she was directly over the pedestal of flesh. My flesh, my experiment, my very own alchemy of self.
      

      
      She sought and found Ashla, a bright spark within the Force. And experiencing herself
         in balance, the talents she had been made aware of at Anil Kesh, and which she had
         been practicing for so long, began to flow.
      

      
      Flesh flowed with them.

      
      Bogan is in her dreams. She was there before becoming a Ranger, but only briefly in
         the company of others. A visit, an education. And in her memory Ashla was always a
         constant light that drew her away from darkness.
      

      
      But in these dreams there is no Ashla. She stands on a hillside on Bogan, beside the ruins of stone buildings
         thousands of years old, looking up at another Bogan staring down. Two moons, both
         of them dark. No hope of light.
      

      
      Lanoree sprang awake and sat up, clutching her hands to her chest. She was on her
         cot, still naked but with a thin sheet gathered around her waist. Ironholgs clacked.
         Tre sat slumped in the corner, head to one side and eyes barely open.
      

      
      “The sleeper wakes,” he said weakly, and he looked very sick.

      
      Beside her cot, on the floor between her and Tre, was the experiment. It was withered
         and dry now, the petrified remnants of something long dead. Even the blood that had
         dripped onto its base was dark, dry, and flaked, as if it had fallen long ago.
      

      
      She looked down at the wound in her chest and took in a deep, startled breath. Her
         skin was rough and scarred, and there was a definite depression in her chest. But
         the blaster hole had vanished. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply, twisting to the left and right, and felt no pain
         inside. Nothing out of place. Nothing missing.
      

      
      “You look better,” Tre said.

      
      “You look worse.” Lanoree stood from the cot and quickly snatched up her clothes,
         pulling them on, then knelt beside Tre, resting one hand against his cheek.
      

      
      “I think whatever poisoned me on Nox has reached somewhere vital,” he said. “My heart
         staggers. My breathing … light.” His lekku were limp and pale, and she had never seen
         his red skin so wan.
      

      
      “I can help you,” she said, but then she frowned. That withered thing, dry and old … there’s nothing left. “Not how I helped myself, but I can use the Force to cleanse your blood, perhaps.
         To purge you.”
      

      
      “No time,” Tre said. “I’ll be fine … had worse … no time.”

      
      And Lanoree knew that he was right. There was no time, and perhaps even now they were too late. Dal might not have killed her with
         the blaster—
      

      
      But he meant to, he wanted me to die, he shot me to kill me!

      
      —but if he reached the Old City and initiated the device, then he might succeed in
         killing her anyway.
      

      
      Lanoree slapped a compartment open and dropped a medpac into Tre’s lap. “Here. Drugs.
         I’m sorry, Tre. Do what you can for now, and I’ll …” He waved her away.
      

      
      She rushed into the cockpit and ran her hands across the Peacemaker’s controls. It
         felt like coming home. She fired the engines and then paused as the ship shuddered
         around them. “Thank you, Tre,” she said. “For coming to rescue me.”
      

      
      “Only ’cuz I can’t fly your ship,” he said from behind her. She smiled, pleased that
         he was nowhere near the bad man he had once been. She only hoped he had more time
         to make things even better.
      

      
      The scanners flashed, warning lights chimed. She switched on comm to send a message
         to Tython, but the flatscreen was a haze of snow and crackles. Nothing manifested,
         and its level indicator fluctuated rapidly. She could have examined the readings closer,
         but there was no need. Sometimes instruments gave voice to what was visibly obvious.
      

      
      Outside, the skies and surface of Sunspot were in turmoil. The fiery clouds and lightning
         she had witnessed as Tre and Ironholgs pulled her from the mine had increased. Now they looked cataclysmic. Fingers of lightning
         thrashed down all around, making the ground shudder and the air bend. The skies were
         deep red and violent orange, streaked here and there with white-hot flame that ignited
         massive, thundering explosions high up.
      

      
      Malterra was close. Gravities fought as each planet exerted influence over the other,
         and it seemed that both sought dominance.
      

      
      They could retreat underground into the deepest mines, as most of Sunspot’s miners
         did on every such occasion. For four days they would live down there, feeling the
         world around them shaking and sensing the great energies being expended above. And
         then they would climb to the surface to repair any damage, and the mining would begin
         again.
      

      
      Dal planned this, Lanoree thought. He must have. Once in a Malterran year, a quarter of a Tythan year; such coincidence
            can’t be an accident.
      

      
      But Lanoree knew that she had no choice. If she desired, she could consult the ship’s
         computer and calculate the odds of her being able to pilot the ship out through such
         a storm. But she never liked hearing the odds.
      

      
      “Can you make it up here, strap in?” she asked Tre. She heard a groan, and then his
         shuffling footsteps as he came to join her. He stank. His breathing was ragged.
      

      
      “I’ll probably puke again.”

      
      “Don’t worry. Ironholgs, prepare for takeoff.”

      
      The droid clacked and clicked.

      
      Lanoree increased power to the engines. The ship felt strong and confident around
         her, and as she took in a deep breath, she felt the same. I am renewed, she thought. She knew that the sense of power and superiority she felt was wrong;
         her alchemies were talents that should be borne lightly.
      

      
      Ashla and Bogan be damned. She had a more immediate fight on her hands.

      
      “Here goes nothing,” she said, and the Peacemaker blasted from Sunspot’s surface and
         into cosmic chaos.
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      The most direct route from Sunspot to Tython would have taken them straight through
         Malterra. Lanoree programmed the route four times, and each time the ship’s computer
         threw out a different alternative. So in the end she took manual control, switched
         on four screens with different scaled space charts, and trusted her instincts.
      

      
      There is no fear; there is power, she thought, and she worked with the Force to see them through. She felt queasy.
         She convinced herself that it was the result of her healing, as opposed to an unsettling
         of her balance. But the flesh was strong. The strength, the potential! She could not hold down the excitement she felt at such arcane alchemies.
      

      
      “We should wait,” Tre said beside her, weak and scared. She did not answer. He knew
         as well as she how much was at stake, and how much of a start Dal had on them. They
         had to travel as fast as they could. There was no other way.
      

      
      The Peacemaker took a pounding as she curved them up out of Sunspot’s atmosphere,
         but the craft had been built to last. The noise was tremendous, and she could hardly
         hear her own shout. The straps cut into her shoulders and chest. The windows shimmered
         with heat on the outside. Her seat creaked in its mounting, loose panels rattled and
         shook, and the flight stick vibrated so hard in her hand that soon her fingers and
         forearm grew numb. She could not let go. She fought the storm through the ship, and
         calmed herself with the Force, and Dal was large in her mind’s eye.
      

      
      She remembered his face as he’d pointed the blaster and his eyes as he’d pulled the
         trigger, and there was nothing there.
      

      
      Scanners showed that they were almost fifteen kilometers above the planet’s surface,
         and she increased the power to break them into space. Once there, she hoped the abuse
         the ship was undergoing might lessen.
      

      
      But she was wrong. Space itself was being rippled and torn by the forces exerted between
         the two planets as they rapidly closed on each other. They would pass within half
         a million kilometers of each other, and that sounded like a comfortable distance.
         But flying between them felt like dropping a feather into the winds of Talss’s grassy
         plains. Her instruments went haywire from the magnetic and gravitational chaos dancing
         between worlds. Ironholgs skittered across the cabin behind her and tipped onto his side, sparks arcing from several slits on his head.
      

      
      “Your droid’s exploded,” Tre said. Even his voice sounded dismantled, broken into
         constituent parts by the incredible assault on the ship and everything within it.
         “How long till the Peacemaker goes, too?”
      

      
      “The Peacemaker won’t go!” Lanoree shouted. “Your brain will fall from your butt before that happens.”
      

      
      “I think it already has,” he shouted. She was pleased to hear humor, because perhaps
         that meant Tre was feeling better. Maybe the medicines he’d taken had helped. But
         she could not fool herself. She had cured her own terrible wounds using arcane and
         dangerous Force alchemy, but Tre was different. The poisons eating at him might be
         slowed, but to stop them would require expert attention.
      

      
      She tried to communicate with Tython, to warn them, but all comm systems remained
         down. An hour after the attempt, her own message came back to her, surprising her
         with its air of desperation. She felt sick, and Tre vomited beside her. At least this
         time he turned away from her before letting go.
      

      
      “That’s the second time you’ve done that to my ship!” she shouted. No reply from Tre.
         She glanced across, and he was sitting with his chin touching his chest. His lekku
         hung limp and unmoving. She switched on the grav unit, but it was malfunctioning in
         the storms. Her stomach rose and fell. She pressed back into her seat. Something seemed
         to have come loose in her chest, and she probed delicately, using the Force to feel
         out the geography of her wound. It felt fine; her fix had been good. Perhaps it was
         simply her held breath.
      

      
      Time moved on, every moment an eternity. The Peacemaker shook and vibrated, and more
         rattles developed. The ship was being shaken to pieces. Arc lightning struck them
         three times, the third time such a heavy charge that every seam and hole in the hull,
         control panel, and structure lit up as if they were being burned apart. Lanoree screamed
         out loud but could not hear, and she quietly prepared herself for death. I’ll feel nothing, she thought, but she knew what she would see at the moment of death: the madness
         on her brother’s face.
      

      
      But the ship held together and they did not die.
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      When they were a million kilometers out from Sunspot, Malterra passed its closest
         point to that planet. Lanoree watched the passage on one of her scanner screens, and
         wondered at the immense forces and pressures being exerted there right now. In those
         deep mines, miners huddled. She had every respect for them and wished them well.
      

      
      At last, as the storms seemed to be getting better instead of worse, she ran a full
         systems check on the ship. Ironholgs was still out of action so she had to do it herself.
         They had taken a battering. Life support was damaged, but would last them to Tython.
         One of the laser cannons had been fractured; she shut off the pod supplying it in
         case of leakage. A fuel rod had ruptured, and she jettisoned it into space. But the
         hull integrity was good, and all vital systems were functioning. The Peacemaker was
         well enough to get them to Tython, and that was her only aim.
      

      
      She plotted the fastest course that would take them to the Old City and handed control
         to the ship’s computer.
      

      
      As she unbuckled herself and stood to squeeze back into the main cabin, something
         struck her.
      

      
      Lanoree gasped and sank back into the seat. A vision. A blow. A ripple in the Force,
         far greater than she had ever felt before. A ship, she thought. A battle. Death and chaos, and one among them …
      

      
      Then the vision was gone, leaving barely an echo in its wake. Dal’s ship? She thought
         not. There was no sense of recognition at all; indeed, a coldness had taken her, and
         an alienness seemed to haunt the shadows of her mind. Soon, that too was fading.
      

      
      Lanoree shook her head. Then she lifted Tre from the copilot’s seat and carried him
         to the cot. His eyes opened as she lay him down.
      

      
      “Half a day and we’ll be entering Tython’s atmosphere,” she said.

      
      “Just blast me into space. I’ll feel better that way.” He sat up slowly and squinted
         at Lanoree.
      

      
      “How do you feel?”

      
      “How do I look?”

      
      “Covered in vomit.”

      
      “That’s how I feel.”

      
      Lanoree sat next to him, frowning. “Everything feels so strange.”

      
      “Well, you did just heal a hole in your chest. You should be dead.”

      
      She thought of her experiment and the life she had coaxed into it.

      
      “Maybe,” she said. “I need rest.” She leaned back and closed her eyes. “Wake me when
         we’re approaching Tython.” Without even hearing Tre’s response she fell into a deep,
         troubled sleep.
      

      
      Her dreams are strange. She is aware that they are dreams, yet they are more chilling
         than ever before. She constantly tries waking herself, but she does not feel in control.
      

      
      There is a figure. Tall, cloaked, armored, an unmarked helmet hiding its features.
         In its hand is a weapon the like of which she has never seen before. A sword, but
         strange, with pure Force as its blade.
      

      
      The same dream, again and again.

      
      Only hands on her shoulder and a familiar voice bring her up from that vision.

      
      “Lanoree. Tython. But something’s very wrong.”

      
      Approaching Tython, the chaos on the planet’s surface was evident.

      
      “What’s that?” Tre asked.

      
      “Force Storm.” Lanoree had never witnessed one from space, but it looked far more
         violent and widespread than any she had experienced before. She tried contacting Master
         Dam-Powl again, but though her comm unit was now functioning, no signals could pierce
         the storm.
      

      
      “He’s started already,” Tre said. “Whatever it is your mad brother’s trying to do,
         it’s begun.”
      

      
      “Maybe,” Lanoree said. And that was her great fear. If Dal initiated the device, perhaps
         Tython’s first response would be a shudder of the Force and storms to rip across the
         planet’s surface. “Maybe I’m too late.”
      

      
      She jumped into the cockpit and steered them into a dive into the atmosphere that
         was all but suicidal.
      

      
      Every moment might be their last. She would make them all count.

      
   
      
      

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
THE DESCENT
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      Never forget that we were brought here. Tython is a planet rich in the Force, but
            it is also a place of mystery, unknown to us, existing here for eons before the Tho
            Yor arrived. Its age is deep, its stories deeper. We are but residents here; our true
            home is in the Force.
      

      
      —Master Deela jan Morolla, 3,528 TYA

      
      For Tre, the descent must have been terrifying. The Peacemaker blazed, hull creaking
         in protest at the incredible forces and terrible heat, flames smearing the windows,
         acceleration pressing him back against the seat with enough pressure to make his ears
         and nose bleed and his lekku drain of blood. Lanoree barely noticed these physical
         effects. The Force was in turmoil, and the closer she came to home, the more lost
         she felt.
      

      
      But though she sought Dal and his mad plans, she was not convinced that this storm
         was connected to him. She sensed it all across Tython, erupting from the deep places
         of the world and springing from the widest skies. The disturbance was powerful, but
         the planet still stood solid.
      

      
      She thought again of that vision in her dream and the strange feeling she’d had flying
         through the violent space between the inner planets.
      

      
      Dal is my focus, she thought. Gripping the flight stick she urged the Peacemaker into an even deeper,
         more dangerous descent. She was forcing the ship past its design constraints and thrusting
         it into the danger zone. But there was no other way. Every breath she took between
         now and finding Dal might be one breath too long, and her last.
      

      
      The Peacemaker burst from the clouds above Talss. She headed west, skimming hilltops,
         watching scanners confused and disturbed by the ongoing Force Storm, and an urgent
         chiming marked a partial return of her comm signal.
      

      
      She immediately sent a signal for Master Dam-Powl. It was answered in moments, and
         the flustered Master appeared on the Peacemaker’s flatscreen.
      

      
      “Lanoree,” she said. “I … the worst.”

      
      “Master! Dal gave me the slip, but I know where he’s going, and I know what he has.”
         Dam-Powl’s image seemed not to be hearing the message. She looked older than before,
         distracted, and she was not as well presented as usual. Lanoree could not even tell
         where the Master was transmitting from; the room around her was clean, modern, empty.
      

      
      “… ship from out of system …” Dam-Powl continued speaking, but Lanoree could not hear.
         She adjusted some controls, checked transmit levels. But the storm’s effects were
         insurmountable.
      

      
      “Master, I’m almost at the Old City. Are there Je’daii there waiting for him?”

      
      “… withdrew, but there are safeguards,” Master Dam-Powl said. She seemed to gather
         herself and stare at Lanoree from the flatscreen. “He must be stopped. Whatever is
         happening now … end it all.”
      

      
      “Master?”

      
      “I sense that everything is about to change,” Dam-Powl said. She went to say something
         else, but the screen snowed and her voice disappeared into a crackling haze of interference.
         Lanoree tried one more time, then turned the comm unit off.
      

      
      What had she meant? A ship from out of system? One of the Sleeper ships returned?
         Lanoree was more than intrigued, but she was also set on her course, and Master Dam-Powl’s words did nothing to dissuade her.
      

      
      “Please, just land this thing,” Tre said. “I’ve got nothing else to throw up.”

      
      “Almost there,” Lanoree said. She looked across at Tre, pleased that he seemed a little
         better. Perhaps whatever had poisoned him on Nox could be treated, given time.
      

      
      “What’s the plan?” he asked. His lekku were stroking either side of his face as if
         giving comfort.
      

      
      “Plan?” she asked.

      
      “Is she always like this?” Tre asked Ironholgs over his shoulder, and Lanoree smiled.
         The droid issued no reply; some of its circuits were fried, and it was in need of
         repair. Again, given time.
      

      
      The ship jolted as a streak of Force lightning arced down and split the sky. Lanoree
         cringed and jerked the ship to one side. To crash now would be—
      

      
      A chime from the sensors. She leaned to the left and shielded a scanner from reflected
         light from outside, and then she saw it. Several kilometers in the distance, and at
         least thirty kilometers from the first ruins of the Old City.
      

      
      “What now?” Tre asked.

      
      “Crashed ship.” She tweaked the sensor controls, then sat back and sighed in satisfaction.
         “Something going for us, at last.”
      

      
      “His?”

      
      “Yes. Deathblaster. Let’s take a look.”

      
      She brought the Peacemaker in low, the remaining laser cannons at the ready for any
         aggression. The Deathblaster might have been a wreck, but that didn’t mean it didn’t
         have fight left in it. She circled at a distance, scanning for life-forms. There was
         nothing. If the Stargazers and her brother were still on board, they were dead.
      

      
      She felt a pang at that, unsure whether it was grief or regret.

      
      “Why not just blast it?” Tre asked. The ship had landed hard, gouging furrows from
         the soil across a low hillside, and then broken up when it struck a rocky outcropping.
         There was no sign of fire or explosion.
      

      
      “Can’t in case the device is still inside,” she said. But that was not the whole reason.
         “Setting down.”
      

      
      They landed with barely a jolt, and the Peacemaker seemed to croak and sigh with relief.
         As she was about to speak, Tre held up one hand.
      

      
      “Who’s going to look after you if I stay here?”

      
      “I was just going to say you don’t need to come,” Lanoree said. “This was never really
         your fight.”
      

      
      Tre’s face darkened and his lekku dipped to communicate anger. “It’s everyone’s fight,” he said. “We just happen to be the only two here.”
      

      
      “You sound like a bad holo.” Lanoree smiled and opened the hatch. Hand on sword hilt,
         Force senses fogged by the storms that raged across Tython’s surface, she stepped
         down onto her home planet one more time.
      

      
      They split up as they approached the crashed Stargazer ship, and Lanoree’s nervousness
         grew. She did not want to find her brother dead among the wreckage. Whether that said
         she was a good person, whether it spoke of an unreasonable sense of forgiveness, she
         did not know. It simply was. She had always held out hope for him. Even as he turned
         that blaster on her and she had a split second to partially shield herself with the
         Force, she had felt so sorry for him.
      

      
      A fool, perhaps. But a sister for sure. She hoped her parents would be proud.

      
      Lanoree closed on the ship and probed outward with her Force senses. She could not
         detect anyone inside at all. Tre approached slowly from the other side, and when he
         hefted a rock and threw it at the hull, she ran forward to tackle anyone who emerged.
         But all was silent.
      

      
      She climbed the tilted hull and shone a glow rod through a smashed door. The insides
         were a mess—crushed paneling, hanging wires and cables, a tumbled seat, and hardened
         impact-foam formed around the empty shapes of at least four people. She could see
         two bodies still encased in foam, and the parts exposed were badly mutilated by the
         crash.
      

      
      Lanoree signaled for Tre to wait where he was, then climbed inside. Neither body was
         Dal’s. She breathed a sigh of relief, then jumped at a particularly strong crash of
         lightning from outside.
      

      
      There was no sign of the device. And no evidence of a battle or being shot down. The
         Force Storm had downed this ship, and she wondered at the stroke of luck.
      

      
      She touched the hull on the way out, then slid down the ship’s back to the engine
         cowls. They were still almost too hot to touch.
      

      
      “Thirty kilometers to the Old City, and they’re on foot,” she shouted.

      
      “How long ago?” Tre asked.

      
      “Not long. Still hot. But we need to hurry.” They ran back to the Peacemaker, and
         Lanoree took off and drifted them quickly across the landscape. Tre sat beside her
         and kept his eye on the scanners as she steered them through valleys and around rocky
         summits. She was more than aware of the element of surprise they had on their side
         once again. Dal thought she was dead.
      

      
      Approaching the Old City, she experienced flashbacks of the last time she had been
         here. After finding Dal’s bloodied clothing and believing him dead, she had returned
         to Anil Kesh to face the repercussions of his final acts. Following the inquest into
         Skott Yun’s murder—for which blame was laid squarely on Dal—she had been granted a
         period of leave, during which she had traveled home and told her parents everything
         that had happened.
      

      
      They had blamed themselves. And Lanoree had blamed herself. A distance had grown between them, and when the time came to embark upon the
         rest of her Great Journey—alone this time, a situation she would grow to prefer—she
         had grabbed at it.
      

      
      She had never returned to the Old City. Dal was dead and gone, some thing had taken him down, and there was nothing to be gained from visiting that place again.
      

      
      Besides, there was the sense of fear that had flooded her, which she had attributed
         to the immense age of the place, the unknown history, the mystery that even the Force
         could not enlighten. She had never spoken of it. She believed that place should always
         be left alone.
      

      
      And now, here she was again.

      
      “Sensors don’t show any life-forms,” she said.

      
      “No Je’daii here? Surely they’d be guarding against him getting past you?”

      
      “I think Master Dam-Powl said they withdrew.” She pointed up at the sky. “There’s something else going on. Connected or not, I think we’re on our
         own.”
      

      
      “You Je’daii and your mysteries,” Tre said, lekku shrugging. “So where are they?”

      
      “They must have gone down already.”

      
      “Down?”

      
      “There are tunnels beneath the ruins. Caverns. Lakes. Deep places.”

      
      “I’ve had enough of the underground.”

      
      Lanoree looked at him, one eyebrow raised, although this time she did not say, You don’t have to come.
      

      
      “Let’s make it quick,” Tre said.

      
      “You’re feeling better?”

      
      “Your drugs are keeping it at bay.”

      
      Lanoree landed the ship, and together they approached the Old City.

      
      The landscape seemed overfamiliar, though she had been here only once. Almost as if
         she had always wished to return. She led them through a shallow valley and past a
         hill that might once have been a pyramid. They followed the footprints of four people
         in the long, damp grass. Her heart was beating fast, and a sense of impending dread
         crushed in around her. They really believe they’re here to start a hypergate! she thought, and the idea was staggering. If everything went wrong, they might doom
         the system. But if the hypergate was real and the device actually worked, Dal might
         be building a step to the stars.
      

      
      What explorer could not feel a thrill of excitement at that?

      
      At last they stood close to an entrance to the Old City’s underground, and Lanoree
         recognized it as the way she had come before. A sense of déjà vu struck home, hard,
         and much that had happened since that first fated descent felt like a dream.
      

      
      “I don’t like this place,” Tre said, snapping her back to reality. “Feels …”

      
      “Strange,” she said.

      
      I sense that everything is about to change, Master Dam-Powl had said.
      

      
      Once again Lanoree pursued her brother beneath Tython’s surface, not knowing what
         might lie beneath.
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      Not long after descending from the light they came across the first of Dam-Powl’s
         safeguards.
      

      
      The Cathar Stargazer woman had been sliced into several parts. Her head had rolled
         down a slight slope and now rested, staring up at them. The rest of her lay scattered
         across the tunnel floor. The blood was still wet and warm, its smell sickening. Her
         eyes reflected Lanoree’s glow rod light accusingly, and Lanoree sensed the Force about
         the trap that had been sprung here. Set into the wall was a series of laser pods,
         all of them expended now. But they had fulfilled their purpose.
      

      
      “Only Dal and two others left,” Lanoree said.

      
      “And now they know there are traps.”

      
      “I doubt they’ll fall for the next one.”

      
      “Let’s hope we don’t,” Tre said.

      
      “These are set by my people,” Lanoree said.

      
      “Then there must be something down here worth protecting.”

      
      Lanoree did not reply, because she had thought the same. The Je’daii Council had charged
         her with stopping her brother, and they had surely assumed that she would have succeeded
         long before now. This was the final step in his plan, and still he was ahead of her.
         But they would not have guessed that. These traps were here to prevent anyone from entering the deeps of the Old City. And they had been placed recently.
      

      
      They continued their descent. Lanoree probed ahead, her senses less befuddled down
         here. Perhaps the Force Storm on the surface was calming, or maybe the solid bulk
         of Tython between her and the storm acted as a shield. The Force felt disturbed, but
         settled. She used it with confidence, and the next trap was obvious.
      

      
      Dal and the others had also been aware of it. They had filled a robe with rocks and
         thrown it ahead, and the shredded material and cracked rocks bore the scorch marks
         of spent laser pods.
      

      
      “They’re moving quickly,” Lanoree said.

      
      “How can you tell?”

      
      “That’s my brother.” Lanoree drew her sword as they moved on. She recognized some
         of the caverns and tunnels, the large stepped descents and the strange engravings
         on some of the walls, but she kept focused. The pursuit, the Je’daii safeguards, they were all that mattered.
      

      
      If it existed, she had no idea how far down the hypergate might be.

      
      As they crossed a hallway with carved stone pillars and plinths bearing strange, time-worn
         sculptures, she saw a flash in the distance. It illuminated a high, arched doorway
         for a moment before fading, then came again. The white-hot scorch of a laser blast.
      

      
      “Another trap triggered,” Tre said, and Lanoree nodded. They were close. She ran.

      
      Perhaps expectation smothered caution. The chase was almost at an end, and her determination
         to face Dal again before he triggered the device was a hot, driving thing. She probed
         with her Force senses, detected nothing amiss, and trusted that. She did not take
         into account that her senses were obscured and that the Force was once again shivering
         at the storms above.
      

      
      Whatever the reason, she led the way into danger.

      
      The laser trap had been set across a wide tunnel, and smoke was still rising from
         the heavy object that had been used to spring it. The rock had been neatly sliced
         in two, severed parts glowing. They can’t be more than a hundred steps ahead, she thought, and as she concentrated on running quietly, shielding her mind, and
         readying herself for what was to come, she saw a flurry of movement on her left.
      

      
      “Lanoree!” Tre shouted behind her, and he pushed her forward. Maybe he tripped, shoving
         her as he fell. Or perhaps he did so on purpose.
      

      
      The hail of blaster fire echoed across the tunnel, smashing rock to molten pellets,
         and the Stargazer had fired five times before Lanoree raised her sword. She deflected
         two more shots and leaped across the tunnel with barely any effort. She landed beside
         the man and swung the sword, severing both of his arms just below the elbows. Forearms
         and blaster fell to the ground. The man gasped quietly, and took two steps back until
         he was standing against the tunnel wall. He looked down at his gouting stumps, then
         up at Lanoree, eyes wide.
      

      
      She swung her sword through his chest, cutting him almost in two. As he dropped dead,
         she turned around, ready to encourage Tre onward and tell him to be careful, because
         now Dal and the last Stargazer knew they were close on their tail.
      

      
      But Tre did not need telling, because he was dead. One blast had struck him high on
         the side of his neck, scorching across the back of his skull. He had fallen onto his
         front, arms still outstretched.
      

      
      “Oh, Tre,” Lanoree whispered, because she didn’t know what else to say. She dashed
         to his side, ready to snatch up his blaster and run on.
      

      
      A bubble of blood formed at his nose.

      
      She touched his hand, his wrist, and felt a weak pulse fluttering like a bird in a
         trap. The wound looked bad, yet he still breathed.
      

      
      But Lanoree knew there was no time.

      
      “I’m sorry,” she said, and she left Tre in the dark and ran on. Her only comfort was
         in knowing that, were he conscious, he would understand.
      

      
      As she had been that first time in the depths of the Old City, she was now alone.

      
      Soon, Dal was alone as well.

      
      Careful now, more attuned than ever to the ebb and flow of the Force through these
         ancient subterranean rooms, Lanoree sensed the last Stargazer long before he knew
         she was there. He was hiding on a high step that led up one massive wall, blaster
         aimed back the way he and Dal had come.
      

      
      Lanoree climbed higher. She moved quickly and quietly, barely even disturbing the
         air around her, and every moment she watched for the movement that would show that
         he had heard or seen her. But she was a shadow. When she was high enough, she moved
         forward and dropped on the Stargazer from above.
      

      
      She thought of questioning him about where Dal had gone and how he was armed, but
         she could not take the chance. She’d seen one of these Stargazers explode suicide
         belts without a second thought. And, she supposed, there was also anger behind the
         swing of her sword. The Stargazer’s head bounced down three large steps, and she landed
         softly on the ground just as it settled beside her. She was already running again.
         Dal might not know that the last Stargazer was dead, but he would assume that he was
         on his own now.
      

      
      Him, and the sister he had shot and left for dead.

      
      “Dal!” Lanoree shouted, surprising even herself. She paused, then smiled. It felt
         good to call his name. And not because he was her brother and she still held out any
         hope for him because, at last, she did not. No more hope. She enjoyed calling his
         name because in her voice she could hear the anger and disgust she was feeling. So
         many people he had killed to fuel his fantasy. Even his sister.
      

      
      If their parents were to suddenly appear, he would kill them as well.

      
      “Dal! I’m coming to stop you, now. No pleading! No more chances! Just you and me,
         and last time down here you spilled your own blood.” Her voice echoed away, filling huge rooms and grand tunnels that might never
         have heard such language before. She wondered at the Gree tongue and what these places
         had seen and heard so long ago. She felt the heavy, dense power that filled the place,
         and did not care. She was tired and enraged. Her balance was unsettled, but she let
         the anger drive her on. It sharpened her senses.
      

      
      Deeper, and her glow rod fought harder against the darkness than ever before. Perhaps
         the farther down she went, the heavier the dark.
      

      
      And then Dal was there, standing in a room that might once have been a bathing place.
         He’d thrown several glow rods in a rough circle around him, and resting by his feet
         was the device. He must have been carrying it on his own, and Lanoree was amazed that
         something so powerful did not bear more weight.
      

      
      “I think this is far enough,” Dal said.

      
      “I’m not stopping now,” Lanoree said. She slowed, but kept walking toward Dal.

      
      “I don’t mean you. I mean this. Here. It’s far enough.”

      
      “Here?” She looked around. “But where is the—?”

      
      Dal bent down to touch the device.

      
      “Don’t!” She drew a blaster and aimed it at Dal’s head, sheathing her sword. And she
         knew without any doubt that it would take nothing for her, now, to pull the trigger.
      

      
      “Not a very graceful weapon for a Je’daii.”

      
      “You stole my sword.”

      
      “Looks like you have another, and you’re not afraid to get it bloody.”

      
      “This one isn’t special.”

      
      “Oh. Right. Yeah, I dumped that other one in deep space.” He was still half crouched,
         fingers splayed, and she watched his other hand.
      

      
      I should shoot him right now.
      

      
      “Come with me,” Dal said.

      
      “You shot me.”

      
      “And yet you’re here. My tough sister.”

      
      “The Force saved me. Ironic, don’t you think? You mock it so much, and yet it’ll be
         your undoing.”
      

      
      “It looks like a blaster will be my undoing.”

      
      They stood that way for a while. Lanoree did not relax for a moment—her finger on
         the trigger, her eyes on Dal, her Force senses ranging and yet never quite fully aware.
         The storm was abating, but the Force on Tython was still stirred.
      

      
      “You’re a bad man, Dal.”

      
      “I’m fighting for what I believe in!”

      
      “That doesn’t mean you’re not evil.”

      
      “I won’t stop,” he said. “I won’t give this up, Lanoree. Not after so long. Can’t
         you feel it? Can’t you sense it? You have no idea—”
      

      
      “I don’t care,” she said.

      
      Dal stared at her, the older, madder Dal she still did not know. “Can’t you just wonder?”
         he asked softly. “Aren’t you at least curious about what might be out there?”
      

      
      She did not reply.

      
      “Where we came from,” he said. “Our origins. Our birth planets. Places where we belong
         but which we were torn away from. Our heritage in the stars, Lanoree. Doesn’t even
         a small part of you wonder?”
      

      
      “Yes,” Lanoree said after a brief pause. “But not at the risk of everything I know
         and love.”
      

      
      “Then shoot me.” He reached lower.

      
      Lanoree’s finger tightened on the trigger. And eased again. Instead, she closed her
         eyes and took the greatest risk of her life.
      

      
      She pushed a memory of them together. Pushed it with all her might. The Force left
         her with a clap! and for a while she was actually alive in the memory as it formed in Dal’s mind,
         as real there as she was in this ancient subterranean bathing place for the Gree.
      

      
      They walk together beside the river back at Bodhi Temple, young, almost carefree,
         watching the weave birds nesting in the trees and the river water carrying clumps of roundweed as large as small islands. The young Lanoree
         laughs in delight and sees Dal do the same. His eyes are wide with surprise. For that
         moment he is back there with her—and Lanoree saw her brother’s eyes grow wide and
         wet where he hunched over the device, and she thought, Now!

      
      She shoved again, but this was no mere memory. She gathered every flaming, blazing,
         wretched image she had witnessed over the past days—the explosions and death across
         Greenwood Station, the mines deep on Sunspot, those who had died beneath her sword,
         the violent conflagration in the skies of Tython—and heaved them at Dal. His mind
         recoiled and for an instant his face was a child’s, displaying shock and anger at
         her deception.
      

      
      Then her brother began to scream

      
      He staggered back, crying at the wretchedness, the pain, the suffering she had pushed
         his way. Lanoree Force-shoved him back. He stumbled, then tripped over his feet and
         went down.
      

      
      She moved beside the device, blaster clasped in one hand. I stopped him! she thought, and a great weight vanished from the depths of her chest. She pressed
         her hand there and felt the heat of her healed wound.
      

      
      Dal’s scream lessened. He stood, shaking his head, rubbing at his face, and running
         fingers through his hair. His breathing remained labored, each inhalation shuddering.
      

      
      Defeated, she expected him to run. And she would have let him. He’d have lost himself
         down there and died, or maybe he’d have gone farther than Osamael Or and disappeared
         into the Old City forever.
      

      
      But he did not run. And when he looked up she saw a completely different expression
         on his face.
      

      
      Rage.

      
      “Stay out of my head!” he roared, and he came at her.

      
      Lanoree raised the blaster, but Dal, somehow, was quicker. His hand flashed out, she
         saw something flitting through the air between them, and then a cool pain erupted
         in her hand. She dropped the blaster and staggered back, looking at the slim metal
         blade stuck through her palm and slicing the heel of her hand in two.
      

      
      Then Dal was on her, and every second of attention he had paid at Stav Kesh came to
         the fore.
      

      
      Startled, Lanoree failed to deflect the first punches and kicks. Dal’s skills had
         always been in combat, and she reeled from the blows he rained down on her. She held
         her wounded hand to her side but he aimed for it, one kick catching the blade and
         slicing deeper, a punch pressing her hand back against her hip and snagging the blade’s
         end on her clothing. Lanoree cried out in pain. Dal grinned.
      

      
      He came at her again, but this time she had recovered enough to be ready.

      
      As Dal fought with every martial talent and all the strength he had, so Lanoree drew
         on her training. Her years as a Ranger. Her closeness with the Force. Everything Dal
         hated, and she used it all against him.
      

      
      A punch caught Lanoree across the shoulder and she shoved with her uninjured hand,
         Force-punching him across the cavern. He struck a column and slid down, struggling
         to stand again. Lanoree snatched up the blaster and did not hesitate to pull the trigger.
      

      
      Nothing happened. The dropped blaster must have been damaged.

      
      Dal crouched, picked up a rock, and threw it.

      
      Lanoree deflected it with the Force and it shattered into dust.

      
      Dal drew two short knives from his belt and attacked once again. Lanoree dropped the
         useless blaster and drew her sword, parrying his knife thrusts. She held the blade
         one-handed, but even then she knew she had the better of him. She almost felt sorry.
      

      
      Then he threw a knife at her face, and as she Force-shoved it to one side, he leaped
         at the device.
      

      
      Lanoree had no time to think, and if she had she would have done the same. She swung
         the sword in a high arc, up over her head, down toward where Dal would meet the device.
      

      
      She closed her eyes at the last moment and felt the sickeningly familiar sensation
         of sword parting flesh.
      

      
      Something moved and hit the ground, and Lanoree had to look.

      
      Dal’s right arm lay severed beside the device, fingers still splayed. The blade was
         buried deep in the side of his head. He slumped down, moving slightly, eyelids flickering.
         He looked at Lanoree, his body seeming to relax, and for the first time since childhood
         she truly saw the Dal that had once been. But he no longer knew himself.
      

      
      Dal’s eyes flooded red, blood ran from his ears and nose, and then he was still.

      
      The sudden inaction and stillness came as a shock, and Lanoree let out one heavy,
         startled sob of relief and sorrow. She probed out gently, expecting to feel rage and
         hate, his familiar anger at her touching him with the Force, and his determination
         to complete what he had begun.
      

      
      But there was no more Dal. Her brother was gone, and all that was left was this sad,
         broken body.
      

      
      She turned her back on Dal while she made sure the device was stable. She thought
         so. She also thought that the strange power she’d sensed down here nine years before
         existed now as something like a held breath, matching the shattering potential of
         the device. The darkness at its heart was horrible. But she was not the one to deal
         with it.
      

      
      She had left the sword with Dal. It was not her real sword. And she had no wish to
         wipe her brother’s blood from its blade.
      

      
      Soon, she would carry the device back to the surface and into the Peacemaker, and
         if Tre still lived she would do what she could for him. Poor, brave Tre. She would
         transport them both to Anil Kesh, the Temple of Science. More talented Je’daii than
         she would examine and make safe the device, and better healers would give Tre their
         full attention. She would demand that of them. She would insist.
      

      
      After that, she would meet the Je’daii Masters who had set her on this mission. She
         would tell them everything that had happened, and request permission to recover Dal’s
         body so that she could take him home. She had decided that she would tell her parents
         everything.
      

      
      After all that, there was one more journey to take, and some final questions to ask.

      
      Temple Master Lha-Mi would grant everything she asked, because she might have prevented
         a cataclysm.
      

      
      What she would not tell the Je’daii Masters, ever, was just how long she sat there next to her brother’s cooling body, staring at his
         device’s activation panel.
      

      
      Wondering.

      
      Only wondering.

      
   
      
      

CHAPTER NINETEEN
MIGHT
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      I can never tell anyone what I saw in the depths of the Old City. There are no words.
            But I hope one day I can show them.
      

      
      —Dalien Brock, diaries, 10,661 TYA

      
      In the end, she decided her parents could wait. That was a reunion she dreaded, and
         not only because she had killed her own brother. She dreaded it most because she had
         failed to save him a second time.
      

      
      Storms still raged across Tython as she coaxed her damaged Peacemaker down onto one
         of Anil Kesh’s landing pads. The ship needed repairs, and her droid required some
         special attention from those expert in such technologies. Most of all, Tre was balancing
         between life and death. She had done her best for him, but her brief ministrations
         might have been worthless. He needed the attention of someone experienced in Force
         healing. She had spoken to him every moment of their brief flight to Anil Kesh, and
         though he was in a deep coma, she hoped it had done some good. It certainly made her
         feel better, no longer talking to herself.
      

      
      But Lanoree’s dark matters were not yet over. And even though her mission was all but completed, she sensed something greater occurring on Tython.
      

      
      Master Dam-Powl met her on the landing pad, hood raised against the rain.

      
      “Lanoree,” Dam-Powl said with genuine affection. Lanoree went to kneel, but Dam-Powl
         pulled her into an embrace. She submitted to it and rested her head on the shorter
         Master’s shoulder. “Your balance is unsettled,” Dam-Powl whispered.
      

      
      “Yes, Master. I killed my brother.”

      
      Dam-Powl sighed heavily. “These are dark times. Please, come with me so that we can
         talk. We’ll eat, and drink. I’ll welcome the company. I’m acting Temple Master here
         in Master Quan-Jang’s absence.”
      

      
      “Where is he?”

      
      “Away. Now come.” Dam-Powl held out her hand. “Tell me everything. And then I have
         plenty to tell you.”
      

      
      “I thought it was over,” Lanoree said, looking up at the skies to the east. Lightning
         danced there, and powerful winds swept stinging rain across Anil Kesh’s exposed surfaces.
         Beneath the temple, the Chasm roared. Darkness seemed to rise from there, though it
         was almost midday. Even after everything Lanoree had seen and done, it made her shiver.
      

      
      “Your mission is over,” Dam-Powl said. Together they watched three Je’daii Rangers who were carefully
         carrying the device from the Peacemaker, place it on a stable trolley and wheel it
         toward an open door. It was destined for one of Anil Kesh’s laboratories. Lanoree
         only hoped that the Je’daii could learn from it. “But a greater story is beginning.”
      

      
      Master Dam-Powl told Lanoree of the alien ship that had entered the system, exploded
         above Tython, and then crashed somewhere near the Rift. Perhaps in the Abyss of Ruh
         itself. Its arrival had caused the dreadful Force Storms that still rippled across
         the planet, and the Je’daii were unsettled.
      

      
      “Master Quan-Jang is one of many seeking news of the crashed ship,” Dam-Powl said.
         “I fear it means changing times for Tython.”
      

      
      “Fear?” Lanoree asked.

      
      “There was a disturbance in the Force before the ship crashed. A wave of darkness. A terrible voice of pain, and then silence as death fell.”
      

      
      “I sensed that also,” Lanoree said. “On my way from Sunspot.”

      
      “Many Je’daii did,” Dam-Powl said. “Those on the ship were Force sensitives.”

      
      “From out of system?”

      
      “We believe so.” Dam-Powl nodded gently but said no more. She could sense Lanoree’s
         need to talk. “So now, your story,” she said.
      

      
      They sat in Master Dam-Powl’s laboratory, and Lanoree told her everything.

      
      “Bad things,” Dam-Powl said when the story was almost over. “Such bad things. I hope
         Tre Sana can be saved.”
      

      
      “He’s a strange man,” Lanoree said. She was surprised to find herself smiling. “So
         hard when I met him. Harsh. Selfish. He had troublesome views, and he even told me
         some of the things he’d done. Not the worst things, I’m sure. But he was very open
         about his past. Some would have called him wicked, or even evil. But he helped me
         several times, and I saw the better man inside.”
      

      
      “I sensed that also,” Dam-Powl said. “That’s why I chose him to be my ears and eyes.”

      
      “You really promised him what he said?”

      
      “I did,” she said softly. “If he survives, I’ll keep my word.”

      
      “He came for me on Sunspot, saved me. And I think he was willing to sacrifice himself
         to save my life again down in the Old City. He knew what was at stake. If he hadn’t
         put himself in the way of that laser blast, I might have died.”
      

      
      “Your alchemical skills are … quite remarkable.”

      
      “Only what you taught me, Master.”

      
      “No. What you did cannot be taught, Lanoree. You’re a natural. Just be careful when
         you continue your experiments.”
      

      
      “I’m not sure I will continue,” Lanoree said.
      

      
      “Oh, you will.” Dam-Powl smiled, but it quickly faded. “But what you did … the dark
         tempts you. It teases with the power it could give. And killing your brother has pushed
         you that way, also. You feel conflicted. You feel … confused.”
      

      
      “Yes, Master.”

      
      “Brush aside the confusion,” Dam-Powl said. “That is the first step to confronting
         any imbalance. Know that you are troubled, or be comfortable that you are not. Be
         honest with yourself. And … I am here, Lanoree. We are all here to help. Every single
         Master, because …” She shrugged. “It could be you saved us all.”
      

      
      “I feel that my balance has swayed, Master. But I have not fallen. And I will not.”

      
      Dam-Powl raised an eyebrow, took a drink, delicately wiped her mouth. “So, the threat
         is quashed, and another rises in its place. You’ll be wanting to rest before your
         journey back to Bodhi and your parents.”
      

      
      “No,” Lanoree said. “I’m not going home just yet. And rest will wait. I still have
         questions.”
      

      
      “Oh,” Master Dam-Powl said, but she knew very well that Lanoree had more to ask.

      
      “The hypergate. I felt it.”

      
      “You felt something in the Old City, as anyone particularly talented in the Force
         will. Just as the Chasm causes disturbance, and the Abyss of Ruh, and other places
         on Tython. Your brother was right in one regard, at least. This is not our planet.”
      

      
      “But I felt such power. Like something waiting.”

      
      “The wine’s finished. I need to fetch another bottle.” Dam-Powl stood and went to
         turn away. Lanoree grasped her robe and pulled her back around so that they were face-to-face.
         It was an audacious move, handling a Master like this. But Lanoree felt justified.
      

      
      “Master. Is there a hypergate down there?”
      

      
      Dam-Powl looked down at Lanoree’s hand on her sleeve, waiting until it was released.

      
      “Whether there is or isn’t—whether anyone knows for sure, or not—doesn’t change what
         you did, Lanoree. If that Gree device had been turned on … well, we might not be here
         now. Friends. With wine. The whole system might not be here anymore.”
      

      
      “Might,” Lanoree said.

      
      “Civilization is built on the word.” Dam-Powl smiled. “You serve the Je’daii well,
         Lanoree. You remember when you and your brother first came to Anil Kesh? I saw the
         potential in you then. And when you returned to complete your training after you thought
         he had died, and we spent long days together here, in this laboratory …” She gestured around at dark
         corners and flickering candles. “That’s when I knew for sure you would one day be
         a great Je’daii. I was not afraid to tell you so. And today, I’m not afraid to claim
         an element of pride, because I was right. You are a great Je’daii. And on your journey, you might need to learn when to confront things, and when to turn away. When to obey your Masters,
         and when not.” She shrugged. “Hmm. That word might again. It means ‘perhaps,’ and it also means ‘strength.’ Maybe it’s doubt that gives
         true strength, eh, Lanoree? Balance is easy. Shifting from balance and finding it
         again means you have to be stronger than most. And I have every confidence in you.”
      

      
      The Je’daii Master turned away again and walked across the laboratory, past benches
         where she and Lanoree had practiced alchemies and manipulation. As she returned with
         a new bottle of wine, Lanoree had one more question to ask.
      

      
      “Master, where did the information about Dal, the Stargazers, and their device come
         from?”
      

      
      Dam-Powl nodded, as if affirming something to herself. “It’s Kalimahr you need to
         visit.”
      

      
      “Yes,” Lanoree said. “Kalimahr.” She held up her glass for one more drink.

      
      On her way to Kalimahr, Lanoree had time to reflect on what she had done.

      
      Your balance is unsettled, Master Dam-Powl had said, and Lanoree could not disagree with the Master. Darkness
         haunted her dreams, and sometimes she found herself dreaming of Bogan. All that troubled
         her, yet this journey was not yet done. When it was over, soon, she was confident
         that she was strong enough to correct the unbalance herself.
      

      
      She was surprised to find herself lonely. Ironholgs remained at Anil Kesh, being repaired
         by a young Journeyer whose talent was mechanics; and without Tre here, her cabin felt
         too large, her ship too silent. She spoke to herself again but was sad that there
         was no reply.
      

      
      Tre’s prognosis was good, she had been told. She held on to the delight she felt at
         this fact. She thought perhaps she had made a friend.
      

      
      A group of Journeyers led by Master Kin’ade had searched for Dal’s body for some time, but it was never found. Creatures, Lanoree thought. There could be anything down there. There are depths.
      

      
      She sat staring at her experiment for some time. It was shriveled and denuded, and
         it should have been blasted into space. Yet she could not rid herself of it. Darkness
         danced around the petrified flesh, and Lanoree tried several times to find life still
         within it. At first it was simply dead. But then, half a day out from Kalimahr, her
         Force senses perceived a speck of flesh that pulsed with life once more.
      

      
      Given time, she would relearn the alchemy of flesh. Its draw was too great to ignore.
         And she was strong.
      

      
      On Kalimahr, there was nothing to find.

      
      Kara’s high apartment was abandoned. The damage caused by the battle she and Tre had
         fought with the fat woman’s sentry droids had been repaired. The secret room Lanoree
         had discovered was clean and empty, now opened up as part of the apartment. Everything
         personal was gone. Kara had left her apartments for the first time in thirteen years,
         and they should have been desirable real estate. And yet no one had chosen to rent
         it. There was something dark about that space.
      

      
      Any enquiries she made as to Kara’s location were met with a blank wall. Most claimed
         not to have heard of her. The several times Lanoree used a subtle Force trick to read
         her associates’ minds, she found confused images of Kara as friend and threat, but
         no indication of where she was now. They had all known her, and they were lying about
         that. But when it came to her whereabouts, they told the truth.
      

      
      Kara had vanished.

      
      With her, so the militia captain Lorus told Lanoree, had gone several other high-profile
         members of the Rhol Yan community. One day they were there, the next … not. Their
         homes were abandoned, sometimes still filled with personal possessions. Their business
         interests were left without directors. There was never any trace.
      

      
      “Maybe you’re better off without them,” Lanoree suggested.

      
      “And why would you say that?” Lorus asked her.

      
      “Because they weren’t what they seemed. They were darker. They had their sights elsewhere,
         and when it suited them they fed information to the Je’daii. Brought me here. Made
         my brother and his cronies speed up their plans. I think perhaps Kara and her like are the real Stargazers.”
      

      
      She left Kalimahr the same day that she arrived, sensing that Lorus was glad to see
         her go. And she was glad to leave.
      

      
      She thought of Ironholgs being repaired. There were the machines and there were the
         masters; the tools that function and react, and the programmers who use them for their
         own ends. She suspected that Dal had been a machine, a tool, and that Kara and her
         missing comrades were the real masters.
      

      
      Perhaps Dal had been moving too slowly with his schemes, and his masters had wanted
         to encourage him to speed up. And what better way than to set the Je’daii on his trail?
         Lanoree did not like the feeling of being used, and yet it was something that haunted
         her.
      

      
      But now Tython was her destination once more. Her parents awaited, and it was time
         for their daughter to come home.
      

      
      After the second remembrance service for Dal, she would stay for a while. She would
         wander the grassy plains around Bodhi Temple alone, perhaps swim in the river, and
         watch the weave birds making nests. And when darkness fell she would lie back and
         contemplate Ashla and Bogan, and her place of balance between them.
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         Hawk Ryo drifted in and out the shadows, a shadow himself. The moon world, Zerist,
            was located far from the sun, and most of the available light was reflected off the
            gas giant, Obri, around which the moon orbited. Kainnan was typically bustling with
            activity, but the workers’ town was now deserted. Like all the surface towns on Zerist,
            Kainnan was located near an active volcano for its much needed warmth, despite the
            risk of occasional eruptions. The authorities usually predicted the eruptions in time
            and evacuated the threatened areas, just as they had recently done with Kainnan. No
            one was left in the town except Hawk.
         

         
         In theory.

         
         In reality, the Je’daii Ranger spotted two figures atop the flat-roofed building less
            than a kilometer away. Only five stories high, it was still the tallest building in
            the area. They were Twi’leks, like himself. And armed. Hawk opened his comm and called
            his partner.
         

         
         Her surroundings, Lanoree Brock decided, were beautiful. Underground seas flowed through
            large caverns smoothed with high vaulted ceilings, and natural minerals gave off enough light to create a twilight effect.
            It was no wonder the rich of Zerist chose to live in the warm caverns rather than
            the cold surface of the moon. It was calm on this island, lending itself to meditation.
         

         
         Peaceful.

         
         The negotiations were not. The management of Dessain Mining and the manual laborers
            were now simply shouting at one another; ill will was building. Lanoree was finding
            it difficult to maintain balance between the light and the dark sides of the Force
            as she was taught.
         

         
         Management consisted entirely of the extended Dessain family, which was headed by
            Emin Dessain, the tall, pale, patrician head of the clan. The workers, both human
            and alien, were led by short, weather-beaten Arko Santis, and demanded a voice in
            how the company was run. They left Zerist to labor at the gas-mining operations floating
            above Obri. The pay was steady, if not generous, but it was a hard life.
         

         
         For their part, the Dessains were loath to cede control to anyone who was not family.
            The solution, it was decided, would be a marriage between Brom Santis, Arko’s oldest
            son, and Oma Dessain, Emin’s youngest daughter. Brom would become part of the Dessain
            family and a voice for the workers. Lanoree had gotten stuck with the role of negotiator,
            and though it wasn’t the solution she would have suggested, if it satisfied all parties concerned, then it satisfied her.
         

         
         That was before Oma Dessain vanished.

         
         Each side blamed the other for her disappearance. Work at Dessain Mining had ground
            to a halt. Tempers flared and open class warfare looked not only possible, but likely.
            Lanoree and Hawk had been sent by the Je’daii Council on Tython to prevent violence
            and find the girl.
         

         
         Lanoree’s comm buzzed. The Ranger swung her long legs out of the chair, turning away
            from all the shouting. “Please tell me you found the girl.”
         

         
         “I may have found her,” Hawk replied. “I went to the spaceport to check who arrived or left
            around the time of the kidnapping. I discovered a Shikaakwan ship registered to Baron
            Volnos Ryo.”
         

         
         “Your brother.”

         
         “My brother the crime lord.” Lanoree could picture Hawk’s lips twisting in distaste.
            “He owns interests in the mining operations on Obri’s two other moons, but he’s never
            been able to get a foothold with the Dessains. One of the ways to increase the value of his own holdings is to
            decrease the value of his rival’s holdings. Are you growling?”
         

         
         “Maybe. Will Oma still be alive?”

         
         “Her body hasn’t been found, so it’s likely. If they intend to kill her, it’ll be
            when the two sides are at each others’ throats.”
         

         
         “Which will be soon.”

         
         “You have to keep them from reaching the boiling point. I think I’ve spotted where
            Oma is being held, but you can’t say anything until I know for sure. I’ll let you
            know what I find. Keep the workers and management from killing each other.”
         

         
         “Right. You get the easy job.”

         
         “The Force be with you.”

         
         Lanoree turned back to the round wooden table and narrowed her gray eyes. Both sides
            were already at the breaking point. Violence was ready to erupt. But Lanoree had a
            theory: Sometimes the best way to cut off violence was to use it first. Her right
            hand dropped to the slug thrower at her hip. She didn’t often carry one—didn’t need
            it most times—but something told her to wear one today. If there’s one thing Lanoree
            learned through her experience, it was to listen to her instincts.
         

         
         With one fluid move, she aimed the slug thrower straight up over her head, and fired
            three bursts into the ceiling. The arguing stopped dead and all eyes went to the auburn-haired
            Ranger. Je’daii were mysterious beings to most of the sentients of the Settled Worlds.
            They went where they willed and intervened where they chose or, they claimed, as the
            Force directed. They had strange powers and were both respected and feared. Right
            now, Lanoree was feared.
         

         
         Good. That meant she had their attention.

         
         The slug thrower still in her hand, the Je’daii Ranger sat back in her chair, placing
            the weapon on the table before her, the barrel pointed at the now silent delegation.
            She spoke quietly. “The last time I was a negotiator was on Ska Gora. Before I was
            done, forests were ablaze and one of the parties was dead.”
         

         
         She leaned forward. “I was hoping these negotiations would go smoother.”

         
         In truth, the deaths and the burning forests on Ska Gora haunted Lanoree. The negotiators here on Zerist, however, didn’t need to know that.
         

         
         “Perhaps we should begin again,” she suggested in a low murmur. They did, quietly,
            and with nervous glances in her direction.
         

         
         Certain he hadn’t been seen by anyone, Hawk reached the side of the five-story building
            and glanced upward. One guard was directly above him and the other would be across
            the roof. It was vital that he silence both before they could give alarm—assuming
            the girl was alive.
         

         
         The Ranger brought his sword out of its sheath without a whisper, holding it in his
            right hand as he let the balance within him slip into the dark side. Hawk knew the
            dark side well; he dwelled too deeply in it once and it got him sent to Bogan, a moon
            of Tython where those who drifted too far to the dark side were sent by the Je’daii
            Council for solitary reflection and meditation until they returned to the balance.
            Right now he needed to use aggression, however, which meant channeling the dark side.
            He eased into it with a comfortable familiarity while he crouched and then leaped
            straight upward, letting the Force carry him. Hawk cleared the edge of the roof, right
            in front of the very surprised Twi’lek guard, and without hesitation slashed his sword
            across the guard’s neck. He died silently.
         

         
         The other guard sensed something amiss and started to turn. Hawk gestured with the
            Force and pulled him across the roof. The guard gasped for a moment before being impaled
            on the Ranger’s sword. Their eyes met and Hawk recognized him. Deon Aarlaa—one of
            his brother’s personal guards. Aarlaa’s eyes registered recognition as well, and then
            life faded from them. Hawk felt his death in the Force, and part of him, the part
            that fed on the dark side, felt a deep satisfaction.
         

         
         The Ranger let the body slide off his sword and took a deep breath, centering himself
            again in the balance. It was tempting for Hawk to just stay in the dark side as he
            had once before. It was seductive but dangerous.
         

         
         Hawk found a stairway in the middle of the roof leading down into the building and
            descended cautiously. Two floors down were two large rooms on either side of the stairwell,
            the doors left wide open in the haste of the evacuation. At first blush, they appeared to have been used as
            dormitories for workers that were unmarried; cots were overthrown and debris littered
            the floor.
         

         
         Hugging the stairway wall, Hawk glanced through the doorway and found Oma. The girl
            was bound and gagged on a cot next to the wall opposite the door. A large and surly-looking
            Twi’lek stood guard, a slug thrower at the ready, but he was looking at the far end
            of the room.
         

         
         Focusing his senses through the Force, the Je’daii heard two more Twi’leks at the
            other end of the dormitory. Neither sounded happy.
         

         
         “… thought this would be over by now!”

         
         “You got other things to do?”

         
         “Other than sit next to a sokar volcano? Yes!”

         
         “The problem is that Je’daii sitting at the table. Not for long, though. Our contact
            will take care of her. Then we off the girl, leave the corpse where it can be found,
            and get gone.”
         

         
         Hawk couldn’t risk comming a warning to Lanoree. His best bet was to settle things
            here and hope his fellow Ranger was still alive. However, the moment he made a move
            the two guards at the end of the room would see him and the guard closest to Oma would
            certainly kill her. He needed a diversion.
         

         
         The volcano provided a spectacular one. Ahead of schedule, the eruption started with
            a clap of thunder as plumes of pumice, flaming ash, and molten lava were belched into
            the air. Everyone was stunned for a moment, but then Hawk Ryo moved. His sword in
            his right hand and a long knife in his left, he swept into the room. Hurling the knife
            toward the guard standing next to Oma, he guided it with the Force into the Twi’lek’s
            neck. The guard’s finger tightened on the trigger of his slug thrower as he dropped;
            the shot went wild but was audible even over the roaring volcano.
         

         
         Hawk pivoted toward the two other guards and sped toward them as they turned to the
            source of the slug fire and spotted him. A moment for their reaction. A few steps
            for Hawk. A moment as they brought their slug throwers around. Another few steps.
            They aimed their weapons. Hawk threw himself into a forward roll beneath their shots
            and pushed off of one leg as he came forward and up. Flipping in midair over the guards,
            the Je’daii shoved his boot down hard into the upturned face of the one to his right. Nose bone and cartilage cracked as the Twi’lek
            fell backward. The Je’daii landed, spun, and thrust his sword into the fallen Twi’lek’s
            chest—a quick and clean kill. His partner kept firing, but always where the Je’daii
            had been. Hawk landed in a crouch and, with a gesture of his hand, delivered a Force
            blow that sent his target backward through the window. The Twi’lek’s scream was covered
            by the volcano’s roar.
         

         
         Hawk preferred not to kill when he had the option, but there was no time and no other
            choice. Still, the dark part in him exulted and he struggled to bring himself back
            to the balance.
         

         
         Hawk squatted next to Oma. “I’m Je’daii Ranger Hawk Ryo and I’ve been sent here to
            rescue you. Try to be calm.” Picking the teen up, Hawk threw her over one shoulder
            and raced back up to the roof. Superheated volcanic debris rained down on the town,
            the wooden buildings starting to catch fire. Hawk again tried to warn Lanoree, but
            the ash jammed the comm’s signal.
         

         
         It was hard to see through the ash and the Ranger tightened his grip on Oma. Calling
            on the Force once more, he leaped to the next nearest roof, ran across, and then jumped
            to the next roof after that. He could barely breathe and was jumping blind, but he
            hoped he could trust in the Force that he was taking them out of danger.
         

         
         And that Lanoree was not dead.

         
         Ranger Brock eased back into her chair. The discussions were still going nowhere,
            but at least everyone was civil. A servant brought her a goblet of wine, a Vaisamond
            red, something she had developed a taste for on Ska Gora. Lanoree raised the goblet
            to her lips—and paused. She knew the bouquet of the wine and something bitter underlay
            the aroma.
         

         
         Lanoree turned her head to glance at the servant who had given it to her: a nervous
            little man, as old as Emin Dessain. Fear came off him like a wave, a bitter aroma
            of its own. The servant turned to run. Lanoree caught him with the Force, lifted him
            up, and dropped him onto the round table. Thrusting the goblet in his face, Lanoree
            whispered, “I think this vintage is off. Please. Taste it.”
         

         
         The man’s eyes went wide as he babbled incoherently. Lanoree growled, “Drink it, little
            man, or I will make you drink it.” She didn’t have that ability, but it was commonly believed that the mysterious Je’daii could
            seize your mind. That fear, that superstition, sometimes served the Je’daii almost
            as well as the Force did.
         

         
         The servant certainly believed the stories. “No! It’s poisoned!” he blurted.

         
         Lanoree folded her arms, keeping her eyes on her would-be assassin. “Master Dessain,
            you have a traitor in your midst. The kidnappers would have needed someone on the
            inside to reach your daughter. That traitor is this man.”
         

         
         Emin Dessain looked at his servant, appalled. “Betolo? All these years, you have been
            a trusted servant, almost a member of the family … why?”
         

         
         “Because all these years I have only been a servant.” Betolo said quietly. “Never a member of the family. I wanted to have something of my own before I died. A chance
            to leave this wretched rock.”
         

         
         Dessain’s voice seethed with fury. “Where is my daughter, Betolo?”

         
         “With any luck … dead. My lord.”
         

         
         Lanoree’s comm buzzed. “With any luck, my lord, she is not,” she said as she activated
            the comm. “Hawk?”
         

         
         “Lanoree, someone is going—!”

         
         “Yes, I know. He tried and failed. Is Oma Dessain with you?”

         
         “She is,” Ryo said, “but we have another problem.”

         
         “What do you mean you refuse to marry Brom Santis?!” Emin, while relieved to have
            his daughter back, was furious.
         

         
         Oma Dessain stood alongside Hawk Ryo with the delegations on the island in the cavern.
            She, like him, was covered with ash, making her pale skin even whiter and powdering
            her dark hair the same hue. Free from her bonds, she stood glaring defiantly at her
            father.
         

         
         Oma’s chin jutted out. “I mean I won’t marry him! No one asked me if I wanted to get married! I don’t and I won’t!”
         

         
         “You have your duty to the family!”

         
         “I have a duty to myself! I don’t know this Brom, I don’t love him, and I won’t marry him to settle some dispute!”
         

         
         This set off another round of arguing between father and daughter, with Santis pitching
            in.
         

         
         “This is breaking down quickly,” Hawk murmured.
         

         
         “Actually, my sympathies are with the girl. She shouldn’t be a clause in a treaty,”
            Lanoree murmured back.
         

         
         “If she doesn’t relent, the negotiations will likely collapse and everything we’ve
            done will be for nothing.”
         

         
         “I think I may have another solution,” Lanoree said. “First, I’ll need their attention.”
            She shot her slug thrower three times into the air. And again, with the same effect.
         

         
         Very pleasantly, Lanoree spoke. “In other parts of the solar system, rival interests
            have a practice called fostering. I suggest you try it. Oma would become a foster child in the Santis household and
            Brom would be the same with the Dessains. Each would be treated as a full member of
            the family they are with. They would spend six months with one family and six months
            with the other. The workers would have a voice through Brom, and Oma would learn firsthand
            about the workers’ lives.”
         

         
         “I think this is a very reasonable suggestion,” Hawk added, equally pleasant.

         
         But the expressions on the two Je’daii firmly suggested that all sides accept the
            deal. Oma looked pleased; at least she wasn’t getting married.
         

         
         Details were worked out, Hawk cleaned up, and the two Je’daii met at the spaceport
            to take leave of Zerist and of each other.
         

         
         “The Council has summoned me back to Tython for a special mission,” Lanoree said.
            “It’s been four years since I’ve been back; it’s time.”
         

         
         “I’m heading out to Furies Gate,” replied Hawk. It was the outermost planet in the
            system. Great Generation ships left from the small world, seeking a path through the
            maze that was the Core and looking for ways back to the rest of the galaxy. The Settled
            Worlds jointly maintained a station there. “I like to look out into the stars and
            meditate,” he said.
         

         
         A small shadow passed over Lanoree’s face. “My brother used to look out at the stars
            and wonder if there was a way back to the rest of the galaxy. He was never very happy
            on Tython,” she said softly. She was quiet for a moment, then shook it off and said, “It was good working with you,
            Ranger Ryo. I look forward to the chance to do it again.”
         

         
         Hawk nodded. “I do, too, Ranger Brock. The Force be with you.”

         
         Lanoree smiled. “And you,” she replied. The Je’daii then crossed to their waiting
            ships and took off into the star-flecked skies.
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         With lowlifes of every species from three-eyed Gran to four-armed Hekto standing belly-to-bar,
            the Red Ronto reminded Han Solo of that cantina back on Mos Eisley, the one where
            he had first met Luke and Obi-Wan all those years ago. Smoke hung in the air so thick
            and green he could taste it, and the bartender was pulling drinks from a tangle of
            pipes and spigots more complicated than a hyperdrive unit. There was even an all-Bith
            band up on stage—though instead of upbeat jatz, they were blasting the room with outdated
            smazzo.
         

         
         Usually, the raucous music made Han think of banging coolant lines. But today he was
            feeling it—that driving bass and stabbing wail-horn … and why not? This trip promised
            to be more getaway than mission, and he was looking forward to seeing Lando again.
         

         
         “I don’t like it, Han,” Leia said, raising her voice over the music. “It’s not like
            Lando to be so late.”
         

         
         Han turned to look across the table, where Leia sat with a fog-blaster in front of
            her; the glass was barely half-empty. Wearing a gray gunner’s jacket over a white
            flight suit, she was—as always—the classiest female in the joint … and, despite a
            few laugh lines, still the most beautiful. He thumbed a control pad on the edge of the table, and the faint yellow
            radiance of a tranquility screen rose around their booth. The screen was a rare touch
            of quality for a place like the Red Ronto, but it was one Han appreciated as the raucous
            music faded to a muffled booming.
         

         
         “Relax,” Han said. “When has Lando ever missed a rendezvous?”

         
         “My point exactly. Maybe that problem is more dangerous than he thought.” Leia nodded
            toward the entrance. “And take a look at that miner over there. His Force aura is
            filled with anxiety.”
         

         
         Han followed her gaze toward a swarthy young human dressed in the dust-caked safety
            boots and molytex jumpsuit of an asteroid miner. With a nose just crooked enough to
            be rakish and a T-6 blaster pistol hanging from his side, the kid was clearly no stranger
            to a fight. But he was not exactly streetwise, either. He was just standing there
            in the doorway, squinting into dark corners, while he remained silhouetted against
            the light behind him.
         

         
         “He doesn’t look like much of a threat,” Han said. Still, he dropped a hand to his
            thigh holster and undid the retention strap. As a Jedi Knight, Leia felt things through
            the Force that Han could not sense at all, and he had long ago learned to trust her
            instincts. “Probably just some crew chief looking for new hires.”
         

         
         The miner’s gaze stopped at the Solos’ booth. He flashed a brash smile, then said
            something to the bartender and raised three fingers.
         

         
         “I don’t think he’s looking for new hires, Han,” Leia said. “He’s looking for us.
            This must have something to do with Lando and his pirate problem.”
         

         
         “Could be,” Han allowed, but he hoped Leia was wrong. Missed rendezvous and strange
            messengers were never good signs.
         

         
         Any lingering doubt about the miner’s intention vanished when the bartender handed
            him three glasses and a bottle of Corellian Reserve, and he started in their direction.
            There was something in his bold stride and cocky grin that set Han on edge.
         

         
         “Whoever he is, I don’t like him,” Han said. “He’s way too sure of himself.”

         
         Leia smiled. “Actually, I like him already,” she said. “He reminds me of you at that age.”
         

         
         Han shot her a scowl meant to suggest she needed an eye exam, and then the newcomer was at their table, stepping through the tranquility screen. He
            placed the glasses on the table and opened the bottle.
         

         
         “I hope you don’t mind,” he said, pouring. “But they keep a case of Reserve on hand
            for Lando, and I thought you might prefer it to the usual swill around here.”
         

         
         “You were right,” Leia said, visibly relaxing at the mention of Lando’s name. “Whom
            shall I thank?”
         

         
         The miner placed a hand on his chest. “Omad Kaeg at your service,” he said, bowing.
            “Captain Omad Kaeg, owner and operator of the Joyous Roamer, one of the oldest and most profitable asteroid tugs in the Rift.”
         

         
         Han rolled his eyes at the overblown introduction, but Leia smiled. “It’s a pleasure
            to meet you, Captain Kaeg.” She motioned at the table. “Won’t you join us?”
         

         
         Kaeg flashed his brash smile again. “It would be an honor.”

         
         Instead of taking a seat where Leia had indicated, Kaeg leaned across the table to
            set his glass in the shadows on the far side of the booth—an obvious attempt to position
            himself where he could watch the door. Han quickly rose and allowed Kaeg into the
            back of the booth. If a stranger wanted to place himself in a crossfire zone between
            two Solos, Han wasn’t going to argue.
         

         
         “So, how do you know Lando?” he asked, resuming his seat. “And where is he?”

         
         “I know Lando from the miner’s cooperative—and, of course, I supply his asteroid refinery
            on Sarnus.” Kaeg’s gray eyes slid toward the still empty entrance, then back again.
            “I think he’s at the refinery now. At least, that’s where he wants you to meet him.”
         

         
         Han scowled. “On Sarnus?” The planet lay hidden deep in the Chiloon Rift—one of the densest, most
            difficult to navigate nebulas in the galaxy—and its actual coordinates were a matter
            of debate. “How the blazes does he expect us to find it?”
         

         
         “That’s why Lando sent me,” Kaeg said. “To help.”

         
         Kaeg’s hand dropped toward his thigh pocket, causing Han to draw his blaster and aim
            it at the kid’s belly under the table. He wasn’t taking any chances.
         

         
         But Kaeg was only reaching for a portable holopad projector, which he placed on the
            table. “Let me show you what you’ll be facing.”
         

         
         “Why not?” Han waved at the holopad with his free hand.
         

         
         Kaeg tapped a command into the controls, and a two-meter band of braided shadow appeared
            above the pad. Shaped like a narrow wedge, the braid appeared to be coming undone
            in places, with wild blue wisps dangling down toward the corrosion-pitted tabletop
            and even into Han’s ale tankard.
         

         
         “This, of course, is a chart of the Chiloon Rift,” Kaeg said.

         
         He tapped another command, and a red dash appeared in the holomap, marking the cantina’s
            location on Brink Station just outside the Rift. The dash quickly stretched into a line and began to coil through
            the tangled wisps of hot plasma that gave the Chiloon Rift its distinctive array of
            blue hues. Before long, it had twisted itself into a confusing snarl that ran vaguely
            toward the center of the nebula.
         

         
         “And this is the best route to Lando’s refinery on Sarnus,” Kaeg said. “I’ve been
            doing my best to keep the charts accurate, but I’m afraid the last update was two
            standard days ago.”
         

         
         “Two days?” Han asked. With three kinds of hot plasma rolling around at near light speed, hyperspace
            lanes inside the Rift tended to open and close quickly—sometimes in hours. “That’s the best you can do?”
         

         
         “I’m sorry, but yes,” Kaeg said. “It’s important to take it slow and careful in there.
            If you were to leave a hyperspace lane and punch through a plasma cloud, you would
            fry every circuit on your ship—including your navigation sensors.”
         

         
         “You don’t say,” Han said. Hitting a plasma pocket was one of the most basic dangers
            of nebula-running, so it seemed to him that Kaeg was working way too hard to make
            sure he knew how dangerous Rift travel was. “Thanks for the warning.”
         

         
         “No problem.” Kaeg grinned, then let his gaze drift back toward the cantina door.
            “Any friend of Lando Calrissian’s is a friend of mine.”
         

         
         Instead of answering, Han caught Leia’s eye, then tipped his head ever so slightly
            toward their tablemate. She nodded and turned toward Kaeg. After forty years together,
            he knew she would understand what he was thinking—that something felt wrong with Kaeg’s
            story.
         

         
         “We appreciate your concern, Captain Kaeg.” Leia’s tone was warm but commanding, a
            sure sign that she was using the Force to encourage Kaeg to answer honestly. “But
            I still don’t understand why Lando isn’t here himself. When he asked us to look into the pirate problem in the Rift,
            he was quite insistent about meeting us here at the Red Ronto.”
         

         
         Kaeg shrugged. “I’m sorry, but he didn’t explain. His message just said to meet you
            here and make sure you reached Sarnus.” Continuing to watch the door with one eye,
            he paused, then spoke in a confidential tone. “But I don’t blame you for hesitating.
            This trip could be very risky, especially for someone your age.”
         

         
         “Our age?” Han bristled. “You think we’re old or something?”
         

         
         Kaeg finally looked away from the door. “Uh … no?” he replied. “It’s just that, uh—well, you do need pretty quick reflexes in the Chiloon Rift.”
         

         
         “It’s called experience, kid,” Han said. “Someday, you might have some yourself … if you live that long.”
         

         
         “No offense,” Kaeg said, raising his hands. “I’m just worried about you heading in
            there alone.”
         

         
         “Don’t let a few wrinkles fool you, Captain Kaeg,” Leia said. “We can take care of
            ourselves.”
         

         
         Kaeg shook his head almost desperately. “You wouldn’t say that if you had ever been
            inside the Rift,” he said. “It isn’t the kind of place you should go without a guide
            on your first visit. The plasma in there kills S-thread transmissions, so HoloNet
            transceivers are worthless—and even emergency transmitters aren’t much good.”
         

         
         “What about the RiftMesh?” Han asked. Communication inside the Chiloon Rift was supposed
            to be handled via a network of fifty thousand repeater beacons. “All that hardware,
            and you’re telling me it doesn’t work?”
         

         
         “The ’Mesh works, but it’s slow. It can take an hour for a beacon to relay a signal.”
            Kaeg tapped the holopad controls again, and a multitude of tiny white points appeared
            in the holochart. “And it’s not unusual for a message to pass through a thousand beacons
            before being picked up. Trust me, there’s no lonelier place in the galaxy to be stranded.”
         

         
         “It’s a wonder any rock-grabbers go in there at all,” Han replied. “I can’t imagine
            a worse place to drag around half a billion tons of ore.”
         

         
         “It’s worth it, my friend.” Ignoring Han’s sarcasm—or possibly missing it altogether—Kaeg flashed a square-toothed grin. “The tumblers in the Rift
            are fantastic, Han. There are more than anyone can count, and most are heavy and pretty.”
         

         
         By tumblers, Han knew Kaeg meant asteroids. Heavy and pretty was slang for a high content of precious metals. According to Lando Calrissian, the
            Chiloon Rift contained the most bountiful asteroid field anywhere, with more capture-worthy
            tumblers than any other field in the galaxy. Unfortunately, its roiling clouds of
            plasma and a sudden infestation of pirates meant it was probably also the most dangerous.
         

         
         “Which makes asteroid tugs very easy prey for pirates,” Leia said. “You’re hauling
            all that valuable ore, and there’s no one to call for help.”
         

         
         Kaeg nodded eagerly. “It’s terribly dangerous. You can send a message and go gray
            waiting for an answer.” He winced almost immediately, then said, “No offense, of course.”
         

         
         “None taken,” Leia said, a bit stiffly. “But with all of those asteroid tugs running
            around, I can’t imagine the pirates coming after a small vessel like the Falcon.”
         

         
         Not seeming to notice how he was being tested, Kaeg shrugged and leaned forward. “Who
            knows?” he asked. “Even if the pirates aren’t interested in the Falcon, there are many other dangers.”
         

         
         “And let me guess,” Han said. “You’re willing to make sure that doesn’t happen to
            us—for the right price?”
         

         
         “I could be persuaded to serve as your guide, yes,” Kaeg said. “As I said, any friend
            of Lando Calrissian is a friend of mine.”
         

         
         “How very kind of you.” Leia flashed a tight smile, and again Han knew what she was
            thinking. No trick was too low for a pirate gang, and one of their favorites was to
            slip a saboteur aboard the target vessel. “But you still haven’t explained why Lando didn’t meet us here himself.”
         

         
         “Your guess is as good as mine,” Kaeg said. “As I mentioned, he didn’t give a reason.”

         
         Han leaned toward Kaeg and pointed a finger at him. “You see, now, that’s where your
            story falls apart. Lando isn’t the kind of guy who fails to show with no explanation.
            He would’ve said why he couldn’t make it.”
         

         
         Kaeg showed his palms in mock surrender. “Look, I’ve told you all I know.” He focused his attention on Leia. “He kept the message short. I’m assuming
            that’s because he didn’t want everyone in the Rift to know his business.”
         

         
         “And why would that happen?” Leia asked. “Do you have a habit of breaking a confidence?”
         

         
         Kaeg scowled and shook his head. “Of course not,” he said. “But I told you—Lando sent
            that message over the RiftMesh.”
         

         
         “And?” Han asked.

         
         Kaeg sighed in exasperation. “You really don’t understand how things work here,” he said. “The RiftMesh is an open network—open, as in one single channel. Everybody listens, with nothing encrypted. If a message
            is encrypted, the beacons won’t even relay it. That makes it tough to keep a secret
            out here, but it also makes life hard on the pirates. They can’t coordinate a swarm
            attack if everybody is listening to their chatter over the RiftMesh.”
         

         
         “And that really works?” Han asked.

         
         Kaeg waggled a hand. “It’s not perfect. The pirates find other ways to coordinate,”
            he said. “But the ‘Mesh is better than nothing. And it helps the rest of us keep track
            of one another, so our tugs don’t pile up when a good hyperspace lane suddenly opens.”
         

         
         Han turned to Leia. “That actually makes sense.”

         
         “As far as it goes.” Leia did not look away from Kaeg. “But he’s been working pretty
            hard to get us to take him on, and that just doesn’t make sense.”
         

         
         “Yeah, I know.” Han looked back to their confused-looking table companion. “Since
            when do tug captains have time to take on extra work as tourist guides?”
         

         
         The confusion vanished from Kaeg’s face. “Is that all that is troubling you?” he asked. “My tug has been in for repairs for a month.
            That’s how Lando knew I would still be here to give you his message. And, quite honestly,
            I could use something to do.”
         

         
         Han considered this, then nodded and holstered his blaster. “Maybe we’re being too
            hard on the kid,” he said. “After all, he did know about Lando’s stock of Corellian Reserve.”
         

         
         Leia continued to study Kaeg for a moment, no doubt scrutinizing him through the Force,
            then said, “Fair enough. But he’s worried about something.”
         

         
         “Yes. I’m worried that you aren’t going to let me guide you to Sarnus.” Kaeg glanced
            toward the door again, then said, “If you don’t want my help, you know how to use
            a holochart.”
         

         
         He started to rise.

         
         “Not so fast, kid.” Han grabbed Kaeg’s arm. “You’ve been watching the door since you
            got here. You expecting someone?”
         

         
         “Not anymore,” Kaeg said, still watching the front of the cantina. “If you don’t mind,
            I have things to do.”
         

         
         Han pulled the asteroid miner back down, then followed his gaze and saw a huge scaly
            green figure entering the cantina. The reptilian was so tall it had to duck as it
            stepped through the entrance, and its thick arms hung from shoulders so broad they
            rubbed both sides of the door frame. Its spiny skull-crest almost scraped the ceiling,
            and a thick tail swept the floor behind him. The creature stopped just inside the
            room, vertical pupils dilating to diamonds as its eyes adjusted to the dim light.
         

         
         “Who’s that?” Han asked, keeping one eye on the newcomer.
         

         
         “No one you’d ever want to meet.” Kaeg slid into the back of the booth and slumped
            down in the shadows. “Just one of the Nargons.”
         

         
         “Who are the Nargons?” Leia asked. “I’m not familiar with that species.”

         
         “Lucky you,” Kaeg said, sinking even deeper into his seat. “You should try to keep
            it that way.”
         

         
         “Care to explain why?” Han asked. “And while you’re at it, maybe why you’re hiding
            from them?”
         

         
         As he spoke, two more Nargons ducked through the door, their big hands hanging close
            to the blasters in their knee holsters. They stepped forward to flank the first one
            and began to scan the cantina interior.
         

         
         Kaeg was careful to avoid looking in their direction. “Who says I’m hiding?”

         
         “Kid, I was ducking bounty hunters before your grandfather met your grandmother.”
            As Han spoke, the first Nargon’s gaze reached their table and stopped. “I know the
            signs, so answer the question—or you’re on your own.”
         

         
         Kaeg’s brow shot up. “You would back me?”

         
         “Assuming you’re really a friend of Lando’s,” Leia said cautiously, “and if you start being honest with us. Then, yes, we have your back.”
         

         
         The first Nargon said something to its companions. They eased away in different directions,
            one going to the far end of the bar, the other drawing angry glares as it jostled
            its way into the opposite corner.
         

         
         Kaeg swallowed hard. “Deal.”

         
         “Good. Tell us what you know about Nargons,” Han said. He reached over and tapped
            the holopad controls, and the chart dissolved in a rain of sparkles. “Like, where
            do they come from?”
         

         
         “Kark if I know,” Kaeg said. “I never saw them before the new outfit brought them
            in, when the pirates grew bad.”
         

         
         “New outfit?” Han asked. He was no expert on the Chiloon Rift, but he knew the miners
            here were mostly independent operators whose families had been in the business for
            generations. “What new outfit?”
         

         
         Kaeg’s lip curled in distaste. “G.E.T.,” he said. “Galactic Exploitation Technologies.
            You know them?”
         

         
         Han had never heard of G.E.T., but he didn’t bother to ask for details. His attention
            was fixed on the entrance, where two more figures were just stepping through the doorway.
            Unlike the Nargons, this pair was not an exotic species. Standing less than two meters
            tall, with shoulders no broader than Han’s, they were almost certainly human. But
            they were also wearing full suits of colored armor and blocky helmets with opaque
            visors, and that could only mean one thing.
         

         
         “Mandalorians!” Leia whispered.

         
         “Yeah.” Han hated Mandalorians. Like their leader, Boba Fett, they had a bad habit
            of selling their combat skills to the highest bidder—and the highest bidder was almost
            always on the side opposite Han. He turned to Kaeg. “What are Mandos doing here?”
         

         
         “They work security for G.E.T. They’re sort of handlers for the Nargons.” As Kaeg
            spoke, the first Nargon leaned down to say something to the taller Mandalorian. “Is
            this going to be a problem? Because if you can’t handle Mandalorians, then you really
            can’t handle—”
         

         
         “Relax, kid,” Han said. “We can handle Mandos. We can handle anything in this room.”
         

         
         Kaeg looked doubtful. “Tell me that after you figure out what a Nargon is.”

         
         The first Nargon raised a long arm and pointed toward their booth, then fell in behind the two Mandalorians as they crossed the room. The muffled rhythms
            of the smazzo music continued to reverberate through the tranquility screen, but otherwise
            the cantina fell uneasy and still. Judging by all the worried brows and averted eyes,
            Han half-expected the other patrons to clear out. Instead, most remained in their
            seats, and the miners in the crowd turned to glare openly as the trio passed.
         

         
         “Not real popular, are they?” Han remarked.

         
         “Nobody likes rock-jumpers,” Kaeg said. “Galactic Exploitation came in fast and hard
            with a whole fleet of those giant asteroid crunchers. Trouble is, vessels that big
            aren’t nimble enough to run the Rift—and even if they were, G.E.T. crews have no nose.”
         

         
         “No nose?” Leia asked.

         
         Kaeg scowled. “You need a sixth sense to operate here,” he said. “Outsiders can’t
            smell good rock, and they can’t see a lane getting ready to open. They have no feel
            for how the Rift moves.”
         

         
         “So they trail independent operators,” Han said. “And then push in on your finds.”

         
         Kaeg nodded. “Push in is one way to say it. Steal is another.”
         

         
         “And when did that start?” Leia asked.

         
         “About ten standard months ago,” Kaeg said. “G.E.T. showed up a little before the
            pirate problem grew bad.”
         

         
         Leia shot Han a look that suggested she found the timing as suspicious as he did,
            but before she could say anything, the Mandalorians arrived with the lead Nargon.
            Too huge to fit completely inside the tranquility partition, the reptile stopped halfway
            through and loomed over Leia, seemingly oblivious to the gold static dancing over
            its scales. The short Mandalorian—a squat fellow in yellow armor—came to Han’s side
            and stood with one hand resting on his holstered blaster.
         

         
         The taller Mandalorian placed a chair at the table across from Kaeg, then removed
            his helmet and sat. He had dark, curly hair and a burn-scarred face that still appeared
            half-melted along the left side. Barely glancing at the Solos, he placed the helmet
            in front of him, then folded his hands on top and leaned toward Kaeg.
         

         
         “Skipping out on your marker, Kaeg?” he asked. “I took you for smarter than that.”

         
         “I’m not skipping out on anything, Scarn.” Kaeg’s voice was a little too hard to be
            natural. “I’m just catching a ride so I can get what I owe you.”
         

         
         A muffled snort sounded inside the helmet of the shorter Mandalorian, and Scarn sneered.
            “Why do I doubt that?”
         

         
         “Look, you know what those pirates did to my tug,” Kaeg said. “There’s no way she’s
            leaving the repair docks for another two weeks, minimum.”
         

         
         Scarn shrugged. “So?”

         
         “So I’ll be back for her,” Kaeg said. “But it’s going to take more credits than I
            had before our game to pay for repairs. I’m just heading to Sarnus to make arrangements. I’ll
            get what I owe you at the same time.”
         

         
         “Arrangements with Calrissian?” Scarn rubbed his chin just long enough to pretend
            he was thinking about it, then shook his head. “I don’t think so. We don’t like Calrissian,
            and he doesn’t like us. We’ll do this another way.”
         

         
         “That’s the only way we’re going to do it,” Kaeg said. “I’m not giving you the Roamer—that ship has been in my family for two hundred years.”
         

         
         Kaeg overtly dropped his hand below the table, and Han tried not to wince. Hinting
            at violence was usually a bad idea when you were outnumbered and outflanked. But at
            least Han was feeling better about the kid’s story. Gambling debts he could understand,
            having had a few himself, and the debt explained why Kaeg was so eager to get off
            Brink Station. Han rested a hand on his own holstered blaster and tried to look bored, as though
            firefights against armored Mandalorians backed by overgrown lizards were a common
            occurrence for him … and, really, that wasn’t much of an exaggeration.
         

         
         The Nargon hissed and started to pull the blaster from its knee holster, but Scarn
            called it off with a two-fingered wave.
         

         
         “There’s no need for anyone to get hurt today.” The undamaged half of his face smiled.
            “The last thing I want is that crate of corrosion you call an asteroid tug.”
         

         
         It was hard to say whether Kaeg’s frown was one of confusion or outrage. “The Roamer may not look like much, but she’s all pull,” he said. “She’s dragged moons out of
            orbit.”
         

         
         Scarn looked unimpressed. “If you say so. But I have another idea.” He extended a
            hand toward his Mandalorian subordinate. “Jakal?”
         

         
         Jakal withdrew a pair of folded flimses from a pouch on his equipment belt and handed
            them to Scarn.
         

         
         Scarn unfolded the sheets and pushed them toward Kaeg. “Considering the size of your
            marker, that’s more than fair.”
         

         
         Kaeg eyed the flimses skeptically, then reluctantly picked them up and began to read.
            Scarn waited with a bored expression, as though the kid’s consent was irrelevant to
            what was about to happen. Han kept his hand on his blaster grip and watched the Nargon
            watch him. Jakal’s helmet pivoted from side to side as he kept an eye on the rest
            of the miners in the cantina, who were all carefully observing the situation at Kaeg’s
            table. The other two Nargons continued to stand guard in opposite corners of the room,
            their tails bumping the walls as they, too, scanned the crowd. But no one was watching
            Leia, who was probably the most dangerous person in the Red Ronto.
         

         
         Maybe the situation wasn’t as bad as it looked.

         
         Kaeg was still on the first page when he stopped reading and looked across the table.
            “Galactic Exploitation wants my family’s share of the miner’s cooperative?”
         

         
         Scarn nodded. “That’s right,” he said. “You sign your share over to G.E.T., then G.E.T.
            pays me, and your debt is settled. Simple.”
         

         
         Kaeg looked more confused than alarmed. “Why?”

         
         Scarn shrugged. “All I know is the bosses want to join your little co-op,” he said.
            “Maybe they’re worried one of their yachts will need to be rescued or repaired or
            something.”
         

         
         “Then they can pay for an associate membership.” Kaeg tossed the flimses in the middle
            of the table. “I’m not giving you a Founder’s Share. I’d be run out of the Rift.”
         

         
         Scarn’s expression grew cold. “Either you put your thumb in the verification box, or Qizak here rips your arm off and does
            it for you.”
         

         
         A nervous sheen came to Kaeg’s lip, but he looked into the Nargon’s eyes and managed
            to fake being calm. “Just so you know, Qizak, you touch me and you die. Clear?”
         

         
         Qizak bared a fang, then looked to Scarn. “Now, Boss?”
         

         
         Leia raised a hand. “Hold that thought, Qizak.” Her voice was calm and soothing, the way it always was when she made a Force suggestion. “There’s
            no rush here.”
         

         
         The Nargon studied her as though considering whether to rip her limb from limb, or
            simply bite off her head.
         

         
         Leia ignored the glare and focused on Scarn. “How much does Omad owe, Ver’alor?”
         

         
         The eye on the good side of Scarn’s face flashed at her use of the Mandalorian word
            for lieutenant. But the eye on the scarred side merely pivoted in her direction, its cybernetic
            cornea fogging as it adjusted focus.
         

         
         Scarn studied Leia in silence. His sneer of contempt suggested that he had no idea
            she was Princess Leia Organa Solo, sister to Jedi Grand Master Luke Skywalker, and
            a famous Jedi Knight herself. And if Scarn hadn’t recognized Leia, it was a pretty
            good bet he didn’t realize that her companion was Han Solo, one of the finest gamblers
            in the galaxy—and someone who would know how a cybernetic eye might be used to cheat
            a kid in a high-stakes sabacc game.
         

         
         Finally, Scarn asked, “What do you care? You his mother or something?”

         
         Leia’s eyes grew hard. “Or something,” she said. “All you need to know is that I’m
            a friend who might be willing to cover his debt … once you tell me how much it is.”
         

         
         She pointed at the transfer document and used the Force to summon both pieces of flimsy
            into her hand.
         

         
         Scarn’s jaw dropped, then his gaze snapped back to Kaeg. “If you think hiring some
            old Jedi castoff will get you out of your marker—”
         

         
         “She’s not exactly a castoff,” Kaeg interrupted. “But you’ll get your money, Scarn.
            Omad Kaeg is no shirker.”
         

         
         “Yeah, but he is kind of a rube,” Han said. He looked Scarn square in his artificial eye, but when
            he spoke, it was to Kaeg. “Omad, the next time you play sabacc, make sure it’s not
            with someone who has a cybernetic eye. Those things can be programmed to cheat in
            about a hundred ways.”
         

         
         Kaeg’s voice turned angry. “You have a cybernetic eye, Scarn?”

         
         “He didn’t mention that?” Han shook his head and continued to watch Scarn. “You see,
            now that’s just bad form.”
         

         
         Scarn’s face grew stormy. “You calling me a cheater?” His voice sounded just like
            the voices of all the other cheaters Han had spotted over the years—well-rehearsed
            outrage with no real astonishment or confusion. “Because you weren’t even there.”
         

         
         “No, but Omad was.” Being careful not to look away from Scarn, Han nodded toward Kaeg.
            “What do you think, kid? Fair game or not?”
         

         
         It was Leia who answered. “Not, I think.” Her eyes remained on the flimsy. “Omad,
            a million credits on a marker? Really?”
         

         
         “I needed to pay for repairs,” Kaeg explained. “And I’m usually very good at sabacc.”

         
         “Oh, I can see that,” Han said. He was starting to wonder about the convenient timing of the pirate
            attack on Kaeg’s ship … and he was starting to get angry. “And I’ll bet after the
            pirates had you limping back into the station, someone at the bar was buying drinks
            and talking about the Mando sucker in the back room.”
         

         
         “As a matter of fact, yes.” Kaeg sounded embarrassed. “How did you know?”

         
         “It’s an old trick, Omad.” Leia’s voice was kind. “Han has fallen for it himself a
            few times.”
         

         
         “You have?” Kaeg asked. “Han Solo?”

         
         “No need to talk about that now,” Han said. A few times was exaggerating, but he knew Leia was just trying to keep Kaeg from starting a fight
            she didn’t think they would win. Deciding she was probably right, he shifted his gaze
            back to Scarn. “So now that we know your marker is no good, why don’t you sign it
            paid—”
         

         
         “I didn’t cheat,” Scarn said, sounding a little too insistent. He raised a thumb to the damaged side of his face, then popped out his
            cybernetic eye and slapped the device on the table. “Check it yourself.”
         

         
         Han barely glanced at the thing. “I’d rather check the eye you used during the game.”

         
         “That is the one I used.”
         

         
         Scarn’s tone remained aggressive and hostile, but the mere fact that he had switched
            from intimidation to arguing his innocence told Han the balance of power had shifted.
            Scarn recognized the Solo name, and he was no more eager to start a fight with Han
            and Leia than they were to start one with him and his Nargons.
         

         
         “Maybe that’s the cybernetic eye you were using,” Han said, “and maybe it’s not. But
            you didn’t tell the kid you had one, and you gotta admit that looks bad.” When Scarn
            didn’t argue, Han extended a hand. “So give me the kid’s marker, and we’ll put all
            this behind us.”
         

         
         Scarn remained silent and looked around the table, no doubt weighing his chances of
            actually leaving with Kaeg’s thumbprint against the likelihood of surviving a fight.
            Han risked a quick peek in Leia’s direction and was rewarded with a subtle nod. She
            could feel in the Force that Scarn was worried, and worried meant they were going to avoid a battle.
         

         
         Then Kaeg asked, “What about the rest?”

         
         “The rest of what?” Han asked, confused.

         
         “I lost ten thousand credits before I signed that marker,” Kaeg said. “It was all the money I had.”
         

         
         Han frowned. “You took your last ten thousand credits to a sabacc table?”

         
         “I didn’t see another choice,” Kaeg said. “And don’t tell me you haven’t done the same thing.”
         

         
         “That was different,” Han said.

         
         He glanced over at Scarn and caught him glaring at Kaeg in fiery disbelief. There
            was no way the Mandalorian was going to return the ten thousand credits, probably
            because most of it had already been spent. Han shifted his gaze back to Kaeg.
         

         
         “Look, kid, ten thousand credits may seem like a lot right now, but it’s not worth
            starting a firefight over. Why don’t you think of it as tuition?”
         

         
         “No,” Kaeg said, glaring at Scarn. “Nobody cheats Omad Kaeg.”

         
         “Omad,” Leia said gently, “we’re going to pay you for serving as our guide. It will be more than you lost, I promise.”
         

         
         Kaeg shook his head. “It’s not about the credits. These Out-Rifters come pushing in
            here, thinking they can just take what’s ours.” In a move so fast it was barely visible,
            he laid his blaster on the table, his finger on the trigger and the emitter nozzle
            pointed in Scarn’s direction. “It’s time they learned different.”
         

         
         Han groaned but slipped his own blaster out of its holster and placed it on the table
            with a finger on the trigger. Scarn did the same, while Jakal pulled his weapon and
            held it nozzle-down, ready to swing into action against Han or Kaeg. Leia simply laid the transfer document in front of
            her and dropped one hand onto her lap, where it would be close to her lightsaber.
            The Nargon watched them all and snarled.
         

         
         When no one actually opened fire, Han let out his breath and shifted his gaze back
            and forth between Kaeg and Scarn. “Look, guys, things can go two ways from here,”
            he said. “Either everyone in our little circle dies, or you two come to an understanding
            and we all walk away. Which will it be?”
         

         
         Kaeg stared into Scarn’s remaining eye. “I’m good with dying.”

         
         “Then why are you talking instead of blasting?” Scarn asked. Without awaiting a reply,
            he turned to Han. “Jakal is going to put his blaster away and hand over that marker.
            Then we’re done here. Clear?”
         

         
         “What about the kid’s ten thousand?” Han didn’t really expect to get it back, but
            he wanted Kaeg to understand that some mistakes couldn’t be fixed, that sometimes
            the only smart move was to cut your losses and move on. “Jakal going to hand that
            over, too?”
         

         
         Scarn shook his head. “The ten thousand is gone,” he said. “You think I’d be out here
            on the edge of nothing, wrangling a bunch of overgrown lizards, if I didn’t have problems
            of my own?”
         

         
         The question made Qizak’s skull-crest stand erect, and it studied Scarn with an expression
            that seemed half appetite and half anger. Han contemplated the display for a moment,
            wondering just how much obedience the Mandalorian could truly expect from his “overgrown
            lizards,” then turned to Kaeg.
         

         
         Kaeg sighed and took his finger off the blaster’s trigger. “Fine.” He held a hand
            out toward Jakal. “Give me the marker.”
         

         
         Jakal holstered his weapon, then pulled another flimsy from his belt pouch and tossed
            it in the middle of the table.
         

         
         And that was when Qizak said, “Coward.”
         

         
         Scarn craned his neck to glare up at the Nargon. “Did you say something?” he demanded.
            “Did I tell you to say something?”
         

         
         Qizak ignored the question and pointed to the unsigned transfer document, still lying
            in front of Leia. “The bosses need Kaeg’s share,” he said. “That is the plan they
            have.”
         

         
         Kaeg’s eyes flashed in outrage. “Plan?”
         

         
         Shaking his head in frustration, Han said, “Yeah, kid, plan. You were set up. I’ll explain later.” Hoping to keep the situation from erupting into
            a firefight, he turned back to Scarn. “Like you said, we’re done here. Go.”
         

         
         Qizak pointed a scaly talon at the transfer document. “When Kaeg gives his share to
            the bosses.”
         

         
         “No, now,” Scarn said, rising. “I give the orders. You—”
         

         
         A green blur flashed past Han’s face, ending the rebuke with a wet crackle that sent
            Scarn sailing back with a caved-in face. The blur hung motionless long enough to identify
            it as a scaly green elbow, then shot forward again as Qizak grabbed Kaeg’s wrist.
         

         
         Jakal cursed in Mandalorian and reached for his blaster again—then went down in a
            crash of metal and snapping bone as the Nargon’s huge tail smashed his knees. Han
            stared. How do we stop this thing?

         
         By then, Qizak was dragging Kaeg’s hand toward the transfer document. Han checked
            the other Nargons and found them both in their corners, still watching the crowd rather
            than the trouble at the booth. Good. If they were worried about the other patrons
            getting involved, it would take them longer to react. That gave the Solos ten or twelve
            seconds to even the odds—maybe longer, if the miners really did jump into the fight.
         

         
         Han pointed his blaster at Qizak’s head. “Hey, Finhead. Let—”

         
         A green streak came sweeping toward Han’s arm. He pulled the trigger, and a single
            bolt ricocheted off Qizak’s temple. Then a scaly wrist cracked into Han’s elbow; his
            entire arm fell numb, and the blaster went flying.
         

         
         From the other side of the booth came the snap-hiss of an igniting lightsaber. The acrid stench of burning scales filled the air. Qizak
            roared and whirled toward a spray of blue embers that made no sense, and then an amputated
            forearm dropped onto the table, trailing smoke and sparks.
         

         
         Sparks?
         

         
         Too desperate to wonder, Han launched himself at Qizak, burying his shoulder in the
            Nargon’s flank and pumping his legs, driving through like a smashball player making
            a perfect tackle.
         

         
         Qizak barely teetered.

         
         But the huge alien did look toward Han, and that gave Leia the half second she needed to jump onto the booth
            seat. Her lightsaber whined and crackled, and Qizak’s remaining arm dropped next to the first. Two arms,
            maybe three seconds. Not fast enough. Han drove harder, trying to push the Nargon
            off balance … or at least distract him.
         

         
         Leia buried her lightsaber in Qizak’s side. The Nargon roared and pivoted away … but
            not to retreat. Remembering how the lizard had smashed Jakal’s knees, Han threw himself
            down on the huge tail, slowing it just enough to give Leia time to roll onto the table.
            The lightsaber fell silent for an instant, then sizzled back to life.
         

         
         Qizak let out an anguished bellow, then its tail whipped back in the opposite direction.
            Han went tumbling and came to rest against a flailing heap of armor—Jakal, writhing
            with two broken legs. Han spun and reached for the Mandalorian’s blaster but discovered
            his numb hand lacked the strength to wrench the weapon from Jakal’s grasp.
         

         
         Jakal pulled the blaster free and started to swing the nozzle toward Han.

         
         “Are you crazy?” Han jerked his thumb toward Qizak. “He’s the one who smashed Scarn’s
            face!”
         

         
         Jakal paused, and Han used his good hand to snatch the blaster away. So far, the fight
            had lasted six, maybe seven seconds. The other Nargons would arrive soon. A tremendous
            banging sounded from the booth, and suddenly Leia was trapped against the wall as
            the armless Qizak tried to kick the table aside to get at her. Kaeg stood next to
            her, pouring blaster fire into the lizard’s chest, but the bolts bounced away with
            little effect.
         

         
         “What are those things?” Han gasped.
         

         
         Jakal might have groaned something like scaled death, but Han was already attacking Qizak from behind, firing with his off-hand. The storm
            of ricochets was so thick, he did not realize he was caught in a crossfire until he
            stood and nearly lost his head to the bolts screeching in from two different directions.
         

         
         Han dived and began to kick himself across the floor behind Qizak. The bolts had to
            be coming from the other Nargons, blasting on the run as they tried to push through
            the panicked crowd to help their companion. But who would do that, fire into a brawl
            when their buddy was right in the middle of it?
         

         
         He continued to squeeze his own trigger, pushing himself toward Qizak’s flank and
            firing toward the smoking hole Leia had opened in the Nargon’s ribs. Finally, he saw
            a bolt disappear into the dark circle.
         

         
         And that drew a reaction. Qizak spun as though hit by a blaster cannon, pupils diamond-shaped
            and wide open. Gray smoke began to billow from its chest, followed by blue spurting
            blood and something that looked like beads of molten metal. The Nargon lurched toward
            Han, its legs starting to shudder and spasm as it prepared to stomp its attacker into
            a greasy smear.
         

         
         Leia came leaping over the tabletop, her lightsaber flashing and sizzling as she batted
            blaster bolts back toward the other Nargons. She pivoted in midair, bringing her bright
            blade around in a horizontal arc. Qizak’s head came off and went bouncing across the
            durasteel floor.
         

         
         Han saw the body falling and tried to roll away, but he was too slow. The huge corpse
            crashed down atop him, and the air left his lungs.
         

         
         In the next instant, the weight vanished. He saw Leia crouching at his feet, one arm
            outstretched as she used the Force to send Qizak’s body flying into a charging Nargon.
         

         
         “You okay, Flyboy?” she asked.

         
         “I’m …” Han had to stop. His chest hurt something fierce, and the breath had definitely
            been knocked out of him. Still, he managed to get his feet under him. “Fine. I think.”
         

         
         Kaeg scrambled from beneath the table. A flurry of blaster bolts nearly took his head
            off. He cried out in surprise, then waved an arm toward a dark corner.
         

         
         “Emergency exit!”

         
         He scrambled away, staying low and not looking back.

         
         Han did not follow immediately. Recalling the strange sparks that had sprayed from
            Qizak’s arm as Leia amputated it, he grabbed one of the limbs off the table—and was
            so surprised by its weight he nearly dropped it. He flipped the stump around and saw
            that instead of bone, the Nargon’s flesh was attached to a thick durasteel pipe with
            just room enough for a bundle of fiberoptic filaments.
         

         
         “Han!”

         
         Leia used the Force to send the last Nargon stumbling back toward the bar, then grabbed Han by the arm and raced down a short passage, past the refreshers,
            and out through an open iris hatch. It wasn’t until Kaeg sealed the hatch behind them
            and blasted the controls that she finally released his arm and took a good look at
            what he was carrying.
         

         
         “Really, Han?” She rolled her eyes in disbelief. “Souvenirs?”
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PRECIPICE


1

      
      5,000 years BBY

      
      “Lohjoy! Give me something!” Scrambling to his feet in the darkness, Captain Korsin
         craned his neck to find the hologram. “Thrusters, attitude control—I’ll even take
         parking jets!”
      

      
      A starship is a weapon, but it’s the crew that makes it deadly. An old spacer’s line: trite, but weighty enough to lend a little authority. Korsin
         had used it himself on occasion. But not today. His ship was being deadly all on its
         own—and his crew was just along for the ride.
      

      
      “We’ve got nothing, Captain!” The serpent-haired engineer Lohjoy flickered before
         him, off-kilter and out of focus. Korsin knew things belowdecks must be bad if his
         upright, uptight Ho’Din genius was off-balance. “Reactors are down! And we’ve got
         structural failures in the hull, both aft and—”
      

      
      Lohjoy shrieked in agony, her tendrils bursting into a mane of fire that sent her
         reeling out of view. Korsin barely suppressed a startled laugh. In calmer times—half
         a standard hour ago—he’d joked that Ho’Din were half tree. But that was hardly appropriate
         when the whole engineering deck was going up. The hull had ruptured. Again.
      

      
      The hologram expired—and all around the stocky captain warning lights danced, winked,
         and went out. Korsin plopped down again, clutching at the armrests. Well, the chair still works. “Anything? Anybody?”
      

      
      Silence—and the remote grinding of metal.

      
      “Just give me something to shoot at.” It was Gloyd, Korsin’s gunnery officer, teeth
         shining in the shadows. The half smirk was a memento from a Jedi lightsaber swipe
         years earlier that just missed taking the Houk’s head off. In response, Gloyd had
         cultivated the only wit aboard as acidic as the commander’s own—but the gunner wasn’t
         finding much funny today. Korsin read it in the brute’s tiny eyes: Death in combat’s one thing. But this is no way to go.
      

      
      Korsin didn’t bother to look at the other side of the bridge. Icy glares there could be taken as a given. Even now, when Omen was crippled and out of control.
      

      
      “Anybody?”

      
      Even now. Korsin’s bushy eyebrows flared into a black V. What was wrong with them? The adage was right. A ship needed a crew united in purpose—only the purpose
         of being Sith was the exaltation of self. Every ensign an emperor. Every rival’s misstep,
         an opportunity. Well, here’s an opportunity, he thought. Solve this, someone, and you can flat-out have the blasted comfy chair.
      

      
      Sith power games. They didn’t mean much now—not against the insistent gravity below.
         Korsin looked up again at the forward viewport. The vast azure orb visible earlier
         was gone, replaced by light, gas, and grit raining upward. The latter two, he knew,
         came from the guts of his own ship, losing the fight against the alien atmosphere.
         Whatever it was, the planet had Omen now. An uncontrolled descent from orbit took a long time, surprisingly long. More
         time to contemplate your destruction, his father had always said. But the way the
         ship was shaking, Korsin and his crew might be robbed even of that dubious privilege.
      

      
      “Remember,” he yelled, looking at his entire bridge crew for the first time since
         it had started. “You wanted to be here!”
      

      
      And they had wanted to be there—most of them, anyway. Omen had been the ship to get when the Sith mining flotilla gathered at Primus Goluud.
         The Massassi shock troops in the hold didn’t care where they went—who knew what the
         Massassi even thought half the time, presuming they did at all. But many sentients who had a choice in
         the matter picked Omen.
      

      
      Saes, captain of the Harbinger, was a fallen Jedi: an unknown quantity. You couldn’t trust someone the Jedi couldn’t
         trust, and they would trust just about anyone. Yaru Korsin, the crew members knew.
         A Sith captain owning a smile was rare enough, and always suspect. But Korsin had
         been at it for twenty standard years, long enough for those who’d served under him
         to spread the word. A Korsin ship was an easy ride.
      

      
      Just not today. Fully loaded with Lignan crystals, Harbinger and Omen had readied to leave Phaegon III for the front when a Jedi starfighter tested the
         mining fleet’s defenses. While his crescent-shaped Blade fighters tangled with the
         intruder, Korsin’s crew made preparations to jump to hyperspace. Protecting the cargo
         was paramount—and if they managed to make their delivery before the Jedi turncoat
         made his, well, that was just a bonus. The Blade pilots could hitch back on Harbinger.
      

      
      Only something had gone wrong. A shock to the Harbinger, and then another. Sensor readings of the sister ship went nonsensical—and Harbinger yawed dangerously toward Omen. Before the collision warning could sound, Korsin’s navigator reflexively engaged the hyperdrive. It had been in
         the nick of time …
      

      
      … or maybe not. Not the way Omen was giving up its vitals now. They did hit us, Korsin knew. The telemetry might have told them, had they had any. The ship had
         been knocked off-course by an astronomical hair—but it was enough.
      

      
      Captain Korsin had never experienced an encounter with a gravity well in hyperspace,
         and neither had any of his crew. Stories required survivors. But it felt as though
         space itself had yawned open near the passing Omen, kneading at the ship’s alloyed superstructure like putty. It had lasted but a fraction
         of a second, if time even existed there. The escape was worse than the contact. A
         sickly snap, and shielding failed. Bulkheads gave. And then, the armory.
      

      
      The armory had exploded. That was easy enough to know from the gaping hole in the
         underside of the ship. That it had exploded in hyperspace was a matter of inference:
         they were still alive. In normal space, all the grenades, bombs, and other pleasantries,
         the Massassi, were taking to Kirrek would have gone up in a flourish, taking the ship
         with it. But instead the armory had simply vanished—along with an impressive chunk
         of Omen’s quarterdeck. The physics in hyperspace were unpredictable by definition; instead
         of exploding outward, the breached deck simply left the ship in a seismic tug. Korsin
         could imagine the erupting munitions dropping out of hyperspace light-years behind
         the Omen, wherever it was. That would mean a bad day for someone!
      

      
      Might as well share the pain.
      

      
      Omen had shuddered into realspace, decelerating madly—and taking dead aim at a blister
         of blue hanging before a vibrant star. Was that the source of the mass shadow that had interrupted their trip? Who cared? It was about to end it. Captured,
         Omen had skipped and bounced across the crystal ocean of air until the descent began in
         earnest. It had claimed his engineer—probably all his engineers—but the command deck
         still held. Tapani craftsmanship, Korsin marveled. They were falling, but for the
         moment they were still alive.
      

      
      “Why isn’t he dead?”

      
      Half mesmerized by the streamers of fire erupting outside—at least the Omen was belly-down for this bounce—Korsin only vaguely grew aware of harsh words to his
         left. “You shouldn’t have made the jump!” stabbed the young voice. “Why isn’t he dead?”
      

      
      Captain Korsin straightened and gave his half brother an incredulous stare. “I know you’re not talking to me.”
      

      
      Devore Korsin jabbed a gloved finger past the commander to a frail man, still jabbing
         futilely at his control panel and looking very alone. “That navigator of yours! Why
         isn’t he dead?”
      

      
      “Maybe he’s on the wrong deck?”

      
      “Yaru!”

      
      Jokes weren’t going to save Boyle Marcom today, the captain knew. Marcom had been
         guiding ships through the weirdness of hyperspace since the middle of Marka Ragnos’s
         rule. Boyle hadn’t been at his best in years, but Yaru Korsin knew a former helmsman
         of his father’s was always worth having. Not today, though. Whatever had happened
         back there, it would rightfully be laid at the navigator’s feet.
      

      
      But assigning blame in the middle of a firestorm? That was Devore all over.

      
      “We’ll do this later,” the elder Korsin said from the command chair. “If there is
         a later.” Anger flashed in Devore’s eyes. Yaru couldn’t remember ever seeing anything
         else there. The pale and lanky Devore little resembled his own ruddy, squat frame—also the shape of their father. But those eyes, and that
         look? Those could have been a direct transplant.
      

      
      Their father. He’d never had a day like this. The old spacer had never lost a ship for the Sith
         Lords. Learning at his side, the teenage Yaru had staked out his own future—until
         the day he became less enamored of his father’s footsteps. The day when Devore arrived.
         Half Yaru’s age, son to a mother from a port on another planet—and embraced by the
         old veteran without a second thought. Rather than find out how many more children
         his father had out there to vie for stations on the bridge, Cadet Korsin appealed
         to the Sith Lords for another assignment. That had not been a mistake. In five years,
         he made captain. In ten, he won command of the newly christened Omen over an accomplished rival many years his senior.
      

      
      His father hadn’t liked that. He’d never lost a ship for the Sith Lords. But he’d
         lost one to his son.
      

      
      But now losing the Omen was looking like a family tradition. The whole bridge crew—even the outsider Devore—exhaled
         audibly when rivulets of moisture replaced the flames outside the viewport. Omen had found the stratosphere without incinerating, and now the ship was in a lazy saucer
         spin through clouds heavy with rain. Korsin’s eyes narrowed. Water?
      

      
      Is there even a ground?

      
      The terrifying thought rippled through the minds of the seven on the bridge at once,
         as they watched the transparisteel viewport bulge and warp: Gas giant!

      
      Yes, it took a long time to crash from orbit, presuming you survived reentry. How
         much longer, if there was no surface? Korsin fumbled aimlessly for the controls set
         in his armrest. Omen would crack and rupture, smothered under a mountain of vapors. They shared the thought—and
         almost in response, the straining portal darkened. “All of you,” he said, “heads down! And grab something … now!”
      

      
      This time, they did as told. He knew: Tie it to self-preservation, and a Sith would
         do anything. Even this bunch. Korsin clawed at the chair, his eyes fixed on the forward
         viewport and the shadow swiftly falling across it.
      

      
      A wet mass slapped against the hull. Its sprawling form tumbled across the transparisteel,
         lingering an instant before disappearing. The captain blinked twice. It was there
         and gone, but it wasn’t part of his ship.
      

      
      It had wings.

      
      Startled, Korsin sprang from his seat and lurched toward the viewport. This time,
         the mistake was certifiably his. Already stressed before the midair collision, the
         transparisteel gave way, shards weeping from the ship like shining tears. A hush of
         departing air slammed Korsin to the deck plating. Old Marcom tumbled to one side,
         having lost hold of his station. Sirens sounded—how were they still working?—but the
         tumult soon subsided. Without thinking, Korsin breathed.
      

      
      “Air! It’s air!”

      
      Devore regained his footing first, bracing against the wind. Their first luck. The
         viewport had mostly blown out, not in—and while the cabin had lost pressure, a drippy,
         salty wind was making its way in. Unaided, Captain Korsin fought his way back to his
         station. Thanks for the hand, brother.
      

      
      “Just a reprieve,” Gloyd said. They still couldn’t see what was below. Korsin had
         done a suicide plunge before, but that had been in a bomber—when he’d known where
         the ground was. That there was a ground.
      

      
      Once-restrained doubts flooded Korsin’s mind—and Devore responded. “Enough,” the crystal
         hunter barked, struggling against the swaying deck to reach his sibling’s command chair. “Let me at those controls!”
      

      
      “They’re as dead for you as they are for me!”

      
      “We’ll see about that!” Devore reached for the armrest, only to be blocked by Korsin’s
         beefy wrist. The commander’s teeth clenched. Don’t do this. Not now.
      

      
      A baby screamed. Korsin looked quizzically at Devore for a moment before turning to
         see Seelah in the doorway, clutching a small crimson-wrapped bundle. The child wailed.
      

      
      Darker-skinned than either of them, Seelah was an operative on Devore’s mining team.
         Korsin knew her simply as Devore’s female—that was the nicest way to put it. He didn’t
         know which role came first. Now the slender figure looked haggard as she slumped against
         the doorway. Her child, bound tightly in the manner of their people, had worked a
         tiny arm free and was clawing at her scattered auburn hair. She seemed not to notice.
      

      
      Surprise—was it annoyance?—crossed Devore’s face. “I sent you to the lifepods!”

      
      Korsin flinched. The lifepods were a nonstarter—literally. They’d known that back
         in space when the first one snagged on its stubborn docking claw and exploded right
         in the ship’s hull. He didn’t know what had happened to the rest, but the ship had
         taken such damage to its spine that he figured the whole array was a probable loss.
      

      
      “We were … in the cargo hold,” she said, gasping as Devore reached her and grasped
         her arms. “Near our quarters.” Devore’s eyes darted past her, down the hallway.
      

      
      “Devore, you can’t go to the lifepods—”
      

      
      “Shut up, Yaru!”

      
      “Stop it,” she said. “There’s land.” When Devore stared at her blankly, she exhaled
         and looked urgently toward the captain. “Land!”

      
      Korsin made the connection. “The cargo hold!” The crystals were in a hold safely forward from the damage—in a place with viewports angled
         to see below. There was something under all that blue, after all. Something that gave
         them a chance.
      

      
      “The port thruster will light,” she implored.

      
      “No, it won’t,” Korsin said. Not from any command on the bridge, anyway. “We’re going
         to have to do this by hand—so to speak.” He stepped past the ailing Marcom to the
         starboard viewport, which looked back upon the main bulge of the ship trailing aft.
         There were four large torpedo tube covers on either side of the ship, spherical lids
         that swiveled above or below the horizontal plane depending on where they were situated.
         They never opened those covers in atmospheres, for fear of the drag they would cause.
         That design flaw might save them. “Gloyd, will they work?”
      

      
      “They’ll cycle—once. But without power, we’re gonna have to set off the firing pins
         to open them.”
      

      
      Devore gawked. “We’re not going out there!” They were still at terminal velocity.
         But Korsin was moving, too, bustling past his brother to the port viewport. “Everyone,
         to either side!”
      

      
      Seelah and another crewman stepped to the right pane. Devore, glaring, reluctantly
         joined her. Alone on the left, Yaru Korsin placed his hand on the coldly sweating
         portal. Outside, meters away, he found one of the massive circular covers—and the
         small box mounted to its side, no larger than a comlink. It was smaller than he remembered
         from inspection. Where’s the mechanism? There. He reached out through the Force. Careful …

      
      “Top torpedo door, both sides. Now!”
      

      
      With a determined mental act, Korsin triggered the firing pin. A large bolt released
         explosively, shooting ahead—and the mammoth tube cover moved in response, rotating
         on its single hinge. The ship, already quaking, groaned loudly as the door reached its final position, perched atop the plane
         of the Omen like a makeshift aileron. Korsin looked expectantly behind him, where Seelah’s expression
         assured him of a similar success on her side. Like many of the Sith believers aboard,
         she had been trained in the use of the Force—but Korsin had never considered using
         it to make in-flight corrections before. For a moment, he wondered if it had worked …
      

      
      Thoom! With a wrenching jolt that leveled the bridge crew, Omen tipped downward. It didn’t slow the ship as much as Korsin had expected, but that
         wasn’t the point. At least they could see where they were going now, what was below.
         If these blasted clouds would clear …

      
      At once, he saw it. Land, indeed—but more water. Much more. Jagged, rugged peaks rose
         from a greenish surf, almost a skeleton of rock lit by the alien planet’s setting
         sun, barely visible on the horizon. They were rocketing quickly into night. There
         wouldn’t be much time to make a decision …
      

      
      … but Korsin already knew there was no choice to be made. While more of the crew might
         survive a water landing, they wouldn’t last long when their superiors learned their
         precious cargo was at the bottom of an alien ocean. Better they pick the crystals out from among our burned corpses. Frowning, he ordered the Force-users on the starboard side to activate their lower
         torpedo doors.
      

      
      Again, a violent lurch, and Omen banked left, angling toward an angry line of mountains. Rearward, a lifepod shot
         away from the ship—and slammed straight into the ridge. The searing plume was gone
         from the bridge’s field of view in less than a second. Gloyd’s torpedo crew would
         be envious, Korsin thought, shaking his head and blowing out a big breath. Still people
         alive back there. They’re still trying.
      

      
      Omen cleared a snow-covered peak by less than a hundred meters. Dark water opened up below.
         Another course correction—and Omen was quickly running out of torpedo tubes. Another lifepod launched, arcing down and
         away. Only when the small craft neared the surf did its pilot—if it had one—get the
         engine going. The rockets shot the pod straight down into the ocean at full speed.
      

      
      Squinting through sweat, Korsin looked back at his crew. “Depth charge! Fine time
         for a mixed warfare drill!” Even Gloyd didn’t laugh at that one. But it wasn’t propriety,
         the captain saw as he turned. It was what was ahead. More sharp mountains rising from
         the waters—including a mountain meant for them. Korsin reeled back to his chair. “Stations!”
      

      
      Seelah wandered in a panic, nearly losing the wailing Jariad as she staggered. She
         had no station, no defensive position. She began to cross to Devore, frozen at his
         terminal. There was no time. A hand reached for her. Yaru yanked her close, pushing
         her down behind the command chair into a protective crouch.
      

      
      The act cost him.

      
      Omen slammed into a granite ridge at an angle, losing the fight—and still more of itself.
         The impact threw Captain Korsin forward against the bulkhead, nearly impaling him
         on the remaining shards of the smashed viewport. Gloyd and Marcom strained to move
         toward him, but Omen was still on the move, clipping another rocky rise and spiraling downward. Something
         exploded, strewing flaming wreckage in the ship’s grinding wake.
      

      
      Agonizingly, Omen spun forward again, the torpedo doors that had been their makeshift airbrakes snapping
         like driftwood as it slid. Down a gravelly incline it skidded, showering stones in
         all directions. Korsin, his forehead bleeding, looked up and out to see—
      

      
      —nothing. Omen continued to slide toward an abyss. It had run out of mountain.
      

      
      Stop. Stop!

      
      “Stop!”

      
      Silence. Korsin coughed and opened his eyes.

      
      They were still alive.

      
      “No,” Seelah said, kneeling and clinging to Jariad. “We’re already dead.”

      
      Thanks to you, she did not say—but Korsin felt the words streaming at him through the Force. He
         didn’t need the help. Her eyes said plenty.
      

      
   
      
      Introduction to the OLD REPUBLIC Era

      
      (5,000–33 YEARS BEFORE STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE)

      
      Long—long—ago in a galaxy far, far away … some twenty-five thousand years before Luke Skywalker
         destroyed the first Death Star at the Battle of Yavin in Star Wars: A New Hope … a large number of star systems and species in the center of the galaxy came together
         to form the Galactic Republic, governed by a Chancellor and a Senate from the capital
         city-world of Coruscant. As the Republic expanded via the hyperspace lanes, it absorbed
         new member worlds from newly discovered star systems; it also expanded its military
         to deal with the hostile civilizations, slavers, pirates, and gangster-species such
         as the slug-like Hutts that were encountered in the outward exploration. But the most
         vital defenders of the Republic were the Jedi Knights. Originally a reclusive order
         dedicated to studying the mysteries of the life energy known as the Force, the Jedi
         became the Republic’s guardians, charged by the Senate with keeping the peace—with
         wise words if possible; with lightsabers if not.
      

      
      But the Jedi weren’t the only Force-users in the galaxy. An ancient civil war had
         pitted those Jedi who used the Force selflessly against those who allowed themselves
         to be ruled by their ambitions—which the Jedi warned led to the dark side of the Force.
         Defeated in that long-ago war, the dark siders fled beyond the galactic frontier,
         where they built a civilization of their own: the Sith Empire.
      

      
      The first great conflict between the Republic and the Sith Empire occurred when two
         hyperspace explorers stumbled on the Sith worlds, giving the Sith Lord Naga Sadow
         and his dark side warriors a direct invasion route into the Republic’s central worlds.
         This war resulted in the first destruction of the Sith Empire—but it was hardly the last.
         For the next four thousand years, skirmishes between the Republic and Sith grew into
         wars, with the scales always tilting toward one or the other, and peace never lasting.
         The galaxy was a place of almost constant strife: Sith armies against Republic armies;
         Force-using Sith Lords against Jedi Masters and Jedi Knights; and the dreaded nomadic
         mercenaries called Mandalorians bringing muscle and firepower wherever they stood
         to gain.
      

      
      Then, a thousand years before A New Hope and the Battle of Yavin, the Jedi defeated the Sith at the Battle of Ruusan, decimating
         the so-called Brotherhood of Darkness that was the heart of the Sith Empire—and most
         of its power.
      

      
      One Sith Lord survived—Darth Bane—and his vision for the Sith differed from that of
         his predecessors. He instituted a new doctrine: No longer would the followers of the
         dark side build empires or amass great armies of Force-users. There would be only
         two Sith at a time: a Master and an apprentice. From that time on, the Sith remained
         in hiding, biding their time and plotting their revenge, while the rest of the galaxy
         enjoyed an unprecedented era of peace, so long and strong that the Republic eventually
         dismantled its standing armies.
      

      
      But while the Republic seemed strong, its institutions had begun to rot. Greedy corporations
         sought profits above all else and a corrupt Senate did nothing to stop them, until
         the corporations reduced many planets to raw materials for factories and entire species
         became subjects for exploitation. Individual Jedi continued to defend the Republic’s
         citizens and obey the will of the Force, but the Jedi Order to which they answered
         grew increasingly out of touch. And a new Sith mastermind, Darth Sidious, at last
         saw a way to restore Sith domination over the galaxy and its inhabitants, and quietly
         worked to set in motion the revenge of the Sith …
      

      
      If you’re a reader new to the Old Republic era, here are three great starting points:

      
      
         
             • The Old Republic: Deceived, by Paul S. Kemp: Kemp tells the tale of the Republic’s betrayal by the Sith Empire,
            and features Darth Malgus, an intriguing, complicated villain.
         

         
             • Knight Errant, by John Jackson Miller: Alone in Sith territory, the headstrong Jedi Kerra Holt
            seeks to thwart the designs of an eccentric clan of fearsome, powerful, and bizarre
            Sith Lords.
         

         
             • Darth Bane: Path of Destruction, by Drew Karpyshyn: A portrait of one of the most famous Sith Lords, from his horrifying
            childhood to an adulthood spent in the implacable pursuit of vengeance.
         

         
      

      
      Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the Old Republic era.
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PART ONE

CHAPTER ONE





      
      LORD SCOURGE RAISED the hood of his cloak as he stepped off the shuttle, a shield against the wind and
         pelting rain. Storms were common here on Dromund Kaas; dark clouds perpetually blocked
         out the sun, rendering terms like day and night meaningless. The only natural illumination came from the frequent bursts of lightning
         arcing across the sky, but the glow from the spaceport and nearby Kaas City provided
         more than enough light to see where he was going.
      

      
      The powerful electrical storms were a physical manifestation of the dark side power
         that engulfed the entire planet—a power that had brought the Sith back here a millennium
         before, when their very survival had been in doubt.
      

      
      After a crushing defeat in the Great Hyperspace War, the Emperor had risen up from
         the tattered ranks of the remaining Sith Lords to lead his followers on a desperate
         exodus to the farthest reaches of the galaxy. Fleeing the Republic armies and the
         relentless revenge of the Jedi, they eventually resettled far beyond the borders of
         Republic-charted space on their long-lost ancestral homeworld.
      

      
      There, safely hidden from their enemies, the Sith began to rebuild their Empire. Under the guidance of the Emperor—the immortal and
         all-powerful savior who still reigned over them even after a thousand years—they abandoned
         the hedonistic lifestyles of their barbaric ancestors.
      

      
      Instead they created a near-perfect society in which the Imperial military operated
         and controlled virtually every aspect of daily life. Farmers, mechanics, teachers,
         cooks, janitors—all were part of the great martial machine, each individual a cog
         trained to perform his or her duties with maximum discipline and efficiency. As a
         result, the Sith had been able to conquer and enslave world after world in the unexplored
         regions of the galaxy, until their power and influence rivaled those of their glorious
         past.
      

      
      Another burst of lightning split the sky, momentarily illuminating the massive citadel
         that loomed over Kaas City. Built by slaves and devoted followers, the citadel served
         as both palace and fortress, an unassailable meeting place for the Emperor and the
         twelve handpicked Sith Lords who made up his Dark Council.
      

      
      A decade earlier, when Scourge had first arrived on Dromund Kaas as a young apprentice,
         he had vowed to one day set foot inside the citadel’s exclusive halls. Yet in all
         his years of training at the Sith Academy on Kaas City’s borders, he had never been
         granted the privilege. He had been one of the top students, marked by his superiors
         for his strength in the Force and his fanatic devotion to the ways of the Sith. But
         acolytes were not permitted inside the citadel; its secrets were reserved for those
         in direct service to the Emperor and the Dark Council.
      

      
      The dark side power emanating from within the building was undeniable; he had felt
         the raw, crackling energy every day during his years as an acolyte. He had drawn on
         it, focusing his mind and spirit to channel the power through his own body to sustain him during the brutal training sessions.
      

      
      Now, after almost two years away, he was back on Dromund Kaas. Standing on the landing
         pad, he could once again feel the dark side deep inside his bones, the sizzling heat
         more than compensating for the minor discomfort of the wind and rain. But he was no
         longer a mere apprentice. Scourge had returned to the seat of Imperial power as a
         full-fledged Sith Lord.
      

      
      He had known this day would come eventually. After graduating from the Sith Academy
         he had hoped for a posting on Dromund Kaas. Instead he had been sent to the fringes
         of the Empire to help quell a series of minor rebellions on recently conquered worlds.
         Scourge suspected the posting had been a punishment of some type. One of his instructors,
         jealous of the star pupil’s potential, had probably recommended that he be stationed
         as far from the seat of Imperial power as possible to slow his ascent to the upper
         ranks of Sith society.
      

      
      Unfortunately, Scourge had no proof to back his theory. Yet even exiled to the uncivilized
         sectors on the farthest borders of the Empire, he had still managed to forge his reputation.
         His martial skills and ruthless pursuit of the rebel leaders caught the notice of
         several prominent military leaders. Now, two years after leaving the Academy, he had
         returned to Dromund Kaas as a newly anointed Lord of the Sith. More important, he
         was here at the personal request of Darth Nyriss, one of the most senior members of
         the Emperor’s Dark Council.
      

      
      “Lord Scourge,” a figure called out over the wind, running up to greet him. “I am
         Sechel. Welcome to Dromund Kaas.”
      

      
      “Welcome back,” Scourge corrected as the man dropped to one knee and bowed his head in a gesture
         of respect. “This is not my first time on this world.”
      

      
      Sechel’s hood was pulled up against the rain, covering his features, but during his
         approach Scourge had noticed the red skin and dangling cheek tendrils that marked
         him as a pureblood Sith, just like Lord Scourge himself. But while Scourge was an
         imposing figure, tall and broad-shouldered, this man was small and slight. Reaching
         out, Scourge sensed only the faintest hint of the Force in the other, and his features
         twisted into a sneer of revulsion.
      

      
      Unlike the humans that made up the bulk of the Empire’s population, the Sith species
         were all blessed with the power of the Force to varying degrees. It marked them as
         the elite; it elevated them above the lower ranks of Imperial society. And it was
         a legacy that was fervently protected.
      

      
      A pureblood born without any connection to the Force was an abomination; by custom
         such a creature could not be suffered to live. During his time at the Academy, Lord
         Scourge had encountered a handful of Sith whose power in the Force was noticeably
         weak. Hampered by their failing, they relied on the influence of their high-ranking
         families to find them postings as low-level aids or administrative officials at the
         Academy, where their handicap would be least noticed. Spared from the lower castes
         only by their pureblood heritage, in Scourge’s eyes they were barely better than slaves,
         though he did have to admit that the more competent ones could have their uses.
      

      
      But never before had he encountered one of his own kind with as feeble an attunement
         to the Force as the man huddled at his feet. The fact that Darth Nyriss had sent someone
         so vile and unworthy to greet him was unsettling. He’d expected a more substantial
         and impressive welcome.
      

      
      “Get up,” he snarled, making no effort to conceal his disgust.

      
      Sechel quickly scrambled to his feet. “Darth Nyriss sends her apologies for not coming
         to meet you personally,” he said quickly. “There have been several attempts on her
         life recently, and she only leaves her palace under the rarest of circumstances.”
      

      
      “I’m well aware of her situation,” Scourge replied.

      
      “Y-yes, my lord,” Sechel stammered. “Of course. That’s why you’re here. Excuse my
         stupidity.”
      

      
      A crash of thunder nearly drowned out Sechel’s apology, heralding an increase in the
         storm’s intensity. The driving rain started to come down in stinging sheets.
      

      
      “Were your Master’s instructions to leave me standing here in this downpour until
         I drowned?” Scourge demanded.
      

      
      “F-forgive me, my lord. Please, follow me. We have a speeder waiting to take you to
         the domicile.”
      

      
      A short distance from the spaceport was a small landing pad. A constant stream of
         hovercabs was landing and taking off—the preferred way for those of the lower ranks
         who couldn’t afford their own speeder to traverse the city. As was typical at a busy
         spaceport, a thick crowd surrounded the base of the landing pad. Those just arriving
         quickly fell into the queues waiting to hire a driver, moving with the disciplined
         precision that was the hallmark of Imperial society.
      

      
      Of course, Lord Scourge had no need to step into the line. While some in the crowd
         cast sharp glances at Sechel as he tried to force a path through, the throng quickly
         parted upon catching sight of the towering figure behind him. Even with his hood drawn
         against the rain, Scourge’s black cape, his spiked armor, his dark red complexion,
         and the lightsaber prominently displayed at his side clearly marked him as a Sith
         Lord.
      

      
      The individuals in the crowd showed a wide variety of reactions to his presence. Many
         were slaves or indentured servants out running errands for their masters; they wisely kept their eyes fixed on the ground, careful not to make eye contact.
         The Enlisted—the ranks of ordinary individuals conscripted into mandatory military
         service—snapped smartly to attention, as if waiting for Scourge to inspect them as
         he passed by.
      

      
      The Subjugates—the caste of offworld merchants, traders, dignitaries, and visitors
         from planets not yet granted full status in the Empire—stared with a mixture of wonder
         and fear as they stepped quickly aside. Many of them bowed as a sign of respect. On
         their homeworlds they might be rich and powerful, but here on Dromund Kaas they were
         well aware that they ranked only slightly above the servants and slaves.
      

      
      The only exception to the rule was a pair of humans, one male, the other female. Scourge
         noticed them standing at the foot of the stairs leading up to the landing pad, stubbornly
         holding their ground.
      

      
      They were wearing expensive clothes—matching red pants and tops trimmed with white—and
         both clearly wore light armor beneath their outfits. Dangling from the man’s shoulder
         was a large assault rifle, and the woman had a blaster pistol strapped across each
         hip. However, the two humans were clearly not part of the military, as neither displayed
         the official Imperial insignia or any indication of rank on their garb.
      

      
      It wasn’t unusual for Subjugate mercenaries from other worlds to visit Dromund Kaas.
         Some came seeking profit, hiring their services out to the highest bidder; others
         came to prove their value to the Empire in the hope of one day being granted the rare
         privilege of full Imperial citizenship. But mercenaries typically reacted with deference
         and humility when confronted with someone of Scourge’s rank.
      

      
      By law, Scourge could have them imprisoned or executed for even a trifling offense.
         Judging by their confrontational behavior, they were blissfully unaware of this fact.
      

      
      As the rest of the crowd parted, the mercenaries remained in place, staring defiantly
         at Scourge as he approached. The Sith Lord bristled at the continued lack of respect.
         Sechel must have felt it as well, because he quickly rushed ahead to confront the
         pair.
      

      
      Scourge didn’t slow his pace, but neither did he make a move to catch up with the
         scurrying servant. At this distance, he couldn’t hear what was being said over the
         wind and rain. But Sechel was speaking frantically, gesturing and waving his arms
         while the humans stared at him with cold contempt. Finally, the woman nodded, and
         the pair slowly moved out of the way. Satisfied, Sechel turned and waited for Scourge
         to arrive.
      

      
      “A thousand apologies, my lord,” he said as they mounted the steps. “Some Subjugates
         lack a proper understanding of our customs.”
      

      
      “Perhaps they need me to remind them of their place,” Scourge growled.

      
      “If that is your wish, my lord,” Sechel said. “However, I must remind you that Darth
         Nyriss is expecting you.”
      

      
      Scourge decided to let the matter drop. They climbed into the waiting speeder; Sechel
         at the controls. Scourge settled into the luxurious seat, pleased to note that the
         vehicle had a roof—many of the hovercabs were open to the elements. The engines engaged,
         and they rose to a height of ten meters before the speeder accelerated, leaving the
         spaceport behind.
      

      
      They rode in silence, drawing ever closer to the massive citadel that stood at the
         heart of Kaas City. But Scourge knew this was not their destination today. Like every
         member of the Dark Council, Darth Nyriss was allowed access to the Emperor’s citadel.
         In the wake of two recent assassination attempts, however, Scourge fully expected her to stay within the walls of the personal stronghold she maintained
         on the outskirts of Kaas City, surrounded by her most trusted staff and servants.
      

      
      This didn’t strike Scourge as cowardly in any way; Nyriss was simply being practical.
         Like any high-ranking Sith, she had many enemies. Until she discovered who was behind
         the assassination attempts, exposing herself unnecessarily was a foolish and unwarranted
         risk.
      

      
      Yet her practicality had to be balanced against the understanding that her rank was
         based solely on strength. If Nyriss appeared weak or ineffective—if she was unable
         to take firm and decisive action against whoever was plotting her death—others would
         sense it. Rivals both off and on the Dark Council would prey on her situation, leveraging
         her vulnerable position to their own advantage. Darth Nyriss would not be the first
         of the Emperor’s inner circle to lose her life.
      

      
      That was why Scourge was here. To root out the secret masterminds behind the assassinations,
         and destroy them.
      

      
      Given the importance of his mission, he couldn’t understand why Nyriss hadn’t sent
         a full honor guard to escort him through the city. She should want everyone to know
         of his arrival. He was proof that steps were being taken to solve her problem; a warning
         to any other rivals who might be emboldened by the recent attempts on her life. Keeping
         his arrival almost secret served no purpose … at least none Scourge could see.
      

      
      They passed by the Emperor’s citadel and made their way to the western edge of the
         city. After several more minutes, Scourge felt the speeder begin to slow as Sechel
         brought it in for a landing.
      

      
      “We’re here, my lord,” Sechel said as the vehicle touched down.

      
      They were in a large courtyard. High stone walls stood to the north and south. The
         east end was open to the street; the west was bordered by what Scourge assumed was Darth Nyriss’s stronghold.
         In many ways the building resembled the Emperor’s citadel, though on a significantly
         smaller scale. The architectural similarities were more than just an homage to the
         Emperor. Like his citadel, this building would serve both as Nyriss’s dwelling and
         as a fortress she could fall back to in times of trouble, and it had been designed
         to be simultaneously ornate, imposing, and easily defensible.
      

      
      The courtyard itself was populated by half a dozen large statues, each several meters
         wide at the base and easily twice as tall as Scourge. The two largest depicted humanoids
         in Sith robes—a male and a female. They stood with their arms raised slightly forward,
         their hands palms up. The man’s face was hidden by a hood—the common depiction of
         the Emperor. The woman had her hood thrown back to reveal fierce Sith features; if
         the sculptor’s work was accurate, Scourge knew this was his first glimpse of what
         Darth Nyriss actually looked like.
      

      
      The other statues were abstract pieces, though each incorporated Nyriss’s household
         emblem—a four-pointed star inside a wide circle. The ground was covered with fine
         white pebbles. A rare type of lichen that thrived in the gloom of Dromund Kaas had
         been planted in decorative patterns throughout the stone, the faint purple glow providing
         a ghostly illumination. A smooth path of finished stone led from the massive double
         doors that marked the entrance to the stronghold, through the center of the courtyard,
         and out to the small landing pad where their speeder had touched down.
      

      
      Sechel scrambled out of the vehicle and raced around to open the exit hatch on the
         other side for his passenger. Scourge stepped out of the speeder and into the rain,
         which had lessened only slightly during their journey.
      

      
      “This way, my lord,” Sechel said, heading down the path.

      
      Scourge followed him, fully expecting the doors to swing wide at their approach. To
         his surprise, the entrance remained sealed. Sechel didn’t seem taken aback, however.
         Instead, he turned to the small holoscreen on the side and pressed the call button.
      

      
      A flickering image materialized on the holoscreen—a human male of about forty. He
         appeared to be wearing the standard uniform of an Imperial security officer, and Scourge
         surmised he was the head of Nyriss’s personal guard.
      

      
      “Our guest has arrived, Murtog,” Sechel explained, nodding in Scourge’s direction.

      
      “Did you verify his identity?” Murtog asked.

      
      “W-what are you talking about?” Sechel stammered.

      
      “How do we know this is the real Lord Scourge? How do we know this isn’t another assassin?”

      
      The questions seemed to catch Sechel completely off guard.

      
      “I don’t … I mean, he seems to be … uh, that is …”

      
      “I’m not letting him in until I have proof,” Murtog declared.

      
      Sechel glanced back over his shoulder at Lord Scourge, his expression a mix of humiliation
         and fear. Then he leaned in close to the holocomm and, in a low voice, said, “This
         is completely inappropriate. You’ve overstepped your authority!”
      

      
      “I’m the security chief,” Murtog reminded him. “This is completely within my authority.
         Just give me five minutes to confirm everything’s on the up-and-up.”
      

      
      Scourge stepped forward, grabbing Sechel by the shoulder and yanking him aside.

      
      “You dare insult me by making me wait out in the rain like some beggar?” he spat at
         the screen. “I am a guest! Darth Nyriss herself invited me!”
      

      
      Murtog barked out a sharp laugh. “You might want to check your facts on that.”

      
      The holoscreen clicked off abruptly. Scourge turned around to find Sechel cowering
         against the wall.
      

      
      “I’m sorry, my lord,” he said. “Murtog has become somewhat paranoid since—”

      
      Scourge cut him off. “What did he mean when he told me to check my facts? Was I invited
         by Darth Nyriss, or not?”
      

      
      “You were. Of course you were. Sort of.”

      
      Scourge raised his hand toward Sechel and reached out to the Force. The servant began
         to gasp and clutch at his throat as his body was lifted slowly up into the air by
         an invisible hand.
      

      
      “You will tell me what is going on,” Scourge said, his voice devoid of all emotion.
         “You will tell me everything, or you will die. Do you understand?”
      

      
      Sechel tried to speak but could only cough and sputter. Instead he nodded frantically.
         Satisfied, Scourge released his hold. Abruptly Sechel dropped the full meter to the
         ground, where he landed in a heap, grunting in pain before scrambling to his knees.
      

      
      “It wasn’t Darth Nyriss’s idea to hire you,” he explained, his voice still raw and
         rough from the choking. “After the second assassination attempt, the Emperor suggested
         that her own people could be involved. He suggested she bring someone in from the
         outside.”
      

      
      Suddenly it all made sense. The Emperor’s will was absolute; a “suggestion” from him
         was a de facto order. Darth Nyriss had invited him here because she’d had no choice.
         Scourge had assumed he was an honored guest, but in actuality he was nothing but an
         interloper. His presence was an insult to her loyal followers, and a reminder that
         the Emperor doubted her ability to deal with the assassins herself. That was why he’d
         received such a meager reception, and why Nyriss’s security chief had reacted to him
         with such hostility.
      

      
      Scourge realized he was in a precarious situation. His efforts to investigate the assassinations would be met with resistance and suspicion.
         Any mistakes—even those that were not his fault—would be blamed on him. A single misstep
         could spell the end of his career, or even his life.
      

      
      He was still pondering this new information when he heard a speeder approaching through
         the storm. The sound was innocuous, but it instantly put his senses on high alert.
         His heart began beating rapidly and his breathing quickened. A rush of adrenaline
         caused his cheek tendrils to twitch and his muscles to tense.
      

      
      He drew his lightsaber and glanced up at the sky. At his feet, Sechel cried out and
         covered his face, assuming the lightsaber was meant for him. Scourge ignored him.
      

      
      In the darkness of the storm, he could just make out the speeder’s silhouette heading
         straight for them. He reached out with the Force, probing the vehicle and its passengers.
         He felt a bolt of anger rip through him as his suspicions were confirmed: Whoever
         was in the speeder was coming to kill him.
      

      
      All of this, from Scourge’s first awareness of the speeder to confirmation of its
         hostile intent, took less than two seconds. Time enough for the speeder to close the
         distance and come bearing down on him.
      

      
      Scourge leapt to the side as a barrage of blasterfire was unleashed from the vehicle.
         He hit the ground in a roll that brought him to his feet just in time to spring clear
         of a second series of bolts. Moving with the blinding speed of the Force, he raced
         across the courtyard, bolts ricocheting off the ground just behind him every step
         of the way. He dived behind the cover of the Emperor’s statue, his mind assessing
         the situation.
      

      
      The speeder had to be equipped with an autotargeting blaster cannon; there was no
         other way the shots could have tracked him so closely on his desperate run for cover. Even a Sith Lord couldn’t evade that kind of firepower forever. He had to disable
         the vehicle.
      

      
      The speeder was heading away from him, circling around for another strafing run. Before
         it could complete its turn, Scourge stepped out from behind the statue and launched
         his lightsaber across the courtyard. The crimson blade went spiraling through the
         night, tracing a wide, looping arc. It clipped the back end of the speeder, sending
         up a shower of spark and flame, and continued on its trajectory to return to Scourge’s
         outstretched hand.
      

      
      The hum of the speeder’s engine pitched into a screaming whine as it completed its
         turn. Black smoke, barely visible against the dark clouds, billowed out from the rear
         engine. The vehicle began to lurch and wobble, losing altitude rapidly even as it
         opened fire yet again.
      

      
      Scourge ducked back behind the Emperor’s statue, pressing his back firmly against
         it as a shower of bolts rained down on him. A second later the speeder flew overhead,
         its angle of attack dropping so steeply it actually decapitated the statue he was
         hiding behind.
      

      
      The heavy stone head toppled down toward him, forcing Scourge to break cover to avoid
         being crushed. At the same time, he saw the speeder slam into the ground. Emergency
         repulsor fields absorbed the impact, saving the vehicle from being smashed to bits,
         but it still hit hard enough to send a piece of the damaged engine flying.
      

      
      Holding his lightsaber high above his head with both hands, Scourge charged the downed
         speeder. Two passengers scrambled from the wreckage, shaken but unharmed. Scourge
         was only mildly surprised to recognize the two red-clothed mercenaries he’d encountered
         on the speeder pad back near the spaceport.
      

      
      The male was on the far side of the speeder, struggling to get his blaster rifle out
         of the wreckage. The female was on the near side, her blaster pistols already drawn. Scourge was less than five
         meters away when she opened fire.
      

      
      He didn’t bother trying to block the bolts. Instead, he launched himself upward, his
         forward momentum carrying him in a high, somersaulting leap that arced over both the
         woman and the damaged speeder. The sudden move caught her off guard, and though she
         fired several hurried shots, none hit him.
      

      
      Twisting 180 degrees as he flew through the air, he landed on the other side of the
         speeder, right beside the male mercenary just as the man was bringing his own weapon
         to bear. Before he could fire, Scourge slashed his lightsaber diagonally across his
         enemy’s torso.
      

      
      As the man’s corpse toppled to the ground, Scourge turned his attention back to the
         first mercenary. By this time she had spun to face him, and as her partner went down
         she unloaded another series of shots, forcing Scourge to duck behind the speeder for
         cover.
      

      
      This time several of her blasts found their mark. Scourge’s armor absorbed the worst
         of the attack, but he felt a searing pain in his shoulder as a small amount of the
         particle beam energy found its way through a joint in his armor to scorch his flesh.
      

      
      He focused on the pain, transforming it into anger to fuel the Force for a savage
         counterattack. At the same time, instinctively, he drew upon his opponent’s fear,
         adding it to his own passion and further amplifying the power he was gathering.
      

      
      Channeling his rage, he unleashed a concentrated wave of energy that struck the woman
         square in the chest. The impact lifted her off her feet and sent her flying backward
         through the air. Her journey was cut short when she slammed against the base of one
         of the abstract statues. The sudden stop jarred the pistols from her hands, leaving
         her momentarily defenseless.
      

      
      Scourge placed one hand on the hood of the speeder and vaulted over it, rushing to
         close in on his prone foe before she could regain her footing. But the mercenary was
         quick: She scrambled to her feet and pulled out a short electrorod, its tip crackling
         with a charge potent enough to knock an opponent unconscious with even a grazing blow.
      

      
      Scourge pulled up short. The mercenary dropped into a fighting crouch, and the two
         combatants circled each other warily.
      

      
      Had he wanted to, Scourge could have ended the encounter right then and there. Without
         her pistols, electrorod or not, the mercenary had no chance against a Sith Lord with
         a lightsaber. But killing her wouldn’t get him what he really wanted.
      

      
      “Tell me who hired you and I’ll let you live,” he said.

      
      “Do I look that stupid?” she countered, feinting and making a quick lunge that Scourge
         easily sidestepped.
      

      
      “You’re obviously skilled,” he told her. “I can use someone like you. Tell me who
         hired you, and I’ll let you work for me. That, or throw your life away.”
      

      
      She hesitated, and for an instant Scourge thought she might drop her weapon. And then
         the night was shattered by the sound of multiple blaster carbines. The bolts hammered
         the mercenary in the back, sending her stumbling toward Scourge. He saw a look of
         total bewilderment on her face as she sank to her knees. Her mouth moved, but no words
         came out. Then she fell facedown in the gravel, dead.
      

      
      Turning, Scourge saw half a dozen guards standing in the courtyard near the door leading
         into the stronghold. Among them was a human wearing a commander’s uniform. He was
         short, broad-shouldered, and barrel-chested, with close-cropped blond hair and a neatly
         trimmed blond beard that contrasted sharply with his dark brown skin. Scourge recognized him from the holo: Murtog, Darth Nyriss’s head
         of security.
      

      
      Before Scourge could say anything, Sechel exclaimed, “About time you got here.”

      
      He was still cowering against the wall, in nearly the exact same place Scourge had
         left him after the brief interrogation that had preceded the ambush.
      

      
      “Get up,” Murtog told him, and the Sith lackey did as ordered.

      
      “Clean this mess up,” Murtog snapped at his guards, who scrambled to obey.

      
      Satisfied, the security chief slung his weapon over his shoulder and nodded in Scourge’s
         direction. “Darth Nyriss will see you now.”
      

      
   
      
      Introduction to the RISE OF THE EMPIRE Era

      
      (33–0 YEARS BEFORE STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE)

      
      This is the era of the Star Wars prequel films, in which Darth Sidious’s schemes lead to the devastating Clone Wars,
         the betrayal and destruction of the Jedi Order, and the Republic’s transformation
         into the Empire. It also begins the tragic story of Anakin Skywalker, the boy identified
         by the Jedi as the Chosen One of ancient prophecy, the one destined to bring balance
         to the Force. But, as seen in the movies, Anakin’s passions lead him to the dark side,
         and he becomes the legendary masked and helmeted villain Darth Vader.
      

      
      Before his fall, however, Anakin spends many years being trained as a Jedi by Obi-Wan
         Kenobi. When the Clone Wars break out, pitting the Republic against the secessionist
         Trade Federation, Anakin becomes a war hero and one of the galaxy’s greatest Jedi
         Knights. But his love for the Naboo Queen and Senator Padmé Amidala, and his friendship
         with Supreme Chancellor Palpatine—secretly known as the Sith Lord Darth Sidious—will
         be his undoing …
      

      
      If you’re a reader looking to jump into the Rise of the Empire era, here are five
         great starting points:
      

      
      
         
             • Labyrinth of Evil, by James Luceno: Luceno’s tale of the last days of the Clone Wars is equal parts
            compelling detective story and breakneck adventure, leading directly into the beginning
            of Star Wars: Episode III Revenge of the Sith.
         

         
             • Revenge of the Sith, by Matthew Stover: This masterfully written novelization fleshes out the on-screen
            action of Episode III, delving deeply into everything from Anakin’s internal struggle
            and the politics of the dying Republic to the intricacies of lightsaber combat.
         

         
             • Republic Commando: Hard Contact, by Karen Traviss: The first of the Republic Commando books introduces us to a band
            of clone soldiers, their trainers, and the Jedi generals who lead them, mixing incisive
            character studies with a deep understanding of the lives of soldiers at war.
         

         
             • Death Troopers, by Joe Schreiber: A story of horror aboard a Star Destroyer that you’ll need to
            read with the lights on. Supporting roles by Han Solo and his Wookiee sidekick, Chewbacca,
            are just icing on the cake.
         

         
             • The Han Solo Adventures, by Brian Daley: Han and Chewie come to glorious life in these three swashbuckling
            tales of smuggling, romance, and danger in the early days before they meet Luke and
            Leia.
         

         
      

      
      Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the Rise of the Empire era.
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      The light freighter Bargain Hunter moved through space, silver-gray against the blackness, the light of the distant
         stars reflecting from its hull. Its running lights were muted, its navigational beacons
         quiet, its viewports for the most part as dark as the space around it.
      

      
      Its drive gunning for all it was worth.

      
      “Hang on!” Dubrak Qennto barked over the straining roar of the engines. “Here he comes
         again!”
      

      
      Clenching his teeth firmly together to keep them from chattering, Jorj Car’das got
         a grip on his seat’s armrest with one hand as he finished punching coordinates into
         the nav computer with the other. Just in time; the Bargain Hunter jinked hard to the left as a pair of brilliant green blaster bolts burned past the
         bridge canopy. “Car’das?” Qennto called. “Snap it up, kid.”
      

      
      “I’m snapping, I’m snapping,” Car’das called back, resisting the urge to point out
         that the outmoded nav equipment was Qennto’s property, not his. As was the lack of
         diplomacy and common sense that had gotten them into this mess in the first place.
         “Can’t we just talk to them?”
      

      
      “Terrific idea,” Qennto bit out. “Be sure to compliment Progga on his fairness and sound business sense. That always works on Hutts.”
      

      
      The last word was punctuated by another cluster of blaster shots, this group closer
         than the last. “Rak, the engines can’t hold this speed forever,” Maris Ferasi warned
         from the copilot’s seat, her dark hair flashing with green highlights every time a
         shot went past.
      

      
      “Doesn’t have to be forever,” Qennto said with a grunt. “Just till we have some numbers.
         Car’das?”
      

      
      On Car’das’s board a light winked on. “Ready,” he called, punching the numbers over
         to the pilot’s station. “It’s not a very long jump, though—”
      

      
      He was cut off by a screech from somewhere aft, and the flashing blaster bolts were
         replaced by flashing starlines as the Bargain Hunter shot into hyperspace.
      

      
      Car’das took a deep breath, let it out silently. “This is not what I signed up for,” he muttered to himself. Barely six standard months after signing
         on with Qennto and Maris, this was already the second time they’d had to run for their
         lives from someone.
      

      
      And this time it was a Hutt they’d frizzled. Qennto, he thought darkly, had a genuine talent for picking his
         fights.
      

      
      “You okay, Jorj?”

      
      Car’das looked up, blinking away a drop of sweat that had somehow found its way into
         his eye. Maris was swiveled around in her chair, looking back at him with concern.
         “I’m fine,” he said, wincing at the quavering in his voice.
      

      
      “Of course he is,” Qennto assured Maris as he also turned around to look at their
         junior crewer. “Those shots never even got close.”
      

      
      Car’das braced himself. “You know, Qennto, it may not be my place to say this—”

      
      “It isn’t; and don’t,” Qennto said gruffly, turning back to his board.

      
      “Progga the Hutt is not the sort of person you want mad at you,” Car’das said anyway. “I mean, first there was that Rodian—”
      

      
      “A word about shipboard etiquette, kid,” Qennto cut in, turning just far enough to
         send a single eye’s worth of glower at Car’das. “You don’t argue with your captain.
         Not ever. Not unless you want this to be your first and last tour with us.”
      

      
      “I’d settle for it not being the last tour of my life,” Car’das muttered.

      
      “What was that?”

      
      Car’das grimaced. “Nothing.”

      
      “Don’t let Progga worry you,” Maris soothed. “He has a rotten temper, but he’ll cool
         off.”
      

      
      “Before or after he racks the three of us and takes all the furs?” Car’das countered,
         eyeing the hyperdrive readings uneasily. That mauvine nullifier instability was definitely
         getting worse.
      

      
      “Oh, Progga wouldn’t have racked us,” Qennto scoffed. “He’d have left that to Drixo when we had to tell her he’d snatched her cargo. You do have that next jump ready, right?”
      

      
      “Working on it,” Car’das said, checking the computer. “But the hyperdrive—”

      
      “Heads up,” Qennto interrupted. “We’re coming out.”

      
      The starlines collapsed back into stars, and Car’das keyed for a full sensor scan.

      
      And jerked as a salvo of blaster shots sizzled past the canopy.

      
      Qennto barked a short expletive. “What the frizz?”
      

      
      “He followed us,” Maris said, sounding stunned.
      

      
      “And he’s got the range,” Qennto snarled as he threw the Bargain Hunter into another series of stomach-twisting evasive maneuvers. “Car’das, get us out of
         here!”
      

      
      “Trying,” Car’das called back, fighting to read the computer displays as they bounced
         and wobbled in front of his eyes. There was no way it was going to calculate the next jump before even Qennto’s luck ran out and the fuming Hutt back there finally
         connected.
      

      
      But if Car’das couldn’t find a place for them to go, maybe he could find all the places
         for them not to go …
      

      
      The sky directly ahead was full of stars, but there was plenty of empty black between
         them. Picking the biggest of the gaps, he punched the vector into the computer. “Try
         this one,” he called, keying it to Qennto.
      

      
      “What do you mean try?” Maris asked.
      

      
      The freighter rocked as a pair of shots caught it squarely on the aft deflector. “Never
         mind,” Qennto said before Car’das could answer. He punched the board, and once again
         the starlines lanced out and faded into the blotchy hyperspace sky.
      

      
      Maris exhaled in a huff. “That was too close.”
      

      
      “Okay, so maybe he is mad at us,” Qennto conceded. “Now. Like Maris said, kid, what do you mean, try this one?”
      

      
      “I didn’t have time to calculate a proper jump,” Car’das explained. “So I just aimed
         us into an empty spot with no stars.”
      

      
      Qennto swiveled around. “You mean an empty spot with no visible stars?” he asked ominously. “An empty spot with no collapsed stars, or pre-star dark
         masses, or something hidden behind dust clouds? That kind of empty spot?” He waved a hand toward the canopy. “And out toward the Unknown
         Regions on top of it?”
      

      
      “We don’t have enough data in that direction for him to have done a proper calculation
         anyway,” Maris said, coming unexpectedly to Car’das’s defense.
      

      
      “That’s not the point,” Qennto insisted.

      
      “No, the point is that he got us away from Progga,” Maris said. “I think that deserves
         at least a thank-you.”
      

      
      Qennto rolled his eyes. “Thank you,” he said. “Such thanks to be rescinded if and when we run through a star you
         didn’t see, of course.”
      

      
      “I think it’s more likely the hyperdrive will blow up first,” Car’das warned. “Remember
         that nullifier problem I told you about? I think it’s getting—”
      

      
      He was cut off by a wailing sound from beneath them, and with a lurch the Bargain Hunter leapt forward like a giffa on a scent.
      

      
      “Running hot!” Qennto shouted, spinning back to his board. “Maris, shut ’er down!”

      
      “Trying,” Maris called back over the wailing as her fingers danced across her board.
         “Control lines are looping—can’t get a signal through.”
      

      
      With a curse, Qennto popped his straps and heaved his bulk out of his seat. He sprinted
         down the narrow aisle, his elbow barely missing the back of Car’das’s head as he passed.
         Poking uselessly at his own controls, Car’das popped his own strap release and started
         to follow.
      

      
      “Car’das, get up here,” Maris called, gesturing him forward.

      
      “He might need me,” Car’das said as he nevertheless reversed direction and headed
         forward.
      

      
      “Sit,” she ordered, nodding sideways at Qennto’s vacated pilot’s seat. “Help me watch
         the tracker—if we veer off this vector before Rak figures out how to pull the plug,
         I need to know about it.”
      

      
      “But Qennto—”

      
      “Word of advice, friend,” she interrupted, her eyes still on her displays. “This is
         Rak’s ship. If there are any tricky repairs to be made, he’s the one who’ll make them.”
      

      
      “Even if I happen to know more about a particular system than he does?”

      
      “Especially if you happen to know more about it than he does,” she said drily. “But in this case,
         you don’t. Trust me.”
      

      
      “Fine,” Car’das said with a sigh. “Such trust to be rescinded if and when we blow
         up, of course.”
      

      
      “You’re learning,” she said approvingly. “Now run a systems check on the scanners and see if the instability’s bled over into them. Then
         do the same for the nav computer. Once we get through this, I want to make sure we
         can find our way home again.”
      

      
      It took Qennto over four hours to find a way to shut down the runaway hyperdrive without
         slagging it. During that time Car’das offered his help three times, and Maris offered
         hers twice. All the offers were summarily refused.
      

      
      Sometime during the first hour, as near as Car’das could figure from the readings
         tumbling across the displays, they left the relatively well-known territory of the
         Outer Rim, passing into a shallow section of the far less well-known territory known
         as Wild Space. Sometime early in the fourth hour, they left even that behind and crossed
         the hazy line into the Unknown Regions.
      

      
      At which point, where they were or what exactly they were flying into was anyone’s
         guess.
      

      
      But at last the wailing faded away, and a few minutes later the hyperspace sky collapsed
         into starlines and then into stars. “Maris?” Qennto’s voice called from the comm panel.
      

      
      “We’re out,” she confirmed. “Running a location check now.”

      
      “I’ll be right there,” Qennto said.

      
      “Wherever we are, we’re a long way from home,” Car’das murmured, gazing out at a small
         but brilliant globular star cluster in the distance. “I’ve never seen anything like
         that from any of the Outer Rim worlds I’ve been to.”
      

      
      “Me, neither,” Maris agreed soberly. “Hopefully, the computer can sort it out.”

      
      The computer was still sifting data when Qennto reappeared on the bridge. Car’das
         had made sure to be back at his own station by then. “Nice cluster,” the big man commented
         as he dropped into his seat. “Any systems nearby?”
      

      
      “Closest one’s about a quarter light-year directly ahead,” Maris said, pointing.
      

      
      Qennto grunted and punched at his board. “Let’s see if we can make it,” he said. “Backup
         hyperdrive should still have enough juice for a jump that short.”
      

      
      “Can’t we work on the ship just as well out here?” Car’das asked.

      
      “I don’t like interstellar space,” Qennto said distractedly as he set up the jump.
         “It’s dark and cold and lonely. Besides, that system up there might have a nice planet
         or two.”
      

      
      “Which means a possible source of supplies, in case we end up staying longer than
         we expect,” Maris explained.
      

      
      “Or a possible place to settle down away from the noise and fluster of the Republic
         for a while,” Qennto added.
      

      
      Car’das felt his throat tighten. “You don’t mean—?”

      
      “No, he doesn’t,” Maris assured him. “Rak always talks about getting away from it
         all whenever he’s in trouble with someone.”
      

      
      “He must talk that way a lot,” Car’das muttered.

      
      “What was that?” Qennto asked.

      
      “Nothing.”

      
      “Didn’t think so. Here we go.” There was a screech, more genteel than the sound from
         the Bargain Hunter’s main hyperdrive, and the stars stretched out into starlines.
      

      
      Silently, Car’das counted off the seconds to himself, fully expecting the backup hyperdrive
         to crash at any time. But it didn’t, and after a few tense minutes the starlines collapsed
         again to reveal a small yellow sun directly ahead.
      

      
      “There we go,” Qennto said approvingly. “All the comforts of home. You figure out
         yet where we are, Maris?”
      

      
      “Computer’s still working on it,” Maris said. “But it looks like we’re about two hundred
         fifty light-years into Unknown Space.” She lifted her eyebrows at him. “I’m thinking
         we’re going to have a stack of late-delivery penalties when we finally get to Comra.”
      

      
      “Oh, you worry too much,” Qennto chided. “It won’t take more than a day or two to
         fix the hyperdrive. If we push it a little, we shouldn’t be more than a week overdue.”
      

      
      Car’das suppressed a grimace. Pushing the hyperdrive, if he recalled correctly, was
         what had wrecked the thing to begin with.
      

      
      There was a twitter from the comm. “We’re being hailed,” he reported, frowning as
         he keyed it on. He threw a look at the visual displays, searching for their unknown
         caller—
      

      
      And felt his whole body go rigid. “Qennto!” he snapped. “It’s—”

      
      He was cut off by a deep rumbling chuckle from the comm. “So, Dubrak Qennto,” an all-too-familiar
         voice rumbled in Huttese. “You think to escape me so easily?”
      

      
      “You call that easy?” Qennto muttered as he keyed his transmitter. “Oh, hi, Progga,” he said. “Look,
         like I told you before, I can’t let you have these furs. I’ve already contracted with
         Drixo—”
      

      
      “Ignore the furs,” Progga cut in. “Show me your hidden treasure hoard.”

      
      Qennto frowned at Maris. “My what?”
      

      
      “Do not play the fool,” Progga warned, his voice going an octave deeper. “I know your
         sort. You do not simply run from something, but run rather to something else. This is the lone star system along this vector; and behold, you are
         here. What could you have run to but a secret base and treasure hoard?”
      

      
      Qennto muted the transmitter. “Car’das, where is he?”

      
      “A hundred kilometers off the starboard bow,” Car’das told him, his hands shaking
         as he ran a full scan on the distant Hutt ship. “And he’s coming up fast.”
      

      
      “Maris?”

      
      “Whatever you did to shut down the hyperdrive, you did a great job,” she said tightly.
         “It’s completely locked. We’ve still got the backup, but if we try to run and he tracks us again—”
      

      
      “And he will,” Qennto growled. Taking a deep breath, he switched the transmitter back
         on. “It wasn’t like that, Progga,” he said soothingly. “We were just trying to—”
      

      
      “Enough!” the Hutt bellowed. “Lead me to this base. Now.”

      
      “There isn’t any base,” Qennto insisted. “This is the Unknown Regions. Why would I
         set up a base out here?”
      

      
      A light flashed on Car’das’s proximity sensor. “Incoming!” he snapped, his eyes darting
         back and forth among the displays as he searched for the source of the attack.
      

      
      “Where?” Qennto snapped back.

      
      Car’das had it now, coming from directly beneath the Bargain Hunter: a long, dark missile arrowing straight toward them. “There,” he said, pointing a
         finger straight down as he stared at the display.
      

      
      It was only then that his brain caught up with the fact that this wasn’t the vector
         a missile would take from the approaching Hutt ship. He was opening his mouth to point
         that out when the missile burst open, its nose ejecting a wad of some kind of material.
         The wad began to expand as it cleared the shards of its container, opening like a
         fast-blooming flower into a filmy wall stretching over a kilometer across.
      

      
      “Power off!” Qennto snapped, lunging across his board to the row of master power switches.
         “Hurry!”
      

      
      “What is it?” Car’das asked, grabbing for his board’s own set of cutoffs.

      
      “A Connor net, or something like it,” Qennto gritted out.

      
      “What, that size?” Car’das asked in disbelief.
      

      
      “Just do it,” Qennto snarled. Status lights were winking red and going out now as the three
         of them raced against the incoming net.
      

      
      The net won. Car’das had made it through barely two-thirds of his switches when the rippling edges came into sight around the sides of the hull.
         They folded themselves inward, curling around toward the bridge—
      

      
      “Close your eyes,” Maris warned.

      
      Car’das squeezed his eyes shut. Even through the lids he saw a hint of the brilliant
         flash as the net dumped its high-voltage current into and through the ship, sending
         a brief coronal tingling across his skin.
      

      
      And when he carefully opened his eyes again, every light that had still been glowing
         across the bridge had gone dark.
      

      
      The Bargain Hunter was dead.
      

      
      Through the canopy came a flicker of light from the direction of the Hutt ship. “Looks
         like they got Progga, too,” he said, his voice sounding unnaturally loud in the sudden
         silence.
      

      
      “I doubt it,” Qennto rumbled. “His ship’s big enough to have cap drains and other
         stuff to protect him from tricks like this.”
      

      
      “Ten to one he’ll fight, too,” Maris murmured, her voice tight.

      
      “Oh, he’ll fight, all right,” Qennto said heavily. “He’s way too stupid to realize
         that anyone who can make a Connor net that big will have plenty of other tricks up
         his sleeve.”
      

      
      A multiple blaze of green blasterfire erupted from the direction of the Hutt ship.
         It was answered by brilliant blue flashes vectoring in from three different directions,
         fired from ships too small or too dark to see at the Bargain Hunter’s range. “You think whoever this is might get so busy with Progga that they’ll forget
         about us?” Maris asked hopefully.
      

      
      “I don’t think so,” Car’das said, gesturing out the canopy at the small gray spacecraft
         that had taken up position with its nose pointed at the freighter’s portside flank.
         It was about the size of a shuttle or heavy fighter, built in a curved, flowing design of a sort he’d never seen before. “They’ve left
         us a guard.”
      

      
      “Figures,” Qennto said, glancing once at the alien ship and then turning back to the
         green and blue flashes. “Fifty says Progga lasts at least fifteen minutes and takes
         one of his attackers with him.”
      

      
      Neither of the others took him up on the bet. Car’das watched the fight, wishing he
         had his sensors back. He’d read a little about space battle tactics in school, but
         the attackers’ methodology didn’t seem to fit with anything he could remember. He
         was still trying to figure it out when, with a final salvo of blue light, it was over.
      

      
      “Six minutes,” Qennto said, his voice grim. “Whoever these guys are, they’re good.”

      
      “You don’t recognize them, either?” Maris asked, looking out at their silent guard.

      
      “I don’t even recognize the design,” he grunted, popping his restraints and standing
         up. “Let’s go check on the damage, see if we can at least get her ready for company.
         Car’das, you stay here and mind the store.”
      

      
      “Me?” Car’das asked, feeling his stomach tighten. “But what if they—you know—signal
         us?”
      

      
      “What do you think?” Qennto grunted as he and Maris headed aft. “You answer them.”

      
   
      
      Introduction to the REBELLION Era

      
      (0–5 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE)

      
      This is the period of the classic Star Wars movie trilogy—A New Hope, The Empire Strikes Back, and Return of the Jedi—in which a ragtag band of Rebels battles the Empire, and Luke Skywalker learns the
         ways of the Force and must avoid his father’s fate.
      

      
      During this time, the Empire controls nearly the entire settled galaxy. Out in the
         Rim worlds, Imperial stormtroopers suppress uprisings with brutal efficiency, many
         alien species have been enslaved, and entire star systems are brutally exploited by
         the Empire’s war machine. In the central systems, however, most citizens support the
         Empire, weighing misgivings about its harsh methods against the memories of the horror
         and chaos of the Clone Wars. Few dare to openly oppose Emperor Palpatine’s rule.
      

      
      But the Rebel Alliance is growing. Rebel cells strike in secret from hidden bases
         scattered among the stars, encouraging some of the braver Senators to speak out against
         the Empire. When the Rebels learn that the Empire is building the Death Star, a space
         station with enough firepower to destroy entire planets, Princess Leia Organa, who
         represents her homeworld, Alderaan, in the Senate and is secretly a high-ranking member
         of the Rebel Alliance, receives the plans for the battle station and flees in search
         of the exiled Jedi Master Obi-Wan Kenobi.
      

      
      Thus begin the events that lead her to meet the smuggler and soon-to-be hero Han Solo,
         to discover her long-lost brother, Luke Skywalker, and to help the Rebellion take
         down the Emperor and restore democracy to the galaxy: the events of the three films
         A New Hope, The Empire Strikes Back, and Return of the Jedi.
      

      
      If you’re a reader looking for places to jump in and explore the Rebellion-era novels,
         here are five great places to start:
      

      
      
         
             • Death Star, by Michael Reaves and Steve Perry: The story of the construction of the massive
            battle station, touching on the lives of the builders, planners, soldiers, and support
            staff who populate the monstrous vessel, as well as the masterminds behind the design
            and those who intend to make use of it: the Emperor and Darth Vader.
         

         
             • The Mandalorian Armor, by K. W. Jeter: The famous bounty hunter Boba Fett stars in a twisty tale of betrayal
            within the galactic underworld, highlighted by a riveting confrontation between bounty
            hunters and a band of Hutts.
         

         
             • Shadows of the Empire, by Steve Perry: A tale of the shadowy parts of the Empire and an underworld criminal
            mastermind who is out to kill Luke Skywalker, while our other heroes try to figure
            out how to rescue Han Solo, who has been frozen in carbonite for delivery to Jabba
            the Hutt.
         

         
             • Tales of the Bounty Hunters, edited by Kevin J. Anderson: The bounty hunters summoned by Darth Vader to capture
            the Millennium Falcon tell their stories in this anthology of short tales, culminating with Daniel Keys
            Moran’s elegiac “The Last One Standing.”
         

         
             • Luke Skywalker and the Shadows of Mindor, by Matthew Stover: A tale set shortly after the events of Return of the Jedi, in which Luke must defeat the flamboyant dark sider known as Lord Shadowspawn while the pilots of Rogue Squadron duel his servants
            amid tumbling asteroids.
         

         
      

      
      Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the Rebellion era.
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Chapter One



      
      THE IMPERIAL STAR DESTROYER REPRISAL SLIPPED SILENTLY through the blackness of space, preparing itself for action against the Rebel forces
         threatening to tear the galaxy apart.
      

      
      Standing on the command walkway, his hands clasped behind him, Captain Kendal Ozzel
         gazed out at the planet Teardrop directly ahead, a mixture of anticipation and dark
         brooding swirling through him. As far as he was concerned the entire planet was a
         snake pit, crawling with smugglers, third-rate pirate gangs, and other dregs of society.
         If he’d been in command of the Death Star instead of that idiot Tarkin, he mused, he would have picked someplace like Teardrop instead of Alderaan for the weapon’s first
         serious field test.
      

      
      But he hadn’t been in charge; and now both Tarkin and the Death Star were gone, blown
         to shrapnel off Yavin 4. In a single, awful moment the Rebel Alliance had morphed
         from a minor nuisance to a bitter enemy.
      

      
      And Imperial Center had responded. Less than three days ago the word had come down
         to show no mercy to either the Rebels or their sympathizers.
      

      
      Not that Ozzel would have shown any mercy at any rate. Eliminating Rebels, and Rebel
         sympathizers, had become the best and fastest way to success in the Imperial fleet. Perhaps all the way to an admiral’s rank bars. “Status?” he called behind him.
      

      
      “Forty-seven standard minutes to orbit, sir,” the navigation officer called from the
         crew pits.
      

      
      Ozzel nodded. “Keep a sharp watch,” he ordered. “No one gets off that planet.”

      
      He glowered at the faintly lit disk ahead of them. “No one,” he added softly.

      
      “Luke?” Han Solo called from the Millennium Falcon’s cockpit. “Come on, kid—move it. We’re on a tight schedule here.”
      

      
      “They’re in!” Luke Skywalker’s voice came back. “Ramp’s sealed.”

      
      Han already knew that from his control board readouts, of course. If the kid stuck
         around, he’d have to learn not to clutter the ship’s atmosphere with unnecessary chatter.
         “Okay, Chewie, hit it,” he said.
      

      
      Beside him Chewbacca gave a rolling trill of acknowledgment, and the Falcon lifted smoothly off the hard-packed Teardrop ground.
      

      
      Apparently not smoothly enough. From behind, Han heard a couple of muffled and rather
         indignant exclamations. “Hey!” someone shouted.
      

      
      Han rolled his eyes as he fed power to the sublight engines. “This is absolutely the last time we take on passengers,” he told his partner firmly.
      

      
      Chewbacca’s reply was squarely to the point and a shade on the disrespectful side.

      
      “No, I mean it,” Han insisted. “From now on, if they don’t pay, they don’t fly.”

      
      From behind him came footsteps, and he glanced back as Luke dropped into the seat
         behind Chewbacca. “They’re all settled,” he announced.
      

      
      “Great,” Han said sarcastically. “Once we make hyperspace, I’ll take their drink orders.”

      
      “Oh, come on,” Luke chided him. “Anyway, you think this bunch is stiff, you should have seen the ones who got out on the earlier transports.
         These are just the techs who were in charge of packing up the last few crates of equipment.”
      

      
      Han grimaced. Crates which were currently filling the Falcon’s holds, leaving no room for paying cargo even if he managed to find some on the
         way to the rendezvous. This was going to be a complete, 100 percent charity run, like
         everything else he and Chewbacca had done for Luke and his new friends in the Rebel
         Alliance. “Yeah, well, I’ve seen plenty of useless techs before,” he muttered.
      

      
      He was waiting for Luke to come to the techs’ defense when a splatter of laserfire
         ricocheted off the rear deflector. “What the—” he snarled, throwing the Falcon into a tight drop loop.
      

      
      The instinctive maneuver probably saved their skins. Another burst shot through the
         space they’d just left, this one coming from a different direction. Han twisted the
         ship back around, hoping fleetingly that their passengers were still strapped in,
         then took a second to check the aft display.
      

      
      One glance at the half dozen mismatched ships rising behind them was all he needed.
         “Pirates,” he snapped to the others, throwing power to the engines and angling the
         ship upward. Facing pirates deep inside a planet’s gravity well, with no cover and
         no chance of quick escape to hyperspace, was about the worst situation a pilot could
         encounter.
      

      
      And even the Falcon couldn’t outmaneuver this many ships forever. “Chewie, get us up and out,” he said,
         throwing off his straps. “Come on, Luke.”
      

      
      The kid was already on it, heading down the cockpit tunnel at a dead run. Han followed,
         rounding the corner in time to see Luke duck past the passengers crammed into the wraparound seat and
         head up the ladder to the upper quad laser station. “Captain?” one of the passengers
         called.
      

      
      “Save it,” Han shot back, grabbing the ladder and sliding down toward the lower quads.
         He caught himself as the gravity around him did its ninety-degree shift, then dropped
         into the seat.
      

      
      It looked even worse from down here than it had from the cockpit. A second wave of
         pirate ships had joined the first, this group pumping laserfire all around the edges
         of the first group, forming a deadly cylinder of death around the Falcon’s flight vector. They were trying to force their prey to stay on that line so that
         the first group could chase them down.
      

      
      Well, they were in for a surprise. Keying the quads with one hand, he snagged his
         headset with the other and jammed it on. “Luke?”
      

      
      “I’m here. Any particular strategy, or do we just start with the biggest and see how
         fast we can blow them apart?”
      

      
      Han frowned as he got a grip on the control yoke, an odd idea whispering at him. The
         way that second wave was positioned … “You go for that big lead ship,” he said. “I’m
         going to try something cute.”
      

      
      Luke’s reply was a blast of laserfire squarely into the lead pirate’s bow.

      
      The other ship swerved violently in reaction—clearly, they hadn’t expected this kind
         of firepower from a simple light freighter. The pilot recovered quickly, though, settling
         the ship back into its position in the battle array. The entire lead wave moved closer
         together, closing ranks to get maximum protection from their overlapping shields.
         Han watched closely, waiting for the obvious next move, and heard the twitter from
         his display board as the lead ships all shifted shield power to doublefront.
      

      
      Which meant they’d just unavoidably lowered the strength of their aft shields. Perfect.
         “Chewie—dip and waffle,” he ordered into his comm. The Falcon dropped suddenly in response, and for a second the rear wave of ships was visible
         past the edges of the first wave’s shields. Han was ready, firing a double burst past
         the lead wave into the flank of the biggest second-wave ship, sending it into a violent
         swerve as its primary maneuvering system was blown to bits.
      

      
      And as it did, the laserfire that had been forming that part of the Falcon’s entrapment ring sprayed with shattering force across the sterns of the lead-wave
         ships.
      

      
      It was everything Han could have hoped for. Two of the smaller ships veered instantly
         and violently out of formation as their engine sections blew up. The first ricocheted
         a glancing blow off one of the other pirates on its way to oblivion, while the second
         slammed full-tilt into another. They fell away together, with Luke taking advantage
         of the distraction to blow one of the other lead ships into fiery dust.
      

      
      Then, to Han’s shock and disbelief, the Falcon dropped and turned into a curving arc back toward the planet’s surface. “Chewie?”
         he snarled. “What in—”
      

      
      The Wookiee growled a warning. Frowning, Han craned his neck to look in the direction
         Chewie was facing as the familiar shape of an Imperial Star Destroyer swung into view
         around the dark edge of the planetary disk.
      

      
      “Han!” Luke gasped.

      
      “I see it, I see it,” Han said, his mind racing. Clearly, the Rebel cell on Teardrop
         had gotten out just in time.
      

      
      Except that the last half a dozen members of that cell were currently sitting a couple
         of meters directly above him in the Falcon’s lounge. If the Imperials caught them here …
      

      
      Then his brain caught up to him, and he understood what Chewbacca had been doing with
         that last maneuver. “Luke, shut down,” he ordered, slapping the switches on his own
         quads. The last thing he wanted was for the Imperials to do a power scan and see that
         the Falcon had this kind of weaponry. “Chewie, give me comm.”
      

      
      There was a click—“Emergency!” he called, putting desperation into his voice. “Incoming
         freighter Argos requesting assistance from Teardrop planetary defenses.”
      

      
      There was no answer from the ground, of course. Given the shady character of most
         of the planet’s residents and visitors, Han wasn’t even sure they had a real defense force down there. But then, he didn’t especially care if anyone on
         Teardrop heard him or not. All he cared about was—
      

      
      “Freighter Argos, state your intention and emergency,” a clipped military voice responded.
      

      
      “Medical mercy team from Briston, responding to the recent groundquake on Por’ste
         Island,” Han called back. Behind the Falcon, he saw, the remaining pirate ships were re-forming to continue the attack. Apparently
         they hadn’t noticed Teardrop’s newest visitor. “We’re under attack—I think they’re
         pirates.”
      

      
      “Argos, acknowledged,” the voice said. “Hold your present course.”
      

      
      “But if I do—”

      
      He never got to finish his token protest. Behind him a two-by-two group of brilliant
         green turbolaser bolts sliced across the pirates’ formation, blasting four of the
         ships into rubble.
      

      
      This time they got the message. The survivors broke formation and headed off in all
         directions, some back toward the ground, others trying to escape into hyperspace.
      

      
      Neither option worked. Calmly, systematically, precisely, the Star Destroyer continued
         to fire, blasting the pirates one by one until the Falcon was flying alone.
      

      
      “Now what?” Luke murmured in Han’s earphone.

      
      Han ignored him. “Many thanks, Captain,” he called. “Glad to see the Empire is taking
         this pirate problem seriously.”
      

      
      “You’re welcome, Argos,” a new voice said. “Now turn around and go home.”
      

      
      “What?” Han demanded, trying to sound both outraged and stunned. “But, Captain—”

      
      “That’s an order, Argos,” the other cut him off tartly. “As of right now Teardrop is under Imperial interdiction.
         Go back to Briston and wait until the block has been lifted.”
      

      
      Han allowed himself a sigh. “Understood,” he murmured, careful to maintain a straight
         face. Sometimes a particularly clever and perceptive man could sense a satisfied grin
         even over an audio comm channel. Not that this particular Imperial appeared to be
         either clever or perceptive. “You heard him, pilot,” he continued. “Turn us around. Again, Captain,
         thanks for the rescue.”
      

      
      He climbed out of the quad seat and headed back up the ladder. “Captain Solo, I demand
         to know what’s happening,” one of the passengers said stiffly as Han crossed the lounge
         on his way back to the cockpit.
      

      
      “We’re taking you to the rendezvous,” Han told him, putting on his best puzzled-and-innocent
         look. “Why?”
      

      
      Before the other could recover enough to try the question again, Han had made his
         escape.
      

      
      Chewbacca had them well on their way out of Teardrop’s gravity well by the time Han
         dropped into his seat. “Nice move, Chewie,” he said as he keyed for a status report.
         The attack had added a few new dents to the aft armor plating, but considering how
         many there were already, it wasn’t likely anyone would notice. “It’s always nice when we can obey an Imperial order. For a change.”
      

      
      Behind them, Luke came into the cockpit. “He actually bought it?” he asked, leaning
         over Han’s shoulder to gaze out at the Star Destroyer in the distance.
      

      
      “Why not?” Han countered. “He saw us heading in, and we told him we were heading in. Sometimes you just have to help people think what you want
         them to.”
      

      
      “I suppose,” Luke said, still sounding doubtful. “They still might have decided to
         board and search us.”
      

      
      “Not a chance,” Han said. “Just because they ride around in big fancy ships doesn’t
         make them smart. They’re here to hunt Rebels, not inspect cargo. Once Chewie had us
         turned back inward, the only real question was whether the captain would feel like
         giving his gunners some target practice.”
      

      
      “Too bad they’ll never know what they missed,” Luke murmured, taking a last look and
         then sitting back down. “Sure glad you two are on our side.”
      

      
      Han frowned over his shoulder. But Luke was peering at the nav computer display, apparently
         completely oblivious to what he’d just said. Han shifted his gaze to Chewbacca, to
         find the Wookiee looking sideways at him. “What?” he demanded.
      

      
      The other shrugged his massive shoulders and turned back to his board. Han glanced
         at Luke again, but the kid had apparently missed the byplay completely.
      

      
      He turned back to his board, a sour taste in his mouth. Our side. Luke’s side, in other words. And Princess Leia Organa’s side, and General Rieekan’s, and probably the whole blasted Rebellion’s.
      

      
      Trouble was, Han couldn’t for the life of him remember when the Rebellion had become
         his side.
      

      
      So he’d dusted those TIE fighters off Luke during that lunatic Yavin battle. Big deal.
         That had been strictly a favor to the kid, and maybe a little payback for the way
         the Imperials had dragged him aboard the Death Star and then walked all over the Falcon with their grubby feet. He didn’t mind the Rebels being grateful for that.
      

      
      But it didn’t mean he’d enlisted in the Big Cause.

      
      Chewbacca was all set to do so, of course. His personal history with the Empire, plus
         the way they had treated his people in general, had left him with a deep hatred for
         them. He would enlist in the Rebellion in a heartbeat if Han gave the okay.
      

      
      But Han wasn’t going to let anyone’s passion drive him on this one. Not Chewie’s,
         and certainly not Luke’s. He had his own life to lead.
      

      
      The Star Destroyer was settling into orbit as the Falcon made the jump to lightspeed.
      

      
      With a final burst, more felt than really heard, the Reprisal’s turbolasers fell silent.
      

      
      Seated on the portside bench in the number three stormtrooper drop ship, Daric LaRone
         notched up his helmet’s audio enhancers, wondering if the battle might be continuing
         with a more distant set of the Star Destroyer’s weapons banks. But he could hear nothing,
         and after a moment he eased the enhancement back down again. “Wonder what that was
         all about,” he murmured.
      

      
      Beside him, Saberan Marcross shrugged slightly, the movement eliciting a slight crackle
         from his armor. “Maybe the Rebels tried to make a run for it,” he murmured back.
      

      
      “If they did, they didn’t get very far,” Taxtro Grave commented from his seat on the
         starboard bench, shifting his grip on his long BlasTech T-28 repeating sniper rifle.
      

      
      “Look at the bright side,” Joak Quiller suggested from beside him. “If they’re all
         dead, we can cancel this op and go someplace more promising.”
      

      
      “Whoever’s talking back there, stow it,” an authoritative voice called from the front
         of the drop ship.
      

      
      “Yes, sir,” Marcross answered for all of them.

      
      LaRone leaned out slightly to look at the scowling officer seated by Lieutenant Colf.
         Emblazoned across his chest were the rank bars of a major; above the insignia was
         a face LaRone couldn’t remember ever seeing before. “Who is that?” he asked, keeping his voice low.
      

      
      “Major Drelfin,” Marcross whispered back. “ISB.”

      
      LaRone leaned back again, a chill running through him. The Imperial Security Bureau
         was the darkest and most brutal of Emperor Palpatine’s tools. “What’s he doing on
         the Reprisal?”
      

      
      “Someone up the chain must have decided we needed extra help,” Marcross said. His
         tone was carefully neutral, but LaRone knew him well enough to recognize the contempt
         beneath the words. “They brought in a few ISB men to direct the assault.”
      

      
      LaRone grimaced. “I see,” he said, matching the other’s tone.

      
      From the drop ship’s cockpit came a warning buzz. “Stand by for drop,” the pilot called.
         “Drop in five.”
      

      
      LaRone looked across the aisle at Quiller, noting the other’s subtle squirming. Quiller
         was himself an excellent pilot, and consequently a rotten passenger. “Easy,” he murmured.
      

      
      Quiller cocked his head slightly, and LaRone smiled at the strained-patient expression
         he knew the other was giving him from behind the anonymous white helmet faceplate.
      

      
      Abruptly the bench lurched beneath him, and the drop ship was away.

      
      Behind his own faceplate LaRone’s smile faded, his thoughts drifting back to that
         fateful day ten standard years ago when the Imperial recruiters had come to Copperline
         and set up shop. In his mind’s eye he saw himself joining with the other teens as they flocked around the booth, dazzled by
         the presentation, the crisp uniforms, and the unspoken but obvious implication that
         this was the best and quickest way off their deadend little world.
      

      
      Only this time, in his daydream, LaRone said no.

      
      He’d believed in the Empire at first. He really had. He’d been ten when the Fleet
         and infantry had come in force and spent five months clearing out the pirate nests
         that had plagued Copperline for decades. Eight years later, when the recruiters had
         come, he’d jumped at the chance to join such a noble group of people. Three years
         after that, when he’d been offered a spot in the elite Imperial stormtrooper corps,
         he’d jumped even harder, working and sweating and praying for the chance to be worthy
         of this ultimate challenge.
      

      
      For six years everything had gone well. He’d served with all his heart and strength,
         fighting against the forces of evil and chaos that threatened to destroy Emperor Palpatine’s
         New Order. And he’d served with distinction, or so at least his commanders had thought.
      

      
      For LaRone himself, awards and citations meant nothing. He was wearing the white armor,
         and he was making a difference. That was what mattered.
      

      
      But then had come Elriss, where an entire town had had to stand out in the pouring
         rain for six hours while their identities were double- and triple-checked. After that
         had come Bompreil, and all those terrible civilian casualties as they’d fought to
         root out a Rebel cell.
      

      
      And then had come Alderaan.

      
      LaRone shifted uncomfortably on the bench. The details still weren’t entirely clear,
         but the official reports all agreed that the planet had been a center of Rebel strength,
         and that it had been destroyed only when it defied an order to surrender the traitors.
      

      
      LaRone certainly couldn’t fault the motivation. The Rebels were growing ever stronger, ever bolder, ever more dangerous. They had to be
         stopped before they destroyed everything the Emperor had created and dragged the galaxy
         back into more of the chaos of the Clone Wars era.
      

      
      But surely the entire planet couldn’t have been on the Rebels’ side. Could it?
      

      
      And then the quiet rumors had started. Some said that Alderaan hadn’t been a Rebel
         base at all, that its destruction had been nothing more than a field test of the Empire’s
         new Death Star. Others whispered that Grand Moff Tarkin, the Death Star’s borderline-psychotic
         commander, had destroyed all those billions of people over a personal grudge between
         him and Bail Organa.
      

      
      But it almost didn’t matter what the reason was. The bottom line was that the response
         had been light-years beyond any provocation the Rebels could possibly have put together.
      

      
      Something was happening to the Empire that LaRone had served so long and so well.
         Something terrible.
      

      
      And LaRone himself was stuck right in the middle of it.

      
      “Ground in three minutes,” Major Drelfin called from the front of the drop ship. “Stormtroopers,
         prepare to deploy.”
      

      
      LaRone took a deep breath, forcing the doubts away. He was an Imperial stormtrooper,
         and he would do his duty. Because that was all that mattered.
      

      
      The first of the speeder bike drop ships came to a cautious hover a couple of meters
         off the ground. As the ramps came down, Korlo Brightwater gunned his Aratech 74-Z
         Speeder Bike and roared out into the afternoon sunlight.
      

      
      “TBR Four-seven-nine, pull it back,” the tart voice of his commander, Lieutenant Natrom, growled in his ear. “Re-form to Search Pattern Jenth.”
      

      
      “Four-seven-nine: acknowledged,” Brightwater said, taking a quick look around as he
         turned into a wide circle that would bring him back to the rest of the scout troopers
         still maneuvering their way out of the transport. They’d come in on a ground-skimming
         course just to the north of a set of low, tree-sprinkled hills, with the edge of their
         target town a couple of hundred meters away on the far side. Activating his helmet’s
         sensors, he gave the hills a quick but careful scan as he circled back toward the
         transport. There didn’t seem to be activity anywhere, of any sort, which struck him
         as highly suspicious. The hills included a picnic area, several walking paths, and
         half a dozen trees that had been patiently nurtured and manipulated over the decades
         into an elaborate children’s climbing structure. Someone from town ought to be taking his or her leisure out here on such a fine, quiet afternoon.
      

      
      But there was no one. Something, apparently, was keeping the townspeople indoors today.

      
      Such as the news of an imminent Imperial raid?

      
      Brightwater shook his head in irritation. So the whole thing was a bust. The word
         had leaked, and any Rebels who might have been hiding here were halfway to the Outer
         Rim by now. “Command; TBR Four-seven-nine,” he called into his comm. “No activity
         in staging area. The operation may be blown. Repeat, the operation—”
      

      
      “Scout troopers, you are cleared to secure the perimeter,” an unfamiliar voice cut
         in.
      

      
      Brightwater frowned. “Command, did you copy?” he asked. “I said the lack of activity—”

      
      “TBR Four-seven-nine, you will restrict your comments to tactical reports,” the new
         voice again interrupted. “All transports: move in.”
      

      
      Brightwater craned his neck. The stormtrooper drop ships were visible now high above him, dropping toward the ground like hunting avians
         moving for the kill.
      

      
      Only there wasn’t anything down here worth killing anymore.

      
      A movement to his right caught his eye, and he looked back as his partner, Tibren,
         came alongside. Brightwater lifted his hand in mute question; the other scout shook
         his head in equally silent warning.
      

      
      Brightwater scowled. But Tibren was right. Whoever this idiot was running things,
         he was either too single-minded or too stupid to see reason. Nothing now for the stormtroopers
         to do but go along for the ride and treat the whole thing as just another training
         exercise. He nodded Tibren an acknowledgment and gunned his speeder toward his designated
         containment sector.
      

      
      By the time they’d finished their encirclement the drop ships were down, their heavy
         guns sweeping over the rows of mostly single-story buildings, their hatches disgorging
         their complements of stormtroopers and uniformed command officers. Brightwater kept
         his speeder moving, watching with professional interest as the troops formed themselves
         into a double ring and converged on the town. For a change, everything seemed to be
         going perfectly, without even the small glitches that normally accompanied an operation
         this size. It really was a pity there weren’t any Rebels left in town to appreciate
         it.
      

      
      The stormtroopers and officers disappeared from view, heading between and into the
         buildings, and Brightwater shifted his attention to the area outside the scout troopers’
         perimeter. The Rebels had almost certainly fled the planet, but there were occasional
         cells with more audacity than brains who elected to stay behind and try to put together
         an ambush.
      

      
      Brightwater rather hoped this bunch had gone that route. It would keep the afternoon
         from being a complete waste, and it would give the stormtroopers the chance to blast them out here in the
         open instead of having to sort them out from the civilians.
      

      
      He had curved to the crest of the nearest hill, his helmet sensors on full power,
         when he heard the sound of blasterfire from behind him. He swung his speeder sharply
         around, searching the perimeter on the far side of town. But all the scout troopers
         over there were still on their speeders, with no indication that anyone was shooting
         at them. There was another volley of blasterfire, and this time he realized that it
         was coming from inside the town itself.
      

      
      He brought his speeder to a halt, frowning. The volleys had been replaced by a less
         organized stutter, but the shots all carried the distinctive pitch of the storm-troopers’
         own BlasTech E-11 rifles. Where was the cacophonous mix of military, sporting, and
         self-defense weaponry that was practically the trademark of the Rebel Alliance?
      

      
      And then, with a sudden chill, he understood.

      
      He revved his speeder back to full speed, twisting its nose down the hills and toward
         town. What in the name of the Emperor did they think they were doing?
      

      
      “TBR Four-seven-nine, return to your post,” Lieutenant Natrom’s voice said in his
         earphone.
      

      
      Brightwater flicked out his tongue to the comm’s selector control, switching to the
         squad’s private frequency. “Sir, something’s happening in town,” he said urgently.
         “Request permission to investigate.”
      

      
      “Permission denied,” Natrom said. His voice was under rigid control, but Brightwater
         could hear the anger beneath it. “Return to your post.”
      

      
      “Sir—”

      
      “That’s an order, TBR Four-seven-nine,” Natrom said. “It won’t be repeated.”

      
      Brightwater took a deep breath. But he knew Natrom, and he knew that tone. Whatever was happening, there was nothing either of them could
         do about it. “Yes, sir,” he said. Taking another deep breath, trying to calm himself,
         he turned his speeder back around.
      

      
      The sun had set over the western horizon before the blasterfire finally came to an
         end.
      

      
   
      
      Introduction to the NEW REPUBLIC Era

      
      (5–25 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE)

      
      The destruction of the second Death Star and the death of Emperor Palpatine—the climactic
         conclusion of Return of the Jedi—has shaken the Empire to its core. While the remnant of the loyal Imperials settles
         in for a long, drawn-out last stand, the victorious Rebel Alliance and its supporters
         found a galactic governing authority they name the New Republic. Troops and warships
         are donated to the cause, as New Republic military leaders forge plans to seize Imperial
         fortress worlds, invade the Core Worlds, and retake Coruscant itself. Eventually,
         the Imperial Remnant is pushed back to a small part of the Outer Rim, and the New
         Republic is finally able to focus on restoring just and democratic government to the
         galaxy.
      

      
      At last the heroes of the Rebellion are free to pursue their own lives. Han and Leia
         marry … but before the birth of their twins, Jacen and Jaina, the galaxy is once again
         torn asunder by war, as the Imperial forces—under the control of military mastermind
         Grand Admiral Thrawn—step up their campaign of raids against the New Republic. Even
         after Thrawn is defeated, the Imperial forces forge on, harrying the New Republic
         and Luke’s nascent Jedi academy—the start of Luke’s dream to rebuild the Jedi Order
         from the ground up. Plagues, insurrections, and rogue warlords add to the chaos and
         push the New Republic back a step for every two steps it takes forward in its quest
         for peace and prosperity for all. Meanwhile, Leia becomes Chief of State of the New
         Republic, and the Solos’ third child, a boy they name Anakin, after his grandfather,
         is born; Luke has met Mara Jade, a secret dark side apprentice to the Emperor whom
         he helps bring into the light, and the two subsequently fall in love and marry.
      

      
      Finally, after a series of further setbacks and plots against the young galactic government
         and Luke’s Jedi, a peace treaty formally ends the long conflict between the New Republic
         and the remnants of the Empire. The events of these years are the answer to the question … “What
         happened after the movies?”
      

      
      If you’re a reader looking to dive into the New Republic era, here are three great
         starting points:
      

      
      
         
             • X-Wing: Rogue Squadron, by Michael A. Stackpole: A taste of life at the edge, Rogue Squadron and the subsequent X-Wing novels bring to life Wedge Antilles and his brave, sometimes
            rambunctious fellow pilots in fast-paced adventures that switch smoothly and easily
            between entertaining repartee and tense battlefield action.
         

         
             • Heir to the Empire, by Timothy Zahn: The book that reintroduced a generation of fans to Star Wars is full of the elements that made the movies great—space battles, intriguing villains,
            and derring-do.
         

         
             • Before the Storm, by Michael P. Kube-McDowell: With a harder sci-fi edge to Star Wars, this novel features the classic heroes Han, Luke, and Leia, and explores everything
            from military forensics to the nature of the Force.
         

         
      

      
      Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the New Republic era.
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CHAPTER ONE
A MYSTERY ON MAKEM TE

      
      Mander Zuma pursed his lips as he moved through the back alleys of Makem Te. He was
         far from the Tract, far from the necropolis that dominated this world, far from the
         site of Toro Irana’s death.
      

      
      And far from satisfied with what he had discovered so far about the death of his former
         apprentice.
      

      
      Word had reached Yavin 4 and the new Jedi Order in the form of a complaint from the
         Congress of Caliphs that ruled Makem Te, of a blue-skinned Jedi who had killed a Caliph’s
         nephew. Apologies were made through the New Republic’s diplomatic channels, but Mander
         was pulled from his regular duties in the Archives and dispatched to find out what
         had really happened.
      

      
      His assignment made perfect sense to Mander. He had taught Toro in the ways of the
         Force, and had monitored the young Jedi’s own reports back to the Order. His own skill
         set dovetailed nicely with Toro’s assigned mission. Yet the older Jedi was still reluctant
         to leave behind the Archives, to leave Yavin 4 after years of diligent and productive
         research.
      

      
      What Mander found on this planet surprised him. Not that Toro had gotten into a fight—the
         young man had been headstrong and easily riled even when he had been his apprentice,
         and the Swokes Swokes were by all reports a prickly species to deal with. But the
         idea that Toro had gotten into an argument so easily, or that he had made such a fatal mistake in combat, troubled Mander deeply as he made the long
         trip from Yavin to Makem Te. As he stepped off the shuttle and breathed the dusty
         air of this world, the questions swirled within him. What had gone wrong? Had it been
         his training that had been at fault? Had Mander prepared him insufficiently? Or were
         there other factors at work?
      

      
      As a student, Toro had been a superb warrior—limber and smooth, a blue-fleshed blur
         in combat. More important, he bonded with his lightsaber, treating the blade as an
         extension of his self. Even in training, Mander was impressed with the young Pantoran’s
         skill and confidence.
      

      
      Mander himself had none of that easiness in combat. The Force was strong in the older
         Jedi, but it was directed elsewhere. He could feel the energy moving through him,
         but his own lightsaber often felt like an alien thing, a lump in his hand. He had
         come to the Force late in life, as did many in the later years of the Empire, and
         it showed.
      

      
      Toro was better with a lightsaber, and Mander was sure that he would have become a
         fine Jedi Knight. A better Jedi Knight than he. But now Toro was dead and Mander was
         not sure why.
      

      
      Mander’s first stop was to claim the body and examine it, a rented medical droid at
         his side burbling commentary. The dried flecks of blood on his apprentice’s lips and
         the broken bones along one side of his body spoke of a sudden, violent end. But there
         was also a darkening of the young man’s veins and arteries—violet against the sea-blue
         of his flesh—that had not be present in life, and pointed to an external agent at
         work.
      

      
      Further, purple crystals budded at the corners of Toro’s eyes. Mander was not sure
         if this was natural to the Pantorans in death, but he assumed it was not, and took
         a sample of the material. It had a pungent aroma, more cloying than the acrid dust of Makem Te’s air. There were similar crystals in the
         dead Jedi’s darkened veins, now stilled of pulsing life. Something had been injected
         or ingested, he decided.
      

      
      Toro was under the influence of something else before the fight, Mander thought, and
         possibly the two events were tied. The older Jedi double-checked his evaluation before
         consigning Toro’s body to the funeral pyre. The Swokes Swokes, regardless of their
         official indignation, were extremely helpful with funeral arrangements. It was a point
         of pride for them.
      

      
      Mander Zuma visited the scene of Toro’s death, the restaurant. It had been closed
         for a period of mourning for the Caliph’s nephew, but already the smashed furniture
         had been stacked to one side for recycling and a new sheet of plate glass installed,
         replacing the one shattered by Toro’s exit. The wait staff was initially unhelpful,
         but Mander’s modest knowledge of Swoken, the native language—combined with a bit of
         the Force in the voice—helped smooth out the questions. By the end of the interview
         the staff was positively chatty about the incident.
      

      
      Yes, the blue-skinned Jedi had been there. He was waiting for someone, he had said.
         He had been drinking. A lot. Local stuff, but a Rodian came in with another bottle.
         A gift. The Jedi had insulted the staff. Insulted the other diners. He had gotten
         into an argument with Choka Chok, the Caliph’s nephew. The Jedi pulled his lightsaber
         and killed Choka Chok. Killed five more regulars as well, and had left a dozen regenerating.
         Screaming in that weird, liquid-sounding, offworlder Basic. Not a proper language
         at all. Foaming at the mouth. Then he had smashed his way through the window. The
         wait staff thought he was trying to escape, but had forgotten he was forty floors
         up. The joke was on him. No, no one had found the Jedi’s energy blade, or at least reported that they had found it. Yes, yes, they had the bottle the Rodian brought
         somewhere around. They were still cleaning up the mess.
      

      
      The Swokes Swokes provided the bottle and Mander calibrated his medical datapad. A
         few simple tests on the dregs in the bottle confirmed his hunch—there was something
         unusual in the scentwine. Potent, unknown, and similar in composition to the crystalline
         tears at the corners of the corpse’s eyes. Distilled out, it had the same cloying
         smell. The wine’s bouquet covered the smell.
      

      
      Poison, then. The Rodian brought the wine. Was the poison what clouded his judgment
         at the end?
      

      
      The possibility left Mander concerned. Why was Toro unwary enough to drink the wine
         in the first place? A Jedi in the field had to be aware of his surroundings and potential
         attacks. Had he trusted the Rodian, or whoever the Rodian represented? And what, if
         anything, did this have to do with his assigned task, to acquire the navigation coordinates
         for the Indrexu Spiral? Was someone trying to stop the New Republic from gaining those
         codes? Or had Toro stumbled onto something else?
      

      
      Indeed, scanning the last communications from Toro to the new Jedi Order had been
         troubling as well. They had been brief, even terse. He had made initial contacts.
         He had begun negotiations. He was pleased with the progress. Nothing to indicate that
         there was a problem. Even so, there was a brusqueness in his communiqués that now
         gave Mander pause. Details were missing.
      

      
      Now the trail led to this warehouse, made of ancient wood, reinforced with the cold
         iron that was so much a part of Swokes Swokes architecture. There were few Rodians
         on Makem Te, and it was relatively easy to track Toro’s deadly wine steward back here.
         A Rodian family cartel ran a small trade out of these warehouses, trafficking in ornate funeral plaques
         and reliquaries and other offworld items.
      

      
      The darkness of the alley cloaked him more effectively than any mind trick, but the
         lock was old and stubborn, and at last Mander used the Force to snap the hasp. So
         much for getting in and getting out without leaving any trace, he thought. Carefully,
         he slid the door open, but was met only with a hollow echo of the sliding metal. He
         slipped inside, leaving enough of a gap that he could leave quickly if things went
         bad.
      

      
      Mander moved quietly at first, but, it was quickly clear that no one seemed to be
         present. Moonlight from the frosted skylights overhead shone on a bare floor. Mander
         reached into a vest pocket and pulled out a set of magnaspecs—two pinkish lenses set
         in hexagonal frames. He unfolded the lenses and placed them on the bridge of his nose;
         magnets in the frame held them there, pinching his flesh slightly. When he tapped
         the side of the lenses they issued a soft, pale red glow, heightening the available
         light in the dim warehouse.
      

      
      Large wooden racks stood in neat ordered rows from floor to ceiling along the length
         of the structure. Empty cargo containers were lined along one wall, and a trio of
         manual loadlifters—great walker engines with huge spatulate hands—along the other.
         These Rodians were too poor, or too cheap, for droid-operated versions. The shelves
         were heavily laden with blank epitaph plates and bolts of funeral shrouds, all covered
         in a thin coating of dust. Scraps and more dust were heaped in the corners as well.
         Whatever business was being done out of this warehouse had precious little to do with
         mortuary arrangements.
      

      
      In the center of the room was a pile of broken crates, damaged and abandoned in a
         rush to clear out. Clear spots showed where other crates once stood, and the dust was disturbed by the broad feet of the loadlifters. Somewhere far off, in some
         connecting warehouse, there was a soft thunder of people moving crates, but this place
         was devoid of workers.
      

      
      Mander frowned. Whoever poisoned Toro expected someone to come after them, and had
         probably decided to put a few planets between them and their pursuers. No doubt the
         warehouse was under an assumed name and behind three shell companies. Tracking them
         down would not be easy.
      

      
      Mander poked through the trash with his toe—funeral robes and tapestries, metal plates
         with Swokes Swokes memorials—about three or four containers’ worth that had been breached
         and abandoned. And there, glittering in the moonlight, something dark and crystalline.
      

      
      The Jedi knelt down next to the pile and examined the crystals. They were purplish,
         dark almost to the point of being black. He sniffed it, and it gave off a rich, pungent
         aroma. Spice, but unlike any he had seen before. He pulled out a plasticlear envelope
         and scooped a handful of crystals into it.
      

      
      That was when he knew he was not alone. It could have been a shadow against the moonlight
         or a footstep landing too heavily, but at once he knew that someone else was in the
         warehouse with him. He rose slowly from his examination, trying to move naturally,
         his hand fumbling with the strap of the lightsaber. Still, he engaged it and brought
         the ignited blade up, glowing green, before the first blaster bolt erupted.
      

      
      Mander parried the energy discharge, trying to send it back to his attacker but succeeding
         only in deflecting it among the racks of epitaph markers. Inwardly he cursed at his
         lack of skill. Another shot unleashed, again from near the warehouse’s entrance, and
         again Mander turned the energy pulse aside, but only just, and it scorched the wall
         behind him. Mander reminded himself that he was in a wooden building containing flammable funeral shrouds. Too many such stray shots
         would be a bad thing.
      

      
      “I can do this all day,” he lied to the darkness. “Why don’t you come out and we can
         talk?”
      

      
      There was a shadow against the doorway, and for a moment Mander was sure that his
         assailant would try to flee. Instead, a lone figure walked into a rectangular square
         of moonlight. Smoke swirled from the barrel of her DL-22 heavy blaster. She was almost
         Mander’s height, and even in the pale radiance Mander could see that her flesh was
         a rich blue, marked with yellow swirls on each cheek. Long hair—a deeper blue in shade,
         almost to the color of night—was worn short in the front, woven in a thick braid down
         the back. A Pantoran, then, like Toro. Her lips were a thin, grim line and her eyes
         flashed with anger.
      

      
      “Why are you shooting at me?” said Mander calmly, as if being shot at in a warehouse
         were a common occurrence for him.
      

      
      “I’m here for justice,” she said, and the barrel came up. Despite himself, Mander
         brought up his lightsaber in defense, but she did not fire.
      

      
      “Justice is good,” said Mander, trying to keep his voice casual. “I’m seeking justice
         as well. Perhaps you’d like to help me find some.” He paused and added, “You know,
         I once trained a Pantoran in the ways of the Force.”
      

      
      This time she did shoot, and Mander almost toppled back onto the pile of trash bringing
         his blade up. Almost too late, and as it was he deflected the bolt upward instead
         of back. There was the distant crash of a shattered skylight.
      

      
      “You’re the one responsible for Toro’s death, then,” said the Pantoran, her words
         as sharp as a vibroblade’s edge.
      

      
      “Relative?” asked Mander, willing himself to be ready for another shot. It did not
         come.
      

      
      “Sister.”

      
      Mander forced himself to relax, or at least give the impression of relaxing. He deactivated
         his lightsaber, even though he wasn’t sure he could reignite it fast enough should
         she choose to fire. “You’re Reen Irana, then,” he said. “Toro spoke to me of you.”
      

      
      The blaster jerked toward him for a moment, but the Pantoran did not fire. Mander
         added quickly, “I was not here when Toro died. I was back at the academy on Yavin
         Four. I came here when we heard the news. To find out what happened. And to finish
         Toro’s assignment.”
      

      
      The blaster wavered, just a bit, but at last she pointed it away from the Jedi. Even
         in the moonlight, he could see a wetness glistening at the corner of her eyes. “It’s
         your fault,” she managed at last, her voice throaty with grief. Mander waited, giving
         her time to gather her thoughts. When she spoke again, the iron had returned to her
         words. “Toro was a dreamer, and you took him to become a Jedi and now he’s dead. You’re
         responsible.”
      

      
      Mander held his palms out and said simply, “Yes.”

      
      Reen was startled at the admission. She had apparently expected the Jedi to say many
         things, but not this.
      

      
      Mander looked hard at the young Pantoran—he could see the resemblance to Toro in her
         face. He continued, “Yes I am responsible. Every man’s journey is his own, but I did
         train your brother, and he was here on Makem Te on Jedi business. So yes, we … I … put
         him in harm’s way. And … I failed to prepare him for what he faced here. That is why
         I am here. I want to find out who poisoned your brother, to see justice brought against
         them.”
      

      
      For the first time, the Pantoran seemed confused. “Poison?” she managed.

      
      “I believe so,” said Mander. “I found something strange in his blood. And now there
         is this.” He held up the clear envelope with the crystals. “I found it here in the
         warehouse.”
      

      
      The Pantoran kept her blaster aimed at the Jedi, but reached out with the other hand.
         Mander held the envelope out to her, and she took it, taking a few steps back immediately
         in case this was a trick.
      

      
      Reen stared at the purplish crystals, then shook her head. She holstered her blaster,
         and Mander returned his now-inert lightsaber to his belt.
      

      
      “I think it is the poison that was used,” said Mander. “A Rodian administered it with
         some wine he brought to your brother in the restaurant. That was why Toro was unable
         to defend himself at his full abilities. Why he made such a mistake in combat and
         plunged out the window.”
      

      
      Another noise in the darkness around them. Mander’s head came up. It was not from
         outside the warehouse this time. Inside. Someone familiar with the area, who knew
         where to step. “Hold on,” he said. “Others are here.”
      

      
      Reen began to say, “Don’t worry. That’s just—” But her words were cut off as Mander
         grabbed her and pulled her down. Blaster bolts erupted from three sides, firing into
         the pile of abandoned crates.
      

      
      Reen had her own blaster out in a flash, and for a wild moment Mander was afraid she
         was going to use it on him. But instead she returned fire against the assault, using
         the discarded shipping containers as cover.
      

      
      Mander rose to a crouch, his lightsaber ignited and at the ready. The shots were heavy
         but not well placed, and he managed to bounce a few of them back. There was a shout
         of pain, and a string of curses in Swoken. Mander thought he must have gotten one
         of them.
      

      
      “I’d say a dozen,” shouted Reen. “Some of them up on the racks. Swokes Swokes. Some
         Rodians, too.”
      

      
      “Must be the Rodians that use the warehouse,” responded Mander.

      
      “I know the clan,” said Reen, bringing down a pair. “Bomu family. I recognize the
         facial tattoos. We’re pinned down!”
      

      
      “Hang on,” said Mander, “I’m going to level the playing field.”

      
      Reen may have said something but Mander didn’t pay attention. Instead he leapt forward,
         somersaulting toward one of the racks the Rodians were using as a perch. Blaster bolts
         fell around him, but he didn’t use his blade to block. Rather, he pulled it effortlessly
         through the rack’s iron supports, slicing the metal easily. The entire set of racks
         shuddered, and then began to collapse in on itself, the shriek of the metal matched
         by the surprised shouts of the ambushers.
      

      
      Reen was at his side. “What did you do?”

      
      “I made a new pile of trash to hide behind,” said Mander as one of the surviving Swokes
         Swokes rose from the debris, a thick-barreled blaster in his hand. One swipe with
         the blade cut the weapon in two, and then the Swokes Swokes fell backward as Reen
         discharged a bolt squarely into the attacker’s face.
      

      
      There was a short pause in the battle, and then the blasterfire started again, heavier
         than before. Looking back, Mander saw that their previous hiding place was on fire,
         and the flames were already spreading through the bolts of funeral cloth and to the
         room’s supports. The Rodians had climbed down to the ground, trying to surround the
         pair. They were now clear in the firelight.
      

      
      “They’re trying to burn us out. Can you make it to the door?” asked Mander, but Reen
         just shook her head and brought down a Rodian from across the room.
      

      
      Mander looked across the open floor between him and the entrance. Alone, on his best day, he might be able to make it. Carrying the
         Pantoran, he doubted he could get halfway before the cross fire caught him. He was
         about to chance it anyway when something extremely large shifted in the background.
      

      
      It was one of the manual loadlifters, wading into a squad of Swokes Swokes. The huge
         flat feet smashed one, while the others broke and ran as it spun and slammed into
         another set of racks, toppling them against their neighbors in a chain of collapsing
         shelves. The Rodians and Swokes Swokes started pulling back, firing behind them to
         deter pursuit. Perched in the control pit of the lifter, limned by sparking control
         screens, was a Bothan—long-faced and furry.
      

      
      Reen put a hand on Mander’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. He’s with me.”

      
      The Bothan was having trouble handling the loadlifter, and as he tried to get the
         walker under control it grazed one of the already-burning roof supports. The support
         groaned menacingly, and parts of the roof and skylight started to cascade down around
         them.
      

      
      “About time you showed up!” bellowed Reen at the pilot of the stumbling walker. “Now
         get us out of here before this place comes down around us.”
      

      
      The Bothan got the loadlifter under something like control, and brought one of the
         large pallet-hands level to the floor. Reen grabbed on, and Mander leapt ahead of
         her, turning to help her up. Then the pair gripped the sides of the lifter as the
         Bothan maneuvered it toward the doors through a tunnel of the now-flaming warehouse.
         The large door was still almost completely shut, but at the last moment the Bothan
         spun the lifter around and slammed through it backward, smashing the door off its
         hinges.
      

      
      Then they were outside, tromping through the alleys. The loadlifter got clear of the
         worst of the fire, and set the pair down. The Bothan himself slid down from the side of the now-smoking control
         pit. Whatever the Bothan had done to get it working had set its internal electronics
         on fire.
      

      
      “I thought you Jedi were never supposed to be surprised,” said Reen.

      
      “I was distracted,” said Mander, trying to keep the irritation within himself out
         of his voice. She was right. Despite her presence, he should have noticed their assailants
         creeping into their positions.
      

      
      In the distance there were shouts and klaxons. The local authorities were responding
         to the fire, and the flames were clear along the roofline now.
      

      
      “We need to be elsewhere,” said Reen. “A pity we didn’t get one of the Rodians alive.”

      
      “We found the poison that they used on your brother,” said Mander. “And we know that
         they’re willing to kill to cover their tracks. For the moment, that’s enough.”
      

      
      Dejarro of the Bomu clan made his way through the Swokes Swokes bazaar, past the hucksters
         selling memorial mementos and purified ointments and funeral wreaths. Past the stalls
         of seers and spiritualists who, for a small fee, would contact the spirits of the
         recently interred and, for a slightly larger fee, confirm that they were resting comfortably
         and satisfied with their funeral arrangements. Dejarro squeezed his way among the
         lumbering forms of the Makem Te inhabitants, his own Rodian frame unlikely to win
         any shoving match. He kept one hand inside his jacket, tightly gripping his heavy
         prize, fearful that something else would go wrong.
      

      
      The word had come down that afternoon: Koax, the one-eyed Klatooinian, had arrived
         on the planet, bearing with her both the goodwill of her master, the Spice Lord, and
         the lordship’s demands that the assigned task had been completed.
      

      
      Dejarro of the Bomu clan carried both good news and bad along with his package, and
         it was a good question which of the three was the heaviest weight.
      

      
      At the fourth street, at the alchemical shop, he turned right and made for a singularly
         empty shop that displayed funeral wrappings but had never seemed to succeed in selling
         any of them. The Swokes Swokes behind the counter, scarred from many regenerations,
         just nodded to him as he passed through. Dejarro had been here before. The Rodian
         climbed the iron spiral staircase to a windowless upper storage room.
      

      
      The room was lit by a single bulb, hanging from a noose-like cord. Koax was waiting
         for him, surrounded by racks of long-sleeved robes, used to dress the dead before
         interment or cremation. To Dejarro, it felt like they were surrounded by silent witnesses
         to hear his report. There was a low table between the two of them.
      

      
      The Klatooinian herself was lean and muscular, thinner than most of her species. She
         was dressed in dark red spacer’s slacks and a vest, and kept a set of ceremonial throwing
         knives on her belt alongside her blaster. Dejarro knew the Klatooinians were mostly
         traditionalists, favoring the old weapons and ways. Koax apparently kept the affectations
         of the past alongside the more effective present.
      

      
      The Klatooinian’s face was thin as well, but what took Dejarro aback was the crater
         where one eye had once been. Some would have worn a patch, or had a plate bolted to
         their skull to hide the deformity, but Koax set a glowing red gem deep into her empty
         socket. The Rodian wondered if the gem allowed the Spice Lord’s agent to see into
         alien frequencies or tell if someone was lying. The idea chilled Dejarro to the bone.
      

      
      “Waajo koosoro?” asked the Klatooinian in fluid Huttese. Have you brought it?
      

      
      Dejarro nodded and pulled the prize from beneath his jacket. It was a thin cylinder fitted with a worn, comfortable grip along one side.
         It was heavier than Dejarro had thought it would be, particularly since he had seen
         it used with fluid, almost effortless grace. Heavy enough to hold the soul of a man,
         he had thought at the time.
      

      
      He placed the lightsaber on the table between them.

      
      Koax looked down at the device with her good eye, but did not reach out for it. The
         red gem set deep into her skull kept a bead on Dejarro, who waited to be dismissed
         or questioned.
      

      
      “Were there any problems?” asked the Klatooinian.

      
      “We found it on the street,” said Dejarro, his voice sounding a little strained in
         the dusty dead air. “Not too far from the body.”
      

      
      “Did anyone see you take it?” She was still examining the deactivated blade before
         her.
      

      
      “I don’t think …” And Koax looked up at him, her gemstone eye blazing for a moment.
         “No! No. No one saw it. It went better than we had planned. I had the wine delivered,
         and we were prepared to move in when he started a fight by himself. Once he went out
         the window, we were afraid we had lost him. That he had used some sort of Jeedai trick to escape us. That he could fly away. But when we got to the bottom of the
         building, there he was, dead, and the item was right beside him, just as you see it
         now.”
      

      
      Koax grunted an affirmation, then said, “We?”

      
      “The other members in good standing of the Bomu clan,” said Dejarro. “Trusted family
         all. We would have taken the body itself, but the local law was already coming down
         on us. As it was, I grabbed the lightsaber and kept it, until I heard from you. Kept
         it safe, like you ordered.”
      

      
      “Did you turn it on?” asked Koax, almost casually.

      
      “No, no,” Dejarro assured her. “I don’t know if it still works or not. I just followed your orders. Drug the Jeedai. Take his lightsaber. Bring it to you. Nothing about figuring out if it worked.”
      

      
      Koax gave a throaty chuckle and reached out to the lightsaber, grasping its short
         hilt and activating the blade. It sprang like a genie from the bottle, a bolt of brilliant
         blue-white, accompanied by a flash of radiant thunder. The empty robes that hung around
         them threw back deep shadows, doubling their number.
      

      
      Koax moved the blade back and forth, and it looked to Dejarro as if the blade fought
         her, like it had its own inertia—its own spirit—resisting her control, fighting her
         grip. Koax seemed to feel it as well, and frowned, then thumbed off the blade. At
         once the upper storage room was plunged back into a dim light, which to the Rodian
         seemed even darker than before.
      

      
      “Good,” said Koax, and reached for her belt. Despite himself, Dejarro’s hand twitched
         toward his own weapons belt, but the Klatooinian instead brought out a vial tucked
         between her belt and her dun-colored flesh. Koax smiled, and it was not a pleasant
         smile. She had made Dejarro flinch, and understood in an instant how much the Rodian
         trusted her.
      

      
      How much he feared her.

      
      Koax set the vial on the table. Even in the dim light Dejarro could see that it was
         tightly packed with purplish crystals, deeper in hue than any he had seen before.
      

      
      “Pure,” said Koax. “None of that diluted garbage that reaches the street. Cut it,
         share, use it, I don’t care. We’re done.”
      

      
      Dejarro looked at the vial, then up at the Klatooinian, then nodded, reached out,
         and snagged the vial. He tucked it into an inner pocket and said, “There’s something
         else.”
      

      
      Koax’s eyebrow, the one above the gem-set socket, jerked upward slightly. “Something
         else?”
      

      
      “It took you a while to contact us,” said Dejarro. “While we were waiting, there was
         another.”
      

      
      “Another?” Koax repeated, her voice careful, trying to draw the story out.

      
      “Another Jeedai,” said the Rodian. “Came to the restaurant. Talked to the staff. Tracked us back
         to the warehouse.”
      

      
      Koax held her hands out, palms outward. “Didn’t you think to burn out the warehouse
         and move your supplies, just to prevent that possibility?”
      

      
      “We were in the process … that is, we intended to. But we didn’t think he would get
         here before you,” managed Dejarro.
      

      
      Koax frowned and looked at the empty table once more. “Tell me what happened.”

      
      “We ambushed him,” said Dejarro quietly. “Ambushed the Jeedai.”
      

      
      “Did you kill him?” said Koax, and her intent was clear in the tone of her question:
         One dead Jedi on Makem Te was a casualty. Two would attract more attention than the
         Spice Lord would want.
      

      
      “We lost a lot of people. The Jeedai … he had backup, and he …” Dejarro froze when Koax transfixed him with the ruby eye.
      

      
      “Did you kill him?” she repeated.
      

      
      “No,” said Dejarro, looking away. “There was a firefight. The warehouse caught fire
         in the battle.”
      

      
      “Too little, too late,” said Koax. “You should have torched the place the night the
         first Jeedai died.”
      

      
      Dejarro nodded. “We didn’t want to lose the stock. We had a lot of funeral supplies
         there.”
      

      
      Then Koax did something that Dejarro did not expect. She laughed. It was a full-throated,
         hearty, honest laugh, the laugh of someone confronted by the basic stupidity of the
         galaxy. “You kill a Jeedai, then are surprised to find another one comes looking for him. You let this new Jeedai uncover your operation, resulting in a firefight and setting the warehouse ablaze,
         and you’re worried about the stock?”
      

      
      Dejarro himself managed a sickly chuckle and said, “We’re tapped out now, except for …”
         He tapped the vial in his pocket with his palm.
      

      
      “I see,” said Koax, pulling her features back into a stern repose. “So you need …”

      
      “More of the hard spice. More Tempest,” said Dejarro. “We can make it up to you. Just
         a little advance. Enough to keep the regulars stocked up. We did what you asked for.
         We didn’t expect the Jeedai to bring backup.”
      

      
      “I don’t think the Spice Lord will be happy about this development. Do you think that’s
         the case?” asked Koax.
      

      
      “If you want, I can talk to the Spice Lord,” said Dejarro. “Explain things.”

      
      “The Spice Lord has more important matters to deal with than talking to street-level
         dealers,” said Koax. “That is why the Spice Lord has me.” She skewered him with her
         good eye, and a silence grew between the two.
      

      
      “So.” Dejarro’s throat was dry now. “Do you think you could do something about this?”

      
      “Yes, I think I could,” she said. “I think I could warn the Spice Lord that there
         is another Jeedai. One with allies. I could also find out who these allies are, and tell you. Is that
         what you would want?”
      

      
      Dejarro nodded. “The Jeedai killed my clanbrothers and clansisters,” he said. “We need vengeance on their behalf.”
      

      
      “Consider it done,” said Koax. “You have my word—the Bomu clan will get its vengeance
         against this Jeedai. But I will warn you, if the Jeedai killed so many of your clan just at the outset, there will be more lives lost before
         you get your vengeance.”
      

      
      Dejarro nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, yes, we know. It is the price you pay for vengeance.” The Rodian turned to leave the Klatooinian
         with her prize.
      

      
      “One last thing,” said Koax, and Dejarro froze in his tracks, turning slightly.

      
      “I will have to tell the Spice Lord that we have this problem because the Bomu clan
         neglected to cover its tracks sufficiently,” said Koax. “And I will have to report
         that I have taken appropriate action.” The Klatooinian’s hand drifted to her weapons
         belt.
      

      
      Dejarro pulled his blaster, and if Koax had been going for her own, he would have
         beaten her to the draw. Instead, the Klatooinian pulled one of her throwing blades,
         and in a graceful, almost casual flick of the wrist, planted it deeply in the Rodian’s
         neck from five paces away. Dejarro went down, gurgling.
      

      
      Koax liked to think that last noise was an attempt at an apology.

      
      The Spice Lord’s agent knelt over the dead Rodian and pulled the small vial—the last
         pure sample of Tempest on Makem Te—from Dejarro’s inside pocket. Then she pulled one
         of the death robes from its hooks and draped it solemnly over the body.
      

      
      “Another victim of this new Jeedai,” said Koax. “But I am good to my word, and will gladly throw as many of your clan
         in his way as I need to.” She let out a deep sigh.
      

      
      “But first,” continued the one-eyed Klatooinian, “I will have to send a message to
         the Spice Lord, presenting the bad news. And let me tell you, Rodian, that you got
         off easy in that you had to deal with me instead of the one I serve.”
      

      
   
      
      Introduction to the NEW JEDI ORDER Era

      
      (25–40 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE)

      
      A quarter century after A New Hope and the destruction of the Death Star, the galaxy is free of wide-scale conflicts—but
         the New Republic must contend with many regional brushfires. And Luke Skywalker’s
         Jedi Order faces its own growing pains: Some New Republic officials want to rein in
         the Jedi, leading Luke to wonder if the Jedi Council should be restored.
      

      
      On the planet Rhommamool, Leia Organa Solo, Mara Jade Skywalker, and Jaina Solo meet
         with a mysterious rabble-rouser named Nom Anor. Anor rejects Leia’s diplomatic entreaties,
         but she’s more disturbed by what she finds when she reaches out to him in the Force:
         nothing. It’s as if he isn’t there.
      

      
      Anor is a secret agent of the Yuuzhan Vong, powerful warriors from another galaxy
         who regard technology as blasphemous, relying on biological constructs to serve as
         their starships, weapons, and communicators. Long ago, a devastating war destroyed
         much of the Yuuzhan Vong’s galaxy and cut them off from the Force, sending their clans
         across the intergalactic void in search of a new home. Now they are at the edge of
         the Star Wars galaxy, ready to invade.
      

      
      As head of the New Jedi Order, Luke is central to the galaxy’s defense; Leia’s skills
         as a former Chief of State and respected political adviser are also called on. The
         five-year war shakes the galaxy to its foundations. Technologically advanced worlds
         within the Yuuzhan Vong invasion corridor are subjected to the newcomers’ biotechnology
         and altered into strange hybrids combining what they had been with the new Yuuzhan Vong ecosystem. Entire species are enslaved—or eradicated. The New Republic
         is ill prepared to meet the extragalactic threat, with regional rivalries, political
         dissension, and concern over the Imperial Remnant limiting the effectiveness of its
         military response. Wrangling in the Senate snarls the war plans, as do disagreements
         between planetary fleets and armies, while assassination and war thin the ranks of
         the New Republic’s leaders. Officers and pilots who battled for so long against the
         Empire, such as Admiral Ackbar and Wedge Antilles, work feverishly to figure out how
         to outmaneuver their new enemies.
      

      
      The invasion sorely challenges the Jedi, as well. Some take it upon themselves to
         meet the Yuuzhan Vong threat head-on, disdaining foot-dragging by politicians—and
         some of those skirt the dark side of the Force, giving in to their anger and fear
         as the Yuuzhan Vong ruin worlds and lives. The Yuuzhan Vong come to recognize the
         Jedi as the biggest threat to their plans, and begin hunting them down using New Republic
         traitors and bioengineered killers. At the forefront of the war against the Jedi are
         the Solo children—now teenagers and Jedi Knights in their own right. By the time the
         war is over, the Solo family will never be the same again.
      

      
      The other heroes of the Rebellion, too, face personal struggles and tragedies. Luke
         fears for the life of his wife, Mara—infected with a Yuuzhan Vong–engineered disease—and
         for that of his newborn son, Ben, hunted by the Jedi’s enemies. Han and Leia’s losses
         are even harder to bear, as their oldest friends and children risk everything to stop
         the Yuuzhan Vong.
      

      
      If you’re a reader looking to explore the epic tale of the Yuuzhan Vong war and the
         era of Luke’s New Jedi Order, the best place to start is with the first book in the
         series:
      

      
      
         
             • The New Jedi Order: Vector Prime, by R. A. Salvatore: The first novel in the series introduces the pitiless Yuuzhan
            Vong and immediately makes clear that the heroes of the Rebellion are in mortal danger.
         

         
      

      
      Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the New Jedi Order era.
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ONE

Fraying Fabric

      
      It was too peaceful out here, surrounded by the vacuum of space and with only the
         continual hum of the twin ion drives breaking the silence. While she loved these moments
         of peace, Leia Organa Solo also viewed them as an emotional trap, for she had been
         around long enough to understand the turmoil she would find at the end of this ride.
      

      
      Like the end of every ride, lately.

      
      Leia paused a moment before she entered the bridge of the Jade Sabre, the new shuttle her brother, Luke, had built for his wife, Mara Jade. Before her,
         and apparently oblivious to her, Mara and Jaina sat comfortably, side by side at the
         controls, talking and smiling. Leia focused on her daughter, Jaina, sixteen years
         old, but with the mature and calm demeanor of a veteran pilot. Jaina looked a lot
         like Leia, with long dark hair and brown eyes contrasting sharply with her smooth
         and creamy skin. Indeed, Leia saw much of herself in the girl—no, not girl, Leia corrected
         her own thoughts, but young woman. That same sparkle behind the brown eyes, mischievous,
         adventurous, determined.
      

      
      That notion set Leia back a bit, for she recognized then that when she looked at Jaina,
         she was seeing not a reflection of herself but an image of the girl she had once been.
         A twinge of sadness caught her as she considered her own life now: a diplomat, a bureaucrat, a mediator, always trying to calm things down, always working
         for the peace and prosperity of the New Republic. Did she miss the days when the most
         common noise around her had been the sharp blare of a blaster or the hiss of a lightsaber?
         Was she sorry that those wild times had been replaced by the droning of the ion drives
         and the sharp bickering of one pride-wounded emissary after another?
      

      
      Perhaps, Leia had to admit, but in looking at Jaina and those simmering dark eyes,
         she could take vicarious pleasure.
      

      
      Another twinge—jealousy?—caught her by surprise, as Mara and Jaina erupted into laughter
         over some joke Leia had not overheard. But she pushed the absurd notion far from her
         mind as she considered her sister-in-law, Luke’s wife and Jaina’s tutor—at Jaina’s
         own request—in the ways of the Jedi. Mara was not a substitute mother for Jaina, but
         rather a big sister, and when Leia considered the fires that constantly burned in
         Mara’s green eyes, she understood that the woman could give to Jaina things that Leia
         could not, and that those lessons and that friendship would prove valuable indeed
         to her daughter. And so she forced aside her jealousy and was merely glad that Jaina
         had found such a friend.
      

      
      She started onto the bridge, but paused again, sensing movement behind her. She knew
         before looking that it was Bolpuhr, her Noghri bodyguard, and barely gave him a glance
         as he glided to the side, moving so easily and gracefully that he reminded her of
         a lace curtain drifting lazily in a gentle breeze. She had accepted young Bolpuhr
         as her shadow for just that reason, for he was as unobtrusive as any bodyguard could
         be. Leia marveled at the young Noghri, at how his grace and silence covered a perfectly
         deadly fighting ability.
      

      
      She held up her hand, indicating that Bolpuhr should remain out here, and though his
         usually emotionless face did flash Leia a quick expression of disappointment, she
         knew he would obey. Bolpuhr, and all the Noghri, would do anything Leia asked of them.
         He would jump off a cliff or dive into the hot end of an ion engine for her, and the only time she ever saw any sign of discontentment
         with her orders was when Bolpuhr thought she might be placing him in a difficult position
         to properly defend her.
      

      
      As he was thinking now, Leia understood, though why in the world Bolpuhr would fear
         for her safety on her sister-in-law’s private shuttle was beyond her. Sometimes dedication
         could be taken a bit too far.
      

      
      With a nod to Bolpuhr, she turned back to the bridge and crossed through the open
         doorway. “How much longer?” she asked, and was amused to see both Jaina and Mara jump
         in surprise at her sudden appearance.
      

      
      In answer, Jaina increased the magnification on the forward screen, and instead of
         the unremarkable dots of light, there appeared an image of two planets, one mostly
         blue and white, the other reddish in hue, seemingly so close together that Leia wondered
         how it was that the blue-and-white one, the larger of the pair, had not grasped the
         other in its gravity and turned it into a moon. Parked halfway between them, perhaps
         a half a million kilometers from either, deck lights glittering in the shadows of
         the blue-and-white planet, loomed a Mon Calamari battle cruiser, the Mediator, one of the newest ships in the New Republic fleet.
      

      
      “They’re at their closest,” Mara observed, referring to the planets.

      
      “I beg your indulgence,” came a melodic voice from the doorway, and the protocol droid
         C-3PO walked into the room. “But I do not believe that is correct.”
      

      
      “Close enough,” Mara said. She turned to Jaina. “Both Rhommamool and Osarian are ground
         based, technologically—”
      

      
      “Rhommamool almost exclusively so!” C-3PO quickly added, drawing a scowl from all
         three of the women. Oblivious, he rambled on. “Even Osarian’s fleet must be considered
         marginal, at best. Unless, of course, one is using the Pantang Scale of Aero-techno
         Advancement, which counts even a simple landspeeder as highly as it would a Star Destroyer. Perfectly ridiculous
         scale.”
      

      
      “Thank you, Threepio,” Leia said, her tone indicating that she had heard more than
         enough.
      

      
      “They’ve both got missiles that can hit each other from this close distance, though,”
         Mara continued.
      

      
      “Oh, yes!” the droid exclaimed. “And given the proximity of their relative elliptical
         orbits—”
      

      
      “Thank you, Threepio,” Leia said.

      
      “—they will remain within striking distance for some time,” C-3PO continued without
         missing a beat. “Months, at least. In fact, they will be even closer in two standard
         weeks, the closest they will be to each other for a decade to come.”
      

      
      “Thank you, Threepio!” Mara and Leia said together.

      
      “And the closest they have been for a decade previous,” the droid had to slip in,
         as the women turned back to their conversation.
      

      
      Mara shook her head, trying to remember her original point to Jaina. “That’s why your
         mother chose to come out now.”
      

      
      “You’re expecting a fight?” Jaina asked, and neither Leia nor Mara missed the sparkle
         in her eye.
      

      
      “The Mediator will keep them behaving,” Leia said hopefully. Indeed, the battle cruiser was an
         impressive warship, an updated and more heavily armed and armored version of the Mon
         Calamari star cruiser.
      

      
      Mara looked back to the screen and shook her head, unconvinced. “It’ll take more than
         a show of force to stop this catastrophe,” she replied.
      

      
      “Indeed, it has been escalating, by all reports,” C-3PO piped up. “It started as a
         simple mining dispute over mineral rights, but now the rhetoric is more appropriate
         for some kind of a holy crusade.”
      

      
      “It’s the leader on Rhommamool,” Mara remarked. “Nom Anor. He’s reached down and grabbed
         his followers by their most basic instincts, weaving the dispute against Osarian into
         a more general matter of tyranny and oppression. Don’t underestimate him.”
      

      
      “I can’t begin to give you a full list of tyrants like Nom Anor that I’ve dealt with,”
         Leia said with a resigned shrug.
      

      
      “I have that very list available,” C-3PO blurted. “Tonkoss Rathba of—”

      
      “Thank you, Threepio,” Leia said, too politely.

      
      “Why, of course, Princess Leia,” the droid replied. “I do so like to be of service.
         Now where was I? Oh, yes. Tonkoss Rathba of—”
      

      
      “Not now, Threepio,” Leia insisted, then to Mara, she added, “I’ve seen his type often.”

      
      “Not like him,” Mara replied, somewhat softly, and the sudden weakness in her voice
         reminded Leia and Jaina that Mara, despite her nearly constant bravado and overabundance
         of energy, was seriously ill, with a strange and thankfully rare disease that had
         killed dozens of others and against which the best doctors in the New Republic had
         proven completely helpless. Of those who had contracted the molecular disorder, only
         Mara and one other remained alive, and that other person, being studied intently on
         Coruscant, was fast dying.
      

      
      “Daluba,” C-3PO went on. “And of course, there was Icknya—”

      
      Leia started to turn to the droid, hoping to politely but firmly shut him up, but
         Jaina’s cry stopped her abruptly and swung her back to face the screen.
      

      
      “Incoming ships!” Jaina announced, her voice full of surprise. The telltale blips
         had appeared on her sensor viewer as if from nowhere.
      

      
      “Four of them,” Mara confirmed. Even as she spoke, the warning buzzers began to go
         off. “From Osarian.” She turned her curious expression up to Leia. “They know who
         we are?”
      

      
      Leia nodded. “And they know why I’ve come.”

      
      “Then they should know to leave us alone,” Jaina reasoned.

      
      Leia nodded again, but understood better. She had come to the system not to meet with the Osarians—not at first, at least—but with their principal
         rival, Nom Anor, the cult figure stirring up trouble on Rhommamool. “Tell them to
         back off,” she instructed Mara.
      

      
      “Politely?” Mara asked, smiling, and with that dangerous twinkle in her eyes.

      
      “New Republic shuttle,” a halting voice crackled over the comm. “This is Captain Grappa
         of Osarian First-Force.”
      

      
      With a flick of a switch, Mara put an image of the captain on the viewscreen, and
         Leia sighed as the green skin, spiny head ridge, and tapirlike snout came into view.
      

      
      “Wonderful,” she remarked sarcastically.

      
      “The Osarians have hired Rodians?” Jaina asked.

      
      “Nothing like a few mercenaries to quiet things down,” Leia replied dryly.

      
      “Oh, dear me,” C-3PO remarked, and he shuffled aside nervously.

      
      “You come with us,” Grappa insisted, his multifaceted eyes sparkling eagerly. “To
         Osa-Prime.”
      

      
      “Seems the Osarians want to talk with you first,” Mara said.

      
      “They’re afraid that my meeting with Nom Anor will only heighten his stature, both
         among the Rhommamoolians and throughout the sector,” Leia reasoned, a notion not without
         credence, and one that she had debated endlessly before making the decision to come
         here.
      

      
      “Whatever the reason, they’re closing fast,” Mara replied. Both she and Jaina looked
         to Leia for instructions, for while the Jade Sabre was Mara’s ship, this was Leia’s mission.
      

      
      “Princess Leia?” an obviously alarmed C-3PO asked.

      
      Leia sat down in the chair behind Mara, intently studying the screen, which Jaina
         had switched back to a normal space view. The four approaching fighters were clearly
         visible.
      

      
      “Lose them,” she said determinedly, a request that neither of the pilots needed to
         hear twice. Indeed, Mara had been eager to put the shuttle, with its powerful twin
         engines and state-of-the-art maneuvering systems, through a real test.
      

      
      Green eyes sparkling, smile wide, Mara reached for the controls, but then retracted
         her hands and put them on her lap. “You heard her, Jaina,” she said.
      

      
      Jaina’s mouth dropped open; so did Leia’s.

      
      “You mean it?” Jaina asked.

      
      Mara’s only reply was an almost bored expression, along with a slight yawn, as if
         this whole thing was no big deal, and certainly nothing that Jaina couldn’t easily
         handle.
      

      
      “Yes!” Jaina whispered, clenching her fists, wearing a smile nearly wide enough to
         take in her ears. She rubbed her hands together, then reached out to the right, rolling
         her fingers over the floating-ball control of the inertial compensator. “Strap in,”
         she ordered, and she dialed it down to 95 percent, as fighter pilots often did so
         that they could gain a tactile feel to the movements of their ships. Reading the g’s, Jaina had heard it called, and she always preferred flying that way, where fast
         turns and mighty acceleration could push her back in her seat.
      

      
      “Not too much,” Leia said with concern.

      
      But her daughter was in her element now, Leia knew, and she’d push the shuttle to
         its limits. Leia felt the lean as Jaina veered right, angling away from the approaching
         ships.
      

      
      “If you run, we shoot you down!” came the uneven voice of Grappa.

      
      “Z-95 Headhunters,” Mara said derisively of the closing craft, an antiquated starfighter,
         and she flipped off the comm switch and looked back at Leia. “Can’t shoot what you
         can’t catch,” she explained. “Kick them in,” she added to Jaina, motioning to the
         primary thrusters, thinking that a burst of the powerful engines would shoot the Jade Sabre right past the befuddled Rodians and their outdated starfighters.
      

      
      Even as she spoke, though, two more blips appeared on the sensors, streaking out from
         the shadows around Rhommamool, angling right in line with the Jade Sabre.
      

      
      “Mara,” Leia said with concern. At that, Mara did reach for the controls. But only
         for a moment, and then she looked Jaina right in the eye and nodded for the young woman to proceed.
      

      
      Leia lurched forward in her seat, held back only by the belt, as Jaina reversed throttle
         and kicked the etheric rudder right. There came a metallic thump behind them—C-3PO
         hitting the wall, Leia guessed.
      

      
      Even as the Jade Sabre came to a sudden halt, nose turned starboard, Jaina pumped it out to full throttle
         and kicked the rudder back to the left, then hard right, fishtailing the ship about
         in a brutal one-eighty, then working the rudder hard and somewhat choppy in straightening
         out her direct retreat. As they turned, a laser cannon blast cut across their bow.
      

      
      “All right, the first four are on our tail,” Mara instructed calmly. The Jade Sabre jolted, hit aft, a blow the shields easily held back.
      

      
      “Try a—” Mara started to say, but she lost the words, and nearly her lunch, as Jaina
         pulled a snap roll right, and then another right behind it.
      

      
      “Oh, we’ll be killed!” came C-3PO’s cry from the doorway, and Leia managed to turn
         her head to see the droid leaning in against the metal jamb, and then to see him fly
         away, with a pitiful cry, as Jaina kicked the etheric rudder again, putting the ship
         into another sudden fishtail.
      

      
      A pair of Headhunters streaked past the viewscreen, but just for a split second, for
         Jaina vectored away at a different angle, and at single-engine full throttle, pressing
         Leia back in her seat. Leia wanted to say something to Jaina then, some words of encouragement
         or advice, but found her words stuck in her throat. And not for any g forces.
      

      
      It was the sight of Jaina, the fire in her brown eyes, the determined set of her jaw,
         the sheer concentration. At that moment, Leia knew.
      

      
      Her daughter was a woman now, and with all the grit of her father and mother combined.

      
      Mara glanced over her right shoulder, between Jaina and Leia, and both followed her
         lead long enough to see that two of the initial four had altered course accordingly and were fast closing, laser cannons
         blasting away.
      

      
      “Hold on,” a confident Jaina warned, and she pulled back the stick, lifting the Jade Sabre’s nose, then shoved it forward, dropping the shuttle into a sudden, inverted loop.
      

      
      “We’re doomed!” C-3PO cried from the hallway—the hallway ceiling, Leia knew.

      
      Halfway around, Jaina broke the loop with a snap roll, then kicked her into a fishtail
         and a barrel roll, bringing her about to nearly their original course, but with the
         initial four behind them. Now she did kick in both ion drives, as if to use sheer
         speed to split the gap between the two incoming fighters.
      

      
      Both angled out suddenly, then turned back in, widening that escape route but giving
         them a longer shooting angle at the shuttle, and an easier turn to pursue.
      

      
      “They’re good,” Mara warned, but, like Leia, she found her words lost in her throat,
         as Jaina, teeth gritted to fight back the g’s, reversed throttle.
      

      
      “Princess—” The plaintive cry from the corridor ended abruptly in a loud crash.

      
      “Coming in hot!” Mara cried, noting the fighter fast approaching to port.

      
      Jaina didn’t, couldn’t even hear her; she had turned inward now, was feeling the Force
         coursing through her, was registering every movement of her enemies and reacting instinctively,
         playing the game three moves ahead. Before Mara had even begun to speak, Jaina had
         hit the forward attitude adjustment jets, lifting the nose, then she pumped the throttle
         and kicked the rudder, lifting the Jade Sabre and bringing her nose about to starboard, to directly face the other incoming Headhunter.
      

      
      And that eager Rodian did come in at them, and hard, and the Jade Sabre’s defensive array screeched and lit up, warning of a lock-on.
      

      
      “Jaina!” Leia cried.

      
      “He’s got us!” Mara added.

      
      But then the closer ship, coming from port, passed right under the Jade Sabre, and Jaina fired the repulsorlifts, bouncing the Jade Sabre up and sending the poor Headhunter into a wild, spinning roll.
      

      
      The closing ship from starboard let fly its concussion missile, but it, and the Headhunter,
         zipped right underneath the elevated Jade Sabre.
      

      
      Before the three women could even begin to catch their breath, another ship streaked
         in, an X-wing, the new XJ version of the starfighter, its own laser cannons blasting
         away from its wingtips. Not at the Jade Sabre, though, but at the Headhunter that had just gone past.
      

      
      “Who is that?” Leia asked, and Jaina, equally curious, brought the Jade Sabre about hard.
      

      
      The Headhunter snap-rolled left and dived, but the far superior X-wing stayed on her,
         lasers scoring hit after hit, depleting her shields and then blasting her apart into
         a million pieces.
      

      
      “A Jedi,” Mara and Jaina said together, and Leia, when she paused to collect the Force
         sensations about her, concurred.
      

      
      “Fast to the Mediator,” Leia instructed her daughter, and Jaina swung the Jade Sabre about yet again.
      

      
      “I didn’t know there were any Jedi in the sector,” Leia said to Mara, who could only
         shrug, equally at a loss.
      

      
      “Another one’s out,” Jaina informed them, watching the blips on her sensor screen.
         “And two others are vectoring away.”
      

      
      “They want no part of a Jedi showing a willingness to shoot back,” Mara remarked.

      
      “Maybe Rodians are smarter than I thought,” Leia said dryly. “Smooth it out,” she
         instructed her daughter, unbuckling and climbing unsteadily to her feet.
      

      
      Jaina reluctantly dialed the inertial compensator back to full.

      
      “Only one pursuing,” Jaina informed them as Leia made her way to the door.

      
      “The X-wing,” Mara added, and Leia nodded.
      

      
      In the hallway outside the bridge, Leia found C-3PO inverted and against the wall,
         his feet sticking up in the air, his head crunched forward so that his chin was tight
         against his chest.
      

      
      “You have to learn to hold on,” Leia said to him, helping him upright. She glanced
         across the way to Bolpuhr as she spoke, to find the Noghri still standing calmly in
         the exact spot she had assigned him.
      

      
      Somehow, she wasn’t amazed.

      
      Jaina took the Jade Sabre at a swift but steady pace toward the distant Mediator. She checked often for pursuit, but it quickly became obvious that the Rodians in
         their outdated Headhunters wanted no part of this fight.
      

      
      Leia rejoined them a short while later, to find Jaina in complete control and Mara
         resting back in her seat, eyes closed. Even when Jaina asked her aunt a question about
         docking procedures, the woman didn’t respond, didn’t even open her eyes.
      

      
      “They’ll guide you in,” Leia interjected, and sure enough, a voice from the Mediator crackled over the opened comm, giving explicit directions for entry vector.
      

      
      Jaina took her in, and Jaina took her down, easily—and after the display of flying
         she had just given them out with the Headhunters, Leia wasn’t the least bit surprised
         by her ability to so smoothly tight-dock a ship as large as the Jade Sabre.
      

      
      That final shudder as Jaina eased off the repulsorlifts and settled the shuttle onto
         the docking bay floor stirred Mara from her rest. She opened her eyes and, seeing
         where they were, rose quickly.
      

      
      And then she swayed and seemed as if she would fall.

      
      Leia and Jaina were there in an instant, catching and steadying her.

      
      She regained her balance and took a deep breath. “Maybe next time you can dial down
         the inertial compensator to ninety-seven instead of ninety-five,” she said jokingly, straining a smile.
      

      
      Jaina laughed, but Leia’s face showed her deep concern. “Are you all right?” she asked.

      
      Mara eyed her directly.

      
      “Perhaps we should find a place where you can rest,” Leia said.

      
      “Where we all can rest,” Mara corrected, and her tone told Leia to back off, a reminder
         that Leia was intruding on a private place for Mara, a place she had explicitly instructed
         all of her friends, even her husband, not to go. This disease was Mara’s fight alone,
         to Mara’s thinking, a battle that had forced her to reconsider everything she thought
         about her life, past, present, and future, and everything she thought about death.
      

      
      Leia held her stare for a moment longer, but replaced her own concerned expression
         with one of acceptance. Mara did not want to be coddled or cuddled. She was determined
         to live on in an existence that did not name her disease as the most pressing and
         important facet of her entire life, to live on as she had before, with the illness
         being relegated to the position of nuisance, and nothing more.
      

      
      Of course, Leia understood it to be much more than that, an internal churning that
         required Mara to spend hours and tremendous Force energy merely holding it in check.
         But that was Mara’s business.
      

      
      “I hope to meet with Nom Anor tomorrow,” Leia explained, as the three, with C-3PO
         and Bolpuhr in tow, headed for the lower hatch, then moved down to the landing bay.
         A contingent of New Republic Honor Guard stood waiting there, along with Commander
         Ackdool, a Mon Calamarian with large, probing eyes, a fishlike face, and salmon-colored
         skin. “By all reports, we should all be rested before dealing with him.”
      

      
      “Believe those reports,” Mara said.

      
      “And first, it seems I get to meet with our savior Jedi,” Leia added dryly, looking back behind the Jade Sabre to see the X-wing gliding in to rest.
      

      
      “Wurth Skidder,” Jaina remarked, recognizing the markings under the canopy on the
         starfighter.
      

      
      “Why am I not surprised?” Leia asked, and she blew a sigh.

      
      Ackdool came over to them, then, and extended his formal greetings to the distinguished
         guests, but Leia’s reaction set him back on his heels—indeed, it raised more than
         a few eyebrows among the members of the Mediator’s Honor Guard.
      

      
      “Why did you send him out?” Leia snapped, motioning toward the docking X-wing.

      
      Commander Ackdool started to answer, but Leia continued. “If we had needed assistance,
         we would have called for it.”
      

      
      “Of course, Princess Leia,” Commander Ackdool said with a polite bow.

      
      “They why send him out?”

      
      “Why do you assume that Wurth Skidder flew out at my command?” the cool Commander
         Ackdool dared to respond. “Why would you assume that Wurth Skidder heeds any order
         I might give?”
      

      
      “Couple o’ ridge-head parachutes floating over Osarian, if those Rodians had any luck,”
         came the singsong voice of Wurth Skidder. The cocky young man was fast approaching,
         pulling off his helmet and giving his shock of blond hair a tousle as he walked.
      

      
      Leia stepped out to intercept him and took another quick step for no better reason
         than to make the Jedi stop short. “Wurth Skidder,” she said.
      

      
      “Princess,” the man replied with a bow.

      
      “Did you have a little fun out there?”

      
      “More than a little,” the Jedi said with a wide grin and a sniffle—and he always seemed
         to be sniffling, and his hair always looked as if he had just walked in from a Tatooine
         sandstorm. “Fun for me, I mean, and not for the Rodians.”
      

      
      “And the cost of your fun?” Leia asked.

      
      That took the smile from Wurth Skidder’s face, and he looked at Leia curiously, obviously
         not understanding.
      

      
      “The cost,” Leia explained. “What did your little excursion cost?”

      
      “A couple of proton torpedos,” Wurth replied with a shrug. “A little fuel.”

      
      “And a year of diplomatic missions to calm down the Osarians,” Leia retorted.

      
      “But they shot first,” Wurth protested.

      
      “Do you even understand that your stupidity likely escalated an already impossible
         situation?” Leia’s voice was as firm and cold as anyone present had ever heard it.
         So cold, in fact, that the always overprotective Bolpuhr, fearing trouble, glided
         closer to her, hanging back just behind her left shoulder, within fast striking distance
         of the Jedi.
      

      
      “They were attacking you,” Wurth Skidder retorted. “Six of them!”

      
      “They were trying to bring us down to Osarian,” Leia harshly explained. “A not-so-unexpected
         response, given my announced intentions here. And so we planned to avoid them. Avoid!
         Do you understand that word?”
      

      
      Wurth Skidder said nothing.

      
      “Avoid them and thus cause no further problems or hard feelings,” Leia went on. “And
         so we would have, and we would have asked for no explanations from Shunta Osarian
         Dharrg, all of us pretending that nothing had ever happened.”
      

      
      “But—”

      
      “And our graciousness in not mentioning this unfortunate incident would have bought
         me the bargaining capital I need to bring some kind of conciliation from Osarian toward
         Rhommamool,” Leia continued, anger creeping in thicker with each word. “But now we
         can’t do that, can we? Now, so that Wurth Skidder could paint another skull on the
         side of his X-wing, I’ll have to deal with an incident.”
      

      
      “They shot first,” Wurth Skidder reiterated when it became apparent that Leia was
         done.
      

      
      “And better that they had shot last,” Leia replied. “And if Shunta Osarian Dharrg
         demands reparations, we’ll agree, with all apologies, and any monies to be paid will
         come from Wurth Skidder’s private funds.”
      

      
      The Jedi squared his shoulders at the suggestion, but then Leia hit him with a sudden
         and devastating shot. “My brother will see to it.”
      

      
      Wurth Skidder bowed again, glared at Leia and all around, then turned on his heel
         and walked briskly away.
      

      
      “My apologies, Princess Leia,” Ackdool said. “But I have no real authority over Jedi
         Skidder. I had thought it a blessing when he arrived two weeks ago. His Jedi skills
         should certainly come in handy against any terrorist attempts—and we have heard rumors
         of many—against the Mediator.”
      

      
      “And you are indeed within striking distance of surface missiles,” C-3PO added, but
         he stopped short, this time catching on to the many disapproving looks that came his
         way.
      

      
      “I did not know that Jedi Skidder would prove so …” Ackdool paused, searching for
         the right word. “Intractable.”
      

      
      “Stubborn, you mean,” Leia said. As they all started away, Leia did manage a bit of
         a smile when she heard Mara behind her tell Jaina, “Maybe Nom Anor has met his match.”
      

      
      C-9PO, a protocol droid, its copper coloring tinged red from the constantly blowing
         dusts of Rhommamool, skittered down an alley to the side of the main avenue of Redhaven
         and peeked out cautiously at the tumult beyond. The fanatical followers of Nom Anor,
         the Red Knights of Life, had gone on the rampage again, riding throughout the city
         in an apparent purge of landspeeders on their tutakans, eight-legged lizards with
         enormous tusks that climbed right up past their black eyes and curled in like white
         eyebrows.
      

      
      “Ride the beasts given by Life!” one Red Knight screamed at a poor civilian as the
         wrinkled Dressellian merchant was dragged from the cockpit and punched and pushed
         to the ground.
      

      
      “Perversion!” several other Red Knights cried in unison. “Life-pretender!” And they
         set upon the landspeeder with their tubal-iron pummelstaves, smashing the windshield,
         bashing in the side moldings, crushing the steering wheel and other controls, even
         knocking one of the rear drive’s cylindrical engines from its mounts.
      

      
      Satisfied that the craft was wrecked beyond repair, they pulled the Dressellian to
         his feet and shoved him to and fro, warning him to ride creatures, not machines—or,
         better still, to use the legs that nature had provided and walk. Then they beat him
         back down to the ground and moved on, some climbing back atop the tutakans, others
         running beside.
      

      
      The landspeeder continued to hover, though it had only a couple of repulsors still
         firing. It looked more like a twisted lump of beaten metal than a vehicle, tilting
         to one side because of the unequal weight distribution and the weakened lift capacity.
      

      
      “Oh, dear me,” the protocol droid said, ducking low as the contingent stormed past.

      
      Tap, tap, tap came the ringing of metal on metal against the top of the droid’s head. C-9PO slowly
         turned about and saw the fringe of the telltale black capes, and the red-dyed hides.
      

      
      With a screech, the droid stood up and tried to run away, but a pummelstave smashed
         in the side of his leg and he went facedown in the red dust. He lifted his head, but
         rising up on his arms only gave the two Red Knights a better handhold as they walked
         past, each scooping the droid under one shoulder and dragging him along.
      

      
      “Got a Ninepio,” one of the pair called out to his lizard-riding buddies, and a cheer
         went up.
      

      
      The doomed droid knew the destination: the Square of Hopeful Redemption.

      
      C-9PO was glad that he wasn’t programmed to experience pain.
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      “It was a stupid thing to do,” Leia said firmly.
      

      
      “Wurth thought he was helping us,” Jaina reminded, but Leia wasn’t buying that argument.

      
      “Wurth was trying to find his own thrills,” she corrected.

      
      “And that hotshot attitude of his will reinforce the ring of truth to Nom Anor’s diatribes
         against the Jedi,” Mara said. “He’s not without followers on Osarian.” As she finished,
         she looked down at the table, at the pile of leaflets Commander Ackdool had given
         them, colorful propaganda railing against the New Republic, against the Jedi, and
         against anything mechanical and technological, and somehow tying all of these supposed
         ills to the cultural disease that engulfed the society of the planet Osarian.
      

      
      “Why does Nom Anor hate the Jedi?” Jaina asked. “What do we have to do with the struggle
         between Osarian and Rhommamool? I never even heard of these planets until you mentioned
         that we’d be coming here.”
      

      
      “The Jedi have nothing to do with this struggle,” Leia replied. “Or at least, they
         didn’t until Wurth Skidder’s antics.”
      

      
      “Nom Anor hates the New Republic,” Mara added. “And he hates the Jedi as symbols of
         the New Republic.”
      

      
      “Is there anything Nom Anor doesn’t hate?” Leia asked dryly.

      
      “Don’t take him lightly,” Mara warned yet again. “His religious cry to abandon technology
         and machines, to look for truth in the natural elements and life of the universe,
         and to resist the joining of planets in false confederations resonates deeply in many
         people, particularly those who have been the victims of such planetary alliances,
         like the miners of Rhommamool.”
      

      
      Leia didn’t disagree. She had spent many hours before and during the journey here
         reading the history of the two planets, and she knew that the situation on Rhommamool
         was much more complicated than that. While many of the miners had traveled to the
         inhospitable red planet voluntarily, there were quite a number who were the descendants
         of the original “colonists”—involuntary immigrants sent there to work the mines because of high crimes
         they had committed.
      

      
      Whatever the truth of the situation, though, Leia couldn’t deny that Rhommamool was
         the perfect breeding ground for zealots like Nom Anor. Life there was tough—even basics
         like water could be hard to come by—while the prosperous Osarians lived in comfort
         on white sandy beaches and crystal-clear lakes.
      

      
      “I still don’t understand how any of that concerns the Jedi,” Jaina remarked.

      
      “Nom Anor was stirring up anger against the Jedi long before he ever came to Rhommamool,”
         Mara explained. “Here, he’s just found a convenient receptacle for his wrath.”
      

      
      “And with the Jedi Knights scattered throughout the galaxy, and so many of them following
         their own agendas, Nom Anor might just find plenty of ammunition to add to his arguments,”
         Leia added grimly. “I’m glad that my brother is thinking of reestablishing the Jedi
         Council.”
      

      
      Mara nodded, but Jaina seemed less convinced. “Jacen doesn’t think that’s such a good
         idea,” she reminded her mother.
      

      
      Leia shrugged. Her oldest son, Jaina’s twin, had indeed expressed serious doubts about
         the course of the Jedi Knights.
      

      
      “If we can’t bring some sense of order to the galaxy, particularly to isolated planets
         like Osarian and Rhommamool, then we’re no better than the Empire,” Mara remarked.
      

      
      “We’re better than the Empire,” Leia insisted.

      
      “Not in Nom Anor’s eyes,” Jaina said.

      
      And Mara reiterated her warning to Leia not to take the man lightly. “He’s the strangest
         man I ever met,” she explained, and given her past exploits with notorious sorts like
         Jabba the Hutt and Talon Karrde, that was quite a statement. “Even when I tried to
         use the Force to gain a better perspective on him, I drew …” Mara paused, as if looking
         for some way to properly express the feeling. “A blank,” she decided. “As if the Force
         had nothing to do with him.”
      

      
      Leia and Jaina looked at her curiously.
      

      
      “No,” Mara corrected. “More like he had nothing to do with the Force.”

      
      The perfect disconnected ideologue, Leia thought, and she expressed her feelings with
         a single sarcastic word: “Wonderful.”
      

      
      He stood on the platform surrounded by his fanatical Red Knights. Before him, ten
         thousand Rhommamoolians crowded into every open space of the great public square of
         Redhaven, once the primary trading spaceport of the planet. But those facilities had
         been leveled in the early days of the uprising, with the Rhommamoolians declaring
         their independence from Osarian. And more recently, since the coming of Nom Anor as
         spearhead of the revolution, the place had been renamed the Square of Hopeful Redemption.
      

      
      Here, the citizens came to declare freedom from Osarian.

      
      Here, the followers came to renounce the New Republic.

      
      Here, the believers came to renounce the Jedi.

      
      And here, the fanatics came to discredit progress and technology, to cry out for a
         simpler time, when the strength of a being’s legs, and not the weight of his purse,
         determined how far he could travel, and the strength of his hands, and not the weight
         of his purse, allowed him to harvest the gifts of nature.
      

      
      Nom Anor loved it all, the adulation and the fanatical, bordering on suicidal, devotion.
         He cared nothing for Rhommamool or its inhabitants, cared nothing for the foolish
         cries for some ridiculous “simpler time.”
      

      
      But how he loved the chaos his words and followers inflicted upon the order of the
         galaxy. How he loved the brooding undercurrent of resentment toward the New Republic,
         and the simmering anger aimed at the Jedi Knights, these supercreatures of the galaxy.
      

      
      Wouldn’t his superiors be pleased?

      
      Nom Anor flipped his shiny black cape back from his shoulder and held his fist upraised
         into the air, drawing shrieks of appreciation. In the center of the square, where once had stood the Portmaster’s
         Pavilion, now was a huge pit, thirty meters in diameter and ten deep. Whistles and
         whines emanated from that pit, along with cries for mercy and pitifully polite words
         of protest—the voices of droids collected by the folk of Rhommamool and dropped into
         the hole.
      

      
      Great cheers erupted from all corners of the square as a pair of the Red Knights entered
         from one avenue, dragging a 9PO protocol droid between them. They went to the edge
         of the pit, took up the poor 9PO by the arms and the legs, and on a three-count, launched
         him onto the pile of metal consisting of the astromech and mine-sniffer droids, the
         Redhaven street-cleaner droids, and the personal butler droids of the wealthier Rhommamoolian
         citizens.
      

      
      When the hooting and cheering died down, Nom Anor opened his hands, revealing a single
         small stone. Then he clenched his fist again, squeezing with tremendous power, crushing
         the stone in his grasp so that dust and flecks of rock splinters slipped out the sides.
      

      
      The signal to begin.

      
      As one the crowd surged forward, lifting great chunks of stone, the debris from the
         wreckage of the pavilion. They came to the edge of the pit one after another and hurled
         their heavy missiles at the pile of droids.
      

      
      The stoning went on for the rest of the afternoon, until the red glare of the sun
         thinned to a brilliant crimson line along the horizon, until the dozens and dozens
         of droids were no more than scrap metal and sparking wires.
      

      
      And Nom Anor, silent and dignified, watched it all somberly, accepting this great
         tribute his followers had paid to him, this public execution of the hated droids.
      

      
   
      
      Introduction to the LEGACY Era

      
      (40+ YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE)

      
      The Yuuzhan Vong have been defeated, but the galaxy has been slow to recover from
         their depredations, with powerful worlds chafing at the economic burdens and military
         restrictions put upon them by the nascent Galactic Alliance, once-powerful species
         seeking to rise again, newly prosperous worlds testing their influence, and long-buried
         secrets coming to light. The result of all this instability is civil war. Faced with
         a Galactic Alliance that has fallen away from its values, Luke and the Jedi Order
         must decide where their loyalties lie—and so, too, must the heroes of the Rebellion.
      

      
      While hostilities spread across the Core Worlds, lurking in the shadows is a Sith
         adept who wastes no time in taking advantage of the galactic chaos to wage a very
         personal war against the Skywalkers and the Solos. Luke will face terrible loss, Han
         and Leia will be tested as never before, and their daughter, Jaina, will learn just
         what it means to fulfill her destiny as “the Sword of the Jedi.” And even as the Galactic
         Alliance pulls the galaxy back from the brink of total disaster, the Skywalker–Solo
         clan will never be the same again.
      

      
      The mop-up is difficult. Luke Skywalker is exiled from Coruscant, and while he and
         his son, Jedi Knight Ben Skywalker, set out on a quest to discover what caused such
         darkness to befall the galaxy and their family, Han and Leia are left to raise their
         granddaughter, Allana, and help shepherd the government back into some semblance of
         order. But little do any of them know that a long-lost tribe of Sith is making its
         way toward the Core, determined to fulfill their destiny of dominance over the galaxy … and
         that both Sith and Jedi are about to run headlong into a terrifying creature of untold
         Force abilities and an insatiable appetite for power …
      

      
      If you’re a reader new to the Legacy era, here are four great starting points:

      
      
         
             • Legacy of the Force: Betrayal, by Aaron Allston: The first in the nine-book Legacy of the Force series, setting
            the stage for galactic civil war and a fall to darkness.
         

         
             • Millennium Falcon, by James Luceno: Han Solo’s famous freighter becomes a character in her own right
            as Han, Leia, their granddaughter Allana, and the droid C-3PO set out on an adventure
            that brings to light the ship’s colorful, mysterious past.
         

         
             • Crosscurrent, by Paul S. Kemp: A remnant of the Old Republic comes into Luke Skywalker’s time
            in a tale of insane clones and time-traveling Jedi and Sith.
         

         
             • Fate of the Jedi: Outcast by Aaron Allston: The nine-book Fate of the Jedi series blasts off with the new adventures of Luke and Ben Skywalker—Jedi Master and
            apprentice, father and son—in search of answers to a terrifying question.
         

         
      

      
      Read on for excerpts from Star Wars novels set in the Legacy era.
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chapter one

      
      CORUSCANT

      
      “He doesn’t exist.” With those words, spoken without any conscious thought or effort
         on his part, Luke Skywalker sat upright in bed and looked around at the dimly illuminated
         chamber.
      

      
      There wasn’t much to see. Members of the Jedi order, even Masters such as Luke, didn’t
         accumulate much personal property. Within view were chairs situated in front of unlit
         computer screens; a wall rack holding plasteel staves and other practice weapons;
         a table littered with personal effects such as datapads, notes scrawled on scraps
         of flimsi, datachips holding reports from various Jedi Masters, and a crude and not
         at all accurate sandglass statuette in Luke’s image sent to him by a child from Tatooine.
         Inset into the stone-veneer walls were drawers holding his and Mara’s limited selection
         of clothes. Their lightsabers were behind Luke, resting on a shelf on the headboard
         of their bed.
      

      
      His wife, Mara Jade Skywalker, had more personal items and equipment, of course. Disguises,
         weapons, communications gear, falsified documents. A former spy, she had never given
         up the trappings of that trade, but those items weren’t here. Luke wasn’t sure where
         she kept them. She didn’t bother him with such details.
      

      
      Beside him, she stirred, and he glanced down at her. Her red hair, kept a medium length this season, was an unruly mess, but there was no sleepiness
         in her eyes when they opened. In brighter light, he knew, those eyes were an amazing
         green. “Who doesn’t exist?” she asked.
      

      
      “I don’t know. An enemy.”

      
      “You dreamed about him?”

      
      He nodded. “I’ve had the dream a couple of times before. It’s not just a dream. It’s
         coming to me through currents in the Force. He’s all wrapped up in shadows—a dark
         hooded cloak, but more than that, shadows of light and …” Luke shook his head, struggling
         for the correct word. “And ignorance. And denial. And he brings great pain to the
         galaxy … and to me.”
      

      
      “Well, if he brings pain to the galaxy, you’re obviously going to feel it.”

      
      “No, to me personally, in addition to his other evil.” Luke sighed and lay down again.
         “It’s too vague. And when I’m awake, when I try to peer into the future to find him,
         I can’t.”
      

      
      “Because he doesn’t exist.”

      
      “That’s what the dream tells me.” Luke hissed in aggravation.

      
      “Could it be Raynar?”

      
      Luke considered. Raynar Thul, former Jedi Knight, presumed dead during the Yuuzhan
         Vong war, had been discovered a few years earlier—horribly burned during the war,
         mentally transformed in the years since through his involvement with the insectoid
         Killik race. That transformation had been a malevolent one, and the Jedi order had
         had to deal with him. Now he languished in a well-protected cell deep within the Jedi
         Temple, undergoing treatment for his mental and physical afflictions.
      

      
      Treatment. Treatment meant change; perhaps, in changing, Raynar was becoming something
         new, and Luke’s presentment pointed toward the being Raynar would someday become.
      

      
      Luke shook his head and pushed the possibility away. “In this vision, I don’t sense
         Raynar’s alienness. Mentally, emotionally, whoever it is remains human, or near human. There’s even the possiblity that it’s
         my father.”
      

      
      “Darth Vader.”

      
      “No. Before he was Darth Vader. Or just when he was becoming Vader.” Luke’s gaze lost
         focus as he tried to recapture the dream. “What little of his face I can see reminds
         me of the features of Anakin Skywalker as a Jedi. But his eyes … as I watch, they
         turn a molten gold or orange, transforming from Force-use and anger …”
      

      
      “I have an idea.”

      
      “Tell me.”

      
      “Let’s wait until he shows up, then crush him.”

      
      Luke smiled. “All right.” He closed his eyes and his breathing slowed, an effort to
         return to sleep.
      

      
      Within a minute the rhythm of his breathing became that of natural sleep.

      
      But Mara lay awake, her attention on the ceiling—beyond it, through dozens of floor
         levels of the Jedi enclave to the skies of Coruscant above—and searched for any hint,
         any flicker of what it was that was causing her husband worry.
      

      
      She found no sign of it. And she, too, slept.

      
      ADUMAR

      
      The gleaming pearl-gray turbolift doors slid open sideways, and warm air bearing an
         aroma that advertised death and destruction washed over Jacen Solo, his cousin Ben
         Skywalker, and their guide.
      

      
      Jacen took a deep breath and held it. The odors of this subterranean factory were
         not the smells of corrupted flesh or gangrenous wounds—smells Jacen was familiar with—but
         those of labor and industry. The great chamber before them had been a missile manufacturing
         center for decades, and no amount of rigorous cleaning would ever be quite able to
         eliminate the odors of sweat, machine lubricant, newly fabricated composite materials,
         solid fuel propellants, and high explosives that filled the air.
      

      
      Jacen expelled the breath and stepped out of the turbolift, then walked the handful
         of steps up to the rail overlooking the chamber. He walked rapidly so that his Jedi
         cloak would billow a little as he strode, so that his boot heels would ring on the
         metal flooring of this observation catwalk, and so his apprentice and guide would
         be left behind for a moment. This was a performance for his guide and all the other
         representatives of the Dammant Killers company. Jacen knew he was carrying off his
         role quite well; the company officials he’d been dealing with remained properly intimidated.
         But he didn’t know whether to attribute his success to his bearing and manner, his
         lean, brooding, and handsome looks, or his name—for on this world of Adumar, with
         its history of fascination with pilots, the name of Jacen’s father, Han Solo, went
         a very long way.
      

      
      His guide, a slender, balding man named Testan ke Harran, moved up to the rail to
         Jacen’s right. Contrasting with the dull grays and blues that were common on this
         factory’s walls and its workers’ uniforms, Testan was a riot of color—his tunic, with
         its nearly knee-length hem and its flowing sleeves, was the precise orange of X-wing
         fighter pilot uniforms, though decorated with purple crisscross lines breaking it
         down into a flickering expanse of small diamond shapes, and his trousers, belt, and
         scarf were a gleaming gold.
      

      
      Testan stroked his lustrous black beard, the gesture a failed attempt to conceal the
         man’s nervousness. Jacen felt, rather than saw, Ben move up on the other side of Testan.
      

      
      “You can see,” Testan said, “ar workars enjoy very fan conditions.”

      
      Ben cleared his throat. “He says their workers enjoy very fine conditions.”

      
      Jacen nodded absently. He understood Testan’s words, and it had taken him little time
         to learn and understand the Adumari accent, but this was another act, a ploy to keep
         the Adumari off-balance. He leaned forward to give the manufacturing floor below his
         full attention.
      

      
      The room was large enough to act as a hangar and maintenance bay for four full squadrons
         of X-wing snubfighters. Tall duracrete partitions divided the space into eight lanes,
         each of which enclosed an assembly line; materials entered through small portals in
         the wall to the left, rolled along on luminous white conveyor belts, and eventually
         exited through portals on the far right. Laborers in gray jumpsuits flanked the belts
         and worked on the materials as they passed.
      

      
      On the nearest belt, immediately below Jacen, the materials being worked on appeared
         to be compact visual sensor assemblies. The conveyor belt brought in eight such units
         and stopped. Moving quickly, the laborers plugged small cables into the units and
         turned to look into monitors, which showed black-and-white images of jumpsuited waists
         and worker hands. The workers turned the units this way and that, confirming that
         the sensors were properly calibrated.
      

      
      One monitor never lit up with a view from the sensor. The worker on that unit unplugged
         it and set it on a table running parallel to the conveyor belt. A moment later, the
         other workers on this section unplugged their sensor units and the conveyor belt jerked
         into motion again, carrying the remaining seven units to the next station.
      

      
      One lane over, the conveyor belt remained in constant motion, carrying sensor unit
         housings along. The workers on that belt, fewer in number than the sensor testers,
         reached out occasionally to turn a housing, to look inside, to examine the exterior
         for cracks or warping. Some workers, distributed at intervals along the line, rapped
         each housing with a small rubber-headed hammer. Jacen assumed they were listening
         for a musical tone he could not possibly hear at this distance over the roar of noise
         from the floor.
      

      
      Another lane away from him, the workers were clad not in jumpsuits but in full-coverage
         hazardous materials suits of a lighter and more reflective gray than the usual worker
         outfit. Their conveyor belt carried white plates bearing irregular balls the size
         of a human head but a nearly luminous green. The belt stopped as each set of eight such balls entered the lane, giving the
         workers time to plunge needlelike sensors into each ball. They, too, checked monitors
         for a few seconds before withdrawing the needles to allow the balls to continue on.
         Jacen knew that poisonous green—it was the color of the high explosive Adumari manufacturers
         used to fabricate the concussion missiles they exported.
      

      
      While Jacen made his initial survey, Ben kept their guide occupied. “Do you wax your
         beard?” he asked.
      

      
      “I do not.”

      
      “It just seems very shiny. Do you oil it?”

      
      Testan’s voice was a little more irritated in tone. “I do not oil it. I condition
         it. And I brush it.”
      

      
      “Do you brush it with butter?”

      
      Jacen finally looked to the right, past Testan and at his cousin. Ben was thirteen
         standard years of age, not tall but well muscled, with a fine-featured freckled face
         under a mass of flame-red hair. Ben turned, his face impassive, to look at Jacen,
         then said, “The Jedi Knight acknowledges that this factory seems to meet the minimum,
         the absolute minimum, required safety and comfort standards of a Galactic Alliance
         military contractor.”
      

      
      Jacen nodded. The nod meant Good improvisation. He was exerting no Force skill to communicate words to Ben; Ben’s role was to pretend
         to act as his mentor’s translator, when his actual function was to convince the locals
         that adult Jedi were even more aloof and mysterious than they had thought.
      

      
      “No, no, no.” Testan drew a sleeve over his brow, dabbing away a little perspiration.
         “We are wall above mini-mam standards. Those duracrete barriars? They will vent any
         explosive farce upward, saving the majority of workars in case of calamity. Workar
         shifts are only two-fifths the day in length, unlike the old days.”
      

      
      Ben repeated Testan’s words, and Jacen shrugged.

      
      Ben imitated his motion. The gesture caused his own Jedi robe to gape open, revealing
         the lightsaber hanging from his belt.
      

      
      Testan glanced at it, then looked back at Jacen, clearly worried. “Your apprentice—”
         Unsure, he looked to Ben again. “You are very young, are you not, to be wearing such
         a weapon?”
      

      
      Ben gave him a blank look. “It’s a practice lightsaber.”

      
      “Ah.” Testan nodded as though he understood.

      
      And there it was. Perhaps it was just the thought of a thirteen-year-old with a deadly
         cutting implement at hand, but Testan’s defenses slipped enough that the worry began
         to pour through.
      

      
      It was like the game in which children are told, “For the next hour, do not think about banthas.” Try as they might, they would, within minutes or even seconds, think about a bantha.
      

      
      Testan’s control finally gave way and he thought about the banthas—or, rather, a place
         he wasn’t supposed to go, even to think about. Jacen could feel Testan try to clamp
         down on the thought. Something in the increased potency of that worry told Jacen that
         they must be nearer to the source of his concern than during previous parts of their
         factory tour.
      

      
      When Testan turned back, Jacen looked directly at him and said, “There is something
         here. Something wrong.” They were the first words he’d spoken in Testan’s presence.
      

      
      Testan shook his head. “No. Evrything is fan.”

      
      Jacen looked past him, toward the wall to the far right of the chamber. It was gray
         and regular, a series of metal panels each the height of a man and twice as wide stacked
         like bricks. He began a slow, deliberate scrutiny, traversing right to left. His gaze
         swept the walls, the assembly lines, the elevated observation chamber directly opposite
         the turbolifts by which they had entered, and continued along the wall to the left.
      

      
      As his attention reached the middle of the left wall, along the observation balcony,
         he felt another pulse of worry from Testan. Ben cleared his throat, a signal; the
         boy, though nowhere near as sensitive in the Force as Jacen, had gotten the same feeling.
      

      
      Jacen set off along the balcony in that direction. This time the ringing of his boots
         and billowing of his cloak were a side effect of his speed rather than an act.
      

      
      “You wish to see the observation chambar?” Testan hurried to keep up. His anxiety
         was growing, and there was something within it, like a shiny stone at the bottom of
         a murky pond.
      

      
      Jacen reached into that pond to draw out the prize within.

      
      It was a memory of a door. It was broad and gray, closing from above as men and women—in
         dark blue jumpsuits, the outfits of supervisors in this facility—scurried out ahead
         of its closing. When it settled in place, it was identical to the wall panels Jacen
         saw ahead of him in the here and now.
      

      
      Jacen glanced over his shoulder at Testan. “Your thoughts betray you.”

      
      Testan paled. “No, there is nothing to betray.”

      
      Jacen rounded the observation balcony corner, took a few more steps, and skidded to
         a halt in front of one of the wall sections.
      

      
      It was here. He knew because he could feel something beyond.

      
      Conflict. He himself was there, fighting. So was Ben. It was a faint glimpse of the
         future, and he and his apprentice would be in peril beyond.
      

      
      He jerked his head toward the wall.

      
      Ben brought out his lightsaber and switched it on. With a snap-hiss sound, its blue blade of coherent energy extended to full length.
      

      
      Ben plunged the blade into the wall panel and began to drag it around in a large circle.

      
      Testan, his voice pained, said, “He told us it was a practice weapon.”

      
      Jacen gave him an innocent look. “It’s true from a certain point of view. He does
         practice with it.” In his nervousness, Testan didn’t seem to notice that Jacen was
         understanding him clearly now.
      

      
      Ben completed his circle and gave the meter-and-a-half-high section he’d outlined
         a little kick. It fell away into a well-lit chamber, clanging on the floor beyond;
         the edges still glowed with the heat the lightsaber had poured into them.
      

      
      Ben stepped through. Jacen ducked to follow. He heard Testan muttering—doubtless an
         alert into a comlink. Jacen didn’t bother to interfere. They’d just been within clear
         sight of hundreds of workers and the observation chamber. Dealing with Testan wouldn’t
         keep the alarm from being broadcast.
      

      
      The room beyond Ben’s improvised doorway was actually a corridor, four meters wide
         and eight high, every surface made up of the same dull gray metal rectangles found
         in the outer chamber, greenish white light pouring from the luminous ceiling. To the
         left, the corridor ended after a few meters, and that end was heavily packed with
         tall plasteel transport containers. They were marked DANGER, DO NOT DROP, and DAMMANT KILLER MODEL 16, QUANTITY 24.
      

      
      To the right, the corridor extended another forty meters and then opened up; the rail
         and drop-off at the end suggested that it opened onto another observation balcony
         above another fabrication chamber.
      

      
      Now making the turn from the balcony into the corridor and running toward them were
         half a dozen troops armed with blaster rifles. Their orange jumpsuits were reminiscent
         of X-wing pilot uniforms, but the green carapace armor over their lower legs, torsos,
         lower arms, and heads was more like stormtrooper speeder bike armor painted the wrong
         color.
      

      
      And then behind the first six troops came another six, and then another eight …

      
      Jacen brought his lightsaber out and snapped it into life; the incandescent green
         of his blade was reflected as highlights against the walls and the armor of the oncoming
         troops. “Stay behind me,” he said.
      

      
      “Yes, sir.” Ben’s sigh was audible, and Jacen grinned.

      
      The foremost trooper, who bore gold bars on his helmet and wrists, shouted, his voice
         mechanically amplified: “Stop whar you are! This saction is restricted!”
      

      
      Jacen moved forward at a walk. He rotated his wrist, moving his lightsaber blade around
         in front of him in a pattern vaguely reminiscent of butterfly wings. He shouted back,
         “Could you speak up? I’m a little deaf.”
      

      
      Ben snickered. “Good one.”

      
      “You may not entar this saction!”

      
      They were now twenty meters from the ranks of troopers ahead.

      
      Jacen continued twirling his blade in a practice form. “Fewer people will be hurt
         if you just get out of my way.” It was a sort of ritual thing to say. Massed enemy
         forces almost never backed down, despite the reputation of the Jedi—a reputation that
         became more widespread, more supernatural, with each year the Jedi prospered under
         Luke Skywalker’s leadership.
      

      
      The phrase was ritual in another way, too. Once upon a time, Jacen would have felt
         tragedy surround him when his actions resulted in the deaths of common soldiers, common
         guards. But over time he’d lost that sense. There was a wearying inevitability to
         leaders sending their troops to die against more powerful enemies. It had been happening
         as long as there were violent leaders and obedient followers. In death, these people
         became one with the Force, and when Jacen had accepted that fact, his sense of tragedy
         had largely evaporated.
      

      
      He took another two steps and the trooper commander called, “Fire!”

      
      The troopers began firing. Jacen gave himself over to the Force, to his awareness
         of his surroundings, to his sudden oneness with the men and women trying to kill him.
      

      
      He simply ignored most of the blaster bolts. When he felt them angling in toward him,
         he twirled his lightsaber blade in line and batted them away, usually back toward
         the crowd of troopers. In the first few seconds of their assault, four troopers fell to blasts launched by their friends. The smell of burned flesh
         began to fill the corridor.
      

      
      Jacen felt danger from behind; felt Ben react to it. Jacen didn’t shift his attention;
         he continued his march forward. He’d prefer to be able to protect the inexperienced
         youth, but the boy was good at blaster defense practice. Hard as it was to trust a
         Jedi whose skills were just developing, he had to. To teach, to learn, he had to trust.
      

      
      Jacen intercepted the next blaster shot that came his way and batted it toward the
         trooper commander. It struck the man in the helmet and caromed off, burning out against
         the ceiling; a portion four meters square of the ceiling’s illumination winked out,
         darkening the corridor. The commander fell. The shot was probably not fatal—protected
         by his helmet, the man would have forehead and scalp burns, probably a concussion,
         but he was unlikely to die.
      

      
      The strategy had its desired effect. The troopers saw their commander fall. They continued
         firing but also exchanged looks. Jacen never broke pace, and a trooper with silver
         stripes on his helmet called “Back, back.” In good order, the troopers began a withdrawal.
      

      
      Behind him, Jacen heard more blasterfire and the distinctive zap of a lightsaber blade intercepting it, deflecting it. Within the flow of the Force,
         Jacen felt a shot coming in toward his back, felt it being slapped aside, saw and
         felt it as it hit the wall to his right. The heat from the shot warmed his right shoulder.
      

      
      But the defenders continued their retreat, and soon the last of them was around the
         corner. Jacen’s path to the railing was clear. He strode up to it.
      

      
      Over the rail, a dozen meters down, was another assembly-line pit, where line after
         line of munitions components was being assembled—though at the moment all the lines
         were stopped, their anonymous jumpsuited workers staring up at Jacen.
      

      
      Jacen’s movement out of the corridor brought him within sight of the orange-and-green
         defenders, who were now arrayed in disciplined rows along the walkway to Jacen’s left. As soon as he reached
         the railing they opened fire again. Their tighter formation allowed them to concentrate
         their fire, and Jacen found himself deflecting more shots than before.
      

      
      He felt rather than saw Ben scoot into position behind him, but no blaster bolts came
         at him from that direction. “What now?” Ben asked.
      

      
      “Finish the mission.” Jacen caught a too-close bolt on his blade near the hilt; unable
         to aim the deflection, he saw the bolt flash down into the assembly area. It hit a
         monitor screen. The men and women near the screen dived for cover. Jacen winced; a
         fraction of a degree of arc difference and that bolt could have hit an explosives
         package. As inured as he was to causing death, he didn’t want to cause it by accident.
      

      
      “But you’re in charge—”

      
      “I’m busy.” Jacen took a step forward to give himself more maneuvering and swinging
         space and concentrated on his attackers. He needed to protect himself and Ben now,
         to defend a broader area. He focused on batting bolt after bolt back into the ranks
         of the attackers, saw one, two, three of the soldiers fall.
      

      
      There was a lull in the barrage of fire. Jacen took a moment to glance over his shoulder.
         Ben stood at the railing, staring down into the manufacturing line, and to his eye
         he held a small but expensive holocam unit—the sort carried by wealthy vacationers
         and holocam hobbyists all over the galaxy.
      

      
      As Jacen returned his attention to the soldiers, Ben began talking: “Um, this is Ben
         Skywalker. Jedi Knight Jacen Solo and I are in a, I don’t know, secret part of the
         Dammant Killers plant under the city of Cartann on the planet Adumar. You’re looking
         at a missile manufacturing line. It’s making missiles that are not being reported
         to the GA. They’re selling to planets that aren’t supposed to be getting them. Dammant
         is breaking the rules. Oh, and the noise you’re hearing? Their guys are trying to
         kill us.”
      

      
      Jacen felt Ben’s motion as the boy swung to record the blaster-versus-lightsaber conflict.
      

      
      “Is that enough?” Ben asked.

      
      Jacen shook his head. “Get the whole chamber. And while you’re doing it, figure out
         what we’re supposed to do next.”
      

      
      “I was kind of thinking we ought to get out of here.”

      
      With the tip of his lightsaber blade, Jacen caught a blast that was crackling in toward
         his right shin. He popped the blast back toward its firer. It hit the woman’s blaster
         rifle, searing it into an unrecognizable lump, causing her green shoulder armor momentarily
         to catch fire. She retreated, one of her fellow soldiers patting out her flames. Now
         there were fewer than fifteen soldiers standing against the Jedi, and their temporary
         commander was obviously rethinking his make-a-stand orders.
      

      
      “Good. How?”

      
      “Well, the way we came in—no. They’d be waiting for us.”

      
      “Correct.”

      
      “And you never want to fight the enemy on ground he’s chosen if you can avoid it.”

      
      Jacen grinned. Ben’s words, so adult, were a quote from Han Solo, a man whose wisdom
         was often questionable—except on matters of personal survival. “Also correct.”
      

      
      “So … the ends of those assembly lines?”

      
      “Good. So go.”

      
      Jacen heard the scrape of a heel as Ben vaulted over the rail. Not waiting, Jacen
         leapt laterally, clearing the rail by half a meter, and spun as he fell. Ahead of
         and below him, Ben was just landing in a crouch on the nearest assembly line, which
         was loaded with opalescent shell casings. As Jacen landed, bent knees and a little
         upward push from the Force easing the impact, Ben raced forward, reflexively swatting
         aside the grasping hand of a too-bold line worker, and crouched as he lunged through
         the diminutive portal at the end of the line.
      

      
      Jacen followed. He heard and felt the heat of blaster bolts hitting the assembly line
         behind him. He swung his lightsaber back over his shoulder, intercepting one bolt, taking the full force of
         the impact rather than deflecting the bolt into a neighboring line.
      

      
      No line workers tried to grab him, and in seconds he was squeezing through the portal.
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      GALACTIC ALLIANCE DIPLOMATIC SHUTTLE, HIGH CORUSCANT ORBIT

      
      ONE BY ONE, THE STARS OVERHEAD BEGAN TO DISAPPEAR, swallowed by some enormous darkness interposing itself from above and behind the
         shuttle. Sharply pointed at its most forward position, broadening behind, the flood
         of blackness advanced, blotting out more and more of the unblinking starfield, until
         darkness was all there was to see.
      

      
      Then, all across the length and breadth of the ominous shape, lights came on—blue
         and white running lights, tiny red hatch and security lights, sudden glows from within
         transparisteel viewports, one large rectangular whiteness limned by atmosphere shields.
         The lights showed the vast triangle to be the underside of an Imperial Star Destroyer,
         painted black, forbidding a moment ago, now comparatively cheerful in its proper running
         configuration. It was the Gilad Pellaeon, newly arrived from the Imperial Remnant, and its officers clearly knew how to put
         on a show.
      

      
      Jaina Solo, sitting with the others in the dimly lit passenger compartment of the
         government VIP shuttle, watched the entire display through the overhead transparisteel
         canopy and laughed out loud.
      

      
      The Bothan in the sumptuously padded chair next to hers gave her a curious look. His mottled red and tan fur twitched, either from suppressed
         irritation or embarrassment at Jaina’s outburst. “What do you find so amusing?”
      

      
      “Oh, both the obviousness of it and the skill with which it was performed. It’s so
         very, You used to think of us as dark and scary, but now we’re just your stylish allies.” Jaina lowered her voice so that her next comment would not carry to the passengers
         in the seats behind. “The press will love it. That image will play on the holonews
         broadcasts constantly. Mark my words.”
      

      
      “Was that little show a Jagged Fel detail?”

      
      Jaina tilted her head, considering. “I don’t know. He could have come up with it,
         but he usually doesn’t spend his time planning displays or events. When he does, though,
         they’re usually pretty … effective.”
      

      
      The shuttle rose toward the Gilad Pellaeon’s main landing bay. In moments, it was through the square atmosphere barrier shield
         and drifting sideways to land on the deck nearby. The landing place was clearly marked—hundreds
         of beings, most wearing gray Imperial uniforms or the distinctive white armor of the
         Imperial stormtrooper, waited in the bay, and the one circular spot where none stood
         was just the right size for the Galactic Alliance shuttle.
      

      
      The passengers rose as the shuttle settled into place. The Bothan smoothed his tunic,
         a cheerful blue decorated with a golden sliver pattern suggesting claws. “Time to
         go to work. You won’t let me get killed, will you?”
      

      
      Jaina let her eyes widen. “Is that what I was supposed to be doing here?” she asked
         in droll tones. “I should have brought my lightsaber.”
      

      
      The Bothan offered a long-suffering sigh and turned toward the exit.

      
      They descended the shuttle’s boarding ramp. With no duties required of her other than to keep alert and be the Jedi face at this preliminary
         meeting, Jaina was able to stand back and observe. She was struck with the unreality
         of it all. The niece and daughter of three of the most famous enemies of the Empire
         during the First Galactic Civil War of a few decades earlier, she was now witness
         to events that might bring the Galactic Empire—or Imperial Remnant, as it was called
         everywhere outside its own borders—into the Galactic Alliance on a lasting basis.
      

      
      And at the center of the plan was the man, flanked by Imperial officers, who now approached
         the Bothan. Slightly under average size, though towering well above Jaina’s diminutive
         height, he was dark-haired, with a trim beard and mustache that gave him a rakish
         look, and was handsome in a way that became more pronounced when he glowered. A scar
         on his forehead ran up into his hairline and seemed to continue as a lock of white
         hair from that point. He wore expensive but subdued black civilian garments, neck-to-toe,
         that would be inconspicuous anywhere on Coruscant but stood out in sharp relief to
         the gray and white uniforms, white armor, and colorful Alliance clothes surrounding
         him.
      

      
      He had one moment to glance at Jaina. The look probably appeared neutral to onlookers,
         but for her it carried just a twinkle of humor, a touch of exasperation that the two
         of them had to put up with all these delays. Then an Alliance functionary, notable
         for his blandness, made introductions: “Imperial Head of State the most honorable
         Jagged Fel, may I present Senator Tiurrg Drey’lye of Bothawui, head of the Senate
         Unification Preparations Committee.”
      

      
      Jagged Fel took the Senator’s hand. “I’m pleased to be working with you.”

      
      “And delighted to meet you. Chief of State Daala sends her compliments and looks forward to meeting you when you make planetfall.”
      

      
      Jag nodded. “And now, I believe, protocol insists that we open a bottle or a dozen
         of wine and make some preliminary discussion of security, introduction protocols,
         and so on.”
      

      
      “Fortunately about the wine, and regrettably about everything else, you are correct.”

      
      At the end of two full standard hours—Jaina knew from regular, surreptitious consultations
         of her chrono—Jag was able to convince the Senator and his retinue to accept a tour
         of the Gilad Pellaeon. He was also able to request a private consultation with the sole representative
         of the Jedi Order present. Moments later, the gray-walled conference room was empty
         of everyone but Jag and Jaina.
      

      
      Jag glanced toward the door. “Security seal, access limited to Jagged Fel and Jedi
         Jaina Solo, voice identification, activate.” The door hissed in response as it sealed.
         Then Jag returned his attention to Jaina.
      

      
      She let an expression of anger and accusation cross her face. “You’re not fooling
         anyone, Fel. You’re planning for an Imperial invasion of Alliance space.”
      

      
      Jag nodded. “I’ve been planning it for quite a while. Come here.”

      
      She moved to him, settled into his lap, and was suddenly but not unexpectedly caught
         in his embrace. They kissed urgently, hungrily.
      

      
      Finally Jaina drew back and smiled at him. “This isn’t going to be a routine part
         of your consultations with every Jedi.”
      

      
      “Uh, no. That would cause some trouble here and at home. But I actually do have business with the Jedi that does not involve the Galactic Alliance, at least
         not initially.”
      

      
      “What sort of business?”
      

      
      “Whether or not the Galactic Empire joins with the Galactic Alliance, I think there
         ought to be an official Jedi presence in the Empire. A second Temple, a branch, an
         offshoot, whatever. Providing advice and insight to the Head of State.”
      

      
      “And protection?”

      
      He shrugged. “Less of an issue. I’m doing all right. Two years in this position and
         not dead yet.”
      

      
      “Emperor Palpatine went nearly twenty-five years.”

      
      “I guess that makes him my hero.”

      
      Jaina snorted. “Don’t even say that in jest … Jag, if the Remnant doesn’t join the
         Alliance, I’m not sure the Jedi can have a presence without Alliance approval.”
      

      
      “The Order still keeps its training facility for youngsters in Hapan space. And the
         Hapans haven’t rejoined.”
      

      
      “You sound annoyed. The Hapans still giving you trouble?”

      
      “Let’s not talk about that.”
      

      
      “Besides, moving the school back to Alliance space is just a matter of time, logistics,
         and finances; there’s no question that it will happen. On the other hand, it’s very
         likely that the government would withhold approval for a Jedi branch in the Remnant,
         just out of spite, if the Remnant doesn’t join.”
      

      
      “Well, there’s such a thing as an unofficial presence. And there’s such a thing as rival schools, schismatic branches, and places
         for former Jedi to go when they can’t be at the Temple.”
      

      
      Jaina smiled again, but now there was suspicion in her expression. “You just want
         to have this so I’ll be assigned to come to the Remnant and set it up.”
      

      
      “That’s a motive, but not the only one. Remember, to the Moffs and to a lot of the
         Imperial population, the Jedi have been bogeymen since Palpatine died. At the very least, I don’t want them to be inappropriately afraid of the woman I’m in love
         with.”
      

      
      Jaina was silent for a moment. “Have we talked enough politics?”

      
      “I think so.”

      
      “Good.”

      
      HORN FAMILY QUARTERS,
      

      
      KALLAD’S DREAM VACATION HOSTEL, CORUSCANT

      
      Yawning, hair tousled, clad in a blue dressing robe, Valin Horn knew that he did not
         look anything like an experienced Jedi Knight. He looked like an unshaven, unkempt
         bachelor, which he also was. But here, in these rented quarters, there would be only
         family to see him—at least until he had breakfast, shaved, and dressed.
      

      
      The Horns did not live here, of course. His mother, Mirax, was the anchor for the
         immediate family. Manager of a variety of interlinked businesses—trading, interplanetary
         finances, gambling and recreation, and, if rumors were true, still a little smuggling
         here and there—she maintained her home and business address on Corellia. Corran, her
         husband and Valin’s father, was a Jedi Master, much of his life spent on missions
         away from the family, but his true home was where his heart resided, wherever Mirax
         lived. Valin and his sister, Jysella, also Jedi, lived wherever their missions sent
         them, and also counted Mirax as the center of the family.
      

      
      Now Mirax had rented temporary quarters on Coruscant so the family could collect on
         one of its rare occasions, this time for the Unification Summit, where she and Corran
         would separately give depositions on the relationships among the Confederation states,
         the Imperial Remnant, and the Galactic Alliance as they related to trade and Jedi activities. Mirax had insisted that Valin and Jysella leave their
         Temple quarters and stay with their parents while these events were taking place,
         and few forces in the galaxy could stand before her decision—Luke Skywalker certainly
         knew better than to try.
      

      
      Moving from the refresher toward the kitchen and dining nook, Valin brushed a lock
         of brown hair out of his eyes and grinned. Much as he might put up a public show of
         protest—the independent young man who did not need parents to direct his actions or
         tell him where to sleep—he hardly minded. It was good to see family. And both Corran
         and Mirax were better cooks than the ones at the Jedi Temple.
      

      
      There was no sound of conversation from the kitchen, but there was some clattering
         of pans, so at least one of his parents must still be on hand. As he stepped from
         the hallway into the dining nook, Valin saw that it was his mother, her back to him
         as she worked at the stove. He pulled a chair from the table and sat. “Good morning.”
      

      
      “A joke, so early?” Mirax did not turn to face him, but her tone was cheerful. “No
         morning is good. I come light-years from Corellia to be with my family, and what happens?
         I have to keep Jedi hours to see them. Don’t you know that I’m an executive? And a
         lazy one?”
      

      
      “I forgot.” Valin took a deep breath, sampling the smells of breakfast. His mother
         was making hotcakes Corellian-style, nerf sausage links on the side, and caf was brewing.
         For a moment, Valin was transported back to his childhood, to the family breakfasts
         that had been somewhat more common before the Yuuzhan Vong came, before Valin and
         Jysella had started down the Jedi path. “Where are Dad and Sella?”
      

      
      “Your father is out getting some back-door information from other Jedi Masters for
         his deposition.” Mirax pulled a plate from a cabinet and began sliding hotcakes and
         links onto it. “Your sister left early and wouldn’t say what she was doing, which I assume either means it’s Jedi business I can’t know
         about or that she’s seeing some man she doesn’t want me to know about.”
      

      
      “Or both.”

      
      “Or both.” Mirax turned and moved over to put the plate down before him. She set utensils
         beside it.
      

      
      The plate was heaped high with food, and Valin recoiled from it in mock horror. “Stang,
         Mom, you’re feeding your son, not a squadron of Gamorreans.” Then he caught sight
         of his mother’s face and he was suddenly no longer in a joking mood.
      

      
      This wasn’t his mother.

      
      Oh, the woman had Mirax’s features. She had the round face that admirers had called
         “cute” far more often than “beautiful,” much to Mirax’s chagrin. She had Mirax’s generous,
         curving lips that smiled so readily and expressively, and Mirax’s bright, lively brown
         eyes. She had Mirax’s hair, a glossy black with flecks of gray, worn shoulder-length
         to fit readily under a pilot’s helmet, even though she piloted far less often these
         days. She was Mirax to every freckle and dimple.
      

      
      But she was not Mirax.

      
      The woman, whoever she was, caught sight of Valin’s confusion. “Something wrong?”

      
      “Uh, no.” Stunned, Valin looked down at his plate.

      
      He had to think—logically, correctly, and fast. He might be in grave danger right now, though the Force currently gave him no indication
         of imminent attack. The true Mirax, wherever she was, might be in serious trouble
         or worse. Valin tried in vain to slow his heart rate and speed up his thinking processes.
      

      
      Fact: Mirax had been here but had been replaced by an imposter. Presumably the real
         Mirax was gone; Valin could not sense anyone but himself and the imposter in the immediate
         vicinity. The imposter had remained behind for some reason that had to relate to Valin,
         Jysella, or Corran. It couldn’t have been to capture Valin, as she could have done that with
         drugs or other methods while he slept, so the food was probably not drugged.
      

      
      Under Not-Mirax’s concerned gaze, he took a tentative bite of sausage and turned a
         reassuring smile he didn’t feel toward her.
      

      
      Fact: Creating an imposter this perfect must have taken a fortune in money, an incredible
         amount of research, and a volunteer willing to let her features be permanently carved
         into the likeness of another’s. Or perhaps this was a clone, raised and trained for
         the purpose of simulating Mirax. Or maybe she was a droid, one of the very expensive,
         very rare human replica droids. Or maybe a shape-shifter. Whichever, the simulation
         was nearly perfect. Valin hadn’t recognized the deception until …
      

      
      Until what? What had tipped him off? He took another bite, not registering the sausage’s taste
         or temperature, and maintained the face-hurting smile as he tried to recall the detail
         that had alerted him that this wasn’t his mother.
      

      
      He couldn’t figure it out. It was just an instant realization, too fleeting to remember,
         too overwhelming to reject.
      

      
      Would Corran be able to see through the deception? Would Jysella? Surely, they had
         to be able to. But what if they couldn’t? Valin would accuse this woman and be thought
         insane.
      

      
      Were Corran and Jysella even still at liberty? Still alive? At this moment, the Not-Mirax’s colleagues could be spiriting the two of them away
         with the true Mirax. Or Corran and Jysella could be lying, bleeding, at the bottom
         of an access shaft, their lives draining away.
      

      
      Valin couldn’t think straight. The situation was too overwhelming, the mystery too
         deep, and the only person here who knew the answers was the one who wore the face of his mother.
      

      
      He stood, sending his chair clattering backward, and fixed the false Mirax with a
         hard look. “Just a moment.” He dashed to his room.
      

      
      His lightsaber was still where he’d left it, on the night-stand beside his bed. He
         snatched it up and gave it a near-instantaneous examination. Battery power was still
         optimal; there was no sign that it had been tampered with.
      

      
      He returned to the dining room with the weapon in his hand. Not-Mirax, clearly confused
         and beginning to look a little alarmed, stood by the stove, staring at him.
      

      
      Valin ignited the lightsaber, its snap-hiss of activation startlingly loud, and held the point of the gleaming energy blade against
         the food on his plate. Hotcakes shriveled and blackened from contact with the weapon’s
         plasma. Valin gave Not-Mirax an approving nod. “Flesh does the same thing under the
         same conditions, you know.”
      

      
      “Valin, what’s wrong?”
      

      
      “You may address me as Jedi Horn. You don’t have the right to use my personal name.”
         Valin swung the lightsaber around in a practice form, allowing the blade to come within
         a few centimeters of the glow rod fixture overhead, the wall, the dining table, and
         the woman with his mother’s face. “You probably know from your research that the Jedi
         don’t worry much about amputations.”
      

      
      Not-Mirax shrank back away from him, both hands on the stove edge behind her. “What?”

      
      “We know that a severed limb can readily be replaced by a prosthetic that looks identical
         to the real thing. Prosthetics offer sensation and do everything flesh can. They’re
         ideal substitutes in every way, except for requiring maintenance. So we don’t feel
         too badly when we have to cut the arm or leg off a very bad person. But I assure you, that very bad
         person remembers the pain forever.”
      

      
      “Valin, I’m going to call your father now.” Not-Mirax sidled toward the blue bantha-hide
         carrybag she had left on a side table.
      

      
      Valin positioned the tip of his lightsaber directly beneath her chin. At the distance
         of half a centimeter, its containing force field kept her from feeling any heat from
         the blade, but a slight twitch on Valin’s part could maim or kill her instantly. She
         froze.
      

      
      “No, you’re not. You know what you’re going to do instead?”

      
      Not-Mirax’s voice wavered. “What?”

      
      “You’re going to tell me what you’ve done with my mother!” The last several words emerged as a bellow, driven by fear and anger. Valin knew
         that he looked as angry as he sounded; he could feel blood reddening his face, could
         even see redness begin to suffuse everything in his vision.
      

      
      “Boy, put the blade down.” Those were not the woman’s words. They came from behind.
         Valin spun, bringing his blade up into a defensive position.
      

      
      In the doorway stood a man, middle-aged, clean-shaven, his hair graying from brown.
         He was of below-average height, his eyes a startling green. He wore the brown robes
         of a Jedi. His hands were on his belt, his own lightsaber still dangling from it.
      

      
      He was Valin’s father, Jedi Master Corran Horn. But he wasn’t, any more than the woman
         behind Valin was Mirax Horn.
      

      
      Valin felt a wave of despair wash over him. Both parents replaced. Odds were growing that the real Corran and Mirax were already dead.
      

      
      Yet Valin’s voice was soft when he spoke. “They may have made you a virtual double for my father. But they can’t have given you his expertise
         with the lightsaber.”
      

      
      “You don’t want to do what you’re thinking about, son.”

      
      “When I cut you in half, that’s all the proof anyone will ever need that you’re not
         the real Corran Horn.”
      

      
      Valin lunged.
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