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PROLOGUE
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CAPTAIN GILAD PELLAEON’S CABIN, REPUBLIC ASSAULT SHIP LEVELER, DANTUS SECTOR

SO WHO WANTS TO MAKE ADMIRAL, ANYWAY?

All braid and memos. Is that any way for a fighting man to spend his days? Committees, budgets, politics. No, thank you. I have a war to win.

Anyway … the command of a warship is all that anyone in this game wants, should want, because this is what it’s all about. I didn’t join the navy to write memos. Captain Pellaeon suits me just fine.

So you can keep your promotion board, gentlemen. I don’t require your validation.

Stang—either this mirror is cracked, or I’m starting to get wrinkly. Hallena won’t like that.

“Sir?” Lieutenant Meriones raps on the bulkhead. “Sir, you asked me to let you know when—”

“I’m shaving, Lieutenant …” The boy’s like one of those hyperactive little rodents on Ber de Val, all mangy hair, twitches, and zero attention span. “I need to concentrate.”

“Might it not be safer to use a depilatory rather than a razor, sir?”

Meriones and I are not from the same navy, that much has long been evident. And he has connections. That’s the only way he could possibly get a commission. There are some bitter jokes in the Republic Fleet—if you’re warm, you’re in. Eyesight test: we don’t test ’em, we only count ’em. And so on. The selection board seems to require only a pulse and the right social background these days.

We’re new to all-out war. The Republic’s never had to fight like this before. Now we all find out what we’re made of, even Meriones.

No wonder we had to buy a clone army …

“Very well, Lieutenant, you’d better spit it out before I sever my jugular.”

“Chief engineer reports that we’re ready to slip, sir. And there’s an encrypted message from an Agent Devis.”

There’s no smirk in his voice. He has no idea about Hallena Devis—and me. I’d like to keep it that way. “I’ll be on the bridge as soon as I’m done. I’ll take the message here.”

What’s she up to now? Why is she contacting me like this? Hiding in plain sight?

There’s really no need to worry. Is there? Hallena is an intelligence agent. A spy: a spook. If anyone can take care of herself in a dangerous place, it’s Hallena, and that’s what makes her so appealing. I don’t find weak women attractive.

Even so … I still worry.

Leveler’s fresh from a refit in the Kemla shipyards, with a few extra bells and whistles. I always get the prototypes. Maybe the Fleet board thinks I’m no great loss if any of their new experimental toys blows up. So now we need to find a quiet spot in the Dantus sector, a long way from any trouble and well away from the yards—a few days’ work-up to iron out any problems, just as we’re supposed to.

Then we get on with the business of the war.

The console of my desk chirps to let me know Hallena’s message has been transferred from the bridge.

“Very good, sir.” The rodent-child waits as if I’m going to read it in front of him. “Oh, one more thing, sir.”

“Yes …”

“Captain Rex sends his compliments and asks if he might join Leveler for an acquaint. He has new troops and a green Padawan to bring up to speed with this class of vessel.”

“Certainly.” Rex is a solid, sensible chap. He also tells very good jokes when he’s not playing the obedient soldier. “No General Skywalker?”

“No, sir. Just his Padawan. A Togruta female.”

So Rex is free to tell jokes in the wardroom. Good.

“Very well. Let me know when he’s inbound. Dismissed.”

I go back to shaving the old-fashioned way, and worry about Hallena whether I have cause to or not. Yes, I know my predilection for unsuitable women has effectively killed my promotion prospects. Unbecoming for an officer, they say; I should be more discreet, settle down, get the right career wife to match a spotless career status. But we have a short time in this galaxy, and I swore to live that time to the full.

There’s a war on. My time may be … short.

Now let’s read that message. No, she doesn’t say where she is. She never does.

Ouch. The little rodent was right about that blade, though.


ONE
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JanFathal has been a loyal member of the Republic for as long as I can remember. Let’s not allow a little thing like internal strife to get in the way of that. I’m afraid the Fathalians’ wish for democratic change will have to wait until the war is over, because right now we need to keep that planet.

—ARMAND ISARD, Director of Republic Intelligence



ATHAR, CAPITAL OF JANFATHAL, OUTER RIM

THE DUST THAT BLEW IN FROM THE PLAINS WAS PALE GRAY, AS fine and as clogging as ferrocrete powder.

It was a small wonder that the locals kept their windows and doors tightly shuttered at this time of year. Hallena kept her kerchief over her mouth and nose, but the dust still managed to work its way into her eyes. Her vision blurred; blinking didn’t clear it. She was forced to shelter in a doorway on the main square while she tried to rub the stuff out of her eyes.

Now she understood why the Athari were so prone to spitting in the streets. They were very good at it, too—accurate, discreet, and almost elegant in their technique. Since she’d arrived a few days ago, Hallena had learned to dodge the streams and even manage an occasional well-aimed squirt of her own.

Fit in. Go gray—blend in with the population, like you’ve been here all your life …

It was just like wine-tasting in a smart Coruscant tapcaf, except the flavor filling her mouth was the flat mineral bitterness of dust coating her tongue, not a rich, fruity Ondo Lava—

Is this stuff toxic?

Swirl. Lean a little. Aim. Spit hard.

Hallena put a bit of force behind it. Sometimes it was more difficult than it looked. She was aware of someone walking toward her, head lowered against a steady wind that never seemed to drop, and then she realized why Gilad always warned her when they sailed his personal yacht to test the wind direction before dumping liquid overboard.

Splat.

“Aw, terrific,” said a male voice. “Lady, can’t you even spit straight?”

She had to shield her face with her hand. Sharper, bigger fragments of dust stung her eyes. Her gaze traveled up from a dark, wet patch on the leg of a pair of tan pants to the indignant face of their owner.

“Sorry.” She was careful to maintain the right accent. “Let me clean that up.”

“You looking for the carpet shop?”

Ah. She knew the response she had to give. She felt better already. “I hear it’s closed midweek.”

The man was in his forties, thin-faced and balding. He stared into her eyes for a moment, then winked. The simple code had been confirmed. This was her contact.

“Galdovar,” she said. It probably wasn’t his real name, and she didn’t care if it was or not. All that mattered was that he was the man she was supposed to meet; and that was all she was going to trust. He wasn’t a random stranger she’d spat upon. Trust didn’t come easy in her line of work. Trust got you killed. That was why she placed it solely in herself, and why her hand was still resting on the blaster hidden in the folds of her coat. “You’d better be, anyway.”

“I am, so at least I got my pants ruined by the right woman. Come on. Let’s get inside.” He indicated the far end of the deserted road with a discreet nod of his head, then looked down at the damp patch on his leg. “Original way to identify yourself, Agent Devis.”

“No, I really did miss the spot,” she said. Now it worried her that she hadn’t been alert to anyone following her or watching her. It was basic intelligence procedure, as unconscious as breathing; situational awareness. “How long have you been watching me?”

“A few minutes.”

Stang. If he’d been a sniper …

But he wasn’t, and she was fully alert after a moment’s lapse. The building at the end of the road was an office complex with shops and tapcafs. As they entered, the world changed; the deserted streets full of swirling dust that made Athar look like a ghost town gave way to bustling life conducted wholly behind shuttered doors. Athari citizens went about their business under cover during the windy weeks of late autumn.

“Up the stairs,” Galdovar said, gesturing with his thumb. “Second floor. Union offices.”

Hallena blended seamlessly into the bustle of Fathalians. She spoke Basic with a convincing Athari accent, and—like most of them—her skin was black and her hair dressed in neatly coiled plaits. Nobody had any reason to suspect she was a Republic spy, sent to infiltrate.

She’d been in Athar for less than a week. The place wasn’t quite the same picture that the intelligence briefing had painted. Places seldom were.

“In here?” Hallena gestured, one hand still deep in her pocket.

“In there,” said Galdovar.

“After you.”

No, she wasn’t that dumb.

The doors parted and she followed him into a routinely time-worn office with pleekwood desks and shelves that had seen better days. The interior doors, though, looked as if they’d been smashed down and repaired; two of the panels were bright new wood, devoid of any patina or termite scarring.

“Burglars?” she asked. “Or are you just slack on building maintenance?”

“Got to look the part,” Galdovar said. “And we know exactly how a union office should look after the authorities have raided it, don’t we?”

He was one of those who normally did the raiding. She had to concede the point. Sounds of movement behind the repaired door made her check automatically for a way out if this meeting turned out not to be one she’d bargained on. The only place she felt safe these days was on a Republic warship, and not just because of Gilad; the entire galaxy was in turmoil. The front line didn’t end at planetary boundaries, or sometimes even within families.

Hallena walked into a small back office filled mainly by a battered table. If it hadn’t been for the two heavily armed men sitting at one side of it—she could spot the outlines of weapons as well as anyone—she might even have swallowed the cover story about this place being an administrative office for the Union of Fabricants, Plastoid Molders, and Allied Trades, Local 61.

“Well, well,” she said. Their eyes locked on hers as if they weren’t entirely sure she was genuine. “Unity is strength, people, power to the workers, and all that. So what have you got for me?”

The younger of the two men raised a bleached-blond eyebrow. He didn’t offer any introductions. “I’m glad you’re getting into character,” he said sourly. “We think the people you’re looking for are these two.”

He shoved a holoimage projector across the table, flicking his thumbnail against the controls to activate an image. It was a snatched shot of a man and a woman caught in midstride as they hurried toward a speeder; early thirties, heads covered by factory workers’ caps, like thousands of other laborers in the city.

“Merish Hath and her boyfriend, Shil Kaval,” he said. “The usual troublemaking variety of malcontent.”

Hallena studied the image. The JanFathal police couldn’t just pick them up and make them disappear, like they usually did. The Regent had held absolute power for thirty years; he wasn’t going to get a hard time from his judges because he’d had them all jailed some years ago. But pieces in this particular puzzle were missing.

It was her job to find them.

“We’d like this sorted,” said the younger man. The stark contrast of his eyebrows against his ebony skin was hypnotically weird; and he was obviously more senior in the hierarchy than he looked, or else he was just massively arrogant. “We don’t want a few million droids landing in our backyard uninvited. The troublemakers we’ve been monitoring have been a lot more active in the last few weeks, like they’re preparing for something.”

“Maybe your Regent should concentrate on building a proper army instead of blowing his budget on internal security.” Hallena took the holoimager and transferred the image to her own device. The more she saw of some of the Republic’s allies, the less weight she gave their strategic value. “So can you get me into their circle, or not? What’s my cover identity?”

“Well, Sister Devis—”

“Tell me you haven’t used that name …”

Blond Brows sucked his teeth, clearly annoyed at the interruption. “We might be a long way from Coruscant, ma’am, but we’re not country bumpkins. Your ID says Orla Taman. You’re a union convener from Nuth, which is far enough away to explain why you’re not one of their little cabal, and you’ve been in prison for a few years for your unpatriotic activities. Now you’re out and looking to sow dissent and hasten the glorious revolution.”

Blond Brows passed her an identichip and a few battered personal possessions of the kind that a newly released prisoner might have: an old-style comlink, a few folded sheets of tattered flimsi that looked like a precious letter hidden and reread for years, and a holozine on the virtues of obedient citizenship of the kind that all those freed were given on release to keep them on the straight and narrow.

Hallena looked them over carefully. “Got it.”

“Okay, then we get you into the armaments factory tomorrow morning, and you line up for a job. They take casual labor by the day or week.”

“Do I have an impressive résumé?”

“You’re fully proficient in removing metal swarf from factory floors. A genius with a broom.”

It certainly beat passing herself off as a brain surgeon. There was no arcane professional knowledge to bluff through when she was pushing a broom. She didn’t even have to pretend she’d done it before. “Very well. I’ll head back to my modest hovel and go begging for work tomorrow.”

The older man sitting beside Blond Brows spoke for the first time. He looked like a chunk of granite that had been dumped by an avalanche, all square solidity and craggy grayness, the kind of man who would stand firm until time flowed around him.

“If you’re caught,” he said, “they’ll kill you and go to ground, and we’ll have to start all over again. We might not have the time to do that.”

It was the simplest of statements, dazzling in its self-evidence.

“Sounds like every job I’ve ever done.” Hallena got up to leave. One hand still rested on her blaster. “I’ll be back in touch when I have something useful for you.”

Maybe. I’ll see how it goes. This is for the Republic.

The granite-and-blondness double act didn’t move as she took a step or two backward without turning. For some reason, she felt more wary in this building among nominal allies than outside, surrounded by potential assassins.

If they ever venture out in this wind, of course …

Back at her lodgings, a stark and cramped little room above a grocery store, the ubiquitous dust had crept through every gap and left a convenient intruder warning system across every flat surface. Hallena closed the front doors behind her and stood listening for a moment, checking who might be where. When she studied the thin coating of dust, footprints and scuffs had worn a clean path between the side doors to the shop and the owner’s living quarters across the passage. The layer on the stairs was still undisturbed, though. Nobody had gone up to her room since she’d left.

She had no real reason to check. It was just habit; careful, wary habit.

The shop doors parted and the elderly female owner stuck her head through the gap, smiling to reveal more gaps than teeth. “Won’t last much longer, my dear,” she said. “Regular as sunset, that wind. It’ll die down by this time tomorrow, and then the rains start.”

“I remember,” Hallena lied. It sounded as if the woman didn’t think she was local. “I used to visit Athar as a kid.” Don’t push it, don’t get a conversation going. “I’m going to get a job tomorrow. I’ll be out all day.”

“You’re a bit secretive, you are.”

Stang, is she Force-sensitive or something? That risk had never troubled Hallena before, but the war had suddenly made her aware of how many beings there were who could sense her feelings or even try to shape her thoughts. Spies liked to be the ones who did the shaping and sensing. It was the natural order of espionage.

“I’ve just been released from prison,” Hallena said at last, suitably awkward. “It’s not something I want to brag about. Don’t worry—it’s nothing violent or dishonest.”

“It never is,” the woman said, suddenly serious. “It’s always political these days.”

Hallena didn’t take it any farther. She retreated to her room, and spent the rest of the day tinkering with her comm kit—minimal, concealed within the old comlink, nothing that would make her look too well equipped in this austere world—and observing the activity in the street below through a small clear patch in the grimy transparisteel pane. Yes, the wind seemed to be dropping; a few more people were out on the walkways, some wearing goggles, others with their mouths still covered by scarves, but they seemed to know that respite was coming.

How long am I going to be here?

Hallena was glad she’d never been a sleeper, living undercover for a lifetime until a controller she’d never seen finally called one day and gave her a mission within a society she might have grown to think of as her own. Short bursts of being someone and something else were much more manageable.

I can only live so much of a lie.

Gil Pellaeon knew exactly what she was and accepted her for it. That was a rare source of honest stability in her line of work. She didn’t even keep a holoimage of him with her: too risky, like any genuine personal possession that might identify her if she was captured. But Gil understood the nature of their relationship—snatched moments, denials, no real prospect of routine, daily, comfortable domestic bliss like other couples—because his job wasn’t so different.

Will either of us survive long enough to get out, to retire? Gil … no, he loves his ship. I’ll have to join him one day.

That night, Hallena slept fitfully with her blaster on the nightstand. In the early hours, noise from the street woke her; her dozing brain told her it was drunks outside, typical Coruscant nightlife, but she snapped fully alert into Athar, JanFathal, where wild revelry wasn’t routine.

The voice was a scream, a protest, not drunken shrieking. Lights played on the buildings opposite. The crunch and thud of doors being forced open gave way to speeders revving their drives. When Hallena got a glimpse of what was happening from the window, she saw a man and a woman being bundled into a vehicle marked with the livery of Athar’s not-so-secret police. One masked officer brought a bludgeon down on the head of the man in one practiced movement as he shoved him into the police speeder. The arrest was suddenly over. The lights swung around; all the vehicles sped off. All that remained was the gaping doors of the house opposite, yellow light streaming onto the pavement, and the complete absence of any neighbors coming out to see what was happening.

They must have heard it all.

This had to have been pretty common in Athar for lights not to be switched on and drapes pulled aside to see what was happening.

Common enough for everyone to know to mind their own business.

Hallena pondered on the irony of friendly governments, reminded herself she was here to win the war and not the battle, then—somehow—went back to sleep.

REPUBLIC SHUTTLE, INBOUND FOR ASSAULT SHIP LEVELER

GENERAL SKYWALKER COULD HAVE MADE IT AN ORDER, OF course. But he hadn’t; it was just a request. A mere suggestion.

Clone Captain Rex added reading between the lines to the list of things they’d never actually taught him on Kamino.

Okay, sir, I get it. Understood. You want your Padawan out of your hair for a few days. Done.

Orders were orders, and orders given subtly seemed to have even more weight. They did if they came from Anakin Skywalker, anyway.

“Am I getting on his nerves?” Ahsoka asked.

“As if.” Rex could see a little frown wrinkling her nose. “Now, why would he ever think that?”

She gave him a narrow-eyed stare for a moment, almost theatrical, searching the T-shaped visor as if she was trying to look him in the eye, and then grinned.

“You’re hard to read, sometimes.”

“Everyone needs a break from combat, littl’un. Even Jedi. And even if it’s spent training. That’s all.”

It was true. Rex believed that—well, generally, anyway—so if Ahsoka wanted to test how he felt about it in the Force, she wouldn’t sense it as a lie. But he’d decided he didn’t need to know why Skywalker wanted her out of the way for a while, and if she wanted to know—well, it was time for her to learn about need-to-know. She was going to have a little trouble mastering that skill.

He was more concerned with the six new clone troopers assigned to Torrent Company.

They were very new indeed.

While Ahsoka gazed out of the viewport, they sat on the two bench seats, three men on each side, facing one another in still, studied silence. Sergeant Coric, one of only five of his men from the original Torrent Company who’d survived the assault on Teth, sat to one side, seeming engrossed in his datapad.

In theory, the new boys had learned all they needed to about every class of warship; in practice, they’d had only Kaminoan flash training, which was thorough but no substitute for hands-on experience. And anyone fresh out of Tipoca City could never be fully prepared for the real world beyond that cloistered training existence, the untidy galaxy of thousands of new species that had nothing in common with humans or Kaminoans.

I wonder how much they’ll see of it before they get killed.

It was a thought that had become quietly insistent at the back of his mind, not enough to eat at him, but an uncomfortable feeling he tried to brush away.

Rex considered them carefully, listening for the telltale clicks and faint breaths that would tell him what was going on inside their helmets. He could see what they appeared to see; their point-of-view icons in his head-up display all showed the man sitting opposite.

Well, that was where their helmets were facing, anyway.

Takes a long time to rebuild a company from five survivors. Takes a lot more than training, too. What do Kaminoans know about bonding? Less than they thought, I reckon. A lot less.

Ahsoka interrupted his thoughts. “What’s so special about Leveler?” She gazed out the viewscreen as the shuttle came alongside the warship. “Looks like all the others of her class.”

“All ships have their own peculiarities.” Rex called up the schematic of Leveler on his HUD with a couple of rapid blinks. “Even ones that look the same. But Leveler’s just had a refit, so she’s got some experimental toys for us to try out.”

“Destructive toys?”

“Advanced concussion missiles. Prototypes designed for orbital bombardment and ship-killing. So if they’re not destructive, Pellaeon better ask for a refund.”

The six new clones—Ross, Boro, Joc, Hil, Vere, and Ince—didn’t move a muscle. Rex switched to his internal helmet comlink so Ahsoka couldn’t hear him.

“Gentlemen, show me some life signs before I resort to CPR …”

“Receiving, sir,” Ince said. “Just … awaiting orders.”

“You can move, you know. And talk.”

“Yes, sir.”

Rex decided he’d have to factor some social time into the training. His new boys needed to loosen up. Maybe they were nervous about being 501st Legion now because a certain cachet—a certain responsibility—came with that cap-badge.

And if they didn’t start talking and giving him all the little clues of individuality that helped one clone trooper recognize another in a sea of near-identical faces and armor, then he’d have to resort to checking who was who with his tally sensor. That was somehow discourteous—like having to read an officer’s name tag every time—and an admission that, as a commander, Rex didn’t know his men.

“Permission to engage in witty banter—in your own time, go on.”

“Witty banter commencing, sir … stand by.”

So Ince had a sense of humor after all. Rex smiled to himself and let them mull over the fact that they weren’t on Kamino any longer.

The shuttle aligned with the aft bay and settled on its dampers with a slight shudder. As the ramp went down, Ahsoka bounced out first, ahead of Rex. As he put his boot on the deck, Gil Pellaeon walked across the durasteel plating in his gray working rig and came to a halt a few meters away. His stance said that this was his world, his ship; and the captain was the law.

He looked down his nose at the tiny Togruta Jedi, not unkindly, but out of necessity. Ahsoka was short. She might have acted as if she were Wookiee-sized, but nothing could change the fact that she was small—and a kid. A few crew paused to watch, some clones, some nonclones. Rex hovered on the brink of intervention.

“Ma’am.” Pellaeon nodded formally, clicking the heels of his polished boots. “Welcome aboard. First thing we do is get you kitted out in proper rig.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Chief? Chief, get Padawan Tano some fireproof fatigues and safety boots. Smallest size the stores can find. Cut off the length if you need to.”

Rex hadn’t actually thought to warn Ahsoka about suitable attire for the acquaint. It was sensitive stuff, telling a female what to wear, especially a Jedi, even if she was a fourteen-year-old. Besides, Pellaeon was so much more gracious with the ladies. The captain kept his eyes fixed on hers.

“I didn’t have to wear fatigues on any other ship,” Ahsoka said stiffly.

“You’re not suitably attired, my dear.” His tone was very paternal for a moment. “We do not expose flesh in this ship, not only because it’s unbecoming, undisciplined, and distracting, but because a ship is a dangerous place. Sharp edges, noxious chemicals, hot exhausts, weapons flash. Safety first, Padawan. Cover up.”

“But I fight like this.” Suddenly Ahsoka was any youngster defending her choice of fashion to a stuffy parent, not a Jedi at all. She looked down at her bare legs and midriff as if she’d suddenly realized she had them. “And I never get hurt. Admiral Yularen let—”

“Admiral Yularen may do as he wishes in his own ship. This vessel is my domain. You’ll cover up, please, Padawan Tano.”

“But I always—”

“Not in my navy.”

Rex had no choice but to stand at attention and wait for the battle of wills to end. The new troopers were commendably un-moving in a neat line to his left; Coric rocked back and forth on his heels very discreetly, movement almost unseen, boots creaking a little. Pellaeon waited, and then extended one arm out to his side as the Fleet Chief came striding toward him with a pair of solid boots and folded dark blue coveralls.

Pellaeon took the items without even looking around and handed them to Ahsoka.

“Thank you,” she said, chin down. Then she trotted back up the ramp.

Pellaeon’s shoulders relaxed visibly. “Good grief, Rex, doesn’t Skywalker tell his underlings to put clothes on? What does he think this is, a cruise liner?”

It was at times like this that Rex savored the true value of his bucket. He silenced his helmet audio for a moment with a quick eye movement, roared with laughter, and then switched the speaker back on.

“Would you like me to ask him, sir?”

“Rex, you’re enjoying this …”

“Me, sir? Never, sir.”

“We’re both captains, Rex … it’s Gil. Drop the sir.”

“Navy captain outranks army captain, sir. Strictly speaking.”

“Shut up, for goodness’ sake, man, and come have a drink.”

Good old Pellaeon. He didn’t give a bantha’s backside about protocol. They worked in silence. Eventually, Ahsoka strode back down the ramp of the shuttle, blue fatigues belted tightly at the waist, over-long sleeves rolled up to her wrists, and presented herself to Pellaeon.

“Will this do?” Poor kid; she looked embarrassed. The brightly colored stripes on her three head-tails looked more vivid than ever—a blush, Rex had learned, sometimes one of discomfort, sometimes anger. He guessed it was a little of both this time. “I just want you to know that it’s so baggy that I’m going to trip over it and break my neck, that’s all. Not very safe.”

“You’ll grow into it, my dear,” Pellaeon said, looking satisfied. “And Jedi are too spatially aware to trip, yes? Chief Massin will show you to your cabin.”

Pellaeon waited for Ahsoka to vanish through the bay doors behind the Chief, then turned to Rex. “How long a respite do you need?”

“I’m told two to three days.”

“Ah, not your request for downtime for your men, then.”

“No.” Rex trod carefully. “General Skywalker has his reasons for wanting to operate alone, whatever they might be, and his Padawan is still at the over-curious stage. I really appreciate your help, Captain.”

“My pleasure.” Pellaeon beckoned to the troopers; Coric followed them up like a herd dog. “Besides, you might be able to help me knock some of my crew into shape. Ah, for the days when a commanding officer could dump a useless minion out the air lock without having to worry about filling in forms …”

“Very unsporting, sir,” Coric said. “Unless you give them a fifty-meter start.”

Pellaeon laughed. But like all humor in this war, it was a thinly worn veneer over permanent anxiety, and the crew did end up dying in hard vacuum, and the only way most personnel seemed able to cope was to joke in ways that seemed inappropriate to beings cocooned in peace and safety.

Rex took his laughs where he could. This was as near to downtime as he might ever get: among others who understood him, far from civilians on Coruscant who never would, a safe limbo between the two extremes.

“It’s going to be boring, sir,” Coric said to him as they walked down the passage to the mess deck. “And in a good way.”

“Make the most of it,” Rex said. “Catch up on some sleep. All of you.”

Two or three days of relative idling was just what they needed. All he had to do was to keep Ahsoka occupied. And how hard could that be?

A tiny figure came striding down the passage toward them, coping remarkably well with a pair of durasteel-capped safety boots. Ahsoka’s head-tails bounced like braids.

“I’m ready, Rex.” She beamed. “Show me the conc missile bay.”

ATHAR: NEXT MORNING

“YOU!” YELLED THE OVERSEER AT THE FACTORY GATES. HE WAS strikingly pale, and for a moment Hallena thought he was an albino. But he was just very blond, an oddity in Athar. “You, with the red scarf! You want some machine shop work?”

She realized he was pointing at her. She stood in the ragged line of laborers outside the munitions factory, just one of a crowd waiting for work assigned by the day.

Great way to miss security checks. Some dictatorships are so wonderfully dumb.

“No, sir.” That was always the hardest act for her: pretending to be deferential. “Just sweeping up. You got any jobs?”

The gray dust had drifted everywhere like fine, grubby snow. At least the wind had dropped.

“We’ve always got sweeping jobs,” the overseer said, kicking a pile of dust into the air by way of demonstration. “Especially now. Get in here. Where’s your ID?”

Hallena edged her way to the front of the line, drawing surly and envious glances as if she were being accorded some kind of privilege. As she turned sideways to edge between two men—remember, mind your body language, think passive, think humble—she caught the eye of one of them, and it was a moment of reminder, of revelation. She looked into the eyes of a starving man; not literally, because he seemed solidly built, but a man desperate to find a day’s work, and perhaps she had snatched it from him. The man stared back. It was just a heartbeat, not even a second.

She had never seen that look on Coruscant, not up close. Suddenly she understood the heart of the enemy she was facing; and it scared her more than warships and invasions because it could not be shot down, bombed, or brought to a negotiating table. It was the face of desperation, of a fear and need so primal that it could be mobilized to do anything.

We’ve picked a loser here.

This place is ripe for revolution. No wonder the Seps want to move in. One push, one coup—

“What are you kriffing well waiting for, then?” the overseer yelled. “You want this job or not? I got a hundred ready to take your place, sweetheart.”

“Sorry, sir.” Arrogant barve. I hope I have cause to drop you … “Right away, sir.”

Hallena jerked her eyes away and pushed through the line. She hadn’t realized it had been that obvious. It was just a split second’s glance. She’d have to be much more careful in a society where everyone was clearly geared up to watching and denouncing their neighbor to survive.

She held out her fake identichip to the overseer. He took it, slipped it into a chip reader, and stared at the display. It wasn’t the first time that she’d stood on that knife-edge between life and death, hoping that her cover wasn’t blown, but—

Hey, I’m not behind enemy lines yet. I’m here with the Regent’s consent and knowledge. Why am I feeling like this?

The overseer smirked as he glanced at the readout. It must have shown him her prison record. “Learned your lesson, then, troublemaker?”

“I just want to keep my head down and put food on the table,” she said.

“If I get a single sniff of you stirring up the rabble in here, I’ll personally cut your throat.”

Yes, this was the hardest part of undercover work. Not staring down the muzzle of a blaster; not dreading discovery and a lonely, anonymous death, undiscovered and a long way from home. The most unbearable moment for Hallena Devis was biting her lip while a piece of scum like this insulted her intelligence, and not dispensing the instant justice he richly deserved.

But she could find a few moments for that in her busy schedule later, she was sure.

“Like I said,” she murmured, eyes lowered, hating herself for even being able to feign submission, “I want to eat. That’s all.”

The supervisor seemed to feel that he’d made his point. “Report to the personnel office,” he said, and stepped back to let her pass into the compound. The rusty main doors parted to let her in, and the clanging, hissing, throbbing noise of a busy factory spilled out in a deafening wave. It hurt her ears as she walked with her head lowered through the cavernous hangar, past assembly lines where scores of workers were sealing small canisters or checking durasteel components against measuring rods, but nobody took much notice of her. One man glanced up, smiled, then went back to riveting a durasteel sheet around the curve of what looked like an exhaust. By the time Hallena got to the personnel office—a shabby cubicle at the far end of the factory floor—a scruffy droid that looked in worse shape than the metal being hammered all around her was watching intently.

While one arm continued shuffling flimsi and the other tapped on an accounting pad, it reached out behind itself with a manipulator mounted on its back. A broom arced around in that third hand and almost smacked her in the legs. If anyone was doing an efficiency study, the droid scored a clean hundred every time. Hallena wondered what it was doing with its legs under the desk. No limb was idle, that was for sure.

“One broom,” the droid said. “You break it or lose it, you pay for it. You sweep the entire production area floor plus the refreshers and the corridors. Ten-minute meal break when the klaxon sounds. You go home when the place is inspected and approved by the overseer. If he approves, you get paid and come back again in the morning. If he doesn’t, you get nothing and don’t come back. Any questions?”

Hallena was tempted, but her discipline had kicked in fully now. She didn’t even think a sharp retort.

“No,” she said, and took the broom in both hands, quarterstaff-style. “I don’t need a floor plan to find my way around, do I?”

The droid was incapable of sneering, but it managed to convey its disdain pretty well simply with pauses that would have made an actor envious.

“What’s to find?” it said at last. “Eyes down, find the dust, push the broom. Stop when you can see the original color of the tiles. Anything else you find dirty—clean it.”

So Hallena had managed to disappear instantly into the shrouded existence of the workforce. So far, so good. She headed for the refreshers and concentrated on looking authentic.

Stang, they stank. If she needed any excuse to hide away from the factory floor, a pail of disinfectant and a brush would be the perfect cover to retreat out of here. She got to work. A quick and discreet sweep with the bug sensor set in her wrist chrono showed there was no surveillance cam making sure the workers didn’t linger too long in here with a copy of a holozine.

Is the rest of the planet as vile as this?

Republic Intel said it was. But it wasn’t the Republic’s problem. All that mattered was stopping the Separatists from overthrowing the Regent and invading the planet.

Maybe they can overthrow the regime when the war’s over. This isn’t an ally I like very much …

The one good thing about living in a dictatorship like JanFathal, though, was that the information underground, the exchange of whispered news and gossip, was a lot faster and sharper than in the complacent walkways of Coruscant, where they were more worried about smashball scores and scandalous holovid actresses. That was democracies for you: they didn’t know what they had until they lost it. Here, information was precious. Secrets mattered. And within an hour, Hallena backed out of a refresher cubicle to find the path of her broom blocked by two workers in dark gray coveralls.

Their working clothes had probably been another color once, but that gray dust got everywhere.

Hallena paused and leaned on her broom.

“My mama used to say to lift your feet when a lady was doing the cleaning …”

The two were familiar. They should have been. She’d studied their holoimages for long enough.

“Sister Taman,” the worker said, holding out her hand. “I think you’re among friends again. I’m Merish Hath, and this is my comrade Shil Kaval. We’re union.”

“Union,” Hallena said slowly, “got me a few years in jail.”

“Times are changing,” said Shil. “But not fast enough.”

Hallena went back to sweeping. “Don’t expect me to help you speed ’em up …”

Merish had effectively blocked the exit. It was all working better than Hallena had hoped. “They say you were a committed activist in Nuth before the Regent had the town razed to the ground.”

Oh, great briefing, Intel. What? Razed when? “Don’t want to talk about it.”

“And we’ve got more supportive friends to call on now the war’s kicked off.”

Hallena paused, straightened up, and maintained a skeptical face. Desperate people did indeed do desperate things. This was, just as Intel had said, the route to the Separatist infiltration here. It was going to be a more straightforward job than she thought.

Maybe just a few weeks. Maybe—I can find some time with Gil.

Maybe I won’t feel bad at all when I look back at how I stopped these people putting their Regent’s head on a well-deserved spike.

“This had better be good,” she said. “I’m not doing any more time inside.”

“You won’t need to,” said Merish. “All that’s going to change.”

Hallena managed one more careful moment of hesitation and then shook the woman’s hand. Shil patted her on the back.

Now—now she was behind enemy lines.
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