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prologue

JEDI OUTPOST, ENDOR: TWELVE WEEKS AFTER THE DEATH OF MARA JADE SKYWALKER

My brother died in the Yuuzhan Vong War.

Not Anakin: Jacen.

It’s taken me years to work that out, but I should have seen it from the start. Jacen, the brother I loved, my twin, never came home. It just looked as if he did.

I think the core of Jacen probably died in the Embrace of Pain, at the hands of Vergere and the Yuuzhan Vong. Whatever came back was another person; a total stranger.

It’s the only explanation for what he’s become.

So that’s why I’ve reached the point of doing something utterly unthinkable, because the unthinkable is the last card we have left to play, the only way I can stop Jacen and his war from swallowing the whole galaxy. It was the Mandalorian crushgaunts that made up my mind. As Jag has proven, they certainly work. They’re nasty weapons. Mandalorian iron—beskar—is pretty well nearly lightsaber-proof.

I almost expected the things to detonate when Dad opened the package. Since when did Boba Fett ever send my father gifts?

Since his daughter was tortured to death by my brother, actually. We’ve been waiting for Fett’s revenge ever since, but so far … nothing. Just the gift of crushgaunts and armor plate, all made from Mandalorian iron.

So I’m packing for a journey I didn’t think I’d ever make. I’ll give Jag this much: he never said I told you so. He’s the one who said I needed to learn from someone who had a track record in bringing down Jedi.

If anyone can stop Jacen, then, it’s me. I’m his equal, and I’m the Sword of the Jedi. But I just don’t have his … training. I’ve no idea what he learned from Lumiya, let alone what he picked up on his travels during those five years. But he’ll make a mistake sooner or later. He’s way too cocky not to overestimate himself.

I just hope it’s sooner. And if being a Sith made Jacen invincible, he’d have taken over the galaxy by now.

I have a chance, and Fett’s going to help me make the most of it.

It can’t be that hard to find him. He’s a bounty hunter, so I’ll hire him like any other client, except I’m not just any other client—I’m Han Solo’s daughter, and I’m a Jedi, and Fett has spent a lifetime hunting us.

And now I’m asking him to train me to hunt and capture my own brother.

For all I know, he’ll laugh in my face—if he ever laughs, that is—and tell me to get lost. But I have to ask him. Swallow pride, eat humble pie, and beg if need be. Dad seems to have thawed a little toward him; I still despise him.

But if he says yes—I swear I’ll be the best pupil he’s ever had. Come on, Fett: show me how it’s done.


chapter one


When the nation is in its darkest peril, the great warrior-sailor Darakaer shall be summoned from his eternal sleep by a rhythm beaten on his ancient drum. For his final pledge was that he would come to our aid when the drum sounded, and that we should call him when we sailed to meet the foe.

—Irmenu folk legend



JEDI OUTPOST, ENDOR: TWELVE WEEKS AFTER THE DEATH OF MARA JADE SKYWALKER

Ben Skywalker had thought it would be a simple matter of thumbing his lightsaber into life—screaming vengeance or choked into silent grief, he didn’t care which—and slicing Jacen Solo’s head from his body.

He sat flicking the blade on and off, staring down the shaft of blue energy and watching it vanish only to snap back into vivid life over and over again. He saw his mother, who couldn’t be summoned back again at the flick of a switch, although he would have given the rest of his life for one more chance to tell her how much he loved her.

But the image that he wanted to erase yet couldn’t was Jacen Solo’s face. So many people said Jacen was a stranger now, but a stranger was someone you never loved or looked up to, and so their brutality or careless cruelty was just repellent detail, the distant stuff of holonews bulletins. Family, though … family could hurt you like nobody else, and they didn’t even have to torture you like Jacen did to leave scars.

The face of Jacen that Ben would recall until the day he died was the one he saw on Kavan while he sat with his mother’s body, the face that promised Ben they’d get whoever did that to her. And that was why it simply would not go away; there was something wrong about that face, something missing, or something there that shouldn’t have been. Ben picked away at the memory, checking his chrono every few minutes, convinced that he’d been waiting for Aunt Leia for hours.

I had the chance to kill him. Dad stopped me. Maybe … maybe I could have killed Jacen without turning dark. Will I ever get another chance?

Jedi had killed Sith before. They said Kenobi killed a Sith on Naboo, but nobody thought it was an instant passport to the dark side; some dirty jobs had to be done. Ben had thought his absolute, all-consuming need to destroy Jacen had passed; but it hadn’t, and neither had his grief. It had simply shifted position. It ebbed and flowed, some days worse than others. He would not get over it. He would learn to live with the loss—somehow—but the galaxy had changed and would never return to normal; it was an alternate universe, nearly familiar enough for him to navigate, but where the most important landmarks were gone forever.

Now he was ready to pour his heart out to Leia. There were some things he wasn’t ready to tell his father. Luke Skywalker might have looked as if he was dealing with his grief, but Ben knew better, and if he told him what he really thought … Dad would kill Jacen, he was sure of it. He’d snap. Ben had to be the responsible one now.

But if I’m wrong … I’ll only hurt Dad more.

Nothing added up.

I don’t believe Alema killed Mom, Sith sphere or not. I just don’t.

How did Jacen know where to find me on Kavan?

How did he know I was there with my mother’s body?

Ben had thought it was odd at the time, even when the shock of finding her body had nearly paralyzed him. But even in shock, he’d had the presence of mind to record evidence at the scene, every bit of data he could grab, just as Captain Shevu had taught him. Jacen had mind-rubbed him once: he wasn’t going to let him rewrite history again.

And that was my instinctive reaction. Even when I found Mom dead … something inside me said that was important. I’ll trust that.

Jedi would have said it was the certainty of the Force; cops like Captain Shevu would have said that Ben’s investigative training had kicked in. Either way, Ben had more questions than he had answers. But he was more sure each passing day that Jacen, his own cousin, his own flesh and blood, really had killed his mother.

He waited.

Eventually he heard two sets of footsteps coming down the passage, and had a sinking feeling that Luke might have met Leia in passing and decided to tag along. But when the doors opened, it was Leia and Jaina.

“Ben?” Leia always had that calming tone that said everything was under control, even when it wasn’t. “What’s wrong?”

“I’ve got some difficult things to say,” he said. “You might not thank me, but I can’t sit on it any longer.”

The accusation was meant solely for Leia, and for a moment he was reluctant to blurt it out in front of Jaina as well. But she needed to hear it.

“You know you can tell me anything,” Leia said. “Do you want Jaina to leave us alone?”

“No, no. As long as you don’t rush off and tell Dad, because he thinks I’m over the Jacen thing now, and I don’t want to start him worrying again.”

Jaina sat down next to him, leaning forward, as if she was ready to hug him if he burst into tears. “It’s okay. I won’t say a word, and Mom’s the diplomat. What’s so bad that you can’t tell Uncle Luke?”

Cut to the chase. The longer he built up to it, the worse it would be. Ben concentrated on calm, rational language.

“I don’t think Alema Rar killed my mother,” he said. The words hung in the air as if he could see them. “I still think Jacen did.”

Leia just stood there, arms folded, but she didn’t react. Jaina shifted a fraction on the seat. If anything, they seemed … embarrassed. He waited in the agonizing silence.

“What makes you think that?” Leia asked at last.

“I’m not going to rely on what I feel,” Ben said. “Even though I feel it. I’m going by things that don’t add up. You know what police look for? Captain Shevu taught me. Motive, means, opportunity. And family doesn’t seem to mean much to Jacen. Look at the things he’s done to you and Uncle Han.” Ben recalled Jaina’s sudden exit from the Galactic Alliance military. “And you, Jaina. Look what he tried to do to you.”

“I know Jacen’s doing some terrible things, but let’s go through this a step at a time,” Leia said. “You’ve accused him before, but we’re all pretty messed up lately. Why is this still eating at you?”

“The way he found me on Kavan.”

“He’s good at finding people in the Force, Ben.”

“I was hiding. Doing my shutdown act. He’s not the only Jedi who can do that—he taught me to do it, and I taught Mom. I’ve even shown Dad how to do it, and he’ll tell you—once you switch out, even Master Amazing Super-Smart Jacen shouldn’t have been able to find me. And he still walked straight up to me in a tunnel on a deserted planet that’s the back end of beyond. That’s not luck, and it’s not finding me in the Force. He knew. And then there was the Sith meditation sphere that Lumiya had.”

He’d kept it to himself all this time. The longer you kept a secret, the harder it got. If only he’d disobeyed Jacen and told Dad about the thing. If only … maybe Mom would have still been alive.

Ben would never know.

“What about the sphere?” said Jaina.

“I found it on Ziost. I handed it over to Jacen when I docked it in the Anakin Solo. Next time I see it, Lumiya’s driving.”

Leia sucked in a little breath. “Lumiya was always adept at taking what she wanted.”

“The Anakin Solo might be slack when it comes to stopping infiltrators, Aunt Leia, but I can’t see Lumiya just wandering in and stealing the sphere without someone knowing about it.”

“Okay, file all that under unexplained. How about motive?”

Jaina seemed to be holding her breath. Leia looked away for a moment as if she was weighing the evidence. It didn’t amount to much—yet.

“How about the fact that Mara was in his way, like any good Jedi?” said Jaina sourly.

“No, let’s hear Ben’s view.”

Ben was theorizing now. “I spent a lot of time telling Mom about all the things Jacen was asking me to do in the Guard, and I could see it made her mad. I’m sure she bawled him out.”

“Okay, so that’s motive, maybe. Now let’s look at means.”

“Only a really skilled Jedi could ever take down Mom. Look at all the stuff Jacen can do.”

“But poison? That’s Alema’s trademark.”

“So it’s obvious to use it to draw suspicion elsewhere, isn’t it?”

“Sweetheart, Alema had the sphere. She was in league with Lumiya. We know that. And I’m sure Captain Shevu would confirm that people stick with one method of killing that they feel confident using. Alema spent the last year trying to kill as many of us as she could.”

Ben was off and running down the behavioral path now. “Okay, Alema was crazy, but she didn’t have a motive for killing Mom. It was always about you and Uncle Han.” He shook his head. “I don’t buy it, because she’d have bragged about it to Jag if she’d done it. She’d have wanted us to know she got in one good shot, to hurt us all, to hurt you. And then there’s opportunity. She was in the area, yes, but we also know for sure that Jacen was in the Hapan system around the time it happened.”

Leia really looked as if she was taking it seriously. She hadn’t rolled her eyes or told him he was being stupid, or even rushed to defend Jacen. That wasn’t a surprise given what Jacen had done to her, his own mother.

“Well, it doesn’t clear him,” she said at last. “But it’s not exactly enough to take to a judge, is it? He could have been in the Hapan system planning to kidnap Allana.”

It was a good alibi. Jacen couldn’t have committed a murder because he was too busy planning an abduction, Your Honor. Ben strove for a rational tone. “Aunt Leia, why do you think Mom hung on in corporeal form for so long? Why do you think her body disappeared just as Jacen showed up at her funeral? Don’t you think the Force might be saying something to us? I can’t stop thinking about it. I’ve turned it over and over in my head for weeks. I daren’t discuss it with Dad. But it’s driving me crazy.”

Leia took a few steps forward and squatted in front of him to put her hands on his knees. “Ben, you said you recorded everything you could at the scene.”

“Yeah, because nobody can mind-rub that or tell me I imagined it …”

“Have you found anything in the recordings?”

Ben stood his ground. He was sure, more sure every day now. “Not yet.”

“Okay.”

“I’m going to find out exactly what happened, Aunt Leia. I have to, and I’m going to do it by the book, because I need to be certain or I won’t be able to live with it.”

“What if you find evidence that it’s not Jacen?” asked Jaina. “Are you going to accept what the provable facts tell you?”

Ben had committed himself to take the rational, legal path rather than that of intuition and Force senses. “I don’t want to get the wrong person. Whatever I feel about Jacen for the other things he did to me, I don’t want to pin it on him if that means Mom’s real killer is still walking around. And if it really was Alema—well, fine. The result’s the same.”

Jaina looked into his face for a few long moments and then smiled sadly. With Leia still squatting in front of him, wearing that same sorrowful expression, Ben felt pinned down by their tolerant doubt. Maybe they were humoring him. Well, it didn’t matter. He’d stated his case, and he was going to prove it, because he couldn’t carry on with his life until he got answers.

And he would carry on with his life. When Jori Lekauf had been killed saving him, and he’d been drowning in guilt, Mara had told him that the best way to honor that sacrifice was to live well, to the maximum, and not waste a gift so dearly bought.

He’d do that for his mother. He’d live for her.

BASTION, IMPERIAL REMNANT: ADMIRAL PELLAEON’S RESIDENCE

Gilad Pellaeon, still healthy in his nineties and with no intention of fading into senility, was playing Theed quoits on the lawn when his aide entered the walled garden at a brisk walk.

The admiral didn’t take his eyes off the target—a short pole shaped like the flower spike of a Cezith water-lily, one of a dozen set in the shallow ornamental pond—but he could see all the signs of urgency in his peripheral vision.

“Yes, Vitor?” Pellaeon held the quoit between thumb and forefinger, resting its weight on his palm. “I hope you’re rushing to tell me that the chef has acquired Jacen Solo’s entrails and is braising them for dinner.”

“Not quite, Admiral.”

“Life is full of disappointments.”

“A military attaché from the Galactic Alliance is here to see you.” Vitor Reige had saved Pellaeon’s life in the Yuuzhan Vong War, and now he defended him from all other equally irksome visitors. Anyone from the GA fitted the description these days. “Shall I send him away?”

“Remind him that he should make an appointment if he wants an audience, not drop by to solicit me like some door-to-door tradesperson.”

“I think he might have been anticipating that. He handed me this note.”

Reige rustled. Pellaeon turned his head to look at a neatly sealed flimsi square, pale blue and bearing handwriting. It would be some sop from the strutting little demagogue Solo or one of his minions, some invitation or other public relations exercise to make his junta look more respectable. Pellaeon focused again on the lily, and tossed the quoit with a practiced hand. It fell neatly over the spike and came to rest on its base.

“Open it for me,” he said, taking another quoit in his hand. “If you think it might raise my blood pressure, throw it in the bin. If not … it can wait until I finish my game.”

Theed quoits was a pursuit that taught patience and concentration, as well as providing gentle exercise. It was always played on water; careless throws meant fishing around in a pond with your hand to recover the quoit. Some said that it had once been played with carnivorous fish in the water, and began life as a hunting technique on Naboo, but Pellaeon had quite enough predators in his life without adding that refinement. He settled for nothing more dangerous than a wet sleeve when he missed the target.

“Well?” Pellaeon lined up a more difficult target, the right-hand spike at the back that required an up-and-over technique to clear the middle row. “Is it going to give me an aneurysm or just provoke spluttering rage?”

“I really think you should read the message, sir,” said Reige. “If only for amazement value.” He held out the unfolded flimsi with a bemused smile, and Pellaeon took it. “You’ll be annoyed, I think.”

It was handwritten, or at least fashioned to look like it. And it was an invitation after all, but not quite the one that he was expecting.


The joint Chiefs of State of the Galactic Alliance respectfully request a meeting to discuss a mutual aid treaty with the Imperial Remnant, and the addition of its assets to the GA Fleet in exchange for substantial benefits.



A translucent green official seal was stamped across Jacen’s signature. No sign that Admiral Niathal had seen this, then; a Mon Cal should have known better than to back a little despot like Solo, so perhaps she wasn’t involved. But then Niathal had her own agenda, and it almost certainly didn’t include Jacen as a valued co-worker for life.

The brat. Pellaeon had resigned rather than be forced to work with him. It hadn’t been personal when it started; Pellaeon simply objected to the creation of an unaccountable, slightly-outside-the-chain-of-command, rather seedy secret police force, which was then put under the command of someone who had never worn a uniform in his life. The dislike—now fermented into a full-blown loathing—had come later, nourished simply by watching the holonews and listening to military intelligence reports.

Retired. No, I was forced out. And I haven’t forgotten that.

“No, Jacen, you cannot play with my ships,” he snorted. “Nor can you buy them.” He crumpled the flimsi in his hand, feeling the fragile seal crack, and tossed it back to Reige. “I can see no merit in aligning the Empire with a regime that has no current bearing on our interests.”

“I’ll return this to the attaché as it is, then, shall I, sir?” said Reige, tilting his head slightly to consider it. “I think it’s quite eloquent.”

“A gesture is worth a thousand words, but two often suffice.”

Reige walked back down the hedge-lined path without a sound to deliver the rejection to the attaché. A good man; loyal as a son. Pellaeon had long suspected he was—it was all too possible—but was reluctant to seek confirmation and be disappointed, because he missed Mynar terribly. It was a dreadful thing to be unable to acknowledge that Mynar had been his son; Pellaeon felt he had denied him even in death. He wanted no more hopes dashed, and had made generous provision for Reige’s future.

But if somebody didn’t put a dent in Master Solo’s ambitions, the future for Reige and everyone else would be bleak. It wasn’t actually true that the GA had no effect on the Empire. Some things couldn’t be avoided or ignored, however far away.

Perhaps I was a fool not to retire earlier, but I’m not dead yet. I still have some fight in me, and I’ll be hanged before I give in to the whims of a civilian playing soldiers. It’s a pity that his aunt was killed—she’d have lost patience with him eventually, and then he’d have had a good thrashing … oh yes.

Pellaeon threw the rest of the quoits, enjoying a private fantasy about playing the game the Naboo way, with a shoal of angry blembies cruising in the water, and making Jacen Solo retrieve the misses.

He was definitely not dead yet.

CHIEF OF STATE’S SUITE, SENATE BUILDING, CORUSCANT: TWO DAYS AFTER THE RETURN OF THE ANAKIN SOLO

Darth Caedus stared at the crumpled note in the tray and wondered what Pellaeon thought of him. It didn’t matter, but he was curious.

“Perhaps I didn’t explain myself clearly enough,” he said. “What do you think, Tahiri?”

She examined the note and shrugged. He wondered if she was trying to sense something from the flimsi, some clue about Pellaeon’s state of mind.

“I think you’re talking to the wrong person,” Tahiri said. “It’s the Moffs’ backing you need, not Pellaeon’s. He’s the last person who’d help you.”

Caedus thought it was more insurance than help, because he had no real sense of being under threat; the Confederation might have looked numerically equal, but numbers often didn’t equate to strength. But he planned to bring the war to a quick end, not to tiptoe along some line of status quo, and for that he needed an injection of numbers. The Imperial Remnant had not only the hulls and hardware, but—more importantly—also the doctrine and high-caliber personnel to make their assets count. They were very much his grandfather’s legacy. The Remnant’s shock troops were said to be as excellent as Vader’s 501st, and that kind of efficiency was what he needed in his order of battle.

The only barrier was Pellaeon, now too old to bend with the winds of change. He had been a great admiral once, but even though he’d retired—voluntarily or otherwise—he was still blocking the skylane. Admirals didn’t retire, of course. They were always subject to recall. Pellaeon might still be biding his time.

“Tahiri, to get the Moffs to back me, I need to be endorsed by Pellaeon,” Caedus said. “It’s more than his position as Bastion’s head of state. I can bypass figureheads when I need to, but the old boy is still very much hands-on, and he has enormous sway over the Moffs. They would commit their forces to the GA for the right reward, but not as long as Pellaeon opposes it.”

“And does he oppose it? I can see why he wouldn’t exactly trust you.”

“No, I’m not his favorite person, and I suspect he regards Niathal as a traitor in that stiff-upper-lip way of his. But this isn’t a refusal, I think … just a gesture. I believe he wants to be wooed.”

Tahiri’s mind was calculating visibly. “So what’s the right incentive for the Moff who has everything?”

“More of it, Tahiri. More. Everybody likes more.”

“But more of what, exactly?”

“Territory.”

“Must be a tough job finding parking for all those Star Destroyers, mustn’t it, Jacen?”

Caedus had to admit she was sometimes more entertaining than Ben even if he didn’t like being called Jacen. “I was thinking of Bilbringi or Borleias, actually. Maybe both if I have to. Shipyards and banking. I think the Moffs will like that … if I can get Pellaeon to see sense.”

Tahiri never asked if the worlds in question had been consulted about becoming bargaining chips, and Caedus wasn’t sure if she didn’t think politically or she took it as read that he would make it happen with or without their consent. “He’s a pragmatist,” she said. “And he wants the best for his little Empire.”

“He likes his honor better.” Caedus smiled and reached for the pile of datapads. There were a couple of items that troubled him still sitting in view. “But I think he needs time to consider this, and perhaps a visit from someone persuasive. Preferably in a smart suit and shoes, Tahiri.”

She gave him a withering glance. “You want me to see him?”

“I hope you’ll do better in this task than the last.”

“I’ve done my best, Jacen.”

“Yet you can’t find the Jedi base.”

“And, obviously, neither can you …”

“Show me you can complete a mission. Talk to Pellaeon.”

“He wouldn’t see the military attaché. What makes you think he’ll agree to see me?”

“Pellaeon is a gentleman, Tahiri. He’ll see you. Not only because you’re pretty and charming, but because someone will let the Moffs know the nature of the deal he’ll be offered, and so they’ll ask him questions that he’ll feel obliged to answer.” Caedus already had his networks set up; floating the idea through informal channels was quick and easy, but Pellaeon had to feel it was his idea. There was no herding the man. That Corellian blood made him very contrary. “Imperials need an empire, you see. It’s what they do. How can he turn that down?”

“Why didn’t you comm him and put it to him straight? Even if he hates you, he’d respect directness.”

“I was just testing the water with the letter. Now that I know how resistant he is, I’ll go to Plan B and get the Moffs excited about two shiny new acquisitions, and by a gentle process of osmosis, speeded up by your charm, he’ll say yes, without being made to feel I co-opted him after ending his long and glorious career sooner than he wished.”

Tahiri sat back on the edge of the desk and looked out over skylanes marked by the winking lights of speeders. “You plan every possible move, don’t you?”

“I don’t guess,” said Caedus. “There are too many wild cards being dealt as it is. Some of which are showing up now.” He picked up the first datapad on the pile. Wild cards indeed: intelligence reports confirmed that Corellia had placed an order for the Mandalorians’ Bes’uliik fighter. It was faster than an X-wing, armored in virtually impregnable Mandalorian iron—beskar—and for sale to anyone who had the credits. It was one of those destabilizing things that changed the course of wars. A subtle man, Fett; Caedus had been waiting to see what form his revenge would take for killing his daughter, thinking in terms of pure terminal violence, personal retribution, but the old mercenary was showing signs of playing a much, much longer and more destructive game. “Off you go, Tahiri. Come back to me with your timetable and strategy for getting an audience with Admiral Pellaeon and signing him up to the cause.”

Caedus would have to do something about the Bes’uliik. The simplest option was to buy a squadron for the GA, even if that rankled. But if Fett could play the longer game, so could he; the fighter was a joint project with the Verpine of Roche, part of a cozy mutual aid treaty between Keldabe and the Verpine hives. Caedus put the Verpine down on his list of beings to educate later. He would also steer clear of Mandalore for the time being. He had more urgent issues in front of him.

Fondor was still a major irritant, churning out warships for the Confederation at its orbital yards. It was a continuing threat, and it lay close to rich mineral resources in an asteroid belt; it built Star Destroyers. Assets like that couldn’t be allowed to remain in enemy hands.

So he would deal with Fondor as his next priority. He picked up his comlink and keyed in the code of his closest and most irritating colleague, Admiral Cha Niathal, joint Chief of State of the GA.

He didn’t see eye-to-eye with admirals lately.

“Admiral,” he said cheerfully. “We really have to do something about Fondor …”


chapter two


Thank you for your recent payment. The outstanding estate of the late Hidu Rezodar has now been released by the Registry of Testaments and Legacies, and you may collect the items anytime in the next ten days. Now the claim process has been activated, any item not removed by that time will be auctioned by the State of Phaeda and you will forfeit all ownership. Any taxes or duties payable on the items must be settled before leaving the planet.

—Message from the Phaedan State Treasury to Boba Fett, Mand’alor, Al’Ori’Ramikade—Leader of the Mandalorian Clans, Commander of Supercommandos



BRALSIN, NEAR KELDABE, MANDALORE

The weathered helmet of Fenn Shysa still stood on a granite column in the clearing, firmly secured by a durasteel peg.

Only animals or storms would have dislodged it; nobody would have thought of stealing the relic of a much-loved Mandalore. It had even survived the Yuuzhan Vong’s attempt to devastate the planet. Shysa was revered.

“Been a long time, Shysa.” Boba Fett didn’t make a habit of talking to dead men, except his father. It was the first time he’d visited the site. “You got your way.”

The helmet had once been vivid green with a red T-section, but the paint had dulled to browner tones, and the scrapes and dents of battle were more visible. The memorial was a substitute for a proper Mandalore’s grave; Shysa’s body was still in the Quence sector where Fett had left it. The helmet was all he’d brought back. It was an apt memorial for a populist leader, to be commemorated in the same way as any ordinary Mandalorian. Only the Mand’alor, the head of state of a stateless people, was buried. Their nomadic warrior culture had no tradition of orderly cemeteries.

Where will they bury me? If I have any say in it, when the end really comes, I’ll just set Slave I on autopilot for the Outer Rim, and keep going.

Fett had been an absentee Mand’alor, ignorant of his own people’s traditions. His lessons, whether he wanted them or not, came from his newfound granddaughter Mirta, who insisted on calling him Ba’buir—grandfather—and encouraging him to embrace his heritage. Relations between the two of them were … tepid. That was a big improvement. They’d started out as homicidal.

He stared at Shysa’s helmet, remembering. The crazy barve. Was I worth it? “You’d only say I told you so, so save your breath—”

“I can’t wait for you any longer.”

The sudden voice in his helmet’s audio-link made him jump, but it was just Mirta. She was itching to get under way for Phaeda.

“You’ll wait,” he said. “You’ve waited three months. You can wait ten minutes more.”

Fett tapped two fingers to his helmet in a farewell salute to Shysa and swung back onto the speeder bike.

If you only look after your own hide, then you’re not a man.

That was just about the last thing Shysa ever said to him before he died.

Fett set off for Goran Beviin’s farm, skimming above the silver ribbon of a tributary that flowed into the Kelita River. The landscape was changing. Since he’d first returned to a planet still struggling back to life after the Yuuzhan Vong had done their best to kill it, Mandalorians scattered around the galaxy had started coming home, thousands of them, and then hundreds of thousands, and more. The land was recovering. Farming was beginning again on tracts salted and poisoned by the vongese. It gave him a good feeling. Mando’ade showed their defiant streak by getting old farms thriving again rather than find new, easier land to cultivate.

No, the crab-boys—as Beviin still called the Yuuzhan Vong—hadn’t won.

Mirta was a persistent girl. “Ba’buir, you want me to start the drives?”

“No.”

“Are you okay?”

“Is Goran there?” She didn’t need to know how he felt right then. He wasn’t even sure himself, beyond a terrible guilty dread. “Has he got the room ready?”

“Of course he has. Goran’s never let you down.”

That was true. “Is Beluine’s accommodation sorted out?”

“Yes, but—”

“Then someone better tell him the Oyu’baat is as five-star as we get in Keldabe.”

“You’re psychic, Ba’buir.”

Fett wasn’t, but he knew his personal physician well enough to predict that he wouldn’t think a room in the rustic Oyu’baat tapcaf good enough for a fancy Coruscant doctor. Tough. I’m the customer. If the ruler of Mandalore could put up with a rickety farm outhouse with brutally basic plumbing, the Oyu’baat was fit for Beluine. It was clean and warm. As long as he didn’t try playing a round of cu’bikad with the patrons, he’d be fine.

“Tell him he can always be replaced by a med droid,” he said.

When Fett banked the speeder around the last stand of trees, he could see Mirta leaning against the aft hull plates of Slave I, arms folded across her chest, and Goran Beviin waiting beside her in his slate-gray farm overalls.

“No good acting like you don’t care,” Beviin said as Fett opened the cargo hatch from the remote on his forearm plate and steered the speeder onto the ramp. “You might have left her, but she’s still your wife.”

Fett secured the speeder. “Ex-wife.”

“The rooms and med droids are ready, anyway.”

Fett didn’t mean to sound ungrateful. Beviin was a good man, Fett’s chosen successor if anything went wrong—like death, like illness, like just plain old age—and he’d put up with a lot of demands since they’d located Sintas Vel’s body.

Fett’s wife wasn’t dead.

Dead would have been hard after she’d been missing for more than thirty years. Dead would have been easier than finding her encased in carbonite, stored like junk among some dead gangster’s forgotten possessions, and then working out what he’d say to her.

How do I tell her that our daughter Ailyn’s dead?

How do I tell her everything that’s happened since she went missing? That’s she’s got a granddaughter?

At least Mirta could do her own telling. Fett released the hatch and she climbed into the cockpit, a battered bag over one shoulder. She was in her midtwenties, although she had a scrubbed look that made her look like a kid, and that meant she wouldn’t be that much younger than her grandmother when she was revived.

But I don’t know that. Sintas could have been captive for years, and only carbonited recently. She could be nearer my age. She was a few years older than me …

Either way, it was going to be a very hard reunion. The last time he saw her, he’d left her injured in an alley. It was an ignominious exit to add to abandoning her and their baby daughter. And now all the pain was going to come erupting to the surface again, all the memories he’d locked in his past as surely as carboniting them so he never had to look at them.

“The med droid’s got full psychiatric programming, too, Bob’ika,” Beviin said quietly.

People usually came out of carbonite in a bad way, anything from blind and disoriented to totally and permanently insane. She’d really thank him for that. If he only knew what her chances were.

“Thanks, Goran,” said Fett. “Tell Medrit I’m grateful.”

“Ah, we’ve always got room for guests. Kih’parjai. It’s nothing.”

“Okay, look after the shop while I’m gone.”

The war between the Galactic Alliance and the Confederation was forgotten for the time being. Fett settled into the pilot’s seat and waited until he saw Beviin walk clear of the downdraft before he flicked the controls, and Slave I throbbed into life. The north Mandalorian countryside receded below into a patchwork, and the sky through the viewport darkened to violet and then black as they left the atmosphere. There was no going back now.

“What if she ends up insane?” asked Mirta.

“Han Solo was carbonited and he’s strutting around just fine.”

“I’ll look after her,” she said.

“I can take care of her.”

“Pay someone else to do it, you mean.”

So Mirta was in one of her combative moods today. That meant she was scared. He understood why, but he had his own problems to deal with when it came to facing Sintas again.

How old was I when I walked out? Nineteen? And then Mirta will want to drag up the reasons why I left. It’s going to be rough.

“Whatever,” he said. “She’ll be taken care of.”

Fett wanted to blot the past out of his mind. He set course for Phaeda manually just to keep his hands busy, to stop thinking, and to avoid a conversation with Mirta; he even kept his helmet on in the cabin, his hint to her these days that he didn’t want to talk. But it was never that easy to fend off her scrutiny. She seemed to hate gaps in a story, and for her, Fett had a lot more gaps than story in his life.

“Where did you go this morning?” she asked.

Not telling her would just stoke the fire. And maybe he wanted to give in to the interrogation now, maybe it was time she knew, even though nobody else did, maybe … did he want her to think better of him?

Fett paused. “Shysa’s memorial.”

“Why?”

Here we go. “Hadn’t been there since he died.”

“Your brother said you deposed him …”

Brother? Brother. Jaing, Jaing Skirata, that stanging smart-aleck clone who was still around all these years later. “He’s not my brother. We just share a genome, more or less. And I told him he didn’t know what went on between me and Shysa.”

“But you came back, and Shysa didn’t.”

“Long story.”

“Got plenty of time. What happened?”

It gave Fett the occasional twinge of regret. It didn’t haunt him, because he’d done what he had to do, and the alternative would have gnawed away even at his durasteel conscience. He debated whether to tell her, worried about his reasons for resurrecting another grim episode of his life at a time like this.

“I killed him,” Fett said at last. “I killed Fenn Shysa.”

FLEET HQ, GALACTIC CITY

Admiral Cha Niathal could sense the mood of a ship—or shore establishment—the moment she stepped on board. And the mood of this one was shocked fear.

It was impossible to keep some things quiet, and killing a junior officer on the bridge of the Anakin Solo was about as hard to hide as it got.

It can’t be true.

But the Anakin’s captain, Kral Nevil, a Quarren with a solid reputation both as a pilot and a commander, had witnessed it. He wasn’t the only one who’d seen the incident: it wasn’t just “buzz,” the fast-flowing river of gossip that circulated through both wardroom and lower deck throughout the fleet. Colonel Jacen Solo, joint Chief of State of the Galactic Alliance, had snapped Lieutenant Tebut’s neck without even touching her, on the bridge of his flagship, in full view of the crew. The reason didn’t matter. The enormity of the act made any reason irrelevant.

The news had leaked. It would go around the fleet like a flash signal. Even the absolute loyalty of the Star Destroyer’s rigorously vetted crew didn’t stop talk about something that serious. Tebut had been loyal, too, they would say to one another, and look what had happened to her.

It was just as well Niathal had reliable witnesses, because without them she would have dismissed it as wild rumor. Jacen had done plenty of dirty things on his rise to power, but this wasn’t just dirty. It was deranged.

He’s lost it. He’s becoming a megalomaniac. What do I do now?

She strode along the corridors of the HQ building toward the wardroom. On any other day, even in the middle of a war, the atmosphere in the building was busy and purposeful; the cumulative hum of voices had a certain pitch. If a ship had been lost in action, the hum dropped in volume and pitch and the sorrow was tangible, but the pulse, the very heartbeat of the navy, was still there.

Today, the beating had stopped. The whole building seemed to be holding its breath, scared to exhale. When Niathal passed personnel, they saluted automatically as normal, but they looked at her with expressions she could read all too well: What’s happening? How is he getting away with this? Surely you’re going to do something about him?

Those looks, mute pleas, were agonizing. But they weren’t as bad as the ones that said: You’re joint Chief of State. You’re letting him do this.

Niathal walked into the low rumbling of subdued conversation in the warrant officers’ mess and hit a wall of sudden silence. Then everyone scrambled to snap to attention. She could taste the dread.

“At ease,” she said, and tried to act as if she was doing normal Admiral’s Rounds to check on routine matters like tidiness and morale. “Any complaints?”

“No, ma’am.” It was a chorus of voices. If anyone had raised the most obvious concern that the GA had a maniac at the helm, she would have had no answer. She couldn’t take Jacen on yet. And if she dismissed their worries, she would lose respect and trust. “Nothing wrong with the food, ma’am.”

Niathal nodded and carried on to her office. Captain Nevil was waiting for her. She closed the doors and swept the room for bugs with her hand scanner, but even when it came up clean, she still whispered.

“All I can hope,” she said, not waiting for him to speak, “is that when the news spreads, the crews believe it as much as I did, or think that the poor woman deserved it for some reason. Because if they do reach the conclusion that he’s a monster, morale will collapse, and we’ve lost.”

Nevil didn’t respond. The Quarren usually kept his counsel, but he seemed to be even more tight-lipped today.

“What is it, Captain? I’ve swept for surveillance devices. You can speak freely.”

His mouth-tentacles rippled as if he was measuring his words carefully. “What are you going to do about Solo?”

Niathal’s instinct and training said to call in the military police immediately, invoke emergency powers and have Jacen arrested. But her common sense said that Jacen’s loyal Galactic Alliance Guard trumped the MPs, that the rest of the fleet was loyal to him, and that she would end up as sole Chief of State, which—whatever she might have thought she wanted a couple of years ago—was now a poison chalice.

And she was effectively Luke Skywalker’s spy. She needed to stay on the inside to arm him with intelligence. Jacen was too strong for her to confront and depose alone.

“For the moment, there’s very little I can do,” she said.

“Ma’am, you can put me on a charge for saying this if you like, but he needs to be relieved of duty.”

“Do you trust me, Captain?”

Nevil’s tentacles became still. He was wary now. “I think I still do.”

“Then if I say that I’m as appalled by this monstrous act as you are, but that I have to make sure I’m actually in a position to do something conclusive, will you accept that without further explanation?”

Niathal hoped he understood. If she told him more, he’d be compromised, too. It was the oblique talk of coups and plots; not that she was any stranger to that kind of coded conversation, having helped oust Cal Omas. Perhaps she was now getting her just desserts.

“I believe I get the general meaning, Admiral,” said Nevil.

Niathal wasn’t sure he had. “When you fire on a target like Jacen Solo, you daren’t miss or just wound him. You have to make sure he can’t return fire. Ever.”

Nevil froze, then nodded. It was a human gesture, picked up from serving alongside humans, just as they adopted expressions from other species.

“I’d expected instant mutiny,” he said. “But our tendency—all of us—is to maintain discipline and try to carry on as if nothing untoward is happening, as if that’ll make it go away.”

“There’s a war on, Nevil. Our people are too busy staying alive.” Niathal went to the window and looked out across the city, somehow expecting to see the view radically changed just as her world had been. But life went on. Coruscant was a long way from the front, and Jacen was still the heroic colonel, crusher of terrorists and son of two heroes of the old Rebellion. Well fed and defended, with distracting shows on the HoloNet, the average Coruscant citizen wasn’t about to rush to the barricades and storm the Senate, even if Tebut’s fate was plastered all over HNE bulletins. It wouldn’t be, of course. “And it hasn’t impacted the lives of civilians here—yet.”

Nevil seemed a little more reassured that he was still talking to the officer and not the politician. “I won’t ask what you’ll say to him when you meet. But he realizes you’ll know, and you’ll have to take some position on it.”

“I shall openly question his methods, as I usually do,” she said, wondering if she had already confided too much in Nevil. “And he’ll think nothing has changed.”

“So you don’t share a philosophy.”

“I’m disappointed that you might ever have thought I did.”

Nevil waited a couple of beats as if to make his point, that he wasn’t so sure an ambitious admiral wouldn’t do whatever it took to achieve high office, including selling her honor. “My son didn’t die to put a sadistic despot in power,” he said at last. “I look to you to ensure his life wasn’t wasted.”

It was a gut-punch. Niathal rode it. “I’m sorry about Turl. I truly am.”

Nevil just inclined his head politely and left. Niathal had just had some of her worst fears confirmed. While she knew that she couldn’t always be liked, and that becoming Chief of State always meant treading on a few toes, she was wounded by not being trusted—or believed.

Ironically, the man who was so convinced he could end chaos and conflict with his shock tactics was sowing more of his own. Jacen was making everyone wary and suspicious, even old friends and allies.

She needed to broker a discreet meeting with Luke Skywalker. But first, she had to be true to form and confront Jacen Solo indignantly about his latest lapse of judgment. She summoned her chauffeur. On the journey through the unconcerned, orderly skylanes of Coruscant to the Senate, she concentrated on being angry and indignant rather than working out her next covert moves. Jedi could sense these things. She thought of Nevil’s dead son, and the outrage came naturally.

Coruscant really was very peaceful. It was hard to square what she saw from the speeder window with what was happening offworld on the battlefield, almost as if there were a portal she had passed through and back again into another dimension. But it hadn’t been that long since the Yuuzhan Vong invasion; that had made the Galactic capital much more nervous than planets that had suffered far worse and far more frequently over the centuries, and so it was willing to embrace Jacen’s extremes. Coruscant was scared and wanted to be protected. Niathal wondered how Jacen would have fared trying to pull his hard-line savior act on more battle-hardened, less innocent worlds.

He was in his office, watching an intelligence holovid, a recording of a fleet engagement. There were so many brush fires breaking out across the galaxy now that she couldn’t say where it was taking place without checking the images carefully to identify ships and terrain.

Just another theater of war. The only positive thing I can see is that we’ve been saved from collapsing through overstretch by systems kind enough to stage their own local wars and excuse our attendance.

“What have I done this time?” Jacen said, not looking away from the screen. “I could feel the little black cloud of reprimand coming …”

Stay angry. Don’t let him sense anything beyond that.

Niathal took a deep breath disguised as an exasperated human sigh. “Jacen, I know you’re very new to the military, but here’s a tip to help you fit into the culture of the wardroom. We don’t kill junior officers on the bridge in front of everyone. It’s bad form. At least try to do it somewhere less public in the future.”

He looked up that time. She wondered if he was feeling the strain, because he looked more different by the day, a little older and less luminously youthful. It was especially noticeable in his eyes. “Ah. Word gets around.”

She didn’t sit down. She couldn’t stay angry sitting down. “Word gets around the fleet, and fast. You’re a fool.”

“Really? I thought I was doing quite well.”

“Morale, Jacen. It’s an asset every bit as much as a Star Destroyer. We ask those we command to be ready to die for us, not because of us, and the moment we lose their confidence, we start to lose the war. We need them.”

“Oh, and they need me.” He let out a snort of contempt. “The pact works both ways. Tebut was careless. It’s not an exercise, Admiral, it’s a real war, and mistakes get you killed. We could have lost the war thanks to Tebut. I think what happened to her brought home to everyone what that means.”

“Did you mean to make an example of her, or did you just lose control and it all got out of hand?”

That got a reaction, all right. She watched his eyes flicker, but not a muscle on his face moved for a second or two. “I think we’ll see an improvement in security procedures after this.”

“Good,” she said. Ah, he’s either worried he’ll burn out, or he’s already snapped and he doesn’t want me to know he’s falling apart. “I’ll spend some of my very limited time repairing the damage you’ve done to morale, then, because if a ship’s company is terrified of getting something wrong, pretty soon they stop using their initiative and don’t do anything at all. Do I need to explain?”

“You care too much about being popular.”

Niathal had to bite back a retort. She knew her reputation on the mess decks as a humorless iceberg. “Yes, I must keep my party-girl image in check.”

“Anyway, Fondor. Time to pick them off.”

“I would prefer to hit their industrial capacity first. Shut down their shipyards.”

“We need those assets in one piece.”

“If we want them as a going concern, then we’ll probably have to occupy the planet to enforce that, because the government isn’t about to capitulate. And we don’t have the resources to do it.”

“We might.”

“Oh, do share.”

“The Imperial Remnant. I’m opening negotiations.”

“How good of you to involve me in this …”

“I haven’t committed us to anything.”

So it’s us again. “If you think Pellaeon is going to kiss and make up after I took his job, you’re really not paying attention.”

“Well, just to give the Moffs an incentive to persuade him to forgive and forget, I was thinking of offering them some extra turf in return for joining us—Borleias and Bilbringi.”

It was certainly an incentive, and would have been excessively generous if either world had been the GA’s gift to give. Neither was a full member of the Alliance. “So what does the gift amount to? Turning a blind eye to the Moffs invading? Helping them do it? Helping them costs resources, and we’d never have gone to their aid had those planets been attacked anyway. So how do we give?”

“When we defeat the Confederation, we’ll shape the galaxy as we see fit for the greatest benefit. They contribute to that, and they get two rich worlds for their trouble.”

“Or they still get two worlds that don’t want to be under their yoke and fight them for every meter of land.”

“Either way, not our problem.”

But sooner or later, it would come back to bite him, she was sure. “This reminds me of one of those Naboo time-share scams,” she said. It was time to let him get bitten, and Pellaeon would never allow it anyway. “But I leave the high-level politics to you.”

“Fondor, then?”

“Shut down their shipyards first, because that disables their war effort. Then we neutralize their armed forces.”

“Very well.”

“And are you going to talk to Pellaeon direct?”

“I was thinking of sending a more neutral figure. Tahiri.”

“Jacen, she’s not exactly a diplomat, or even a negotiator.”

“All she has to do is get him to accept the principle. I can do the rest.”

Niathal got the feeling that Tahiri was being groomed to take Ben’s place. She was glad the boy had managed to get out of Jacen’s grip; he had the makings of a good officer and was becoming his own man. “Let me know when you do, then.” She turned to go to her own office, the one she’d had as Supreme Commander. It felt like a haven at times like this. “Preferably before you take action …”

“Send Shevu in, will you?” Jacen called after her. “He should be outside by now.”

Niathal passed the young GAG captain in the corridor, right on time, and gave him a nod toward Jacen’s door. He didn’t look happy, but he didn’t look scared. If Jacen tolerated someone that visibly unintimidated in his entourage, then Shevu had to be one of his most trusted lackeys. She would keep her distance.

“He’s all yours,” said Niathal.

THE MILLENNIUM FALCON, JEDI OUTPOST, ENDOR

“So, Dad, how do I contact Boba Fett?” Jaina asked. All she could see of Han Solo in his position under the coolant lines of the Millennium Falcon were his pilot’s boots. “How did you get hold of him?”

“Usual way, kid. I stood around like a jerk, and he ambushed me.”

“I’m serious, Dad.”

Han hauled himself out from under the Falcon and got to his feet. “This is Jag’s idea, isn’t it? I should never have let him have the crushgaunts.”

“Hey, I can make my own crazy decisions. And the best person to teach me how to hunt Jedi is Fett. Am I right?”

Han wiped the hydrospanner on a rag, and Jaina could see that a light had gone out of him. Beyond the clearing, the forest was a cacophony of wild noise that somehow managed to coalesce into something tranquil. Here she was, talking in this detached and oblique way about hunting Jedi—her twin brother, her father’s only remaining son. There were days when Dad disowned Jacen and never wanted to see him again, and the next day … the next, Jacen was his boy again, and he wanted to look after him and put things right. But every day, the volume of things that needed putting right got bigger, and harder, and more impossible. Dad hurt. Jaina knew Mom was hurting, too, but she seemed to be handling it better than him.

“So Ben thinks Jacen killed Mara.”

Jaina reached out and took the rag and the tool from his hands. “It’s clean now, Dad. Yes, he does.”

“What do you think?”

“I don’t know. I just don’t know.”

“You think he’s capable of that?”

“I don’t even want to think about it yet.”

“Jaina, do you think he’s capable of it?”

Jacen had tortured Ben: who knew what kind of weird logic he was operating under? If he did something terrible to Mara, would he have had any concept of it being wrong? He hadn’t planned to kill Fett’s daughter, but she hadn’t survived his interrogation. Jaina hated herself for even thinking it. Jacen was Han Solo’s son. But every killer, every criminal, was someone’s kid.

“No, I don’t think he’d murder Mara,” Jaina said. “But Ben seemed pretty rational. There’s something that doesn’t add up. I just hope he doesn’t get too close to Jacen while he’s doing this investigation.”

“So you do think Jacen would harm his own family.”

“Dad, he’s already done plenty of harming.”

“What are you going to do with him? I mean, you must have something planned or you wouldn’t be going to sign up for the Fett master class.”

“I’ll bring him in,” she said.

“Bring him in. Then what? Deprogram him? Lock him in the attic like you’re supposed to do with crazy relatives? Rehabilitate him and take him back into the Jedi Order? What happens to ex–Sith Lords?”

“The alternative is leaving him to carry on, Dad.”

Han Solo had never scared his kids but he was scaring Jaina now. She dropped her chin slightly. “We can worry about all that after he’s out of harm’s way.”

“Okay,” said Han. “If I was looking for Fett, I’d go to him, starting at Mandalore. He’ll give you a hard time, you know that?”

“Whatever it takes.”

“He might show you the door.”

“Won’t know until I ask.”

“You think your temper will hold out?”

“I can do anything when I really want to,” Jaina said. “And I want to bring Jacen in before anyone else gets to him. Maybe before Ben gets too close, too. For everyone’s sake.”

“Fett doesn’t have all the moves, or he’d have killed Jacen by now and wearing some part of his anatomy as a trophy.”

“Jacen’s not invincible, Dad. Nobody is. But when I go after him, it’ll have to be with skills he doesn’t have. Like Fett’s.”

“If you run into problems, your mom and I are going to be looking for alternative sites for a Jedi base not too far from that part of the galaxy …”

“No,” said Jaina. “I won’t need rescuing. I just wanted to know if you thought there was another way to do this.”

Han didn’t have a better idea or he would have argued. He gave her a long hug instead, silent and helpless, and she knew then that the focus she’d keep in her mind when things got ugly was that she had to do this to stop her father’s suffering. The general good, the trillions of beings whose lives might be at stake, was impossible to use as a powerful motivator. She needed something that would galvanize her from the gut, from the soul. And that something was her father’s face, drained of the spirit that made him such a hero to her.

“Look after Mom,” she said, and walked away into the trees. “I love you, Dad.”

“Hey, don’t take the StealthX to Mandalore,” he called after her. “It’ll just tick them off. And I love you too, sweetheart.”

Jaina turned around a few times to check if Han was still watching or back in the refuge of the Falcon, but he waited, arms folded, then waved. It must have compounded his pain to know that when things had reached their lowest ebb, his own daughter thought that the only man who could help was Fett.

Fett knew what it was like to lose a kid and see his family torn apart. She hoped, for no logical reason whatsoever, that the man would agree to train her not because he wanted to have his revenge on Jacen, but because he understood her pain.

In the end, though, it didn’t matter at all.
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Starring the heroes of the New Jedi Order!
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‘The official tie-in to the exciting new Star Wars video game!
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