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PROLOGUE

INTELLIGENCE REPORT (Extract)

CLASSIFICATION: Restricted

TO: Director of Imperial Intelligence

FROM: Section Controller J506

SUBJECT: Special security risks.

I regret to report that a number of security threats to the new Empire remain unresolved.

Among them is a small but worrying number of desertions by clone troopers from the former Republic’s special forces. We consider it unlikely that they are unreported casualties because of patterns of association. They are:

1. Null-batch ARCs N-5, N-6, N-7, N-10, N-11, and N-12. Highly dangerous and volatile black ops commandos whose loyalty was always suspect due to their strong association with their training sergeant, Kal Skirata.

2. Alpha-batch ARCs A-26 and A-30. (Others are unaccounted for, but they may be genuine casualties.) Equally dangerous, and—should you need to remind the Emperor—trained to be “one-man armies.”

3. An unknown number of Republic commandos—at least three complete and partial squads. Experts in sabotage and assassination.

4. Mandalorian mercenaries and military advisers working for Special Operations Brigade GAR, also known to have trained the missing clones—Kal Skirata, Walon Vau, Mij Gilamar, and Wad’e Tay’haai.

5. Among the known fugitive Jedi—in other words, those not confirmed as eliminated in Order 66, or reasonably believed to be—is General Bardan Jusik. Interrogation of several Padawan Jedi before execution suggests that Jusik renounced his Jedi status and joined the Mandalorians as a mercenary. I hardly need spell out the special risks of a Force-using Mandalorian.

The prisoner Dr. Ovolot Qail Uthan is also at large after being taken from Republic custody. Whether this was carried out by former Separatists, or is linked to Skirata’s alleged industrial espionage for an unknown commercial clonemaster, the biologist remains a threat to the Empire because of her work on FG36, a genome-targeted biological weapon specific to Fett clones. She is a Gibadan citizen, and Gibad is still refusing to observe the cease-fire.

Recommendations:

1. That we continue to search for the missing special forces personnel.

2. That we carry out reprisal action against Gibad, both as Uthan’s most likely source of technical support for bioweapon terrorism, and as a deterrent to other dissident governments.

3. That we closely examine those Imperial clone commandos who have missing squadmates—such as the former Omega Squad—and whose loyalty may be in question. If they prove reliable, we should use them to track their former comrades.

4. That we anticipate encountering former special forces clones in future military operations against rebels and malcontents, and ensure that Imperial stormtroopers are equipped to deal with the unique threat they pose.

Submitted this day by: Sector Controller J506, Officer Marigand, H. F.
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Malcontents and troublemakers will always be with us. They exist to dissent. A galactic cease-fire is exactly what most of them don’t want, because it takes away the cover for the small and implacable grievances that give their lives meaning. If they happened to win—they would be lost in aimless despair.

—Emperor Palpatine, on being told that opposition to Imperial rule was continuing on a number of worlds, despite the end of the Clone Wars.



Commercial freighter Cornucopia, Mezeg Sector freight terminal; third week of the new era of the Empire

Ny Vollen had never broken her word to anyone, but now seemed like a sensible time to start.

I must be out of my mind. This is going to get me killed. And them, too. What was I thinking?

She didn’t even dare imagine the word; her two passengers were just them. The brief time she’d spent with Force-sensitives had made her nervous at a gut level, and she was now irrationally afraid that her thoughts, feelings, and anxieties were somehow broadcast to anyone with the skills to detect them. It was crazy, she knew … but she didn’t know.

She couldn’t be sure her mind was still private territory. And that was what bothered her.

Just keep your heads down and shut up, both of you. Is that so hard? You can do your Force stuff to make guards go away, right? Well, do it.

The Mezeg terminal smelled of lube oil, blocked drains, and those sickly sweet hot buns that were sold with near-undrinkable caf wherever freight pilots gathered. She gnawed unenthusiastically on a bun, trying not to imagine what the hard chewy bits were made of. The scent of artificial vannilan always made her feel sick. Now it added to the turmoil in her stomach, threatening to overwhelm her as she stood under Cornucopia’s fuselage waiting for her vessel to be inspected.

She rehearsed a convincing reaction in case her hidden passengers were discovered.

Never seen them before in my life, trooper.

These refugees get everywhere, don’t they?

Thank you, trooper—now get them off my ship.

But none of those lines would have convinced her, so she doubted they would persuade any of the Imperial stormtroopers searching vessels entering and leaving Mezeg. If the stowaways were discovered, then at least they had no idea where Cornucopia was headed. And she hadn’t yet programmed a course for Mandalore, so there was no data to extract from the new computer and lead the authorities to Kyrimorut.

At least the worst wouldn’t happen.

But I know exactly where we’re heading, all the names, all the places, so the worst that can happen … will happen to me.

She was far too old to be embarking on a life of lawlessness. If she was caught and interrogated, she had no idea how long she would hold out before she revealed what she knew of Kal Skirata’s refuge for clone deserters. Her chances of escaping from the search team of four fit troopers, a civilian guard, and an akk hound looked close to zero.

Come on. Are they really going to suspect me of anything? I’m a woman. I’m old. My ship’s even older than I am. As to which of us is in worse shape … 

“Waste of kriffing time.” The Rodian pilot in the line next to her had a tiny courier shuttle that couldn’t have concealed a jackrab, let alone stowaways. He kept checking a chrono hanging from a fob on his jacket. “This is costing me.”

“Can’t argue with the Empire,” Ny said. “Suck it up.”

The white-armored stormtroopers didn’t scare her. She knew they should have. They weren’t Kal Skirata’s adopted sons, the special forces clones she knew, like A’den, Mereel, and Corr. They might have looked identical under those helmets, but if she thought they were friends—that was all wrong, deadly wrong. These men had their orders. They probably didn’t include being kind to old women who thought they were all nice boys at heart. Anyone aiding fugitive Jedi was an enemy of the Empire by definition.

And why am I doing this, anyway?

The freight port security guard held his search akk on a choke chain as he went from vessel to vessel, letting the animal snuffle around cargo bays and hatches. Four stormtroopers waited to pounce if the akk reacted to a scent or a sound.

“I suppose they’re bored now they haven’t got a proper war to fight,” the Rodian said. “Nothing better to do with their time. And how much has Palpatine spent on all that new armor? What was wrong with the old style? More taxpayers’ credits wasted.”

“They’re looking for Jedi,” Ny said. And my friends, like A’den … and Ordo … and Kal. She wondered if the Rodian actually paid any taxes at all. “We don’t know how many escaped the Purge. Enough to worry Palps, obviously.”

But Etain Tur-Mukan was one of the many Jedi who didn’t get away, although she hadn’t been executed in the Purge. She’d died stupidly. She got herself killed. Ny was used to the angry phase in bereavement, and the guilt that followed blaming the dead for being dead and leaving you so lonely that it wasn’t worth taking the next breath, but she hadn’t even known Etain before she took her body home to Mandalore.

Crazy kid. If she’d just walked by instead of getting in the way, defending that clone trooper, then she’d be alive now. And Darman would have a wife to come home to, and their baby would have a mother. What a waste. What a terrible, terrible waste. A war for absolutely nothing except a corrupt old barve’s ambition. Or a whole bunch of corrupt barves, if Kal’s right.

My Terin should still be alive, too. Stang, I miss you, baby.

The pain was at a manageable level these days, although she wished she hadn’t found out the details of how her husband died. But if she hadn’t, she would have imagined worse. Her old man was dead, gone in a matter of minutes, and that was all there was to it. He wasn’t the only man in the merchant navy to die in the war; she wasn’t the only war widow in the galaxy. Her grief was nothing special.

“I hope they find all of them, fast, and then we can get back to normal business,” the Rodian muttered.

“Who?” Ny was miles away, walking with the dead and trying to resist asking them why they’d done such uselessly brave things that hadn’t made the slightest difference to the course of the war. “What?”

“Jedi. I never trusted them anyway. My buddy—he lost his ship once, no compensation, nothing, when one of their fancy Masters commandeered it for some getaway. No please, thank you, or here’s some creds to tide you over, friend. Just took it. Higher authority. Mystic and righteous work. Piracy, more like—government-backed thieves. Well, they got theirs. Good riddance.”

Ny thought of Jusik and Etain, and bit back a defense. “Would you turn them in if you found any?” she asked.

“Even without a reward.” The Rodian snapped his fingers. “Like that.”

Ny wondered what he would have thought if he knew that it was another Force-user still running the show anyway. But she wasn’t even sure she could blame it all on this … Siff? Shith? Sith, that was it. Whatever kind of saber-jockey Palpatine was—if he’d engineered the whole war, like Skirata said—then he hadn’t needed to encourage some worlds to fight each other. Old enemies were just waiting for an excuse to start.

Ny hadn’t even heard of Sith before she met the renegade clone clan. Bardan Jusik had explained the ancient feud between Sith and Jedi, as pointless as the sectarian war on Sarrassia, where two factions of a religious cult had been fighting for thousands of years over the proper ritual for handling some holy relic—a goblet, a statue, a set of bones, Ny forgot which. They just seemed to define themselves by not being the other faction. She didn’t understand any of it.

Osik. That was the word. Mandalorians knew how to cuss, all sibilants and explosive consonants. It was all a load of osik.

There were plenty of other things Ny didn’t know or understand that were much closer to home. She hadn’t known Etain, so she couldn’t fathom the depth of Skirata’s guilt about the girl. She hardly knew Darman, come to that. She didn’t understand why Mandalore had allowed an Imperial garrison on its home turf. And she didn’t know how she fitted into the gathering of misfits that was Clan Skirata, only that she now thought of Kyrimorut as her home base and that it had happened almost overnight.

But that didn’t matter now. She was doing this for two reasons, two good reasons, but the second one was starting to trouble her more the closer she got to Mandalore.

I gave my word. And … stang, why do I trust Kal Skirata so much?

“At last,” said the Rodian. The akk handler was heading his way. The Rodian turned to her and nodded in a way that seemed to transcend species, the gesture of an exasperated pilot on a tight schedule whose timetable had been messed up by idiots. “I’m going to lose my on-time bonus thanks to this.”

Ny stood with Cornucopia’s manifest in one hand. That was the drill; to have your admin data ready on your ’pad for inspection, stand clear of your vessel, and wait for the security guy to talk to you.

Speak when you’re spoken to. Some things never change.

“Don’t point that out to them, will you?” she said. “Or else they’ll keep you here until Mustafar freezes over.”

She realized her pulse was racing. If the akk got a whiff of her two passengers, she’d be finished. It was a huge gamble. But then her passengers had everything to lose, too, and she knew they could make themselves a lot harder to find than the average stowaway.

Ny waited. She concentrated on feeling impatient, imagining the time and creds she would have been losing if this had been a real delivery, and hoped it was enough to disguise her fear from both akks and humans.

She wouldn’t have been the first freight pilot to find illegal stowaways in her vessel, or the first to deny all knowledge. And sometimes that was true; illegals knew all the tricks when it came to slipping past security checks. But what had once been routine and occasional searches by assorted authorities for a variety of reasons—like Boriin not wanting skilled metalsmiths leaving its territories, or Mil Velay not allowing anyone with a criminal record to enter its space—was now a matter of life and death.

The akk strained on its leash as it came toward her. Both of its front legs lifted clear off the ground as the handler leaned back against the animal’s weight to restrain it. He slackened the leash, and the akk raced up Cornucopia’s open ramp and vanished inside.

Ny handed her datapad to the stormtrooper. She couldn’t see his eyes behind that visor, but she was used to guessing where folks who wore helmets might actually be looking, and he seemed to be reading the ’pad.

“Name, ma’am.”

“Nyreen Vollen.”

“Cargo?”

“Food and basic supplies, bound for LodeCorp Mining asteroid Nine-Alpha-Four, Roche system.”

“Any passengers?”

“None.”

“Have you left your vessel unattended or unsecured at any time?”

“No.”

“Have you checked the vessel for beings, life-forms, or objects not loaded by you?”

“Yes.”

Well, that was true. She’d checked. The beings—she’d done the loading personally. The stormtrooper took some time going through the list on her ’pad, probably to give the akk enough time to do its search. There wasn’t much that anyone could extract from her manifest. It really was just supplies—flour, grassgrain, pickles, powdered milk, sacks of denta beans, soap, dried fruit, all the staples that would come in handy for a siege. Kyrimorut was that kind of place. It gave its residents a siege mentality, if they hadn’t already arrived with one. And she had.

The stormtrooper handed back her datapad. The others began walking slowly around the freighter, looking it over.

That hold stinks of tar-fuel, too. The akk can’t smell anything through that … can it?

But akks could do a lot of things. They weren’t anywhere near as smart as strills—ah, yes, Mird, she had a treat for Mird in her cargo, too—but they were employed as search animals for a reason. They were good at it. They smelled all, heard all, saw all.

No noise. No barking. No reaction. Please, please … 

Ny had never known time pass so slowly in her life. How could the akk possibly miss what was hidden in the empty water tanks? It would start whining and scrabbling at the inspection plate. She must have been crazy to think she could get away with this, her, a lowly freight-jockey. Running errands and doing a little low-level spying for A’den had been nowhere near as outrageously dangerous as this. Even helping that ARC trooper Sull desert had been a relatively safe trip. Ny knew she was out of her depth now.

It’s all my fault. Kal didn’t even want this. My bright idea … my problem.

The Rodian’s shuttle, now cleared for exit, taxied to the landing strip and lifted off. Ny watched, hoping she just looked anxious to complete her deliveries and get paid. Searches took less than ten standard minutes, from what she’d seen, and the akk had been nosing around in Cornucopia for about that long.

It’s nearly over. Nearly out of here. Nearly … home.

Where was home now, anyway?

Then it started. The hacking bark of the akk hound, that distinctive ack-ack-ack noise that gave the animal its name, echoed from the open hatch. Ny knew she wasn’t going home now, ever, and she struggled not to panic. Three stormtroopers rushed to the ramp, blaster rifles ready. The fourth held his sidearm on her.

“Wait here, ma’am,” he said. He craned his neck to see what was happening. “Officer, what’s going on in there?”

The akk stopped barking. Ny heard one set of scuffed footsteps accompanied by scrabbling claws, and she simply couldn’t draw another breath. This was it. The animal must have sniffed out her stowaways.

“Sorry, boys.” The guard’s voice emerged from the hatch. “He’s still a pup, despite his size. Needs a bit more discipline.”

The akk came trotting down the ramp dragging a bantha’s thigh bone, the huge pelvis end clamped between his jaws. It was Mird’s treat; bantha meat wasn’t easy to get hold of on Mandalore. Ny’s knees nearly buckled. The guard tried to take the bone from his animal, but the novice akk wasn’t having any of it. His lip curled and he growled deep in his throat, teeth still locked hard on the femur.

“Look, I can get another bone,” Ny said, feigning exasperation rather than flinging her arms around the akk and telling it what a good boy it was for sabotaging the search. “Keep it. I need to get moving.”

One of the stormtroopers tilted his head at her. “What do you need a bantha bone for, ma’am?”

Ny’s answer was out of her mouth before she even thought about it. The ease and speed with which she conjured up a complete fabric of lies shocked her.

“One of the miners has a pet nek,” she said. “You don’t find many banthas on your average asteroid.”

It really was getting that easy to lie. She was disappointed in herself, her old self before widowhood had made her into a more marginal creature, but she also felt a thrill of excitement—and shame—at her newly discovered capacity for defiance. Yes, I’m wrong, I’m breaking the law, but I did it—I pulled it off. The guard was still trying to get the akk’s mind back on search duties as she closed the hatch.

Stang, she hoped those two could still breathe in that tank. She couldn’t check until Cornucopia jumped to hyperspace and she’d set the autopilot on course. Getting out of Mezeg orbit seemed to take hours rather than minutes, and the moment the stars in the viewport stretched from points of light to frozen streaks of infinity, she checked the course and handed the controls over to Cornucopia’s nav computer.

The aft cargo section was silent except for the throb of the drives and the rattle of loose fittings. Ny took a deep breath and began unbolting the water tank inspection plate on the deck, wondering if she’d find bodies rather than live Jedi.

“That was too close.” Ny lifted the metal panel and reached down. It was a tight fit in the space between those tanks even for a short, skinny kid like Scout, so the Kaminoan must have been very uncomfortable indeed. “How did you get away with that?”

Scout scrambled out of the hole in the deck, her ginger hair disheveled. She looked like she hadn’t eaten in a week. It took a little longer to extract Kina Ha, not only because the Kaminoan was much taller, but also because she was a lot older—exactly how old, Ny wasn’t sure, but the Kaminoan was a venerable lady by anyone’s standards. Ny usually couldn’t tell the age of a nonhuman, but Kina Ha would have looked obviously old to anyone, with deeply lined gray skin and drooping eyes. She moved slowly. It made Ny feel positively teenaged.

“I influenced the akk to find that bone when it got too excited,” Scout said. “But we’re fine. Aren’t we, Kina?”

“We are alive,” said the Kaminoan. “And that is a bonus. Thank you for risking so much for us.”

Ny would have taken that thanks in her stride a matter of days ago, but now it triggered a pang of guilt. Neither of the Jedi knew where they were going, and they hadn’t pressed her too hard for an answer. But she hadn’t told them exactly who their hosts would be, either.

And that was going to be … interesting.

No matter: like Kina Ha said—they were alive, and that was a bonus.

Cornucopia was a typical old CEC Monarch-class cargo ship, boxy and basic, with a long bench along the bulkhead behind the pilot’s and copilot’s seats. Kina Ha settled on the bench like a crotchety duchess and fastened her safety restraints. Scout slid into the copilot’s seat next to Ny.

Ny broke out some ration packs and passed them around. She had no idea what Kaminoans ate—fish and other seafood, she guessed—but Kina Ha wasn’t going to get any yobshrimp here. Skirata had said that Kaminoans hated bright sunlight and were happiest when it was cloudy and bucketing down rain. That was going to be a challenge to achieve on Mandalore, too. But that was going to be the least of Kina Ha’s problems.

“We’re going to Mandalore,” Ny said at last. Somehow she expected at least a gasp, or even a cry of protest. But the two Jedi were silent. “You heard me, didn’t you? Mandalore? Manda’yaim?”

“Yes, we did hear, thank you,” Kina Ha said. “Suitably remote and forbidding. I commend your ingenuity.”

“You don’t have a problem with Mandalorians?”

“Should we?”

“Well, a lot of them have a problem with you. Jedi, that is.”

Kina Ha peered into the open pouch of the ration pack as if she was divining the future from its contents. “I have a vague recollection of Mandalorians fighting for the Sith,” she said. “But I’ve kept myself far from the political detail of the galaxy for a long time.”

Ny wasn’t sure what a long time meant, but she imagined centuries. Kina Ha wasn’t just any old Jedi. She was genetically engineered; all Kaminoans were, of course, and Skirata said that was how they survived their global flood and turned into what he described as loathsome eugenicist scum. But no Kaminoan had been engineered quite like Kina Ha. She was unique. Her genes had been modified for a very long life span, and that meant she would be useful to Skirata in ways she probably couldn’t begin to imagine.

That genome was the only thing that was going to save her from Skirata’s wrath. He was banking on finding something in her genes that would stop his clone sons from aging at twice the normal human rate.

“Is that where you’re from?” Scout tidied her hair with her fingers. It didn’t look much different afterward. “Mandalore?”

“No,” Ny said. “I’m not Mandalorian. I just help them out when they’re busy.”

How do I explain Kal to them?

“I’m not being ungrateful,” Scout said. Kina Ha selected something from the ration pack and chewed it thoughtfully. “I’m just scared.”

Oh boy. “I’m taking you to a safe place,” Ny said. “Quite a few other folks are hiding from the Emperor.”

“Other Jedi?” Kina Ha asked.

Ny wasn’t sure how to describe Bardan Jusik. Lapsed Jedi? Very lapsed Jedi? Apostate? Born-again Mando? It could wait. Scout would be able to decide for herself soon enough.

“In a way.” She couldn’t sit on this any longer. “Look, you’re going to stay with a Mandalorian clan of clone troopers who’ve deserted. Some of them don’t have very happy memories of Kamino, Kina Ha. It’s only fair that I warn you. And the place belongs to Kal Skirata. He’s an old mercenary who trained clones in Tipoca City, and … well, he hates Jedi and Kaminoans for using the clones. So relations might be frosty for a while.”

Ny felt a little better for getting that out in the open, but not much. Kina Ha tilted her head gracefully.

“Well, it could be worse,” she said.

Scout lowered her chin. “And that place is safe?”

“Kal’s a good man.” Ny was instantly defensive again, was already far too fond of Skirata for common sense. “He’s dedicated his life to rescuing clones. But Kamino left a big mark on everyone. One of the clones had a baby with a Jedi girl who got killed in the Purge. So it’s one big painful mess at the moment. But you’ll be safe there. Kal’s given me his word.”

Mess didn’t quite cover it. Ny decided not to plunge the two Jedi into anxiety overload by mentioning the rest of the problems. They’d find out about Dr. Uthan soon enough, and Jusik the definitely-not-Jedi, and the bounties on everyone’s head, and Jango Fett’s serial-killer sister back from the dead, and the Imperial garrison, and Fenn Shysa’s resistance plans … yes, it really did sound like less fun than falling into a sarlacc’s corrosive gut when she looked at it all in the cold light of day.

But Ny still couldn’t help feeling better when she thought of Kyrimorut. The place was isolated, desolate, and spartan, full of the grieving and the dispossessed, but the warmth of the tight-knit community there transformed it.

It held no memories of Terin, either. When she was there, she felt able to imagine a future. The days ahead were no longer an empty void to be endured or escaped.

“What happened to the Jedi’s baby?” Scout asked.

“Kad? He’s fine.” Was that telling Scout too much? Ny had grown a major caution gland when she started dealing with the Grand Army, but the girl would see for herself anyway. “Growing like a weed.”

“And the bone? What was the bone for? Is it some primitive Mandalorian ritual? I heard they crown their leader with a real skull.”

“I think the skull’s symbolic, Scout.” Was it? Ny liked Mandos, but they did have a penchant for anatomical trophies. “The bone was for Mird. If you’ve never seen a strill before, they’re quite something. Very rare native animal.”

“Never heard of them.”

“Then you’re in for an education.”

Ny settled back in her seat and realized that she hadn’t escaped from the Empire. She’d simply skipped one crisis and was hurtling at multi-light-speed toward the next.

“I recall strills, I think,” Kina Ha said absently. “But that was just before the Sith went into hiding.”

Ny was only half listening now, checking Cornucopia’s instrument panel. “Sorry, when did the Sith disappear?” She glanced over the back of the seat. Very few ordinary folk had even heard of Sith, so it was odd to hear Kina Ha drop the name. “I’m not good at history.”

The Jedi frowned in concentration, furrowing her wrinkled brow all the way back to where her ears should have been if Kaminoans had them.

“Oh … perhaps a thousand years ago?” She swayed her impossibly long neck like a snake. “It’s been so very long … and so many wars. I forget.”

Ny wasn’t sure she’d heard right. And then she realized she had, and the galaxy changed out of all recognition for her—again.

Special Operations barracks, 501st Legion headquarters, Imperial Center (formerly Coruscant)

Medical technology could do just about anything, Niner decided, except mend Darman.

He watched his brother put on his newly issued Imperial armor, dark charcoal gray and black. The color was much like their old matte-black Katarn pattern plates, but there the similarity ended; everything about the shape, from helmet to chest plate to greaves, was just that bit different. It made Darman look like a stranger. And he felt like one, too.

Darman had changed overnight. Niner couldn’t really expect anything else. How would any husband react to having to stand by and watch his wife killed? But this was more than grieving. Both he and Darman had lost brothers in the war, and they’d had no choice but to get on with life and carry on fighting in the very next moment.

Grieving was dealt with slowly and privately. Eventually, you came to terms with it. But Niner had never been in love with a woman or fathered her child, and so he realized that Darman’s grief was probably something new and indescribable, bound up with shattered hopes for a future that no clone had thought he’d ever have.

But we can have those lives. The little ordinary things. Fi’s got a wife. So has Atin. And Ordo. They’re living as Mandalorians, free men. I know what I can be.

Niner had never seen Kyrimorut, and now he had to forget that he even knew its name. At least he didn’t know where the homestead was. Nobody could beat that information out of him. He was scared to talk about anything in their new quarters, even in the locker room, in case the Emperor had installed surveillance to check on who was loyal and who had ties to the past regime.

It might have been the same boss with a new title, but the new Empire already felt like a different world from the Republic.

Darman attached his armor plates to his undersuit, and clung to his DC-17 rifle like a comfort blanket. The 501st had let the commandos keep those for the time being. There was probably a brutally pragmatic reason for it; they were used to the Deece, and that saved training time on new weapons, but it still felt like a kindness, a concession to ease them into the new and unsettling world of the Imperial Army. Niner kept trying to work out why it felt so different. It wasn’t the vast influx of new clones produced on Centax 2 by fast Spaarti processes. He’d met very few of those men. No, what bothered him most was simply the absence of things that had been the core of his life for thirteen years.

People.

He couldn’t call Skirata. There was no General Jusik, either, or Fi, Corr, or Atin, or any of the people he knew he could count on if he needed them. There was just Darman.

And Darman needed him, whether he knew it or not.

Dar could have escaped with the rest of them and been with his baby son now, but he didn’t; he’d stayed with Niner. Nobody in the galaxy could buy that kind of loyalty and brotherhood, and now Niner had a debt not only of honor but of family.

Darman flexed his fingers, making his new gauntlets creak. “You going to stand there scratching your shebs all day? Buckets on. Mustn’t keep Lord Vader waiting.”

“I know you’re not okay,” Niner said, “so I’m not even going to ask.”

“I’m fine. Are you up to this?”

Niner had broken his spine on that awful night when Order 66 was called. Darman had refused to leave him, afraid he’d end up like Fi, on life support waiting to have the plug pulled because nobody had a use or a place for crippled clones. Niner didn’t need reminding that it was his fault Darman was stuck here and not raising Kad.

“I’m good as new,” Niner said. He did a few twists from the hips and bent over straight-legged to put his palms flat on the floor. “See? Actually, that’s better than I used to be. I couldn’t quite do that before.”

“Come on. Let’s get this over with.”

“Dar, whatever Vader’s got in mind for us, it’ll be business as usual.”

“How can it be? We haven’t got a war to fight now.”

“Oh, you think it’s all over, do you? You been watching the holonews?” News was all that Niner had to occupy him for days after his spinal cord was repaired and he was confined to a brace. “There’s still trouble. Still places where the locals are fighting. Places that won’t accept the Empire.”

Darman flipped his helmet over between his hands a few times. “Little border wars. They don’t need special forces for that.”

“Okay—what do you want to see happen? No, don’t answer that.”

Niner grabbed Darman’s arm, steering him down the corridor to the parade ground. This wasn’t Arca Barracks. He couldn’t trust anyone or anything. When they got outside, he walked into the center of the parade ground, took off his helmet, and gestured to Darman to do the same.

This had to be done in silence. Normally, they could have switched to a secure comm circuit and safely discussed anything within the privacy of their helmets, but Niner had no idea if the new kit had comm overrides that he didn’t know about. It was the kind of thing he could have handed to Jaing or Mereel to pull apart, but the Null ARCs were half a galaxy away. He’d improvise.

“What are you doing?” Darman asked.

Niner held up his forefinger for silence. “Testing the proximity sensors. Put your helmet down.”

As far as onlookers were concerned, they were just two clones testing new and still unfamiliar armor systems. Niner laid his helmet on the ground and walked away from it, beckoning Darman to follow suit. When they were far enough from the helmets to be out of audio range—and then some, just in case—Niner stopped.

“Okay, Dar, we walk back toward those buckets in a few moments, like nothing happened. Got it?”

“You’re paranoid.”

“I’m sensible. Look, Dar, what do you want most right now?”

“Does it matter?”

“Yes. It does. Do you want to leave? Do you want to go to …” Niner hardly dared say it, but at some point it had to be said. “You want to go find Kad? Look after him?”

Darman’s expression was unreadable. If only Bard’ika—Bardan Jusik—had been here now; he could have Force-sensed Darman’s real mood. But he wasn’t, and Niner could only guess, because the Darman he knew didn’t react the way this Darman did. Niner had spent two days reading medical texts while he was recovering. He didn’t understand a lot of it, but he now knew there were states of mind called dissociative amnesia, where the mind shut out the memory of terrible events just to be able to cope with everyday life. He was sure Darman was doing that.

“I don’t know that name,” Darman said at last.

Niner had no idea how to handle this. All he could do was keep an eye on his brother and hope that time really did heal. “Okay,” he said. “You want to stay here.”

“What else would I want to do? I’m a commando.”

“It’s all right, Dar. You’re going to be fine.”

There was nothing else Niner could say. Darman hadn’t mentioned Etain since the night she was killed. Niner decided it was still too risky to raise the subject. But he made up his mind that he’d get Darman out of the Imperial Army by brute force if necessary. How—that was another matter. But he was a commando. He’d think of something.

“Are we done?” Darman asked. “Because Vader’s giving us our briefing in a few minutes, and I hear he’s pretty tough on bad timekeeping.”

There was no more Sergeant Kal, the indulgent father, and his loose regulations. There was a command structure of officers, and things were a lot tighter all around. The only part of their previous lives as Republic commandos that they’d kept—apart from the Deece—was their ID numbers, now with an IC prefix.

They’d think that changing our numbers was like changing our names, wouldn’t they?

Niner began to wonder if he was making excuses for the Empire, attributing gestures that it simply wasn’t making. Perhaps that was his own way of staying sane.

They kept up the pretense of walking toward their helmets to see if the alarm kicked in, which at least told Niner that something in Darman still knew he had a secret to keep. For a moment he wondered if Darman’s paranoia about the Empire was even worse than his own, and this was just a conscious act maintained twenty-four hours a day so that it never slipped. But it was hard to tell. Darman put on his helmet, killing any further chance of private conversation, and they strode off in silence to the briefing hall.

Niner wasn’t sure what he was expecting to see when he got there. The ranks of commandos waiting for Lord Vader weren’t the entire strength of the former Special Operations Brigade. Niner estimated it was less than a quarter, maybe a thousand men, so he wondered how they’d been selected. He had no way of recognizing any of them until they spoke or moved, though, because the individual paint schemes they’d been encouraged to apply to their armor, Mandalorian-style, had now been erased by a sea of uniform black. It said more clearly than anything that the galaxy had changed. Niner didn’t even spot Scorch until the man slipped into a space beside him. His vivid yellow armor flashes were gone.

Funny. We’re used to recognizing individuals with identical faces, but then I’m thrown for a loop when everyone’s got the same armor.

“How are things, ner vod?” Scorch asked. “You’ve been keeping to yourselves lately.”

Niner decided it was probably a bad idea to speak Mando’a in front of strangers, although he wasn’t sure why. By strangers, he meant any of the 501st stormtroopers who hadn’t started life as Republic commandos on Kamino, trained by Mando sergeants. He wasn’t sure if he could think of them as brothers.

“I’ve not been well,” Niner said, deadpan.

“Heard about the injury. Nasty.” Scorch didn’t say if he knew the detail of the fight at Shinarcan Bridge. But it was no secret that a woman had been killed when she stepped between a clone trooper and a Jedi’s lightsaber. Just how many people knew it was Etain was another matter. “I think we’ve got some ARCs here, too. Imagine that, the ARC boys having to slum it with us lesser mortals … so how are you, Dar?”

Darman shrugged. “I hate this new armor.”

“Yeah, it’s a waste of creds. Nothing wrong with the old kit. Fixer hates it, too. Boss couldn’t care less.”

Niner had to ask. “Any news on Sev?”

He said it as neutrally as he could. Darman wasn’t the only man here with painful memories. Every commando knew that Delta Squad had lost contact with Sev and left him behind when they banged out of Kashyyyk. Quite a few men thought the squad should have told General Yoda to shove his order to pull out, and gone back for their buddy. But Yoda was now gone, too, along with the rest of the Jedi. Sev was one more tragedy in a grinding, oddly pointless war, the extra agony piled on by losing comrades in the last days of the fighting.

Like Etain. She was minutes—no, seconds away from getting off Coruscant for good. It’s just cruel. It shouldn’t have been like that.

“No,” Scorch said, his voice a little hoarse. “Sev’s still MIA.”

He didn’t ask about Etain. But Delta Squad knew about her and Dar. Niner just hoped that the gossip hadn’t reached Vader.

Vader … Vader was as far from General Arligan Zey as any being could be, a huge figure encased completely in black armor, helmet, and cape. His voice and rasping breath didn’t even sound human, although rumor said he was. He swept into the hall and didn’t even introduce himself. He didn’t need to. In two or three weeks, he’d become the name whispered in messes and canteens. This was the Emperor’s right hand, and he could do things that only Jedi could do, like moving things—and smashing them—without touching them.

Someone said he’d been a Jedi once. But so had Dooku. It would be no big surprise if that was true. Niner didn’t know or care about that, but he’d treat Vader with caution anyway. He stood to attention. The last thing he wanted right then was to be singled out as an individual. He wanted to vanish.

Vader stood with his thumb hooked in his belt, his rhythmic, wheezing breaths sounding like a machine. “We have tracked down many of the traitors who escaped the Purge, but our work is not finished,” he boomed. “There are still Jedi evading justice, and we have deserters from our own ranks to deal with. You will live up to your name as Vader’s Fist. You will hunt down the remaining fugitives.”

Niner expected some reaction from Darman, at least a flinch. But he stood frozen. Nobody moved or said a word.

“Your former special forces comrades are adept at causing death and chaos,” Vader continued. “So you are the ones best placed to locate and neutralize them. I expect no quarter given to them. They were your brothers once, but they are now traitors, an insult to all of you and your sacrifices. You are now the Imperial Commando Special Unit. Do not disappoint me.”

A list of fugitives was transmitted to the clones. Niner knew that every clone in the hall was doing the same as he was at that moment. Each man was adjusting his focus to look at the head-up display in his helmet to check the images and text superimposed on the view through his visor.

He knew he’d see names he recognized. The faces didn’t matter, of course. Except for the Jedi and a few others, they would all look identical; and there they were, listed as numbers.

ARC trooper Captain A-26 and ARC trooper A-30—Maze and Sull.

Maze? Old misery guts, AWOL? Him, of all people … 

Niner was genuinely surprised by that. Maze was Zey’s aide, a man who did things by the book. Niner wouldn’t have bet on him making a run for it, but then there were others there on the list who seemed equally unlikely: Yayax Squad, Hyperion Squad, and individual Republic commandos he remembered. There was even a regular clone commander missing, Commander Levet, who’d served under Etain on Qiilura.

Corr and Atin were on the list, of course, but Fi wasn’t. At least his faked death had convinced the Empire’s new record keepers. But most civilian personnel were exactly the same beings who’d served the Republic just weeks earlier, at the same desks and with the same salaries, and nothing much had changed for the vast majority of Coruscant’s population except the name of the place. It was Imperial City now, and the planet was Imperial Center. The biggest task the desk jockeys faced was revising the holocharts. Niner still found that hard to take in after so many lives had been torn apart in his own small circle.

Coruscant. Corrie. Triple Zero. Trip Zip. I’m easy. But it’ll never be Imperial City as far as I’m concerned.

The deserters list was short but significant. Rolled together, they made a brutal little army to be reckoned with. Niner had seen how much damage a single ARC could do, from blowing up key targets to destabilizing whole governments. Come to that, he knew how much damage he could do with a few brothers and the right kit. They were dangerous. They’d been bred and trained to be that way.

Do I want to stop these men?

Do I want to kill them?

Of course I don’t. They’re our own.

And then there were the other names, the ones that needed pictures as well, because they were random beings with their own distinctive features—the Jedi on the run. Bardan Jusik was only one name on a list that was longer than Niner expected, all little Padawans and minor Knights but relatively few Masters.

But there was one Knight on the list nobody would have to look for. This far back in the ranks, Niner doubted that Vader could see him. He put his hand under Darman’s elbow, knowing the effect that seeing Etain Tur-Mukan’s name and face would have on his brother.

So they don’t know she’s dead. And that means they really aren’t sure who’s dead and who’s missing.

Etain’s picture wasn’t a flattering one but it still broke Niner’s heart. He could only imagine what it did to Darman. She was a thin, freckled girl with wavy brown hair and green eyes. If he hadn’t known her, he’d have thought she was just another young woman; a librarian, a store assistant, a clerk. She didn’t look like a general who’d fought a war and put everything on the line.

“It’s okay, Dar,” Niner whispered. If anyone picked that up, it wouldn’t have meant a thing to them. But Darman didn’t react. “Udesii. Take it easy.”

“I sense that many of you are dismayed by these names.” Vader had a knack for saying the most unsettling things. “You have been commendably loyal to some of these beings. But they deceived you, and they deserve no mercy, either. Your specific missions will be assigned to you soon. Dismiss.”

The lines of commandos filed out of the hall and broke up into groups heading back to the barracks. Niner kept checking his datapad for assignment details. It was a lot of trouble to go to just to tell them they’d be getting a list of folks to kill. But maybe it was about seeing Vader in the flesh and realizing that the guy meant business. General Zey had never had that effect on him, and as for Yoda—Niner couldn’t actually remember seeing Yoda in person, but he just knew the general didn’t have that gut-gripping presence that Vader had.

Scorch sidled up to Niner and matched his pace.

“I hate this,” he said. “And we’ve got some new guy taking Sev’s place. It’s temporary, though. He’d better understand that.”

Niner remembered Corr joining Omega Squad when Fi had been whisked off to Mandalore. It was obvious that Fi was never coming back, but nobody ever admitted Corr was a permanent replacement. Niner understood Scorch completely. Permanent meant you’d given up hope of seeing your brother again, and made you worry that you’d somehow sealed his fate by accepting he was gone.

“Well, there you go,” said Darman, walking toward the canteen, eyes on his datapad. At least his appetite was unaffected. “Look at that.”

“Who did we draw?” Niner asked, suddenly not wanting to look at his own ’pad.

“We’re with two new guys from Galaar Squad—Ennen and Bry. And we’re just Squad Four-zero now.”

“I meant who are we supposed to go after.”

Darman swallowed just hard enough for Niner to realize that he really was distressed by all this, even though he seemed to be numbed by events. There wasn’t a lot one clone could hide from another, not when every small gesture and sound had to be examined to distinguish one brother from another.

“Some guy called Jilam Kester,” Darman said. “Never heard of him.”

It was still an assassination, but Niner was relieved that it wasn’t Bard’ika. Then he wondered if they hadn’t been assigned the people they knew best because someone thought they’d never pull the trigger.

Niner couldn’t imagine the Empire—or anyone—being that tolerant of clones who might not carry out their orders because of sentiment. It felt like a test. He waited until they were on their own on the parade ground before taking off his helmet.

“Who’s got Skirata and the Nulls? And Vau?” Niner couldn’t see the names anywhere. He scrolled through the list on the ’pad, looking for the numbers: Null ARCs, N-7, N-10, N-11, N-12, N-5, N-6—Mereel, Jaing, Ordo, A’den, Prudii, and Kom’rk. “Palps can’t possibly believe that they’re all conveniently dead now. They were on the bounty hunters’ wanted list before this came out.”

Darman shrugged. “What if they are? We haven’t heard from anyone in more than two weeks, not since …”

He stopped. It was the first time he’d come anywhere close to mentioning the night of Order 66 since it had happened. But he didn’t go on.

Niner checked the ’pad again before he was certain that only the Alpha ARC deserters, Jedi, and Republic commandos were on that hit list. The Jedi Masters and some Knights were marked for execution, and Padawans and other fugitives were to be detained alive. Either Palpatine already had the Nulls and the Mando sergeants—Niner doubted that—or he was sending someone else after them, like Imperial Intelligence.

Good luck, spooks. You’ll need it. Especially if you’re unlucky enough to find them.

“Okay, grab Ennen and Bry,” Darman said. “Let’s get this done.”

That wasn’t Dar talking. That was the pretend Dar.

“You okay with this?” Niner asked.

“What, hunting Jedi?”

“Yes.”

“They took everything I ever cared about,” Darman said, suddenly more like his real self for a few seconds. “You bet I’m okay with it.”

He didn’t say anything else. And Niner didn’t press him. He wasn’t sure that he was ready to hear Darman spill all that buried pain.

Southern outskirts of Keldabe, capital of Mandalore

Jusik had never seen the thing before, but now that he had he still didn’t believe it. And he wasn’t sure he wanted to.

It was a vast skull, a mythosaur skull, with huge downturned horns that curved to the jaw, slanted eye sockets, and long teeth. It was the iconic symbol of Mandalore in every sense, both Mand’alor—commander of supercommandos, chieftain of chieftains—and the world itself, Manda’yaim. But it still looked ludicrous on that scale.

The skull and the rest of the unconvincing skeleton structure was big enough to house a battalion. Keldabe wasn’t the loveliest city in the galaxy, but Jusik was still surprised that anyone had built something that ugly where folks had to look at it. It was, as Coruscant architects might have said, unsympathetic and not in keeping with the vernacular.

“Ugly as osik,” Ordo said, getting straight to the point. “And useless.”

Jusik slid out of the speeder and leaned against the door to watch a procession of stormtroopers and repulsors taking equipment into the skull itself. It was hard to imagine what was happening. He hoped they were going to demolish it for offenses against aesthetics. It was the most useful thing that the Empire could ever do for Mandalore.

“What is it?”

Ordo stood considering the abomination, arms folded. “Beats me. Maybe it’s some promotional stunt for MandalMotors.” He drew an imaginary skull in the air with his fingertip. “It’s their logo.”

“You seriously think the average Mando’ad would buy their products on the basis of a giant mythosaur skull? That’s aruetyc.”

“No, but it’s so bizarre that I struggle for an explanation.”

“Is Fenn Shysa having some coronation there as the new Mand’alor?”

“Definitely not his style.” Ordo got back into the speeder. “In fact, I don’t think new Mand’alore have had crowning ceremonies since … well, I don’t know. Vulgar. Very wasteful.”

“Aruetyc.” Jusik shut the hatch and started the drives, realizing how often he used that word lately—non-Mando, traitor, enemy, or just not one of us. He’d embraced his new identity completely, just as he’d once been wholly Jedi, and it still surprised him when he considered it. Converts are the worst, they say. Is that me? Yes, it is. “Now let’s find out what the Empire’s doing with it.”

Jusik started up the speeder. He wasn’t bothered by the presence of an Imperial garrison here—yet. Kyrimorut was so remote and hard to find in the thinly populated wilderness that made up most of Mandalore that Keldabe might as well have been on another planet. But he knew that Palpatine hadn’t sited a base here for the benefit of the local economy, so everyone was waiting for the inevitable catch. As long as the Empire employed Mando mercenaries and paid rent for the land, then the jury—on the surface of it, anyway—was still out as to whether the garrison was a threat.

Privately, the decision had already been made.

Shysa was making plans for a guerrilla war against the Empire. He could already see that it would be an unwelcome lodger in years to come. Kal Skirata—Kal’buir, Papa Kal—didn’t want anything to do with Shysa’s secret army. He had enough trouble of his own. But then he’d never wanted the Empire here, either.

It had come anyway. Everyone knew where this would end, and only when remained in doubt.

“Ordo, you know Kal’buir is as dear to me as he is to you,” Jusik said carefully, steering a couple of meters above the riverbank. “But do you think he’s wise to let Ny bring Jedi here?”

Ordo read his datapad and didn’t comment on the irony of the question. He seemed remarkably relaxed about things now. “It’s not without risk.”

“How do you feel about having a Kaminoan around?”

“We coped with having Ko Sai as a houseguest …”

“Actually, we didn’t, and she didn’t handle it too well, either. She killed herself. And Mereel—she just pressed all the wrong buttons in him.”

Jusik realized that was the most stupid phrase he’d come out with in a long time. Wrong buttons. No, that didn’t even come close. Mereel, like all the Nulls, was just a faulty product as far as the Kaminoan clonemasters were concerned, something to be put down like an ailing farm animal before they went back to the drawing board. Any normal kid would have been deeply traumatized by that kind of treatment. But kids who had been engineered to be perfect black ops troopers, ferociously intelligent killing machines—their reactions were likely to be a lot more extreme.

Jusik still marveled at how normal the Nulls managed to be most of time. Mereel was charming and affable, a ladies’ man, always the one with the jokes. And then something would trigger the other Mereel, the tormented and haunted child buried within, and he’d change instantly for a moment before snapping back to his old self. It was as if all the Nulls knew this damaged animal within them only too well, and built new personalities on top to keep it on a leash.

“Sorry,” Jusik said. “I’m not making light of what happened to you.”

Ordo shrugged. “Mereel took it the worst. But we’re all messed up.” His frank assessment of his own mental health was almost touching. “Imprecise term, but it sums up the effect Kamino had on us.”

“Have you discussed it with Kal’buir?”

“Yes, and I agree with him. Kina Ha’s genetic material is too valuable to pass up just because we have nightmares about the kaminiise.”

Jusik chewed over the implications of that again as he parked the speeder as close as he could to the Oyu’baat cantina. Kina Ha was another long shot in the bid to find a way to reverse the clones’ accelerated aging, and all of those so far had unraveled into dangerous missions and betrayals. If the Kaminoans had engineered some of their own kind to live exceptionally long lives, then there was something—some set of genes, some technique—that Dr. Uthan might exploit to reset the clones’ aging process to normal. Yes, Jusik could see how important it was; Skirata lived for his clone sons, and giving them a normal life span had become a sacred quest. But this …  it had to be traded off against the risk of Kyrimorut’s location leaking, and whatever would happen to Ny Vollen’s regard for Skirata when she worked out that he would turn Kina Ha into soup if he thought it would save his boys.

That’s going to hurt Ny. Maybe him, too.

“Let me ask you a question, Bard’ika,” Ordo said. “Does it trouble you that Kina Ha is a Jedi?”

“Why should it?”

“Old memories.”

“Not bothered at all.”

Ordo looked dubious. “But Kaminoans aren’t a compassionate species, so what kind of Jedi will she be?”

Jusik thought about it. He’d never heard of a Force-sensitive Kaminoan. And one who lived for centuries, maybe even millennia—that made her a one-off in every sense. “A lonely one, I think.”

Ordo raised one eyebrow. “Inside, I’m crying. Really. So is Kal’buir, I’m sure.” Then he dropped the subject. Jusik decided that Ordo thought it was perfectly normal to try to erase your past because he’d done it, too, or as best he could. He seemed to be worrying that the arrival of real Jedi might shake Jusik’s resolve.

No. No, it won’t. Now now.

Keldabe was a few hours’ flight time south of Kyrimorut and the climate was much milder. The snow hadn’t reached this far. Jusik ambled through the narrow streets and down alleys overhung by rickety buildings, relishing the sheer impossibility of the city. One moment he was in a street that hadn’t changed in the best part of a thousand years, all time-twisted wooden frames and ancient plaster, and the next he was in the shadow of a stark industrial warehouse or a polished granite tower. Keldabe was an anarchic fortress of a city on a granite outcrop on the bend in the Kelita River, almost completely surrounded by the Kelita River, a natural moat that changed from picturesque calm to a torrent within a kilometer. Jusik loved the place. It captured everything about Mandalore for him, and he was happy that intelligence gathering would bring him down here more often.

The clones had to keep their helmets on, of course. No Mandalorian cared if his neighbor was a deserter from the Grand Army, but the Imperials were around, and the last thing anyone needed was a clone stormtrooper coming face-to-face with a man who looked exactly like himself.

The stormies, as everyone now called them, hadn’t come into town yet. They probably wouldn’t venture into the Oyu’baat anyway. It was the oldest cantina on the planet, open for business when the Mandalorians fought against the Old Republic, which was also the last time anyone seemed to have changed the menu.

The place was clean but somehow enticingly seedy. The smells that wafted out when Jusik opened the doors were an adventure in themselves. He felt the thrill of ages, because everything happened here; as a Force-sensitive, the echoes called to him as vividly as if he’d been present when the events took place. If Mandalore had a government of any kind, then its business was done in the Oyu’baat’s booths and at its long counter as chieftains of the clans debated, reached agreements, and struck deals.

So the Oyu’baat was the obvious place to hear gossip about the Imperial garrison. Mandos tended not to keep secrets among themselves, and it saved a lot of high-risk observation time just to sit and listen—and enjoy an ale.

Jusik took off his helmet and bought a mug of ne’tra gal. He didn’t look much like his wanted poster behind the counter—all bounties were posted there, for the benefit of patrons who were in the hunting business—but nobody would have turned him in anyway. Jusik was a Mandalorian now, just another adult taken into the fold like so many others, whose past no longer mattered and wasn’t discussed. But maybe they left him alone because anyone who knew his past also knew that he was under the protection of Kal Skirata. Jusik remained wary.

Ordo kept his helmet on and settled in a booth. Jusik ordered a bottle of ale for Ordo to take away. The barkeep gave Jusik a sympathetic look.

“Clone on the run, eh, ner vod?” Locals knew why some men kept their helmets on. He held the glass mug of ne’tra gal at arm’s length until the foam settled. “Don’t worry. Imperials don’t come in here. Made sure of it.”

The barkeep didn’t say how he’d achieved that, and Jusik didn’t ask. He could hear a group of men convulsing with laughter. The word kyrbes—mythosaur skull, the Mand’alor’s traditional crown—jumped out at him.

Well, they thought the thing was funny, too. Jusik decided to gather a little intel.

“Vode, what’s going on with that skull?” he asked. “Why are the Imperials moving in?”

One of the group, a thickset man in his fifties with deep brown armor and knuckles tattooed with Mando’a runes, was laughing so hard that he started coughing. He tried to answer. But every time he almost got a word out, the guffaws overtook him and he bent over with his hands braced on his knees. His friends were in the same state. One of them could only manage a wheezing hurr-hurr-hurr sound. The whole cantina was watching now.

“You don’t know what that is?” the man said eventually. He wiped tears from his cheeks with the back of his hand. “Really?”

“Really. We don’t usually go south of the river, so we’ve never seen it before today.”

“Go on, Jarkyc, tell him.” One of the group shoved the man in the back. Mando humor could range from sly to unashamedly lavatorial, so Jusik couldn’t guess what was coming. He just sensed in the Force that Jarkyc found something both hilarious and confusing. “It’s the best thing I’ve heard all year.”

Jarkyc got his breath back and cleared his throat. “It was the dumbest idea.” He jerked a thumb at one of his companions. “Hayar’s idiot brother thought Mandalore could attract adventure tourists. He built the skull as a theme park years ago. A place where folks could be entertained with mindless aruetyc osik. Needless to say, it never opened.”

The men started laughing again. Jusik couldn’t piece it together. “So why are the Imperials interested in it?”

“We’ve been bad boys. We told them it was an ancient Mandalorian temple that held great magical power for us simple folk, and so …” He took more wheezing gulps of air. “Well, they wanted to build the garrison in there, on account of it having so much significance to us. So we sold it to them.”

The whole cantina erupted in raucous laughter. Beskar gauntlets hammered on tables. Yes, a combination of aruetyc gullibility, playing dumb, and getting paid a good price for it was a fine Mando prank.

“Mythosaurs weren’t that big, were they?” Jusik said.

“Maybe not, but they don’t know that, do they?”

“Aruetiise,” Hayar said. “They’ll believe any old osik you tell them. They think we’re superstitious savages.”

“Hey, retract the superstitious bit!” someone shouted over the laughter. “Think we should leave some offerings at the temple, just to show how pious we are?”

Other drinkers joined in. “What, the ones with five-minute detonation timers, or the incendiary sort?”

“Proves that someone on Kamino forgot to use Jango’s brain cells.”

“Nah, it’s not the clones. It was that garrison commander—some aristo from Kemla. Kaysh mirsh solus.”

It was a lovely Mandalorian insult: his brain cell’s lonely. Mandalorians had more words for stupid and stabbing than any other language, and Jusik couldn’t help thinking the two were somehow inextricably linked.

“So what does that tell you?” Jusik asked Ordo, sliding into the booth.

“I’d take a guess that the Empire wants to inspire awe and wonder among the natives,” Ordo said. “Or they think it’s going to curry favor with us. Either way, it tells me that whoever’s making the decisions doesn’t know Mandalorians very well. And that means it’s not Palpatine, because I think he does understand us, in an exploitative sort of way.”

“Like Kal’buir says, it’ll be about beroyase bal beskar—Palps wants our mercenaries and our iron ore.” Jusik drained his ale in eight gulps. He’d never enjoyed ale on Coruscant, but it all felt very different here. He was filling out, putting on weight and muscle, and he felt happier being Bard’ika than he ever had in his life. “I wouldn’t mind taking a closer look at the skull.”

“It’s like watching a speeder wreck, isn’t it?”

“I’m having one of my feelings from a previous existence.”

Ordo shrugged and pocketed the unopened bottle of ale. “Come on, a quick walk around town to see who’s about, and then you can go admire the kyrbes.”

A walkabout normally resulted in buying odds and ends they couldn’t get in Enceri; engine parts for Parja’s workshop, toiletries for Dr. Uthan, and candies for everyone. Jusik hoped Mij Gilamar included dentistry in his prodigious range of medical skills, because clones and sugary food went hand in hand. Their accelerated aging seemed to demand a lot of calories.

By the time they found a safe observation point for the grotesque mythosaur theme park, Ordo had already chomped his way happily through a half-kilo bag of candied nuts and was starting on the second.

“You’ll regret that when your beskar’gam doesn’t fit anymore,” Jusik said, watching the skull from the speeder’s side screen.

“I’ll burn this off easily.”

“Yeah, that’s what I used to say.”

Jusik was beginning to wonder if his Force senses were getting slack. He had an uneasy feeling about the garrison, which he filed under O for Obvious, but there was something else bothering him. He watched the procession of stormies, construction droids, and Imperial officers—who certainly got their new uniforms faster than Jusik ever received kit requests in the Grand Army—and looked for anything out of the run of normal-for-despots.

“I see they’ve got Mando help,” he said, focusing on a figure in red beskar’gam. It was always hard to tell a male Mando from a tall female because the armor often obliterated the curves and gave women the same gait as the men. But he was sure it was a male. “Well, as long as Shysa hasn’t gone public with his resistance, what can they do?”

Ordo shoved his bag of nuts in the speeder’s dashboard compartment and held his hand out for the electrobinoculars. “Let me look.”

“There. The guy in red, black undersuit, talking to the Imperial.”

Ordo froze. “Ah.”

“Something wrong?”

“In a way.”

“What?”

“Gilamar won’t be happy. You don’t know who that is, do you?”

“If I did, Ord’ika, I wouldn’t have handed you the electros.”

Ordo watched in silence for a little longer until the man took off his helmet for a moment to scratch his scalp.

“Yes, that’s definitely him,” Ordo said. “Former Cuy’val Dar. One of Jango Fett’s less inspired choices for training sergeant—good soldier, but a complete nutter. Mij Gilamar had to be dragged off him more than once. Had a lady friend called Isabet Reau—also a sergeant, also mad as a box of Hapan chags.”

“I need a name.” Jusik recalled all the gossip and filed names mentally. He needed to know who could upset the good-natured Gilamar that much. “Come on, who is it?”

“The man who wants the old Mandalorian empire restored,” Ordo said, seeming to have lost interest in his nuts. “To the bad old days, that is. His name’s Dred Priest. And he’s a dead man already.”




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Trav_9780307796028_epub_011_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Trav_9780307796028_epub_L04_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Trav_9780307796028_epub_010_r1.jpg
AARON ALLSTON

ew York Tmes estselng suher o Star Wars: Lepay of e Fove: Betansl





OEBPS/images/Trav_9780307796028_epub_L03_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/Trav_9780307796028_epub_cvt_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/Trav_9780307796028_epub_005_r1.jpg
KAREN TRAVISS
e thor





OEBPS/images/Trav_9780307796028_epub_004_r1.jpg
_r® SEAN WILLIAMS -
1 New York Times besesclling author of Star Wars: The Force Unleashedi
g R <





OEBPS/images/Trav_9780307796028_epub_003_r1.jpg
~
"o

=2

‘;'

J N\
= ’*\TIMQ%E\S-ZAHN





OEBPS/images/Trav_9780307796028_epub_002_r1.jpg
WO s e (Ne—

mecommamnesie (ORI
W e e i
o e iy it
ol [
kot D e i
e, B s
ST,
fhriurioyuatll o
ey
R — o -
et o ety
S PRI
e e Bt et
U 4
Sy
| - Erm e e,
Ot o e e
Dtbe o Mo i e
i :
R g of A TP Postey
S W ———
e o o
T Tt
ek e o gy Tt S
T 40 YEARS AFTER
Franes e STAR WARS: A New Hope.
premerer—
e o
v =28
VAR TR TR WA o o e
=
e ot gy s
ey ke
ey o
Ww Wi ik
i Hond f Tvewm Ductos: Fee ot the e
ploghin ach
. &
e .

Fots B
Sy Gt






OEBPS/images/Trav_9780307796028_epub_tp_r1.jpg
STAR.
WARS

AN IMPERINL COMMANDO NOUEL

SOIs7

KAREN TRAVISS

B
&

BALLANTINF BOOKS  NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/Trav_9780307796028_epub_001_r1.jpg
Tue STAR WARS Novers

1020 YEARS BEFORE
STAR WARS: A New Hope

33 YEARS BEFORE
STAR WARS: A New Hope

ok ot Decpton
55 Bk S e

W v

e Acvertores of Lando
ot Sl Adverures

STAR WARS: A New Hope
YEAR O

[ > e
s o the s Gy
Gt e Rk

Rogoe Pnet o
R T S f e M Eve
] |

gy e L e
The Apposching St A waRs: risno v

momn
EEEE
o
e
i

Dk o The e of D

e
i

-

fritiesd

T from the New Repubic
The Bounty Hunter Wor:
o perihonde.

e Sy e s of

6575 YEARS AFTER
STAR WARS: A Now Hope

xwing:
Rogue Savado
Wesges Cambie
el
WS
S20 Comnana






OEBPS/images/Trav_9780307796028_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
They were th6 Republic’s A 1
right handfNow they're
the Empire's iron fist. |

1
KAI{E“ TRAVISS
#1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Trav_9780307796028_epub_009_r1.jpg
NEW YORK TlMES’B'E&S

“The thrilling
launch of an
epic new Star Wars:
series, featuring
the heroes of the 4
New Jedi Order!

BETRAY.

~— AARON ALLSTO






OEBPS/images/Trav_9780307796028_epub_008_r1.jpg
THE NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER

.ﬁ'An.
W

.
\YHENEWIEDIBROER \ A
j S i
: <4
"3 e Ve i

X h‘
~ i ',N‘ Q
Ei VECTOR PRIME. ‘






OEBPS/images/Trav_9780307796028_epub_007_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Trav_9780307796028_epub_006_r1.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER

MICHAEL REAVES and STEVE PERRY





