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			Do not wait for opportunity to strike. Steal it instead!

			—The Book of Hondo

		

	
		Contents

			
					Title Page

					Tales from a Galaxy Far, Far Away

					Copyright

					Epigraph

					Prologue

					Chapter 01

					Chapter 02

					Chapter 03

					Chapter 04

					Chapter 05

					Chapter 06

					Chapter 07

					Chapter 08

					Chapter 09

					Chapter 10

					Chapter 11

					Chapter 12

					Chapter 13

					Chapter 14

					Chapter 15

					Chapter 16

					Chapter 17

					Chapter 18

					Chapter 19

					Chapter 20

					Chapter 21

					Chapter 22

					Chapter 23

					Chapter 24

					Chapter 25

					Chapter 26

					Chapter 27

					Chapter 28

					Chapter 29

					Chapter 30

					Chapter 31

					Chapter 32

					Chapter 33

					Chapter 34

			

	
		
			[image: ]

			A LONG TIME AGO…

			The battle droid designated B1-CC14 focused its photoreceptors and scanned the ruins of the Separatist cruiser’s bridge. There was very little positive information for the droid to process. The Republic gunships had come out of nowhere, dropping from lightspeed into a sector previously believed to be off the grid. The battle cruiser had little opportunity to raise its defenses.

			Fire erupted from a nearby console. B1-CC14 heard an MSE droid scream in panic as it searched for a safe haven that did not exist. The ship was doomed.

			Tilting his bone-white elongated face, B1-CC14 accessed multiple simulations. Only one had any reasonable percentage of a chance for a desirable outcome. 

			“Programming primary hyperdrive to activate. Coordinates random,” B1-CC14 said to no one in particular.

			The droid knew that what it was doing was generally considered to be a very bad idea; blasting into hyperspace without a set of preprogrammed coordinates was almost certainly going to lead to the battle cruiser’s total destruction. But given the value of the cargo on board…B1-CC14 had been programmed with very specific orders. Under no circumstances could Count Dooku’s prize be seized.

			B1-CC14 pulled back on the hyperdrive lever, and the stars in the cracked viewscreen began to warp. The computer beeped and chirped in droidspeak, delivering a torrent of discouraging data. 

			B1-CC14 complied with protocol, initiating the homing beacon and broadcasting a heavily encrypted message on Confederacy frequencies. It was a useless gesture, the droid knew. There was no salvation for the ruined ship. But protocols were written for a reason and B1-CC14 followed his orders, always. Then, feeling a need to answer the robust computer system that was struggling pointlessly to take the ship somewhere safe, the droid vocalized a response.

			“Roger, rog—”

			Sadly, however B1-CC14 was going to complete that sentiment will likely never be known; it was at that moment that the massive Confederacy battle cruiser abruptly dropped back out of lightspeed and crashed directly into the sunbaked southern hemisphere of a remote desert planet on the far Outer Rim.

			And B1-CC14, the Separatist cruiser, and the precious cargo that it carried, were considered lost forever and were forgotten. And the Clone Wars raged on without them.
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			SEVERAL DECADES and quite a few wars later…

			From within the shade of the derelict bar that the crew of the Meson Martinet called home, Quiggold sighed heavily. The planet Ponemah was not known for its hospitable climate. Nor was it renowned for its incredible wealth of goods and resources. It did, however, have a vast overabundance of one thing: sand. 

			Yes, even by the standards of the many dry and hot desert worlds that seemed more and more commonplace throughout the galaxy, the Gabdorin pirate thought, Ponemah was particularly overrun with an excess of sand.

			Quiggold unceremoniously shook some of the aforementioned sand from his thick sandal and wiped his nostril ridges clean with the heavy sleeve of his tunic. Months of desert living had not been kind to the large, roundheaded Gabdorin, an amphibian from a wet world. 

			A tall and thin cloaked figure leaned against a nearby wall, his face impossible to read under the red Kaleesh mask he always wore. His name was Sidon Ithano—though most simply referred to him as the Crimson Corsair—and he was waiting with a cool patience that seemed out of place on the uncomfortable world of Ponemah.

			“Well…it’s an old signal,” an Ishi Tib by the name of Pendewqell said, uncomfortable under the cold gaze of the red-masked pirate captain. Pendewqell was hovering near a large piece of equipment the crew had salvaged—a signal receiver capable of picking up almost any open transmission on the planet.

			“Like…‘Clone Wars’ old,” Pendewqell continued. “We picked it up…” he said, tapping the receiver. “Probably no one else has decoded it yet. Here…”

			Quiggold pressed a button on the ancient receiver system, initiating playback. The sound was broken and filled with bursts of static, but overall the message was audible: “—have sustained heavy damage en route to the palace of Count Dooku on Serenno. The Count’s cargo is intact and must be retrieved.” 

			The broadcast continued. “All Separatist ships…this is a code three mission. Mayday. Mayday. This is B1-CC14 of the cruiser Obrexta III. We have sustained heavy—”

			With an abrupt crack of static, the message went dead. The crew exchanged glances. There were six of them in all: the Corsair, Quiggold, Pendewqell, an Arcona named Reeg Brosna, a red-skinned female Twi’lek called Reveth, and an axe-wielding but surprisingly friendly Gamorrean nicknamed Squeaky. 

			The Crimson Corsair eyed the Gabdorin. Quiggold felt his massive sweat glands tingle. But it didn’t matter. He turned toward the Ishi Tib and asked the question he knew the captain wanted answered: “You sure about this, Pen? Big waste if you’re wrong….”

			Pendewqell grimaced and turned to face the Crimson Corsair.

			“Captain, listen…that’s what we’ve been waiting for.” The Ishi Tib licked his beak. “The lost treasures of Count Dooku…ours for the taking.

			“This is our big score. I know it.”
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			UNFORTUNATELY for the Corsair’s crew, they were not the only group to pick up and decode the signal. That was unsurprising, really: the population of Ponemah comprised mostly scavengers and mercenaries—pirates, thieves, and outlaws of all kinds, always on the lookout for the next score. Any and every broadcast on the planet would eventually be picked up and distributed across the grid. 

			The broadcast originated from the southern hemisphere of the planet, a region known as the Sea of Sand. It was an unpopulated sector of the desert world, for as inhospitable as the northern section was, the area in the region of the Southern Pole was particularly nasty: fifteen-meter waves of caustic sand continually rose and cascaded down again, intermittent lava geysers randomly peppered the already dangerous landscape, and the sky…the sky was filled with a never-ending storm of ionic lightning. Flight was impossible. Cruisers would be swallowed instantly. The only vehicles that could manage the hellish sea were repulsor skiffs; they could surf the waves, provided they weren’t disrupted by a stray ionic bolt or blasted apart by the turbulent lava geysers.

			And then there were the worms.

			There was little indigenous life on Ponemah, but as any colonist or pirate worth his salt might tell you, there is life everywhere—and it usually wants to eat you. 

			No one knew how big the worms could grow. The largest known beast (found dead on the shores of the Sea of Sand) measured over ninety meters long, with a mouth that was nine meters wide. And if all that weren’t bad enough, it was said the creatures could spit acid.

			Generally, they were avoided. Generally, the entire territory was avoided.

			But no one lived on Ponemah because they were rich. The chance—even a life-risking, meager chance—of attaining wealth, of finding a buried treasure like the one promised by the Separatist battleship? Impossible to resist.

			So they sailed forth, rushing to be the first to reach the prize. Scorza and his Weequay gang. The one-eyed Ortolan. Plus the Gray Gundarks, Toltek the Devaronian…

			The race was officially on.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			QUIGGOLD, along with several other crew members, sat in the shade of the massive solar panel sails on the top of the Shrike—a retrofitted sail barge painted blood red, with the two-eyed flag of the Corsair flying from its mast. Years before, those barges were used mostly as pleasure vehicles. Though largely considered out of date, the heavy armor and strong engines on the easily customized vessels made them excellent for pirates and other criminal groups. 

			“But what could it be?” asked Reeg Brosna. The Arcona’s triangular head was hidden under a heavy hood for extra shade. Despite belonging to a desert species, Reeg looked far more uncomfortable in the heat than Quiggold did. “The Clone Wars is ancient history. What could possibly be intact on that ship that would matter now?”

			“Ha!” Pendewqell yawped. “I imagine you never heard the stories. Old pirates like to tell them after too many drinks in the cantinas. What was the most valuable of prizes during the Clone Wars?”

			Reveth shrugged, her red lekku swaying back and forth. “Credits? Pre-Empire would be mostly worthless now…Aurodium?” she mused. “Wupiupi coins?”

			Quiggold nodded. He knew the stories as well as anyone. He leaned in and whispered conspiratorially, “Lightsaber crystals. Ripped from the weapons of the fallen Jedi during the wars. Even one is worth a fortune, and Count Dooku is said to have collected them all…but when he fell, no one ever found them. This ship…this could be where
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