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  “Hey, kid—wake up.”


  For a moment Zare Leonis couldn’t remember where he was. He should have been in the barracks in Lothal’s Imperial Academy with his fellow cadets. But instead he was sitting by
  himself, strapped into a harness.


  Then it all came back to him. He was in an Imperial shuttle. The man impatiently telling him to wake up was an Imperial pilot. And the shuttle had completed the short journey from Lothal to
  Arkanis, where Zare was due at the officers’ academy.


  “Right,” he said, still a bit foggy. “Sorry.”


  He unbuckled his harness and yanked his duffel bag out from under his seat. The broad door in the side of the shuttle opened with a whine of servos. It was pitch-black outside and rain lashed
  Zare’s face. The cold startled him and he peered into the darkness uncertainly.


  “I’ve got a schedule to keep,” the pilot grumbled.


  A bolt of lightning zigzagged across the sky, giving Zare a brief glimpse of the landing pad half a meter beneath the shuttle. He jumped down, bending his knees against the shock of the landing.
  The door behind him instantly closed, and the shuttle’s engines began to rise in pitch.


  Zare stepped aside, one arm over his face in a vain effort to ward off the rain. His white cadet’s uniform was already soaked through. As the shuttle rose into the night, lightning split
  the sky and a crack of thunder made Zare jump. The flash left him with a brief impression of buildings surrounding a rectangular open area. He peered through the dark, shivering and wondering where
  he was supposed to go.


  Lightning struck again and Zare jumped, crying out involuntarily. A droid with glossy black plating was standing still and silent on the landing pad, ignoring the storm around them.


  “You scared me half to death,” Zare said. “Why didn’t you say something?”


  He waited for the next flash of lightning to give him another look at the droid. When it came, he wished it hadn’t—the droid didn’t seem to have a face, just two black
  photoreceptors in a featureless expanse of metal.


  “I am DDM-38,” the droid said in a vaguely female monotone. “I will take you to your dormitory.”


  And then, without another word, DDM-38 strode off into the howling rain. Zare hurried to keep up, his boots squelching in the muddy ground. Thunder rolled and lightning flickered. The buildings
  around them looked like stone.


  “This place looks old,” Zare said. “When was the Academy founded?”


  “The Academy was established sixty-three years ago,” said DDM-38. “But some of its buildings were part of a fortress established before Republic contact.”


  “A fortress? Built by whom?”


  “A native species,” DDM-38 said. “They are extinct.”


  “Oh,” Zare said. The lightning revealed buildings on three sides of them; in the other direction Zare saw a dark expanse of sea, broken by a stone tower rising out of the shallows,
  perhaps thirty meters offshore.


  “What’s over there?” he asked, pointing.


  “The tower is forbidden to cadets.”


  “Forbidden? Why?”


  The droid said nothing, striding through the howling rain.


  “DDM?” Zare said. “I asked why the—”


  “Stay off the beach. It is not safe. This is your assigned dormitory.”


  Zare followed the black-plated droid up a short flight of stone steps into a building. He sighed, grateful to be out of the rain. DDM-38 reached up and the lights came on, revealing a long room
  filled with bunks. Groans and protests filled the air as teenage cadets flung up their arms, squinting at the new arrivals.


  “Turn it off—I can find my way,” protested a crestfallen Zare, aware of the glowers aimed in his direction. But DDM-38 ignored him, striding across the barracks. Zare followed,
  leaving a trail of water in his wake.


  “This is your bunk and locker,” DDM-38 said. “Your standard field and dress uniforms have been prepared based on your measurements. Breakfast is at 0600.”


  “But I just got here,” Zare said, looking at the droid in disbelief. It was late afternoon on Lothal but just after 0400 on Arkanis.


  “Officers deal with far worse hardships,” DDM-38 said, then turned and strode back the way she’d come, metal feet ringing on the stone floor, ignoring the cadets’
  muttering. She shut the door behind her, leaving the lights on.


  Cheeks hot, Zare hurried across the dormitory and shut off the lights, then picked his way back to his bunk. He unzipped his duffel and hunted for a towel, trying not to drip on his bed, then
  shuffled across the room to the dimly lit bathroom.


  He wondered how many of his fellow cadets he’d already alienated, then snorted at himself as he ran the towel over his dark, wiry hair.


  You’re not here to make friends, he reminded himself. You’re here to find Dhara and bring her home.


  Zare’s sister, Dhara, was a year older than he was and had enrolled at Lothal’s Imperial Academy while Zare was at the Junior Academy for Applied Sciences, waiting for his own chance
  to serve the Empire. Dhara had been a top student at the Imperial Academy—and then she’d disappeared.


  The Empire said she’d run away during a training exercise, but by the time Zare had arrived at the Academy he’d known the story was a lie—just like he’d known the Empire
  had lied about many other things. With the help of his girlfriend, Merei Spanjaf, Zare had discovered that Dhara was kidnapped as part of something called Project Harvester and taken to Arkanis by
  the ruthless Imperial agent known as the Inquisitor. All because she was sensitive to the Force—something none of the Leonises had ever suspected.


  Zare had done well enough at Lothal’s Academy to earn a midyear transfer to Arkanis. But he’d taken a dangerous gamble to do so—he’d made the Inquisitor think he was
  Force-sensitive, too. It terrified Zare to think what would happen if the Inquisitor discovered that wasn’t true.


  Zare stripped off his soaked uniform and scrubbed himself with the towel, trying to keep his teeth from chattering. Was Dhara somewhere nearby, there at the Academy? He didn’t
  know—and he doubted even Merei would have been able to find out. She’d discovered what had happened to Dhara by slicing into the Empire’s databases, but there were limits to what
  even a talented slicer such as Merei could discover about the Empire’s most secret projects.


  And besides, he and Merei had broken up before he left Lothal. That was Zare’s fault—he’d become so obsessed with finding his sister that he’d stopped considering the
  perils Merei faced and how much they frightened her. When she’d needed him most, he’d barely noticed.


  And now it’s too late—too late for me and Merei and maybe too late for Dhara. I don’t even know if she’s still alive.


  Zare stared into the mirror for a moment, registering the bags under his eyes. He was so tired—he could feel exhaustion like an ache in his bones. Tired and scared—scared that
  he’d made nothing but mistakes. He’d been a fool to lose Merei and an even bigger fool to go to Arkanis. Sooner or later he’d be caught and his deception revealed.


  He should just give up. He’d tried as hard as he could—no one could ask more of him than he’d given. It was hopeless. It always had been.


  No. No it isn’t.


  He turned away from the mirror, disgusted with himself. He would find Dhara—no matter how tired he was or how long the odds were. Now that he was there, all he could do was keep going.


  Too bad I have no idea what to do next.


  Footsteps sounded behind him as he was pulling a T-shirt over his damp hair. A handsome young cadet nodded at him sleepily. Zare guessed he was a couple of years older than his own sixteen
  years.


  “So you’re the new transfer,” the boy said, extending his hand. “Orman le Hivre.”


  “Zare Leonis. Sorry I woke everybody up.”


  “That was DeeDee’s fault, not yours,” le Hivre said with a smirk, his pale blue eyes studying Zare. “You shouldn’t even bother drying off, you
  know—you’ll be wet the whole time you’re on this miserable planet.”


  “You mean it rains like this all the time?” Zare asked.


  “Like this? No—this only happens two or three times a week. Usually it’s just drizzling. Unless there’s fog. Or sleet.”


  “Terrific.”


  Le Hivre smirked again. “You better get some sleep, Leonis. We’ve got live-fire exercises in the afternoon. It wouldn’t do to take a blaster bolt to the head because
  you’re yawning.”
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  Breakfast came far too soon, and a groggy Zare got a bowl with porridge in the mess hall and looked around at the tables filled
  with cadets. There were more than seventy cadets in all, wearing gray uniforms with white stripes above carefully polished boots.


  He spotted le Hivre sitting at a table that was only half-full, but the moment he put his tray down there, the mess hall went silent. Everyone was staring at him.


  “You can’t sit here,” said a wiry-looking boy to le Hivre’s right. “You’re not one of us.”


  “What does that mean?” Zare asked, embarrassed and baffled—and a little angry.


  “Leonis is new, Rav,” le Hivre said, then smiled at Zare. “But it’s true that you can’t sit here. You’ll understand soon enough.”


  “If you’re good enough,” Rav said, turning back to the other cadets at the table as if Zare weren’t there.


  Zare picked up his tray, his cheeks hot. He walked through the mess, feeling the other cadets’ eyes on him.


  “Hey, new guy,” said a boy about Zare’s age with red hair and a startling number of freckles. “You can sit with us.”


  The boy’s tablemates shifted and Zare sat down gratefully, nodding at the new cadets. The red-haired boy was Penn Zarang. His tablemates introduced themselves as Tigard Manes, Bedal
  Cerroux, Chan Harra, and Anya Razar. Zare dug into his porridge, wishing he’d put more sweetener in it, and let the conversation buzz around him.


  “Where did you transfer from again, Leonis?” Penn asked. “Andooweel?”


  “Lothal,” Zare said.


  “Never heard of it.”


  “I hadn’t, either, until we moved there,” Zare said. “Where are you from?”


  He’d never heard of two of their homeworlds, but the squat, sad-eyed Bedal Cerroux was from Eriadu, an important trade world in the Outer Rim. And gangly, ash-blond Anya Razar was from
  Coruscant.


  “So this is a little different than home,” Zare said.


  Anya shrugged. “It’s only for the rest of the year. After that I’ll be a junior cadet on Raithal.”


  “So you keep telling us,” said Tigard, folding his muscular arms over his chest. “What happens if you’re wrong?”


  “I won’t be,” Anya said. “Just watch. I won’t be at this table much longer, for starters.”


  Her eyes jumped to where le Hivre sat.


  “What’s so special about that table anyway?” Zare asked, and the five cadets looked at him.


  “It’s the commandant’s table,” Penn said quietly. “It’s reserved for the Commandant’s Cadets.”


  “And how do you get to be a Commandant’s Cadet?”


  Nobody said anything. Zare looked from one cadet to another.


  “You get invited,” the tall, pale Chan finally said, and from the cadets’ expressions Zare knew none of them had been.


  “Invited and tested,” Bedal said.


  “Tested how?” Zare asked.


  Penn started to answer, but Anya cut him off.


  “It’s not something we talk about here,” she said, then smiled. “Anyway, Penn here doesn’t know and never will. They don’t invite people who can’t stay
  off academic warning.”


  Penn stared down at his tray morosely. Around them, cadets started getting up in twos and threes.


  “Wake up, Cadet Leonis,” Anya said with a smile that Zare could have interpreted as friendly or mocking. “Time for class.”


  It wasn’t raining, but a thick fog cloaked the academy buildings. Zare checked his datapad and saw he had Strategy and Tactics with Colonel Julyan. He asked around until
  he found cadets who had the same class, then followed them across the sodden lawn of pale green moss to a stone building on the other side of the grounds.


  Julyan was cadaverous and bald, with a drooping white mustache. He sat behind a hovering lectern, his lower body wrapped in a black blanket.


  “Settle down, cadets,” he barked, raising the lectern higher into the air so he was looking down at the rows of boys and girls. “When last we left Admiral Screed, the navy had
  driven the Iska pirates from Fanha and smashed them at Tosste. Now, let’s discuss the Battle of Ogoth Tiir. It’s node thirty-three in your datapads.”


  Julyan was a restless lecturer, swooping around the room as he talked, summoning up holographic representations of contested sectors and battlefields and calling out cadets’ names in turn
  to question them about decisions made by Imperial commanders. Did they agree with the strategy? No? Then what would they have done differently?


  It was more intense than anything Zare had experienced on Lothal, and despite his exhaustion he found himself responding to Julyan’s rapid-fire narration, trying to anticipate his
  questions and watching his fellow cadets. They kept their eyes focused on Julyan, tapping at their datapads and thrusting their hands in the air to argue various points with him. Zare found it
  fascinating—and thrilling.


  Remember why you’re here, he thought. It’s not to learn how the pacification of Bryndar could have gone differently.


  “Cadet Horan, that’s the second time you’ve mentioned leadership today,” Julyan said to the wiry boy from the commandant’s table, the one le Hivre had called Rav.
  “That’s a quality we’d all agree is important, yet have trouble defining. Cadet Leonis, I have a question for you.”


  “Yes, sir?” Zare asked, startled. A moment later Julyan was hovering in front of Zare, peering down at him with dark eyes.


  “You were center striker on a grav-ball team that won a league championship, Cadet Leonis,” Julyan said. “Isn’t that right?”


  Zare nodded somberly. He’d won that title with AppSci a little over a year before, with Merei and Beck Ollet as his teammates, but it felt like a lifetime had passed since then.


  “And what did you learn as center striker that will make you a better Imperial officer?”


  Zare considered that for a moment.


  “To improvise, sir,” he said. “There’s no game plan that survives contact with the other team. You have to see what works and what doesn’t. You adapt—and then
  you keep adapting.”


  “As every team must,” Julyan said. “And why do some succeed while others fail? Come on, Cadet Leonis. A lot of people would say it’s a simple question.”


  “With respect, sir, I don’t think it is.”


  Julyan offered him a wolfish grin.


  “I don’t think it is, either, cadet. But answer it anyway.”


  “Well, sometimes it’s luck, sir,” Zare said. “We don’t like to think so, but it’s true. But that aside, the most important thing is the quality of the
  players—followed by the leadership shown. As center striker I had to trust that my players would execute their parts of the plan—but they had to trust me that the plan was
  sound.”


  “So you’re a leader, then? Come now, Leonis—don’t give me that look. Modesty in an officer candidate is useless.”


  “I have been a leader, sir,” Zare said. “But this isn’t about me. I suspect everyone in this room has proved himself or herself a leader—if they hadn’t, they
  wouldn’t be here. The important thing is figuring out who’s the right leader to execute the plan, and for everyone to accept that and do their duty.”


  “Well said, cadet,” Julyan said. “Which brings us to the leadership shown by General Romodi in the aftermath of Ogoth Tiir. Turn to node thirty-six and let’s discuss his
  reconstruction initiatives.”


  As the cadets tapped at their datapads, Zare saw heads turn in his direction. But unlike that morning, the cadets didn’t seem scornful or pitying—they were looking at him with
  respect. He’d passed his first test.
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