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To Ann,

who watched my career with great interest

and offered much wise counsel
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A long time ago, in a galaxy far, far away ….







Be mindful of the living Force, young Padawan.

—Qui-Gon Jinn






For generations, the galaxy looked to the JEDI COUNCIL, the most sage Jedi Knights of the Order, for wisdom and guidance. Interpreting the will of THE FORCE, the Council helped bring about an age of unprecedented peace and prosperity.

That time is ending. Riven with corruption, the GALACTIC REPUBLIC shifts vital resources away from many deserving places. The Council finds itself torn between responding to the Senate’s desires and its mission to protect all of the galaxy’s helpless.

But even as the Order withdraws from some regions, the Council’s commitment to the people is unchanged. And just as there are Jedi who believe that the Force expects more from them, there are darker forces waiting to take advantage of their departure ….
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CHAPTER 1

Aboard the Regal Zephyr

HYPERSPACE

“Good morning!”

Leaning against the bulkhead of the interstellar transport, Jedi Master Qui-Gon Jinn looked up at the sound of Obi-Wan Kenobi’s voice. The words weren’t for him. Farther back in the Regal Zephyr’s crowded passenger cabin, his apprentice had finally found an open seat and had spoken to the dark-haired human across the aisle. Qui-Gon didn’t need to be a Jedi to sense the young woman’s apprehension as she tightly clutched her duffel bag.

Obi-Wan noticed it, too, and quickly sought to put her at ease. “I beg your pardon. I didn’t know you were sleeping.”

“I wasn’t,” she replied curtly.

“Hyperspace does make that difficult.” He gestured to the whirling miasma outside the Regal Zephyr’s smudged viewports. “It’s hard to know what time of day it is. I sense you don’t like flying any more than I—”

She made a sour face. “Look, that seat’s taken.”

He glanced around. “I’m sorry, I should have—”

“My husband will be here any minute.”

Obi-Wan quickly stood. “Excuse me.”

He bowed and walked the few meters up the aisle to the forward wall, where Qui-Gon stood near the door to the galley alongside the large metal briefcase that was their cargo. The Jedi Master gently grinned. “Trouble on approach?”

“I wasn’t even in the right galaxy.”

“I promise you’ll make at least one friend before we reach Coruscant, Obi-Wan.” Qui-Gon craned his neck to look around the compartment, which contained far more riders than seats. “I would say it’s mathematically impossible not to.”

Often in the past, Qui-Gon had encouraged his Padawan to use the quieter moments on their journeys to get to know people. To connect with them. It wasn’t that the young man had problems making friends; Obi-Wan had a natural ability in that regard. But the structures that turned younglings into Jedi Knights also tended to isolate them—and that could give them the wrong idea about their places in the galaxy. That was why Qui-Gon often chose commercial transport, such as the inaccurately named Regal Zephyr, one of a dwindling number of passenger vessels serving the Ootmian Pabol, once a key route leading from the Slice to Coruscant. A seemingly endless flight aboard a ship that smelled like a trash compactor was both humble—and humbling.

Automatic doors opened on Qui-Gon’s right. He and Obi-Wan watched as a haggard man entered from the galley, carrying a squirming child in each arm. Ignoring the two Jedi as he trudged past, the man approached the woman Obi-Wan had spoken with. After passing a toddler to her, he displayed a single food pouch, one of the meager rations offered by the galley concessionaire. The reunited family looked exhausted but also hungry. They tore into the pouch and emptied it in seconds.

Qui-Gon walked down the aisle and approached the young parents. He drew a pair of tokens from the folds of his cloak and got their attention. “Pardon me. You dropped your meal vouchers.”

“Those aren’t mine,” the man said, eyeing him. “I just used our last one.”

“Then these must have stuck to your shoe. Easy to believe, around here.” He looked to the hungry children—and back to their parents. “Please. They shouldn’t go to waste.”

The wary mother stared for a moment before taking the tokens. She rose. Daughter on her hip, she trotted off to the galley. Qui-Gon retreated to his previous station.

Obi-Wan smirked. “We’ll be skipping breakfast, then.”

“You wouldn’t have enjoyed it.”

“You’re probably right.” He surveyed the surly faces around the cabin. “I’m afraid I lack the common touch, Master.”

“There’s that phrase again.” Qui-Gon shook his head. “Every being is your better, Obi-Wan. Remember that, and service becomes second nature.”

“I never tire of hearing that one.” Obi-Wan spied another open seat, nearer to where the two Jedi stood. He straightened. “Back into the fray.”

“Try a bit more energy this time. The galley’s out of caf.”

“Done.”

Qui-Gon watched as his apprentice gamely stepped over and sat beside a large huddled figure. The Jedi Master had seen him earlier: a massive member of the Houk species, with leathery blue skin and no apparent ears or nose. None of that was visible now, as he was wrapped in a cape and cowl—odd choices, given the warmth in the cabin.

Checking quickly to ensure that the Houk wasn’t asleep, Obi-Wan adopted an antic smile and addressed the passenger. “Hello there!”

Beady yellow eyes went wide. The bruiser growled—and abruptly rose to his towering height. The Houk threw off his cloak to reveal a blaster holstered to his chest.

Obi-Wan’s eyes widened. “If you wanted to be left alone, you only had to say so.”

“Quiet!” The muscular Houk turned to face the rest of the cabin and shouted, “Now!”

Two more cloaked passengers rose and shed their disguises. A scar-faced Klatooinian and a horned Devaronian reached for their weapons. The latter had his blaster in his hand first. Golden eyes and sharp fangs flashed as he shouted, “Nobody move!”

Qui-Gon saw Obi-Wan start to rise—only to pause. His Padawan looked instead to him. Qui-Gon had his hand near his lightsaber, still hidden inside his robe—but he, too, waited. He shot a look he knew his student would understand. No bloodshed. Not with so many innocents about, with nowhere to go.

“What’s the meaning of this?” an elderly passenger demanded.

The Devaronian waved his blaster. “Lemme introduce myself. I’m The Lobber—that’s right, that Lobber. This ship is now under the control of the Vile!”

The Vile. Qui-Gon knew it as one of several interstellar gangs active in the Slice, the colossal wedge-shaped fan of star systems stretching from the Core Worlds to the Outer Rim. It wasn’t an outfit many from Coruscant would have heard of, and it didn’t sound like a great name for recruiting purposes. But clearly the passengers knew what it was, given their anxious reactions.

The name also seemed to unsettle someone else: the Houk standing near Obi-Wan. “The Vile?” he asked. “I thought we were doing this for the Skulls.”

“The Skulls?” the Klatooinian grumbled in a low voice. “We talked about this, Ghor. The Filthy Cred gang will pay more than either.”

“Shut up, Wungo.” Lobber waved his blaster at the Klatooinian. “Save it until we’re done.”

The Staved Skulls. The Filthy Creds. Qui-Gon knew the names. More operations from a regional underworld that was increasingly aboveground. He surreptitiously nudged the case he’d been traveling with under a nearby seat. There was a play here, the Jedi Master knew. He just had to find it.

“This is madness,” the young father declared, clutching his wailing son. “We’ve got nothing to steal!”

“That’s obvious enough.” Lobber gestured to the ceiling with his blaster. “We’re stealing the ship.” He pointed to the Houk. “Ghor, you know what to do.”

Ghor grabbed an empty canvas bag from beside his seat and moved into the aisle with it. “Any weapons, give ’em.” He had turned away from Obi-Wan—a stroke of luck, Qui-Gon thought—but it was still too soon to act. Wungo the Klatoonian was in motion, too, with a sack of his own—only he was demanding valuables.

“You just said you only wanted the ship,” a Rodian passenger snarled.

Wungo snapped, “Shut up!”

An elderly traveler began to weep. “What—what’s to happen to us?”

Lobber laughed. “We’re going to put you all out at the nearest stop.”

“Where?” the young father asked. “What’s for us there?”

Flustered, the Devaronian raised his voice. “Quit your moaning. You’re lucky we don’t just space you all!”

Qui-Gon had seen and heard enough. The hijackers had no plan or even any agreement on whom they worked for. Amateurism often meant recklessness and the potential for harm—if he didn’t act quickly and smartly. He cast another look he knew his Padawan would recognize and took a step from the bulkhead.

Putting his open hands before him, he spoke calmly. “My friends, there’s no need for this.”

Lobber glowered at him. “Who are you?”

“Just someone who wants a pleasant ride.” Qui-Gon crossed his arms. “I don’t want to see anyone get hurt.”

“The only person who’ll get hurt is you,” Lobber declared.

Ghor pointed his weapon at Qui-Gon. “All right, brave guy. Where’s your blaster?”

“I usually do without one.”

The giant guffawed. “You’re that good, eh?”

Lobber snarled. “Teach the big hero a lesson—then get to the cockpit.”

“You’re the one who knows how to fly,” Ghor said.

“Just do it!”

Lobber’s companions had only started to advance toward Qui-Gon when the door to the galley behind him opened. He looked back to see the mother holding her squirming child. She was three steps inside when she saw the blasters being raised in her direction.

“Leerah, go back!” her husband shouted. Panicked, she took a wrong step back across the threshold and lost her balance, causing her daughter to slip from her hands and tumble toward the metal deck. The woman shrieked.

Righting herself quickly, she stared up in marvel at what had happened to her daughter. The toddler bobbed upside down, floating in the air so close to the floor her hair brushed against it.

“People keep dropping things around here,” Qui-Gon said, his hand poised in the air.

The little girl giggled in delight until her mother snapped her up.

The others in the cabin watched, spellbound—but none with more interest than the hijackers. Lobber’s mouth hung open. “He’s a Jedi!”

“Actually,” Obi-Wan said, “he’s a Jedi Master.” He rose from his seat. “And not just any Jedi Master. They once asked him to be on the Jedi Council. Have you heard of that?”

Lobber’s frown indicated he had. “They’re supposed to be the best. The bosses.”

Ghor stared at Qui-Gon. “Then what’s he doing out here?”

“He told them no,” Obi-Wan replied. “He thought it would take time away from his major pursuit.”

“Which is?”

“Commercial spacecraft security. There’s never been a single hijacking on his watch.”

Ghor snorted. “Security! Jedi don’t do that kind of stuff.” He looked to the Devaronian. “They don’t. Do they?”

“Of course not.” Lobber sneered. “The Jedi barely bother with this route these days.”

“And yet here we are,” Qui-Gon said.

Wungo looked in panic between Qui-Gon and the girl he’d rescued. “Did you see how he made her float? I didn’t know they could do that.”

“Jedi don’t go around showing off,” Obi-Wan said, stepping forward. “But word gets around. I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors.”

Lobber frowned. “What rumors?”

“Of secret Jedi powers. Some are quite amazing. Disarming you of your weapon with just a few words, for example.”

Ghor gripped his blaster more tightly. “Is that so?”

Qui-Gon shook his head. “I won’t be doing that. Or anything … flashier.”

Wungo stared. “Like what?”

“Don’t worry yourself.” Qui-Gon clasped his hands together. “What was the planet called where you were going to drop everyone off?”

Lobber had the answer. “Randon.”

“Wonderful. I’ll make sure the pilot stops there. And then you three will disembark—and find passage back to wherever you came from.” He raised an eyebrow. “Hopefully, on a vessel you have permission to board.”

“‘Disembark’?” Lobber repeated.

“That means get off,” Obi-Wan interjected.

“I know what it—” The Devaronian stopped himself and laughed. “We’re not getting off this ship.”

“Oh, I think you’ll definitely want to.”

“And if we don’t?”

“The alternative is … unpleasant,” Qui-Gon said. He looked to Obi-Wan. “My colleague can attest to that.”

Ghor followed Qui-Gon’s eyes. “You’re his colleague?”

Obi-Wan bowed.

“Another Jedi Knight?” Lobber asked.

“Sort of.” Obi-Wan flicked at his Padawan braid. “It’s complicated.”

Lobber swore and looked about. “Great. Any more around here?”

“Forget that,” Wungo said. “I still wanna know about this ‘unpleasant alternative.’”

“I’m not sure you do,” Obi-Wan responded, with visible apprehension. “Master, tell me you’re not considering doing what I think you are.” He winced and gave a shudder. “I would rather not have to clean up the mess.”

“I didn’t say it was something I preferred,” Qui-Gon said, shaking his head. “It’s a last resort.”

Lobber looked unconvinced. “Another secret thing Jedi know how to do? Why have I never heard of it?”

“An excellent question,” Obi-Wan said. “Is there a reason you might not have heard of it?”

“It doesn’t exist!”

“Or?”

It took a beat for the three hijackers to work it out. Wungo had it first. “Nobody you’ve ever done this thing to has survived?”

“Certainly not.” Qui-Gon glanced uneasily at Obi-Wan. “I should say definitely not.”

Obi-Wan looked sick. “I mean, even if you did survive, you really wouldn’t want to.”

Wungo lowered his blaster. “That’s it. I’m out.”

“Yeah,” Ghor said, following suit. “I’m not doing this.”

Lobber was beside himself. “What are you fools talking about? You work for me. We just shoot them!”

“Or maybe we shoot you,” Ghor barked. His blaster rose again—this time, pointed at Lobber. “Who put you in charge, anyway?”

Qui-Gon raised his hands. “There’s no need for any of that. There’s a way out.”

“For starters, we’ll need those weapons,” Obi-Wan added. He approached Ghor and opened his hand. “For safekeeping.”

Qui-Gon nodded. “I assure you we’ll give them back.”

Wungo couldn’t shed his blaster fast enough. Ghor practically shoved his into Obi-Wan’s hand.

Lobber looked at them, baffled. At last, he gave a mournful moan before lowering his blaster. Obi-Wan collected it.

“It would also be more comfortable for everyone if you waited in the cargo hold,” Qui-Gon said.

“The hold?” Wungo asked. He brightened. “Where all the good stuff is?”

“No, one of the empty bays. It wouldn’t do for you to take these people’s belongings.” He reclaimed the bag of stolen goods from the hijacker.

Lobber objected. “You’re gonna lock us in!”

“It’s better, I assure you,” Qui-Gon said, setting the sack aside. “This way, my associate and I won’t have to keep an eye on you. And you won’t have to be locked in with us.”

That was enough. Obi-Wan toggled the doorway and made a welcoming gesture. “This way, please.”

The trio looked at one another—and grumbled as they made their way to the aperture. “I sure hope the Vile don’t hear about this,” Lobber said.

“I wouldn’t join them anyway,” Obi-Wan said. “Terrible name.”

Qui-Gon turned and faced the passengers. “Apologies for the commotion, everyone. But you’ll find there are a few new empty seats.”




CHAPTER 2

The Regal Zephyr

HYPERSPACE

“Do the trick, do the trick!”

The toddler was barely old enough to speak, but she could say those words clearly—over and over again. They added to the din in the Regal Zephyr’s passenger cabin that had followed the hijackers’ departure. A single steward, having finally come to check on the commotion, had quickly found himself fielding a host of complaints.

Qui-Gon refrained from obliging the little girl with any more theatrics. Despite the successful pantomime that he and Obi-Wan had put on, Jedi did not like to advertise their hidden talents. It was a good policy, Qui-Gon thought. Public stunts widened the gulf between the Jedi Order and the people in a way that should discomfit everyone. Still, he hoped that the mood aboard the transport would improve.

Those hopes lasted until his apprentice returned from the hold. “Our would-be abductors are safely stowed,” Obi-Wan announced on entering. “It should be a peaceful journey from here.”

“A peaceful—?” Leerah stepped forward to collect her rambunctious child. “You’re promising a peaceful journey.”

Obi-Wan put up his hand. “There’s no need for thanks. It’s the least we could do.”

“I’m not thanking you. And it literally was the least you could do.”

His eyes widened. “I beg your pardon?”

Leerah swiveled with the child in one arm and gestured to the other travelers. “We’re most of us coming from Tharben. You do remember Tharben?”

“Why, certainly,” Obi-Wan said. “I stayed in the Jedi outpost years ago. A lovely planet.”

“It was,” her husband said. “The guilds started abandoning the Ootmian route because of all the crime in this part of the Slice—and the Republic subsidies for our planet’s security patrol ended.” He looked keenly at the Padawan. “You really don’t know what happened next?”

Qui-Gon spared him the awkward moment. “The Jedi Order closed the outpost on Tharben last year, Obi-Wan.”

“Oh.” Deflated, the Padawan cast his eyes to the deck.

“My student isn’t apprised of these things.” Qui-Gon tilted his head. “What was the impact of the closure?”

An elderly passenger sitting a few meters away spoke up. “Tharben was on the edge of Hutt space, so it behooved both the Republic and the syndicates to keep the planet functioning. A waystation, to do business with the more dangerous places. But now there is no counterbalance.” He pointed to the Jedi. “You were it.”

Obi-Wan looked up. “Wait. If it’s along the Ootmian route, there’s still protection. The Republic polices the—”

Qui-Gon put his hand up. It was time to listen.

The steward, delighted to no longer be the focus of ire, chipped in. “The star maps don’t tell the real story. The Republic boundary beyond the Mid Rim—that’s imaginary and has been for years. The hyperspace lanes in the Slice that approach Hutt space get a lot of pirate activity. There’s a wide swath where it’s gotten too dangerous to operate.” He looked embarrassed. “As you’ve already seen.”

Leerah elaborated further as she strapped her daughter into her seat. “I was born and raised on Tharben. Bad things sometimes happened there, but I never saw them. They’re in the open, now. When the factories couldn’t pay protection anymore, the gangs burned them down—and Vale’s and my jobs with them.” She rose and gestured to the ship surrounding them. “At least this route’s still running.” Her eyes darted to the steward. “It is still running, isn’t it?”

The steward was quick to defend his firm. “The Regal Voyager line has been fortunate—today’s trouble was very much an exception. As long as that continues, we’ll keep flying. There’s still a lot of business traffic out to Ord Jannak and Kwenn.”

“To—” Obi-Wan started. He stopped himself and looked back to Qui-Gon, clearly not knowing whether he should say what he knew.

His master answered for him. “Just yesterday, we oversaw the closure of the Jedi outpost on Ord Jannak.” Qui-Gon lifted his carrying case. “We’re delivering the last effects to Coruscant now.”

Tumult followed, as many people spoke at once. “Wonderful,” Leerah said, raising her voice. “The whole Ootmian route is collapsing. We got out just in time!”

When he could finally be heard over the chatter, Obi-Wan put up his hands. “These outposts. They aren’t police stations—just places for Jedi Knights to stay and study when they visit.” He turned his palms upward. “The Jedi were barely there.”

“And don’t think we didn’t know it,” the elderly passenger said. “But it wasn’t always so. My grandparents said the outpost on Tharben was always busy in their day. The Jedi were often outside it. They were helping people.” He shook his head. “But even when the visits slowed down, we knew someone would be coming back. The building still meant something.”

More voices were raised. One remarked on a new subject. An Ithorian holding a child of her own pointed at Leerah and Vale. “I saw what you did for their family, Jedi. You gave them meal vouchers. Did you bring enough for everyone?”

“And how about tomorrow?” someone else demanded. “What will you do then?”

Qui-Gon struggled to keep the conversation calm. “Once we reach Coruscant, I assure you that the Republic’s body that works with refugees—”

“We’re not refugees!” someone shouted.

“Pardon, the suddenly relocated will work with you to provide housing and sustenance.”

A passenger spoke. “I have a medical condition. It can’t go untreated.”

“They will see to that.”

“I had nearly finished my studies,” said another. “How will I get my certification now?”

“That, too.” Qui-Gon knew it wasn’t his role to do everything—nor could he reasonably be expected to. But he would try. He produced a comlink. “I swear to you, I will make the contacts immediately.”

“You’re passing us off,” Leerah said. She threw up her hands. “I always heard so much about the Jedi. I never saw one, but they told me that was because you saved people—and then you left.” She looked at Obi-Wan and snorted. “We finally got our turn, I guess!”

“That’s not fair,” Obi-Wan blurted, before moderating his tone. “I mean, that’s not correct.”

Rattled by the bedlam, Leerah’s children wailed.

Obi-Wan looked overwhelmed. Qui-Gon could well understand why. The galactic scale of their responsibilities meant that the Jedi were focusing more attention than ever on what many called the cosmic Force: the larger picture, involving everyone now and into the future. No one did this more than members of the Jedi Council. Aspiring apprentices who took them as role models sought to likewise spend their time on the galactic astropolitical scene, the bigger questions.

But even though Council members like Master Yoda regularly instructed Padawans to pay attention to the present and where they were, many students tended to forget that concerns that seemed small on a galactic level were often huge for the individual. The hopes and fears of the living came together in an aspect of the Force that Qui-Gon had dedicated his career to better understanding.

And where the living Force was concerned, there was literally no time like the present. Qui-Gon set down the case with a sharp thud that quieted the crowd.

His eyes found the steward. “Sir, how far are we from Coruscant?”

“A ways yet. We have several stops first.”

“That’s fine.” Qui-Gon put his hands before him and addressed the travelers. “It’s true we have assignments that keep us on the move. But we are with you now. And my student and I will listen to everything you have to say.” He looked to Leerah—and held her gaze. “And I will do more than send messages. You have my word.”

She stared back. “The word of a Jedi?”

“The word of someone who wants to help.”

After a few moments, she nodded.

The cabin broke up into multiple conversations again, as the passengers sorted out who was to speak, and on what subject. Obi-Wan stepped over, picked up the case, and spoke into Qui-Gon’s ear. “I think I miss when people were pointing blasters at us.”

“I often tell you to be mindful of the living Force. You’ve been given an uncommon chance to hear it speak.” He put his hand on Obi-Wan’s shoulder and whispered, “Don’t miss it.”




CHAPTER 3

Coruscant

“One volume of handwritten notes on lightsaber repair. One scholarly work discussing Poetics of the Jedi. One code manual, outdated.”

In the anteroom to the archives in the Jedi Temple on Coruscant, Eeth Koth observed as a staffer sorted through the case Qui-Gon Jinn had brought from the shuttered outpost on Ord Jannak. The Jedi Master knew there wasn’t supposed to be much of value left at that location, and the contents seemed to prove it.

The staffer began speaking again. “One visitor’s pass to the Ord Jannak Capital Building, expired. Two datacards, marked PURGED. One—” The staffer paused, peering at a piece of flimsiplast. “One thing I don’t recognize.” She turned to Eeth. “Master?”

He took the object. Rarities were his specialty—but this was beyond even his knowledge. “You’ll have to help me on this one.”

“That took a while to figure out,” Qui-Gon said, bemused. “It’s the catering bill from the time a Hutt was allowed to visit the outpost, centuries ago.”

The Zabrak Jedi Master’s eyes scanned the list of numbers on the document. “Impressive. I can see why they chose to keep it. A commemoration.”

“Or a warning never to spend so much again on a guest,” Qui-Gon said.

One of the more recent additions to the Jedi Council, Eeth had taken on oversight of the latest round of outpost closures. Decommissioning was a routine matter in a galaxy where commerce waxed and waned, causing assets to be reallocated for better use. But even small, scarcely used Jedi facilities like Ord Jannak’s required special care to close properly. Often, the Order had to formally transfer the outpost building to a planetary government. And in all circumstances, sensitive and historical materials needed to be evaluated on-site, with key items returned to Coruscant, where a member of the Jedi Council gave final say over what belonged in Jocasta Nu’s archives.

Eeth had a good mind for spatial information, and an even better handle on where most of the Order’s far-flung holdings were. What had started as a temporary task had evolved into a regular responsibility—and, increasingly, a chore. It seemed every time Yoda and Adi Gallia emerged from a meeting with Chancellor Valorum, another outpost closure soon followed.

For Eeth, however, the trivial nature of the materials retrieved from Ord Jannak confirmed the wisdom of the move. “The place was unoccupied for years at a time.”

“It looked it,” Qui-Gon said.

“Then that is that.” After Eeth gestured for his staffers to dispose of the materials, he took notice of the carrying case Qui-Gon had brought them in. A raised emblem on one side of it depicted a golden chalice inside an eight-pointed star. “This isn’t one of our containers.”

Qui-Gon nodded. “We didn’t have one with us when you directed us to Ord Jannak. The Regal Voyager line—that’s their logo—provided me one of their security valises before we boarded.”

Eeth looked over the interior. “SecuriCase brand. It’s very nice.” He felt along the corners. “Electronic countermeasures, to thwart scans. Strong ones.”

“The line rents them to couriers, bankers—anyone who travels with items they don’t want out of their sight. With a voice-activated password lock, as you saw. It was Obi-Wan’s idea to choose the mantra from the Jedi Code.”

Eeth smiled. “A code from a Code.”

“He is not above a play on words.”

“I will see it returned to the Regal Voyager office.” Eeth closed the case. “That concludes the matter. The two of you are always reliable, Master Qui-Gon. I realize this sort of assignment is less than engaging, but it must be performed by a Jedi of rank, and not a civilian. I appreciate your attention to detail.”

“It’s good for students to see how things are done.”

“Still, there’s no need to overdo it. While you remain on call for this detail, you are at liberty until you are reassigned. Thanks again.”

“I appreciate that, Master.” Qui-Gon paused. “Before I go, I would like to call the Council’s attention to something.”

Eeth looked up. “Does this relate to the outpost?”

“Yes—but there’s more.” Qui-Gon’s brow furrowed. “It’s really a matter for the whole body. When do you next meet?”

Eeth admitted he didn’t know. “We are overdue, but I’ve been so busy here I’m not clear on who is where. Many of us are offworld. That’s no impediment—”

“But it takes arranging.” Qui-Gon nodded. “I have other things to attend to myself. That case is not the only thing we brought home with us.”

“I HAVE REACHED the turbine,” echoed a voice from above.

“Excellent,” Plo Koon said as he pushed up against the hefty metal grating. “Take your time.”

At first glance, anyone looking at the scene in the vehicle maintenance hangar at the Jedi Temple might have thought Plo was trying to catch the enormous transport with his gloved hands. The vessel was suspended two meters off the deck at its lowest point, which was where the Kel Dor Jedi Master stood, hands at the ready. In fact, four repulsorlift jack units aft and forward were keeping the vessel in midair while Plo passed tools into and out of the ventral service hatch.

It was hardly a job for a member of the Council, but the refit of the Jedi’s surface fleet had suffered many delays, and Plo thought the best way to invigorate the workers was by example.

The voice resonated again from inside the hatch, above. “I am draining the coolant. Stand by.”

Plo assumed it would be another minute, and looked to the side. His eyes widened. A sense of impending danger drew his attention to one of the repulsorlift generators holding up the front of the craft. With an electric flash, the unit stopped functioning. The whole transport toppled, threatening workers on the deck underneath at the far end.

As the massive vessel began to crush downward on his position, Plo reached out with one hand. Drawing on the Force, he blocked the further descent of the vessel. It was only a stopgap; he knew from the start that levitation wasn’t the answer. He gestured with his other hand toward the failed repulsorlift generator. Spotting the lever that switched the machine from one power cell to the backup, he pressed with his mind. The Force responded—and the device hummed back to life.

Buffeted once more by antigravity, the corner of the ship surged upward again—too quickly. Spanners and wrenches rained down from the hatch above his head. Mentally manipulating objects for the third time in seconds, Plo caught the varied implements in midair before they struck his head. Unfortunately, the same skill could do nothing against the final thing to tumble from the bobbing ship: an open bucket of drained engine coolant. The sight of it caused him to release the tools with his mind—just in time for the Jedi Master to get a faceful of liquid.

“Master Plo!”

“Stay back,” Plo called out to the other workers, in a voice that now sounded like a gurgle. He took care of that first, expelling the fluid from his breathing apparatus. Next he rubbed his goggles clear enough that he could assess the state of the transport. It looked stable.

And he saw something else—a hairless face with downward-pointing horns, peering from the hatch above. Saesee Tiin regarded his colleague coolly. “So that’s where you went.”

Plo swept coolant drops from his robe. “Do not laugh.”

“Have I ever?”

“I suppose not.”

Saesee’s amber eyes glowered. “You were supposed to hand up my tools.”

“Pray tell, Master Tiin, did you happen to notice the ship rocking?”

“I’m working.” Saesee looked to the tools strewn about the floor. “They’re down there.”

It was about all the sympathy one could expect from Saesee, Plo knew. Neither was the most personable of Jedi, but where Plo excelled with handling the logistics for large groups of personnel, starships were Saesee’s specialty. Flying them—and fixing them. Increasingly, it meant that most of Saesee’s interactions were with contractors and droids—not to mention the students drafted by Plo to repair Jedi transports that needed constant servicing. A frustrating group to lead, to be sure, made more so by its current struggles upgrading the fleet.

“Master Plo,” someone said behind him. It wasn’t the voice of a worker—but rather Obi-Wan Kenobi. The Padawan offered him a towel.

“Thank you, Obi-Wan.” Plo wiped his face. “I see you have returned from the Slice.”

“I wish I had been a minute earlier.” Obi-Wan knelt and began collecting tools from the floor.

Saesee dropped from the transport, empty toolbox in hand. The sturdily built Iktotchi ably avoided slipping on the fluids underfoot. “Kenobi,” he said. It was all the greeting Saesee usually ever gave. “Have you come to join the work crew?”

“Afraid I’m on another mission at the moment, Master Tiin.” He piled the tools into the toolbox. “Qui-Gon would like to requisition one of the transport shuttles. There are new arrivals at the spaceport who can’t afford the fare to the migrant center on the other side of Coruscant.”

Saesee stared. “This is an official request?”

“No, but it relates to something that happened on our last mission. On the way back from it, actually.”

“The Republic isn’t handling it?” Plo Koon asked.

“There’s a funding question. Master Qui-Gon was hoping to sidestep the issue.” Obi-Wan straightened. “We are—uh—attending to it in our spare time.”

“Good of you,” Plo said, before gesturing. “Unfortunately, as you can see, much of the surface fleet is grounded.”

Obi-Wan nodded. “It was worth asking.”

“A mechanic can only work so fast,” Saesee said, “and even a Jedi can only do so much. Patience.”

Plo had no illusions about the source of the request—or about how patient Qui-Gon would be, when it came to alleviating the distress of others. Plo approved of the charitable intent, if not entirely of the use of Jedi assets. Nonetheless, he knew Qui-Gon would surely look for a way. “The Force may provide,” he said.

“A moment, Master Plo,” said an amiable voice from behind.

Plo turned to see that one of their droid maintenance specialists, Heezo, had stepped over to help mop up the mess. The Selonian addressed the others. “My apologies, but I overheard your problem.” He looked to Obi-Wan. “There’s a chauffeur for a music act who owes me a favor—I repaired her droid once. Would your friends mind riding in a luxury hoverbus?”

“Mind?” Obi-Wan smiled. “They’d love it. They haven’t been treated well in a long time.”

“I can make the arrangements.” Heezo deferred to Plo. “With your permission, Master?”

“Certainly.” He took the mop from Heezo. “Please see to it. I’ll finish up here.”

The worker bowed and dashed for the exit.

Plo gestured broadly. “You see? The Force has already provided.”

Obi-Wan thanked his listeners—and added one more request. “Master Qui-Gon was hoping to speak with the full Council. Do you expect to convene soon?”

Saesee snorted. “You tell me.” He gestured to the disarray surrounding them. Shuttles and repulsorlift craft everywhere were undergoing surgery.

“I see.” Obi-Wan nodded and bowed. “As you say: patience.”

Standing together, the two Jedi Masters watched as he left. “A worthy student,” Plo said. “I hope Qui-Gon doesn’t get him into any trouble.”

Saesee pressed the toolbox into Plo’s hands. “Worry less. Work more.”




CHAPTER 4

Riftwalker Compound

KELDOOINE

You can’t have a meeting of the minds if nobody attending has one.

Zilastra had coined the saying early in her career, and it had come in handy far too many times in the decade since. But this was the first time she’d thought of it in the middle of a firefight.

Blaster shots sizzled through the air in the corridor of the freighter Morleen, bright lines never to be crossed. Even peeking around the corner was death. All Zilastra could see from her side passage was the opening across the hall, where her second-in-command had just noticed her arrival. A Feeorin, Burlug had head-tendrils like hers; his were blue, while hers were Nautolan green. But he was a much bigger target. Burlug yelled over the incoming fire, “Stay back, Zil!”

“Luggy, what’s the story?”

“Tal and Krins got it. Our surprise guest popped ’em as soon as they started to parlay.”

“Saves me from killing them,” Zilastra replied. So much for trying for a peaceful meeting. Her anger grew. A boarding action, in my own port. What a mess!

Intake was one of the simplest tasks her crew was expected to handle. In the safety of one of her own landing facilities on Keldooine, newly captured spaceships got the once-over. Valuable cargoes were located and removed, while another team evaluated the vessel’s condition using a checklist that would have been the envy of any Republic bureaucrat.

Before all that could happen, however, the ship had to be secured. Capturing and rerouting a large vessel was a hectic affair, and rarely was there time to clear all the occupants while in flight. That tended to just be a formality once in port, where the numbers favored her forces. From there, it progressed as it had since the dawn of piracy. Most captured crewmembers tended to switch sides without much fuss. Joining up was better than unemployment—or a violent death. Even presumably loyal captains of commercial liners would flip once a little pressure was applied.

But owners of independent freighters like the Morleen were a different breed: protective of their vessels, and even more in love with their own stories of themselves. One legend-in-his-own-mind after another had refused to give up the ship, some hiding in the ductwork for days, waiting their chance to get taken down by her forces.

Or to do a little damage of their own.

With shots continuing to crackle past, Zilastra adjusted her gloves first, and then drew her blasters. Thermal detonators would be of no use—they’d damage the freighter. And a gas bomb would simply mean an even longer delay before intake could begin. No, this would have to be done the hard way, before—

The shots stopped.

Burlug looked back at her. “Don’t. It’s a trap.”

“You think?”

She heard the cockpit door close—and seconds later the low thrum of the freighter’s engines starting. The owner’s still trying to save the damn ship!

Fortunately, there was an option Zilastra had ignored while all the shooting was going on: the intercom, on the wall beside her. She holstered one of her blasters and activated the communications device. “Hey, listen. Up in the cockpit.”

Static. Then a husky voice. “I’m not talking to you. Get off my ship!”

“Yeah, I hear that a lot. I’m Zilastra.”

A pause. Then the speaker sounded. “You’re Zilastra? Of the Riftwalkers?”

“I’m glad you’ve heard of me. That means you know what I’ll do.”

Silence followed. Burlug shook his head. “I don’t think—”

Wait, Zilastra mouthed. It usually took ten seconds.

The freighter owner was ready in five. “Let me keep the Morleen.”

“The what?”

“This ship. It’s mine. Just take the cargo.”

Zilastra had heard that one before, too. “What are you carrying?”

“Tanks of industrial acid. Four million liters, bound for Introsphere on Gorse.”

Ehh. Zilastra’s green mouth crinkled.

Still, the engines were really starting to rev. She toggled the intercom. “Okay, you’re in luck. We happen to have a buyer for that right here on Keldooine.”

“And?”

“I’ll give you one of the tanks. You sell it, you can find your way offworld.”

“What?” The owner was clearly caught off guard. “No! I want my ship!”

“The offer stands. The Morleen is mine. You want to negotiate, next time get caught by a used starship dealer.” She listened to the engines. “If your ship clears the facility, my people will shoot it down, with me in it.”

“What? You’d really order that?”

“I thought you’d heard of me before. You’ve got ten seconds.” Zilastra snapped off the device and redrew her other blaster.

It took the owner all ten seconds to see reason. The engines died. And when the door to the cockpit slid open, the owner died, too—shot once by each of Zilastra’s blasters set to kill.

Burlug stepped out and stared at the corpse, which now rested beside the bodies of Zilastra’s two former henchmen. “Good old Zilastra. Smile and shoot.”

“She was wasting time.” Zilastra holstered her weapons. “Get her out of here.”

Nearly twice Zilastra’s weight, Burlug had no trouble at all picking up the pilot’s limp body. “Where to?”

Zilastra pointed a thumb aft. “She owns one of those acid vats in the hold. A deal’s a deal.” She glanced at the corpses of her fallen henchmen. “Them, too.”

“Got it.”

Zilastra wanted a bath, herself—if in something a lot less dangerous. Nautolans were at home near water, and while her job kept her in space, Zilastra liked a good soak. But there was more yet to do. “Luggy, where was she hiding?”

“Under the heat exchange manifold. Snuck into the cockpit past everyone.”

“Just great.” This wasn’t supposed to happen. Zilastra looked from side to side. “Where’s the kid?”

She started to reach for her comlink—and decided instead on the ship’s public address system. Her voice boomed through the halls. “Kylah Lohmata! Show yourself!”

A metal bulkhead panel behind Zilastra shot outward, landing on the deck with a clang. A dark-haired human girl of twelve slipped out of a space barely a meter tall. Her face and clothing were completely covered in grease smudges—and her wide brown eyes beamed as she saluted. “Reporting, Your Majesty!”

Zilastra waved a gloved hand. “I’m not in the mood. I’ve got two dead because of a pilot we missed. Checking crawl spaces is your job!”

Kylah got to her feet. “I found something else. I knew you’d want to see it.”

“And you thought the way to reach me was to crawl here?”

“People were shooting.” Kylah lifted the panel she’d just knocked out. Like most of the corridor, it was pocked with score marks from the pilot’s blaster. The kid smiled wide. “Come on! Follow me down to the hold!”

The wiry girl dived back into the maintenance tunnel before Zilastra could grab her. Kneeling, she saw Kylah clambering like a rodent through the tunnel. Unable to fit, Zilastra shouted inside. “What’s the matter with taking the stairs?”

“Shortcut!”

Seething, Zilastra heard a comment from above. “Smart kid.” The pilot’s body over his massive shoulder, Burlug snickered at his boss. “Saves her from getting chewed out. I’d follow if I could fit!”

“Get to the hold before I liquidate the lot of you.” Zilastra watched him pass and turned to follow. The long way to the hold, down the halls.

There was no place in Zilastra’s life for children of her own. It had been hard enough starting the Riftwalkers from the castoffs of the four other gangs working this sector of the Slice. Yet somehow she had become a kind of surrogate parent for Kylah. The foundling had been a stowaway on a merchant ship Zilastra had grabbed; with nowhere to go, she’d stayed on. The skinny kid’s talent at getting into places no one else could and finding things no one knew to look for had made her handy to have around.

Still, given all the would-be lieutenants wanting to impress her all the time, an incorrigible orphan made for a change of pace. Kylah was all striving, with none of the conniving. Zilastra wasn’t exactly alike in that, but she certainly knew what it was to be on her own—and she respected performance. She’d lately entrusted the stowaway with a very special project, in fact.

She was beginning to doubt the wisdom of that when she arrived in the hold. True to the late captain’s word, freestanding tanks stood in the wide area. They were bolted to the deck, and the only way to drain them was at a reservoir facility, using the proper equipment. That was why Zilastra instantly had known the prize was less than useful.

“No kid,” Burlug said. “I was sure she’d beat us here.”

Zilastra’s blood boiled. “Stowaway!”

“I’m up here!” came a voice from high above.

Zilastra looked to the top of one of the tanks. Somehow, Kylah had gotten up there and was perched next to an opening in the massive container. “What’s the idea?” Zilastra asked.

“You’re going to want to see this,” Kylah said. “I’m not the only stowaway on this ship!”




CHAPTER 5

Coruscant

The Great Western Sea on Coruscant was far from the Jedi Temple, but Yaddle felt as if she were drowning nonetheless. Not in liquid, but in details.

“This one again,” she said, taking a deep breath for another dive. “Item Fifty-Stroke-Seventeen, in the matter of Yash Helgan, on Corellia.”

Her small green frame dwarfed by the semicircular desk in the library annex, she read from the datapad for the benefit of her dictation droid. At least, she assumed it was still standing there. The holobooks she was using were piled high, obstructing her view of the surroundings.

But not off to her right, where she saw a familiar and friendly face. “Master Qui-Gon!”

“Master Yaddle.” Qui-Gon bowed. “I’m sorry to disturb you. I was passing through.”

She smiled. “I’m always willing to interrupt my day of judgment.”

“Pardon?”

“Legal matters.” Tiny green fingers gestured to the work surrounding her. “The Galactic Courts of Justice generally hold that Jedi are not liable for events that take place during their official duties within the boundaries of the Republic.”

“Generally. But not always?”

“Correct—and there are other kinds of questions.” She gestured to the datapad. “Here, for example, are the civil actions for wrongful arrest, all of which involved a Jedi during the investigation or apprehension. The Jedi cannot themselves be made liable, but we do make certain they provide testimony. And that is but one variety.”

“Sounds complicated.”

“Mmm. One reason I take this duty is I have lived so long, seen so much. There are always precedents. Except when there aren’t.” She pointed to the latest item. “Consider the plight of poor Yash Helgan, a Padawan who, during air-taxi travel, activated his lightsaber in an attempt to use it as a light source. It went through the seat, impaling the droid driver and resulting in the cab’s unscheduled entry in the Remembrance Night Festival Parade.”

The dictation droid took a step back. Qui-Gon patted its metal shoulder. “I’m sure the droid was repaired.”

“Once they found all of it,” Yaddle said. “Let’s just say there were a variety of legal claims.”

Qui-Gon’s comlink beeped. He asked Yaddle’s pardon and answered. “Yes, Obi-Wan?”

“I’ve arranged rides for those who need them.”

“Good. Just be careful with your lightsaber.”

“What?”

“Never mind. I’m still working on my part of the list.” Qui-Gon ended the call and made his apologies to Yaddle. “I’m afraid I must be off.”

“Like the future, Qui-Gon is always in motion,” Yaddle said. She smiled as he disappeared around the tall stack of materials.

Then she looked at the work before her and sighed. Going places. I remember what that was like!

WHY IS EVERYTHING so blue?

When it came to having a disciplined mind, Adi Gallia had few equals. It was one reason that her colleagues on the Jedi Council often looked to her on diplomatic matters—and particularly, relations with Senate and other Republic officials.

It wasn’t just that she remembered names and titles; any protocol droid could do that. Adi also knew the points of view of those she spoke with. Their legislative records—and the picayune details of their personal projects. Most of the time she didn’t need a datapad, though she found it reassured her contacts to see her holding one. Focus, for her, was everything.

Even so, the oddest things could claim her attention. An hour and a half into one of her and Master Yoda’s frequent meetings with Supreme Chancellor Valorum and Senator Palpatine on Coruscant, she found her attention increasingly drawn to the walls and the furnishings. Finis Valorum had celebrated his reelection in the usual way, by completely changing the color scheme of the office at great expense. He had chosen an almost hypnotically deep blue, perhaps to put his visitors at ease.

Or to sleep—but then, Valorum’s meetings tended to have that effect on their own.

“And there is another concern on the horizon,” the chancellor said. Seated in a cerulean chair, Valorum leaned across the enormous desk and spoke with grave intent. “There has been a point-two percent reduction in tourism revenue on Garqi.”

“Two percent?” Yoda asked.

“Point-two percent,” corrected Palpatine, seated alongside the two Jedi Masters. “But it was in excess of what the models predicted.”

Valorum referred to a datapad. “The economic working group that Senator Palpatine heads has a theory that it’s an indirect effect of the labor action in the caf plant sector, which supplies much of the tourism in the off season.”

Adi realized where it was going. “You’re suggesting we send Jedi Knights to assist in the labor negotiations?”

“Sending them there on holiday won’t do much to help,” Valorum said.

Yoda and Adi exchanged a glance. Patience.

“There is a similar situation on Chamble,” the chancellor added. “Only there it is the local police force that is on strike. The resulting unrest has impacted the market capitalization of Bansche Tech. It has greatly suffered.”

Adi made a mental note. “Negotiators to Chamble.”

“Oh, no.” Palpatine looked up from his datapad. “Chamble’s senator says her government will not negotiate for any reason. She just wants the businesses protected.”

“We are not police officers,” Yoda said. “Nor corporate security.”

It was the umpteenth one of these moments, and everyone present took it in stride. “A visit would be enough,” Valorum said, idly looking at the back of his hand. “Something where the locals can see you on the corporate grounds. A tour, perhaps?”

“Only if the masters judge it to be worthy of their most valuable time,” Palpatine said, smiling mildly at the Jedi. “Such decisions are entirely in your domain. Perhaps you can stage a training mission there. Those make quite a show.”

Yoda looked to Adi. “Master Gallia—”

“The note is made,” she said, using her datapad this time for show. An ally of the chancellor, Palpatine always seemed to have a suggestion ready for every problem he brought to the Council’s attention. It was part of why Valorum brought him into their meetings.

She took a deep breath. “Next item?”

The doors opened behind her. A droid aide walked to the desk carrying a pair of burgundy boots. Adi’s first thought was that they didn’t match the room. A little too red, and the spangly stone inlays running up their sides were absolutely garish. They certainly didn’t look like something Valorum would wear.

“These are manufactures from Hafernia, a new member of the Republic,” Valorum said. He ordered the droid to show them to Adi.

She examined them. Well, maybe the Hafernians like them. She found a way not to lie. “I’m sure they are proud of their work.”

“They are,” the chancellor said. “They’d like to send a few pallets to the Temple.”

“Pallets?” Yoda asked.

“Of the boots.”

The notion caught Adi off guard. “We’re happy to convey items to charitable causes—” She stared at the offenses against creation. “If you don’t think they’re a bit too fine for that.”

“Oh, no,” Valorum said. “They’re not for charity. They’re for you.”

“Me?”

“The Jedi. To wear, of course.”

She did a double take. “Jedi. Wearing these.”

“Just once in a while,” he said. “To show Hafernia the Republic welcomes their manufactures.”

Palpatine moved his hand dismissively. “They’re providing them at no cost, of course.”

The boots were suited for a dance hall, not action. “I don’t think these will be suitable, Chancellor.” She offered to pass them to her colleague. “Would you agree, Master Yoda?”

He tittered. “I am knowledgeable of many things. But I have never worn shoes!”

“No, I guess not.” She frowned. “I appreciate the Hafernians’ gift, Chancellor, but the Jedi do not endorse products.”

Palpatine raised an eyebrow. “Ah, but you do. You endorse the Galactic Republic, and the spread of good governance.”

That was true enough, Adi thought, but the whole thing was ridiculous. Valorum had made a number of similarly impossible requests in previous meetings, and it had grown clear to her that he didn’t care one way or another about many of them. The chancellor was a pipe through which all the demands of his patrons flowed. Many times, he just wanted to be able to say he made the request.

This appeared to be one of them. “They are rather wretched,” Valorum said of the boots. He and Palpatine looked at each other and chuckled.

“The Hafernians rarely leave their planet,” Palpatine said. “They’ll never know the difference.”

That’s a relief. Adi passed the boots back to the droid and slid a little in her chair. More minutes spent, debating something they were never going to do anyway.

Before it departed, the droid addressed them. “A Jedi has arrived in the antechamber. He said his name is Qui-Gon Jinn.”

Adi didn’t know he had returned to Coruscant. “That’s probably for us,” she said.

“Ever things that require attention,” Yoda said. He looked to Adi. “Please see to it. Too old, I am, for running back and forth.”

She could tell he was trying to rescue her from the meeting, and she wouldn’t have it. “I’m sure Master Qui-Gon probably came to see you.”

“We should not delay the chancellor. Longer, your legs are.”

She couldn’t disagree with that. She stood and followed the droid, not knowing how Yoda had handled centuries of meetings.

The anteroom outside the office in the Republic Executive Building was its original color; apparently, Valorum’s decorators hadn’t reached this chamber yet. She smiled to see who was waiting for her. “Master Qui-Gon. It is good to see you back.”

He bowed. “And you as well, Master Gallia.” He looked apprehensive. “I told the droid not to interrupt you.”

“It did me a favor,” she said, before grinning. “What brings you here?”

“I was dealing with some matters relating to my recent trip. But when I heard you and Master Yoda were here, I decided to stop by in case you had concluded. There is a matter I’m hoping to bring to the full Council.”

“I’m hoping to survive the day.” She cast a glance to the supreme chancellor’s door. “Our work here could go on for some time—and I don’t expect to be able to contact the other members. But if you see them first, feel free to ask them to set a time for you.”

“I will.” He bowed again. “I am sorry to have taken you from your meeting.”

“I told you, never apologize for doing the right thing.” She grinned. “But look who I am telling.”

Having watched Qui-Gon depart, she steeled herself and headed back inside. The others had moved on to what had become an increasingly regular phase of their meetings: what everyone had agreed to blithely call reallocations of strength. Valorum and Yoda were in the thick of discussion when Palpatine noticed her return.

The senator from Naboo leaned over and handed her a datapad. “Here is a list of moves we have recommended so far, Master Gallia.”

“I will give it my full attention.”

But instead, her eyes went somewhere else. Not to the discussion, nor even the vessels flying outside the great rectangular window. Leaning over to Palpatine, she covered her mouth to speak confidentially and gestured to the walls. “Why this shade of blue?”

“There’s no accounting for taste,” Palpatine whispered. “I sometimes wonder what it would look like in red.”




CHAPTER 6

Riftwalker Compound

KELDOOINE

“Would you look at these specimens,” Zilastra muttered in the Morleen’s hold on Keldooine. Zilastra had called out IK-111, her murder droid, to support her—but it barely seemed necessary for the three shambling figures with filthy clothes and pained expressions before her. They struggled to stand at attention before the ebon droid’s blasters. She shook her head. What a bunch!

The trio had been fished out of the only tank aboard the freighter that didn’t contain acid. The only way in was a hatch at the top; inside was a ten-meter drop. It had taken half an hour and a cable to get the occupants out.

“I heard ’em yelling earlier as I went past,” Kylah said. “I don’t think they’re crew—they smell like they’ve been in there for a while. I think they got stuck.”

“Step back, Eyekay.” Zilastra watched as IK-111 complied. “Where was this ship in from?”

“Randon.” The response came from Burlug, who was on the stairs beside another tank getting ready to dispose of the pilot. “Kid, you think they’re stowaways?”

“I would never hide anyplace that silly,” Kylah said.

Devaronian. Houk. Klatooinian. Zilastra snapped her fingers. “You’re the guys who tried to ’jack the Regal Zephyr!”

The trio said nothing. But like any good card player, she read faces. The Houk was stern, but his eyes were always in motion. He was afraid she was the law. The Klatooinian was afraid she wasn’t. Everything but his eyes was in motion, thanks to his nervous fidgeting.

But the Devaronian had looked up when she mentioned their attempted crime. That was pride, however misplaced—and it meant something else. He was the boss of the others, or thought he was. Zilastra addressed him. “Who are you?”

“Lobber. The Lobber.”

“There’s more than one?”

Lobber thrust his hand out, drawing an irritated chirp from the droid. The Devaronian pulled his hand back and tried to recover. “I’m the brains.”

“How terrible for all of you.”

Zilastra began to pace in front of them. Off to the side, Kylah watched her. “You’ve heard of these guys?”

“Three perps hit a spaceliner on the Ootmian. You can see how well it went by their accommodations here.” She peered at the shaky Klatooinian. “Caught the first thing back that had an engine. Do I have that right?”

The Klatooinian cast a glance up at Burlug, dropping a body into another tank with a sickening splash—and nearly fainted.

Lobber spoke up. “Don’t bother talking to Wungo, pal. I told you, I’m the mover here.” He patted his chest. “I can see you’re in the same business. Nice to meet a fellow—”

Zilastra launched herself toward Lobber, her hands lancing out for the Devaronian’s horns. She squeezed hard, using them as leverage to wrench his neck.

“Ow! Let go!”

“Nobody hits ships of the Regal Voyager line!” Zilastra declared, tightening her grip. Lobber’s knees buckled.

Wungo cringed. “Are … are they your territory?”

Lobber spoke through the pain. “We—we were going to give the ship to you, I promise. We were talking about it, right, Ghor?”

“That’s right!” the Houk declared. “We were going to give the ship to the Vile!”

Zilastra stared angrily at him.

Ghor’s lip trembled. “Wait, that’s wrong. We said the Staved Skulls.”

After she didn’t answer, Wungo stammered, “N-no, wait. We said the Filthy Creds!”

Another beat. Lobber, gasping for breath, asked in a small voice: “The Poisoned Blades?”

“I’m Zilastra,” she declared. She yanked Lobber’s horns upward, bringing him face-to-agonized-face with her. “And I run the Riftwalkers!”

“That’s it!” Lobber said, as if suddenly reminded. “We were stealing the ship for the Riftwalkers!”

Ghor nodded. “Yeah. Like Riftwalker. The pazaak game.”

Zilastra winced. “It’s sabacc, you dolt. And what do you mean, you were stealing it for me?”

“To show you what we could do,” Lobber said. “I mean, if it had worked.”

“I don’t want anybody hitting Regal Voyager’s ships. For me or anyone else. Everyone working the Slice should know that. Understand?”

Lobber stared at her. “Uh … no.”

Zilastra certainly wasn’t going to explain it to them. She released Lobber, who fell to his knees. She spun and looked up to Burlug. “Three more for an acid bath,” she said, snapping her fingers. “And not a moment too soon. Come on, Kylah!”

Still
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