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			THE ESSENTIAL LEGENDS COLLECTION

			 

			For over forty years, novels set in a galaxy far, far away have enriched the Star Wars experience for fans seeking to continue the adventure beyond the screen. When he created Star Wars, George Lucas built a universe that sparked the imagination and inspired others to create. He opened up that universe to be a creative space for other people to tell their own tales. This became known as the Expanded Universe, or EU, of novels, comics, videogames, and more.

			To this day, the EU remains an inspiration for Star Wars creators and is published under the label Legends. Ideas, characters, story elements, and more from new Star Wars entertainment trace their origins back to material from the Expanded Universe. This Essential Legends Collection curates some of the most treasured stories from that expansive legacy.
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					A long time ago, in a galaxy far, far away….

				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				PROLOGUE

				 

				CURBAQ PLAZA, GALACTIC CITY, CORUSCANT,
600 DAYS AFTER THE BATTLE OF GEONOSIS

				So that’s me.

				So that’s how I once looked. We should all see ourselves from a stranger’s perspective at least once in our lives.

				There’s a Jedi walking toward me, all brown robes and earnest piety; no braid, so despite his youth he’s not a Padawan any longer. He’ll be commanding troops. At the very least, he’ll be on active service on his own. The war makes us veterans before our time.

				I want to grab him by the shoulders and ask if he thinks this is a just war, a war fought honorably, but he’ll panic if a Mandalorian in full armor accosts him—especially one he’ll sense is a Force-user like himself. Nobody else is taking much notice of me. Mandalorians on Coruscant are just foreigners, bounty hunters, one more bunch of economic migrants out of the many thousands of species who flock to the galaxy’s capital.

				Ah, the Jedi’s looking around the crowd. He can sense me.

				I’m lost in the crowd of shoppers and sightseers. It’s very strange—obscene, even—to see everyone going about their business on Coruscant as if we’re not in the second year of an ugly war. And for them, of course, they’re not. It’s someone else’s war in every sense—fought on other worlds, fought by other beings, fought by men who aren’t Coruscant citizens. Clone troopers aren’t anyone’s citizens. They have no legal rights. They’re objects. Chattel. Military assets.

				Nobody should stand back and let that happen, least of all a Jedi.

				I’m just a few meters from the Jedi now. He’s so serious, so committed. Yes, that was me, just months ago.

				A passerby glances his way and I sense her unease. When I walked around the city in my robes, I thought that others saw me as someone there to help them. Now I know different; they probably saw someone they didn’t trust, with powers they didn’t understand, someone they didn’t elect but who shaped their lives behind the scenes anyway.

				If they’d known how much I could shape their thoughts, too, they’d have fled from me.

				The Jedi passes close by, but I still don’t recognize him. He stares into the T-slit of my helmet as if I’ve grabbed him. I can feel his confusion as I walk on by—no, not just confusion: fear. A Force-using Mandalorian has to be on his list of worst nightmares.

				There was a time when it was on mine, too. Funny, that.

				Then I sense him turn. I feel him working his way back through the crowd toward me, burning with questions. Before he reaches out to tap my shoulder—and I have to give him credit for even trying—I turn to face him.

				He flinches. What he sees doesn’t match what he can feel.

				“What are you?”

				“A man who drew the line,” I say. “How about you?”

				“You’re General Jusik…”

				Is it that obvious? To a Jedi, yes, it is. I used to be Bardan Jusik. Everyone in the Jedi Order knows I finally went native. It’s the only response I know; complete surrender to a way of life—first Jedi, now Mandalorian—with every fiber of my being. My Jedi Masters didn’t raise me to live my life by halves.

				“Not any longer,” I say at last.

				“You walked out on us in the middle of a war—a war we have to fight.” He’s puzzled, resentful—scared. “How could you betray us like that?”

				I wonder who he means by we: Jedi, or clones?

				“I left because it’s wrong.” I shouldn’t have to tell him that. “Because you’re using a slave army to do it. Because there’s no point fighting one kind of evil if you replace it with your own brand.” Get specific. Get personal. Don’t give him a chance to look away from his conscience. “You, personally. You make that choice each morning. A belief you suspend when it suits you isn’t a belief. It’s a lie.”

				Oh, that stung. I feel his soul squirm.

				“I don’t like it any more than you do.” He seems oblivious of the stares of passersby. “But if I walk out, it won’t change the Council’s policy, or the course of the war.”

				“It’ll change your war,” I say. “But I suppose you’re only following orders. Right?”

				Everything that has happened in the galaxy—everything that ever will happen—is framework made up of countless connections of individual choices: yes or no, kill or spare, survive or die. They shape every moment for all eternity. One man’s decision matters. One being’s choices, moment by moment, connected to a network of billions of other choices, is all that existence is.

				“We need every general we can muster,” he says. Maybe the Jedi thinks he can appeal to my sense of guilt. “There’s a terrible darkness coming. I can feel it.”

				So can I.

				It’s vague and unfathomable, but it’s there, looming, like someone stalking me. “Then do something about your own darkness.”

				“Like joining a gang of mercenaries?” He looks over my armor with evident disgust. “Thugs. Savages.”

				“Before you choke on your own piety, Jedi, ask yourself who you’re fighting for.”

				Fierfek, I called him Jedi. My disconnection’s complete. His expression is one of quiet horror, and I walk away knowing I’ll never see him again, I know that. And this war will end in grief; I know that, too.

				I’ve made my choice. Unlike the clone troopers, I have one. And I choose to let the galaxy look after itself, and save those men that the rest of the civilized world relegates to the status of beasts. It’s the right thing to do. It’s what a Jedi should do.

				The day of reckoning is coming. Yes, I can feel that, as well. I can’t stop it, whatever it is; but I can defend those dearest to me.

				Choices. I had one. I made it.
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				So, who’s to know whether Jango had more than one son or not, or even how old he is? Come on now, Spar, it’s time to be doing your bit for Manda’yaim. You don’t have to lift a finger. Just act like Fett’s heir while we sort ourselves out, so everyone knows we’re still in business.

				—Fenn Shysa,
appealing to deserter Spar—former ARC trooper A-02—to pass himself off as Jango Fett’s son and heir in the interregnum following Fett’s death

			

			MES CAVOLI, MID RIM,
APPROXIMATELY FIFTY YEARS BEFORE
THE BATTLE OF GEONOSIS

			“Get up! Get up and run, you little chakaar, or I’ll drag you up.”

			Falin Mattran could see the curling smoke of the mercenaries’ camp a couple of hundred meters away, but it might as well have been a hundred kilometers. He couldn’t get up: he couldn’t go on. He knelt on all fours, struggling for breath, every muscle burning, but he refused to cry.

			He was seven years old. Nearly. He thought it was six years and ten months, but he’d lost count in the war.

			“Can’t,” he said.

			“Can.” Munin Skirata was a big man with pockmarked green armor and a blaster that fired metal pellets. He loomed above, voice deafening, face invisible behind a helmet with a T-shaped visor that scared Falin the first time he saw it. “I know you can. You survived Surcaris on your own. And you’re not strolling in your fancy Kuati park now, so shift your shebs, you lazy little nibral.”

			It wasn’t fair; life generally wasn’t. Falin’s parents were dead, and he hated the world. He wasn’t sure if he hated Munin Skirata, but if he could have killed the man right then, he would have. Only exhaustion stopped him. He almost reached for the knife he’d taken from his father’s body when he realized Papa was dead and was never going to wake up however hard he tried to rouse him, but he couldn’t take his weight off both arms without collapsing into the dirt.

			“You can do it if you want to,” Munin yelled. “But you don’t want to, and that makes you a nibral. You know what a nibral is? A loser. A waste of space. Deadwood. Get up!”

			Falin wanted one thing, and that was to show that he wasn’t lazy or stupid. His dad had never called him stupid. Neither had his mother; they loved him and made him feel safe, and now they were gone forever. He struggled into a kneeling position, then stood up, swaying and tottering, before breaking into a run again.

			“That’s more like it.” Munin jogged alongside him. “Come on. Shift it.”

			Falin’s legs didn’t feel like part of his body anymore. He’d run so far that they wouldn’t do what he wanted; he was trying to run, but stumbling along in small steps, unable to find a steady rhythm. His lungs screamed for a rest. But he wasn’t going to stop and be a nibral. He didn’t want to be one of those.

			Ahead was as near to home as he was ever going to see again, a camp that moved from place to place each day, where he sobbed himself to sleep every night with his fist crammed into his mouth so the Mandalorians wouldn’t hear him and think he was a baby for crying so much.

			He could see the Mando soldiers standing around in the camp, watching. They all wore armor. Even their women were tough soldiers, and it wasn’t always easy to tell who was under that armor, male or female—or even if they were human.

			Falin willed his body on, but it wasn’t listening. He pitched forward flat on his face.

			Every time he tried to get up, gravel and dirt cutting into his palms, his arms gave way again. He sobbed in frustration. The finish line was still a long way off. But he had to get up. He had to finish.

			I’m not lazy. I’m not a nibral. I won’t let him call me that—

			“Okay, ad’ika,” Munin said, scooping him up in his arms. He sat Falin on one hip as if he was used to carrying kids and strode into the camp. The sudden switch from yelling to kindness was confusing. “You did okay, lad. It’s all right.”

			Falin hit Munin as hard as he could, but his balled fist bounced off the metal breastplate. It hurt. He wasn’t going to let Munin know that, though. “I hate you,” he said, now certain at last. “When I’m bigger, I’m going to kill you.”

			“I bet you would,” Munin said, smiling. “You already tried once.”

			The other Mandalorians watched, some with helmets on, some not. They’d finished fighting their war here. They were waiting for a ship to take them home.

			“You trying to kill that boy?” One of the men stopped to ruffle Falin’s hair. His name was Jun Hokan, and he was eating shavings of that horrible dried fish stuff, gihaal, carving them from a big chunk with his vibroblade and popping them into his mouth the way some folks ate fruit. “Poor shab’ika. Hasn’t he been through enough?”

			“I’m just training him.”

			“There’s such a thing as too much.”

			“Come on, he’s mandokarla. He’s already managed to survive on his own. He’s all guts, this one.”

			“Guts or not, I didn’t have my boy do proper training runs until he was eight.”

			Falin didn’t like being talked about as if he couldn’t understand what was going on. In the center of the camp—tents made of plastoid sheets strung over pits, then covered with grass and branches—a pot of stew was cooking over a crackling fire. Munin set him down and scrubbed his face and hands clean with a cold wet rag before ladling stew into a bowl and handing it to him.

			“We’ll have to get you some armor when we get home,” Munin said. “You need to learn to live and fight in it. Beskar’gam. The Mandalorian’s second skin.”

			Falin slurped from the bowl. He was always hungry. The stew was more like a broth—no lovely fat dumplings like his mother made—and he didn’t like the fishy smell, but this was a banquet compared with what he’d scavenged in the ruined city for a year.

			“Don’t want any armor,” he said.

			“You can do all kinds of things when you’re wearing armor that ordinary folks can’t do, Kal.”

			Munin called him Kal. In the man’s own language, it had something to do with knives and stabbing. Munin had nicknamed him Kal because Falin had tried to stab him with the three-sided knife when they first met; the Mandalorian seemed to think it was funny, and hadn’t been angry at all. But Munin fed him, and didn’t hurt him, and in the weeks since Falin had been part of the mercenary camp, he’d felt better even if he wasn’t happy.

			Sometimes Munin called him Kal’ika. The mercenaries told him it meant “little blade,” and showed that Munin was fond of him.

			“I’m Falin,” he said at last. “My name’s Falin.” But he was already forgetting who Falin was. His home in Kuat City seemed like a dream mostly forgotten when he woke up, more a feeling than a memory. His family had moved to Surcaris while his father did engineering stuff on the new KDY warships there. “I don’t want another name.”

			Munin ate with him. When he wasn’t shouting, he was actually a kind man, but he could never take Papa’s place. “Starting over can be a good thing, Kal’ika. You can’t change the past or other folks, but you can always change yourself, and that changes your future.”

			The thought grabbed Falin and wouldn’t let go. When you felt powerless, the idea of being able to make the bad stuff stop was the best thing in the world, and he didn’t want to feel this bad ever again. He wanted things to change.

			“But why do you make me run and carry things?” he asked. “It hurts.”

			“So that you can handle anything life throws at you, son. So that you never have to be afraid of anyone again. I’m going to make a soldier of you.”

			Falin liked the idea of being a soldier. He had a vague but long list of beings he wanted to kill for hurting his parents, and you could do things like that if you were a soldier. “Why?”

			“It’s a noble profession. You’re tough and smart, and you’ll be a great soldier. It’s what Mandalorians do.”

			“Why didn’t you kill me? You kill everyone else.”

			Munin chewed thoughtfully for a while. “Because you don’t have parents, and me and my missus don’t have a son, so it sort of makes sense that we do what Mandalorians always do—that we take you in, train you, set you up to be a soldier and a father yourself. Don’t you want that?”

			Falin thought about it for a long time. He didn’t have an answer, other than that he was lonelier now among other beings than when he’d lived on his own in the rubble on Surcaris, because all the Mandalorians seemed to belong. They were close-knit, like a family. And they hadn’t killed his parents; they’d just rolled into town a year later while the war was still raging. He still felt angry, though, and they’d do as a focus for his anger until the real thing came along.

			“You think I’m lazy and stupid,” Falin said.

			“No, I just say that and shout at you to get you mad enough to push yourself to the limit.” Munin watched him empty the bowl and then refilled it. “Because strength is up here.” He tapped his head. “You can make your body do anything if you want to badly enough. It’s called endurance. When you find out just how much you can do, how much you can face, you’ll feel fantastic—like nobody can ever hurt you again. You’ll be strong in every sense of the word.”

			Falin wanted to feel fantastic. On a full stomach, life seemed vaguely promising as long as he didn’t think about his mother and father, lying there among the shattered beams of the house they’d rented on Surcaris.

			It was an image he couldn’t get out of his mind. He got up to wash the bowl in a pail of water and then sat down again next to the fire to look at his father’s knife, as he did every day. It had three flat sides, like a pyramid stretched out to a point. He’d never been allowed to touch it while his father was alive, but he’d taught himself to use it because he had nowhere to run and nobody to look after him. He could throw it pretty well now. He practiced a lot. He could hit any target, moving or otherwise.

			“What’s it like being a soldier?” he asked.

			Munin shrugged. “Often boring. Sometimes scary. You travel a lot. You make the best friends you could ever have. You really live. And sometimes—you die too early.”

			“Do I have to follow orders?”

			“Orders keep you alive.”

			It wasn’t quite dusk, but Falin could hardly keep his eyes open, and he sank into a delicious numb fatigue as the world receded. He tried to stay in that twilight state because sleep inevitably brought the dreams; but he was just too tired. At one point he was aware of being picked up and carried, but he didn’t wake fully and the last thing he felt was settling into a pile of warm blankets in one of the shelters that smelled of machine oil, smoke, and dried fish.

			It was then that the dream started again. He knew he was dreaming, but it didn’t help. He walked through the front doors of the house on Surcaris, all the walls shattered and fallen with just the doors left intact, and he didn’t recognize what he stepped on as his mother until he saw the blue fabric of her favorite tunic. He looked around for his father.

			Papa was lying by the remains of the window, and Falin knew something wasn’t right, but it took him a few moments to work out that most of his father’s head was missing. He knelt down to take the knife from his father’s belt and thought he saw him move.

			It was always then that he woke up. It hadn’t been like that in real life—he’d huddled next to the bodies for ages before he decided he had to run and hide, and took the knife to defend himself—but in the dream, it was all faster, different, more horrible. He jerked awake, heart pounding.

			“Papa’s head…,” he sobbed. “Papa’s head’s broken.”

			Munin Skirata hugged Falin to his chest. “It’s okay,” he said. “I’m here, son. I’m here. It’s just a bad dream.”

			“I want it to stop. I want to stop seeing Papa’s head.”

			Munin didn’t yell at him for crying. He just held him until he stopped. Falin clung to him and sobbed until he couldn’t get his breath anymore. He realized that the three-sided knife was on his belt now, in a new leather sheath, and he didn’t know where that had come from.

			“It’ll stop, Kal,” Munin said. “I promise. And nobody’s ever going to hurt you while I’m around. You’re going to grow up strong, and you’re going to be happy.”

			Falin decided he didn’t mind being called Kal if it made the nightmare go away. Somehow, the two things were now connected: if he stopped being Falin, he stopped seeing his parents’ bodies. Munin Skirata sounded so certain and felt so strong and solid that Falin believed him. You could change if you wanted to. You could do anything if you wanted to.

			“I’m not really a nibral, am I?”

			“ ’Course not, Kal,” Munin said quietly. “I shouldn’t have said it. There’s no word for what you are in Mandalorian.”

			Falin—Kal—didn’t understand. He looked up into Munin’s face for an explanation.

			“Hero,” Munin said. “We don’t have a word for hero. But you’re a real little hero, Kal Skirata.”

			Kal Skirata. It was who he was going to be from this moment onward. He fell asleep again, and when he woke the next morning—no dreams, no nightmares—he saw that the world was a different place.

		

	
		
		
			2

			 

			
				Ba’jur bal beskar’gam,

				Ara’nov, aliit,

				Mando’a bal Mand’alor—

				An vencuyan mhi.

				Education and armor,

				Self-defense, our tribe,

				Our language and our leader—

				All help us survive.

				—Rhyme taught to Mandalorian children to help them learn the Resol’nare—the six tenets of Mando culture

			

			ARCA BARRACKS, SPECIAL OPERATIONS BRIGADE HQ,
CORUSCANT, 736 DAYS AFTER THE BATTLE OF GEONOSIS—
SECOND ANNIVERSARY OF THE OUTBREAK OF WAR

			Scorch raised his rifle and sighted up on the two sergeants on the parade ground below the window.

			The DC-17’s upgraded optics were a definite improvement on the last version. The reticule settled on Kal Skirata within a narrow imaginary band level with his eyes and the indentation at the base of his skull; a perfect cranial vault shot, the ideal for instant incapacitation. Scorch could see the Mandalorian’s mouth moving as he spoke to Walon Vau.

			Yeah, it’s getting like downtown Keldabe around here. It’s not as if I don’t like the guy. But…

			Sergeant Vau—and he would always be Sergeant Vau, civilian or not—was the nearest Scorch had to a father. Vau and Skirata seemed to be deep in conversation, both talking at once while they stared down at the ferrocrete surface of the parade ground, no eye contact at all. It was a weird thing to be doing at daybreak.

			“I thought you said you could lip-read,” Sev said, munching on a handful of spiced warra nuts.

			“I can, but he’s not making sense.”

			“Maybe they’re talking Mando’a.”

			“I can lip-read Mando’a just fine, mir’sheb…”

			“You’d think they’d have the sense to wear their buckets and use the internal comlink.”

			“Maybe it’s nothing confidential.” Scorch could smell the pungent spice on the nuts from across the room. “Look, you know what happens when you stuff your face with those things. You get indigestion and wind. And I’m not going to put you over my shoulder and burp you.”

			Sev belched. “You’ll miss me when I’m gone.”

			“Make yourself useful and take a look, will you?”

			Sev made a long, low rumbling noise at the back of his throat, finished the handful of nuts, and sighted up with his own Deece. He was a sniper. He spent even more time staring through optics than Scorch did.

			“They’re reciting something,” he said at last, and leaned his Deece against the wall again to sit on his bunk and resume munching. “They’re both saying the same words.”

			“Yeah? And?”

			“Don’t know. Can’t make it out.”

			For as long as Scorch could remember, Skirata and Vau had been at loggerheads about everything from tactics and how to motivate troops to the color of the mess walls, sometimes to the point of fistfights. But the war seemed to have softened their outlook. There was no affection between them—not as far as Scorch could see—but something kept them together as brother warriors, tight and secret.

			Neither of them needed to be here. Vau’s bank raid—and they didn’t talk about that, no sir—had probably netted millions. They were men with a mission, driven by something Scorch didn’t quite understand.

			He cranked up the magnification. But it didn’t help. “Maybe they’re having a really boring conversation.”

			“It’s names,” said Sev at last. “They’re reciting names.” Scorch sighted up again, transfixed. “How old is Skirata?”

			“Sixty, sixty-one, something like that.”

			“What’s that in clone years?”

			“Dead.”

			It was a sobering thought, and Scorch wondered why it hadn’t struck him that way before. He’d never worried about getting old. He never thought he’d survive, for all Delta Squad’s general bluster that the Separatist hadn’t been born who could kill them.

			“You think the crazy old barve is going to find his magic cure?” he asked.

			Sev tossed a nut in the air and caught it in his mouth. “For what?”

			“Our premature exit from this life. He is always talking about it.”

			Sev rumbled again. “I still reckon he killed Ko Sai. And I still reckon he got her research, and that’s why he killed her, to shut her up. So yeah, I’d bet on him finding a way to stop us aging so fast.”

			Scorch suspected that Vau was as deeply involved in the death of Kamino’s renegade cloner as Skirata; he was still fiercely loyal to Vau, because the man was the reason Delta were all still alive today, one of a handful of squads that had survived intact since the Kamino days. Vau raised survivors. “You’re not going to mention that to Zey, are you, Sev?”

			“Nah. I hate giving him sleepless nights.”

			“But if Sergeant Kal’s got Ko Sai’s research, why hasn’t he started dishing out the cure? It’s been nearly six months since he gave you her head.”

			“You make it sound like a birthday present,” Sev said. “Maybe he can’t make some of the formula work. Or he’s just milking the Republic for all he can get before he bangs out with his stash.”

			“Kal wouldn’t leave without his precious Nulls.” Scorch turned to look at Sev and met a raised eyebrow. “Would he?”

			“If they deserted, would you shoot them?” Sev asked.

			Scorch shrugged, trying to look disinterested, but the idea of putting a round through a brother clone didn’t sit well with him. The Nulls were Skirata’s adopted sons, too, his precious little boys even if they were grown men—big men, dangerous men—and if any barve so much as looked at them the wrong way, Skirata would have his guts for garters.

			Even us.

			“We wouldn’t have to,” Scorch said. “You heard all about Palpatine’s death squad standing by if we step out of line.”

			“Don’t avoid the question. Would you shoot them if ordered?”

			“Depends,” Scorch said at last.

			“Orders are orders.”

			“Depends who’s giving them.”

			“The longer this war goes on, the less I feel the Nulls are on the same side as us.”

			Scorch knew what Sev meant, but he thought it was a harsh judgment all the same. He couldn’t imagine the Nulls siding with the Seps. They were crazy, unpredictable, even Skirata’s private army, but they weren’t traitors.

			“Come on,” he said, grabbing his helmet and heading for the doors. “Let’s see what the old guys are up to. I can’t stand the suspense any longer.”

			The parade ground was a platform edged with a low retaining wall and a border of manicured bushes, all trimmed to regulation height—there was such a thing, Scorch was certain—and it didn’t see many parades. More often than not these days, it stood empty except for the occasional impromptu game of bolo-ball. The two veteran sergeants stood in the center of it with heads slightly bowed, oblivious of the commandos approaching.

			But Skirata was never really oblivious of anything. Nor was Vau. They had eyes in their backsides, those two. Scorch still hadn’t worked out how they’d managed to keep such a close eye on their respective training companies back in Tipoca City. To a young clone, they’d seemed like omniscient gods who could not be deceived, evaded, or outsmarted, and they still came pretty close now.

			Scorch could hear the mumbling rumble of low voices. It had a sort of rhythm to it. Yes, they were reciting a list. Now that he could hear, he caught sounds he recognized.

			Names.

			They were reciting names.

			Sev was the first to hesitate. He caught Scorch’s elbow. “I don’t think we should interrupt them, ner vod.”

			Skirata turned slowly, lips still moving, and then Vau looked up.

			“You want to join in, ad’ike?” Vau said kindly, and he was not a kindly man. “Just commemorating brothers gone to the manda. You forgotten what day it is?”

			Scorch had, although it should have been etched in his memory. Seven hundred and thirty-six days ago, all ten thousand Republic commandos had been deployed to Geonosis with the rest of the Grand Army at zero notice, a scramble to board ships that left no time for farewells to their training sergeants. Of the ten thousand men who shipped out, only five thousand had come back.

			Scorch felt like a fool. He knew what the two sergeants were doing now, and why: they were reciting the names of fallen clone commandos. It was a Mandalorian custom to honor dead loved ones and comrades by repeating their names daily. He wondered if they went through all those thousands every single day.

			“You didn’t memorize every name, did you, Sarge?” Sev asked.

			“We remember every lad we trained, and we always will,” Skirata said quietly, but Scorch saw that he kept glancing down at a datapad clutched in his hand. Five thousand names—plus those killed after the Battle of Geonosis—was an impossible feat of memory even for Skirata’s devotion. “The rest…we only need a little prompting.”

			Scorch couldn’t now name half the squads in his batch at the Tipoca training center, let alone the men in them. He felt ashamed, as if he’d betrayed them. Vau gave him a nod and gestured with his own datapad, indicating he was transmitting, and when Scorch checked the ’pad clipped to his belt the list was there, highlighted at the company currently being recited. He joined in the reading obediently. So did Sev.

			There were many clones with identical nicknames based on their numbers—a lot called Fi, or Niner, or Forr—and it gave Scorch a shudder to say the name Sev more than once.

			It probably didn’t do much for Sev’s morale, either. Scorch glanced at him, but he looked unmoved as usual, eyes fixed on his datapad.

			“Baris, Red, Kef…”

			“…Vin, Taler, Jay…”

			“…Tam, Lio…”

			The list went on. After a few minutes, their voices synchronized; there was a strange hypnotic feel to it, like an incantation, a rhythm and pitch that left Scorch almost in a trance. It was just the effect of simple repetition, but it still unsettled him. He wasn’t the mystic sort.

			Behind him, he heard the faint crunch of boots, but he didn’t dare break the spell and turn to look. Other commandos were joining the ritual. There were never many men in the barracks at any one time, but it seemed like they were all turning out to pay their respects.

			So many names.

			Is mine going to be on that list this time next year?

			Fi was on it; Fi, RC-8015, Omega Squad’s sniper. Skirata didn’t even blink when he said the name, and neither did Vau, even though word was getting around that Fi wasn’t dead. It was a strange moment, repeating the mouthy little di’kut’s name as if he were gone. Scorch, feeling suddenly guilty at escaping so much personal bereavement, saw Sev take a slow look to his left as if he’d spotted someone. Scorch didn’t want to break his concentration. He didn’t look to see what had distracted Sev.

			Reciting the list of the fallen took well over an hour. Eventually, when the last name was read, Skirata and Vau stood silent for a moment with their heads bowed. Scorch felt he’d been woken abruptly, suddenly aware of sound and harsh sunlight as if he’d stepped out of a dark room, and he was almost expecting some momentous end to the ceremony; but in typical Mandalorian style, it simply ended because all that needed to be said had been said.

			Skirata looked up. A couple of hundred commandos had assembled, some with helmets and some without, each man in individual painted armor that looked incongruously cheery for such a solemn event. But that was very Mando, too. Life went on and was there to be lived to the full, and constant remembrance of lost friends and family was an integral part of that. Aay’han. That was the word for it: a peculiarly Mandalorian emotion, a strange blend of contentment and sorrow when safely surrounded by loved ones and yet recalling the dead with bittersweet intensity. The dead were never shut out. Skirata’s DeepWater-class submersible was called Aay’han. That said a lot about the man.

			“What are you waiting for, ad’ike?” Skirata asked. He always called them that: little sons. Scorch wondered if he’d formally adopted all his squads. That was Skirata all over. “Just make sure I don’t have to add any of your names next year, or I’ll be very annoyed.”

			“You reckon there’ll be a next year, Sarge?” The commando who asked wasn’t a guy Scorch knew, but then Delta kept to themselves. His armor was decorated with navy-blue and gold chevrons. “I like to plan ahead. Who knows, I might have a social engagement…”

			Skirata hesitated for a moment. “You know how the war’s gone so far. Maybe we’ll all be here in ten years.”

			“Your grandson will be big enough for full armor by then.” There was a ripple of laughter and Skirata smiled sadly. Scorch expected him to be happier at the mention of the baby boy that one of his kids—his biological kids—had dumped on him. He certainly seemed to dote on the child. But it looked as if something had taken the happy grandfatherly gloss off the situation.

			“My dearest wish,” Skirata said, “is that you all get to see him grow up.”

			Well, it wasn’t a day for hilarity anyway. They’d just stood there on a big, empty parade ground and recited the names of thousands of dead brothers, so Scorch felt it was a suitably downbeat note to end on. Nobody was singing much about darasuum kote—eternal glory—these days, although Scorch thought a verse of Vode An might have been appropriate.

			But the impromptu assembly broke up in silence, and Skirata walked off with his usual limp, Vau ambling beside him. Out of curiosity, Scorch kept an eye on the two sergeants all the way to the hangars on the far side of the barracks.

			“Come on,” said Sev. “Can’t hang around all day. Got a mission briefing before lunch. I need to calibrate my HUD.”

			“What do you think they’re up to?”

			“Getting old and working out how to spend Vau’s bank haul.”

			“No, they’re up to something serious. I can tell.” “Mind-reader now, are we?”

			Scorch couldn’t understand why Sev never saw what he saw. They’d grown up with those two old shabuire, and when either of them had some scam running, they had this look about them, subtle but discernible to clones who relied on subliminal detail for recognition in a sea of near-identical brothers. Skirata had his scam face on, for sure.

			“He definitely knows something we don’t,” Scorch said.

			“Whatever it is, then, it won’t hurt us.”

			Skirata and Vau paused at the entrance to the armory. Then Scorch saw something that vindicated his paranoia. Two familiar figures that he hadn’t seen in a couple of years—figures in beskar’gam, traditional Mandalorian armor—emerged from a side door and greeted the two sergeants with that distinctive hand-to-elbow grip. Mandalorians shook hands by mutually clasping above the wrist. Vau said it was to prove you had a strong enough grip to haul a comrade to safety.

			Maybe they’d arrived to mark the anniversary. Nobody outside the Grand Army seemed to bother about it.

			“What are they doing here?” Sev muttered. “Why now?”

			Wad’e Tay’haai and Mij Gilamar were two of the Cuy’val Dar, the training sergeants recruited personally by Jango Fett to train clone commandos in Kamino. Most were Mandalorians, and most had disappeared again once their contract was over, living up to their title: “those who no longer exist.” But now they were reappearing in ones and twos. It just made Scorch feel that his general suspicions were justified.

			“I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe Kal’s decided he likes the company of intellectuals.” He paused. Tay’haai still had that ancient bronzium spear slung across his back and a beskar flute hanging from his belt. They were both lethal weapons. “You think he ever uses those things?”

			“Sure of it,” Sev said. “I heard Zey was trying to recruit Cuy’val Dar again to cross-train ordinary troopers.”

			“Smacks of desperation.”

			“In case you hadn’t noticed, we are desperate.”

			The four Mandalorians exchanged a few words and disappeared. Without his helmet systems, Scorch couldn’t overhear anything at that distance. “Why did Fett recruit any non-Mando sergeants at all?”

			Sev shrugged. “He said it was for the skills mix, but I reckon he just couldn’t find a hundred Mandos to front up for him.”

			Scorch followed Sev back into the accommodation block. He often wondered how the commandos trained by aruetiise—non-Mandalorians, a word that could mean anything from foreigner to traitor—felt about being surrounded by others who were so steeped in Mandalorian culture. There weren’t that many left, though. Out of twenty-five hundred or so who completed training by aruetiise, fewer than a thousand remained. It said a lot for Mandalorian training.

			“We could train the white jobs better ourselves,” Scorch said. “We’ve got experience to pass on to them.”

			Sev picked up his helmet from the table and inverted it to begin calibration. “You fed up with fighting, then? Want a nice desk job?”

			“No, just saying…”

			Scorch tried to avoid thinking too much because life was now full of questions that were beyond his power to answer or even influence. They crept up on him at unguarded moments: in the ’freshers, or while he sat in the gunship en route to an insertion, and just before he fell asleep. Where was the Grand Army going to get more troops? If they started cross-training more meat-cans as commandos, who backfilled their positions? Things looked more stretched every day.

			And where were all those zillions of shabla droids the Separatists were supposed to have? They had plenty, but if they had as many as Intel claimed, they must have been having a party somewhere and sitting out the war. One of the Null ARCs swore blind that there was only a fraction of that number deployed.

			The Nulls knew a lot that they didn’t share with the commando squads. When they didn’t know something, Scorch got worried. He kept forgetting how many zeros there were in a quadrillion, but whatever it was, it was a lot more droids than he’d encountered.

			“Maybe Palpatine will have to start recruiting citizens,” he said hopefully.

			Sev laughed. He didn’t do that often. “I’d rather work shorthanded than have to serve with mongrels. You’ve seen what they’re like as fleet officers. You want them as infantry?”

			“At least the war would be over quicker. We’d win or lose horribly.”

			“True. Brutal, but true.”

			But what happens to us when it ends?

			It was the kind of question that whiny bunch Omega kept asking. Scorch couldn’t plan that far ahead. All he knew was that the Grand Army would run out of troops in a year or so, if casualty rates held constant, and he wasn’t seeing anywhere near enough replacements coming in.

			“Someone said that Palpatine’s started producing clones on Coruscant because he doesn’t trust the Kaminoans not to get their facilities trashed by the Seps again,” Scorch said.

			Sev huffed and got on with calibrating. “Yeah, like the rumor that we were getting some super-duper new ion cannon…”

			He was right. It was another dumb rumor like so many they’d heard before. If the Chancellor was breeding more clone troops, he’d have told everyone, just to boost morale and scare the Seps. And if he had them, he’d deploy them.

			Scorch had seen evidence of neither.

			But if he was breeding them…they wouldn’t be ready for a long time. Kamino clones took ten standard years to mature.

			No, it was all buzz, the stream of tall tales, general halfheard gossip, and occasional nuggets of truth that circulated among the ranks. There were no extra reinforcements on the horizon.

			GALACTIC CITY, CORUSCANT,
737 DAYS ABG

			Surveillance was an art, and so was evading it.

			Republic Treasury agent Besany Wennen had tailed a good number of frauders and embezzlers in the last six years, but she’d never been the subject of an investigation herself. As she headed home from the office after a late finish—some work was best done while colleagues were absent, especially the kind of work that would get her arrested—she slid her hand into her pocket out of habit to check two things. One was the Merr-Sonn blaster that Mereel, Null ARC trooper N-7, had given her; the other was her datapad, full of heavily encrypted data that should never have left the Treasury mainframe.

			I’m a spy. I’m working against my own government. I was always such a good girl, wasn’t I, Dad? And now look what’s become of me.

			Her father would have understood, though, she was sure. He’d taught her to stand up for what she believed. The blaster was simply the kind of precaution you had to take when you were meddling in the Chancellor’s secrets. At night, even under the garish lighting of a quarter thronged with beings from every part of the galaxy, Besany felt utterly alone and hunted.

			Every day—sometimes in the morning, sometimes on her way home—she was convinced someone a few paces behind was watching her. She’d turn, seeing nothing but commuters with woes other than hers on their minds, but the uneasy feeling wouldn’t go away. Sometimes it even happened in the office. She wondered if one of the shapeshifting Gurlanin spies was still shadowing her; but they’d left Coruscant now, and if they put their minds to it, not even a Jedi could detect them.

			This time, though, the sensation of being stalked wasn’t just her guilt talking.

			Just as the Gurlanin had warned, someone was following her. A man had caught her attention at the speeder bus platform near the Treasury building. She was used to attracting stares—she was very tall, very blond—but this scrutiny was different, a kind of fixed, slightly-past-her glance that meant the man was keeping her carefully in his peripheral vision, trying to look as if he were taking no notice of her. Some might have said Besany was just paranoid, but she was a professional investigator, and she just knew. Her gut was rarely wrong.

			The man was graying, middle-aged, and portly, an anonymous-looking human male in a well-worn, high-necked business suit just like millions of others. He seemed to change his mind about waiting for the speeder bus to the university and walked ten meters behind Besany.

			She caught sight of him reflected in the transparisteel walls of Galos Mall. He was tailing her, no doubt about it.

			And if you’ve not arrested me yet, chances are you can’t…or you don’t know what I’m up to.

			It was hard to imagine what can’t meant for a government that seemed to use emergency powers with such careless and unopposed ease. Besany had been waiting in silent dread for a knock on the door in the middle of the night ever since she’d first started bending the rules, and then twisting them out of all recognition on behalf of Sergeant Kal Skirata—Kal’buir, Papa Kal—whose extraordinary paternal charisma made her throw aside the caution of a lifetime.

			It was for a moral cause. She never had any doubt about that. It was just a healthy fear of getting caught.

			She glimpsed her stalker in the transparisteel shopfront again, and her stomach churned.

			The more she dug into the accounts of the Grand Army, the more anomalies she found—bogus companies, credits being channeled into cloning facilities far from Kamino—and yet there were no extra troops appearing to bolster the beleaguered Grand Army, now stretched dangerously thin across the galaxy. Numbers were her life; but the numbers in Chancellor Palpatine’s defense budget didn’t even come close to adding up.

			You’re building another secret army, aren’t you, Chancellor? And that’s why the Kaminoans are worried. They know something’s up.

			Besany didn’t break her pace. She kept on walking, still relatively safe among the crowds, and tried to decide whether to carry on to the air taxi platform, grab a cab, and escape her apparent pursuer, or to divert down the next walkway to nowhere in particular and flush him out.

			And then what? Run away? Shoot him?

			The man was still behind her as she stepped onto the moving slidewalk that linked the lower level of Galos Mall to the fashion floors. She leaned one-handed on the safety rail as the moving belt carried her past the holodisplays of garments, letting her gaze sweep over him before turning to look at the other side. When she reached the ready-to-wear section, she stepped off at the last moment and thought she’d lost him, but after a few minutes she caught sight of him again riffling through impossibly frilly underclothes on a rail as if shopping for his wife. His air of bemusement looked authentic.

			Of course, I might just be paranoid after all…

			Besany spun around and headed back to the slidewalk down to the walkway level again. If he followed her this time, she decided, she’d grab an air taxi, or maybe even confront him. Yes, she could do that: she’d walk right up to him, look him in the eye, smile charmingly, and ask him if he knew her.

			Do I just want to shake him off, or find out who he is?

			If Palpatine’s agents wanted to kill her, they’d had plenty of opportunities. This man was probably just finding out who she associated with and where she went. The slidewalk dipped at a gentle gradient down to the walkway, and she stepped off at a race-walking pace to the air taxi rank. His only option then would be to follow her home, and then—then she would have an excuse to shoot him.

			But even if you do…there’ll be another one to take his place.

			How much did they know? Treasury security was her business. She was certain they didn’t realize she was downloading data from the budget system.

			Ahead of her, a tower of black transparisteel hung like a waterfall, a different-themed restaurant on every floor. She could see the diners and the sporadic burst of flame as chefs prepared cojayav wings at the tables; and she could still see the man in the suit reflected in the ambling crowd behind her. They were well inside the entertainment district now. The walkways were packed with well-heeled Coruscanti and offworld tourists out to sample the best cuisine in the galactic capital. Crowds were useful insurance, but they were also places where the worst could happen.

			Besany slid her datapad into the inside pocket of her coat, pretending to fumble for her transit identichip, and gripped the blaster in her pocket.

			It was purely for comfort. There was no way she could use a weapon here in this crowded, very public place. Her newfound friends in the Coruscant Security Force could make the problem go away if she opened fire, but they couldn’t make thousands of people turn a blind eye. Attention was the last thing she needed right now.

			The plaza was growing more packed as she neared the taxi platform. A line of diners waiting for tables at the Vesari fryhouse had formed a dam in the sea of visitors, slowing the flow of foot traffic so much that the crowd began to form eddies. Besany was losing ground to the man in the suit; she could see him as she turned to avoid the queue, so she darted sideways into the colonnade of small tapcafs to bypass the crowd.

			She was banking on him not trying anything stupid—as in fatally stupid—in public. The colonnade led to a parking area for private speeders, so if she cut through there she could rejoin the main walkway by the taxi platform. But the permacrete square was a deserted maze of vessels crisscrossed with long black shadows, and she realized she’d made a dangerous mistake. She should have stuck with the crowds.

			Hand on her blaster, she turned. There was no point running. She was almost face-to-face with the man now, a matter of paces away, and she met his eyes.

			He seemed surprised when she drew the blaster from her pocket. But his wide-eyed expression wasn’t directed at her. It was because someone else was suddenly right behind him, an arm clamped around his neck, and his sharp gasp was cut short. Besany heard a faint gurgling. The man’s right leg flailed a couple of times, and then he seemed to be standing frozen on tiptoe, motionless.

			“Just because you’re following someone,” said a familiar, much-missed voice, “doesn’t mean you’re not being followed.” Clothing rustled. “Let’s just check what you’re carrying…oh, a nice DH-seventeen. That’s not quite your style, is it?”

			A battered gray delivery speeder dropped out of nowhere and Besany didn’t have time to move past complete confusion into fear. Its side hatch opened: a huge hairy Wookiee arm shot out and hauled the man inboard. Captain Ordo—Null ARC-11 Ordo, her Ordo, her lover—shoved the taper-nosed DH-17 blaster inside his jacket and beckoned impatiently to her. He was supposed to be on deployment light-years away, not here. She hadn’t even spotted him following them.

			Neither had the man in the suit, it seemed.

			“Ordo, you said you were in the Outer Rim,” she whispered, looking around to see if there were witnesses, heart hammering. “How long have you been following me?”

			The speeder dropped a little lower, and he put one boot on the hatch rail. Ordo looked very different out of his pristine white ARC trooper armor: in nondescript dark street clothes, he could have been anyone from a bodyguard to a thug from one of the local gangs that preyed on unwary tourists.

			“I like to keep an eye on you,” he said. “Get in.”

			“What are you going to do with him? If his control knows he was following me, then they’ll know I’m involved.”

			Ordo seemed disturbingly relaxed. It was as if he’d never been taught that kidnapping people was wrong. But Skirata’s special forces squads abducted, assassinated, and spied for the Republic, and there was an inevitability if you bred hyper-smart, ultra-hard fighting men: sooner or later, they understood their power, and used it for their own ends if those ends weren’t met by the Republic.

			“Can’t stand around chatting,” Ordo said. “Get in, cyar’ika.”

			Ordo always exuded unshakable confidence in a crisis, and Besany now understood why troops would follow some officers anywhere. Before she could even think about it, she found herself scrambling into the speeder’s open hatch, following orders without argument. A stench of cooking oil and stale mealbread—the speeder’s previous cargo, probably—hit her. In the gloom, a Wookiee sat crammed awkwardly into one of the human-sized seats with a firm grip on the man in the suit. It was Enacca, one of Skirata’s fixers. Kal’buir’s associates were an eclectic mix of species and professional backgrounds, from the respectable to the outright criminal, but mostly the marginal beings who needed to duck and dive to get by. Skirata was very good at getting a motley crew to work together for mutual advantage. He’d missed his vocation, Besany thought. Politics needed a man like that.

			Enacca made a quiet rumbling trill deep in her throat. Ordo shrugged in response.

			“No, I haven’t a clue who this chakaar is,” he said. “Get this crate airborne and we’ll find out.”

			“What do you want?” the man asked. “My wallet? My speeder?”

			He was trying to play ordinary, and failing. He wasn’t scared enough—or even angry enough—at being plucked off the street. Any normal being would have been reduced to a quivering heap if they were kidnapped by a Wookiee and a man who looked the way Ordo did right then.

			Ordo held out one hand, palm open. His other hand drew a short-barreled custom Verpine pistol. “Not that I think you’ll be carrying your real identichip, but let’s have a look.”

			Besany shrank back against the bulkhead. She was now perfectly safe but even with a Wookiee and a Null ARC trooper taking care of her problem, she felt uneasy sitting so close to someone who’d been tailing her. Her adrenaline was starting to ebb. This wasn’t how she saw her sober career in the Republic’s civil service panning out. Ordo had literally crashed into her life a year ago, and her galaxy had been changed out of all recognition. Today was just the new normality.

			Enacca lifted the speeder clear of the parking area, banking over the artificial cliffs and canyons of Coruscant. Besany could see the nightscape through the small viewport at the rear. She wondered where they might be going; Enacca’s specialty was procuring vessels and safe houses—safe for the clones and Skirata’s associates, anyway. Wherever they were taking this man wouldn’t be safe for him at all.

			“My name’s Chadus,” the man said, eyes following Ordo’s hands as he rifled through the contents of the wallet. “I work the late shift at the transit authority.”

			“Sounds like a load of osik to me. Why were you following this woman?”

			“I wasn’t.”

			“You always hang around attractive females in the lingerie section, do you? There’s a word for men like you.”

			“I wasn’t following her. I was looking for something for my wife—”

			“I’m the jealous kind. I don’t like perverts stalking my girlfriend.”

			“I told you—”

			“Why were you carrying a serious piece like a DHseventeen?”

			“In case you hadn’t noticed, Coruscant is getting pretty rough.”

			“A hold-out blaster’s a wise precaution. So many riffraff about.” Ordo, still holding the Verp on Chadus, reached into his jacket and drew out the DH-17 blaster. He admired it for a few moments before flicking the safety catch off and handing it to Besany. She took it reluctantly. “But that’s an assassin’s weapon. Why else would you need a flash suppressor and low-light optics?”

			“I got it from a buddy.”

			“Your buddy must work in a rough business, then. Look, we can keep this game up as long as you like, but I missed dinner tonight, and that always makes me cranky.”

			“You’re a kriffing clone, aren’t you?”

			“And you’re Republic Intel.”

			Chadus snorted. “I’m just an office clerk.”

			“Okay.” Ordo took out a hand scanner. “Besany, if he moves, blow his gett’se off. Let’s see who he really is.”

			Besany wasn’t sure how she’d aim at anything other than the man’s chest, but she tried to hold the DH-17 convincingly. There wasn’t much Chadus could do thousands of meters above the city anyway except submit to the scan. Ordo flashed it in front of his eyes to check his retinas, and then made him press his fingers onto the pad.

			“What’s that going to tell you?” Chadus asked. He was definitely looking nervous now. “I haven’t got a criminal record.”

			“I’ll bet.” Ordo read the display with a little frown. “Well, Agent Lemmeloth, Arbian J., you’ve got remarkably high security clearance for a clerk. Two more promotions and you’ll report directly to the Chancellor.”

			“How the stang did you access that?”

			“Because I’m much, much smarter than you, mongrel.”

			Besany had never known Ordo to show the slightest embarrassment at being a clone. In fact, he seemed to take great pride in it: his genome having been selected and enhanced to create the raw material for the perfect soldier, and—however much the Kaminoan clonemasters believed the Null prototypes were a failed experiment—intensive training from infancy had produced a super-fit, hyper-intelligent, but unmanageably idiosyncratic black ops commando. As far as Ordo was concerned, he was the best, and therefore any randomly conceived being like Chadus was a poor second or worse. He had a point.

			And now he also had the agent’s biometric access to the Republic’s most sensitive information. He could slice into some priceless files. But he had to do it now, before Republic Intel missed Chadus, or whatever his name was. The Nulls were very adept at data stripping—even better than Besany was, in fact. Yes, they really were the best, and that made them especially dangerous to cross.

			Chadus—Lemmeloth—seemed to have reached the same conclusion.

			“Try to use my access, and you’ll be caught right away.” He looked really agitated now, staring into Ordo’s face as if he was more shocked than scared. “What are you doing, anyway? You’re programmed to be obedient.”

			“You should have paid more attention in genetics class,” Ordo said. “Genes only predispose. Environment’s what counts. Programming…no, human beings don’t work that way. Trainable. Not programmable.”

			“You’re a soldier of the Republic. I order you to land this vessel and release me.”

			Ordo made a little snorting noise of distracted contempt. “You can kiss my shebs. And you still haven’t told me why you were following Agent Wennen.”

			“Who are you working for, clone?”

			“I like to be my own boss. The hours are better. Now answer me before I have to start breaking things.”

			Besany had questioned suspects in the course of her job, but accounts that didn’t balance or unauthorized expenditure didn’t usually involve abduction and persuasion with a blaster. Lemmeloth turned his head slowly to fix on Besany, as if he could get farther with her than with Ordo.

			“It’s not too late to turn yourself in, Agent Wennen,” he said. “We understand. You talk to some malcontent like Senator Skeenah, he puts unhelpful ideas in your head about the direction of the war effort—”

			“You’re bluffing,” Besany cut in, hoping he was. If Lemmeloth had opened the batting with that, then he probably didn’t have the worst dirt on her—that she was ripping data on the clone production program for Skirata. “I’m just a simple auditor. Numbers. Balance sheets. Budget estimates.”

			“Are we done here?” Ordo asked quietly. “Last chance, Lemmeloth.”

			Some things dawned slowly on Besany, for all her mental acuity. There was only going to be one way out of this for Lemmeloth. Ordo couldn’t just give him a black eye and tell him not to hang around her again. They’d snatched a spy; and spies didn’t forget. Even if Jusik had been here, he might not have been able to memory-rub Lemmeloth enough to guarantee the man would have no recollection of following her.

			“If I don’t report in,” Lemmeloth said, “you’re the last contact I was tailing. None of this is going to go away for you, Agent Wennen.”

			“No, but you are.” Ordo didn’t look up from his datapad. He seemed engrossed, tapping away at the screen. “I’m into your secure comm system now. I’ve just sent a message saying Wennen went straight home, didn’t make contact with anyone, and that you’ll call in later tonight.”

			“So you’re working for the Separatists. That’s what we get for letting Mandalorian scum train our troops, I suppose.”

			“Usually,” Ordo said, holding a gloved hand out to Besany for the DH-17, “folks beg me for leniency at this point.”

			Lemmeloth was ashen. His gaze tracked discreetly around the speeder’s cramped cargo area, as if he thought he stood a chance at seven thousand meters if only he could get to the hatch. “It’s not going to happen, is it?”

			“No.” Ordo adjusted the force settings on the blaster. Besany felt her gut tighten. “But I’m not a savage. Professional courtesy and all that.”

			Then—no speeches, no insults, no warning—Ordo simply raised the DH-17, held it to the agent’s temple, and fired. It discharged with a loud bdapp. The man slumped off the seat and hit the deck with a thud. It was fast, dispassionate, and shocking. The smell of discharged blaster and seared skin overpowered the odors of food.

			Besany found she couldn’t speak or cry out. She froze. Enacca looked over her shoulder from the pilot’s seat and made a low, rumbling growl.

			“No, I don’t expect you to do all the housework,” Ordo said, still utterly matter-of-fact. “I’ll do the disposal myself.”

			Enacca yowled.

			“Okay, keep the blaster, but dump him in the lower levels, the derelict zone, so that a borrat can dispose of the body.” Ordo began stripping the corpse of everything vaguely incriminating or useful, as if he did it regularly. Besany realized he probably did. “The rats are pretty thorough. And recycling’s our civic duty.”

			Ordo glanced up as if suddenly aware that Besany was staring at him in horror. For all the terrible jobs he had to do, he still had an incongruous innocence about him, a kind of wide-eyed embarrassment whenever he thought he might have made a social gaffe. Besany had never seen anyone killed before, let alone shot an arm’s length from her by her own lover. She knew Ordo’s work was dirty and difficult, but there was knowing, and there was seeing.

			“Sorry,” he said, suddenly a guilty little boy caught throwing stones. “I should have told you to look away.”

			“It’s—it’s okay.” Try as she might, though, Besany couldn’t make it okay. Something had stalled in her. She felt as if her heart was waiting for a safe moment to beat again. “I realize you couldn’t…just let him go.”

			Ordo pulled off the man’s belt with some effort. The bantha-hide strap snapped like a whip. “If it had been the other way around, what do you think he’d have done to me? Or you, come to that? He’d have killed either of us without a second thought. It’s not like I tortured him or anything. Clean death. That’s the most any of us can hope for.”

			Besany had hoped to die of extreme old age in her sleep. Most beings did, she suspected, even
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