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			ABOUT THE BOOK

Go beyond the film with a novelisation featuring new scenes and expanded material.

As the shadows of the Empire loom ever larger across the galaxy, so do deeply troubling rumours. The Rebellion has learned of a sinister Imperial plot to bring entire worlds to their knees. Deep in Empire-dominated space, a machine of unimaginable destructive power is nearing completion. A weapon too terrifying to contemplate … and a threat that may be too great to overcome.

If the worlds at the Empire’s mercy stand any chance, it lies with an unlikely band of allies: Jyn Erso, a resourceful young woman seeking vengeance; Cassian Andor, a war-weary rebel commander; Bodhi Rook, a defector from the Empire’s military; Chirrut Ïmwe, a blind holy man and his crack-shot companion, Baze Malbus; and K-2SO, a deadly Imperial droid turned against its former masters. In their hands rests the new hope that could turn the tide toward a crucial Rebellion victory—if only they can capture the plans to the Empire’s new weapon.

But even as they race toward their dangerous goal, the spectre of their ultimate enemy—a monstrous world unto itself—darkens the skies. Waiting to herald the Empire’s brutal reign with a burst of annihilation worthy of its dreaded name: Death Star.
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			A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away. . . .

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			GALEN ERSO WAS not a good farmer. That was only one of his many flaws, but it was the reason he was still alive.

			A man of more diverse talents—a different Galen, a Galen who could intuit what colonial crops would thrive in an alien world’s soil, or who could check a withered tree for rot without peeling away its bark—would have grown bored. His mind, left idle in the fields, would have returned to subjects he had forsworn. That Galen, consciously or by habit, would have sought out the very work that had driven him to exile. He would have stared into the hearts of stars and formulated theorems of cosmic significance.

			In time, he would have drawn attention. His obsessions would surely have killed him.

			Yet an unskilled farmer was anything but idle; so the true Galen, the one who inhabited the realm of reality instead of idle fantasy, had no trouble filling his days on Lah’mu without succumbing to temptation. He took bacterial samples off boulders left by prehistoric volcanoes and looked in awe at the evergreen moss and grass and weeds that seemed to sprout from every surface. He surveyed the endless crooked hills of his domain, and he was grateful that he had yet to master his new profession.

			He constructed these thoughts like an equation as he looked out the window, past his orderly rows of budding skycorn and toward the black soil of the beach. A tiny girl played near the rows, sending her toy soldier on adventures in the dirt.

			“Is she digging again? I swear she didn’t learn the words strip-mining from me, but we’re going hungry next year if she keeps this up.”

			The words breached Galen’s concentration slowly. When he heard them, understood them, he smiled and shook his head. “The agricultural droids will repair the damage. Leave her be.”

			“Oh, I never planned to do anything. That girl is all yours.”

			Galen turned. Lyra’s lips curled until she smiled. She’d started smiling again the day they’d left Coruscant.

			He began to reply when the sky rumbled with a boom unlike thunder. One portion of Galen’s mind narrowed its focus and was aware of only his wife before him, his daughter on the beach. The other portion processed the situation with mechanical precision. He was walking without conscious intent, striding past Lyra and the cluttered kitchen table and the worn couch that reeked of clove aftershave. He passed through a doorway and reached a device that might have evolved in the junkyard of a machine civilization—all cracked screens and loose wires, apt to shatter at a touch. He adjusted a dial and studied the video image on the screen.

			A shuttlecraft was landing on his farm.

			Specifically, a Delta-class T-3c, all sharp angles and bare metal. It busily broadcast active scans of the landscape as its broad wings folded in for landing and its sublight engines tapered their thrust. Galen studied the associated readouts and let the specifications settle into his memory—not because they might be useful, but because he wanted to procrastinate for just a moment. To shut away the implications of what he was seeing.

			He squeezed his eyes shut and gave himself three seconds, two, one.

			Then it was time to accept that his family’s life on Lah’mu was over.

			“Lyra,” he said. He assumed she was near, but didn’t turn to look.

			“Is it him?” she asked. She sounded unafraid, which frightened Galen more than anything.

			“I don’t know. But we have to—”

			“I’ll get started,” she said.

			Galen nodded without looking from the console.

			Galen was not prone to panic. He knew what needed doing, had rehearsed it on those rare days when the farm tended to itself or on those less rare nights when sleep eluded him. Such preparations were the only obsessions he permitted himself. He turned to another machine, tapped in a code, and tore a series of cords from the wall with swift jerks. He began another countdown in his head; if the data purge did not complete in five minutes, he would begin physically destroying components.

			He heard footsteps at the front door, quick and light. He turned to see Jyn dash inside, brown hair matted and face touched with dirt. She’d left her toy in the fields. Galen felt an unexpected pang and feared—absurdly, he knew—that the loss of Stormy would distress her once she was far from the farm.

			“Mama—”

			Lyra stepped away from the bundle of clothes and datapads and portable meals she’d piled on one chair and knelt before the girl whose pale, slender features mirrored hers. “We know. It’s all right.”

			Galen approached the pair, waited until his daughter had seen him. He spoke softly but somberly. “Gather your things, Jyn. It’s time.”

			She understood, of course. She always did, when it mattered. But Galen had no time to be proud.

			He turned back to his machines as Jyn sprinted to her room. The data purge had not completed. There were other files he had to handle as well, files he should have erased on Coruscant but which he’d brought to Lah’mu instead. (Why had he done that? Was it nostalgia? Misplaced pride?) He opened a drawer stuffed with spare droid parts and removed the arm of an agricultural unit. He flipped open a small panel, dug his fingertips between wires, and extracted a datachip.

			“The scrambler, please?” he said.

			Lyra passed him a metal orb the size of his palm. He inserted the datachip and—before he could doubt himself—pressed the toggle. The orb heated and produced a smell like burning hair. He tossed it in the junk drawer and felt a tightness in his stomach.

			“If there’s anything else, make it quick.” Lyra’s tone was clipped. A light blinked faster on the sensor console.

			“Set the rendezvous and take Jyn,” he said. “I’ll finish here.”

			Lyra abruptly stopped double-checking her bundle of provisions. “That wasn’t the plan, Galen.”

			“I’ll meet you there.”

			“You have to come with us.”

			Her eyes were hard. Please smile, he thought.

			“I have to buy you time,” he said.

			The sensor light went dark. A fault seemed unlikely.

			Lyra just watched him.

			“Only I can,” he said.

			It was an argument impossible to refute. Lyra didn’t try. She stalked into the kitchen and tapped at the comm unit as Galen made for Jyn’s room. He caught just a snippet of Lyra’s words: “Saw—it’s happened. He’s come for us.”

			Jyn stood with her bulging satchel at her feet. Galen surveyed the tiny chamber’s remaining contents: a few toys, the cot. Easy enough to hide. Enough to buy a few more minutes. He pushed a doll out of sight before returning to the doorway.

			“Jyn. Come here.”

			He considered what he might say; considered what impression he wanted to leave Jyn if everything ended in disaster.

			“Remember—” He spoke with deliberate care, hoping to etch the words in her bones. “Whatever I do, I do it to protect you. Say you understand.”

			“I understand,” Jyn said.

			And this time, of course, she didn’t understand. What eight-year-old could? Galen heard his own foolishness, his ego echoed by her voice. He wrapped her in his arms, felt her slender, warm body against him, and knew a better memory to leave her with.

			“I love you, Stardust.”

			“I love you, too, Papa.”

			That would be enough.

			He looked to his wife, who stood waiting. “Galen,” she began, all the harshness gone.

			“Go,” he said.

			She did, coaxing Jyn with her. Galen allowed himself the luxury of watching, heard his daughter offer a last confused, “Papa?” Then they were gone from the house, and he resumed his work.

			He collected objects out of place—more toys, Lyra’s clothes, unwashed dishes from the kitchen—and stashed them in niches he and Lyra had prepared long ago. He checked the unfinished data purge, returned his mind’s eye to his mental countdown. A few seconds past the five-minute deadline. That meant he could keep busy while he awaited his visitors.

			By the time Galen heard muffled voices approaching the farmhouse, two of his homemade data processing units billowed acrid smoke as their circuits melted. He stepped out the front door to greet the new arrivals under the cloudy sky.

			A company in bleached white and gleaming black advanced toward the doorstep. The leader was a narrow man of Galen’s own age in a spotless ivory officer’s uniform, head high and movements stiff. The breeze failed to disturb the sandy hair beneath his cap. His cohorts wore armor like a scarab’s shell, bore pistols and rifles as if ready for war. The troopers stepped when their leader stepped, matched his pace; to Galen, they seemed to exist only as extensions of their superior.

			The man in white halted less than three meters away. “You’re a hard man to find, Galen,” he said, not quite smiling.

			“That was the idea.” Galen did not quite smile, either, though he could have. He could have let the farm and sky fade, let the troopers become shadows, and conjured an office on Coruscant around him; allowed himself to believe he was sparring again with his friend and colleague Orson Krennic.

			There was no point in nostalgia, however. Orson surely knew that as well as he.

			Orson was tugging at his gloves as he studied the fields with an exaggerated crane of his neck. “But farming? A man of your talents?”

			“It’s a peaceful life,” Galen returned.

			“Lonely, I’d imagine.”

			With those words, Orson had declared his game and his stakes. It did not surprise Galen.

			“Since Lyra died, yes,” Galen said.

			The corner of Orson’s mouth twitched, as if he were taken aback. “My sincerest condolences,” he said, then gestured to the troopers and spoke more sternly. “Search the house. Shut down any machines—we’ll want them examined by the technicians.”

			Four of the troopers obediently, rapidly, made for the doorway. Galen stepped aside to allow them past.

			“I don’t imagine,” Orson said, “you’ve laid any traps? Nothing that would harm a patriot doing his duty?”

			“No.”

			“No,” Orson agreed. “I’ve always found your constancy refreshing. Galen Erso is an honest man, unaltered by stress or circumstance.”

			Troopers called to one another in the house behind Galen, and he stifled the impulse to turn. “Honest, perhaps. Still just a man.”

			Orson spread his hands, conceding the point. He moved as if to join the troopers in the house, then stopped. “When did she die?” he asked.

			“Two, three years, I think. It’s a bit of a blur.”

			“She was a wonderful woman. Strong. I know you loved her very much.”

			“What is it you want?”

			The words were a mistake. Galen barely hid his wince as he heard himself, recognized the edge to his voice. The longer he played, the longer Lyra and Jyn had to escape. Instead he’d grown impatient.

			Orson was replying carelessly, feigning the blunt honesty of a man too worn to lie. “The work has stalled, Galen. I need you to come back.”

			“I have the utmost confidence in you. In your people.”

			“You don’t,” Orson snapped. “You were never that humble.”

			“And you have too little faith in your own skills,” Galen said easily. “I told you that when we were practically children. You could have done everything I did, but you preferred to dabble; to shepherd people instead of nurture theory. I always respected your decision, but don’t let it narrow your world.”

			All of it was true. All of it was also designed to hurt Orson, to pry at his insecurities. Galen kept his tone measured, casual. Infuriatingly so, perhaps, but Orson’s fury did not frighten him. He feared focus, efficiency, speed; not wild rage.

			Orson only grimaced—a forced smile that didn’t take. “You will come back.”

			So much for that sidetrack. Galen straightened his back. They were coming to the end. “I won’t do it. This is where I belong now.”

			“Scratching the dirt with a shovel? We were on the verge of greatness, Galen. We were this close to providing peace, security for the galaxy.”

			Behind Galen came the sound of ceramics shattering as the troopers continued their search. He mentally cataloged dishes and ornamental vases, then dismissed the list. Nothing in the house mattered.

			“You’re confusing peace with terror. You lied about what we were building.”

			“Only because you were willing to believe.”

			“You wanted to kill people.”

			Orson shrugged, unmoved by the argument. “We have to start somewhere.”

			Galen almost laughed. He remembered when he could laugh with Orson, instead of feeling nothing but hollow defiance.

			Snapping sounds from the house. Furniture being broken apart, hiding places revealed. Orson would have his proof momentarily.

			“I’d be of no help, Krennic.” Needle him. Deny all familiarity. “My mind just isn’t what it was.” And now he could only talk, not try to persuade or to enrage or do anything more than buy a few more seconds, a few precious moments for Lyra and Jyn. “I thought at first it was only the work—I would sit some nights and remember equations and theorems, but I couldn’t hold them in my head anymore. I chalked it up to exhaustion, to forgoing the habits of a focused intellect …” He shook his head. “But it’s more than that. Now I have trouble remembering the simplest things.”

			Orson wove gloved fingers together, eyes glittering with cruel amusement. “Your child, for example? Galen, you’re an inspired scientist, but you’re a terrible liar.”

			Orson didn’t need his troopers to report an extra bed or a toy left out in the fields. There would be no more delays for Galen, no hope of hiding his family’s presence on Lah’mu.

			He prayed that Lyra would fare better. She had never failed him before.

			Galen put aside even that thought to picture his daughter in her arms.

			—

			Lyra ran, her fingers wrapped around the fragile wrist of her daughter. She pulled without tenderness. She heard Jyn whimper in pain, felt the girl stumble beside her, and longed to hoist her in both arms, carry her across the rocks and clutch her to her breast.

			She longed to, but she couldn’t carry her daughter and crouch low enough to take advantage of the concealing hills. She couldn’t add another twenty-five kilograms onto the supplies she carted on her back and still maintain her speed. Lyra loved her daughter, but love wouldn’t save them today.

			Lyra had always been the practical one in the family.

			Damn you, Galen, she thought, for sending us away.

			She caught a flash of motion out of the corner of her eye, turned to confirm that it wasn’t the wind, and tugged Jyn down as she dived onto moist soil. Her stomach already hurt from the run. The cool dirt felt good on her body, but her forehead prickled with sweat and fear. She peeked around the rocks to watch a half dozen figures—black-clad Imperial troopers led by a uniformed officer in white—stride rapidly toward the farmhouse.

			No, not just an officer in white. Orson Krennic was leading a death squad to the farmhouse. Toward Galen.

			“Mama—” Jyn was whispering, tugging at her hand. “I know that man.”

			That caught Lyra by surprise. But Jyn had her father’s mind, if not his obsessions. Her memory was better than Lyra’s had ever been.

			That’s your father’s special friend Orson, she wanted to say. He’s a lying bastard who thinks he’s a visionary. Instead she whispered, “Shh,” and pressed two fingers to Jyn’s lips before kissing her on the forehead. “We need to keep going. Don’t let them see you, okay?”

			Jyn nodded. But she looked terrified.

			They moved together, as swiftly as Lyra could manage while squatting out of sight. Her hips were cramping as she led Jyn around the base of a comm spire and stopped again to peer toward the farmhouse. She couldn’t make out Krennic past the troopers, couldn’t see if Galen had emerged, but the group had halted near the front door. Lyra suddenly pictured the armored figures raising flamers, reducing the house to ash and charred metal while her husband screamed inside …

			She knew better. So long as Krennic was in control, Galen would stay alive long after the rest of them were dead. He would have no choice but to work for that man until he was old and feeble, until his intellect began to fail him and the Empire determined he was no longer useful.

			Lyra realized she’d made a decision.

			She unslung her bag, rooted through the contents until she found what she needed. She set a bundle of clothes in the grass and placed her hands on Jyn’s shoulders. The girl was trembling. She met her mother’s gaze.

			“You know where to go, don’t you?” Lyra asked. “Wait for me there. Don’t come out for anyone but me.”

			Jyn didn’t answer. Lyra saw the moisture in her eyes. A voice told Lyra, If you leave her now, she’s done. You’ve taken all her strength away.

			But Lyra had committed herself to a path. Her husband needed her more than her daughter.

			She hurriedly reached to her own throat, pushing away coarse cloth until her fingers caught a fraying string. She pulled off her necklace, watched the pendant swing in the breeze. The jagged, cloudy crystal was etched with writing on one side. Gently, she put the necklace over Jyn’s head. The girl didn’t move.

			“Trust the Force,” Lyra said, and made herself smile.

			“Mama—”

			“I’ll be there,” Lyra whispered. “Now go.”

			She wrapped Jyn in her arms—Don’t hold her too long, don’t give her time to think—and turned the girl around, pushed her away. Lyra watched her daughter stumble amid the rocks, disappearing out of sight.

			It was time to refocus. Jyn would be safe. Safer if Lyra did this, safer still if she succeeded, but safe either way. She looked back to the farmhouse and the group gathered around the doorstep, lifted the bundle of clothes, and walked back the way she came. She kept her body low, picked up her pace as she saw four troopers enter the house and reveal Galen and Krennic standing together. She heard their voices, faintly. Krennic unctuously declaring We have to start somewhere.

			She hadn’t expected to see an opening so quickly. She’d wanted more time to plan. But there was no guarantee she’d catch Krennic with fewer bodyguards anytime soon. She straightened and hurried, kept the bundle clutched close.

			Krennic saw her first, though he spoke only to Galen. “Oh, look! Here’s Lyra. Back from the dead. It’s a miracle.”

			Galen turned in her direction. She’d rarely seen such pain on his face. “Lyra …” But he was looking past her, searching the fields for Jyn.

			Lyra almost wanted to smile.

			The black-clad troopers raised their weapons. “Stop!” Krennic snapped.

			Lyra let the clothes fall from her arms and raised the blaster she’d concealed beneath the pile. She aimed the barrel at Krennic, felt the chill metal of the trigger under her finger. She didn’t look at the troopers. If they killed her, all she needed to do was twitch.

			The troopers kept their weapons low. Krennic smirked at Lyra. “Troublesome as ever.”

			“You’re not taking him,” Lyra said.

			“No, of course I’m not. I’m taking you all. You, your child. You’ll all live in comfort.”

			“As hostages.”

			She’d lived that life before, or close enough. She had no desire to do it again.

			Krennic seemed unperturbed. “As ‘heroes of the Empire.’”

			Lyra heard Galen’s voice to one side. “Lyra. Put it down.” The concern in his tone felt like a weight on her arm, a hand on her wrist. She kept the blaster up anyway, ignoring her husband.

			Krennic wasn’t smiling anymore. Lyra let the words, the threats, roll out. She’d imagined this before, made speeches in her mind to the man who’d ruined her life again and again, and the actuality felt, in turn, dreamlike. “You’re going to let us go,” she said. “You’re going to do it because you’re an egomaniacal coward. And I’m sure if your superiors let you live you’ll come after us again, and that’s fine. But right now we go free. Do you understand?”

			Krennic merely nodded and said, “Think very carefully.”

			She sensed the troopers tensing. She knew, somehow, that Galen was staring at her in horror. And she suddenly realized that she’d misjudged Orson Krennic’s cowardice—that he’d changed in the years since she’d known him, or she’d never understood him even in the old days.

			Jyn would still be safe.

			Maybe she could still save her husband.

			“You’ll never win,” she said.

			Krennic cocked his head. A patronizing gesture to an outmatched opponent.

			“Do it,” he said.

			Lyra pulled the trigger, felt the blaster jump even as light flashed nearby and hot pulses ravaged her chest. She heard the troopers’ shots only after she felt the pain—dull, almost numb pinpricks up and down her body, each surrounded by a halo of excruciation. Her muscles seemed to vibrate like plucked strings. Galen was shouting her name, rushing toward her as she fell, but she couldn’t see him. All she saw was Krennic, clutching a black and smoking shoulder as he snarled through pain.

			If Lyra could have screamed, she would have screamed not in agony, but in rage. She could not scream, however, and she went into darkness bitterly.

			Her last thought was: I wish Galen weren’t here to see.

			The last things she heard were Galen shouting her name and a furious voice calling, “They have a child. Find it!” But she was too far gone to understand the words.

			—

			Jyn wasn’t a bad girl. Jyn didn’t like to misbehave. When her parents told her to do something, she almost always did it. Not fast, but eventually (almost always eventually). She didn’t deserve to be punished.

			She knew she shouldn’t have stayed to watch her mother talk to Papa and the man in white. But she couldn’t have known what would happen. She couldn’t have known what the troopers would do …

			Had they been talking about her? Was it her fault?

			Mama wasn’t moving. Papa held her in his arms. Jyn couldn’t stop herself from crying, but she held back a scream because she had to be brave. She had to be.

			She’d seen how scared Mama had been. Whoever the strangers were, Jyn knew they would hurt her, too.

			And she knew what she was supposed to do. She needed to behave now. She needed to make things better.

			She had trouble breathing as she ran. Her nose and eyes streamed, and her throat felt swollen and clogged. She heard voices in the distance, electronic voices like droids or garbled comms. The troopers were coming after her.

			She was wheezing with a high-pitched sound that would give her away. Her face felt like it burned hot enough to see for kilometers. She knew where she was going, though. Papa had tried to pretend it was a game, all those times he asked her to race and find the hiding spot, but she’d known better. She’d asked Mama about it once; she’d held Jyn’s hand and smiled and said, “Just pretend it’s a game anyway. It’ll make your father feel better.”

			She wanted to pretend now, but it was hard.

			She found the spot Papa had showed her among the piled rocks. She dragged open the hatch cover embedded in the hillside, almost shaking too hard to tug it free. Inside, a ladder led to the lower compartment, but Jyn stayed by the cover and pulled it shut. A sliver of light escaped through the hatch, illuminating the dusty gloom.

			She pulled her knees to her chest and sang one of her mother’s songs, rocking back and forth, ignoring her tear-streaked face and filthy hands. This was part of pretending, too. All she had to do was wait. That was all she’d ever been told to do in the hiding spot.

			Mama or Papa would come for her.

			She smelled smoke, and the smoke stung her eyes worse than her tears. She could see the shapes of troopers moving among the rocks, but even though they went back and forth and back and forth they never noticed the hatch. Never saw her shelter. When the daylight began to fade, they left and Jyn climbed down the ladder.

			The lower compartment was too small for comfort, made cramped by stockpiles of food and machines and containers, but she could sit. She found a lantern and watched its feeble light wax and wane through the night as she listened to the rumble of a storm outside and the splashing of rainwater down the hill above her. She tried to sleep, but she never slept for long—raindrops crept into the cave and tapped at her forehead and sleeves no matter how she arranged herself.

			Even her dreams were about that insistent tapping. Those wet, random strikes. In her dreams, sometimes Mama fell down when the raindrops hit Jyn.

			When morning came, she woke to the sound of metal scraping above her. For an instant she confused dreams with reality and thought Mama or Papa had arrived at last—she believed what she’d seen the day before was a nightmare, and that this was another of Papa’s games.

			But only for an instant.

			She looked up. The hatch opened, and silhouetted above her was an armored figure with a dark face graven with scars. The man looked down at Jyn with eyes that gleamed in the lantern’s light and spoke in a voice of command:

			“Come, my child. We have a long ride ahead of us.”

			—

			Orson Krennic observed Galen aboard the shuttlecraft and wondered when the man would finally pry himself from the gurney where his wife’s corpse sprawled. “We’ll bring her home,” Krennic said. “I promise.”

			Galen said nothing and stroked his wife’s hand.

			What more did I expect? Krennic wondered.

			Lyra would have survived if not for her own foolishness. Krennic had risked his life for Galen and his family, given Lyra every opportunity to stand down rather than immediately signaling his troops to fire. That would have been the safest bet—his death trooper elites were unkind men who, given their druthers, would have ended the standoff far less mercifully.

			She’d shot him!

			He’d tried to spare Lyra for Galen’s own comfort, out of an understanding that genius worked best without distractions—and yes, out of a desire to honor the cordiality, if not friendship, he and Galen had once shared. Yet self-imposed exile had changed Galen: He was no longer a man of dispassionate contemplation, able to interpret facts without prejudice. Whatever Krennic said, every action he took, was to be interpreted by Galen as the ruthless ploy of a scheming powermonger.

			This irked Krennic—of course it irked him, to have the rapport of years so neatly dismissed—but he could use it. If Galen refused to readjust (perhaps a man who changed so swiftly once could swiftly change again?), then Krennic could play the monster to ensure his cooperation.

			The bandage around his shoulder rendered his arm immobile. He’d need weeks, if not months to fully recover, with who-knew-how-many hours spent immersed in medicinal bacta tanks. The pain would be considerable once the analgesics wore off, yet he could forgive that; not so the loss of time.

			Any debt he owed Galen was now repaid.

			“We will find the child,” he said, more insistent.

			Galen did not look away from Lyra’s body (another gift from Krennic—who else would have brought her home for a proper funeral?). “I think if you haven’t found her already,” Galen murmured, “you are very unlikely to succeed.”

			Krennic bristled, but there was truth to the words. Jyn had clearly received outside aid—the signal sent from the farmhouse suggested as much—and Krennic was not prepared to underestimate her rescuer’s competence. He hoped investigation of the comm stations, no matter how badly Galen had damaged them, would reveal the particulars; the results would determine how he turned the situation to his advantage.

			If Galen was unsure of his daughter’s fate—if he’d sent out a general distress call or offered a reward for retrieval to every smuggler or bounty hunter in receiving range—then Krennic’s dogged pursuit of the girl would incentivize Galen to cooperate. Galen would never admit to it, of course, but he would be soothed by the certainty of knowing his daughter was in Imperial hands.

			Conversely, if Galen knew exactly who had rescued Jyn, then perhaps it was best to leave well enough alone and use the threat of Imperial interference as impetus for cooperation.

			All of which, Krennic realized with a start, was a worry for another day. He’d been so consumed by his mission that he had failed to appreciate his own victory.

			After a long search, Galen was back in his hands. The scientific setbacks, the engineering problems plaguing Krennic’s teams would soon vanish. The constant needling from men like Wilhuff Tarkin—bureaucrats without any true sense for the scope of Krennic’s accomplishments—would soon be over. These were truths worth celebrating.

			Krennic smiled at Galen and shook his head fondly. “Your wife will be honored. We’ll have the service as soon as we reach Coruscant. But meanwhile … shall we discuss the work?”

			Galen finally turned and looked at Krennic with loathing.

			Then, almost imperceptibly, he nodded.

		

	
		
			SUPPLEMENTAL DATA: REBEL ALLIANCE INTELLIGENCE UPDATE

			[Document #NI3814 (“Situational Analysis Regarding Jedha, et al.”), timestamped approximately thirteen years after the conscription of Galen Erso by Orson Krennic; from the personal files of Mon Mothma.]

			There is no hard evidence of an interplanetary engineering project consuming Imperial resources (living, financial, and material) on a massive scale. That remains the bottom line, as it has since our investigation began.

			Yet as before, we consider this statement insufficient and our situation grave.

			Major tactical deployments of Imperial forces to strategically insignificant worlds continue on Jedha, Patriim, Eadu, Horuz, and twelve others of note. Frequent communications blackouts make analysis of these deployments exceedingly difficult, and we strongly suspect our list is neither accurate nor complete. Nonetheless, we know that a majority of the worlds in question contain facilities for resource harvesting, manufacturing, or scientific research and development. More recently, we have learned that several of these worlds share a set of nonstandard security protocols far exceeding the Imperial norm.

			We have intercepted multiple communiqués sent to Orson Krennic, the Empire’s advanced weapons research director, from these worlds. We are not yet able to decrypt them.

			We have intercepted multiple communiqués sent to one “Galen Erso” from these worlds. We are not yet able to decrypt them or confirm that the “Galen Erso” referenced is the former head of multiple high-energy research projects (including “Celestial Power”—see notes) once housed on Coruscant.

			We have intercepted multiple communiqués referencing a future weapons test of indeterminate scale.

			Our attempts to surveil Imperial activities related to this matter have resulted in the loss of several operatives. We request additional personnel. Attempts to obtain the cooperation of Saw Gerrera on Jedha have been ended at the recommendation of General Jan Dodonna.

			We understand that our concerns are considered controversial inside Alliance council leadership. We do not dispute that intelligence resources should be focused on the Senate if there is to be any hope of a peaceful political resolution to the larger struggle. Several analysts have declined to attach their names to this document for fear of giving it “undue credibility.”

			But this is not a conspiracy theory, and ignorance will not protect us from whatever the Galactic Empire is building.

			Full report is attached.

		

		.

	
		
			
				[image: Chapter 1]
			

			THE RING OF Kafrene was a monumental span of durasteel and plastoid anchored by a pair of malformed planetoids within the Kafrene asteroid belt. It had been founded as a mining colony by Old Republic nobility, built for the purpose of stripping every rock within ten million kilometers of whatever mineral resources the galaxy might covet; its founders’ disappointment, upon realizing that such valuable minerals were scarce at best in the Kafrene belt, had earned it the unofficial slogan that arced over its aft docking bay in lurid, phosphorescent graffiti: WHERE GOOD DREAMS GO BAD.

			Now the Ring of Kafrene was a deep-space trading post and stopover for the sector’s most desperate travelers. Cassian Andor counted himself among that number.

			He was already behind schedule, and he knew that if he hadn’t drawn attention during disembarkation he was certainly doing so now. He moved too quickly down the throughway, shouldering aside men and women and nonhumans of indeterminate gender who had the proper, plodding gait of people sentenced to live in a place like Kafrene. Between the road and the distant rock warrens stood a thousand sheet-metal shacks and shoddy prefabricated housing units recycled from foreign colonies; outside the main throughways there was no plan, no layout that didn’t change almost daily, and even the workers proceeding home in the artificial twilight stuck to the major arteries. Cassian tried to moderate his pace, to ride the crowd’s momentum rather than apply force. He failed and imagined his mentor’s disappointment: The Rebel Alliance taught you better than that.

			But he had been traveling too long, from Coruscant to Corulag and onward, tugging at the loose threads of an elaborate tapestry that was outside the scope of his vision. He had paid dearly in time and credits and blood for precious little intelligence, for the reiteration of facts he’d already confirmed. He’d spent too much to return to Base One empty-handed. His frustration was starting to show.

			He cut across the street and smelled ammonia wafting from a ventilation shaft—exhaust from an alien housing complex. He suppressed a cough and stepped into the gap between one tenement and another, working his way through a maze of corridors until he reached a dead-end alleyway barely wider than his arm span.

			“I was about to leave,” a voice said, full of nervous irritation. The speaker emerged from the shadows: a human with a soft round face and hard eyes, dressed in stained and fading garb. His right arm hung limply in a sling. Cassian’s gaze locked on the man even as he sorted through the distant sounds of the street: voices, clattering merchandise, something sizzling, someone screaming. But no commotion, no squawking comlinks.

			That was good enough. If there were stormtroopers hunting him, they weren’t ready to shoot.

			“I came as fast as I could,” Cassian said. He stashed his paranoia in the back of his brain—out of the way but within easy reach.

			Tivik started toward Cassian and the alley mouth, wiping one palm on his hip. “I have to get back on board. Walk with me.”

			“Where’s your ship heading?” Cassian asked. “Back to Jedha?”

			Tivik didn’t stop moving. In another moment, he’d have to squeeze past Cassian to continue. “They won’t wait for me,” he said. “We’re here stealing ammo—”

			Cassian shifted his weight and broadened his stance, blocking Tivik’s path; he wasn’t a large man, but he knew how to feign presence. Tivik flinched and took an abrupt step backward.

			As informants went, Tivik was one of the more maddening Cassian had worked with: He was, for all his faults, a true believer; he was also an abject coward, forever looking to escape the moral responsibilities he assigned himself. He responded well to pressure. And after the past few days, after rushing to extricate himself from Corulag based on Tivik’s oblique message, Cassian was in the mood to press.

			“You have news from Jedha?” he growled. “Come on … I came across the galaxy for this.”

			Tivik met Cassian’s gaze, then relented. “An Imperial pilot—one of the cargo drivers on the Jedha run? He defected yesterday.”

			“So?” Low-level defectors from the Empire weren’t uncommon. They made up half the Rebellion’s foot soldiers, give or take. Tivik knew that as well as Cassian.

			“This pilot? He says he knows what the Jedha mining operation is all about. He’s telling people they’re making a weapon.” Tivik spat the words out like bitter rind. “The kyber crystals, that’s what they’re for. He’s brought a message, says he’s got proof—”

			Cassian sorted through the barrage of information, cross-referenced against what he already knew, and reprioritized his concerns. This was why he’d come, but it wasn’t what he’d expected. There had been leads about a weapon before, and every one—on Adalog, in Zemiah’s Den—had turned to dross.

			His pulse was quickening. Maybe he wouldn’t return to Base One empty-handed after all.

			“What kind of weapon?” he asked.

			Voices rose in the street, distorted by echoes down the alleyways. Tivik somehow shrank into himself, the small man making himself smaller. “Look, I have to go.”

			“You called me. You knew this was important—”

			“You shouldn’t have come late!” Tivik snapped. His eyes were glassy with distress.

			Cassian hoisted Tivik under both arms, dug his fingers into the sling and coarse cloth and soft flesh. The man’s breath had the scent of cinnamon. “What kind of weapon?” Cassian repeated, louder than he’d intended.

			“A planet killer,” Tivik whispered. “That’s what he called it.”

			Cold crept down Cassian’s spine.

			He tried to bring to mind old reports, speculative intelligence documents, tech readouts, anything to put the lie to Tivik’s words. A planet killer was a myth, a fantasy, an obscenity dreamed up by zealots who viewed the Emperor as a wrathful deity instead of a corrupt tyrant.

			Along with the cold came a shameful mix of excitement and revulsion. Maybe for this, any price would be justified.

			He set Tivik down as gently as he could. “A planet killer?”

			“Someone named Erso sent him, sent the pilot. Some old friend of Saw’s.”

			That much fit the puzzle. “Galen Erso?” Cassian asked, trying to tamp down his own intensity. “Was it?”

			“I don’t know! I shouldn’t even have said this much.” Tivik shook his head. “The pilot, the guys who found him, they were looking for Saw when we left.”

			Saw Gerrera. A defector pilot. Jedha. Kyber crystals. A weapon. A planet killer. Galen Erso. Cassian sorted through them and found it was too much to deal with, a hand built of too many playing cards. Tivik was on the verge of bolting, and Cassian didn’t have time to figure out the right questions. “Who else knows this?” he asked.

			“I have no idea!” Tivik leaned in, his cinnamon breath coming in quick little bursts. “It’s all falling apart. Saw’s right—you guys keep talking and stalling and dealing and we’re on fumes out there, there’re spies everywhere—”

			Tivik didn’t finish the sentiment. As he stared past Cassian’s shoulder, Cassian heard movement behind him and turned to face the alley mouth. Positioned to block the entrance, as Cassian had blocked Tivik, were two figures in white armor with helmets like stylized skulls: Imperial stormtroopers, rifles hoisted casually and aimed in Cassian’s direction.

			Cassian cursed silently and made himself smile.

			“What’s all this?” The stormtrooper’s voice buzzed with distortion. He was curt, authoritative, but not scared. Cassian could use that.

			“Hey,” Cassian said, and gave an exaggerated shrug. “Just me and my friend. If we’re bothering someone, we’ll get out of the way—”

			“You’re not leaving.” The second stormtrooper spoke now, impatient. “Come on, let’s see some scandocs.”

			Cassian kept his eyes off Tivik. There was nothing he could do to coax the man into playing along, to urge him to make no move. He kept smiling his small, reassuring smile at the stormtroopers, even as his blood pumped fiercely with the promise of a weapon, a planet killer. “Yeah, of course,” he said. “My gloves?”

			He indicated a pocket with a gesture. The stormtroopers didn’t object. Thieves were common on Kafrene, and they’d doubtless seen stranger hiding spots.

			Neither stormtrooper reacted in time as Cassian reached down and touched the cool metal of his pistol’s grip. He barely moved his wrist and squeezed the trigger twice, averting his gaze just enough to avoid the glare of the energy discharge. The electric noise was low and sickly, muffled by an illegal silencing device that was almost effective.

			A moment later the stormtroopers lay dead in the alleyway. It was a miracle, Cassian thought, that the silenced blaster bolts had penetrated their armor. In a fairer world, he would be the one lying in filth with a burning hole instead of a heart.

			“No …” Tivik was shaking his head. “What’ve you done?”

			Cassian caught another glimpse of white, heard a garbled voice beyond the alley mouth. There would be more troopers coming, many more, and next time they wouldn’t hesitate to fire. He seized Tivik by the elbow, hurried deeper into the alley, and scanned the walls. There were no exits, no air shafts or back doors, but the rooftops weren’t more than a meter or two out of reach. Unaided climbing wasn’t his specialty; still, he could be up and over in seconds, and he’d disappear in the labyrinthine depths of the Ring of Kafrene.

			Tivik recognized his intent. “Are you crazy? I’ll never climb out of here.” He tugged himself away from Cassian’s grip—Cassian released him after a moment—and adjusted his sling. “My arm …” He rotated his body awkwardly to watch the alley mouth.

			Cassian heard footsteps and a distant, distorted yell. He looked Tivik up and down and realized that, in all likelihood, the man was right: He really couldn’t make it up the wall, not without help and not swiftly. In the best-case scenario, by the time both he and Cassian were up on the roofs, the stormtroopers would already have identified them and initiated a cordon.

			“Hey,” Cassian said, and touched Tivik’s shoulder—gently now, his voice stripped of all force. “Calm down. Calm down. You did good—everything you told me, it’s real?”

			“It’s real,” Tivik said. His voice was the voice of a confused child.

			One more payment.

			“We’ll be all right,” Cassian said. And for the third time that day, he squeezed the trigger on his blaster. He heard the sickly electric squawk, smelled burning fibers and worse as Tivik fell to the ground. The informant let out one last little groan, like he’d been troubled in his sleep, and lay still.

			They would’ve caught you, Tivik. You would’ve broken. You would’ve died. And neither of us would deliver your message.

			Cassian’s hands were shaking as he pulled himself up and over the wall, grabbing at handholds along pipes and stained sills, kicking at the surface for support. He heard the stormtroopers behind him counting bodies and hurried on, chest flat against the rooftop.

			Less than an hour later, he was on a shuttle departing the Ring of Kafrene. His face and beard were dripping where he’d wiped them with a cold sponge in the sanitation station—not just to hide the sweat on his brow, but to shock himself back into focus. He had a lot to occupy his mind, and farther to go before he could transmit it to Draven and Alliance Intelligence.

			He closed his eyes and sorted the cards in his hand:

			Jedha. The pilgrim moon. A wasteland world intimately linked to a vast Imperial project only visible through its ripple effects.

			The kyber crystals. Jedha’s only natural resource of any value. The Empire had been shipping crystals offworld, their ultimate destination unknown.

			A defecting pilot carrying a message to Saw Gerrera. Possibly trustworthy, possibly not.

			Saw Gerrera. Nominally part of the Rebellion. In practice, not so easily categorized.

			Galen Erso. The legendary scientist, connected—again—to the Imperial mega-project whose existence the Alliance could only speculate about. The man whose message the pilot supposedly carried.

			And the weapon. The planet killer. The galaxy’s nightmare, designed and built and polished to shine by Erso and his cronies.

			It was more than Cassian had hoped to bring back from this mission; a treasure hoard of facts and speculation and possible connections, enough to keep the analysts busy for weeks or months or years.

			If he was lucky, it would even be enough to keep him from replaying—over and over in his head, on the long shuttle ride to safety—the last dying groan of the man he’d murdered.

			—

			Bodhi Rook had only ever doubted himself, and today was no exception.

			His captors hadn’t hurt him. Threatened him, yes; refused him food and water and left him with a headache that seemed to squeeze his skull tight around his swollen brain, yes; but they treated him more like an object than a man. They rarely spoke as they dragged him across the frigid Jedha desert, grasping him by the arms and marching at a pace that he—insulated by the Imperial flight suit he wore under a loose kaftan—couldn’t quite match. His soles touched sand twice for every three steps his captors took; and so every three steps he flew, and their grip became painfully tight.

			He could survive this, he told himself. He’d chosen right, found the right people. And when he delivered his message, they would all understand. They would accept him as a good man, a brave man.

			He could only hope that was all true.

			“How much farther?” he asked.

			His captors stayed close around him, so close he couldn’t see much of the wasteland: just pale and freezing sun, low mountains that formed the borders of the valley, and the occasional crumbling monolith of one of Jedha’s great statues—a stern humanoid head with lips worn smooth over millennia, or a pair of broken legs embedded in the cracked and rusty valley floor. When the wind rose, loose wisps of long, dark hair drifted before his eyes.

			“I know you’re being careful,” he said, struggling to sound reasonable. “I know that’s smart—you think I could be a spy, and spies have to be a worry for people like you.”

			Don’t make them think about spies! He told himself that, even as another part of his brain assured him: Hide nothing. Only honesty will save you.

			He fought to regain his train of thought. “But—but!” He spat air through dry lips. “You also have to give me a chance. Not for my sake, but for yours. I want to help you …”

			His captors—five revolutionaries in ragged local attire, each armed with an illegal blaster rifle—yanked him hard, and he scrabbled over the dust. No one met his gaze. Instead scarred, unwashed faces watched Bodhi’s bound hands or the endless desert.

			An interminable time passed before he spoke again.

			“Do you have a family?” he asked a towering man with a blade half concealed in his boot.

			For his troubles, he got the briefest of glances.

			“I have a family,” Bodhi said, though it was only somewhat true.

			The revolutionaries began to spread apart, wordlessly changing formation to put Bodhi at the center of a broad semicircle. With his newly expanded field of vision, Bodhi now saw a second group standing ahead of them in the wastes—small, dark figures on a bright horizon.

			“Is that him?” Bodhi asked, and received no reply.

			The semicircle closed the distance to the second band. The newcomers resembled Bodhi’s captors but carried their ordnance more conspicuously: A white-furred Gigoran hoisted a rotary cannon, while the humans wore bandoliers and detonator belts. At the fore of the newcomers was a Tognath: a lanky figure dressed in dark leathers, whose pale, skull-like head was set in the vise grip of a mechanical respirator. The Tognath turned his sockets onto Bodhi and said in a thickly accented dialect, “It’s the pilot. Look alive!”

			The Tognath gestured once, and the two bands merged with swift and soldierly precision. Bodhi flinched under the Gigoran’s glower and felt a flush of shame; nonhumans hadn’t made him nervous before he’d signed on with the Empire.

			He made himself focus. “Okay, so you’re—you’re Saw Gerrera?” he asked, more in hope than genuine belief.

			Someone snickered. The Tognath examined Bodhi with an expression that might have been disdain.

			“No?” Bodhi shook his head. “Okay, we’re just wasting time that we don’t have. I need to speak to Saw Gerrera! I keep telling them—” He lifted a shoulder at one of his original captors. “—before, before it’s too late.”

			He thought he heard another snicker. It might have been the wind playing on sand, but it was enough to raise his ire.

			They need you. You need to make them understand.

			“We need to get to Jedha City. We’re out here in the middle of nowhere—” His voice rose to a shout, thick with frustration. “What part of urgent message do you guys not understand?”

			He saw the shadow above him, then felt coarse cloth drag over his hair, catch on the goggles perched on his forehead, and slide tight against his nose, mustache, and beard. He saw the glow of the sun through the stitching of the sack over his head. “Hey!” he said, trying not to bite the fabric. “Hey—we’re all on the same side, if you just see past the uniform for a minute …”

			You always talk, his mother had said, but you say so little! Learn to listen, Bodhi Rook.

			Talking was all he could do now.

			“I’ve got to speak to Saw Gerrera,” he cried. He was pleading as one set of hands released his arms and new hands, the terribly strong hands of the Gigoran, took their place. “You know what? Just tell him—tell him what I told you, and then he’ll want to speak to me.”

			I gave up everything to come here. I’m here to help!

			Someone pulled the sack tight around his neck. It scraped at his throat when he breathed.

			Bodhi Rook thought about the reason he’d come back to Jedha and found himself hating Galen Erso.

			—

			Jyn had been at the Empire’s mercy before. Sometimes she’d even deserved her troubles—she couldn’t blame some petty dictator for ordering her dragged off the street and slammed into holding when she really, truly was planning to blow up his ship and steal his guns. She’d had rifles pointed at her, felt stun prods deliver jolts to her spine, and generally suffered the worst a stormtrooper was authorized to deal out.

			What made her circumstances different now was that, for the first time, Jyn had no escape route. No partners outside the prison walls waiting to bust down the doors; no in with a greedy security officer she could promise (lying or not) to pay off; not even a knife she could hide where the guards wouldn’t find it.

			She’d run out of friends. She’d come to Wobani Labor Camp alone. She expected to die there that way and, very likely, it wouldn’t take long at all.

			She opened her eyes, flinched away her thoughts as a drop of filthy water smacked into her forehead and took a circuitous route down the side of her nose. She smeared it away with her palm and glanced about her cell as if it might have changed since lights-out. But there was no gap in the wall, no blaster tucked discreetly beside her slab. The blanket-draped lump of her cellmate moaned and wheezed, loud enough to wake Jyn even if she did manage to sleep.

			She waited for the stormtrooper on patrol to pass her door, counted to five, then slid to her feet and crept to the bars. Outside was an endless march of more cell doors, more prisoners sleeping or, in a few cases, feeding their own private demons—clawing their arms or sketching invisible mandalas on the floor. Wobani didn’t care about treatment or rehabilitation any more than it did about punishment. Order and obedience were the priority; everything else was left to rot.

			“Bad dreams?” The moaning and wheezing had stopped. The voice sounded like claws on slate.

			“Not really,” Jyn said.

			“Then you should not be up,” her cellmate huffed. The tentacles protruding from her pinched, wormlike face writhed in irritation.

			The woman called herself Nail. The other prisoners at Wobani called her Kennel, for the parasites she hosted in the filthy cloth jacket that half covered her leathery chest. Only the guards called her by her real name, which—along with her species and actual gender—Jyn hadn’t bothered to learn.

			They both fell silent as the patrol came around again. Jyn returned to the slab that served as her bed, considered rising a second time solely to irritate Kennel, then decided against it. If she was going to pick a fight, better to be awake enough to enjoy it.

			“Do you want a warning?” Kennel asked. “Before I do it?”

			“Not really,” Jyn repeated.

			Kennel grunted and rolled from one side to the other. “I will give you one anyway. Next work crew we are on together. I will kill you then.”

			Jyn laughed breathily and without humor. “Who’s going to keep you company?”

			“I like a quiet cell,” Kennel said.

			“What if I kill you first?” Jyn asked.

			“Then I hope you like a quiet cell, Liana Hallik.”

			Liana Hallik. Not Jyn’s favorite name, but probably her last. She twisted her lips into a smile that her cellmate wouldn’t see.

			“Were you always like this?” she asked after the stormtrooper had passed by. “Before Wobani? Back to when you were a kid?”

			“Yes,” Kennel replied.

			“Me, too,” Jyn said.

			Neither of them spoke again. Jyn lay on her slab and didn’t sleep and toyed with the necklace tucked under her shirt—the crystal she’d managed to keep, smuggled into the prison when she should have been worried about weapons or a comlink. She didn’t think much about her would-be murderer, knowing that if Kennel didn’t kill her something else would.

			No one survived Wobani for long. Jyn was supposed to serve twenty years, but anything more than five was a death sentence. All she could do was try to pick the most interesting end possible.

			The next morning, the stormtroopers gathered up the work crews, selecting prisoners at random (supposedly at random, though everyone knew the guards had favorites) for their day on the farms. Jyn preferred work to sitting in her cell—she handled strained and quivering muscles better than agonizing boredom—and she’d almost given up hope when a guard waved a rifle at her cell door. A short while later she and Kennel were chained by the arms to a bench in the back of a rusting turbo-tank, bouncing and rocking with three other convicts as a trio of stormtroopers looked on from the front.

			None of the prisoners looked at one another. Jyn took that as a good sign: If Kennel was planning to kill her, at least she didn’t have allies.

			The transport stopped so suddenly that Jyn whipped forward, the metal of her shackles raking
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