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Sylvestri Yarrow tried not to scream in frustration as she looked at the numbers before her. Why hadn’t anyone warned her how expensive it was to own a ship? Between the rising cost of fuel and the Nihil threat forcing them to alter their routes, she and her crew were barely scraping by. Once the shipment of gnostra-berry wine—the most lucrative cargo they’d had in months—was delivered, they’d still be in massive debt because of the cost of their last fuel pickup in Port Haileap. Not to mention the bill they still owed on Batuu. At this rate she was going to be in debt to half the galaxy.

Syl leaned back in her seat in the cockpit of the Switchback, her pride and current frustration, and watched the peaceful blue of hyperspace stream by. The cockpit was dark enough that she could clearly see her own reflection in the viewport, and the dark-skinned face that looked back at her was long past worried; it was positively distraught, and if her copilot, Neeto, saw her, he would know things were bad. Syl took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and forced herself to think.

There had to be an answer. If they had still been part of the Byne Guild, which was dissolved because of its abuse of indentured crews, there would have been some protection from creditors, but without the guaranteed jobs and profit sharing of the Guild, Syl was at the mercy of her own business sense. Which was why she was floundering, searching for an answer to her money problems. She’d spent her entire life as a hauler, but somehow that didn’t seem like enough anymore. The galaxy had changed, and not for the better. And as always, it was the folks who were barely scraping by who felt the biggest pinch.

What to do? Lengthen routes? Haul passengers? Double fees, which were already higher than they had been a year earlier? What was the magical equation that would make shipping profitable, especially in a time when the Nihil—space pirates without any sense of honor or self-preservation—plagued the shipping lanes? How did she get herself out of debt and keep her home?

If her creditors came calling, they would take the Switchback, and then Syl would be left with absolutely nothing, and so would Neeto and M-227. Just considering it made her stomach ache. She had to find a way to keep things afloat like her mother always had. But she didn’t know the answer, and trying to puzzle it out was giving her a headache, too.

“Emtoo,” she said, opening her eyes and turning toward the droid sitting in the copilot’s seat. “I think we might be in trouble.”

The security droid turned his head with a shrieking sound, and Syl winced. “And we need to quit buying you that cheap oil.” She grabbed the nearby oil can and went to work on the droid’s joints. At over two hundred years old, M-227 was the oldest droid Syl had ever met, and was also pretty worthless at security. Like the Switchback, he had been part of Syl’s inheritance after her mother was killed by Nihil raiders, and he was one of the few things Syl could call her own. She should have traded him away after the past few weeks of mounting debt, but she couldn’t bring herself to sell the droid. He was like family. He reminded her there had once been better times.

Just a few months earlier, in fact. It was a time that Syl had started thinking of as Before. Before the Nihil had destroyed a good portion of Valo’s capital city and killed hundreds of thousands of people. Before the Republic had realized they were a real threat. Syl’s mother, Chancey Yarrow, had known the Nihil were dangerous from the beginning, their violence plaguing the edge of the galaxy more than anywhere else. She’d joined with a number of other shippers to demand that the frontier planets align to try to protect the shipping lanes from the Nihil, especially after the dissolution of the Byne Guild. But it hadn’t done much good.

It hadn’t stopped Chancey from losing her life to the raiders, either.

Syl dashed sudden tears from her eyes.

“Please. Do not worry,” M-227 said in his stilted voice. His vocoder hadn’t been updated in years, and in the past few months the problem had progressed more rapidly. Just one more task Syl had been putting off until she had some extra funds.

“Too late,” Syl whispered, mostly to herself. She rested her head in her hands and took a deep breath, running her fingers through her dark, frizzy curls until they stood even farther out from her head. Syl loved the Switchback. She loved flying through the darkness of space and jumping into the cool blue of hyperspace. She enjoyed meeting new people and going places that seemed impossibly strange and exciting. And most of all, she loved that no one questioned her about any of it. She had far more independence than so many other eighteen-year-olds in the galaxy.

But at this rate she wasn’t going to be able to feed herself or Neeto, let alone repair the finicky hyperdrive or improve the engines the way she wanted to.

The Switchback came out of hyperspace with a bump, and every single proximity alarm began to blare all at once.

“I leave for one minute and things go sideways,” Neeto Janajana said, strolling down the corridor from the crew mess. The Sullustan did not run, just stretched out his legs a bit more. His liquid black eyes never reflected the slightest hint of worry, and it was rare to see his facial ridge tensed with concern. Syl sometimes wondered if he knew the meaning of “hurry up” or if that was something he didn’t believe in, like minding his own business. “What did you hit?”

“Nothing! We were just in hyperspace. And before you ask, I didn’t do anything, we got kicked out. This seems to be a bit early,” Syl said, looking at the readouts. She put her datapad to the side, facedown. No need for Neeto to know they were not only broke but hemorrhaging credits. He might seem unflappable, but the threat of indenture could get a rise out of anyone, and he’d been down that road once before.

Not everything about the Byne Guild had been great, now that Syl took a moment to think about it. Neeto had been one of the numerous victims of its predatory indenture contracts prior to coming to work for Chancey Yarrow, and neither Syl nor her mother had discovered that until after the Guild was dissolved.

M-227 stood with a screeching of metal, and Neeto sat down in the copilot’s seat, taking the droid’s place. He frowned, the ridges around his large black eyes narrowing a bit and his large ears twitching. “Well, it wasn’t debris, otherwise you and I would be having this conversation with a lot less oxygen.”

Syl nodded. “Running diagnostics right now to see what happened.”

“Good idea.” Neeto said. “You think the rumors back at Port Haileap were true?”

While picking up their cargo, a dockside gossip had told Syl and Neeto about ships going missing from their hyperspace routes, mentioning that a few of the more superstitious haulers thought it was the Nihil. “You saw what they did to the Republic Fair on Valo,” Migda, the crusty old spacer, had said, mandibles clicking. “What if they have Force users?”

“The Jedi would never allow it,” Neeto had said, and Syl agreed. There was no chance that the most powerful Force users in the galaxy would let the Nihil exploit the Force for violence. According to the holos the Jedi were at that moment fighting the Nihil at the behest of the Republic, a combined operation that promised to shortly put an end to the threat.

Syl still didn’t think the ragtag group of pirates could do something so sophisticated. “Maybe we ran afoul of a solar flare,” she said.

Neeto grunted, neither agreeing nor disagreeing. “This feels off.”

Syl swallowed dryly. Because he was right. When they’d lost her mother there had been a bit of strangeness before the attack: weird readouts, alarms, and then the sudden appearance of ships bearing down on them. But surely it couldn’t be the Nihil again? She had planned a route that avoided any sector that had ever had any reported sightings of the marauders. It should be safe.

Syl pushed her worries aside and began to run system tests on the hyperdrive as the ship drifted. It was standard procedure. It wasn’t common for a ship to get knocked out of hyperspace, but with the Switchback’s sketchy hyperdrive it did happen occasionally, especially if they’d rushed the calculations and the triangulation wasn’t tight. They needed a new hyperdrive and probably a new navicomputer, one of the more modern, more accurate models.

And just like that, Syl was worrying about credits all over again.

“This is wrong,” Neeto said, dragging Syl from her despair spiral. “Did you see this? It looks like we somehow got pulled out into the Berenge sector. Nothing out here but a dead star and a whole bunch of nothing.”

Syl blinked as a number of ships appeared on her readout. “How—nonononono. Not again.”

Neeto looked out the viewscreen. “Is that . . . ?” he asked, voice low.

She and Neeto exchanged looks, and a chill ran down her spine. “Nihil,” she said.

Neeto nodded. “Sure enough. Guess Migda’s rumor mill had a kernel of truth.”

Dread blossomed in Syl’s middle. “You don’t think they’re the reason we got kicked out of hyperspace, do you?”

Neeto shrugged. “No clue. But I am not about to sit around and wait to ask them.”

Syl nodded, all her worry focused on the ships bearing down on them. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Already on it,” Neeto said, flipping switches.

The Switchback powered up and moved around, away from the approaching ships and back toward the spot where they’d been ejected from hyperspace.

“I can’t find a single beacon,” Neeto said. In rarely used parts of space like the Berenge sector, beacons were the best way to chart a path. Beacons were like miniature lighthouses in deep space, strategically placed transmitters that emitted a faster-than-light signal a navicomputer could use in hyperspace when a safe route wasn’t known. They were a vital resource for outdated navicomputers like the one on the Switchback.

But jumping while only knowing the location of a single beacon was dangerous. Ideally, a pilot would be able to calculate a jump off of at least three beacons. The more hits, the better a ship could understand its precise location, and how to get somewhere else, hence the need for triangulation.

“Can we jump without a destination?” Syl asked, trying to coax even a short jump from the navicomputer. It was a rhetorical question. She knew the answer; she just didn’t much like it.

“It’s not a good idea, but it’s preferable to whatever our friends on the approach have planned. And yes, I know. But it’s a risk we have to take.”

Syl grimaced. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”

“All right, found a beacon. Hold on,” Neeto said, rerouting their jump based on that single signal.

That was, of course, when the engine blew.

The sound of the ship shutting down, of every component losing power, left a cold lump of dread in Syl’s middle. “Oh, no. Not now.”

Neeto grimaced. “I’m guessing that the coaxium regulator couldn’t wait to be replaced, after all,” he said, not a hint of fear or stress entering his voice. The only sign that he was not having a great day was the extra line that had appeared between his large, liquid eyes.

“We’re spine fish in a barrel,” Neeto said, watching the approaching ships. “We have to evacuate.”

“No,” Syl said. Her fear hadn’t lessened at all, but she straightened just a bit.

“Yes. The Nihil want the cargo and maybe the ship, which we do not have time to fix. If we run we can maybe save our lives. I doubt they’d notice an escape pod. Emtoo? Tell Syl our odds of survival if we evacuate now. Before they get to us.”

M-227 turned creakily. “Evacuation is best.”

“No,” Syl said, hunching over in her seat. She wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly chilled at the idea of leaving the Switchback. She’d spent her entire life aboard the ship, hauling cargo with her mother. Every memory of her mother she had, good and bad, was there on that beloved heap. “This is all I have, Neeto. And you know running is not my style. If the Nihil want my ship, then they can take it from me. Beti and I can handle them.” Syl reached down and pulled the modified blaster rifle from its holster under the control panel. It had been a joke when her mother had first given her the rifle, naming it after her childhood doll. But the name had stuck, and Syl and Beti were a lethal combo. She’d never missed a shot with the snub-barreled blaster rifle, and it had only been because of the gas the Nihil used that she hadn’t killed the marauders who’d boarded their ship the day her mother was killed.

Neeto sighed. “Syl.”

“A captain doesn’t quit their ship, no matter how bleak things get.” Syl blinked away hot tears and turned back to Neeto. “This is all I have left and it’s worth fighting for.”

Neeto stood and pointed through the cockpit’s window at the ships approaching. “How many people do you think have died just like your mother? We have to tell someone what is happening out here. Do you think the Republic or the Jedi know that the Nihil are even in this sector? They’ve already killed so many, but this means nowhere is safe. We have to let someone from the Republic know. Otherwise, how will we keep other haulers from routing through here?”

Syl blinked, and M-227 began to move toward the escape pod like a very old man, each movement punctuated by a squeal of rusty hinges. It was really something when not even her security droid wanted to fight. Syl knew they were right, but in this moment she couldn’t help herself. She didn’t want to do the smart thing. She wanted her heart to stop breaking.

“The Switchback is my home,” Syl said.

“It’s become my home, too,” Neeto said, his voice clogged with a rare show of emotion. “And I promise you we will get it back. But first we have to survive.”

Syl nodded and reluctantly stood, sliding Beti into the backpack holster she wore. And then she ran to the escape pod with Neeto and M-227, fleeing for her life, giving up one of the last things she had left of her mother.

They made it to the escape pod just as the sounds of the Nihil breaching the air lock reverberated through the ship. As they launched out into the darkness of space, Syl’s thoughts were only for the Switchback.

She would do everything in her power to get her ship back.

Either that, or she would extract its price in Nihil blood.
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Vernestra Rwoh closed her eyes and breathed deeply. The Mirialan’s green face smoothed, the frown of concern she usually wore melting away, leaving the markings at the corners of her eyes—six tiny diamonds arranged in two vertical rows—uncrinkled for once. The tiny trickle of a babbling brook grew into a steady stream, which in turn grew into a rushing river, pouring into the wide sea that was the Force. Every Jedi perceived the Force slightly differently, and for Vernestra it had always been a waterway that connected all life in the galaxy.

As she sank into the power and possibility of the Force, Vernestra felt more at peace than she had all day. The meditation garden on Starlight Beacon was hands down Vernestra’s favorite place. Peace, tranquility, the cloying scent of gherullian vines . . .

. . . and sweet, blessed silence.

Vernestra breathed slowly as she meditated, her entire being linked deeply with the Force. She was still not great at emptiness; she often too quickly landed back in her physical self as her daily worries gnawed at her, but she was getting better. Not that she’d had a lot of time to practice. As often as she’d been sent out on missions in the past year, this kind of personal time was a gift. The steady detachment made her feel more at peace and more centered, which was exactly what she needed.

Having a Padawan was hard.

Passing her trials at fifteen had seemed like a remarkable feat, but it was nothing compared with trying to teach someone else how to be a Jedi. At sixteen Vernestra had taken her first Padawan learner, and a year later, she still struggled under the responsibility of teaching another Jedi. Especially someone as unconsciously connected to everyone around him as Imri Cantaros. A veritable empath, Imri was able to sense the slightest shift in the moods of those around him.

Including his master.

When Vernestra had taken Imri as her Padawan, it had been because she felt like she’d let him down when they’d been stranded on Wevo. Imri had been mourning his previous master, and Vernestra had missed the telltale signs of grief, of all the anger and doubt that could blossom in such a fertile emotion. She’d thought she could help him be more self-assured, show him that he could be a Jedi if he worked hard and followed the Force. Teaching was a cornerstone of the Order, the sharing of knowledge nearly as important as protecting life. Vernestra thought that taking a Padawan would be easy, a natural extension of her Jedi abilities.

But that was then, and in the past year she and Imri had grown a lot closer and had learned a lot about the intricacies of the master/Padawan relationship. She’d learned that the path to knighthood was different for everyone, and that she had to focus less on what worked for her and more on what would work for Imri. Which was hard. Vernestra wanted Imri to learn the same way she had, because that felt like the best course of action. But it wasn’t for him.

So Vernestra was trying to help Imri forge his own path to knighthood. Sometimes that meant knowing that he had to find his own way, that she had to be less involved in his daily studies. She’d tried having him shadow other Jedi Masters on Starlight, since there were a handful who did not currently have an apprentice. Plus, she figured that it was good for him to see that even though the Jedi were united in their cause they were all very, very different.

She was beginning to think part of the problem was how well she and Imri got along. She was only a couple of years older than Imri and often saw him more as a colleague than a student. She always felt a bit silly telling him to do this or that. Not that he argued, but her own master, Stellan Gios, had taken a much firmer hand with her training and she’d always been a little intimidated by him. Maybe she should try seeing Imri more as her responsibility and less as a friend who needed a little extra help.

That didn’t mean Vernestra wasn’t trying, wasn’t teaching Imri how to be a Jedi. It just meant that she spent more time than she should wondering whether or not she was doing a good job. Force knew how hard she was trying, but she still had a niggling feeling that she should be doing something else.

Something more.

“Vern! There you are.”

Vernestra opened her eyes to see Imri standing before her, his pale cheeks ruddy. Only one person on all of Starlight called her Vern, so seeing her Padawan in the meditation garden was no surprise. The boy, who was quite a bit taller than her and stocky to boot, grinned as though he’d just discovered a new secret to the Force.

“I take it your lightsaber conversation with Master Avar went well?” Imri had talked about the Jedi Master’s distinctive hilt and lightsaber technique for months, so much so that Vernestra had finally given in and asked the marshal of Starlight whether she would be willing to spar with the boy. Surprisingly, she had readily agreed. Master Avar was beyond generous with her time, especially where Padawans were concerned, and Vernestra secretly hoped that one day she could be as competent as the Jedi Master was with Padawans. Because she felt anything but.

It seemed ironic that the first time she ever questioned her competency as a Jedi was when training a Padawan. Wasn’t she supposed to be the one with the answers?

Imri bounced on the balls of his feet, seeming much more like a youngling than a Padawan. “Look!”

Imri thrust out his lightsaber for Vernestra to inspect. The hilt bore a new secondary set of tubing, which would light up when Imri powered up his saber.

“I was telling Master Avar how much I liked her lightsaber, and she helped me create a bit of my own design for the hilt. She said the extra weight will make it better in the backswing, and it really does feel a lot better in my hand. And I promise I will not lose this one.” He grinned. Imri was a bit sensitive about his lightsaber. His previous saber had been lost nearly a year before, and until just recently he’d been using a loaner from the armory on Starlight Beacon. It had only been a couple of months since he’d been able to make a pilgrimage to find a new kyber crystal, a trip made dangerous by the looming threat of the Nihil. And after the tragedy on Valo, so many lives lost in a single terrible day, it was even more important for the Jedi to keep their choice weapons nearby. The attack had put every Jedi on high alert. There were not many who still believed the Nihil were a small, localized threat, and the past couple of weeks had seen even the most pacifist Jedi more readily draw their lightsabers at the first sign of danger.

Everywhere except for the meditation garden.

“Imri,” Vernestra began, uncrossing her legs and climbing to her feet. “Meditation garden.”

“Oh, right! Sorry,” he said sheepishly. Even if Imri did turn into a bit of a nexu cub when he was excited, he was quick to correct his mistakes, which was one positive.

Because he made a lot of mistakes.

“Also, there’s a comm droid waiting for you outside,” Imri said, tucking his lightsaber back into his holster. “I guess they’re also not allowed in the meditation garden.”

Vernestra smiled and ruffled Imri’s hair, even though the boy was half a head taller than her. “That would be correct. Did it say who was calling?” Live holos to Starlight, as opposed to recorded ones that were sent daily, were uncommon and usually saved for important alerts. Vernestra didn’t know anyone but Master Avar who used live holos regularly.

Imri shook his head. He followed closely behind Vernestra as she exited the garden, the peace and tranquility of the space giving way to misters raining down water vapor and then finally a long gleaming white hallway that spit them out onto one of Starlight Beacon’s main concourses. The cacophony of the space station was jarring after her time spent in the meditation garden, and Vernestra sighed.

Perhaps she should have gone back to Port Haileap when Master Avar had offered her the chance. Jedi Master Jorinda Boffrey, a Delphidian with stripy, leathery skin and a gentle manner, had stopped on Starlight Beacon and told Vernestra that there would be space for her in the small temple there, but had also encouraged her to listen to the Force and go where it willed. Vernestra was not sure it was the Force that had kept her on Starlight Beacon for so long, but her presence had allowed her to assist in a number of lifesaving missions. Plus, if she had left Starlight then, she and Imri would have missed learning so much. There wasn’t much happening on Port Haileap, and Vernestra had delayed her return to fully experience life on Starlight Beacon, which was less outpost and more thriving city. Perhaps she’d dallied too long and the Order was sending her back to Haileap.

“Oh, here it comes,” Imri said as a two-wheeled droid bobbled toward them, looking surprisingly unsteady as it rolled along. A silver pole connected to the droid’s wheelbase extended up into a flat screen blinking Vernestra’s name.

“I’m Vernestra Rwoh,” she called as the droid lurched past, and the thing nearly fell over as it tried to turn around. The comm droid bumped into a passing astromech, which let out a set of furious beeps as it backed up and went around, before it finally stopped in front of Vernestra and Imri.

“Vernestra Rwoh,” she said again, and the screen bearing her name blinked once and then revealed a number pad.

“Please enter your passcode,” the droid said.

“Umm, I don’t have a passcode.” They stood in the middle of the corridor, so foot traffic had to go around them on either side, and Vernestra tried to move closer to one of the walls to get out of the way of droids and people as they went about their business. Imri blinked once and then again, his normally ruddy cheeks going pale.

“Does it seem like there are a lot more people here today?” he asked.

Vernestra nodded. “There must be a large transport passing through from the frontier.”

“Is it okay if I catch up with you at dinner?” Imri asked. The boy looked ill, and his eyes darted to the left and the right as he took in the bodies flooding the concourse.

“Overwhelmed?” Vernestra asked. Ever since the disaster on Valo, Imri had seemed even more sensitive to the moods of those around him, and large groups of non-Force users seemed to affect him the worst.

“Very,” he said.

“Why don’t you go back to the meditation garden? I’ll come get you after I figure out this passcode thing,” Vernestra said. “And remember to keep your lightsaber holstered!”

Imri nodded and hurried back the way they had come, and Vernestra turned her attention back to the blinking screen before her.

“Please enter your passcode,” the comm droid said again.

“Oh, that one is broken,” came a voice from the middle of the concourse.

Vernestra turned to see a human she knew too well grinning at her.

“Reath!” Vernestra said. “Are you already back from the ruins on Genetia?”

The Padawan nodded. Reath Silas was a studious human with pale skin, brown hair, eyes that shone with intelligence, and an utterly adorable aversion to adventure. Vernestra had known Reath ever since they were younglings, which was why it was always so strange to see him with a Padawan braid. He was a visual reminder that she was far ahead of her peers, even if she was feeling a bit unmoored at the moment.

Reath scratched the back of his head and laughed a little. “Yeah, it turns out that the ruins were actually much smaller than we’d thought, and with the tragedy on Valo, Master Cohmac thought it would be better to return instead of waiting for the eventual recall order. I think we might be more useful here, working against the Nihil.”

“Yes. Valo was . . .” Vernestra’s voice trailed off as she thought back to the carnage of the disaster on the recently added Republic planet. The Republic Fair was supposed to be a grand event that would unite the galaxy and show the strength and diversity of the Republic while also welcoming Valo to the fold, but instead it had turned into a mass casualty event when the Nihil attacked. So much pain, so much loss. None of the Jedi who had been there seemed to be able to talk about the enormity of that moment, even if the Republic feeds were full of nothing but chatter about the disaster and conspiracy theories about where things had gone wrong. “It was a lot.”

“Oh, I didn’t know you were there,” Reath said. “I’m sorry.”

“Everything happens for a reason, even if the why isn’t clear right now. That’s the way the Force works. I mean, that’s what I keep telling myself. And I know that doesn’t erase the tragedy of the attack, but I have to focus on that for the moment.” Otherwise she would maybe find a way to spend all her time basking in the calm tranquility of the cosmic Force and never return to the messy day-to-day business of the living Force.

The living Force was the energy that connected all living things to one another, but the cosmic Force was the galaxy itself and was wide and vast. It was easy to get lost in the massiveness of it all if one desired. Some Jedi frowned on those who neglected their physical selves for too long to pursue the calling of the cosmic Force.

Still, sometimes Vernestra could feel the cosmic Force calling to her like far-off waves, and she wondered what she would find if she just followed that sound to the edges of the known galaxy. It wasn’t an impulse she indulged too often.

“Please enter your passcode,” the communications droid intoned.

“I don’t have a passcode! I swear, I am going to use my saber,” Vernestra growled.

“Is it okay if I . . . ?” Reath pointed to the communications droid.

Vernestra stood a little to the side. “Be my guest.”

Reath slammed his palm into the side of the droid, causing several people on the concourse to turn and look, and the screen flashed before displaying an empty room.

“Hey, thanks!” Vernestra said.

“No problem! Well, I’d better get back to helping Master Cohmac unload the ship. See you around!” Reath melted into the crowd on the concourse, and Vernestra turned her attention back to the comm droid. Whoever had called her must have already gone about their business. She peered at the screen, trying to parse out just where and what the background could be. She’d half expected to see Avon Starros staring back at her. It wouldn’t be the first time her former charge had spliced a comm unit for a friendly chat.

“Hello?” Vernestra called through the screen. It didn’t seem like anyone was actually on the other end.

“Vernestra!” Master Stellan Gios leaned into the frame, and Vernestra’s face split into a grin. “I’m sorry, I think I underestimated how long it took to connect to Starlight.”

“Master Stellan! Did you stop trimming your beard?”

“I did! Well, I mostly just haven’t had the chance, I’ve been so busy.” He rubbed his face and smiled ruefully as he contemplated the hair dusting his cheeks and chin. Master Stellan reminded Vernestra of Reath, and that wasn’t because all humans looked the same, but rather because they had the same pale skin and brown hair. But where Reath slouched to avoid notice, Master Stellan strode into a room and fairly demanded someone give him a leadership position. He had a way of taking charge that had always awed Vernestra and made her proud to be his Padawan.

“Unkempt looks good on you, Master Stellan,” Vernestra said with a smile. “You look just like the human hero from one of the adventure holos, Frontier’s Peril.”

The older Jedi laughed. “Between you and me, I mostly grew it so I would look more dignified. The Jedi Council is very serious business.” Then his expression sobered. “How are you doing in the aftermath of Valo? I think the attack on the Republic Fair has impacted us all, but that was the last time we saw one another, and I was sorry we didn’t get to catch up after the counterassault.”

After the Nihil had murdered thousands on Valo, the Jedi had assailed the Nihil stronghold on Grizal, scattering the Nihil and severely limiting their abilities to wreak havoc. Now a combination of Jedi and Republic forces was waging battle after battle across the galaxy, with the intent of eliminating the Nihil threat once and for all.

Vernestra crossed her arms. She’d rather not dwell on the battle, but she couldn’t exactly give a Jedi Master the brush-off. “I’m as well as can be expected. And I am glad to speak to you again. I was worried. After Valo . . .” Vernestra’s voice trailed off. Everyone had seen the image of Master Stellan standing amid the wreckage, people wailing in pain while a single tear slid down his cheek. He had become the hero of Valo in a moment when everyone else was considered a villain—including the Chancellor, who was still in recovery—and it was strange that the Jedi who had ushered Vernestra through her Jedi training was now a galactic celebrity.

Stellan nodded. “Valo changed everything, which is actually why I’m contacting you. I wanted to let you know that I’m recalling you and your Padawan to Coruscant.”

Vernestra blinked. Her pulse picked up a bit, and she took a few calming breaths. Everyone knew that being assigned to the main temple was important, and she felt the weight of responsibility settle over her. This was good, right? “Is there a reason why?”

“Yes, actually.” Stellan grinned again. “Your heroism and courage have distinguished you more than you know, and a Republic senator asked for you by name to handle an issue we’re having in the Berenge sector.”

“Berenge?” Vernestra said, running through what she knew about that part of the frontier. She adjusted the tie holding back her purple-black hair, using the time to buy herself a moment to think. “But there’s nothing out there.”

“Which is exactly the problem. Anyway, I’ll give you the details when you get here.”

Vernestra nodded. “I’m guessing you’ve already run this past Master Avar?”

“She is going to be my next call. Don’t worry, Vernestra, this is a good thing for you. To be a Jedi Knight who has already distinguished herself, and at such a young age? The Order is better for having you. May the Force be with you.”

“And you,” Vernestra said, ending the call, gnawing on her lip as she did so. Master Stellan’s news should have filled her with joy. Serving as a Knight in the main temple on Coruscant had once been her dream, and here it was coming true when she was only seventeen.

But instead, Vernestra was filled with despair. She had so much left to learn on Starlight Beacon, and the station had become her home. She also didn’t want to leave Master Avar. The older Jedi was planning a big mission, and Vernestra wanted to be a part of that. She wanted to help eliminate the Nihil from the frontier, to help keep the settlers trying to build their lives safe from any more attacks.

Vernestra took a deep breath and went back to the meditation garden to fetch Imri. First they would eat dinner, and then she would seek Master Avar’s counsel. If anyone could provide guidance in a moment like this, it was her.
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Reath Silas didn’t exactly feel happy to be back on Starlight Beacon, but there was definitely a sense of relief. For the past year, ever since his fight with the Drengir on the Amaxine space station, he’d been steadily getting used to adventuring. Master Cohmac might be a historian and folklorist, but he also had a penchant for seeking out artifacts that were in very, very dangerous places.

So far Reath had been shot at innumerable times (never hit), kidnapped twice (only once successfully), and had fought more Nihil and Drengir than he could count. He had even taken a few lives, a burden that weighed on him if he let himself wallow in the moment. But despite all of it he still thought he had made the correct choice in asking Master Cohmac to be his master after the loss of his previous master, Jora Malli, who was killed fighting the Nihil in the aftermath of the Legacy Run disaster.

But there were times, like when he was unloading the ship after their latest mission, that he sort of regretted it.

“Master Cohmac, did you really need, um, all sixty-four volumes of Leric Schmireland’s Almanac of the Unknown?” Reath asked, looking at the crate before him. As much as he loved the information contained in the datatapes, they were heavy.

“The datatape edition has a few locations and some information that the databank version does not,” Master Cohmac said, levitating the crate onto the cart waiting nearby. “Schmireland is one of the greats of the Age of Exploration, and we would be remiss not to have a copy of his work here in Starlight Beacon’s library.”

Reath said nothing and went back to levitating crates onto the nearby cart. The droid piloting the cart beeped in annoyance, and Master Cohmac sighed. “It takes as long as it takes, friend,” he said in response to the droid’s complaint that it had somewhere else to be.

Reath held his hands out and used the Force to stack the final two crates. It was a ridiculous number of artifacts and tapes, but Master Cohmac was adamant that it was important they preserve as much as they could from Genetia, since the planet was spiraling toward civil war. The Order usually didn’t get involved in such matters, but Master Cohmac had found the petition from the planet’s academic community compelling, and he’d managed to save almost two entire libraries and a museum’s worth of artifacts. One day when things were stable once more, the Order would return the artifacts and tapes to the ruling government. But until then, they would be stored on Starlight Beacon.

“That seems to be the last of it,” Master Cohmac said, swiping his hand across his sweaty brow. Like Reath, Master Cohmac still wore his mission attire, the brown tunic only a little darker than the warm tan of his skin. His dark beard was slightly unkempt—their last few days on Genetia had been spent hiding from revolutionaries who thought the Jedi were emissaries of a demon king—but overall the Jedi looked content. It was an expression Reath had not seen on his master since before the tragedy on Valo and the resulting attack on the Nihil Tempest Runner Pan Eyta. The trip to Genetia had been exactly what the older Jedi needed after so much full-scale battle, and Reath felt a measure of relief at seeing Cohmac look less . . . concerned.

“Should we go get something to eat?” Reath asked.

“After we see Master Avar. I want to see if she’s heard any news on my request to get a copy of Master Evelyn Qwisp’s Meditations from the archives on Coruscant.”

Reath didn’t sigh out loud, but his stomach did let loose a loud growl, and Master Cohmac laughed. “You go ahead and go eat. I’ll find you after I speak with Avar.”

Reath didn’t wait for his master to change his mind. He set off with long strides to the community dining area. One of the things he was looking forward to was real food, not the pastes and packets that travel sometimes required.

The scent of roasting vegetables and savory breads greeted Reath as he entered the dining area, and he nearly wept with joy. The dining facility on Starlight Beacon was a grand affair, just like the rest of the station. Long rows of gleaming white tables lined the wide-open space, maintenance droids cleaning them as Republic officials and other travelers ate and left. At the far end of the room was the serving line, and the kitchen droids overlooked nearly a hundred different dishes, all held in shining silver chafing vessels. The dining area was always open because of the varying internal clocks of the many different species that passed through Starlight Beacon. But for once it seemed less busy than usual, and Reath was able to grab a tray and walk right up to whatever food items he wished without waiting.

He was going to eat his weight in roasted harmony squash and freshly baked seed bread with thick blue butter and even thicker yellow chime fruit preserve.

After piling a tray high with food Reath walked over to the long rows of tables and was just about to sit at an empty one when a familiar green figure waved at him. Reath grinned at Vernestra’s happy look and changed course so he could sit with her and the boy who accompanied her.

“Reath! Have you met my Padawan, Imri Cantaros?” Vernestra said as Reath sat down next to her.

Reath blinked. He’d heard Vernestra had a Padawan, but the reality of a Jedi he’d known since he was a youngling already having a Padawan learner left him feeling a little unmoored and maybe a tiny bit inadequate. Reath knew he wasn’t ready to take his trials and become a Knight, but Vernestra’s effortless competence made him feel like he should be working harder. He pushed aside the unwanted doubts and turned his attention back to the conversation. “I haven’t. Uh, Reath Silas,” he said, waving at the boy across the table. From his size Reath had thought the boy was maybe the same age as him, eighteen, but sitting across from him Imri looked a bit younger. There was something in his wide eyes and slightly worried frown that reminded Reath of himself when he’d been younger.

Imri waved at Reath and went back to his own plate of food, the frown lines never leaving his pale brow. Reath raised an eyebrow at Vernestra, but she waved it away, as though whatever was bothering the other boy was nothing of consequence.

“So, now that I’m not fighting with a comm droid, tell me about Genetia. Was it as pretty as they say?” Vernestra asked. “Imri, aren’t you from there?”

Imri nodded and then shrugged. “Yes and no. My father was from Genetia, and my mother was from Hynestia, and we lived on both planets before my parents took me to the temple on Hynestia when they discovered I was Force-sensitive. I only remember it a little bit.” He frowned and kept looking at his plate of food, as though he was reluctant to be involved in the conversation. Reath didn’t know Imri well enough to know whether this was unusual for the boy, and he wasn’t especially good at reading the emotions around him, so he tried to offer Imri a friendly smile.

The other boy never looked up.

“Oh, then, Reath, you have to tell us what Genetia is like now. For Imri’s sake.” Seeming not to find Imri’s behavior odd in the least, Vernestra smiled, the tattoos on the outsides of her eyes crinkling, and Reath was suddenly taken back to their days together as younglings. Back then, Vernestra had been a quiet, studious girl who always spent far too much time trying to perfect her lessons. Perhaps not too much time. She was a Knight while Reath was still a Padawan, one whose master had not even mentioned preparing for the trials.

Imri’s head shot up, and his frown deepened a bit. “It’s okay. I feel that way sometimes, as well,” the boy said, patting Reath’s hand solicitously. The tiny bit of annoyed jealousy that had been threatening to well up in Reath melted away, and he blinked.

“What did you just do?” Reath asked, ignoring Vernestra’s question about Genetia.

“I—I didn’t do anything,” Imri said, his pale cheeks going ruddy.

“Yes, you did. I felt it, as well,” Vernestra said, her polite smile fading away. “It felt like”—she did a motion with her hand—“like smoothing. But what were you smoothing?”

“I just—Reath seemed a bit upset, and I wanted him to feel better.”

“You soothed my annoyance,” Reath said, intrigued by Imri’s use of the Force. “Not so much manipulated it but just, kind of dulled the sensation.”

Vernestra stood. “That can’t be good. Imri, you can’t use the Force to manipulate others.”

Reath opened his mouth to defend Imri—he’d met Loden Greatstorm before he’d been lost, and knew that the technique was rare but when used correctly could be greatly beneficial—but he was cut off by a burst of emotion from the other Padawan.

“I didn’t mean to!” he said, and Vernestra raised her hands in surrender.

“Tranquility, Imri. Take a deep breath. I know it might have been instinctual, but we’re going to have to work on this to make sure you can control it. But first, let’s go talk to Master Maru. He may know what it was that you did and may know of some exercises for it. Or there might be something in the library we can research.” Vernestra gave Reath an apologetic smile. “Sorry, I really did want to hear about your trip. Things have been hard since the tragedy on Valo, and this is one of the things we’re sort of working on.”

“Oh, no worries. It was good talking to you again, Vernestra. Hopefully I’ll see you around.” He realized it wasn’t just polite chatter. He really did want to see her again. His face heated a bit with a happy flush.

Imri gave him a sideways look, and not a friendly one, and Reath wondered if the boy could read his emotions that easily. He coughed to cover his discomfort, and as he watched Imri and Vernestra go, he felt a strong sense of relief.

He knew such things were frowned on by the Order, but he couldn’t help having a crush on Vernestra. She was smart and friendly and took the Order just as seriously as any Jedi Master. It was hard not to like the Mirialan. But that didn’t mean he liked her romantically, did it? Marriage and children weren’t things Jedi sought to have, and there was no way Vernestra would ever take her vows anything other than seriously.

For some reason Reath’s thoughts bounced back to Nan, the Nihil girl he’d met what felt like nearly a lifetime before. He suddenly wondered if he would ever see her again, and just what she was doing. Was she even still alive, or had she been killed in one of the numerous battles the Nihil had fought with the Jedi and the Republic peacekeepers?

Reath didn’t know, and he didn’t know why he was even thinking about Nan, or why he suddenly wondered what it would be like to kiss someone. Remembering that Nan had been sweet to him just so he would feed her information, he pushed all the weird, uncomfortable feelings aside and threw himself into his food, knowing that sooner or later Master Cohmac would come looking for him, and then it would be time for yet another task.

There was no sense in working on an empty stomach.


[image: ]

Nan stood off to the side of the temple in the Gaze Electric and watched as the Eye met with his Tempest Runners. Like most of the ship, the room was dimly lit and smelled faintly of rust and decay. Once, this room had been a place of worship, even though Nan didn’t recognize any of the symbols etched into the walls. Once, the Eye never would have dreamed of having Tempest Runners come to his ship, but in the past few months the Republic and their Jedi had done a number on the Nihil’s many hidden bases, leaving them scrambling to muster up a response.

“You’re not supposed to be here,” whispered a boy a few years younger than her, his pale blond hair covering most of his face.

“And you are?” Nan said, smoothing her dark hair back and pretending to be unbothered by the challenge. Krix was right. She wasn’t technically supposed to be in the room, but if that annoying mynock was going to hang out and eavesdrop, then she was going to do the same. “Leave me be before I slide a blade between your ribs.”

The boy laughed in his throat before moving away, and Nan considered how she could end his life just to remove the stench of him from the room.

In the past year Nan had lived a hundred lifetimes. She’d fought Jedi and raided shipyards. She’d collected more intelligence for the Eye than any of his other trusted spies. Her young appearance and effortless ability to lie had made her invaluable. She could make just about anyone believe whatever she wanted, and she had used that ability all in the name of the Eye, Marchion Ro.

She had earned her place at his side, unlike Krix, who was nothing but a slimy, bucktoothed human who spent more time causing trouble than bringing glory to the Storm. Nan really did want to murder the pale boy, but she worried that Ro might actually like him for some reason, so instead she glared at him from across the room and hoped that he’d end up on the wrong side of a blaster bolt.

“Why am I hearing reports of a Nihil loss at Dalna?” Marchion Ro asked. He slumped in a massive chair that looked down on those occupied by his Tempest Runners, seeming for all the stars bored by the conversation. It gave Nan a thrill every time she saw him like this: helmet off, black hair free to hang over his bare, leathery skin and his star-marked shoulders. His pitiless eyes were all black, and Nan stood close enough that she could see the slight ruffle on the edge of his ears. No one knew just who Ro’s people were. Every time someone asked him his species they ended up dead. He was as deadly as he was beautiful, and Nan counted herself lucky to be allowed to occupy the same space as him.

“It’s just another ploy by the Republic to undermine our victories,” said the newest Tempest Runner, Kara Xoo, a brutal Quarren who thought torture was a spectator sport. Nan liked Kara’s way of doing things, which was mostly smash and a little grab. The one time Nan had gone along with the Quarren’s Tempest on a run, it had been great fun, if not particularly lucrative. She was only a Tempest Runner because Pan Eyta had gone missing in the aftermath of the attack on Valo. Most everyone thought him dead. He was not missed.

“If that’s the case, why is your fleet down twenty ships?” Lourna Dee said. Like Ro, she reclined in her chair, utterly at ease. Lourna was a sickly green Twi’lek who wore armor and was much deadlier than she appeared, and it was a mistake for any opponent to underestimate her ruthlessness. She didn’t bluster or brag like Kara or the previous Tempest Runner, Pan Eyta; she smiled prettily and then killed anyone who annoyed her. Members of her Tempest were just as coldly efficient as she was, and just as reserved. She was the only Tempest Runner who made Nan uncomfortable. Not because she was dangerous, but because her speech patterns sometimes slipped into a moneyed Hosnian Prime accent. No matter how much Nan had tried to discover Lourna’s secrets, she’d always come up dry.

“Twenty ships?” the Eye said, straightening. “Who was in charge of that run?”

“I was,” said an Ithorian, his translator crackling as he spoke. “I lost half of my Strike and all of my Storm. The Republic was waiting for us. We didn’t have any kind of chance, not even with the Path drives.” The Ithorian still wore his mask, which Nan took to be an insult to Lord Ro. The Gaze Electric was the safest ship in all the galaxy. The Jedi had managed to ransack the base on Grizal and a number of other safe houses the Nihil used. But the Gaze Electric was so far untouched, and some of the younger Nihil had begun speaking of Marchion Ro as though he were more than a mere man.

Nan didn’t think the Eye had any unusual abilities, but he was a survivor just like her and knew to plan accordingly, with several plans going at any single point in time. She liked that about him.

Marchion Ro picked up a small object next to his chair and threw it at the Ithorian. Nan had only a glimpse of it before it attached to the Ithorian’s face. The other pirate pulled at the thing, which Nan now could see was one of the sticky charges the Nihil sometimes used to get through particularly stubborn airlocks.

There was no time for the Ithorian to say anything before the entire top half of his body exploded, the detonation also taking out his friends who stood too close to him. The rest of the Nihil didn’t even flinch.

It wasn’t a party without at least a little murder.

“Speaking of ships, Lourna, where is my weapon you promised me?” Ro said, turning on the Tempest Runner just as Kara gestured for a couple of her followers to drag away the bodies. Her Tempest was now down at least another Strike’s worth of Nihil, but Marchion Ro had moved on. “And my promised Jedi? With the last one gone, the butcher grows anxious for test subjects. I’d hate to see him start finding volunteers in other places.”

Lourna shrugged, unbothered by the threat. “Science takes time, Ro. We’re still mapping the overlapping routes that pass through the area. And as for the Jedi, I’m on it. Politics, as you also know, are impossibly slow. But the Graf family and I have enjoyed a long and fruitful partnership. You will have your replacements.”

“The Jedi are less important than the weapon. The Republic has more than enough of our Path drives to begin researching in earnest. It is only a matter of time before the Republic understands the Paths,” Ro said. He didn’t seem to be any less bored than he was before, but the drum of his obsidian talons on the arm of his chair gave truth to the lie of his posture. “You promised me a way to disrupt that.”

“And the Gravity’s Heart will do just that. But without
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