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					ITINERARY for
 THE CENTURY OF CHANGE TOUR

					DAY ONE—Coruscant

					We embark on our tour. All guests are invited to the First Night Soiree to celebrate the CENTURY OF CHANGE tour.

					DAY TWO—Alderaan

					Upon arrival, guests will embark on a tour of the Monument. There you will learn about the life and culture of the lost planet of Alderaan and how conservation efforts have brought back many agricultural riches thought lost.

					DAY THREE—Travel Day

					As we make our way into the Mid Rim, guests are encouraged to explore the Starfarer and all its amenities. We will serve breakfast, lunch, dinner, and snacks in the mess hall. Entertainment will be provided in the main chamber throughout the day, including a lively historical discussion!

					DAY FOUR—Naboo

					Guests are encouraged to meet our special guest in the main chamber before embarking on a tour of a Gungan city and enjoying a rousing lunch with entertainment planetside. (Note the change in excursion details.)

					DAY FIVE—Travel Day

					Sit back and relax after a riveting day on Naboo as we venture forth into the Outer Rim with shipside entertainment. Test your mettle in simulated pod racing tournaments, and show off your knowledge during Trivia Hour!

					DAY SIX—Tatooine

					Stretch your legs as the Starfarer refuels. Visit the markets and taste the local cuisine. Later, attend a tour of a moisture farm like the one Luke Skywalker grew up on!

					DAY SEVEN—Geonosis

					Embark on a rousing tour of three Clone War battlefields planetside, and then sit back and relax as you taste delicious drinks even a bounty hunter would kill for.

					DAY EIGHT—Yavin 4

					As you marvel at the lush landscape of Yavin 4, we invite you to hold a vigil with us as we honor all those lost while securing peace through the destruction of the Death Star.

					DAY NINE—Kashyyyk

					Put on your best shoes; it’s time to have a party with some of our furry friends planetside! Shake your cares away as you dance under the stars in an authentic Wookiee celebration.

					DAY TEN—Mimban

					Journey into the lush forests of this mud planet to learn about the ecological effects of the Imperial occupation and its detrimental mining practices—and meet a real Mud Jumper!

					DAY ELEVEN—Dantooine Ghorman

					Come with us to a city once rich in silk and twill, and learn about the Imperials’ slow encroachment into everyday Ghor life, resulting in a massacre of peaceful civilians. A quiet mourning ceremony will take place after.

					DAY TWELVE—Endor

					On Endor’s forest moon, we take our bow. Don’t miss this exciting excursion, where we will celebrate the persistence of hope in the galaxy and raise our glasses in a toast to a brighter tomorrow!

					DAY THIRTEEN—TRAVEL DAY

					Unwind and relax as we ferry you back to where it all began. Make memories in the mess hall, join a sabacc game in the main chamber, or snag a complimentary massage.

					DAY FOURTEEN—RETURN to Coruscant
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				CHAPTER ONE

				The Daughter

			
			I was lost.

			Frustrated, I checked the directions on my datapad again, turning the minimap around to try to make sense of this maze. It kept freezing, the piece of junk. I’d spent way too long trying to navigate my way through the complicated layers of Coruscant, a planetwide city made like a thousand-tiered cake, to find Baelor’s Baubles and Bibelots. I was supposed to be back on the ship by now, before anyone noticed me missing. Kotti could hold off my dad only so long, and I’d already wasted all my time lost in Spindlehub Square, trying to find this place. I was so close—probably.

			Kotti had warned me that my stubbornness was both endearing and exhausting. “You’re like a starving rancor when you’re after something,” she’d once commented, sore and tired after traipsing through an entire market in Mos Espa on Tatooine, searching for a stall selling the best dustcrepes. “You’re either going to get it, or you’re going to die trying and bring everyone else down with you.”

			I had decided to take that as a compliment then, but now I was second-guessing myself. And it made me nervous. On the ship, I knew everything. I knew the routines, I knew the itineraries, I knew every nook and cranny—

			Out here, everything was new.

			It’s good for you to get out and see things, I told myself to quell my anxiety. You’re being silly. What’s the worst that can happen?

			My minimap told me I was very close to Baelor’s Baubles and Bibelots. It should be right down the next shady alleyway. (It was always a shady alleyway.) If Dad knew I was this deep in Coruscant, he’d never let me leave the ship again.

			A message pinged on my device. It was from Kotti.

			Where are you??

			I decided to call her instead on my comlink and took it out of my oversize leather jacket. “I’m almost there, Ko, no worries.”

			Static came over the link, and then her voice punched through with sharp panic. “Almost there? You’ve got to be kriffin’ kidding me, Ardent,” she whined.

			“The map is really confusing.”

			She groaned. “Your dad’s getting suspicious, and if he finds out that I’m helping you, my job’s totally skiffed. I said you were in the ’fresher, but I can’t keep him away for much longer.”

			“I’ll be back soon, I promise,” I replied, squeezing between two large taupe beings and down the shady alleyway in question. As long as my dad didn’t notice me missing, everything would be perfectly fine. “I could be taking a long shower.”

			“You’ve already been in there twenty minutes.”

			I winced. “Then tell him I’m on my cycle.”

			“Are you?”

			“I mean”—I thought about the timing—“soon?”

			She gave another hard sigh through the comlink. “You owe me.”

			“I’ll buy you a juja-cake from Gharnie’s,” I promised.

			“Two of them,” she replied, and I agreed because I had a feeling I wasn’t as close to the shop as I’d thought I was, judging by the dead end I had just encountered. “Just hurry back. Things feel weird.”

			I rolled my eyes, because she said that about everything. Coruscant had one of the many ports we frequented, and Dad wouldn’t dock at any port in the galaxy that wasn’t 100 percent safe. He was allergic to danger. Had been since I was born.

			I’d inherited some of that, I thought.

			This level made me nervous. If I weren’t looking for the shop, I’d gladly return to the ship immediately. Who knew what sort of puddles I was stepping in, or people I was brushing up against, or smog I was inhaling—

			I tucked my comlink into my jacket pocket again and retraced my steps, setting down the next dark alleyway. This one looked promising. “And once you get this, Ardent, you never have to leave the ship again,” I promised myself.

			Neon lights blinked above me, their reflections bright in the puddles at my feet. I skipped over the deeper-looking wet spots and side-stepped trash as I followed the directions on my datapad. Was ruining my only good boots worth coming all the way out here to find a romance serial?

			Yes—I had it on good authority that Baelor’s had the rare last installment of Under the Tan-Tan Sun, a serial I’d been looking for the past few years. It was almost impossible to find anymore because the series was close to twenty years old, but a guest last tour had suggested I look at Baelor’s.

			So here I was.

			Something cold dripped on my nose and I shivered, pulling my worn jacket around myself tighter. It was too big for me, but it had belonged to my mom back when she flew freighters for the Republic, and while it didn’t smell like her anymore, I felt a little braver with it on. Besides, it looked cool and vintage and was much better than my tour uniform.

			The alley let out into a bustling street in Spindlehub Square, vendors hawking their wares as buskers played outdated glimmik for a few creds, the smell of burning fried mynock making the air smoky and thick. Coruscant had a certain kind of thrill. It was the Core World—a hub for hundreds of planets—so cultures and people and stories mingled together like threads twisting into knots.

			By the numbers on my datapad, I thought I was finally in the right location. Which meant it was somewhere around here. I pushed myself up on my tiptoes to see over the crowd—

			And there, nestled between a noodle joint and a clothing store, was a tiny shop with a large front window display showing ancient-looking tomes and strange gadgets from across the galaxy. The hand-lettered sign above the door read: BAELOR’S.

			Thank the stars.

			I hurried across the street and ducked into the shop. Inside, every surface was cluttered with…stuff. Antique knickknacks with notes alleging that they were from far-off places, or originally owned by long-dead Jedi or mercenaries or nightwitches—Nightsisters, I corrected the note silently—and Sith. I was quite sure that the Senate insignia ring in the window had not belonged to Emperor Palpatine, but of course I couldn’t prove it.

			This place was tacky and almost certainly pawning off junk, but there was something immediately lovely about it, too.

			I loved a good story—a good fairy tale. I was raised on the best of them. I loved how they could transport you to faraway times and faraway places. How they could protect you from heartache and shield you from grief. How they could make you feel understood in a galaxy that often made you feel so incredibly small. And how they sometimes made you care about whether the fictional queen of fictional planet Naroo would be murdered in cold blood by her would-be droid-assassin lover.

			Okay, maybe that was just romance serials—but it was still a fun story.

			There were shelves and shelves full of old texts and holobooks between old gadgets and half-broken artifacts, and a separate shelf for books on datatape. There must have been hundreds, all stacked on top of each other haphazardly, impossible to look through if you didn’t already know what you wanted to find.

			As I wandered deeper into the shop, a gadget caught my eye. It was a simple flat plate of copper with rotating disks on top of it that you could spin or flip, and on each circle were different symbols, and on the disk itself was the smallest map of the known galaxy I’d ever seen. The note simply read, Tool once used by hyperspace prospectors to navigate the stars.

			Something deep inside my chest tugged toward it, like my lungs were caught on a fishhook.

			Navigating the stars, huh?

			I picked it up. The device was lighter than I thought it’d be, so it couldn’t be made out of copper. Whatever it was, though, it was old. My fingers traced the markings on the outer circles. They were worn, almost illegible, but any navigator worth their weight in creds would know what they were.

			A star chart.

			Was it real?

			“You break it, you buy it.”

			Startled, I jumped and spun toward the checkout counter, where a grumpy reptilian Rodian sat, flipping through a holobook of Alderaanian poetry. I quickly put the device back. “Sorry. I—I was just looking.”

			“And touching.”

			“Sorry,” I repeated. “It’s very pretty.”

			He inspected me for a long moment and then closed his holobook. “Not many people pay attention to that old thing. It’s a celestialabe. You know, before droids charted ships through hyperspace, there were navigators who did that. Some were rumored to have a special knack for it—astrogating, they call it.”

			“Ah.” My heart jumped into my throat. I twisted my fingers together, looking down at my filthy boots. “That, um, that sounds dangerous.”

			“Most things that matter are.” The Rodian waved his hand in the air. “But now we’ve got droids and maps and charts, and the celestialabe is obsolete. Then again,” he added, a sparkle in his black eyes, “maybe it’ll point you somewhere you’ve never been. Maybe with it you can astrogate, too.”

			“That’s not how astrogating works,” I said before I could stop myself.

			He narrowed his eyes at me. They were large and buggy. “It’s not?”

			“I mean, that’s what I hear,” I quickly amended, and decided to change the subject before I torqued him off further. “Actually, I’m looking for something in particular. The last installment of a serial novel.”

			The shopkeep sat back on his stool. “Are you now.”

			“It’s kind of rare, but someone told me if anyone would have it, your shop would.”

			“And they’d be correct.” He motioned to the shelves upon shelves of holobooks and datatapes. “Name?”

			“Under the Tan-Tan Sun.”

			The two sucker-like antennae on the top of his head stood up. Then he leaned forward, scrutinizing me, and asked, “By Alkenine Gro’sha?”

			I leaned in close, too, holding on to the edge of the counter. “Yes! I’m desperate for it.”

			The old shopkeep studied me in a new light. He gave a slow nod. “That’s an odd serial for someone your age. How’d you hear about it?”

			“My mom,” I supplied simply. He didn’t need to know the rest.

			“She’s got good taste.”

			I forced a smile. “Yeah. The last installment ended on a cliffhanger, and this is the only one she didn’t have.”

			The Rodian clicked his tongue. “That’s a tough one to leave off on, that’s for sure. The Queen should’ve never left her bedroom. She should’ve known it was a trap!”

			I threw up my hands. “Especially after the assassination of Ambassador Naur-Ral!”

			He leaned back, waving his hand flippantly. “Pfff, I wouldn’t be worried about him.”

			“But she saw his body!”

			“Didn’t check his pulse.”

			I gave it a thought. “She didn’t, did she?”

			“Always check for a pulse,” he said solemnly, pushing himself off his stool, and then he shuffled out from behind the counter. He went to the shelf near the celestialabe and started digging through a few bins at the bottom. “I think you might be in luck. I remember seeing one somewhere around here—aha!” He pulled out a small square drive. It was bright blue—like the Crystal of Effervest they were searching for in the serial. The publisher really did know how to market the series way back when.

			“If the ambassador is still alive, then who will she choose?” I wondered aloud as he shuffled back behind the counter to make sure the datatape booted up. “The assassin or the ambassador?”

			“The assassin droid might still kill her. He does need the money.”

			“The ambassador might backstab her—he wants power!”

			We exchanged looks, reader to reader, like to like, before he wrapped the drive in a brown cloth he’d pulled out from under the counter. “You’re in luck today, kid. It’s the last one I’ve got.”

			“Thank you.” I took my purse out of my satchel to dig out a few creds and put them on the counter. “Is this enough?”

			He didn’t even count them as he took the credits and handed over the wrapped datatape. “Happy reading and—may the stars keep you steady,” he added with a wink, quoting the infamous goodbye in the serial.

			I smiled. It was a real one this time. “And the iron keep you safe.”

			With a grunt, the Rodian drew on the guise of a curmudgeon again as he sank back onto his stool to pop open his holobook of poetry.

			I turned to leave, the package clutched tightly to my chest.

			Finally, the last installment. I’d first stumbled on the serial when I found a trunk full of my mom’s things in the belly of the ship a few years ago. It was one of the few things Dad had forgotten about, so he’d forgotten to throw it out, too. The serials and old clothes—including this jacket—and star charts were the last possessions I had of Mom’s.

			And now something of her collection was complete. I had actually found it. Maybe escaping the ship every so often wasn’t such a bad idea, after all.

			Now all I had to do was find my way back to hangar eighty-nine.

			As I left the shop, the front door flew open. I collided with a young man hurrying inside. My forehead met his chin, and we both stumbled back, hissing in pain. He was tall, covered in a ratty-looking cloak, hood pulled low.

			“Sorry,” he murmured, rubbing his chin, already passing me into the shop and heading straight for the old Rodian.

			“S’fine,” I muttered to myself, because clearly he hadn’t stuck around to see if I was, and left. My head hurt. I was sure I had a red mark where his chin had caught me on my forehead. “Ow…”

			I hoped it wouldn’t bruise. I really didn’t want to think up a lie to Dad. I already had enough going.

			Remembering the way I’d come, I started down some steps to a market street lined with shops from different sectors, selling specialties at absurd prices. I was good at navigating places I’d been—it came with the territory, really.

			One tended to pick up a few tricks when one was the daughter of Captain Hansifred Quay of the Starfarer.

			Halfway down the street, I peeked into the package just to make sure I hadn’t dreamed up that entire scenario. There it was, the icy-blue datatape and—

			There was something lumpy, too. Unwrapping it a little more, I reached inside, my fingers curling around the flat, cold thing beneath the datatape.

			The celestialabe.

			Had I accidentally snagged it? No, he’d wrapped it in the cloth along with the tape. But I hadn’t paid for it, and if my dad saw something like this, he’d get suspicious about where I’d gotten it. The trinket was far too expensive. Never mind what the shopkeeper had said—that it was for astrogating. Even if that were true, I wanted nothing to do with that.

			Nothing at all.

			I dropped the celestialabe back into the bag and turned on my heel toward the shop.

			I hadn’t paid for it.

			I didn’t want it.

			That was exactly what I’d tell the old Rodian when I handed it back to him, but politely. I shouldered open the shop door. “Mr. Baelor—”

			“Is this really necessary, friends?” The voice cut through mine, smooth and cool.

			As my eyes adjusted to the dark shop, I became keenly aware that it wasn’t nearly as empty as it had been a few moments ago. The acrid scent of something burnt—meat? What kind of meat smelled so foul?—filled my nose.

			A handful of men surrounded a younger man at the counter. I recognized his filthy cloak, though his hood was pushed back to reveal shimmery silver hair. They hadn’t seen me yet, so I ducked behind a half shelf full of pristine creature skulls and peeked out from behind it. I didn’t know why my instinct was to hide. It was just a feeling, a shiver up the back of my spine.

			Daaric always told me to trust the shiver.

			“If we’re friends, then hand it over,” said one of the men, stepping closer to him. “We tracked you halfway across this blasted galaxy for it.”

			“Don’t look him in the eyes,” one of the other men warned. “They’re strange.”

			“That’s rude. My mother said I had very pretty eyes,” the young man replied with a shrug. His voice had a strange lilt that I didn’t expect to hear this far into the Core. It was drawling and lazy, better suited for the Outer Rim—Batuu, maybe. Or an outpost on Bakura. Somewhere in Wild Space.

			He was certainly a long way from home.

			Where’s the shopkeeper? I thought frantically, looking around until I spotted a hand on the ground two aisles across from me. Dread coiled in my belly. Oh, no.

			I quietly crawled to the shopkeeper and found where the terrible burning smell was coming from. The Rodian had tried to escape and been shot in the back. He lay splayed out, with a smoking blaster wound.

			They had killed him. He was dead. I’d just been chatting with him about a serial and now he was dead.

			I was going to be sick.

			Oh, stars, what if they found me next?

			“Where is it, scum?” a man snarled. I heard an altercation and peeked out again from behind the shelves. The apparent leader of the five men had a blaster shoved directly into the Wild Spacer’s abdomen. “I won’t ask again. Give us the relic and we’ll tell you what happened to that teacher of yours.”

			I fisted my hands. This wasn’t good.

			“If you’re here, I already know,” drawled the Wild Spacer. And then a wide smile stretched across his pale face, chaotic and foreboding. “That hotshot new junior officer of yours killed her. What, he couldn’t come here himself? Too busy sucking up to your cute little Supreme Leader?”

			“Watch your mouth!” the leader sneered, pressing the blaster harder against the Wild Spacer’s stomach.

			“Aw, sweetheart, did I hit a nerve?”

			He had a death wish—that was that—and I was about to be witness to a murder. Would that mean I was an accomplice? How would I be able to sleep at night? These men were really going to shoot him. They were going to murder him right here in a random shop on Coruscant—

			No, they won’t.

			I steeled myself. I liked sleeping at night.

			I was about to stand from my hiding spot to do something, anything, as a distraction—

			The body of the Rodian twitched, and his hand shot up to snag my wrist, keeping me hidden. “Always check for a pulse,” he rasped, and from inside his vest he pulled out a blaster.

			Oh.
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				CHAPTER TWO

				The Chase

			
			To be honest, I panicked.

			There really wasn’t another explanation for it. One second I was staring down at a not-dead Rodian with a blaster in his hand, the next I was diving for the floor as he roared to his feet, taking shot after shot at the men.

			Two went down immediately.

			Two more ducked for cover.

			Using the commotion, the Wild Spacer slammed his head into the man with the blaster aimed at his stomach, so hard I heard the crack of a broken nose from where I was. The man stumbled back, blood gushing down his face. Then the Wild Spacer kicked a shelf where one of the men had taken cover. It toppled over, spilling holobooks and cheap gadgets onto the ground.

			I scrambled to my feet.

			Mr. Baelor shouted, “Run!”

			The leader lifted his blaster and, spinning toward the shopkeeper, took aim. I shrieked. It was all I could do. I was too far away, and he was too fast with his trigger finger. The Rodian couldn’t even aim before the leader shot him square in the chest. He crumpled to the ground.

			Then the leader turned his pistol on me.

			I was going to die.

			Suddenly, a blur dropped from a grate in the ceiling and landed on his head. It was a creature, sort of wide and bulky. It trilled triumphantly as it clawed at the leader’s hair and ears, gnawing with angry teeth. The man yelped and tried to throw it off, but every time he grabbed for it, the swift creature dodged to the other side. And then back again. It cackled, like this was a game.

			Someone grabbed my wrist. Without thinking, I swung my hand wildly, connecting with their face. The Wild Spacer yelped in pain. I now understood what that man had meant about his eyes being strange. They were disorienting on a human face. Completely black, save for specks of white that gave the illusion of a night sky. He touched his reddening cheek. “You slapped me!”

			“Well you startled me!”

			“But you—argh! Chuba,” he cursed, “that stings.” Shaking it off, he set his mouth into a thin line and took me by the arm as if he wasn’t quite sure he wanted to. “Run,” he advised, and pulled me away.

			I stumbled, catching sight of the Rodian on the ground. Check for a pulse, I thought, hoping he was still alive, but with a blaster shot that close…

			The Wild Spacer tugged me to move, so I did as he’d said.

			I ran.

			The next few moments were a blur. Leaving the shop. The door slamming behind us. The humid, smoggy market air.

			There was one inalienable fact about Coruscant, however: If you wanted to get anywhere fast, you never took your own feet. The market was loud and congested. We wove and bobbed between groups of people, and I remembered reading something about this in one of Mom’s serials—

			Wasn’t it easier to follow people when they tried to claw their way through a crowd, rather than when they tried to get lost in one?

			“Slow down!” I cried, pulling at his hand.

			He whipped his head back to me, his eyebrows high. He replied, incredulous, “No?”

			I tugged his hand again. “Slow down!”

			“If you need me to carry you—”

			“Slow down and we’ll blend in!” I snapped, and realization dawned on his face.

			He slowed his steps—one, two, and then we were in the ebb and flow of the crowd. I forced my body to go slow even as panic clawed up my throat. His shoulders were coiled tight, as if he was also fighting the compulsion to bolt. We were like creatures resisting our base instincts.

			Someone hawking pretty beaded bracelets said, “Hey, you with the silver hair! Wanna buy a trinket for your girl?”

			He stiffened. “Uh, no, she’s not my—”

			“I don’t do bracelets,” I interrupted, and tugged him sharply to the left and between two smoky food stalls. As we went, I pulled the hood of the Wild Spacer’s cloak over his head, disguising his hair. He glanced down at me in question, so I explained, “You’re too noticeable.”

			He winked. “Sadly, it’s all natural.”

			I gave him a scandalized look. “Are you flirting with me while we’re running for our lives?”

			“Is there a better time?”

			My stomach did a funny flip. “Yes, any other t—ah!” I yelped as a red-hot blaster bolt careened over my head and melted the edge of a neon sign above us.

			One of the men chasing us shouted, “There they are!”

			“Plan failed,” he said simply as he grabbed my wrist, and we were running again, down narrower and narrower alleyways.

			I’d taken enough detours on Coruscant to know how to get certifiably lost—and that was exactly what we needed to do. I hoped the alleyways would lead out into a larger street, but instead we found a dead end. So we backtracked to try to find something—anything—but the buildings were squeezed so tightly together there was nothing save for a narrow crevice between two grimy buildings. I could fit, but the Wild Spacer was too broad.

			“I’m dead,” the Wild Spacer groaned.

			Yes, yes, he was. We both were. My mind raced.

			Wait—

			There was a scene like this in the third installment of Under the Tan-Tan Sun.

			“Try anyway!” I instructed.

			He opened his mouth to complain, but the remaining three men were catching up to us through the alleyways, their footsteps growing louder. He muttered something to the sky and squeezed himself sideways into the narrow crevice between the two buildings. I grabbed a large piece of scrap from the ground and shuffled in after him, propping the scrap at the opening to try to hide us.

			“This is your best plan?” he hissed. “I can barely breathe in here.”

			“Then hold your breath,” I snapped in a sharp whisper. Then I wiggled my arms up and pulled his hood over his head, hiding his bright hair again. “There.”

			He narrowed his eyes. “It’s the mole on my face, isn’t it? Everyone notices it.”

			I honestly hadn’t seen the mole, but now that he mentioned it, there it was—just below the left edge of his mouth.

			“And now you’re looking at it!” Was he—was he pouting?

			“It’s not the mole,” I replied, looking at the mole. It was very close to his mouth, which seemed to always settle into this half grin or half grimace, tucked in at the corner. It was a nice mouth.

			I startled myself with that thought—a nice mouth? What even did that mean?

			“Well, it can’t possibly be—I think they’re coming,” he said, his voice going dangerously low. His arm went around my waist almost immediately. I tore my attention away from his mouth, my heart beginning to race in my ears.

			The footsteps were close now, the men’s voices so loud they reverberated off the metal buildings. They would find us, kill me—I’d heard enough stories that I knew exactly how this was going to go, because they were probably syndicate goons or bounty hunters or, or, or some sort of militia—and probably drag this Wild Spacer into an alleyway to torture him for whatever information they must think he had and then—

			Stop, I chastised myself. My imagination was getting away from me.

			I should’ve stayed on the ship.

			Fear clawed its way up my throat, even as I tried to swallow it down. Was I breathing loud? I felt like I was. What if they found us because of my wheezing? Why was it so hard to breathe? Painful, even? Why was—

			Oh, wait.

			Something sharp poked into my ribs. It was hidden in the Wild Spacer’s cloak. I squirmed, trying to alleviate the pain. “What is that?” I hissed.

			He hesitated. “What’s what?”

			“That.” And I squeezed my hand between our bodies and moved the object. It was solid and cylindrical.

			“Nothing…”

			“That is not nothing.”

			“It’s just—chess ko! Watch yourself!” He hissed as I slipped my hand into his gray cloak and pulled it out. At first, it looked like a metal handle to something. The insides rattled. It took a moment for me to realize what exactly I was holding.

			A lightsaber.

			He tried to grab it back, but I quickly moved out of his reach.

			I stared at it, wide-eyed. “Is this yours?”

			“Obviously.”

			“No, it’s not.”

			He turned his face to the sky and took a calm breath. “Then why did you ask me?”

			“You’re not a Jedi. They don’t exist. They’re gone,” I said, and then another thought occurred. “Is this what those guys are after?”

			His mouth tightened into a thin line. I took that as a yes.

			“Are you in trouble?”

			He quirked an eyebrow. “How do you know I’m not the one causing the trouble?”

			“Are you?”

			“Do you want me to be?”

			I caught his gaze and narrowed my eyes. Looking into his eyes felt like looking into the night sky itself, too large and unfathomable to stare at for very long—though I’d stared into the sky so often, his eyes didn’t bother me at all.

			He frowned. “Are you all right?”

			I cocked my head. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

			“Because my…You know what, never mind.” He turned his face away, breaking eye contact.

			I asked, “How did you get this l—”

			“They’re here,” he whispered, bending over me and lifting his cloak around us so we were a little more hidden in the gap. The sudden darkness made it intimate, and under any other circumstance I would have wondered at our closeness. But my hands were trembling. My heart rattled against my ribcage, so loud I was sure the whole alleyway could hear. We couldn’t move. We didn’t dare.

			And so we waited.
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				CHAPTER THREE

				The Unfamiliar

			
			My mother used to sit me on her lap in the quiet hours all to ourselves on the flight deck, the buttons and knobs on the console blinking and beeping in symphony as she told me, “You can go wherever you want, my heart. The sky is wide.”

			And I used to believe her. She always looked most at home in the pilot’s seat, humming to herself as she flew. Most of the time the Starfarer coasted on autopilot—droids and navigational systems were more than enough to accurately take a ship to its destination—but Mom always rechecked the coordinates anyway, and she charted courses, and she dreamed.

			My mom dreamed a lot.

			She came from a long line of hyperspace prospectors—explorers charting unknown regions of our galaxy and finding safe routes home. That was her magic, I used to think—that wherever she was in the galaxy, she could always find her way home. So whenever she went out on excursions, I never worried. Sometimes she’d be gone for a day or two, sometimes for an entire tour itinerary, but she always came back.

			Until she didn’t.

			I remembered that I had begged her not to go. It was almost my eighth birthday, and she had promised to take me to my favorite restaurant on Naboo. But she went anyway. She took the lander and left on an errand.

			On the day she was supposed to come home—my birthday—I stood outside of the cockpit as my father talked with her over the communicator. He sounded worried—no, that wasn’t right. He sounded frightened.

			“Audra, don’t. It’s too dangerous,” my father warned. “Just hide the lander somewhere. Repair the droid. Then come home.”

			“I can’t, Fred,” she replied. Her voice was filled with static. She must have been a long way away. “I promised Arie. I’ll be fine. You worry too much.”

			“I worry just enough.”

			She laughed. “I’ll see you soon, and Arie will love her present. I’ll be fine,” she added, softer. “I’ve jumped this a thousand times before.”

			Dad sounded unsure. “But I was with you.”

			Mom laughed through the communicator. “You’re with me now, silly. Love you wide.”

			“Audra, love, don’t—Audra!” Dad’s voice broke. He shouted for our ship’s droid, N2-0, to help him get a lock on the shuttle, and for a moment in my memory, he did. Though, that might have just been a haze of my imagination filling in the blurry bits.

			She never came home.
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			I couldn’t disappear like Mom. I couldn’t do that to Dad. I had to make it out of this alive—no matter what.

			I curled my hands tight around the saber hilt, pressing it against my chest. My knuckles were white from gripping it so hard. My heart beat so loud, it thundered in my ears, and I was terrifyingly aware just how screwed we were if they found us—and how much of my body was wedged against this stranger.

			When he breathed, I breathed.

			In. And out.

			In. And. Out.

			He was so warm and solid, grounding me in a way that pinned my panic so it couldn’t rise any higher. He smelled like the strangest thing—dust. Like something older than ships and stars. It made my chest ache in a way I couldn’t name—like bittersweet nostalgia, the scent of something I’d never known I lost.

			The Wild Spacer’s arms wrapped around me tightly. The side of my face pressed against his chest, and his heart was hammering, and hammering, and hammering.

			For all the cool smooth-talking, he was just as scared as I was.

			“Do you think they went down that other alley back there?” one of the men asked.

			“I think they’re still here,” said their leader.

			Strange—weren’t there three of them left? Where had the other one gone?

			I heard the Wild Spacer curse under his breath. The next moment happened so quickly. He reached for something on his hip. The men pushed back the scrap of metal blocking the crevice—

			The Wild Spacer drew a pistol and fired off two shots. One of the men fired back before both of our hunters went down for the count. White-hot static buzzed over them. Their bodies jerked, eyes rolling into the backs of their heads.

			He pried himself out of the crevice first, and numbly I followed suit.

			“Did you…” My voice wobbled.

			“They’re only stunned.” He glared down at the men in disdain. “But that was probably a mistake.”

			“Why—” I sucked in a breath as I noticed a blaster hole on the right side of his cloak. “You’re hurt!”

			Startled, he glanced down and noticed the burn hole, too. He frantically parted his cloak and melted with relief. The shot had missed him at least, though it also burned the shoulder of his jacket.

			“That could have been worse,” he said, more to himself than to me as he took off his cloak. He kicked one of the unconscious men over, turning him on his back, and began patting him down. He found what he was looking for in the man’s pockets—a communicator and a small metal cylinder. “Damn. First Order.” He scrubbed the top of his head in aggravation and stood. “I was kinda hoping they weren’t.”

			I wasn’t sure I’d heard him properly. “I’m sorry—did you just say First Order? Like the First Order? Like the zealots in the Unknown Regions who want to bring back the Empire First Order?”

			He stood, tossing his cloak over the men. “Unless there’s another one you know of…”

			“You must be mistaken,” I said, shaking my head. “They can’t be here—how do you know from that—that thing?” I motioned to the metal tube in his hand.

			“This,” he said patiently, holding up the metal cylinder, “is a code cylinder. They contain coded information about whoever uses them and grant them some sort of security clearance. First Order officers usually carry them.”

			“How do you know?”

			He gave me an unreadable look, and his mouth did that peculiar twist again—tucking in at the corner. “This isn’t my first time.”

			If I hadn’t been panicking before, I certainly was now. “Oh, stars. Oh, stars,” I repeated, pulling my hands through my hair. I stepped back. There were two unconscious—perhaps dead—fascists on the ground, and despite wanting to kick them again for, you know, who they were, the gravity of it all was overwhelming. “This is bad. This is so bad. I—I have nothing to do with any of this.” I began to tremble. I had done a good thing and helped somebody out, and now I was complicit in a crime. “I just wanted to complete my mom’s serial collection.”

			My voice sounded far away. I sank into a crouch.

			“Hey,” he said, squatting down beside me. He put a hand on my shoulder. “Breathe, yeah?”

			“I’m trying,” I replied, realizing that I was still clutching the lightsaber to my chest. I needed to let go of it, but my fingers wouldn’t cooperate. They were stuck. The reality of the past ten minutes—the death of the Rodian, the escape, the firefight—came crashing down on me.

			I could have died.

			With a sigh, he sat down beside me. “We can’t stay here long. They’re gonna wake up soon.”

			I felt like I was going to vomit. “How are you so calm?”

			“Practice,” he replied. Then he offered his hand to me. “Sian, by the way.”

			I looked down at his outstretched hand, then at his face. His strange eyes studied me, dozens of pinholes of white, widening just slightly as he drank me in. “Ardent,” I replied, and pried one hand off the saber to shake his hand.

			He grinned. “Thanks for helping me back there.”

			“Yeah…” I looked down at the saber.

			“I didn’t kill anyone, if that’s what you’re worried about,” he added. I had been worried about that.

			Suddenly, an air vent grate behind us fell with a loud thump, and a creature scuttled out of it. I startled with a yelp as the creature scrambled across the alley and up Sian’s body to his shoulder. It nudged its head against his with a purr.

			He scrubbed the creature under the chin. “Quick thinking back in the shop, Noola. Were you the one who took care of that last guy?”

			The creature chirped in reply. It had three short legs on either side of a long, narrow body, each leg bound with a glossy sort of webbing. Its face was diamond-shaped, with wide gold eyes with a vertical pupil, a forked tongue, and a frame of horns the
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