Fault Line Blues

The Jedi Temple on Coruscant was generally regarded as a monastery, both by the Order and
by outsiders. Certainly the spired ziggurat itself, crowning a mountain peak and surrounded by
older, historic shrines and grottoes, did little to contradict this opinion. And in many ways this
was correct; the labyrinth of the Temple held meditation halls, cells for contemplation, libraries
for study, gardens for active practice of the ways of the Force, and severe quarters for those
who lived there.

But the Temple was also the nerve center of a galaxy-spanning peacekeeping and educational
organization of thousands. As with any large organization, this required a certain amount of
practical work and bureaucracy. And so, in addition to all of the more spiritual chambers and
courts, the Temple also contained a great many private meeting rooms for Jedi to conduct
official internal business in. They were used constantly.

On this day a largely routine conference had been scheduled concerning one of the Temple's
Initiates, or Younglings as most called them. Hundreds of these were held every year; the Order
took a keen interest in its future and their development.

Four figures sat around a circular table. The first was instantly recognizable, by his size if
nothing else. Grand Master Yoda appeared to almost be dozing, eyes shut, face relaxed. The
others knew better.

The second was thumbing through a datapad, a faintly bemused expression on his rough,
spiked face. This was Master Ima-Gun Di, one of the more unconventional of the Order and a
frequent instructor in the Temple when not leading military expeditions on behalf of the Republic.

Sitting beside him, engaged in a deep study of the surface of the table, was a senior member of
the Council of First Knowledge, the Cerean Master Ga-Olo-Namen, the current Keeper of Sight.
Her long face bore a look of mild interest, as if she could see things in the polished top that
no-one else could... which was likely the case.

The final person at the table was by far the least illustrious, although no sign of this was given
by the other three in either word or attitude. This was Kibe Quera, Overseer of Dormitory Five,
Initiate Clan Heliost, and she was the only one of the group who was not a true Jedi. Instead
she was a member of the Jedi Service Corps, whose job was to keep order in the Younglings'
quarters and keep a watchful eye on those parts of their well-being that did not include the
Force. Kibe had been doing this job for many decades, had seen many of her charges go on to
become knights or in one case a master, and the respect given to her by the others was by no
means mere politeness.



Her expression, at first pleasant, had rapidly become more and more displeased. Finally she
spoke. "Forgive me, but is there any reason we haven't started?"

"l was wondering the same thing," Ima-Gun Di observed.

Slowly Yoda's eyes opened, and he smiled. "Boring you we are, Overseer?" There was a playful
tone to his words.

"The longer you leave children to their own devices, Grand Master, the more amazing the
situations they conspire to provoke," Kibe replied drily. "My assistant is still very green, and I'm
hesitant to be away from the dormitory for too long until he's more experienced."

"Keep you long we shall not. Arrive, our fifth member shall soon. Then, our deliberations we
may begin."

"Fifth member?" Master Di raised an eyebrow. "l thought it was a bit odd that Master Namen
was here, although given the subject | can see why. Who is the fifth?"

Before any answer could be given, the door slid open and an older human entered the room,
shutting it behind him. This was Cin Drallig, a famous swordsman of the Jedi. More prominent,
though, was his position as Head of Security for the Order. "Sorry I'm late," he said briskly,
moving to take a seat. "A minor disturbance in the hangar bay."

Yoda and Ga-Olo-Namen simply nodded. Master Di looked surprised, and somewhat wary. Kibe
frowned. "Why is HE here?" she asked sharply. "We're discussing a Youngling."

"Clear, his presence will become," Yoda replied, unruffled. "Worry you should not. No crime has
your child committed."

"l should think not!" Kibe sniffed. "Of all of them, Inmedua's one of the least likely to do
something seriously wrong."

"It does seem unlikely," Ima-Gun Di agreed. "Which is why I'm assuming it has something to do
with the visions the Initiate is having, which is, after all, what this meeting is about."

"Serve you well, your insight does," Yoda said. "Young Shorereach's visions, concerning they
are. And concerning are those of others." His eyes went to Master Namen, then back to Kibe.
"Know the Initiate well, not all here do. A brief description, perhaps, you may provide us, from
your perspective."

"Certainly, Grand Master." Kibe thought for a second, then spoke. "Inmedua is one of the older
members of Dormitory Five. She'll be with us for at least a year more. Very active, very
enthusiastic, particularly for Heliost Clan. The other children consider her in the running for best



in the dormitory with a lightsaber, although again, this is Heliost Clan." There were looks of faint
amusement around the table; Heliost prized itself on its members' insight, and while the Clan
had contributed more than its share of Jedi Masters, it had a somewhat lower than average
history of producing great swordsmen. "She's helpful, proactive, cheerful, keenly aware of the
rules. More rarely for a youngling, she seems to have an understanding of the reasons for the
rules... too many of the highly obedient ones just follow blindly. Most of those never make
Padawan."

"Indeed. Always questioning, a Jedi must be. No final answers there are." Yoda nodded.
"Cheerful, you would say?"

"Yes, Grand Master. A very positive attitude, which is all the more exceptional because she's so
careful. A sort of... calm, mindful happiness. An ideal mindset for a Jedi, | would say."

"Upset her, these visions have not?"

Kibe considered that. "l would say she is worried but not alarmed or afraid. The visions she
described to me were very frightening, especially for a child, Jedi training or not. I'm sure she
felt fear during them. But she seems to have faith that the Masters will be able to help her work
through them, and that many Younglings have alarming visions through the Force as part of
growing up and developing their power. So | would describe her mental state right now as still
cheerful, but eager for this situation to be resolved."

"You are sure about this?" Ga-Olo-Namen spoke for the first time, her tone questioning. "You
describe her as unusually serene for a Youngling. It is... not what | expected."

"l have been the caregiver to over forty years of Initiates. | have gotten to know literally
thousands of children over the years, and | feel | am fairly good at gauging the emotional state
of my charges." Kibe's tone was dry and assured. "At that age they tend to be an open book if
you know how to read it. Inmedua is just naturally calm and social, as well as having a rather
more mature attitude towards most things than the average child of her age."

"Great experience indeed, Kibe Quera has," Yoda stated. "A task of heavy responsibility, laid on
her, the council has. With unswerving dedication has she carried it out. Trust in her words, we
should."

Smiling, Kibe gave him a fond look. "Thank you, Grand Master."

"You seem to think highly of her," Cin Drallig said. "Would that be accurate?"

"Yes, | would say so," Kibe responded. "There are a few Initiates every year who | can tell will go
on to pass their trials and become Padawans. Inmedua is one; she has all the virtues we look



for in a Jedi. She's also quite likable, which is not something | would say of all of the little
success stories. And more of a help than a burden to me, usually."

"Has she ever committed a major breach of the rules? Or even a noteworthy minor one?" Drallig
leaned forward intently.

"Yes," the Overseer answered immediately. "She regularly violates the curfew to go out to one of
the balconies and practice with her training saber."

Master Di gave a snort of unsurprised amusement. Drallig frowned. "And you haven't put a stop
to this?" he asked.

"To be frank, Inmedua displays so little willingness to break the rules in great or small ways that
| felt that reining her in on the one occasion that she felt it was worth doing so might do more
harm than good," Kibe replied seriously. "She's going to be leading troops into battle eventually,
and a good commander needs to know when to disobey no longer relevant orders and have the
will to do it. | have someone monitor her quietly on her little nighttime practice sessions."

"Fond of the lightsaber, young Shorereach is," Yoda observed. "Aggressive, do you feel?"

Kibe thought. "l would rather say energetic," she finally said. "Inmedua prefers acting to waiting.
| spoke to her about that once. She said, 'lf we act, the situation may get better or it may get
worse. If we wait, the situation may get better or it may get worse. If we act, we have a chance
to help decide which one it is. If we wait, we do not.' That's pretty typical of her thinking. She
also seems to be very keenly aware that she's going to be fighting a war in a few years time,
and | think she feels a need to be as proficient with a blade as she can as quickly as possible in
order to survive long enough to pick up the more philosophical parts of the Force."

"l would concur with the Overseer's assessment," Ima-Gun Di said. "l would add that the Initiate
is a bit of a slacker when it comes to studying doctrine, mostly because it comes so easily to
her. She's good with a saber, no question there, but she has to work a lot harder for it."
"Unfortunate it is, that children must seek what which they need to survive over that which they
need to thrive." Yoda's voice was heavy, sad, perhaps even holding a trace of guilt. "A dark time,
this is. In the Force, trust we must. Yet as young Shorereach concluded has, trust also we must
in our skill at arms."

"No argument there," Cin Drallig said. "You've been her primary trainer, Master Di?"

"l suppose so," Ima-Gun Di replied. "l see her regularly for lessons, at any rate."

"How would you evaluate her as a student?"



"Hm. Exceptional bladework. She has a solid mastery of Form | and has made a good start at
Form IV; whoever instructed her in the saber early on decided it suited her better than Form lll,
which | can't argue with. Not overly adept at the aerial parts of it. Not terribly exceptional in her
ability to command the Force in most regards; | would rate her average or perhaps a little below
average. Extremely adept sensory ability, though; her perception of the Force is excellent, her
usage rather less so. She is not what | would call a natural leader; she is helpful and unselfish
and thinks for herself, but she gets uncomfortable when called upon to give commands and step
to the fore and loses some of her usual initiative. That may prove a problem if she has to
command a clone unit. Probably her greatest strength is her insight into the Jedi Code and the
Force; I've never had a student who sees past words and mantras to actual meanings and
reasons so quickly. A few times it's led her to questions that | wasn't completely sure of myself."
Master Di smiled. "Sometimes the teacher learns as much as the pupil."

"So a Form |V practitioner," Cin Drallig said. "Is she content with that, or does she have other
forms she prefers?"

Master Di nodded. "She has been seeking to win entry into the Form V classes. And she has
been familiarizing herself with Form Il, although she seems to have less of an interest in
practicing that as she does with being well acquainted with it."

Drallig frowned. "The Form V classes are only for Padawans, with the permission of their
master. There's a reason for that."

"So I've told her. She seems hopeful that if she applies herself hard enough, an exception may
be made." Ima-Gun Di shrugged. "I can understand why it appeals to her. It offers a mix
between defense and offense against multiple opponents. That makes it perfectly suited for her
expected needs, especially since, as | said, she is not overly skilled at the aerial aspects of
Form IV."

"It is also a very aggressive form," Ga-Olo-Namen said sharply. "Focused around overpowering
your opponent and crushing their will. That is not the proper attitude for a Jedi."

"l wouldn't go that far," Cin Drallig replied. "Form V's a perfectly respectable path for an
experienced Jedi to walk. It does, however, require more mindfulness than many of the others."
He frowned. "Has she asked about Form VI? Or... Form VII?"

"| tried to interest her in Form VI, as | practice it myself," Master Di said dryly. "She informed me
very seriously that none of the Form VI users who took part in the Battle of Geonosis survived
the engagement, and respectfully hinted that | should consider refocusing my expertise on Form
I."

"Well. | won't say she's wrong," Cin Drallig said. "And Form VII?"



"She mentioned once that she hoped to study it after the war. | asked why after the war, and she
said that she didn't expect the war to last longer than it would take for her to grow experienced
enough to safely learn Juyo."

Drallig grunted in surprise. "That's realistic. And responsible."

"Fairly typical of her," Master Di replied. He then glanced across the table. "Master Yoda, you've
trained her as well, of course. I'm curious as to your own impressions."

Yoda stroked his chin. The Grand Master had taken part in the training of nearly every Youngling
in the Temple, both in classes and in one-on-one instruction. "Gifted, young Shorereach is.
Wisdom she has, and a good heart. But strong in the Force, she is not. Held back by
attachment she is, more than most. She must learn to let go of what she holds dear, or a great
Jedi she will be not."

"And the visions, Grand Master?" Kibe asked. "She told me you had spent some time meditating
with her on them."

"Yes. Saw them, | did. But concealed, shrouded. A strong female warrior saw |, a bounty hunter
or mercenary or pirate. Frightening she was to young Shorereach, wrapped in darkness, heavily
armed. Glowed, one eye did. Flame red, it was." Yoda nodded. "Pursued young Shorereach she
did, implacable."

"Red. A Sith?" Cin Drallig asked tensely.

"No lightsaber saw I. Only blasters."

"And there's nothing in her history to cause nightmares of such a person?" Ga-Olo-Namen
asked.

"Nothing at all," Kibe replied. "She's been at the Temple since she was one and a half years old.
She's known people who have died or been seriously hurt, but that's been at the hands of battle

droids, not a mysterious thug."

Ga-Olo-Namen nodded. "Then very likely this vision is a warning of an adversary who she will
face in the future, perhaps years from now."

"Logical, your conclusion is," Yoda replied. He seemed less than completely convinced, though.

"l can't really put out an alert on such a vague description with an undetermined timeframe," Cin
Drallig said. "l was told there was something else?"



"Yes," Ga-Olo-Namen replied. "As you know, I..." She hesitated, glanced at Kibe Quera, then
glanced to Yoda.

The Grand Master nodded gravely. "Kibe Quera, most worthy of trust you have been for many
years. Trust you once more, we shall. What Master Namen reveals, to no-one below the rank of
Master are you to tell. And then, only if specifically asked by the Master are you."

"l... yes, Grand Master. Thank you." Kibe looked off balance for the first time since the meeting
had begun.

Reassured, Ga-Olo-Namen smoothed her sleeves and continued. "As all of you know, when
they reach the equivalent of six years old for a human, every Youngling is taken to the Chamber
of Visions by the Council of First Knowledge and takes part in a ritual with the Keeper of Sight.
The visions the Keeper receives of their future are then filed, and can be used by their eventual
master, should they become a Padawan, to help guide them and avoid pitfalls. The Council may
also seek to have such visions unsealed if they see a need."

"Yes, | know of this," Kibe said. "All of the children know of it, although | believe the specificity of
the visions and their completeness is greatly exaggerated in their belief."

"That is a great understatement," the Keeper of Sight replied with dark humor. "The truth of the
matter is that for the last few decades... around as long as you have been in the Service Corps,
Overseer... we have seen a great decline in our ability to see anything at all in the ritual. In fact,
for the last ten years, there have only been a bare handful of all the thousands we've seen for
who have yielded anything other than extremely near-term visions or nothing at all. Nothing at
all, in fact, made up 96% of those who took the ritual this year."

Kibe Quera looked deeply shocked. Ima-Gun Di's eyes widened in surprise. "Is this connected
to the other issues with the Force?" he asked.

"We don't know," Ga-Olo-Namen said. "All we know is there's only been a handful of people
recently with actual visions worth the name. Anakin Skywalker, Ahsoka Tano, Caleb Dume,
Loray Gor-Tasek, Oscroo Kel, a few others. And Inmedua Shorereach. When Master Yoda
started looking into the Initiate's visions, he checked with me to see if I'd seen anything. And |
had."

"What did you see?" Ima-Gun Di asked.

"l saw a maelstrom of fear. Anger. Hatred. Rage. Grief. Sorrow. Love, but soured. All swirling
around Shorereach. | saw her walking deliberately into darkness."

There was silence around the table for a second. Then Cin Drallig spoke. "So the Dark Side.
You saw her falling to the Dark Side."



"No," Ga-Olo-Namen replied, shaking her head. "That, strangely, | did not."

"What you describe," said Drallig tensely, "certainly sounds like it to me."

"I've foreseen the Dark Side in other Initiates before," Ga-Olo-Namen said firmly. "It has an
unmistakable quality to it. That quality was NOT present. Whatever the meaning of my vision
was, it was not a warning of her losing herself to the Dark Side."

"You're certain of that?" the Head of Security pressed.

"One can never be certain of anything in visions," the Keeper of Sight said. "The future is always
in motion, and not even the Force can see all ends. But | am confident that in the vision | saw, |

was not witnessing Shorereach's fall. Whether or not she might fall afterwards, | cannot say."

There was a long, thoughtful silence. Then Yoda spoke. "Two pieces of a puzzle, have we.
When together fit, what make they?"

"Perhaps the emotions you describe belong to this mercenary in her vision?" Kibe offered. "Or to
her victims? It is the role of a Jedi to keep the peace; perhaps Inmedua will have to face her in
the future."

"l did not get the sense of a violent confrontation," Ga-Olo-Namen replied. "But it is possible."
"If she forms deeper attachments than she should, perhaps this mercenary or assassin Kills
someone important to her, provoking these feelings," Cin Drallig said. "I know you did not see a
fall to the Dark Side, but Jedi have felt the pull of these feelings before without actually going
over the edge. Immediately, anyway."

"Possible, both of those are," Yoda said, frowning.

"l don't agree with either of those theories," Ima-Gun Di said, raising his spiky head.

Amused, the Grand Master swiveled his head. "A better theory have you, Master Di?"

"Yes. The dealings with this disreputable figure, being surrounded closely by hatred and fear
without being corrupted, the willing walk into darkness... all of this is in accord with something
that I've suspected for some time now."

The Keeper of Sight raised one of her tufted eyebrows. "And that is?"

"That Shorereach is destined to walk the path of the Jedi Sentinel," Master Di said simply.
"Bearing a covered light into the darkness."



The table digested this thought. "That would seem in accordance with the vision | was given,"
Ga-Olo-Namen said finally. "That interpretation had not occurred to me."

"Why exactly have you suspected this, Master Di?" Kibe asked, surprised. "Inmedua is not
exactly... stealthy."

"It is difficult to give my reasons. Yet that is what | feel the Force has been telling me." There
were nods around the table at that; most Jedi occasionally had odd feelings or flashes of
knowledge that far more often than not proved to be accurate. "Certainly | feel her to be better
suited to working with ordinary people than most Jedi, and to solve problems without resorting
to an open use of the Force."

"A possibility, this is," Yoda commented. His eyes remained distant, though.

"Did you have a course of action in mind to test this? Or at the very least to resolve the Initiate's
visions?" Cin Drallig asked, sounding intrigued.

"Yes," Ima-Gun Di replied serenely. "l propose that we have Skellig take the Initiate for
evaluation."

Drallig raised an eyebrow. "Are you sure? Generally we only send Skellig padawans. Not
newly-minted ones either. Do you think she can handle it?"

Yoda answered. "Ready to face Skellig's journey, young Shorereach is. Daunt and frighten her it
will not. Ready to face journey's end..." The old Jedi Master's eyes glittered ominously in the soft
light of the meeting room. "...that, unknown is."

"I'm not sure this is wise," Kibe Quera said. "She's still very young."

"Yes, but older than her years," Master Di replied. "I have confidence in her. Even if she does
not have what Skellig seeks, | feel the experience will do her no harm, and hopefully some
good."

"l too believe this," Yoda added. "Watchful and wary, Skellig is. Safe with him, young
Shorereach will be. If there is any safety. If she succeeds, an answer shall we have. If fail she
does..." He frowned. "Then other interpretations must we consider."

"l concur," Ga-Olo-Nimen said agreeably.

Cin Drallig grunted, then shrugged. "Skellig's a good Jedi. He'll be able to handle it. | agree."



Kibe sighed. "If it is the will of all of you, then | concur. | simply hope it does not make matters
worse, or have any ill consequences."

Ima-Gun Di leaned forwards. "l wouldn't send her on this journey if | did not think it necessary,
Overseer. Sometimes it is safer to charge than to huddle in a corner and wait. Certainly
Shorereach herself would think so."

"l suppose you are correct." Kibe nodded. "Very well."

"Then decided are we," Yoda stated. "Contact Skellig, | shall. Arrangements make, will I. When
an answer we have, meet again we shall."

There were nods, and the others rose to leave. "Thank you for the vote of confidence, Grand
Master," Kibe told him. "l won't let you down."

The old Jedi Master smiled. "This | believe, Overseer Quera. Few pupils have | had more worthy
of trust."

A faint blush came to Kibe's cheeks. "I've done my best since | passed the Trials. I'm just glad
you approve."

Yoda beamed. "Approve | do. And proud, am [, that you see clearly."

With a smile, Kibe left. The others started to follow, only for Yoda's quiet voice to sound in the
small chamber. "Master Drallig, stay if you would."

Drallig nodded and sat back down. As the door shut behind the departing others, he glanced
curiously at Yoda. "I hadn't known Overseer Quera passed the Trials. Why is she in the Jedi
Service Corps? Would absolutely no-one have her as their Padawan?"

Yoda gave him a look of wry amusement. "Sat | on her examination board in the Trials. Utterly
unfit a Jedi Knight to become, our verdict was."

"So she lied?" Cin Drallig's craggy face looked puzzled. "If you were on her board, she had to
have known you would-"

"Master Drallig. Unfit to be a Jedi Knight, Kibe Quera was." Yoda's voice was gentle, reproving.
"But compassionate, diligent, and practical she was, as well as possessed of great
understanding. Few are chosen, the future of the Jedi to watch. Fewer than are chosen to be
knights. And with good reason!" Yoda gave the Head of Security a light poke with his stick for
emphasis. "One of our best Overseers has she become. Better than you or | would be. More
good Kibe Quera has done the Order than manage in a lifetime shall most Jedi. Fail? No,



Master Drallig. Pass her Trials, Kibe Quera did. Pass them most successfully. And wise enough
she is to see that."

The Jedi swordsman bowed his head. "Once | thought when | was a Master | would have learnt
all there was to know," he said ruefully. "But the lessons never cease, do they."

Yoda grinned. "The title of Master means not that one is done learning. The title of Master
means that finally, one is ready to truly BEGIN learning." They chuckled, and then Yoda's mood
sobered. "A final thing there is. Unwilling to speak of it before the others, | was."

Cin Drallig's face showed his surprise. Yoda clearly trusted Kibe Quera, and both Ima-Gun Di
and Ga-Olo-Namen were highly-regarded Jedi Masters. "What is it?"

Yoda was silent for a second. Then: "Knows about what lies beneath the Temple, young
Shorereach does."

Drallig visibly paled. "What? How?! Who told her?"

"Told her, no-one has. What it is, knows she not." Yoda sighed. "When meditated together we
did, asked | of her other dreams and visions. Most, typical for a Youngling were. But one,
reoccuring... saw she a great dragon curled beneath the Temple, trying to escape. But too
heavy, the Temple was. Push it off, the dragon could not. In its anger, black smoke poured from
its nose. Into young Shorereach's room it poured, until nothing could she see, and coughing and
choking she was." Yoda glanced seriously at Cin Drallig. "Reluctant she was, it to mention. Silly
it was, said she. Then told me, in a small voice, that there were no dragons... were there. Only
sometimes, sensed it she did."

"Light of the Force." The Head of Security shook his head. "l hope she passes Skellig's test,
then. | think it might be best for everyone to get her out of the Temple as soon as possible and
off on a world far, far away."

"Perhaps. Perhaps not." Yoda stood and hobbled towards the door, cane tapping along the floor.
"Loudly speaking to the Youngling, the Force is. Listening intently, young Shorereach is. But
what - is - it - saying, mmm? And what - is - she - hearing? Descended, the shroud of the Dark
Side has. Within it, nothing is certain." The old Jedi Master paused in the door. "Patience we
must have. For now."

As he left, Cin Drallig could almost see one small worry land atop a vast pile that the small
green figure was carrying, becoming lost in the heap. As the war had gone on, the Grand
Master had served as the rock the Order braced itself against, drawing comfort and strength
from his serenity and wisdom. But even rocks have their limits, and the Head of Security had
watched Yoda become steadily sadder, less inclined to laugh, more uncertain of things. In
normal times he would have assumed the elderly master was simply growing old. But the times



they lived in brought a far more disturbing suspicion to Cin Drallig's mind... that the path the Jedi
Order was trying to navigate was so treacherous, not even the wisdom of Yoda was sure of the
way.

*k%k

Celanon City, like Celanon itself, was a place of contrasts and contradictions. It was a somewhat
dense urban area that nevertheless stayed mostly at ground level; no world-spanning arcology
blocks here. It was built along both sides of a great ridgeline; the land sloping upwards ever
more sharply before being sundered in half by a deep lake known as the Swanmere, then
sloping back down on the other side. The lake was fed both by underground springs and the
constant rains that this part of the planet experienced, and so a system of canals was employed
to drain excess water down the slopes and out of the city, mostly to be used in agriculture.

The spaceport and the districts around it, on the western side of the ridge, were thoroughly
modern and of a sort that could have been found in nearly any well-traveled galactic port. They
served the traders, those who serviced the traders, and much of the city's heavy industry.

East past the ridge things changed; metal and duraplast grew rarer, and the favored
construction materials were stone and even wood in the ancient styles of the planet. On the very
shores of the lake, atop the ridgeline, loomed the soaring bulk of the Moatoan cathedrals, grey
testament to the Nalroni origin of the city. This half was where the 'locals' lived and shopped,
although inevitably anyone who lived in Celanon City would find themselves on both sides of the
ridge regularly.

In the center of the lake on a small island sat what had been the Royal Palace, now simply the
Governor's Residence. There had been a lot of renaming done after the Outer Rim Sieges had
ended. A lot of other changes as well.

On a fine spring evening, two humans made their way downhill along the banks of what had
been the Royal Canal. It had a new name now, but everyone still called it that, even the
Imperials. It had rained earlier in the day, and the air smelled of earth and wet brick and wet
wood.

"You know, that was not actually as good as | thought it was going to be," Min Camlann was
saying. She brushed a stray bit of hair from her green eyes as she walked. "It smelled
wonderful. It looked wonderful."

"I know, right? But it didn't actually have that much of a taste to it," Jirik Sloan replied, nodding.
"I mean, it wasn't BAD."

"Oh, for sure, it wasn't BAD," Min agreed. "Just, you looked at it, and then you smelled it, and
you were sure it was going to taste soooooo good, and then..."



"...just sort of meh," Sloan finished. "I've heard that's a problem with a lot of Nalroni food and
humans, but | hadn't actually run into it before."

"Geritte says most of the Nalroni joints in town don't actually do Nalroni food," Min said sagely.
"They just take the basic idea and then adapt it to human tastes. That place was the real deal."

"Yeah, makes sense. Ms. Kren'd know, for sure." He glanced at her. "You talked to her lately?"
"Not for a few weeks. Why?"
"Just curious what she thinks of the upcoming visit."

Min grimaced. "She's not going to be happy about seeing a Star Destroyer blocking out the sky,
| can tell you that. | don't know what she thinks about SecGov D'Asta. She's probably happier to
see him than his boss."

"Yeah, no shit. | don't think anyone wants to see Tarkin come here." Sloan turned and spat into
the rushing canal. "The extra attention is bad enough. Lot of people are nervous."

"l don't think it's gonna be so bad," Min said, shrugging. "Not unless they leave a larger garrison
or something. Personally | don't think D'Asta wants to raise much of a fuss. He just wants Turgid
to crack down on the people funding the remaining holdouts. That's my guess, anyway."

"I dunno, Sparky. I've heard D'Asta is pretty firmly pro-Imperial. Certainly he's cooperated with
them with more than customary enthusiasm for the Rim."

"That's true, yeah," Min agreed. "But the D'Astan family has a cadet branch here on Celanon,
the Astarte. You may recall they were a key player in the old regime during the war. They seem
to have crawled back into the Empire's good graces somehow, but I'm pretty sure Tarkin and the
ISB remember. So I'm guessing D'Asta isn't going to be too eager to look into our sordid
Separatist past." Her voice dripped sarcasm. "He just wants the flow of money turned off before
Tarkin calls him on the carpet for it. That's my guess, anyway."

"Well, you're the authority on ex-Seppie politics," Sloan said, amused. "I'll take your word for it."

"I'm not really." Min shrugged, a sudden breeze sending her hair streaming to one side. She
pulled her coat more tightly around herself as she glanced across the raging canal to the rows
of brick apartments. "I mean, | don't really know anyone from those days except Geritte, and I'm
not political nowadays, except so far as it relates to business and staying alive and out of a cell.
The galaxy can go to hell in its own special way as long as it leaves me out of it."



"Yup, pretty much how I feel." Sloan chuckled. "Far as my people have always been concerned,
the Republic, the Seppies, the Empire... here comes the new boss..."

"...same as the old boss," Min finished. They laughed.
"You don't seem to feel that way, though," Sloan commented after a while.

Min kicked a loose stone into the water. "The Republic was a corrupt mess that basically
exploited the Rim to enrich the Core and a noble class of Senators. It had devolved into
something like a collection of warlords without the actual war by the outbreak of the Clone Wars.
The Empire takes all the worst qualities of the Republic and centralizes them, making them
more efficient. The Separatists... were badly flawed and riddled with corporate influence and
utter scumbags, but at least they saw what the Republic had become and were proposing a
democratic alternative. If they'd won, maybe the General Grievouses would have turned it into
another Empire, but then again maybe the people who believed in its stated ideals would have
been able to clean house, and the Rim would have had a government run by and for the people
of the Rim, not Coruscanti aristocracy seeking to suck us dry."

"And maybe you're actually the long-lost princess of Alderaan," Sloan said dryly. "And I'm the
King of Corellia."

"Haaaa. Yeah, | know. That's one reason I'm not political in a serious way. Too realistic. Mostly it
just gives me and Geritte something to bitch about."

"Yeah, that's fine. Lot of people here on Celanon who feel the same way." Sloan frowned.
"Governor Turgid hopefully gets the message and starts reining in the people who AREN'T just

bitching."

"Yeah. War's over. Everybody lost." A shadow passed over Min's face for a second, then she
brightened. "I think Lemma may be sleeping with Janeel," she confided.

"She's not," Sloan replied with assurance. "I've seen her do this before. It's a classic Lemma
Kiden cocktease."

"Oh? Hmm." Min frowned, disappointed. Then something occurred to her, and her frown
deepened. "Has she tried it on you?"

"l know Lemma too well. She wouldn't bother trying." Sloan's voice was smug. "She's not my
type anyway."

"Hey, what's wrong with Lemma?" Min chided. "She's sophisticated. And funny. And..."

"Hey, just because YOU have a crush on her doesn't mean | have to."



"I do NOT have a crush on-"

A loud crash and the sound of breaking glass caused their heads to turn in unison, their hands
automatically reaching into their coats for concealed blasters. Across the canal, in one of the
brick apartment blocks, a window shattered into fragments of glass and wooden frame as a
body hurled through it. As it plummeted down into the rushing waters of the canal, a
high-pitched scream trailed after it.

"Holy shit!" Min gasped. "Is that-"

"Kh'veek, that's a fucking kid!" Sloan cursed in Trandoshan and tore off his coat and gun belt,
thrusting them at Min. "Here!"

"Jirik, wait a sec-" Min found herself with a bundle of fabric and weapons in her hands as Sloan
dashed away and made a flying leap into the churning Royal Canal. "Kh'veek DAMN it, Jirik!"

Ignoring her, Sloan half-swam, half-floundered towards the flailing child. Both of them were
being swept downhill, and Min cursed viciously, dropped the coat, and dashed down the bank
after them, the blaster belt gripped loosely in one hand.

Sloan managed to reach the kid just as they went under, pulling their head back above the
surface and gripping them. A second later the sizzling hiss of a blaster bolt struck the water near
them as an arm snaked out of the broken window and fired.

On the shore, Min screeched to a halt. "For FUCK'S sake!" she snarled, then pulled Sloan's
blaster from its holster and proceeded to fire several shots at the window. The arm gave a final
blast at the canal, hitting nothing but churning liquid, and then vanished back inside. Min gave it
a few shots more for purposes of discouragement, then resumed her mad dash downbhill.

In the swirling water, Sloan was fighting to stay afloat. The rain-fed canal was moving far too
quickly for him to do much more than control the rough angle at which he was being swept
downhill, and the banks were sheer and made of mossy, slippery stone. With the need to
support the child's head above water, there was little he could do except hold on and try not to
drown himself.

"Jirik! There's a waste remover in half a mile! Get out!" Min shouted.

"l know, damn it! Easier said-" His head was swept under the churning water, and he surfaced
with a gasp.

"Kh'veek DAMN it!" Min looked around frantically as she ran, stumbling a little. The embankment
was deserted at this time of day; it wasn't the most optimal route to get anywhere and they'd



only taken it for the pleasure of the walk in the evening air. The archaic streetlamps cast a ruddy
glow in circular pools of light, and she saw a janitor droid, a refurbished Separatist infantry
model burdened down with brooms and ladders and buckets, emerge from an alley.

Changing course, Min dashed up to it. "Emergency! | need that rope!"

The droid clanked to a halt and glanced uncertainly at the coil of polyfiber hanging from its
harness. "That's the property of Astarte Housing Services Ltd and I'm afraid | can't surrender it
without an authorization signed by a supervisor and the relevant equipment manag-"

Min shoved the barrel of Sloan's blaster in the droid's face. "Give me the rope right NOW or
you're gonna see me do a real good ARC Trooper imitation!"

"Here! Here!" It thrust the rope at her. Min snatched it and ran, putting on speed to make up lost
ground.

"Nobody has any respect for veterans," the droid lamented. "Especially the young."

Min flew down the embankment, periodically glancing to keep track of Sloan's head in the
rushing water. Behind her, the iron Nalroni-forged bells of the Moatoan cathedrals began to toll
the hour in their high steeples, sending the familiar hollow sound echoing through the evening
air.

Up ahead a bridge loomed, spanning the Royal Canal in a semicircle. Some ways beyond that,
the waters disappeared briefly into a clanging, humming structure spanning the canal... the
waste remover, which filtered out and chopped up trash and performed rudimentary water
purification. It was ancient, like much of this part of the city's infrastructure, but still in working
order. The intake valves were more than large enough to suck in a human.

Her lungs burning in the cool damp air, Min pushed herself and put on a burst of speed, dashing
ahead of the pair in the river. She made a tight turn at the bridge and dashed onto it, stopping at
the middle, then hurriedly unwound the rope. "Jirik! Grab hold!"

"No shit, Sparky, I'm not a fucking idiot!" Sloan was rapidly approaching the bridge. Min hurriedly
stepped a few paces to the side.

"Yes you fucking are! Don't miss!" She braced herself.

Sloan and the child flew under the bridge, and he grabbed for the rope with one hand. His first
flailing swipe missed it and Min's heart leapt into her mouth; his second one, however, caught
hold. She started to give a sigh of relief that turned into a squawk as she was nearly pulled off
her feet by the jerk of the rope. Arms straining, she braced herself against the railing as Sloan
held on with one arm for dear life, the other clutching the kid in a death grip.



"Can you manage? You gonna be able to hold that?" Sloan called up, clearly nervous.

"Yeah, | got it. I'm gonna haul you up. Don't drop the rugrat." There were times when being built
like a fire hydrant made her feel self-conscious about her body, and then there were times like
this where being compact and muscular really, really came in handy. Planting her feet, she took
a deep breath and began to haul on the rope.

A blaster bolt sizzled past her head and melted a chunk out of the railing, causing her to almost
drop the rope. Swearing vilely in seven different languages, she stopped hauling, wound the
rope around the railing to help reduce the weight, then gritted her teeth and called upon an
asset she had done her best to avoid using for the last several years. Releasing the rope with
one hand, she sidestepped as another bolt went through the space her head had occupied a
second ago, pulled Sloan's blaster free, and continued to haul them up one-handed. The other
hand aimed the gun at the mouth of an alley down the street and pulled the trigger.

A third bolt flew from the alley's shadows. "Damn it, Min, get the fuck down!" Sloan shouted.
She ignored him, firing over and over into the blackness. No further bolts came, and then with a
final supreme effort she pulled them up between the rails.

The child lay on the bridge choking and vomiting up water; a young boy, younger than Min had
been when she found herself alone on Celanon's streets. Jirik lay for a few seconds spitting
water and getting his breath, then scooped the boy up and dashed off the bridge. "Cover, now!"

Giving the alley a final burst of suppressive fire, Min followed at a trot, breathing ragged. They
ducked down a series of winding sidestreets before coming to a halt in an almost invisible stone
courtyard past a dark arch between buildings, lined with silent alabaster statues of Moatoa
saints facing a central bubbling fountain. Weeds grew from between the pavestones.

Both of the two enforcers caught their breath, hands on their knees as they bent in a resting
crouch. The boy huddled at their feet, quietly whimpering. The pale statues turned a dull red for
a second as an aerial billboard, tethered in high orbit to a derelict CIS orbital defense platform,
flickered on and blared a crimson message across the heavens. Then it turned off, and the
paleness returned.

"Kh'veek, Sparky, I'm impressed," Sloan wheezed. "l would have bet good money you couldn't
handle both of us one-handed. | would have bet good money DUHA-WIK couldn't handle both of
us one-handed. You're a fucking monster."

"Yeah, well, amazing what sheer screaming terror will do for you." Her arm felt like it had been
run over by a landcrawler. "Maybe consider losing weight."



"Very funny." Sloan looked down at the boy, and his face darkened. "Kh'veek's Wounds, a damn
kid. What the fuck. What kind of crazy-"

"Jirik! Language!" Min snapped. She knelt down beside the boy. "Hey. Hey, you okay? What
happened?"

The boy looked up at her, sniffling, then whispered, "She killed my Daddy."

"She? She who?" If this was a domestic dispute, Min thought angrily, she was going to go back
to that apartment and express her displeasure to the bitch.

"The babysitter."

Jirik frowned. "Babysitter? What, he wouldn't pay her or something?" He looked dubious.
"Seems a little... brutal for a babysitter."

"She killed my Daddy," the boy repeated. His lip started to tremble.

Min sighed. Dimly in the distance she could hear the siren of a CCPD landspeeder, back in the
direction they'd come from. Probably someone had called the cops over the blaster fire. "We
gotta go to the Don with him, Jirik. Maybe this was just some sort of lover's shitshow, but
whoever that was seemed awfully persistent about making sure this little guy was dead once
they realized someone was trying to save him. We could have just fucked up another
organization's hit."

"Yeah. | was just thinking the same thing." Sloan sighed, and knelt down by the boy. "Hey, kid.
What's your name?"

"Maato." He looked at Sloan with worried, miserable eyes.

"Hi, Maato. I'm Jirik, and this is Min. We're going to take you somewhere safe were the bad
woman can't find you. Okay?"

"Okay." There was no enthusiasm in the boy's voice, but no reluctance either. His world had
been broken and he was simply floating down the path of least resistance. Min knew all about
that, more than she wanted to.

Sloan scooped the boy up; the child was shivering in the cool evening air. "Let's go. We can dry
him off at our place and then take a speeder to headquarters. Where's my coat?"

"Lying on the embankment a mile back," Min said unapologetically. "What, | look like a
coatcheck girl?"



"| liked that coat," Sloan said plaintively. He took his gun harness back from her. "It looked good
on me."

"It did. It did."

They left the courtyard as another billboard sprang briefly to life in the sky, painting the statues
and fountain and stones blue.

*k%k

Inmedua Shorereach looked up from where she sat at the end of her bunk, short legs swinging.
As Kibe Quera approached, the Youngling smiled at her and nodded. "You wanted to talk with
me?"

"Actually, no, Inmedua. There's a special evaluation scheduled for you. I'm to escort you to the
Jedi who will be overseeing it."

Inmedua's eyes widened very slightly. The smile on her face grew. "Yes, Kibe. I'm ready to go.
Should | bring my training saber, or will they want me to use one they provide?"

"Your saber?" Kibe blinked. "You can bring it if you wish, | suppose, although | think you'll have
to leave all your belongings here at the Temple. | doubt you'll be called upon to use a lightsaber,
Inmedua. | certainly hope not."

A stab of uncertainty and disappointment ran through Inmedua, and the smile on her face
slipped. "Isn't this for the Form V class?" she asked.

"No." Kibe Quera's voice was firm. "This has nothing to do with that. It is, however, important. |
suggest you pull your head away from dreams of swordplay and focus on the moment. Master
Yoda himself arranged this test, and it is most irregular, particularly at your age."

"Oh." Disappointment warred with curiosity and a growing excitement. Then Inmedua
remembered herself and ruthlessly crushed the former and the latter, leaving only curiosity.
"Well, if it's important, we shouldn't be late." She hopped down. "I'm ready when you are."

"Good! Follow me." They made their way out of Dormitory Five, and down into the halls of the
Temple.

As they went, Inmedua glanced up at the Overseer. "Can you tell me anything about this
evaluation?"



"No. I'm afraid | don't know all the specifics myself, and | don't wish to tell you anything you
aren't supposed to know beforehand. It will be administered by a Jedi Knight named Skellig,
who is quite highly regarded. You should obviously do your best."

"l see." Inmedua frowned, at a loss what to make of this. She had never heard of a Jedi by that
name. Granted, there were an awful lot of Jedi, but she had at least heard of most of the ones
frequently around the Temple.

Ahead of her down the long pillared gallery a pile of papers and datapads fell to the floor with a
clatter, and with a noise of dismay an older human man bent awkwardly to gather them in bony
hands. Inmedua moved quickly ahead of her escort and scooped several of them deftly up,
handing them to him. "Here you go, Master Sevalla."

"Oh... oh, thank you, ah... Shorereach, isn't it?" She nodded, and Mar-Alen Sevalla gave her an
absent smile. "Yes, thank you."

Kibe caught up with her, and they went onwards. "We'll be taking the elevator past the next
column," the Overseer said.

Inmedua blinked. "That goes directly to the sublevels," she said uncertainly.

"Yes." Turning, Kibe pressed a panel; before too long, the lift doors opened and she motioned
the Youngling in. Inmedua complied, and soon the two were descending rapidly.

As the elevator hummed into the depths, Inmedua ran through calming exercises in her mind.
The strange, unknown nature of this examination was exciting enough, but their destination only
made her more anxious. She didn't like the sublevels carved into the mountain peak; she knew
it was childish and couldn't articulate clearly in her mind why she felt that way, but she always
had a much harder time keeping calm and mindful when she was down there. Thankfully she
didn't have to go there very often; they were mostly used for storage and similar purposes.
Today apparently she did, though, and that troubled her. If the examination contained a test of
her ability to maintain a tranquil spirit appropriate for a Jedi... and most of the Order's trials did,
to some extent... she would be operating under a handicap.

Should she say something? No, Inmedua decided, mentioning that she still had infantile,
nameless terrors at her age was definitely not the way to start off what Kibe had said was an
important test. She would bring it up with Master Di the next time they spoke, since it was a
clear flaw in her development as a Jedi and Inmedua was utterly committed to molding herself
into a person as close to the Jedi ideal as humanly possible. But challenges existed to be
overcome, and she felt that overcoming her own unease of the deep places would be a good
personal trial of her self-control and internal meditation skills.



The lift stopped, and Kibe led Inmedua down strange ways, ways she had never had call to
take, ways of which she was uncertain. Carefully she memorized the route in her head, noted
with trepidation that their path took them ever downwards.

Finally, they emerged into a small airspeeder garage, big enough for just three or four vehicles.
Only one was there at present; an unremarkable economy model without Jedi or Republic
markings. The bay was otherwise empty except for a single human male, waiting.

Inmedua studied him as they approached. He was older, balding, with close-cropped blond hair.
He wasn't dressed like any Jedi she'd ever seen; his clothing was of Coruscanti cut, muted,
modern and unexceptional. He had a small blaster pistol buckled to a garden-variety equipment
belt; there was no lightsaber in evidence anywhere.

Kibe stopped and gave a polite bow. "Inmedua, this is Skellig, a Jedi Knight. He will be
conducting your examination."

Baffled but determined to make a good impression, the girl stepped forwards. "Hello, Master
Skellig. I'm Initiate Inmedua Shorereach, Clan Heliost," she said with a polite dip of her head. "
look forward to your teachings."

The Jedi stared at her impassively for a few seconds, unsmiling. The silence lasted just long
enough to make her uncomfortable. Then he reached into the back of the airspeeder, took out a
bundle, and tossed it to her. "Call me Skellig. No 'master’. There's a changing room through that
door." He jerked his hand towards a small portal in the wall. "Get dressed in what | gave you and
leave your Jedi togs in the locker."

"Yes, Skellig." She walked off to change.

As she crossed the garage she could hear Kibe speak, dimly. "Is this going to be okay? She's
very young."

"I know my business." Skellig's voice was unruffled, assured. "She'll probably fail. Most do. But
I'll bring her back with most of her limbs."

Kibe's next words were lost as Inmedua closed the changing room door, but the Youngling
thought the Overseer sounded displeased.

The clothing in the bundle turned out to be a dark blue jumpsuit with dull black boots and a
weather hood that hung down on the back when not in use. It bore no symbols or identifying
marks, but she could tell upon inspecting it that the fabric was well-made. There was a cloth belt
of a somewhat thicker fabric with a darker hue, and she was startled to see that the soles of the
boots had lightweight magnetic clamps that could be activated at need. She dressed quickly,
placing her Initiate's uniform in a metal storage bin, and then emerged.



Kibe Quera had left; Skellig was waiting for her with the airspeeder door open. He made a
motion, and she climbed into the back seat, more and more confused. "We're going outside the
Temple, then?"

"Yes." Skellig locked the doors, checked that she was buckled, and then started the repulsors.
"Were you told anything about this?"

"No. Just that it was an examination, that Master Yoda had arranged it, and that it was both
important and irregular.”

"Ha. Yes, accurate enough." He opened the garage doors with a signal and drove the
airspeeder forward, down a long rocky tunnel. "Do you know where I'm taking you?"

Inmedua started to answer that she did not, then paused and thought. Silence filled the cabin for
a few seconds as the tunnel sped by. Finally, she said, "Into the city. To many different places."

In the rearview mirror, Skellig lifted his brows slightly. "Oh? Explain why you think that."

"Yes, Skellig." She paused to assemble her thoughts. "We're not going to a remote part of the
campus because we aren't dressed as Jedi. That implies that we're going somewhere in public
and we don't want to draw attention to what we are."

"Fair enough. And the many places part?"

"The clothing you gave me was obviously tailored for me and with a specific purpose, as it is
well made and includes nonstandard features like concealed mag boots and hidden pockets,
and fits me perfectly. Yet it is outwardly very nonspecific; it would not attract attention in most
places | can think of. Your own clothing is the same way. Since you could have given me
clothing that would do a far better job of letting me play at a specific role, we are probably going
to be going to more than one place, inhabited by different sorts of people."

"You talk pretty fancy for an Initiate," Skellig said dryly. Then he grunted. "You're correct. Have
you been out of the Temple before?"

"Into Coruscant? A few times. Mostly on trips to the government complex."
"Mmm. This will be different, then." Abruptly the tunnel ceased and they emerged into a
darkened metal transit tube. Skellig turned the speeder deftly, and they went driving along the

unlit metal span.

The tube ended in a holo-barrier on a quiet air corridor in the upper levels of the city. Skellig
casually drove through it... as they left, Inmedua glanced back and saw that it informed passing



drivers that the tube was closed indefinitely due to a severe and pervasive infestation of
Morgunglian Death Mold... and out into the bright lights of the world-city. He angled the speeder
down, and the Youngling watched with a steadily growing interest as they descended into the
neon underworld of Coruscant.

*kk

The Family had many holdings scattered across the city, to lesser degree the planet, and to
even lesser degree the sector. The main headquarters, however, was located in the Old
Quarter, on a quiet street that mostly housed low-tech manufacturaries of artisans making craft
goods in bulk. The building had a stone facade but modern durasteel construction.

As they walked into the ground lobby/lounge from the garage, Min glanced around at the
various enforcers and couriers loafing about. Her face brightened as she saw a lanky blonde
woman sprawled on a sofa, feet up and watching holovid. "Hey! Hey Lemma!"

Lemma Kiden jumped up, dashed over, and the two women hugged. "Hey, Min. Hi, Jirik." The
tall woman grabbed Min by the shoulder and started to grind her knuckles into the other
woman's scalp, then stopped and blinked at Maato. "Is that a kid?"

"No shit, genius," Min said.

"Language!" Jirik coughed, then nodded. "Yeah, Lemma."

Lemma blinked again, then grinned. "Well, | knew it was only a matter of time, but you two
moved FAST. | didn't even notice you were pregnant, Min."

"Very funny," Min told her, rolling her eyes. "Hilarious."

"It would be sooooo cute though. Little Min waddling around with a great big belly all radiant and
glowing." Lemma gave a happy little sigh. "Jirik, if you don't make this happen, | will."

"Lemma, your ability to be completely fucking mynock-shit inappropriate in public never ceases
to amaze me," Sloan said dryly.

"Jirik! Language!" Min said, strangling a laugh.
"What's a mynock?" Maato asked timidly.
All three of them looked at him, and then Lemma lifted one eyebrow. "So what IS with the kid?"

Sloan's face darkened. "Collateral damage," he said shortly.



"We need to see the Don," Min added. "Alone. | don't suppose you can watch him for us while
we're in there?"

Lemma sobered instantly. "Yeah. No problem. He's in his office." She looked at them, the
friendliness and humor gone. "Don Margrann doesn't like collateral damage. | hope you guys
didn't fuck up."

"Yeah, well. | hope so too." Sloan shrugged. "Guess we'll find out." He bent down and spoke to
Maato. "This lady's named Lemma. She's going to watch you for a few minutes while we talk to
someone who can help. Before we go, though | need you to tell me your father's name. Can you
do that, Maato?"

"Uh-huh. His name is Garven Tolle." Maato looked up at Lemma nervously. "Are you going to
come back?"

"Yeah, we'll be back. We just need to talk to someone." Sloan stood, then glanced back to
Lemma. "This a good time, do you think?"

Lemma shrugged, face still neutral. "He's not too busy now, | don't think. The longer you wait to
tell him about whatever this was the less happy he's gonna be."

"We'll go right up, then." Sloan shrugged again. "l don't think we're in trouble, Lemma. We didn't
botch an assignment or anything."

"Mmm. Good." Lemma's expression relaxed a bit, but she still remained serious. "The Don
favors you both, but there are rules, and consequences for breaking them. And he REALLY
doesn't like this sort of thing."

"Yes, thank you, I'm aware," Sloan replied, irritated. "Come on, Min."

"Yeah." Min followed him away, then turned and gave Lemma the finger and a truly contorted
face. The tall woman's cold, impassive mask shattered and she grinned, then made a gesture
so obscene that it made Min flush a little and hurry after Sloan.

They walked up two flights of stairs to the third floor, past security systems that beeped
recognition at them and guards who gave them friendly nods. Coming to a thick door, Sloan
glanced at Min. They paused for a second, straightening their clothing, brushing the odd speck
of lint or dirt from each other's collars. Then Sloan knocked.

"Come in!" They entered, shutting the door carefully behind them.

Inside was a wide, book-lined study, the air smelling of leather and paper and brass polish and
rich tabac. A wide wooden desk stood in the center of the room, three chairs in a row before in,



a big bantha-leather swivel chair behind it. In the swivel chair, holding a large datapad, was a
big, richly-dressed Togrutan, his tails ornamented with gemmed bands. He rose as they entered
and spread his arms in greeting. "Jirik, my boy. And little Min. Such a pleasant surprise! Here |
was having a dull, grey evening, and here come two of my favorite people to visit me before |
retire for the night. Come here, both of you!"

They approached, and the Don clasped Sloan by the shoulders and slapped him approvingly on
the back, then turned and bent forwards to give Min a warm hug and a light kiss on the cheek.
Then he coughed. "Where are my manners. You want caf? I've got a good pot of spirian on."

"Yes, please," Min replied. Margrann beamed, and made a show of pouring and serving her it,
then did the same for Sloan.

The two enforcers sampled their caf, made approving noises to the Don's satisfaction, and then
declined his offers of alcoholic enhancement of the brew, also to his approval. Finally, Margrann
sat back down in his swivel chair.

"So," he said, eyes glinting slightly, "it would be nice if you had come here to brighten an old
man's day, but, you know, | try to be self-aware, and | gotta admit to myself, Margrann, you're
old, you ramble on, you got caf breath, young people don't want to hang out with you. Especially
not nice promising young folks like Jirik and Min. So | think probably you have something to tell
me? Maybe something relating to business?"

"Well, I'm not sure, Don Margrann," Sloan said, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. "We were
coming home from dinner and something... happened."

"Something happened. Huh." The Don glanced genially at Min. "Min, my dear, why don't you tell
me about this something happened, hm?"

"Sure, Don Margrann." A little nervously, Min related the story of what had happened.

As she spoke, the big Togrutan's face grew steadily darker. By the end of her story he was
visibly angry. "Juscuuto! This is a bad business, a fucking bad business." He glanced at them,
then calmed himself and favored them with a warm smile. "You both did exactly right, of course.
A child? Of course you had to do something. We are beings of honor, of respect. Who could
respect someone who let a little one come to harm, eh?"

Sloan seemed to visibly relax. "Yeah."

Min relaxed slightly as well, although she hadn't actually been that worried. She had worked for
the Margrann Family long enough to know how things were done, and she was aware that one
of the cardinal rules was that civilians were not to be harmed except under exceptional
circumstances, and children never. For a crime lord, Don Margrann was extremely civilized as



long as you were a law-abiding citizen with no interest in any of his goods or services. Once you
started playing the game, though, he could be as ruthless as the worst of the Hutts. "Thank you,
boss."

"So. Garven Tolle." Don Margrann steepled his fingers. "Either of you familiar with him?"

They shook their heads. The Don grunted. "Well, | am. He was an engineer. Worked for the
office of the Governor, before that for the Royal Ministerium. We did business with him quite a
few times, regular even."

Min frowned. "Just business? He wasn't family?"

The Don shook his head. "Independent contractor. We weren't the only ones he did business
with."

"Was he buying or selling?" Sloan asked.

"Selling. He had access to all sorts of maps, schedules, that sort of thing. Also needed a lot of
money, because he had a taste for whores. Lots of whores." Margrann shook his head. "A bad
example to set for his kid, eh? That's one of the things | like about you two. You don't do
anything to excess. Except Min's maybe a little too fond of good caf, gonna stunt her growth."
He laughed genially. "But | gotta blame myself for that, right?"

"There's not much growth there to stunt," Sloan commented.

"Now, Jirik, be nice." The Don beamed proudly at them both, then abruptly frowned. "So the kid
said a babysitter did it?"

"Yup," Min replied. "A female, coz he said 'she'.

"Seems to me babysitter might be a name Garven might have given to young women what
would visit him from time to time," the Togrutan crime lord mused. "Might be a place to start,
anyway."

"So we're looking into this?" Sloan asked.

"Of course we are," Margrann replied, waving one hand irritably. "Mr. Tolle did work for us and
he lived in our territory. And I'm not gonna put up with groups doing hits in my city unless they
reach an understanding with us first. On top of that, two of my people got involved and he works

for the fucking governor." He gave Sloan a flat stare. "You needed to ask?"

Sloan held up both palms. "Just making sure."



Margrann grunted. "Pardon me please for one second. | have to make a call." He picked up the
comm on his desk and thumbed a sequence. "Hi, Yara? How are you dear, it's Margrann. Can
you put me through to the Chief?" There was a pause. "l know it's late, it's important." Another
pause. "Thanks, dear."

Min sipped her caf and listened. Her boss waited impatiently, then smiled and spoke into the
comm. "Chief Galyarn? It's Don Margrann. | need to talk to you about a shooting and murder
that took place near the Royal Canal a few hours ago... oh, no, no, wasn't any of my people,
c¢'mon. But two of my people were nearby, pure coincidence, and fished someone out of the
drink. Alive, yeah. Someone took a few shots at them while they were doing so... no, they didn't
see who. The kid they fished out said it was a woman. Yeah... yeah, I'll send you the details.
Listen, this shit's not good for either of us, you know? My people are going to be looking into it,
and we're gonna be talking to your people. Can you let them know to expect us? That's great,
Edwardou. How's Rimi and the kids? That's good, that's good. Eh? Oh, still aches. Getting old |
expect, just like you." A laugh. "I'll send it along in a bit. Yeah. Good night."

The Don hung up, then glanced up at them. "CCPD has a unit at the apartment, doing forensics.
They'll be expecting you. Cooperate within limits." Both of them knew what those limits were.
"On your way out pick up Maradelle. Her expertise may be of use here. If you need other
resources, within reason, you can commandeer them under my authority." There was a warning
tone in his voice that told them both they had better be able to justify it afterwards.

"Okay. Thanks, boss. Maradelle's professional." Sloan stretched in his chair. "You have any
theories who might have wanted Tolle offed? | mean, assuming this was a hit, which is what it
sounds like?"

"Kh'veek. | doubt this was revenge or a grudge." The big Togrutan shrugged broad shoulders.
"Garven had appetites he should have kept controlled and poured far too much money into
them, but he was methodical and professional about it. Like an engineer, which he was, you
know? All the times we worked with him he delivered on his end of the bargain, never tried to
hold us up for more cash or jerk us around, when he couldn't get something he apologized and
wouldn't take any compensation for his time. Real gentleman in that respect, someone you
could do business with. Not like some of these punks. From what | hear he was like that with all
his clients. Guy like that, he doesn't really have enemies."

"Competition maybe?" Min asked. "Someone wanting to take over his racket?"

"Maybe, yeah, but | haven't heard of anyone like that offering a rival service. Of course, maybe
they're just waiting til the heat dies down before they start advertising, yeah? Or until after
SecGov D'Asta visits." The Don grimaced. "This fucking visit. You two got no idea how many
shipments I've had to reroute this week to not go through our Celanon hub. The fucking Empire
is all over the system spit-shining it for that aristocratic shithead. Some of em we can bribe.



Then you got Sector Rangers and the ISB." He rubbed his head crest. "It goes without saying
that you're to keep the Imperials out of this shit at all costs."

"Yeah, that's the plan,"” Min replied fervently. "Shouldn't be too hard. The Empire isn't going to
care about a dead local bureaucrat."

"See that it stays that way," Don Margrann said, not unkindly. "Now you kids run along. Keep me
informed if anything important turns up. And try to get this wrapped up before the city's crawling
with guys in shiny white armor babysitting Ragez D'Asta."

"We'll do our best," Sloan said, rising. He and Min both gave the Don a respectful nod of their
heads, earning them another beaming smile. Then the two of them quietly filed out of the office
and shut the door.

"Well, that could have gone worse," Min commented as they walked down the hallway.

"Yeah. He's mad, but he's not mad at US. About what | was expecting," Sloan replied.

Glancing at him, Min smirked. "You seem awful relieved for a man who was expecting it."

"Well, there's expecting, and then there's KNOWING, Sparky. You know what the Don's like
when he's mad at you."

She flinched, remembering the incident with the uncharged blaster. "Yeah. The old bastard can
be pretty hard when you screw up bad enough."

"He got his start with Gremta the Hutt. He says the kajidics taught him a lot about what to do if
you wanted to be respected, and what NOT to do if you wanted to be able to respect yourself."

Min shook her head. "l don't think | could ever work for a Hutt."

"Yeah, me either. The Family's way of doing things is about right for me." Sloan shook his head.
"You ever worked with Maradelle?"

"Once or twice. Not on anything major. We've talked a few times, | see her around the office, |
once had lunch out with her and Lemma and Jurok." Min shrugged. "She seems okay."

"She knows her stuff. Not much like your average Devaronian; | get the feeling they consider
her a mental deviant. Fits right in with our crew." He glanced at her. "You know her background
and why it's relevant here?"

"Yeah, pretty much." The Family didn't traffic much in the lower end of the vice trade on
Celanon; it was distasteful, attracted a low element, and the profit margins weren't great. They



had a protection racket running for the cheap pimps and cribs, but otherwise stayed clear.
High-end vice was another story altogether. The profit you could make from an expensive,
high-priced call girl with accessories was substantial; more important, perhaps, was the ability to
use the services of such men and women as bribes and blackmail. There were a surprisingly
large number of customs agents and bureaucrats who absolutely would not even consider
taking any reasonable sum of money to look the other way, but would do so in a flash if it meant
they could get into the pants of a stunning Mirialan beauty wearing a designer gown that
showed off everything.

Maradelle had been one of those girls; an exquisite Devaronian woman with skills in dancing,
music, massage, and more intimate activities. She had made the organization a good deal of
money, and she was sharp enough to be used for more sensitive jobs. Eventually that had
included assassination. And at some point, by some alchemy, she had ceased to be a call girl
who did sensitive jobs and instead become an enforcer and eliminator who could double as a
fully-functional top end call girl if the need arose.

Min was well aware of all of this, even though she wasn't anywhere near as familiar with the
woman as she was with her closer circle of friends and co-workers. Her job and Maradelle's
simply didn't intersect all that often. She'd been friendly enough the times they'd talked, though,
and both of them liked the same kind of tabac and watching volley-darts on the holovid. "I'd
assume she's very well acquainted with prostitution in the city. Doesn't she still work with our
escort barns?"

"Yeah. Keeps an eye on things, keeps her hand in."

Min grunted, then glanced at him uncomfortably as they went down the stairs. "She's not too
sensitive about that, is she? | never brought it up any of the times we talked."

"Maradelle? Kh'veek no. Just part of her resume." Sloan shrugged. "She's pretty comfortable in
her own skin."

Unlike some people, Min thought she could hear unspoken. That irritated her, but it was a fair
point.

Downstairs, Lemma was giggling with Maato on one of the sofas, playing some sort of card
game with him. She glanced up as they approached. "How'd it go?"

"We're good," Min said. "He was pretty mad, but not at us. He wants us to look into it."

"Well good. It'd just be awkward if | had to drive you two out to a field somewhere." Lemma
grinned. "So you taking the kid off my hands now?"



"Actually, no," Sloan said. "We have instructions that don't exactly mesh with dragging a kid
around. You're on bab-" He caught himself in time. "...on caretaker detail until you can find
someone else around here to handle it."

Lemma gave him a sour look. "I'm going to get you for this some day, Jirik Sloan."

He clasped one hand to his chest in mock dismay. "This is all on me? Min gets no blame?"
"I'm gonna get Min too, some day." Lemma giggled. "When she least expects it."
"Lemmaaaaaaaaa!" Min whined, trying not to laugh. "Not in front of the boys!"

"You know the only good thing about this routine you two pull? You don't often do it in public
anywhere someone might think | was with you." Sloan sighed. "You seen Maradelle, Lemma?
She's going to be working with us."

"Maradelle? Yeah, like five minutes ago. She just headed into the female sauna baths."

"She gonna be long?" Sloan asked.

Lemma rolled her eyes. "What, you think Maradelle lets me know how long she plans to soak
just in case someone comes looking for her? The fuck should | know."

"Yeah, okay." He sighed again. "Min, go in and fetch her, okay?"
"Why me?"

They looked at her oddly, and she realized just how stupid a question that had been. "Well, |
mean, Lemma could have gone," she said defensively.

"Lemma'’s already got a job watching your kid," Lemma said cheerfully. "Lemma's also not
assigned to this shit and you are."

"Would it help if | said 'please’, Sparky?" Sloan asked with forced patience.

"Yeah, sorry, I'm going. Be right back." Turning, Min hastily departed.

The building actually had three different sauna baths; one for males, one for females, and one
unisex one that featured water temperatures higher than most species considered safe or

comfortable. It was an amenity that went a long way towards keeping morale up among the
enforcers, and after stripping off in the attached locker room, Min entered the chamber.



A blast of warm steam greeted her the second she stepped in. The room was filled with tiled
pools of hot liquid, walkways between them, with benches along the walls and a bank of
showers in the rear. Maradelle was using one of them, and as Min approached she turned, her
figure becoming clear through the steam.

Like most Devaronians of her gender, Maradelle had red-orange skin with black facial markings
in a pattern. Two circular black bumps on her forehead denoted proto-horns; the hair on her
head was purple-black and styled short. She was tall and classically proportioned, putting grace
into simply the act of turning. All of this was no surprise to Min, given how often she'd met the
woman.

What did surprise her was the coat of snowy white fur covering Maradelle's body from the tops
of her thighs to just under her breasts.

"Hello, Camlann." Maradelle noticed her fascinated stare, and the Devaronian's face slid into an
amused expression. "You like what you see?"

Min's face reddened. "Uh... no. | mean, yes, I'm sure you're... | mean, better than me..." She
trailed off, trying to think of something to say that wouldn't make things worse.

"Oh, | think you look fine," Maradelle said lazily, examining her with a calculating grin that made
Min flinch. She hurriedly covered her groin with one hand and her breasts with the other arm,
earning an expression of mock disappointment from the Devaronian.

"I'm sorry, | was just... | didn't know your species had body fur. It surprised me. | didn't mean to
stare."

"Oh, | see." Maradelle's interest seemed to shift, becoming something more relaxed than it had
been. "Yes, males get horns, females get hair. It's full body, actually, except for the face. Off
Devaron though we shave it all except for the head, to conform with galactic culture." By which
she meant the culture of the human Core. "I do a mostly full shave when I'm entertaining clients,
but the rest of the time | like to leave the bits that are under clothing untouched. More
comfortable. Also we get cold more easily than you humans do."

"l hadn't known that. I've only known one Devaronian well, and he was male." Min shifted
uncomfortably, hands still held awkwardly shielding her modesty. "I'm actually here looking for
you, on business. The Don's assigned you to help out Jirik Sloan and | on an assignment.”

"Hm. Okay. Do we have a few minutes, or is this an every second counts thing?"

Min shook her head. "We got a few minutes. It's urgent, but not THAT urgent."



"Good, because | need a hot plunge after getting the sweat off." Maradelle walked over to one of
the larger hot pools and stepped inside. She glanced up at Min. "Oh, stop clutching yourself like
a Mirialan nun at a Hutt orgy, Camlann. It's making me uncomfortable."

"Sorry." Min lowered her arms with a little reluctance, then stepped into the far end of the pool,
across from Maradelle. The two women sat, and for a second simply let their muscles relax in
the warm water.

Finally Maradelle raised her head questioningly. "So what's the job?"

"Someone did a hit on a guy who did work for us. Garven Tolle. His kid was nearly killed, but
survived; we brought him back here. According to the kid, it was a 'babysitter' that canceled
Tolle. The boss said given Tolle's habits..."

"...'babysitter' could mean a working girl," Maradelle finished. "Okay, | see where I fit in. Are we
putting on a counter-hit when we figure out who made the contract?"

Min shrugged. "We haven't gotten that far. | think Don Margrann wants an idea of who this is
before he decides on a remedy. If it's a small group or single person, or if it's one of the big
galactic players, a kajidic or something."

"Makes sense." Maradelle folded her arms behind her head. "l knew Tolle, actually. He was a
client of mine some time back, before | got into this side of things."

"Ahh... really?" Min asked, blushing very slightly. "Do you know much about him?"

"He was intoxicated by women. By a certain kind of woman, in a certain sort of setting, that
usually required a great deal of money to change hands. He didn't talk much about himself, and
our encounters took place twice in my studio and once in a stateroom on a liner to Ryloth, so |
never saw his lodgings. Not a sadist, but liked to feel in control of his women. He was in
surprisingly good physical shape; very flexible, lots of stamina, impeccable physical hygiene."
Maradelle saw her expression and raised one sculpted eyebrow. "You are a SHY little thing,
aren't you, Camlann? I'm rather surprised, given the way you hang about with Lemma Kiden."

Min bristled a little. "Lemma and | are friends; she likes to tease but we both know she's just
fooling around. It's not a big deal."

"You keep telling yourself that," Maradelle replied agreeably. "Kiden and | go way back. She's
not shy at all." The enforcer gave a knowing little smirk, then sobered. "Not to give you a hard
time, but this isn't going to be a problem, is it?"



"No. Look, | don't have a problem with your, uh, track record and skill set, honest. | really don't.
It's going to probably come in really handy with this job. I'm just personally not used to that sort
of thing myself and that's my problem, for when I'm off work."

Maradelle nodded sympathetically. "Aren't you and Jirik Sloan an item? | know you share a
townhouse."

"We are, yeah, and I'd be lying if | said it wasn't a problem with us." Min stared at the water.
"He's been pretty patient with me."

"That's good. Don't let anyone rush you unless you want to be rushed. That never ends well."
Maradelle stretched. "Anyway, Tolle. He struck me as very precise, very systemic. He set rules
for himself and he was very good about staying within those rules. But inside of them he could
be reckless, extravagant, impulsive. That was pleasant for me; | like to work with a client who's
passionate and unpredictable as long as they aren't violent, which he wasn't. But | remember
thinking that if it weren't for his self-discipline he would have come to a bad end a long time
ago."

"So you think that caught up with him?" Min asked.

"l don't know. It seems possible though that he got involved in good faith in a business that a
wiser person would have stayed far away from." The Devaronian shrugged. "Hopefully we'll find
out." She rose to her feet in the pool, upper body dripping, the downy fur of her midsection
beaded with droplets. Water-resistant, Min surmised. "I'm done. Let's get on with it."

"All right." Min stood. "So does your hair color vary dependent on where on your body it is?"

"Hmm? No. It's all white. Nearly all of my kind have white or light tan fur. | just dye my scalp hair.
Goes better with my skin. Again, pretty common with those of us who leave the homeworld."
The two women stepped out of the pool and made their way into the locker area, where they
dressed in silence. Maradelle put on a pair of shiny boots, tight pants, and a bustier of dark
materiel; she then buckled on a weapons harness, and over everything draped a light green
loose kimonolike garment with long, wide sleeves that left most of her shoulders bare.

Lemma and Maato were gone by the time they made their way back out into the lobby. Sloan
was waiting impatiently; he walked over to them and nodded. "Maradelle. Min fill you in?"

"Hello, Sloan. Yes, she did. Where are we going to start?"

"CCPD has people at Tolle's apartment. We're going to talk to them, see what we can get. They
know to expect us." He glanced at Maradelle. "Our speeder or yours?"



"Mine. Yours is a piece of bantha shit." Maradelle walked off towards the garage. "I'm driving, of
course."

Sloan glanced at Min, who caught his eyes and gave a slight shrug. They both gave each other
a faint smile, then followed.

*k%k

Coruscant is often called a world-city, but it is more accurate to call it an ocean without water,
only metal and polymer and duraglass and neon. The sunlight sparkled upon the glittering
surface, and then in the layers immediately below you had the first bands of creatures, each
living at their own depth, each adapted to a certain degree of pressure and blackness.

Inmedua watched with growing fascination as the airspeeder swam through the abyssal chasms
of the metropolis, weaving in and out of traffic, moving ever downwards. Sometimes they
shunted out of the wide transit chasms and into high-speed tunnels for a lateral move across
great distances; other times they dove, spending upwards of ten minutes doing nothing but
descending at high speeds.

She had never been this deep; had seldom been into the actual subsurface at all. Her trips to
the Senate and several museums had all been on the surface, and nothing like this. It was
thrilling and almost more than she could digest; there were so many questions she wished to
ask.

At the wheel, Skellig seemed to sense her excitement. "This is new to you? Never been down
here?"

"It's very new. It's so busy. And chao.. cha... wild. With all the lights and colors."

"Chaotic," Skellig said with a grunt. "So you didn't eat the whole dictionary after all."

She laughed. "l like to read."

"Read rather than do, eh?"

"They don't let you do much when you're a Youngling." She gazed out the window at the
passing lights. "I think that's probably wise, but perhaps sometimes they take it too far." She
turned and flashed him a warm smile. "But I'm not a neutral judge."

"Hm. Well. You'll get to 'do' a fair bit tonight. Assuming you don't botch things right away, which
isn't unlikely." Skellig glanced at her, not returning her smile. "Understand, Shorereach, that

most of the tests you've taken were designed for you to succeed at. Oh, you could fail them...
many Younglings fail them... but they're designed so that if you're fit to be a Jedi, and you listen



to the Masters and apply yourself, you'll pass. That's the POINT of them. This one isn't like that.
This one is designed for most Jedi to fail. Even perfectly good Jedi, like your Master Di."

She thought about this, her smile slipping a bit. She had confidence in her abilities, but he was
heavily implying that they very likely wouldn't be enough, that he expected her to fail. That
Master Di would have failed, maybe HAD failed years ago. Inmedua didn't think that she was
anywhere near as promising as Ima-Gun Di had been decades ago, although she supposed she
might simply be a slow bloomer. She had started to suspect that she would become a Jedi
Knight fairly swiftly and then remain one all her life, never reaching the rank of Master. Then
again, she could think of several Masters who privately amazed her at having been granted their
rank, so perhaps not.

For a few seconds more she turned the matter over and over in her mind, and then smiled at
him again. "It's not important," she said cheerfully.

"You don't think the test is important?" Skellig didn't sound pleased with that answer.

"Oh, of course itis. But if it's as you say, all | can do is my best. If | pass it, then | pass it. If |
don't, then | don't. | was planning on doing my best anyway, so what you said doesn't change
anything. Fear of failure will just hurt my performance."

"Hm." The older Jedi was silent for a while, then shifted the speeder into a lower gear. "We're
almost to our first stop. We're going to leave the car for a while. You are to follow me. You aren't
to speak or attract notice, or to try and hide either. People will see you, but they won't notice
you... or they shouldn't. Observe your surroundings, but don't lose sight of me."

"Yes, Skellig," she answered obediently, fighting down her excitement.
They parked in a small lot, and walked around a corner into a district.

In her young life, Inmedua had never seen anything like this. Neon shopfronts glowed,
holographic billboards with sound roared, and clashing music in a dozen styles, all loud and
fast, blared from speakers and clubs. Members of what seemed like every race in the galaxy
slouched past, dressed in garish clothing, leathers from alien beasts, chromed spikes, and frilled
feathers. It was disorienting, frightening, amazing, exciting.

They walked down the street, past a puddle of vomit and a Ithorian glistening with jewelry. The
noise was everywhere, almost an entity of its own, capering in the flashing lights. Inmedua kept
Skellig's back in her sights, forcing back the fear of losing him and being lost in this place. The
crowds were thick around them, almost all of the passerbyes far bigger than her, and she had to
sidestep frequently. They seemed to perceive her presence enough to make cursory efforts to
avoid colliding with her, but she could tell none of them were truly registering any details, as if
her features and existence weren't quite making it to the part of their brains that handled



conscious thought. That was Skellig's doing, she knew; she could sense him cloaking them with
the Force, although she wasn't completely sure how he was doing it. That sort of thing was well
beyond what they taught most Younglings.

They walked on, and she paid careful attention to all around her, the people and the shopfronts,
the music and the lights. The rich odor of cooking food drifted from a crowded takeaway and
mingled with the sour smell of fermented gll juice from a Trandoshan bar that seemed to have a
mostly Rodian clientele. Inmedua's head snapped round and she stared in shock as they
walked past a skimpily-clad young Togrutan woman giving oral sex to a human male against a
wall plastered with concert and trade meet posters. Her face flushed a deep crimson and she
slowed for a second, eyes wide, and then hurried on.

They passed two more scenes of public lewdness before finally Skellig stopped in front of a
weapons store selling knives, slugthrowers, and blasters with custom grips and ornamentation.
"You've been paying attention?"

She nodded, still a little wide-eyed. "Yes, Skellig. It's... I've never seen anything like this. | had
no idea."

"This is one of the most dangerous, crime-ridden areas of Coruscant, inhabited by the worst and
most violent of the planet's criminals and those who serve them. What do you think of that?"

Inmedua thought for a time. She frowned. Her mouth opened, then she hesitated and thought
some more. Finally her mouth hardened into a resolute line. "l don't believe you," she said.

Skellig looked at her without amusement. "You think you know better than me?"

"l don't think you're being truthful to me, Skellig." Inmedua's voice was nervous, but she held her
ground.

"Explain."

"All the people here are happy. They look frightening but | sense very little anger or hatred.
They've come here to have a good time, and the people who live here are making a lot of
money off of them and are happy to be doing good business. They're loud and rowdy but in the
manner of people enjoying themselves. Every thirty businesses we've passed there's been a
unit of the Coruscant Police. They've been calm, relaxed, with their pistols secured in their
holsters. Most of them had the holsters in a part of their overcoat where they couldn't easily
reach it, giving priority to the stun baton. None of them were worried; | sensed boredom and a
wish to go home." Inmedua looked at him and smiled, her confidence seeming to grow as she
vocalized her conclusions. "This is a place that LOOKS like what you said if you've never been
to the lower levels before and only go by surface appearances."



Skellig looked at her, then gave a short nod. "You are correct."

She gave a pleased chuckle, feeling like she had a better grasp of what was expected of her.
"What now, Skellig?"

"We're going to walk a little further. You walk beside me. Most of what we'll pass is the same
sort of thing you've seen so far. One thing won't be. | want you to stop and tell me when we pass
it, and tell me why you think so." He glanced at her. "Go at your own pace."

She nodded. "May | ask questions as we go?"
"No. Save them for the speeder. Let's begin."

Nodding again, she pressed on along the street. The raucous noise and music and shouting
seemed to become more familiar to her, the lights and holograms less disorienting. Once or
twice her nose twitched at the smell of street food from kiosks, and her stomach rumbled; other
times she had to step carefully to avoid puddles of suspicious substances. She passed a few
more amorous couples and one house that advertised its activities with a live window show that
made her walk a little faster. If nothing else, she told herself, she was getting quite an education
on a part of life she was unlikely to ever experience personally, given the Jedi teachings.

She wasn't seeing anything out of the pattern, though, and that concerned her. She didn't want
to fail the first leg of this.

Forcing herself to stay as tranquil as possible, Inmedua pressed on.

She would have passed it by had she simply been operating by sight. It didn't look much
different than many of the other storefronts they'd passed; a club of some sort, with music and
erotic dancers. This street was littered with them.

Inmedua slowly ground to a stop, and turned to look at the dim entrance. Inside, in pools of
purple light, comely males and females gyrated on platforms. She shivered, feeling suddenly
cold. "Skellig?"

"What is it?" Skellig's voice was quiet, almost gentle.

"l don't know. | don't know what it is. There's something about this place." She trembled slightly.
"l don't like it."

"What do your feelings tell you?"



Steeling herself, she stretched out her senses, then gave a startled gasp. "Misery. Fear. Cruelty.
Something... | don't know a name. The opposite of compassion." She stared up at Skellig, wide
eyed. "Is this... is this the Dark Side?"

"Yes. Not a Sith or a Force adept, but the Dark Side nonetheless. This place is a front for a
slaving operation working out of Coruscant, in the heart of the Core itself, not that far from the

Senate. They traffic in the misery of sentient beings."

"Why... why hasn't the Order stopped them? If you know, why haven't you told the police?
Slavery is illegal!" She stared at him, appalled.

"Do know know much about gardening, Shorereach?"
"What? I... uh, a bit. Master Unduli likes to garden. Sometimes Master Yoda would take our
class out onto the terrace and he would talk to her while she worked, and they would both teach

us." She struggled to see what this had to do with her question.

"Did Unduli ever tell you what happens if you just take your shears and cut off the top of a weed
at the soil line?"

"The weed just grows back." She thought for a second, and slowly nodded. "To get rid of the
weed, you need to pull it up by the roots. And you and the police haven't found all the roots yet,

have you."

"Correct. We will, though. In a matter of days." He grunted. "You pass this part. Let's head back
to the car."

She gave him a subdued smile, and they turned to go.
"Shorereach."
"Yes, Skellig?"

"Remember the feeling from that place. It won't be the last time you feel it. Sometimes it'll be a
lot stronger."

The thought troubled her mind all the way to the speeder.

*k%k

Maradelle's speeder was a canary yellow convertible with a styled hood and expensive leather
seats. Min and Sloan sat in the back and basked in the smart contour molding and in-seat
heating as Maradelle drove based on their instructions.



"We need a ride like this," Min said enviously as they whipped through the darkened streets.

"You gonna pay for it, Sparky?" Sloan replied, amused. "Don Margrann's generous, but not
THAT generous."

"We save up for a bit, we probably could find one at a good price." Min patted the seat
covetously. "Think how nice this would be to go about town in, especially when it's cold."

"Why do you call her that?" Maradelle asked abruptly.
Sloan blinked. "Hmm?"
"Why do you call her Sparky? Nobody else calls her that."

He coughed. "Oh. It's a human thing. We give certain people we're close to a name,
sometimes."

Maradelle's face quirked. "I have noticed something like that with humans. But why Sparky? She
doesn't have red hair. She doesn't use a flame projector. She doesn't have a reputation for
getting angry a lot."

Min gave an embarrassed laugh. Sloan grinned. "Oh, that's easy. | used to stop by Ms. Kren's
bakery when | was new for pastry and sandwiches and coffee... lot of us did, still do. Safe, good
food. Anyway, there was this pretty girl who worked the counter, tiny perky little thing with this
angelic smile and an innocent face. She was a bit spacey and off in her own world a lot of the
time, but she was always happy to see you and you felt a little better after ordering and chatting
with her. Made you want to stand up straight and maybe not be such an awful, horrible person."

Min just shook her head, eyes rolling. Grin widening, Sloan continued. "And then the bread
oven's timer would ding, and she'd go and yank it open. Ms. Kren used a real old-school
bakeoven for her loaves, big earthen thing, runs on fucking coal or something. And the bread
smell would come wafting out, from the loaves in these huge heavy metal trays in the oven. And
she'd haul them out with these deep grunting noises... HNNNNNGH! HNNNARGH! And the
trays would get hauled out, shooting sparks from the coals and the metal runners as they were
dragged out, all over her. Singe her clothes, her hands." Sloan was openly laughing now. "And
she would swear like a Nar Shaddaa pit boss. Oh Kh'veek, you would not BELIEVE the words
that came out of that 'angelic' mouth! We would all blush and shuffle and try and remember
some of it for use if we REALLY needed something vile to curse with."

"He's exaggerating," Min said, a little embarrassed.

"I'm not," Sloan confided. "I'm really not. So that's why | call her that."



Chuckling, Maradelle shook her head. "I'm not very good at swearing myself. | just don't have
the knack."

"That's probably a good thing," Min mumbled. "I've been trying to show more self-control."
They saw the flashing lights of several police cruisers as they pulled up to the apartment. There
was a small crowd gathered around; very small, given that it was after dark. Getting out, they
walked up to the line the police had taped off, where a CCPD officer moved out to intercept
them. "Crime scene. No entry. If you're residents, the city's putting you up at the Droidical Tech
College dormitories for the night; go there and show your ID."

"We're expected," Min replied. "Tell whoever's in charge Margrann's people are here."

The officer's face tightened. Reluctantly, he got out a comlink and spoke into it. After a while he
turned back to them. "Apartment 314. Go straight up. Don't touch anything."

"Thanks a lot." They ducked under the line and strolled inside.

"Not too happy to see us, was he?" Maradelle murmured.

"Yeah, see, the CCPD doesn't exactly love us. At least not all of em," Sloan replied.

"Funny, | seldom get that reaction," Maradelle said lazily.

"l can't imagine why." Sloan shook his head.

The apartment's door was wide open, with officers hurrying in and out; they got some odd looks
as they entered, but nobody tried to stop them. Inside, they found a front room furnished in
tasteful and quality furniture and artwork. Several pieces of furniture were overturned; one small
table lay in fragments against a wall.

"Nice place," Sloan commented, looking around. "He certainly wasn't hurting for money."

"That or he was writing checks his ass couldn't cash," Maradelle replied.

A brisk human woman in CCPD uniform came hurrying up to them. "Sloan," she said with
distaste. "Margrann sent you?"

"Lieutenant Chrobbtuit," Sloan answered, giving a polite nod. "Nice to see you again. You in
charge here?"

"Joint charge." She glanced at the other two. "Did you have to bring your molls?"



Maradelle laughed. Min did not; she eyed the other woman coldly and pursed her lips into a thin,
hard line. "Maybe we should ask to speak with the other, more competent officer? Since they
don't seem to trust you to run this by yourself?"

The lieutenant gave her a venomous stare. "You'll deal with me. | was told you had information
that would help us. Spit it out and get the fuck out of my crime scene."

"Now, lieutenant, you know that's not how it works," Sloan said genially. "You help us, we help
you."

"We don't NEED the help of criminals," Chrobbtuit hissed.

"Yeah, well, centuries of police stoolies disagree with you," Min said. "Think of us as informants
who don't want cash as payment.”

Clearly unhappy, the lieutenant seemed to waver. Sloan gave her a charming smile. "Besides,
Lieutenant, this is what Chief Galyarn wants. You want to solve this case, right? Good for the

career. Haven't the past times we've worked together turned out well for you?"

She flushed angrily, then looked down. "Fine. Give me what you know, and I'll fill you in on what
we have."

"There we go." Sloan gave her a quick description of the firefight by the canal, with Chrobbtuit
jotting down the information in her notepad. When they were done, she frowned. "All right. What
did you need?"

"Let's start with Tolle. Is his body here?" Sloan asked.

"Yeah. This way." Lieutenant Chrobbtuit led them into the bedroom.

They stopped dead upon entering; it had been a lovely room once, but now was a charnel
house. "Kh'veek on Deathsticks," Sloan muttered. "What a shitshow."

Min just stared. Garven Tolle appeared to have been literally pulled apart; ripped limb from limb.
"Holy shit. It looks like a couple of Wookiees had a tug-of-war with him, and he lost."

Maradelle just frowned slightly. "Was he alive when this happened?"
"Coroner droid says yes," Lieutenant Chr