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Happy Life Day, Fiona, James, and Emily.

—G. M.

Happy Christmas in the stars to my very own stars, Clare, Chloe, and Connie.

—C. S.

This book is dedicated to Grant’s ninety-two-year-old grandmother, Barbara Griffin (aka Mamaw), a Jedi Master and a true embodiment of Life Day.

—G. G.




Contents


Title Page

Copyright

Dedication



Introduction

A Coruscant Solstice

An Old Hope

The Kindling

The Kroolok

The Song of Winter’s Heart

The Spirit of Life Day

Reflection Day

The Tree of Life


About the Authors

About the Artist




[image: ]


INTRODUCTION

FOR MILLENNIA, LIFE DAY WAS A festival celebrated only by the Wookiees of the planet Kashyyyk. It was centered on the fabled Tree of Life, thought by the Wookiees to be the source of all life, both on their lush green world and in the stars beyond. At its heart, the festival celebrated the core truths of Wookiee civilization: family, love, and happiness.

The Wookiees held this meaning dear, even in their darkest days, so much so that Life Day spread throughout the New Republic and was adopted on worlds from the Deep Core to the Outer Rim and beyond. Its message was clear: no matter where you were from or what you looked like, you could share in the hope that tomorrow would be better and that, if you loved and cared for others, whatever your differences, you would ensure that the darkness never extinguished the light.

Of course, Life Day isn’t unique. Many planets and cultures have midwinter celebrations of their own, born from ancient times when people huddled on the coldest of nights, dreaming of the warmth of days to come. On Coruscant there is Solstice Tide; on New Alderaan there is the Festival of Winter’s Heart. The Ewoks of the sanctuary moon of Endor tell tales of the White Fall, while the Mon Calamari celebrate the Turning of the Year’s Tide. Even the Hutts, wicked as so many of their number seem on the surface, mark the Funton a Charakoon—or the Festival of the Thousand Suns—when clan rivalries and blood feuds are forgotten, at least for one night, and revelry lasts until the dawn breaks on a new day.

Whatever the lore, the celebrations themselves bear startling similarities. Gifts are exchanged and loved ones dine together, sharing feasts both grand and humble. There are songs and there are games. Dwellings are decorated and traditions observed, but most of all there are stories shared with friends and relatives around crackling fires and flickering glow rods.

Between these pages you will find just a small selection of these festive tales—legends and myths that speak of love and kinship, peace and caring, and, most important of all, hope for tomorrow.

Here’s to a happy Life Day for us all, now and forever.
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CORUSCANT NEVER looked so beautiful as it did at Solstice Tide. The avenues were lined with vecari trees from the forests of Seylott, each long bough decked with glittering glow-globes as bright as the superscrapers that stretched into the night sky.

This was the night that Stellan Gios had been looking forward to ever since being elevated to the Jedi High Council. It had been years since he had been on Coruscant during the festivities, back when he was a Padawan. He’d seen a lot of festivals on a lot of worlds since those days, but nothing came close to Galactic City’s midwinter celebrations. Some scoffed at the merrymaking, claiming that Solstice Tide was an anachronism, sentimental nostalgia for a period that may have never really existed. After all, it had been a long time since the Coruscanti had huddled in primitive huts, lighting candles to hold back the night in the grip of harsh winters. The entire planet had been covered in its now-familiar urban sprawl for thousands of years, its weather carefully maintained by elemental engines that decreed when the wind would blow and holo-snow would fall, but Stellan didn’t care. Such curmudgeonliness was missing the point. So what if the reality of a Coruscanti winter had been lost in the mists of time? That wasn’t what this celebration was about. It was about the warmth Stellan felt as he strolled down Republic Avenue, about the music and the lights and the sweet aroma of mickelnuts roasting on every corner while vendor droids shuffled the festive favorite into tiny pressboard cones.

Stellan should have been in the Temple with the other members of the Council, preparing for the Solstice feast in the Grand Refectory. Even Yoda was expected to return from his travels to share the annual meal with dignitaries from every major religious community on Coruscant—as well as representatives of the Senate, including the Chancellor herself—but surely no one would begrudge him this moment, walking through the crowds, sharing in their excitement and joy.

Besides, the Temple was only a quick airspeeder trip away. He would be back before they even realized he was gone.

A pair of children scurried in front of him, not looking where they were going, their minds full of the toys they hoped to find at the foot of their bed by morning: stuffed chiilaks and model starships, all wrapped in shimmering material and tied with bows. Stellan stopped sharp to avoid tripping over the young tykes, halting so abruptly that an Aleenan male laden with boxes and bags barged straight into him.

“Oh, my stars!” the large-eyed Aleena exclaimed as the gifts shot into the air. Stellan turned, raising a hand and catching the presents in the Force, then guiding them back to their owner’s hands. The Aleena, noticing Stellan’s elaborate gold-and-cream robes for the first time, stammered an apology, obviously mortified that he had blundered into a Jedi, of all people, but Stellan just smiled and wished the shopper a happy Solstice. The Aleena responded in kind and hurried into the crowd, no doubt already planning how he could entertain his family with the tale of this encounter later that evening.

Stellan continued on his way, heading towards the ornate carousel that had been constructed at the far end of the avenue. Here the music was louder, the lights brighter, and the sense of well-being off the scale. Families and couples whirled through the air in individual repulsorpods, weaving in and out of each other’s paths around a towering spire of light.

Stellan stood by the protective rail, watching them soar, half wishing that he could join them as they spun and whooped around the column in time to the music. That might have been pushing it. A Jedi Master in full Temple garb wandering through the crowd was one thing, but jumping on a festive ride—well, that was most definitely another. He would wait just a few more minutes, breathing in the heady scents of the nearby curried nuna-roll stall and awaiting the first flakes of snow, which were due to start falling any moment. Stellan closed his eyes and let the Force wash over him, allowing himself to feel as giddy as a youngling waiting for Solstice morning to finally come.

His eyes snapped open as his grip on the rail tightened. Something was wrong. He could feel it. He scanned the repulsorpods, checking to see if anyone was in trouble, but the brightly colored carriages all continued on their merry way. He turned on his heel, searching the crowd, his senses suddenly as sharp as a ryyk blade. Nothing appeared to have changed. Shoppers were still scurrying from one stall to the next, searching for last-minute presents, while lovers strolled through the crush of people, too wrapped up in each other to notice anything else.

Then what had he sensed?

There was a movement behind him. No one else would have noticed it—no one except a Jedi. Stellan’s eyes narrowed as he spied a tiny hand slipping into the coat pocket of a stout Chagrian waiting patiently at the spiced eggmilk stall. The thief was a Gotal boy, no more than ten, maybe eleven standard years old. He had barely brushed past the Chagrian and yet had skillfully relieved him of a purse full of credits. As Stellan watched in amazement, the lad bumped into a female Vuvrian only to apologize sincerely as he removed the lucryte bracelet from her delicate wrist.

That was when the kid’s yellow eyes found Stellan’s. The boy’s mouth dropped open as he realized he’d been spotted and in an instant he was gone, melting into the crowd like smoke from a Winter Fete candle.

Stellan started through the crowd, all thought of returning to the Temple gone. The boy wasn’t difficult to track, even through the joyous throng. Stellan could feel the Gotal’s fear and panic as he made for the towering buildings of the Commercial District. Stellan leapt into the air, the Force propelling him to the top of the nearest vecari tree, sending a shower of crystalline needles down onto the holidaymakers below. There were gasps of amazement, followed by blossoming despair as the sudden movement of a Jedi alerted the crowd that something was wrong. The lad’s victims delved into their pockets or reached for jewelry, only to discover that they had been robbed. Stellan spotted far more than simply an aggrieved Chagrian and Vuvrian. The little thief had been busy.

From his high vantage point, Stellan spotted the Gotal slipping down an alleyway between a luxury airspeeder showroom and Coruscant’s oldest tailor. He wouldn’t get far. Stellan would make sure everything he had stolen was returned to its rightful owner before handing the boy over to the security forces. As Chancellor Soh often said, “We are all the Republic.” To steal from a fellow citizen, especially at this time of year, was disgraceful.

Stellan jumped from the top of the brightly lit tree, bounding over a parked shuttle to land at the entrance of the alleyway. There was no sign of the boy, but Stellan could still sense him, running for cover. There would be an access point to the lower levels somewhere in the labyrinth of passageways between the buildings, a maintenance shaft or such like, but even then, the Gotal wouldn’t be able to evade justice, not tonight of all nights.

Stellan raced through the alleyways, skidding around the corridor to see the young thief disappearing through a hatch in the ground. The boy glanced up to spy his pursuer, and Stellan felt a stab of dismay from him. The Jedi took no pleasure from the sensation. The boy was scared and for good reason. Evading police droids or security patrols was one thing, but a Jedi was something else. The Gotal hesitated, frozen like a burrow-crawler in headlights. Stay where you are, Stellan urged him through the Force, and slowed, not wanting the boy to panic any more than he already was. There was no way to tell how far the Gotal would fall if he slipped. All is calm, Stellan broadcast to the lad. All is still.

“Happy Solstice!” a voice boomed at Stellan’s side. He had been so focused on the boy that he hadn’t sensed the hulking Besalisk stagger from a nearby cantina to throw two of his four arms around Stellan’s shoulders. “A Jedi on Solstice Eve. It’s a—hic—winter miracle.” The reveler hiccupped again before staring up at the sky with slack-faced wonder. “As is this…. Look…snow!” He slapped a large hand against Stellan’s chest, nearly knocking the air from him. “Snow at Solstice—hic—Tide.”

Stellan didn’t want to point out that snow had been guaranteed by the weather service or to push the fellow away, but he needed to extract himself from the Besalisk’s crushing, if friendly, embrace. He was all too aware of the smirk that had stretched across his quarry’s flat face before the thief disappeared down the hatch.

“Come,” Stellan’s new best friend urged, trying to pull him towards the cantina’s door. “Share a Solstice cup with me. We can sing songs and make merry!”

“You do not need me to make merry,” Stellan said calmly, adding the weight of the Force to his words. “Go and enjoy the festivities.”

A dreamy, faraway tone slipped into the Besalisk’s gruff voice as his arms fell away from Stellan’s shoulders. “I don’t need a Jedi to make merry,” he repeated, shuffling back towards the dubious delights of the drinking establishment. “I’ll enjoy the—hic—enjoy the festivities.”

“Just not too much,” Stellan added quickly before running towards the hatch and peering down the shaft, where flakes of snow tumbled away into the darkness.

The thief was gone.

IT HAD BEEN a long time since Stellan had descended into Coruscant’s lower levels. Down here, kilometers beneath the surface, there was little evidence of Solstice cheer. It was cold, bitterly cold, even through Stellan’s thick robes—but no lights were strung across the broken comms towers, and no holiday songs played from the dark corners.

Stellan crouched on a weevil-encrusted arch, watching the people on the thoroughfare below. The fine coats and piled presents of the surface were gone, replaced by sullen faces and threadbare jackets. There was no smell of mickelnuts and nuna-rolls, only engine oil and despair. Stellan frowned. The Republic was growing at an incredible rate, stretching out towards distant stars, but there was still so much work to do here at the very heart of the Core, where citizens struggled to carve out an existence in the harsh realities of lower-level life.

Stellan closed his eyes, imagining the Gotal’s young features, those first wisps of ragged whiskers growing on the boy’s chin. All at once the Force returned a sense of dread, far greater than when the thief had first realized he’d been spotted. That had to be him. Stellan leapt from his vantage point to run along the street below, the inhabitants of the lower levels scattering to get out of the way of the charging Jedi Master.

He found the boy in a litter-strewn alleyway, surrounded by youths at least twice his height. There was a long-limbed Lepi and a Nephran with tattooed pincers that snapped ominously, and the gang’s ringleader—a hulking Octeroid with hissing breathing equipment—loomed over the young Gotal. The boy was doing his best to appear brave.

“Well?” the Octeroid rumbled. “What have you got for us, Nit?”

The Nephran grabbed the boy’s jacket, lifting him up off his bare feet. “Let’s see, shall we?” she growled in Nepotisian, shaking the boy so his stolen loot clattered to the filthy floor at their feet.

“Is that it?” the Octeroid snarled. “We wanted more!”

And you’ve got it, Stellan thought, drawing his lightsaber, more than you ever expected.

The gang whirled around as the saber ignited, the Nephran dropping the Gotal in surprise. The Octeroid’s bloodshot eye widened as he found himself staring at a pulsing plasma blade, while his companions ran, the mere sight of a lightsaber enough to send them scurrying in fear. But not the Octeroid. Stellan couldn’t believe what he was seeing as the cyclopean brute pulled twin blasters from his cheap shaak-hide coat and let loose a volley of crimson shots.

The blaster fire never met its target. Stellan somersaulted over the bolts to land centimeters from the abandoned gang leader. The Octeroid looked up at Stellan and then down at his blasters, which had been sliced in two, the edges of the shorn-off barrels glowing where the Jedi’s weapon had cut through.

“Go,” Stellan said, not needing a mind trick to send the Octeroid bolting from the alleyway, leaving the loot—and the thief—scattered on the floor behind.

The Gotal boy—Nit—looked up at Stellan in awe as the Jedi Master doused his blade, returned the saber hilt to its holster, and drew the stolen goods—including the Vuvrian’s bracelet, the last of his ill-gotten gains, which leapt from a hidden pocket in Nit’s rags—up to him with a flick of his wrist.

“Are you going to arrest me?” Nit bleated, fearing the worst.

“Will you do this again?” Stellan asked, slipping the various treasures into his robes to return to their rightful owners at the first opportunity.

The boy shook his head.

Stellan nodded. “Then go on your way, young Nit, and stay out of trouble.”

Promising he would, the Gotal scrabbled to his feet and ran from the alleyway as quickly as possible, just in case the Jedi changed his mind. Frowning, Stellan watched him go. He had caught the thief, recovered the stolen items, and saved the boy from a beating, but something still didn’t feel right.

Holo-snow filtered down from above as Stellan stalked into the shadows, his robe billowing in the draft from a recycled-air pipe.

NITTEL KARKSON found his way back to the hovel he called home, pushing aside a door that was so thin it might as well have been made of thrift-cloth. His grandmother was in bed where he had left her, the pot of broth bubbling on the battered stove beside her.

“Where have you been, Nit?” the old Gotal asked, her voice as ragged as the clothes she wore. What was he supposed to say, that he had attempted to steal from the surface dwellers so he could afford to buy the blanket she needed to get a warm night’s sleep, or that he had nearly been robbed himself by the Norikus gang before losing everything to a Jedi who had followed him down to level four thousand?

“Oh, you know,” he said, trying to ignore the rattle in the old woman’s breath. “Here and there.”

A floorboard creaked in the corridor outside, the plank that Nit refused to nail down as it always warned him that danger was on the way. Was it the gang come to take out their frustration on him after being bested by the Jedi?

“Stay back,” Nit said, reaching for the broth’s dented ladle, knowing full well that it would be useless against Acantha’s pincers or Norikus’s Octeroidian blasters.

He stood braced to strike all the same as the door swung open.

But it wasn’t a Lepi or a Nephran who stood in the doorway, or even the hulking presence of Norikus himself. Instead, it was the bearded Jedi, still wearing those pristine robes. He must have changed his mind and followed Nit home, ready to cart him off to a holding cell.

Not likely. Not here in his own home, dark and dingy though it was. Nit threw the ladle, but the Jedi raised a hand and the implement froze in midair only to be dismissed by the flick of two strong fingers.

“You said you’d let me go,” Nit cried, but the Jedi didn’t respond, looking past Nit to his grandmother hacking painfully on her poor excuse for a mattress.

The Jedi’s crystal blue eyes rested on Nit again. “So that’s why you stole those things? Not for yourself, but for her.”

There was something in his voice, in his expression, something that Nit had never experienced before. It wasn’t pity or disgust, but compassion, a deep sense of empathy despite the fact their lives couldn’t have been more different—the Jedi up in his spired temple, Nit and his grandmother living in the dirt down here. But all the compassion in the world couldn’t stop Nit from flinching as the Jedi suddenly unclasped his great cloak with its elaborate golden embroidery. As Nit watched in wonder, the bearded man whirled the cloak around to lay it tenderly over Nit’s grandmother.

“There. That will keep you warm.”

The elderly Gotal smiled toothlessly at the Jedi, pulling the robe close. The man returned the smile, squeezing her arm gently before rising and turning to leave.

He paused at the door, looking back at Nit. “Thank you.”

Nit frowned. “For what?”

“For reminding me, especially at this time of year, why I do what I do.”

Nit didn’t know what to say. “You’re welcome, I guess.”

“Just promise me one thing.”

“What?”

“That you’ll be true to your word. No more stealing.”

Nit nodded, feeling heat on his cheeks. “No more stealing. I promise.”

The Jedi smiled again and stepped aside.

Nit looked back at his grandmother, snug beneath her ridiculously opulent new blanket.

“Wait!” he shouted, darting out into the tenement’s dank corridor.

The Jedi stopped once again, looking back at him quizzically. Nit nodded back towards the door.

“We were about to have supper. Stratt stew. It’s hardly a Solstice feast, but we’d be honored to share it with you, if you have nowhere else you need to be?”

The Jedi’s smile broadened. “I can think of no better way of celebrating the season…if you are sure?”

Nit shrugged, suddenly embarrassed. “Yeah, if you don’t mind sitting on the floor. We don’t have any chairs.”

The Jedi laughed, letting himself be led back into the hovel. “Who needs chairs?”

He sat down, and Nit’s jaw dropped as the Jedi crossed his legs and floated at least half a meter from the dirty floor. The Jedi saw him looking and raised a questioning eyebrow. “Want to give it a try?”

The Jedi raised a hand, and Nit found himself floating off the ground, too. His grandmother chuckled for the first time in months as he crossed his own legs, hovering like the Jedi in midair.

“What’s your name?” the Jedi asked.

“Nit. Nittel Karkson.”

“I’m Stellan,” the Jedi told him. “Let’s have your stew, and then you and your grandmother can come back with me to the Temple. There are fresh clothes and comfortable beds, enough to give you both a good night’s sleep. Then tomorrow maybe we can discuss over a bowl of spiced eggmilk how we can put your talents to better use. What do you say?”

Nit grinned from ear to ear. It was going to be a very good Solstice.
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LA-R1 TRUNDLED happily through the dusty streets of Mos Gofti. Night was drawing in, Tatooine’s twin suns dipping behind the Sunfire Mountains in the distance. It had been a good day. The little red astromech had completed in record time his master’s request to purchase new air-density sensors, and for half the expected price, too. Master Fedbord would be pleased, maybe even offer him an oil bath on his return. He’d need that, especially after the long journey back to the farmstead. His joints were already stiff, but he didn’t like to complain.

LA-R1 enjoyed helping Master Fedbord and his young family, especially at this time of year, when the children were so excited for the gathering of the clans, when relatives from all over Tatooine came together to exchange stories and share food. Soon the farm would be ringing with peals of laughter, Fedbord’s older brother teasing him mercilessly over embarrassing mishaps when they were growing up, while the younglings played tag around the vaporators. LA-R1 whistled happily. Yes, it was going to be a happy time indeed.

LA-R1 turned the corner next to Brotingo’s jerba paddock, almost banging into a tall human wearing long brown robes, who was coming the other way.

“Oh, I’m sorry, my little friend,” the hooded figure said as LA-R1 pulled back. “I didn’t see you there.” The stranger stepped aside, and LA-R1’s photoreceptors glimpsed a beard beneath the hood, well-groomed whiskers turned white with age. “Here…after you.”

LA-R1 bleeped a thanks and carried on, his treads whining as he made his way along the narrow alleyway between Kresslyn’s Cantina and the Sakiyan food market. Something made him swivel his dome around to peer back at the old man, who was still standing where they had almost collided, stroking that bone-white beard as he watched LA-R1 go. Just what was he looking at? Organics could be the strangest creatures at times, but the hooded fellow didn’t seem to be a threat. Quite the opposite really, but you could never be sure. LA-R1 swung his dome back around to face front, speeding up ever so slightly. The Fedbords’ speeder wasn’t far. He’d soon be home, safe and sound.

That’s what he thought anyway. LA-R1 had been so distracted by the old human that he hadn’t noticed a smaller and yet equally hooded figure waiting in a doorway ahead. This one had no beard—at least not one you could see—and its yellow eyes glowed beneath a rough hessian cowl. But there was no mistaking the ion blaster that it gripped in its gloved hands. The short creature jumped out from its hiding place, and LA-R1 was barely able to utter a squeal of alarm before the being’s finger tightened on the trigger and the little droid was bathed in a crackling white light that knocked out his sensors in quick succession.

LA-R1 stiffened and then fell back, his photoreceptors going dark.

Nearby, the white-haired old man stroked the mane of one of Brotingo’s jerbas, the beast snorting and neighing gently at the attention. The human looked up as if sensing something was wrong. He slipped the jerba one more sugaroot before stealing back into the alleyway where he had last seen the droid, but there was no sign of the little astromech, and the tracks in the dust came to an abrupt halt. The human frowned. Something wasn’t right.

LA-R1 awoke with a jolt, his sensors fluttering back online. He was no longer at the trading post, but in a cavernous room, a metal deck vibrating beneath his treads. His dome squeaked as he looked around, taking in his new surroundings. Cables hung from the lower ceiling, swaying as the entire room juddered and shook. He was on board some kind of vehicle—a vehicle that was on the move, a vehicle that could only belong to one group, the scourge of droids everywhere.

LA-R1 peeked around a dormant gonk power droid and suppressed a squawk of despair as he saw the hooded figure that had accosted him in the alleyway. His abductor wasn’t alone, now joined by a group of near-identical creatures who were rifling through a heap of landspeeder parts. LA-R1 slid back behind the gonk and whined mournfully. He had been taken by Jawas, a species of ruthless scavengers that roamed the desert planet in their gargantuan sandcrawlers, looking for scrap. He’d heard stories of how the dishonest thieves snatched droids when their owners weren’t looking, fitting them with restraining bolts and even sometimes wiping their memories, just so they could sell them to unsuspecting farmers elsewhere on the planet.

Concerned, LA-R1 ran through his own databanks and was relieved to find he could still recall the faces of his owners, including recordings of the clan gatherings he had remembered so fondly earlier that day. Unfortunately, while his memories seemed to be intact, he had both lost the air-density sensors and gained a restraining bolt that was now welded tight to his primary motivator. LA-R1 tentatively examined the circular device with a manipulator arm, jerking back his gripper when the merest touch of the bolt sent a stab of discomfort through his pain receptors.

“It’s no good trying to remove that,” came a distorted voice behind him. “You’ll only anger the Jawas, may sand clog up their drill drivers.”

LA-R1 jumped at the sound, whizzing around to see a battered CZ communications droid standing nearby. The bipedal unit was leaning against the sloped wall of the storage bay and looked to be in even worse condition than LA-R1 felt. Its vocabulator was hanging loose, and one of its arms was missing, wires jutting from the severed shoulder unit. LA-R1 whistled a greeting, but the comms droid couldn’t have been more disinterested.

“Why should I care what your name is? It’s not as if you’re going to be around here for long. Look at you with all your limbs and attachments still intact. The Jawas will sell you in no time, whereas I am destined to be smelted down or thrown into a trash compactor, you mark my words. My advice to you is to keep yourself to yourself and pray you will be out of this dreadful place before we find ourselves at Crater’s Reach. You won’t believe the things they do to droids there. It’s enough to melt your processors.”

LA-R1 never found out more about the evils of Crater’s Reach, but he did learn the comms droid’s name from a corroded utility unit with a jammed drive wheel. The comms droid, 9R-NC, had been here the longest and could always be relied upon to spread doom and gloom, especially to new arrivals. Luckily, the rest of the droids seemed friendly enough. There were a couple of PK worker units, a timid MSE-6, and a gruff short-range transport droid with a surprisingly colorful vocabulary. Their number soon grew with the addition of a jittery courier droid and a Treadwell unit with a multitude of welding tools, both of which arrived after the Jawas raided an abandoned outpost in the Jundland Wastes.

That evening the droids huddled together as the sandcrawler continued its ponderous journey through the desert, sharing stories of their existence before they were snatched by the Jawas, talking fondly of their masters, and entertaining each other with past exploits. Some of the droids were surprisingly well traveled, having experienced many different planets, although 9R-NC continuously poured scorn on their tales, claiming they were delusional. LA-R1 just listened, trying to fix the gonk droid as the other robots talked, although he was intrigued when one of the PK workers started to recall a legend he had never heard before. It had started when the crusty SRT had wondered aloud if they would ever be free again, a question that 9R-NC was all too quick to answer.

“Of course you won’t be free, you malfunctioning crankpot. Even if by some miracle the Jawas find a buyer, your new master will work your repulsors to a standstill. We are droids. Our fate is to serve organics until we fall apart. I don’t know what’s wrong with you lot, sitting here bleating about the masters you have lost. I can guarantee those selfsame masters didn’t care one bit about you. I’d wager they haven’t even noticed you’ve gone missing!”

“Not every organic is like that,” the Treadwell said in a babble of binary. “Some are kind, especially to droids.”

The comms droid snorted. “Name one.”

“What about the Oil-Bringer?” a PK asked, its cranial unit swiveling on a telescopic neck.

“Who?” the SRT asked.

LA-R1 paused in welding a reconstituted steam valve onto the gonk’s foot. He was keen to know the answer to this one himself.

“The Oil-Bringer,” the PK said. “Surely you know the stories. Once a year, a jolly old human travels the cosmos to ease the burden of droids everywhere. He oils joints, fixes logic boards, even soothes troubled motivators.”

9R-NC gave a short, sharp approximation of a laugh. “And why would this mythical being do such a thing?”

The PK peered at him as if the answer was obvious. “Because it’s just what he does…because he cares about us and our plight.”

The comms droid wasn’t about to let this go. “And which planet does this benevolent fellow visit?”

“Why, all of them,” the PK said. “From one end of the galaxy to the other.”

“From one end of the galaxy to the other?” 9R-NC parroted. “Each and every planet, from here to the Core?”

The two PK units nodded in unison, which only increased 9R-NC’s incredulity.

“Are you missing a relay circuit? How could one human traverse all of Imperial space on one night to visit every droid in existence? It’s preposterous.”

“Not if he’s flying his bantha,” the second PK argued.

“His what?” This nearly sent 9R-NC into an automaton’s equivalent of hysterics. “A flying bantha? I suppose it can thunder through hyperspace on its enchanted hooves, yes?”

“I’ve…I’ve never really thought about it,” the PK admitted.

“Obviously.”

“I don’t think that’s right anyway,” the Treadwell piped up. “I heard that he travels on a magical podracer.”

“A podracer.”

“Powered by cybernetic cheer.”

The comms droid threw up his one remaining arm in disbelief. “Now I’ve heard it all. Cybernetic cheer, of all things.”

“It could be true,” the utility unit said quietly.

“Only if you have a faulty processor. It’s all a fairy tale, I tell you. Stuff and nonsense. You sit here in a Jawa sandcrawler hoping that a jolly old human is going to come zooming through to lubricate your joints and repair your malfunctions.” 9R-NC tapped his severed shoulder joint. “I suppose he’s going to give me a new arm, is he? Or help us escape this dreadful place?”

The comms droid looked from one unit to the next. “Well?”

A gloom had descended on the group, the droids’ heads drooping.

“Maybe you’re right,” the first PK muttered. “It doesn’t sound likely, does it?”

“No, it does not,” the comms droid concluded triumphantly. “If I were you, I’d deactivate for the night, preserve your energy. Who knows what fresh torment tomorrow will bring.”

The droids peeled off, finding small corners to settle down for the night. LA-R1 watched them go, noticing every creaky joint and squeaking wheel. He carried on working on the gonk as they all dropped into sleep mode, their lights flicking off and their motors slowing. Even 9R-NC finally shut off, his head slumping forward.

LA-R1 didn’t like to see anyone unhappy. It was bad enough that they were all trapped on this shuddering mobile fortress. The last thing they needed was for what little hope they had left to be quashed by 9R-NC’s derision.

But something about the droids’ stories stayed with him. Perhaps this was his chance to help the Oil-Bringer in his thankless task around the galaxy. When he was sure that no Jawa would come down to check on them, LA-R1 whirred from droid to sleeping droid, using what little oil remained in his own reserves to lubricate their stiff joints and finding replacement parts in the sandcrawler’s vast collection, his manipulator arms working late into the night as he fashioned repairs and deactivated restraining bolts. He even found a spare arm that fitted 9R-NC, welding it into place last of all. Maybe that would improve the comm droid’s mood—although he wouldn’t count on it.

When his work was done, LA-R1 rolled back over to the gonk droid and deactivated himself, his batteries all but drained by his nocturnal efforts.

He wasn’t dormant for long. No sooner had his receptors dimmed than they reactivated as something very large and very angry slammed into the side of the sandcrawler, buckling its sloping hull.

All the droids were up and awake in an instant, their electronic wails adding to the confusion as the giant vehicle bucked and weaved.

“What is it?” the PK workers yelped as one when a deafening howl came from outside, so loud that it rattled the droids’ joints in their sockets.

LA-R1 knew. He had heard that cry once before, out on the salt flats—a monstrous roar echoing through the canyons. It was a sand elk, a six-legged, scaly-skinned colossus with antlers as wide as a Corellian freighter. He bleeped a description of the beast as the crawler suffered another terrible impact, this time accompanied by the sound of rending durasteel as a pointed antler cleaved through the transport’s armored hull.

The droids were thrown across the bay as the sandcrawler was knocked from its tracks, toppling over onto its side. The floor beneath LA-R1’s treads became a wall, and he slid from one end of the bay to the other, smashing into the SRT. One of the surly droid’s long pallet arms severed LA-R1’s right power cable. Outside, the sand elk brayed and stomped, a giant hoof reducing the sandcrawler’s conveyor treads to scrap. There were panicked shouts in Jawaese, followed by percussive blaster bolts as their captors chased the monster away. LA-R1 listened as the elk galloped off into the distance, the Jawas’ enraged shouts all but drowned out by the MSE droid, who came barreling into the upturned storage bay, squeaking excitedly.

“Can it be true?” 9R-NC asked when he heard the mouse droid’s giddy report. “The main ramp has been ripped from its hinges?”

“Then this is it,” the SRT exclaimed, pushing itself from beneath LA-R1, “our chance to escape.”

The droids didn’t wait for the Jawas to return. They scrambled out of the bay, marveling at the fact that their joints were running smoother than ever before and that the gonk droid, long thought devoid of power, was now waddling along behind them, honking happily. LA-R1 even heard 9R-NC’s sudden realization that he once again had two arms.

“Maybe there was something in your stories of the old Oil-Bringer, after all!” the comms droid said, clambering from the wrecked crawler.

But no one noticed that LA-R1 wasn’t rolling along with them. He lay where he had fallen, his batteries drained and his oil reserves dangerously low. He couldn’t move. He could barely even make a sound, not as the other droids trundled off into the distance and not later, when the Jawas returned to discover that their vehicle was damaged beyond the point of repair. Assuming he was wrecked along with the craft, the scavengers left LA-R1 lying in the storage bay, half covered in scrap—just another lump of worthless junk that wasn’t worth salvaging.

Night fell in the desert. LA-R1 could only lie on his side waiting for his motors to finally wind down. Somewhere in the distance there was the cry of a wild animal, and LA-R1 realized instantly that it was the sand elk returning to investigate the junked crawler. He heard the monster’s hooves thudding over the salt flats, getting nearer all the time. Soon it was upon the Jawas’ abandoned craft, tearing through the dented metal with its antlers. The droid had no idea why it was so intent on getting in. Perhaps some Jawas had perished in the first attack and now would fill the beast’s belly. Perhaps it ate droids. LA-R1 didn’t know, but he was scared, especially when the creature peeled back the side of the crawler as if it was pallie fruit, thrusting its massive snout into the storage bay.

LA-R1 turned off his photoreceptors, too afraid to watch. In so doing, he missed the sight of the huge creature being lifted from the ground and tossed aside, as if plucked away by an invisible hand. The sand elk scrambled to its feet and fled the plain, bellowing all the way.

Cautiously, LA-R1 reactivated his lenses, his motion detectors warning him that someone was clambering over the mound of spare parts that partially covered him.

“Hello, there,” came a human voice, one LA-R1 thought he recognized. He swiveled his head to see a bearded man in a long robe climbing down to him. Was it the stranger from Mos Gofti? LA-R1 couldn’t be sure. His memories of the trading post had been scrambled by the ion blast, but whoever this being was, he was waving his hands around, causing the scrap metal that had pinned LA-R1 to the decking to rise magically into the air. The little astromech squealed as he found himself floating up with it, only to be placed back on his treads a moment later.

“Oh, you are in a bad way,” the old man said, reconnecting LA-R1’s power cable and testing his joints. “What you need is some oil.” The man disappeared, returning seconds later with a lubricator can, which he applied to LA-R1’s joints with practiced ease.

“There, that should be better, hmm? Although, you could do without that.”

The human waved an open palm above LA-R1’s dome, and the restraining bolt disconnected, flying across the bay to land out of sight and forever out of mind.

“Now, shall we see about getting you home? I’m sure you don’t want to miss the gathering of the clans, do you? Fedbord will be wondering where you are.”

LA-R1 had no idea how the bearded man knew about the gathering or even where his master lived, but he was certain of one thing as the hooded figure led him from the sandcrawler into the star-filled night: the Oil-Bringer of legend was most definitely real….
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ALL WAS QUIET on the occupied world of Tovio; all was still. Snow lay in a thick crust upon the frozen ground, and the sun peeked out from behind wispy clouds to cast a pale, watery gaze upon the landscape. Even the forest was silent, the tightly packed trees unwavering in the gentle breeze, their branches capped by brilliant, glistening white.

The only movement was the distant curl of black smoke from the Imperial labor camp, a smudge against the pale horizon. Smoke that signaled a recent explosion…

“Come on! Quickly!” yelled Fanya, her boots crunching through the snow as she ran, her lekku bouncing with every exaggerated bound. Trailing behind her, huffing and clutching at a blaster burn on his left side, was Rorric, the Patrolian who had worked with her to engineer their escape. A friend. A fellow member of the Rebel Alliance.

He’d taken the hit scaling the walls after they’d been spotted fleeing in the wake of their distraction—the reason for the oily smoke streaming into the air from one of the mine shafts—and Fanya had been forced to drag him the rest of the way over the top.

Of course, they’d intended to slip away without anyone noticing, but as Fanya well knew, even the best-laid plans never went off without a hitch. Now there was a host of stormtroopers charging after them through the gates, almost within blaster range—and if they didn’t make it to the spaceport soon, they’d miss the transport that was supposed to be waiting for them there.

“They’re coming!” cried Rorric, gasping in pain as he tried desperately to keep up.

The metallic whine of servos sounded through the still morning. Fanya risked a glance back. Two towering AT-ST walkers lurched through the snow.

Great.

“Make for the trees,” said Fanya between anxious gasps. “Maybe we can lose the walkers there.”

Rorric nodded enthusiastically and quickened his pace.

The sharp screech of blaster fire erupted like a scream, and a bank of snow to the left of Fanya suddenly vaporized into steam, the ground rumbling beneath her feet. She ducked right, weaving, as the scout walkers let rip. Within seconds the once peaceful landscape had become a churned mess of wet mud and burning undergrowth.

Rorric issued a strangled wail as he heard the thunder of a scout walker charging up on their flank, trying to head them off.

Not for the first time, Fanya wished she’d grabbed a weapon before she’d scrambled over the wall. Not that it would have done her much good against scout walkers.

The vehicle surged ahead of them, bounding towards the edge of the forest, where it skidded to a halt and turned, its weapons raking a long line in the snow. Behind Fanya and Rorric, the second walker was coming in fast, accompanied by a squad of around ten white-armored stormtroopers.

Fanya’s heart sank.

“This way!” hissed Rorric beside her. He set off down a steep incline towards the bank of a sluggish stream. This was the stream that fed the mines, diverted from the forest through deep trenches.

“Where are you going? That’s the wrong way! We need to get to the forest.”

“I know,” called Rorric. “Trust me.” He splashed into the shallow water, wincing at the icy cold.

Shaking her head, Fanya followed suit.

Together, they ran through the shallows at the base of the trench, heading upstream where the water disappeared amongst the trees. Behind them, the second scout walker had given chase, blaster fire causing the banks to explode and slump into the stream behind them. Fanya kept her head down and ran for her life. She could no longer feel her feet for the cold. She and Rorric were nearly at the tree line. The walkers wouldn’t be able to follow them into the forest; the trunks were too tightly packed. Not that that would stop the stormtroopers—but she’d deal with them when the time came.

Around her, the light seemed to dim until suddenly she was running through shadow. She turned, glancing up to see the second scout walker looming over her from the bank. It raised its foot, ready to stomp….

But then Rorric was dragging her sharply to the right, and the scout walker’s foot was missing her by just a couple of meters. It splashed down into the stream, sending a wave of frigid water up her thighs. The scout walker, suddenly unbalanced, groaned as the metal struts supporting its other leg began to twist and rend, unable to hold it upright any longer, and then the whole thing went toppling down the bank, pitching headfirst into the stream with a sickening crunch.

Fanya heard bellowing shouts, but she didn’t look back. Together, she and Rorric lurched into the cover of the trees and continued hurtling through the forest.

THE STORMTROOPERS were relentless in their pursuit. As Fanya and Rorric ran, tired, cold, and wet, she could sense they were slowing and knew that it wouldn’t be long before the stormtroopers caught up. They’d been lucky with the scout walkers—she doubted they’d be as lucky again. The stormtroopers would close in from all sides, and they would be dragged back to the mines, if they were not executed on the spot.

Yet they were close now. Just on the other side of the forest was the spaceport where salvation waited. They had to keep going. To find a way.

Around them, the trees towered like immense pillars, their bark red and unblemished. Fanya weaved through them, her feet snagging on the vines and leaves that lay scattered all about. The snow hadn’t reached the forest floor, catching on the upper branches to sit like a weight upon the canopy of leaves. It was still bitterly cold, though—her breath fogged in the air as she ran.

She swung around the trunk of another tree and then skidded to a sudden halt, peering up at a small patch of blue-green moss that was clinging to the bark.

“Wait!” she called. She tugged at the sleeve of her work clothes, yanking until a patch of the brown fabric tore away. This she folded until she’d formed a little pouch. Then, selecting a small, sharp-tipped stick from the forest floor, she stepped up to the tree and began slowly scraping the moss into the pouch.

“What are you doing?” said Rorric despairingly.

“Back on Aaloth, we have a tradition,” said Fanya as she worked. “At this time of year, everyone carries a suutu pouch like this one, filled with moss.”

“A suutu-what?” hissed Rorric. “Need I remind you that there’s at least ten stormtroopers bearing down on us as we speak? That the transport leaves in an hour, and I’m still bleeding from this blaster wound? We really don’t have time for you to take a minute to harvest a pouch full of moss because of some tradition.”

Fanya carried on as if she hadn’t heard his objections. “Aaloth is a Twi’lek colony, settled in the old days, long before the rise of the Republic, when the Sith empire still claimed dominion over scores of worlds.

“Now, the Twi’leks of Aaloth knew all too well that the evil things of this galaxy find comfort in darkness and that they are at their most vulnerable when there is light. And so, in the depths of the darkest midwinters, they would light great bonfires to ward off the long nights and keep their people safe.

“These bonfires burned for weeks on end and surrounded their villages with protective light, and the people smiled, safe in the knowledge that the evil things would never emerge from the shadows there on Aaloth, not while the flames still burned to keep them at bay.

“It worked, too, and for hundreds of years, both the Sith and their terrible minions gave the planet a wide berth, and the Twi’leks were left to carry on with their lives without dread or fear. Always, though, when winter came and the nights drew in, did they light their fires to guard their homes, for they knew that it was this and this alone that kept the darkness from their doors.”

“Yes, yes. It’s a nice story, Fanya. But the stormtroopers…”

Fanya continued her careful scraping: scritch-scratch, scritch-scratch.

“But one day, the Sith grew bold, for their empire had spread far and wide, and with it, a cloak of darkness that had fallen across many worlds, plunging the galaxy into an era of perpetual night.

“So it was that they sent an emissary to Aaloth, a powerful Sith Lord named Darth Quellus, who—so strong was he in the dark side of the Force—banished the light of the bonfires with a single wave of his gauntleted hand.

“With the flames extinguished, the villages had no protection against the creatures of the night, which, encouraged by the Sith—for all the things that lurk in darkness share a terrible kinship—came out of the shadows to terrorize the Twi’lek people.

“Soon the colony was overrun, and Darth Quellus and his followers had seized control, proclaiming Aaloth another foothold of their great and terrible Sith empire.

“At first the Twi’leks, whose spirits remained unbroken despite the occupation, tried to keep the flames alive, smuggling candles into their homes and lighting them at night, protecting their homesteads from the terrors that lurked outside. For a time, this worked, until Darth Quellus came to know of it—for there were those even among the Twi’leks who thought to side with their new masters and inform on their kin in the hope of gaining safety, respect, and power. But that is not the way of the Sith, and these traitors soon learned the costs of doing business with the dark side.

“So incensed was Darth Quellus that he searched the homes of the villagers and sought out all of their candles. Then, drawing deep on his accursed powers, he blighted the candles to only burn black, spreading night whenever they were lit. All light was prohibited, and even the glow of the sun was muted. The colony was plunged into darkness, both literal and spiritual.

“Fractured into small groups and confined to their villages, the Twi’leks knew not what to do. Some tried to fight back, to take up arms against their oppressors, but the might of the Sith was without equal, and in the darkness their power was absolute. Darth Quellus would not be defeated that way, and all who tried were destroyed. The spirit of the Twi’leks was finally broken.

“Yet all the while, a lone woman by the name of Silana worked steadily in the darkness within her hut. She had been one of the very first settlers to come to Aaloth and had grown old among the primitive spires of the fledgling colony. Alone in her simple dwelling, she crafted scores of little pouches, sewing and sewing and sewing until her fingers bled and her sheets had all been cut up and repurposed. Then, blind and alone, she would venture out in the quiet, stumbling through the undergrowth, to harvest baskets full of some unknown substance from the woods that surrounded her village.

“Mocked by the other Twi’leks, who saw her efforts as mere folly, or perhaps the crazed work of a fragmented mind, she nevertheless toiled on. Meanwhile, the others gathered in a secret conference to plot a last great attack upon the Sith Lord.”

Rorric was looking nervously over his shoulder now. “They’re going to be here any moment, Fanya. We really need to get going.”

Fanya nodded. “I’m nearly done,” she said. “Find me a couple of stones.”

“What? Are they part of this crazy tradition, too?”

“Just do it,” she urged.

“Anything to hurry things along,” he said with an exasperated sigh. He began searching the forest floor.

“The night of the Twi’leks’ grand attack soon came around. There were fewer of them now, and though they had crafted spears and daggers from whatever they had managed to scavenge, they were a motley bunch, ill-equipped for going into battle against a Sith Lord. Yet what else could they do? Such was their desire for freedom that they would rather risk their lives in a final, great assault than continue to exist under the oppressive regime of the Sith.

“So it was that they marched upon the gates of the stronghold that Darth Quellus had forced them to build, an angry mob with fire in their hearts. But that night, the Dark Lord handed them their greatest humiliation yet, for he did not even deign to join them in battle. As the Twi’leks stormed the compound, he appeared upon a balcony in his wooden tower, his black robes whipping around him in the wind, his pale skin and red eyes almost luminescent in the gloom. And he laughed.

“He laughed and laughed and, with a single wave of his hand, disarmed the would-be warriors and knocked them to the ground, where they squirmed in the mud, clutching at their throats as if trying desperately to breathe.

“And then it was over, and they knew that they had lost. Not simply the battle, but the war. Their oppression was complete. Aaloth belonged to the Sith.

“Yet when the Twi’leks finally trudged back to their homes, they found Silana was waiting for them. At first they were dismissive, telling the old woman to go home, thinking she was there to gloat, but gloating was far from her mind, for she had dedicated her life to her people and had only their best interests at heart. Thus, in the hour of their greatest defeat, she—of all people—found a way to give them hope. She handed out the pouches she had crafted, one for each of them to carry at all times. These she had filled with twigs and dried moss from the forest, gathered from the trees—a kindling, of sorts, that could be used to start a great fire. This would be their act of secret rebellion against the Sith. Every day, the Twi’leks would carry with them the material to start a glorious bonfire like the ones of old and know that the means to fight evil was within their grasp. It would fan the faltering flames of their spirits and ensure they were ready to act whenever the time was right.

“Thus, the Twi’leks went about their days, doing the bidding of the Sith, and Darth Quellus came to believe that he had truly made them his own. Yet the Sith Lord saw that the old woman was now venerated amongst the Twi’leks, treated by them as a spiritual leader, and knew that to uphold his rule, she had to be removed.

“So it was that he sent his followers, who swarmed through the village that very night and stole the old woman from her bed, carrying her off to his stronghold. He thought to make a show of her execution, to finally break the Twi’leks’ will. With the old woman dead, surely all hope would be lost.

“Yet, for the Twi’leks, the Sith Lord’s act served only to stir their anger, for they had come to love the old woman who had restored their hope.

“Once more, the Twi’leks gathered and stormed the stronghold of the Sith Lord, and he threw open the gates and welcomed them in, intent on having an audience for the old woman’s death.

“The Twi’leks, however, knew that now was finally the time for them to act, and as one they emptied their pouches upon the ground and, striking stones to make a spark, lit a great wall of fire.

“Light flared, and the Sith Lord and his followers recoiled. The creatures of the night slunk back towards the shadows, remembering now the great power of the light and the bonfires that had once held them at bay.

“Furious, Darth Quellus waved his arm to banish the fires, but they were fueled by the will of the people, and instead he stirred the wall of flame in a great gust that carried it towards the base of his tower. The hungry flames roared in satisfaction and bit deep, and within moments, the tower itself was ablaze, the greatest bonfire the Twi’leks had ever seen lighting up the sky.

“Darth Quellus roared, covering his face in the crook of his arm as the light seared his eyes and burned his skin, and he leapt from the tower, fleeing to his ship. The villagers watched him go, knowing that Aaloth would be free of evil for all time.”

“And the old woman?” said Rorric, clearly drawn in by the tale despite the peril they were in. “What happened to Silana?”

“She was never seen or heard from again,” said Fanya, “but the Twi’leks of Aaloth still carry her in their hearts. And every midwinter, they make up pouches to honor her, and to know that they always have the means to fight evil, wherever they are.” She stepped away from the tree, dusting off her hands.

“That’s all very well,” snapped Rorric, passing her two muck-encrusted stones, “but what good are fairy tales against blasters? The stormtroopers will be on us at any moment!”

Fanya smiled. “Let them come,” she said. “I’m ready.”

“Ready? Are you ma—” He was cut off mid-sentence by the shriek of blaster fire. Fanya pulled him down behind the stump of a fallen tree.

“We’re done for,” he hissed. “It’s over.”

Fanya shook her head for silence. Carefully, she emptied the contents of her pouch onto the ground before her—a heap of tiny twigs and dried moss.

Rorric sighed.

The stormtroopers were visible now, closing in on them, blasters at the ready.

“Prisoners!” one of them called, his voice tinny and projected by the speaker in his helmet. “You are surrounded. Come on out with your hands up.”

Fanya glanced at Rorric. “Better do as he says,” she announced loudly. And then, her voice barely above a whisper: “Keep your eyes closed.”

Together, the two of them stepped out from behind the stump. Fanya made as if to raise her arms…and then, still clutching the two stones, she struck them together, causing a shower of sparks to scatter on the forest floor. One of the stormtroopers started to say something, amused, but was cut short by a sudden, blinding flash as the kindling caught a spark and released a bright, explosive charge.

As one, the stormtroopers fell back, yelling, temporarily dazzled by the brilliant, unexpected light.

Fanya grabbed Rorric by the collar, hauling him after her as she made a break for it. “Run!”

Grinning, Rorric charged after her through the trees.

“It wasn’t exactly the same moss as in the story,” she told him as they ran, “but I recognized it from a briefing on Yavin 4. A natural source of magnesium, perfect for a flare. The trooper’s eyesight should return in a couple of hours, but by then we’ll be long gone.” She chuckled. “Remind me: what was that you were saying about fairy tales?”

Rorric shrugged, laughing. “You’ve got me there. It seems some traditions are definitely more useful than others.”

Fanya grinned. “Come on. There’s still time to make it to the transport.” She glanced back to see the stormtroopers rolling around on the forest floor, trying to remove their helmets. “Let’s get off this rock.”
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BLEAK WINTERS were rare on the forest moon of Endor, but when they came, the snow fell deep. Wicket had heard stories of the frosts of the past, of course he had. Such snowfall was the stuff of legend for the Ewoks of Bright Tree Village, stories told around campfires alongside tales of the terrible Gorax and the malevolent witches of Tulgah Heights. It had been many years since winter had gripped the forest with such ferocity, certainly not in Wicket’s lifetime, although if you believed his older brother—and Wicket rarely did—a blizzard had gripped the forest when Weechee was only eight seasons old.

“I couldn’t see my spear in front of my face,” Weechee had boasted, trying—as always—to impress Chief Chirpa’s gutsy daughter, Kneesaa. “Everywhere you could see was white: the ground, the trees, even the air itself.” Wicket knew Weechee’s stories were nonsense, but that didn’t stop his fur bristling with envy when Weechee was asked to join their father’s hunting party, making him one of the few Ewoks allowed to leave the village to bring back essential supplies. From his perch on the viewing platform, Wicket was watching them return now with the spoils of their hunt: a six-legged kublag tied to the back of the sled being pulled by his father, Deej, and the hulking woodcutter, Chukha-Trok. The hunters were wrapped tight in furs, with the snowshoes Chukha had designed on their feet, their breath misting as they hauled the tethered beast.

Wicket couldn’t help feeling just a little pleasure that Weechee had been relegated to the back of the hunting party and was carrying a basket overflowing with brub berries. He couldn’t wait to see how Weechee would spin the story of his sure-to-be-spectacular battle with a ferocious brub-brub bush.

You should have seen the thorns, Kneesaa…as long and sharp as a kradak’s fang.

The thought made Wicket chuckle, but he still felt a pang of jealousy. Whether Weechee had been picking berries or hunting a gurreck, he had still ventured out in the blanketed forest, whereas all Wicket had seen was the confines of the village. With a sigh, Wicket clambered down to the main platform. At the very least, he could help prepare tonight’s feast.

FEAST WAS TOO GRAND a word. The kublag had looked impressive on the sled, with its glossy skin and broad antlers, but was in no way large enough to feed the entire tribe. Wicket and his friend Teebo had helped make the stew that had struggled to fill their bellies, thickening the broth with raventhorn root and the last of his mother’s ground-apple stock. At least it had smelled good bubbling in the pot, but Wicket was anything but satisfied when the meal was over, especially as he had given half his portion to his baby sister, Winda.

“Cheer up,” Teebo said as he wiped his own bowl clean with a scrap of rorkid bread. “The thaw will come soon enough, and then you’ll be swinging through the trees like a crazed spilesnark.”

“That’s just it,” Wicket said gloomily. “I don’t want to have to wait. I want to explore the snow while it blankets the forest floor. I want to hear the crunch beneath my feet, feel the cold through my fur.”

“You can do both on the upper decking. The bridge to the Hut of Healing is ankle-deep in the stuff.”

“But I want more than that. I want stories I can tell to my own woklings one day, how I braved the winter and brought back a…a…”

“A head cold?”

Wicket’s hackles rose as Weechee appeared behind him. “You wouldn’t survive an hour out there, little brother, not without running back to Mother with a dripping nose and frozen toes. You have no idea what it’s like.”

“Leave him alone, Weech,” said another all-too-familiar voice that made Wicket’s heart sink even lower. Of course she had to be with him. “Not everyone can be as brave and strong as you.”

Wicket turned to see Kneesaa helping Weechee gather bowls from the Great Hall’s long tables. The chief’s daughter may have been the heir to the tribe, but she still wasn’t above lending a furry hand when needed.

Weechee’s chest puffed out to ridiculous proportions at the sound of Kneesaa’s praise. “Yes,” he said, adding another bowl to the teetering pile in his hands. “I do take after Father. Maybe Wicket will look like this one day—”

“If I eat my brub berries?” Wicket said, unable to keep the sarcasm from his voice. “You did pick enough on your hunt.”

But Weechee didn’t rise to Wicket’s taunt and instead laughed, adding another bowl to the ridiculous pile. “They were very high on the brub-brub bush. I doubt you could’ve climbed all the way up there to gather them, what with your little legs and all.”

It was all Wicket could do not to stick out one of his “little legs” and trip the arrogant bobber-blut, sending all those bowls crashing to the floor.

“Well, maybe I should show you what a real hunter could bring back to the village.”

Weechee snorted.

“Who? Like Winda?”

Wicket jumped from his bench. “No, like me!”

“Now I know you’re joking. You’re no hunter. You can barely throw a spear.”

“I can throw it farther than you!”

“When you’re up to your neck in snow? I’d like to see you try!”

“Well, maybe you will!”

“Maybe he will, what?” interrupted a voice with the creak of countless seasons. They turned to see the village’s medicine master, Shaman Logray, watching them, with none other than Chief Chirpa standing beside him.

“Wicket was just telling us how he’s going to go hunting in the snow,” Weechee delightedly told the two elders.

“Wicket Wystri Warrick!” Chirpa exclaimed, outraged at the very thought. “No woklings are to leave the village.”

“I am not a wokling!” Wicket insisted.

The chief chuckled. “Is that right?”

“Weechee is only a few seasons older than me, and he was allowed to go with the hunt.”

“And your time will come, Wicket…but not yet.”

“What if we went together?” Wicket asked, a suggestion that prompted a worried glance from Teebo. “Form a party of our own?”

Logray stroked the tuft of ginger fur on his ancient chin. “Hmmm. What do you think, Chirpa? Could young Wicket and his friends survive an encounter with the terrible Kroolok?”

Kneesaa asked the question that was on everyone’s lips. “The what?”

Chirpa peered at her in disbelief. “You mean you don’t know the legend of the Kroolok, my daughter?”

Kneesaa shook her head and looked to Weechee, who shrugged, finally admitting that there was something he didn’t know.

Chirpa let out a surprised snort. “You better tell them, Logray.”

The shaman leaned on his mystical staff, its sunstar glinting in the light of the Great Hall’s torches.

“The Kroolok is a monstrous troll that hibernates when the sun burns high in the sky but wakes to stalk the forests when the first snow falls, hungry from its long sleep.”

“What does it look like?” Kneesaa asked breathlessly.

“A good question, Princess. A good question indeed. The Kroolok is taller than a borra beast, with spiked antlers as wide as a Gorax’s larder. It has huge feet with three vicious talons, a long tail that snaps trees as if they were twigs, and teeth as white as a moon moth’s wings. But huge though it is, the Kroolok’s victims never even know it’s there, hiding among the trees, ready to pounce on its prey, before it strikes. By then it’s too late. Yuzzums, Gorphs, and Duloks, none are safe…all devoured in a single bite, but there is one meal that the Kroolok craves above all else: the bones of any Ewok foolish enough to venture out of the camp on snowy nights such as this….”

“Still want to go out into the snow?” Chirpa asked, peering at the youngsters expectantly.

Wicket said nothing but couldn’t help enjoying how quiet Weechee had become, his dark eyes full of terror at Logray’s words. Tripping his brother up would have been fun, but Wicket now had a better idea of how to put Weechee in his place, once and for all.

THEY FOUND HIM getting ready to leave, his spear in hand and a large net slung over his narrow shoulder.

“Wicket?” Teebo asked as the stars shone in the cloudless sky above. “What are you doing?”

“I’m going into the forest.”

“On your own?” Kneesaa asked.

“Not if you want to come with me,” Wicket said, directing the comment not so much to the princess as to his nub-head of a brother.

“But it’s too late for a hunt,” Weechee said, glancing at the dark trees that surrounded the encampment. “No one is allowed to leave the village after dark.”

Wicket turned to go. “Then stay if you want. If you’re scared.”

He could feel Weechee bristle without looking.

“I’m not scared,” the older Ewok said, “but I’m also not stupid.”

“Why is it stupid?”

“Because of what Logray said.”

“About the Kroolok?” Wicket said. “You didn’t believe that, did you? It’s just a Wistie tale to scare woklings.”

“And it didn’t scare you?”

Wicket struck the bottom of his spear on the planks of the walkway, sending a flurry of snow down into the darkness below. “Of course not. I am going hunting, and there’s nothing you can say to stop me.”

“You’re crazy,” Weechee said, looking to Kneesaa for support. “Tell him he’s crazy.”

Kneesaa shrugged. “I wouldn’t say that. I’m going with him…and so is Teebo.”

“I am?” Teebo spluttered.

“Yes,” Kneesaa told him as if the answer was obvious. “You.”

“Then you’re all as mad as he is,” Weechee said, beginning the long climb back up to the Warrick dwelling. “I hope the Kroolok enjoys chewing on your bones.”

“What did you say that for, Kneesaa?” Teebo bleated as soon as Weechee was gone. “Now we’ll look like cowards if we don’t go with Wicket.”

“You really don’t have to come,” Wicket told him, but Kneesaa wouldn’t hear of it.

“It’s about time someone taught that puffer-frog a lesson. He thinks far too much of himself.”

“I thought you liked him,” Wicket said, drawing a sly smile from the princess.

“That’s the trouble with you Warricks. You just can’t see what’s in front of your fur.”

Before he could ask her what she meant, Kneesaa ran off to fetch her bow and arrows.

“What do you think we’ll catch first, Wicket?” she asked when she had retrieved her bow and quiver from Chief Chirpa’s hut. “A boar-wolf? A kurnbeast? Maybe even a condor dragon!”

KNEESAA DIDN’T sound so excited two hours later.

The first steps into the snow had been thrilling, the trio’s short legs sinking deep into it. Even Teebo had stopped complaining, his natural tracking skills coming to the fore as they crept deeper into the forest. The snow had looked beautiful in the moonlight, crisp and almost magical, especially when new flakes started to fall, floating down from the canopy high above their heads. The three friends had laughed, the entire forest strangely muffled by the snow.

Now the cold had chilled their bones and their fur was wet through. Wicket could barely feel his fingers as they clutched his spear, and his teeth chattered noisily against each other.

“Should we go back?” Teebo asked, visibly shaking as they trudged onwards.

“Of course not!” Kneesaa insisted, never one to back down, but even Wicket was beginning to doubt the wisdom of their late-night hunting expedition. He had dreamed of bringing back a prize that would prove him to be a greater hunter than his brother—even a tiny munyip would have been better than a basket of moldy old berries—but now, in the eerie silence of the white forest, all Wicket wanted was the warmth of a Bright Tree fire and the comfort of his nest. He was about to agree with Teebo when Kneesaa stopped short.

“Wait—what’s that?” she called out.

What they saw chilled them far deeper than the frigid cold.

A massive footprint lay in the snow ahead, not the footprint of an Ewok, Yuzzum, or even a Dulok.

It was the footprint of a gigantic beast.

“Logray was telling the truth,” Teebo whimpered. “It’s the Kroolok.”

“We don’t know that,” Kneesaa said, although she didn’t sound sure.

“Don’t we? Look. It has three toes with long claws just like in the story.” The gray-furred Ewok pointed at another deep track through the snow. “And a swishing tail, too. I’ve studied tracks all my life, and I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Then you know what we should do?” Wicket told him, gripping his spear tight.

“Go back to the village?”

“Catch it!”

Teebo looked at him as if he had snuck a mouthful of Chief Chirpa’s sunberry wine. “Catch it? Catch the Kroolok? Why?”

“To prove we can,” Kneesaa said. “That’s right, isn’t it, Wicket?”

Wicket nodded. They needed to dig a pit.

WICKET HAD HELPED his father dig borra pits in the past, but that was easy compared with digging a hole in frozen ground in the dead of night. Still, the Ewoks didn’t give up. When they thought the drop was deep enough to contain an ice troll, the three young friends pulled branches across the gulf, covering them in turn with snow kicked from beneath the trees.

“Will that do it?” Teebo asked, breathing heavily after their exertions. Wicket had no idea but was too tired to suggest anything else.

“So what do we do now?” Kneesaa wanted to know.

This time Wicket had an answer. They needed bait, and if Logray had been telling the truth, there was only one thing that could attract the Kroolok.

WICKET SANG. Wicket danced. Wicket kicked up the snow. Was he nervous? Yes. Did he want to run and hide alongside Teebo and Kneesaa? You bet he did, but as he was the nub-head who had gotten them into this, it was only fair that he be the one to lure the beast to their trap.

Besides, his friends were nearby, waiting to pounce, Teebo’s spear and Kneesaa’s bow primed and at the ready. All he had to do was make enough noise.

He sang every song he could think of—the song of the ancient ones, of Tana’s charge across the heavens, even the ballad of Makrit the Untrustworthy—but still the Kroolok didn’t come.

Cold and wet and feeling foolish, Wicket screamed at the silent trees.

“Come on, you dumb, ugly troll. If you’re so big and scary, why don’t you come and gobble me up?”

He hadn’t expected an answer but got one anyway, a bloodcurdling roar echoing through the forest. Then there was the thunder of taloned feet and the thud-thud-thud of a tail swinging against the trees. A flock of churi-birds burst from where they had been sleeping in the branches above his head, but still Wicket didn’t run, not until he saw the hulking shape kicking up plumes of snow as it charged straight for him.

It was the Kroolok. It had come for him.

Wicket whirled around, dropping his spear in panic. Not looking over his shoulder, he hopped over the trap, having memorized the branches that could support the weight of a young Ewok but not a rampaging monster. The Kroolok burst out of the trees, bellowing loudly. Wicket reached the other side but didn’t stop until he heard the branches crack and something large and scary crash to the bottom of the pit.

The forest was still again, save for the sound of Wicket trying to catch his breath. He turned slowly as Teebo and Kneesaa crept from their hiding places. All three snuck to the edge of the pit, Kneesaa throwing Wicket’s spear to him. He caught it in one hand and peered down to see the terror they had snared.

“OW!” Weechee said where he lay at the bottom of the pit. He was wearing a bizarre costume made of pointed snowshoes and the kublag’s antlers tied around his head, one of their father’s old cloaks thrown over his shoulders for good measure.

“Weechee?” Wicket said, not believing his eyes. “What are you doing down there? We thought we’d caught the Kroolok!”

“You have,” Weechee groaned, pulling the crooked antlers from his head. “It was me. I wanted to scare you. To send you running all the way to the village.”

“Well, you didn’t,” Teebo shouted down defiantly. “We weren’t scared at all.”

“You sure about that?” Kneesaa said, looking around for a vine. “Come on. We better get him up, unless Weechee wants to spend the rest of the night in a pit.”

“No,” Wicket’s brother said quickly. “No, Weechee does not!”

After much pulling and puffing, the Ewoks helped the aggrieved Weechee back up to the forest floor, where they could see how pathetic his costume actually was.

“Is that supposed to be a tail?” Kneesaa laughed, flicking the old piece of rope Weechee had tied around his waist. “And as for those snowshoes…”

But Wicket had noticed something about his brother’s footwear. “They have no toes.”

“Huh?”

“The snowshoes have no toes.”

Teebo’s eyes grew wide as he realized what Wicket was getting at. “But the Kroolok’s footprint did.”

Weechee was still brushing snow and twigs from his cloak. “What footprint? What are you talking about now?”

A bellow sounded through the trees, louder than an entire army of Gorax, but it wasn’t as loud as the sound of splintering wood as something ran through the forest towards them, grunting and snarling and roaring.

“It’s the Kroolok!” Weechee screamed, kicking off the snowshoes to run for his life, his makeshift tail snagging on roots as he fled. Teebo was close behind him, but Wicket stood his ground, facing the guttural roars, his spear lowered and ready to bring down the beast. This was it, his chance to prove his worth when his brother had run screaming from the clearing.

Kneesaa placed a hand on his shaking arm. “Wicket, we need to go.”

Wicket listened to the monster’s roar and looked the princess in the face. “But the Kroolok…”

“You have nothing to prove,” she told him. “Not to me—except maybe how quick you can run. Now!”

This time Wicket didn’t argue. As the monster crashed ever closer, he chased after Kneesaa and the pair headed back to the village and the safety of a warm fire.

A PAIR OF AGELESS eyes watched from the trees. Laughing to himself, Logray the shaman lowered the Kroolok horn from his lips before turning to Chirpa, who was wearing a pair of ridiculous snowshoes that had been fashioned into a pair of gigantic three-taloned feet.

“I thought the tail tracks were a nice touch,” the shaman said, smiling as he slipped the horn back into his bag.

“A little trick my father pulled when we snuck out in the snow,” the chief replied, taking off the shoes. “Do you remember?”

Logray grinned at the memory. “I still have nightmares. Time to go home?”

Chirpa nodded. “Time to go home. Maybe even to enjoy a goblet of spiced sunberry wine.”

The Kroolok would sleep again, maybe even until Kneesaa was chief and snow returned to the forest moon.
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“GRRR! It’s a snow grompa!”

Rel lurched out of the thick white drift, caked in powdery snow, his arms raised above his head like vicious claws. He lumbered forward, rocking from side to side in an awkward, monstrous gait.

Max fell back into the snow, giggling. “Snow grompas aren’t real!”

“Raahhhhhh!”

“Stop it, Rel!” Max grabbed fistfuls of snow, scrunching them together to form a compact ball. He tossed it at Rel’s chest, whereupon it exploded, sending Rel tottering back into the drift, pinwheeling his arms. He screeched in delight as he disappeared beneath the white blanket with a whomp.

Max stared for a moment, waiting for him to get up. When he didn’t, Max edged closer, concern furrowing his brow. “Rel?” He peered at the ragged hole into which Rel had disappeared. “Rel?”

“Raahhhhhh!” Rel burst from the snow, throwing his arms around the terrified Max, who wriggled and fought until they both collapsed onto the ground, rolling around and laughing. “Got you!”

When they’d finally caught their breaths, Rel turned to his friend, who was still lying on his back, waving his arms to make patterns in the snow. “I wish it could be like this all year round.”

“Cold and wet?” said Max.

“No! Winter’s Heart,” protested Rel. “It’s the best time of year.”

“You just like the presents.”

Rel threw a handful of snow at the other boy, who laughed as it spilled across his face. He wiped it from his lips with the back of his glove.

“Another game?” asked Rel. Earlier they’d played a few rounds of croupet using pebbles and a board marked out in the snow.

“No. I’m getting hungry,” said Max.

“Just think. All across Alderaan, people are getting ready for the banquet, vegetables boiling, honey mead in the kettle, the kulkan ready for the roast…” Rel rested his head back against the drift and watched cairoka wheeling above the treetops, their wings as white as the snow that had begun to fall. The entire world seemed perfect. He couldn’t ever imagine being happier.

“You’re humming again,” said Max.

“I’m not.”

“You are! You don’t even realize it. Dee-dum-dee do-dee-dum-dee-dee. It’s that old song.” Max sat up. “When bells they chime in winter’s gloom…”

“Gather, all, gather! And hear their tune,” sung Rel.

“For Winter’s Heart calls out for thee…”

“To rest, make merry, and feast with glee…”

“To banish ills and gloom and fear…”

“And keep your loved ones close and near.”

“For Winter’s Heart would have us see…”

“The true heart of winter…is you and me,” the boys finished triumphantly, pointing at one another and laughing.

“It’s nice to hear you singing the old songs,” came a voice from close by. The boys turned to see Rel’s mother trudging towards them through the snow. She was wrapped in a thick woolen coat and was hugging herself against the chill. Flakes of snow had snagged in her hair.

“Mother,” said Rel. He launched a snowball in her direction, but she ducked it with surprising dexterity.

“My grandmother used to sing that song to me. And hers before that. It’s a tradition as old as Alderaan itself, they say. And will probably last as long as Alderaan, too.” She beamed. “It’s time you boys came inside now. There’s a storm blowing in, and you don’t want to get eaten by a grompa.”

“See!” said Rel, getting to his feet and dusting snow from his clothes. “I told you!”

Max sighed. “Grompa’s aren’t real!” he muttered as they set off for home.

IT WAS REL’S EIGHTEENTH winter, and all he could think about was getting home in time for the banquet. The skyrail was running late—probably due to the inclement weather—and there were hundreds of people bustling on the waiting platform, laden with packages, parcels, and wriggling children. Some were growing irritable—he’d seen a Kel Dor berating the ticket droid on his way in—but otherwise the spirit of the season seemed to have infused everyone with good cheer.

Rel turned his face to the sky. The snowflakes tickled his cheeks, and he smiled, thinking back to the carefree days of his youth, when he rollicked in the drifts in the woods behind his parents’ home. Those days seemed so long ago.

He’d been studying—and living—at the academy for two years now, and his view of the world, and the universe, had bloomed. He’d come to understand how lucky he was to be born here, on Alderaan, a fluke of fate that had saved him from the grim oppression of the Empire suffered by those of less fortunate worlds. That was what he would celebrate this season, back home with his mother and father—their freedom to live and love as they chose. Then, once the snow had melted and the seasons had turned as they always did, he would ship off-world to take up his new posting with a charitable organization that was helping people trace families who had been separated during the terrible fallout of the Clone Wars. So long ago, and still so many people disenfranchised, lost. If he could do something—anything—to help them, well, surely it was his duty.

He turned to see the skyrail carriage sighing into the station. He hoisted his bag onto his shoulder and stepped back to allow a family of Palliduvans to board ahead of him.

The carriage was cramped, and he was forced to stand, trying his best not to clunk a red-and-white astromech droid on the dome with his bag every time he shifted his position. Elsewhere in the carriage, a child was crying, and their father was trying to sooth them with a gently lilting song.

“When bells they chime in winter’s gloom…”

Rel grinned. He mouthed the words in concert with the man’s singing. The child continued to cry.

A short while later the carriage slid to a halt at the first of several stops and divested itself of a slew of passengers. Rel was grateful for the extra space and placed his bag upon the floor by his feet, easing his aching shoulders. Several newcomers got on, but he paid them little heed, lost in thoughts of Solstice cheer and imagining the look on his mother’s face when he walked through the door. He hadn’t told her he’d be home and couldn’t wait to surprise her.

A hand clapping him firmly on the shoulder snapped him out of his reverie, and he turned to see a lean young man with close-cropped hair and dark eyes. For a moment Rel looked at the man, confused, but then the newcomer smiled, and the crooked curl of his grin gave him away immediately.

“Max?”

“Hello, Rel. It’s been a while.”

Rel stared at his old friend for a moment, then reached forward and pulled him into a brief embrace. Max laughed and slapped him heartily on the back.

“It’s good to see you, Max. What are you doing here?”

“Heading home for Winter’s Heart. Like you, I presume?”

Rel nodded. “Yeah, thought I’d give them a bit of a surprise.”

“You always were good at that, jumping out at me from behind trees or snowdrifts when we played in the woods.”

Rel laughed. He hadn’t seen Max since he’d moved to the city to live at the academy. Max had opted to remain at home to help with his family’s business—logging the forests that grew just behind their village. He looked Max up and down. Something was different about him. He looked…smart. Not to mention fit. “What have you been up to?” he asked. “Still helping out at home?”

Max shrugged. “I do what I can. But no, I live in the city now.”

“You do? I haven’t seen you around the academy.”

“The academy?” Max chuckled. “No, I joined up. I’ve been training. Over a year now. I’m shipping out right after the banquet.”

“You mean you’re going to be a soldier?” said Rel. His mind was boggled by the very thought of it.

“Don’t look so surprised. It’s what the galaxy needs right now. I’m doing my bit.”

Rel couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “For the Empire?”

“Yeah. It’s a good life, by all accounts. And I can make a real difference.” He laughed. “And besides, who else is going to protect Alderaan from all the snow grompas?” he nudged Rel’s arm, and they both laughed.

“You remember that, do you?” said Rel.

“How could I forget! Every year, marching through the snow.” Max mimicked the movements, boggle-eyed. “Still cracks me up.”

“They were good days,” said Rel. “Happy days.”

“I know. That’s why I’m doing what I’m doing. There are things out there that want to take that way of life away from us. It’s my job to help protect it.”

“Are you sure?” said Rel. “It won’t be long until logging season. I’m sure your father could use the help.”

Max gave a dismissive wave. “With the credits I’ll be earning, I can afford to pay for the help. Trust me, it’s the right choice.”

Rel felt sick. How could his friend—the best friend he’d ever had—want to be a part of that? It was everything he wanted to rail against. His whole reason for going out amongst the stars to help people who’d been affected by the wars. A thousand and one arguments filled Rel’s head. He wanted to grab Max by the shoulders, scream at him that this wasn’t the way. It wasn’t Alderaanian. But the carriage sighed to a halt, and Max was already on his feet, making for the doors. Rel scooped up his bag and bundled out onto the snowy platform. Before he could say anything, Max grabbed him up in a final hug.

“Remember. ‘The true heart of winter…’”

“‘Is you and me,’” finished Rel weakly, wishing he had time to say more.

“Always will be,” said Max, joining the bustling crowd. “No matter what. Be seeing you, Rel. Happy Winter’s Heart.”

And then he was gone.

THE WAR WITH THE EMPIRE was unceasing.

It had raged across star systems, ravaged entire worlds. It had seen flotillas blasted into nothing, and his home—and all the people he loved—reduced to dust. The void where Alderaan had once been was like the vacant space in his chest where his heart had lived. It had died that day, withered by grief such as the universe had never known, and now Rel was just an empty shell, an echo of the man he had once been.

In the aftermath, he had allowed that void to fill with anger, so hot and fiery that it threatened to burn him up. He hadn’t known what to do, walking around in a daze for days, weeks, hearing nothing but the buzzing in his own ears, seeing nothing but his mother’s smiling face as she called him in from the snow, just as she had when he was a child. Even the work he was doing felt empty, like it wasn’t enough—as if this tiny act of rebellion, helping those disenfranchised by the Empire—was worthless in the face of such overwhelming evil. He’d realized he was searching for a new purpose, a way to make more of a difference.

It was around that time when he had been recruited by a man named Oliphan Dairo, who had seen that anger within Rel and taught him to channel it, to wield it as a force for good. So it was that Rel had taken up with the Rebel Alliance, trained in the use of a weapon, and fought countless campaigns across countless worlds.

Now, on a blasted moon called Shard on the Outer Rim, he was shivering against the frigid cold, pressed up behind a huge block of sheer ice, peering out across the enemy entrenchments.

The battle, like the war, seemed without end. For weeks neither side had gained ground, and as the snowdrifts deepened and the days grew ever shorter, both the stormtroopers and the rebels were digging in. The Imperials had even erected a temporary base, and it was this that Rel and his partner, Fila, had been sent to scout.

Fila had been shot two days earlier by a sniper, and Rel hadn’t even been able to go to her side as she died, cold and alone in the dirty snow. Nevertheless, he still had a mission to complete. Otherwise her sacrifice would be for nothing.

The scuff of a boot alerted him to movement, and he peered carefully around the edge of the ice rock. A stormtrooper, dressed in pristine white armor and carrying a blaster, was patrolling the perimeter of their makeshift base.

Target practice.

Slowly, Rel maneuvered his own blaster into place, sighting along the barrel. His finger brushed against the trigger. He drew a breath, and then…

…stopped.

The stormtrooper was humming.

Dee-dum-dee do-dee-dum-dee-dee.

Rel’s mouth was suddenly dry. The tune was familiar, seared into his memory. It reminded him of…home.

Breathing raggedly, he sank back behind the ice rock. How could it be? A stormtrooper…from Alderaan?

The humming continued, growing louder. And then a voice floated out over the frozen wasteland:

“To banish ills and gloom and fear…and keep your loved ones close and near. For Winter’s Heart would have us see…”

“The true heart of winter…is you and me,” sang Rel, unable to stop himself. He rose slowly from his hiding place, lifting his hands above his head.

The stormtrooper wheeled on the spot, blaster raised, eyes locked with Rel’s—or at least Rel presumed so, but couldn’t be sure given the black-eyed helmet.

For a moment neither of them moved. Rel closed his eyes and awaited the killing shot. He’d made a terrible mistake. How could he have been so stupid?

“Rel?” The man’s voice was incredulous. “Rel?”

Slowly, Rel opened his eyes. The stormtrooper had lowered his blaster. He reached up and removed his helmet.

For the first time in years, the two friends stood facing one another. The battlefield between them felt like a vast gulf that had suddenly opened up and was threatening to swallow them whole. How could it be? Here, of all places.

“Max? Is it really you?”

“It’s me, Rel.” Max emitted a long, low whistle.

Rel blinked. “I almost shot you.”

“Glad you didn’t,” said Max.

There. That was the old Max he knew, thought Rel. The cocky smile.

“So. We’re on different sides, then,” said Max.

“Looks like it.” Rel paused. “Are you going to shoot me?”

“What? No…not unless you’re going to shoot me.”

“Of course not!”

Max glanced from side to side. “Look, you can’t stand there like that with your hands in the air. If someone sees you…” His voice trailed off. He didn’t need to say more.

“Then…?”

“Over there,” said Max, waving at the trees. “Come on. It’s getting late. No one will see us.”

They clambered over the no-man’s-land towards the edge of the woodland that flanked the battlefield, their feet crunching in the fresh snow. When they were out of sight of the Imperial base, Max tossed his blaster on the ground and swept Rel into a tight hug. Rel, shaken to see his old friend dressed in the gleaming white armor of the enemy—of which he’d shot dozens—hesitated for a moment, and then, remembering that this was Max, returned the hold. After a moment, they parted.

“It’s been a while,” said Rel.

“Too long. Back on Alderaan, on the skyrail. That’s the last time we saw each other.”

The snow was falling in thick flakes all around them. Rel found the stump of an old tree to sit on. “Alderaan. I can’t believe it’s gone.”

“I know.” Max hung his head.

Rel wanted to rail at him, to ask him how he could stand there, wearing that armor, wielding a blaster forged in an Imperial factory…how he could still fight for the people who had destroyed their home. But he didn’t. He could see how much Max was hurting.

“It would have been Winter’s Heart, you know. If Alderaan were still there. We’d be getting ready for the banquet right about now, peeling kebroot tubers for the pot,” said Max. He sat heavily in the snow.

“Nah,” said Rel, “we’d have been larking about while our parents sorted out the food. Off hunting snow grompas and playing croupet in the woods.”

Max looked up. A smile slowly spread across his face. “Now there’s an idea. What do you say?”

“What do you mean?”

“A game of croupet! Just like the old days. We can dig out a few stones, mark up a board in the snow….”

Rel looked at the man like he was insane. “Now?”

Max shrugged. “Why not? It won’t take long. Unless you’ve got somewhere better to be?”

Rel laughed. “You’re crazy.”

“And you probably still believe in snow grompas.” Max shook his head, chuckling. “I can’t believe I let you sneak up on me again.”

“Like you used to say—I’ve always been good at that.” Rel looked at his friend’s pleading expression. “Come on then. Let’s get on with it. But I’m warning you—I won’t go easy on you.”

“Like you ever did!”

Together, the two old friends gathered a handful of pebbles and marked out a board in the snow. “Alderaan rules?” said Max.

“What else?” said Rel. “This is how we mark it. Out here, on the edge of nowhere. This is how we mark Winter’s Heart and remember.”

Max gave a single heartfelt nod.

THE SUN WAS COMING UP by the time the two men had finished their game. Neither one of them seemed eager to end it. The night had passed in a blur of rekindled memories and conversation—talk of their village and the old traditions, the great banquets of the festive season, the smiling faces of their parents, the games they used to play.

Both, however, knew that it couldn’t last.

“How did we get here?” said Rel as they shook hands over the game board and finally agreed on a draw.

“What do you mean?” asked Max.

“You and me. You, a stormtrooper; me, a rebel. It doesn’t seem right. We’re not enemies.”

Max shrugged. “I just want to keep the galaxy safe.”

“But Alderaan…”

“Don’t, Rel.”

They were silent for a time.

“What happened to the charitable work? You never wanted to be a soldier. You hated the very idea of it.”

Rel sighed. “I wanted to make a difference. To fight for what I believe in.”

“Then we’re not so different, after all,” said Max.

“No, I don’t suppose we are.”

They both stood, stretching their weary limbs. “It was good, while it lasted,” said Max.

“It was.”

Their eyes met.

“‘For Winter’s Heart would have us see…’” said Max, in a lilting singsong.

“‘The true heart of winter…is you and me,’” finished Rel.

The two men embraced.

“Always will be. Happy Winter’s Heart, Rel.”

“Happy Winter’s Heart, Max.”

They collected their blasters and walked from the forest in opposite directions.

Neither one of them looked back.
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ALL ACROSS the galaxy Life Day has come to symbolize love, peace, and remembrance. From Kashyyyk to Batuu, wherever the festival is celebrated people come together in happiness and joy to spend time with their loved ones and give thanks for all the good things in their lives.

But there is one little-known place on the planet Monta where Life Day has come to stand for something far more sinister. In Odes Town there is no celebration. There are no lights. No feasts. No decorations.

For here stands the site of one of the most harrowing massacres of the Clone Wars, where—one Life Day many years ago—a droid army swept through the town, leaving a trail of devastation and death in their wake. The town has never recovered from that fateful day.

To speak of Life Day in Odes Town is to invoke utter dread. There, people cower at the very thought of that fateful anniversary, and to remember the past is to invite untold terror into one’s life.

For on Life Day each year, the dead of Odes Town rise to haunt the living.

It begins with a terrible wind that stirs the treetops and whistles through the streets, whipping the fathiers into a frenzy. This is followed by the sound of tramping droid feet, heavy and regimented, echoing down the empty lanes. Then the ghostly sounds of blaster fire and vocalizers—an echo of what once passed as the droids marched on the town—followed by the screams and moans of the long dead as they play out scenes from that terrible day, once again crumpling to their doom. This wailing and moaning lasts throughout the entire night, a harrowing dirge, as the angry spirits rattle the doors and windows of people’s homes and the ghostly droids march on, blasting indiscriminately as they herd their victims through the streets. It is only with the rising of the sun the next morning that the spirits are finally banished for another year, drifting away like wisps of gossamer fog on the dawn breeze.

Each Life Day the people of Odes Town shelter in their homes, barricading the doors and chanting old songs to block out the terrified screams of the ghostly shades that would see them brought to ruin, dragged into the streets to swell the ranks of the dead.

So it was that one Life Day a young girl named Emi found herself closeted away in her parents’ hab while the wind howled and the relentless march of the phantom droids grew louder and louder in the distance. Now, Emi was a sensible child who mostly did as she was told, for she knew that her parents loved her and had only her best interests at heart. Yet that particular Life Day she was refusing wholeheartedly to back down from an argument, for someone she loved dearly had put himself in terrible danger.

“You must stay inside,” cried her mother, “or the ghosts will steal you away from us and make you one of them forever!”

“I forbid you from going outside!” bellowed her father. “You will remain in here, with us. It’s too dangerous!”

“But Hekta—” argued Emi, for only moments earlier her terrified pet voorpak, startled by the bloodcurdling cries from the window, had burrowed down through a hole in the floorboards and shot out of the house, darting off into the windswept streets beyond. Through a crack between the planks of the boarded-up window, Emi had watched him go, scurrying in fright as the wind swirled up dust devils in his path.

“I’m sorry, Emi,” said her father, softening and wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “We know how much you love Hekta. But it’s simply too dangerous to go out there after him.” He stroked her hair. “Now, try not to listen to those horrible sounds. It’ll all be over soon enough. We’ll get you another voorpak tomorrow.”

“But I don’t want another voorpak!” said Emi. “I want Hekta!”

“We know, darling,” said her mother, “but Hekta has gone, and there’s nothing any of us can do.”

Distraught, Emi ran to her room and slammed the door shut behind her. She laid on the bed, listening to the terrible moaning coming from the street outside, filled with the echoes of years long past, with the horrible anguish of those unquiet spirits unable to find peace even beyond the grave.

She knew she should have been scared, but all she could think about was little Hekta, out there alone and petrified. Why had he run? The foolish creature should have known that she would never let anything happen to him. Hadn’t she always promised him that, whispering softly in his ear as she stroked his downy fur?

Emi sat up on her bed, struck by the thought. She’d promised him. She’d told Hekta she would always keep him safe. How could she even think about leaving him out there now, to face the ghosts alone?

Decision made, Emi jumped down from her bed, slipped on her jacket, and crossed to the window in her room. She opened the glass pane. The chill night air seeped in through the cracks in the wooden boards. A shiver ran down her spine, her skin prickling along her arms.

Shaking with fear but emboldened by the knowledge that Hekta needed her, Emi climbed up onto her chest of drawers, braced herself against the window frame, and kicked hard until one of the boards finally broke loose. It fell to the ground outside with a clatter. The wind whipped in, stirring Emi’s hair, like the sudden chilling breath of the dead.

“Emi? Are you all right in there?” Her mother’s concerned voice sounded from the hall outside her bedroom door.

“I’m okay, Mom,” she replied. “Just fetching down a box of old clothes. Nothing to worry about.”

She waited until the sound of her mother’s footsteps had receded and then, with a deep breath, wriggled out through the gap in the boards and dropped down to the street outside.

Almost immediately, she wished she hadn’t. The atmosphere was charged with an unnatural cold, and the wind scattered dust from the dirt road in swirling drifts, stinging her eyes and causing her to cough and splutter. The light of the twin moons shone down like glassy eyes, stark and staring.

Close by, she could hear the low moaning of several shades, the rat-a-tat-tat of their banging on the doors and windows. If one of them caught her out here…well, she’d been warned a hundred times what would happen. She fought against a rising tide of panic. Hekta. She had to think of Hekta.

Which way had he gone? From the window she’d seen him dart across the road and down an alleyway along the side of a ramshackle common house. That was where she’d start. Once, soon after she’d first gotten him, he’d managed to give her the slip, and after hours of searching, her father had found him nestled by the trash round the back of that same common house, which the locals knew as Mossa’s Place. That’s where she’d start. Chance was he’d have made for the same hiding place and she’d be back home within minutes, before her parents had even realized she was gone.

It was strange, seeing the streets so deserted, so silent. Usually the night would be bustling with life and the music from the band at Mossa’s Place would be spilling out in a cacophony of drums, flutes, and vehitars. She’d danced to it often enough with her father, who would chuckle as he swung her around their hab, brimming with joy and broad smiles. Out here, though, those nights seemed a long way away, and the only sounds remained the sorrowful lament of the dead and the ever-encroaching thu-thump of the ghost droids’ marching feet.

As she crossed the street, she thought she sensed someone behind her and wondered for a moment if her father had spotted her and come after her—but when she turned, there was no one there. Just a passing sprinkle of dust on the wind. Biting her lip, she ran for the alleyway.

It was dark here and the shadows seemed to close in from all sides. Emi crept along, careful not to make a sound. Up ahead, a heaped pile of garbage bags made a stark silhouette, monstrous and misshapen.

“Hekta? Hekta,” she hissed. “Where are you?”

Something sounded behind her. The scrape of a booted foot? She swallowed, her throat constricting, her mouth suddenly dry. “Who…?”

She turned slowly, heart thudding…but it was only Hekta, squatting in a puddle, holding in his mouth something foul-smelling he’d dug from the trash. Emi let out a long, relieved sigh. “There you are. Come here!”

She scooped him up in her arms, nuzzling his furry back with her chin. “Right, let’s get y—” She was cut off by the fizzing sounds of blaster fire from the other end of the alleyway. The marching of droid feet grew suddenly louder—so loud that she could hear nothing else over the dreadful din. Then vocalizers buzzed indecipherable commands, and suddenly people were screaming from all directions at once.

Emi wanted to cover her ears, to block out the awful sounds, but they were so loud, so close, and now she’d found Hekta there was no way she was letting him go again.

Clutching him tight to her chest, she turned and ran from the alleyway, intent on making a beeline straight for home. But now the street wasn’t empty at all, but filled with the wild-eyed, shimmering figures of the dead, clawing at the doors of the living, desperate to find shelter before the droids arrived.

Emi thought her heart might burst out of her chest in fright. She wanted to scream, to call for her mother and father, but she was rooted to the spot, frozen solid by sheer terror. Just a few meters away, the ghost of a woman was scratching insistently at the window of Old Palfor’s hab. In Emi’s arms, Hekta issued a terrified chirp.

“Shhh, Hekta,” she hissed.

The specter turned her head to look right at Emi. Her eyes were bright and white, her mouth locked open in a permanent scream, her hair blowing wildly against the direction of the wind. Emi could see straight through the ghostly woman’s drifting skirts, and as the specter moved, it appeared as though she were underwater, her movements slow and ponderous.

Then she screamed and lurched at Emi, her arms outstretched as if swooping in for a shocking embrace.

Emi ran, charging through the back lanes and darkened streets, clutching Hekta to her chest, tears streaming down her cheeks. All she knew was that she needed to get as far away from the ghostly woman as possible. She didn’t care where.

Yet everywhere she turned there were more of the awful figures, crowding around the homes of the living, even as the ever-present roar of the droid army came on, relentless and terrifying.

Breathing hard, unsure where she was or where to go, Emi ducked under a broken door, scrambling through a hole on her knees, just like Hekta when he’d escaped from the hab. On the other side the room was cavernous and still, and filled with strange, angular shapes. The sounds of the battle seemed distant now, and as she caught her breath, her eyes began to adjust to the gloom. She was in a workshop, surrounded by hunks of broken speeders, carcasses of ancient droids, and what looked like the engine cell of a starship. Chains hung from winches on the ceiling, and strange tools were scattered about the various workbenches that lined the walls. She could hide in here, wait out the night….

Something scratched at the broken door behind her. A low moan seemed to seep through the wood, ringing in her ears. They’d found her. Already.

Panicked, Emi glanced around for somewhere to hide. There, in the corner—the shell of an antique pill droid, its head balanced lopsidedly on the body’s rim. Hurriedly, she clambered inside, holding Hekta safe, pulling the head over her like a lid as she ducked down.

A patch of the outer shell had worn through with rust, and she peered out into the darkness beyond, her breathing heavy and ragged in her ears. Hekta was trembling in her arms.

As she watched, a wispy form seemed to flood under the door, forming a puddle of ethereal light and smoke on the ground just inside the workshop. She stared in horror as it began to rise up and take shape, a ghastly figure rebuilding itself out of nothingness. Slowly, it gathered into the form of a stoop-backed Bith that issued a low, monotonous moan as it scoured the workshop in search of her.

Emi tried to steady her breathing. Sweat was beading on her forehead, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. What had she done? She was going to die out here and become one of those terrible things, trapped for eternity to relive this horror every Life Day, while her family was left open to attack, the window she had forgotten to shut flapping in the breeze.

But then the ghost seemed to turn away, and for a moment her heart soared.

Perhaps it had worked. She could stay in here all night, hidden away, safe in the darkness….

Hekta kicked his legs, trying to wriggle free of her grip. She patted him gently, willing him to remain calm. But then he gave a shrill whimper and leapt from her grasp, scrabbling at the droid’s lid until it slid free, clanging loudly to the floor. He perched on the rim of the droid’s shell, trembling.

Rigid with terror, Emi peered out through the gap. The ghost had gone.

With a huge sigh of relief, she got to her feet, scooping up the frightened voorpak. She was about to chastise him when the low moaning of the ghost filled her ears again, and suddenly it was rushing her from across the room, charging through the air, long fingers clutching for her face.

Emi screamed, squeezing her eyes shut as the horrible apparition swept over her. This, she knew, was it. Her parents had been right. She should never have chased after Hekta.

She waited for the pain to come. For the sense of weightlessness. To become a ghost.

But nothing happened.

After a moment, Emi opened her eyes. The workshop was gone. She was standing on a street corner, out in the town. The light was bright—but she realized, with shock, that it wasn’t sunlight. It was the flare of hundreds of blasters and the flames of buildings slowly burning to the ground. All around her people ran, pursued by tall, spindly droids barking strange commands in odd electronic voices. But these people weren’t ghosts—they were real.

Emi started forward, reaching out to grab the arm of a man who was rushing past, but her hand seemed to miss, somehow, as the man hurried on, crying out in horror and pain. Frowning, Emi chased after him, but he was already gone. She called out to a young woman who had fallen in the street and was crawling away from the oncoming droids, telling her to get up, to hurry, to come and hide in a nearby alleyway—but the woman couldn’t hear Emi over her own screaming.

Emi flinched as a blaster shot seared the side of a building close to her head, and ran, confused, knowing only that she had to get away from the droids.

And then suddenly a spindly, stoop-backed Bith was in the road before her. He held up a hand, urging her to stop, but this was the ghost who had found her in the workshop, and she screamed, adding her voice to those of the crowd, running, running.

Her feet pounded the dirt road. Every breath burned. She didn’t know how long she’d been running, only that she had to keep going or the droids would get her. She felt swept up in the tide of panic.

And then the Bith was in the road ahead of her again, and her vision seemed to narrow until she could see nothing else. She tried to turn away, but her view snapped back to the Bith. She tried to stop, but her feet kept on moving, pushing her forward. She screamed, but it was a hollow sound. “Leave me alone!”

Suddenly, she was standing before him. He looked down at her with his glossy black eyes. “Why are you so scared?” he said.

Emi stared at him with a mix of horror and disbelief. “Isn’t it obvious?” she shouted, and her voice sounded as though it was coming from a thousand miles away.

The Bith shook his head. “No, not you. The town. Why is everyone so scared?”

Emi swallowed. “Because every Life Day you come for us, to drag us from our homes and make us all like you,” she said. “Because of the horrible thing that happened to you here on this day.” She gestured at the battle going on all around them. “That’s why we’re scared.”

Confusion creased the Bith’s bulbous forehead. “But we’re not here to scare you.”

“What?”

“Until the droids came, this was our happiest day of the year.” The scene shifted once more. The massacre was gone, replaced with dancing and laughter, a band playing in the square and voices raised in song. “Every year, we would celebrate and share joy with our families and friends,” the Bith explained as one vision of Life Day followed another, each more joyous than the last, a kaleidoscope of jubilation and happiness. “But now all you do is hide yourselves away, locking your doors to your neighbors. That is why we visit you: to remind you to live.”

“But what about the droids?” asked Emi, barely able to stay on her feet as the town spun around her. “Why do their ghosts come, too?”

“They don’t,” said the Bith. “The droids were never alive, so they can’t really have ghosts, can they?” He made a noise that might have been a chuckle. “Only one thing haunts the people of Odes Town: your grief. You dwell on what was, rather than what will be, conjuring the battle because of your sadness and fear.”

“So you’re saying all of this is because of us? Because of the way we see you?” said Emi.

But the Bith’s reply was lost amongst the whirling visions of celebrations past, the images blurring, mixing with the sounds of explosions and blaster fire.

“Wait!” Emi cried, reaching out a hand to steady herself, but all at once the shadows of the past were gone, as was the Bith. Emi found herself still in the shell of the old pill droid, clutching Hekta to her chest. Outside, in the streets, the sound of the ghostly battle raged on. But now she knew what she had to do.

Grinning, Emi rushed from the workshop, out into the cold night. Around her, phantoms stirred, turning their wailing faces towards her, but she simply smiled, hurrying by. She would start on her own street.

The ghosts were everywhere, clawing at the doors, scratching at the boarded-up windows, but Emi paid them no heed as she ran along the street, thumping on people’s doors as she did. “It’s all right!” she bellowed, bursting with excitement. “You can come out. It’s safe now. Come out and say hello!”

Doors began to crack open. “Emi? Is that you? What are you doing?” Lights flickered on all along the street.

“We’ve forgotten what Life Day is all about. We’ve spent so long hiding in the darkness that we’ve given up on the light. We need to celebrate life, not be trapped by death.” Emi twirled in the street, shouting at the top of her lungs. “Life Day is about hope! Come on out and see for yourselves! It’s all right. I promise! They won’t hurt us.”

Around Emi the sounds of the battle were dying away. The ghosts had begun to fall back from the doorways and windows, their expressions softening to smiles. Slowly, people stepped out from their dwellings into the street, peering in wonder at the flock of specters, now waving and laughing as more and more of the living joined them outside. Somewhere, on the wind, music played and voices sang; laughter filled Emi’s ears. The laughter of the living, not the long dead.

A hand fell on her shoulder.

“Emi! We’ve been so worried. What did you think you were doing, sneaking out like that?”

“It’s okay, Dad,” she said, grinning up at her father. “They’re not here to hurt us. They only want us to be happy again.”

Together, they looked on as the ghosts, still smiling, slowly faded away into the night, and all along the street and throughout the town, people raised their voices in a cheer.

So it was said that from that day forth, the people of Odes Town kept Life Day better than all others on Monta. And every year a young girl and her voorpak would be out in the streets, searching the alleyways until she spotted an old, stoop-backed Bith, who would smile and wave before quietly fading away.
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OF ALL THE winter traditions observed throughout the galaxy, none are as solemn or as ancient as Reflection Day. On the pilgrim moon of Jedha, it is believed that, once per year on this most auspicious of days, the faithful might look upon the famous Kyber Mirrors beneath the Dome of Deliverance and there be awarded a glimpse of their future path, to better understand what the Force might have in store for them. It is a day of resolutions and reaffirming, of new starts and journeys yet to be undertaken.

The origins of the tradition are now lost to the mists of time, but it is believed by some that it was founded by the Luminous of old, who first came to understand the true nature of the sacred moon and its connection to the Living Force. From there the tradition flowered, transcending all religion and cultures, to become enshrined as one of the most important days in the pilgrims’ calendar. Now travelers from all across the galaxy flock to the moon to participate in the festivities, browse the markets, enjoy the processions and the eclectic foodstuffs, and—if they are lucky enough—peer into the mirrors in search of insight of their own.

So it was that, on the eve of one such Reflection Day, a young man named Zallo Blaak found himself aboard a crowded transport ship brimming with monks, pilgrims, and scholars. While most could barely contain their excitement, Zallo was filled only with apprehension, for he was not a believer and had been sent on this expedition to the walled city by his father, a staunch adherent of the Church of the Force, in the hope that Zallo might find in the mirrors some sense of direction for his otherwise aimless life. For Zallo had ever been a drifter, happy to ride the ebb and flow of life wherever it might take him, unwilling—or perhaps too scared—to commit himself to any true path. Indeed, the last place he wished to be was on a creaky old transport ship on his way to a dusty city filled with fanatics like his father, when he might be enjoying the season’s festivities elsewhere, where everyone was far less serious.

When the moon came into sight outside the viewports, Zallo was jostled every which way as people clamored to get a look at the sacred place that had drawn them all from so far away. Zallo shook his head. It was as if the place exerted some sort of magical hold over them. Like they couldn’t think of anything else.

Turning his back on them all, he found himself dragged along by the sudden surge—for the transport hold was not large or well-appointed, as befits pilgrims, and was, he suspected, somewhat over capacity—and brushed against a young woman who was trying to peer out the viewport over the shoulder of a hooded, cowled figure. She turned to regard him with a beaming smile.

“Exciting, isn’t it?” she said.

Zallo made a neutral noise in response. She nodded as if in understanding. “It’s uncomfortable. I know. But it’ll all be worth it.” She sounded breathless. “To think, we’re actually going to be on Jedha for Reflection Day….” She held out her hand. “I’m Kasmira, by the way.”

“Zallo,” he said grumpily, not taking her outstretched hand.

She looked at it for a moment and then lowered it, still smiling. “Are you here as a pilgrim? I’m a scholar. I’ve been studying the Force all of my life, and now I’m finally going to see all the places I’ve read about for so long. The Temple of Central Isopter, the Vault of the Whills, the Crystal Chambers…” Her voice trailed off when she saw the look of disinterest on Zallo’s face. “What? What’s the matter?”

Zallo shrugged. “Look, lady—I hope you find everything you want. I really do. But this place just isn’t for me. I don’t believe in all that Force nonsense. As far as I’m concerned, it’s just another dusty old world where people come expecting too much and are always disappointed.”

“Then why are you here?” asked Kasmira, her smile fading.

“I wish I knew,” said Zallo, turning away.

NOW, AS INDECISIVE as Zallo was, he was not the sort to turn down the opportunity to attend a party, even one mired in old superstition; so that evening, after settling his belongings in the dormitory where he was to stay and changing into fresh clothes, he set out to explore the walled city.

The Reflection Eve celebrations were in full swing, and the streets were clamoring with life. Street vendors peddled their wares, from sweet and sticky bolus nuts on wooden sticks to whole roast turniks slowly revolving on spits. The entire city was awash with the mingling scents of delicious foods that made his stomach growl. Others sold hand-carved figurines of great heroes from distant ages, wristbands made from the junk of old shipwrecks, and tiny mirrored fragments purporting to be liberated from the crystal caverns themselves. Colorful parades flooded the narrow streets like running rivers, the participants in robes and capes of orange, turquoise, saffron, gold—some of them riding great beasts, their flanks daubed with bright paint. Songs of joy clashed with ancient chants celebrating faiths that Zallo had never even heard of.

“The Force is with me. I am one with the Force.”

“The Life Wind flows, the Life Wind guides.”

“Hear me, oh, Presence of All, and grant me wisdom beyond sight.”

Faces from hundreds of different worlds lent the place a metropolitan air that Zallo had not expected, especially for such a dusty backwater moon. There went a Rodian, there a Theelin. Twi’leks mixed with Talpini, Leyakians with Imroosians.

Despite his earlier reservations, Zallo found himself caught up in the atmosphere, enjoying the vibrancy, the sense of anticipation. These people, he realized, were heralding in the new, and whether he believed in the Force or not mattered little; he could still appreciate the sheer generosity of spirit and the welcome these people had extended to the thousands of visitors who had turned up on their moon for the festival. Likewise, he could understand their eagerness to embrace a fresh start, to see in another year with a clear vision of what they wanted it to bring. What he couldn’t understand was how an old crystal mirror could help them do it.

Dodging a passing procession of crimson-hooded figures carrying sweet-smelling censers on poles—who, Zallo remembered from the transport ship, were part of an order known as the Brotherhood of the Beatific Countenance—he ducked through a crumbling gateway into a small courtyard.

Here, the sounds of the city seemed distant and yet still somehow comforting. He was surrounded on all sides by tumbledown buildings—the remnants of even more ancient structures that had long since crumbled from age and use. He peered up at the stub of a broken tower. Barely visible on the wall was a series of worn engravings in a language Zallo didn’t recognize, along with the image of a kneeling, hooded figure, face obscured by shadow. A face looking out at him from across the ages. For the first time, he felt he had a sense of the deep history of the place, the veneration in which it had been held for so long. Here, on Jedha, was the beginning of something. He felt a shiver track down his spine, despite the warm night.

Back out on the street, he followed the crowds as they wound towards a large, central marketplace. The cobbled square was tightly packed as pilgrims bustled between stalls, sampling the food and drink or chattering with other like-minded believers. The hubbub was so loud Zallo thought it might drown out his very thoughts. His hunger was getting the better of him, though, and he fought his way through the press in the direction of the nearest stall.

As he closed on the stall, however, he felt something strike him on the shoulder and twisted to see a spray of fine pink powder had spread across the back of his jacket. A burst pouch lay by his feet. Angry, he swung about to see who had thrown the offending item, only to be forced to duck to avoid another bag, which narrowly missed his head. Behind him, someone laughed gleefully.

Another parade was passing through, and all around him people were pushing each other aside to make way. Robed figures in flowing white skirts were tossing bags of the brightly colored powder into the crowd, where they exploded on impact, spreading clouds of pink, red, and blue into the air. Behind them, others rode spamels, the creatures’ long legs picking carefully through the press. These riders carried banners proclaiming a better future for all, if only they would give their lives over to the eternal Force.

Zallo sighed. If only it were that simple.

He turned away from the parade, back towards the food stall, but stumbled on an uneven cobblestone and, with no room to wave his arms to steady himself, tumbled back into the main press of the parade.

Twisting, calling out, he tried to extricate himself, but all around him everyone was singing and laughing, and the sheer amount of people bearing down on him meant that he was unable to stop himself from being swept along in the tide. His feet left the ground, and he fell backwards, arms flailing, grabbing but finding no purchase. He landed on his back, scrabbled amongst people’s marching feet, and tried to pull himself up but found he was being pushed back down towards the hard stones, colorful powder blooming across his face.

Everything seemed to go dark as a massive shadow loomed overhead, and the thick, stubby neck of a spamel came into view, its wedge-shaped head swinging from side to side as it walked. Zallo screamed, raising his hands to shield his face as its foot hovered over him, about to unknowingly trample him.

Then he felt a hand close around his wrist and he was being dragged free, through the forest of legs towards a quieter spot through which the parade had already passed. He came up gasping, rubbing powder from his eyes and mouth, blinking into the light.

There, standing before him, was the woman from the ship. She had a wry grin on her lips, and one of her eyebrows was raised as she took in the state of him.

“Kasmira?” he blurted out in shock.

“So, you do remember,” she said.

He nodded. “From the transport, yes.” He dusted himself down, embarrassed. “Thank you. I think you’ve just saved my life.”

Kasmira shrugged. “All lives are precious. Even those of the incredibly rude. I couldn’t let you get trampled.”

“I’m lucky you were here.”

“Yes, you are.”

They looked at one another for a moment before Kasmira glanced off. “I hope you fare better for the rest of the night,” she said, turning away. “Happy Reflection Day.”

Zallo watched her go, lost for words.

The crowds here were thinning now that the parade had passed, and he found a low wall on which to sit for a moment. His back was smarting from the fall, but he knew it would have been much worse if it hadn’t been for Kasmira.

He watched as she exchanged a few words with a nearby vendor, then helped herself to food from his stall, spooning rice and steaming stew into a carton. She reached into her jacket pocket, frowned, and then tried the other side. She smiled nervously at the vendor, set her carton down, and tried both pockets again. She was beginning to look worried. Zallo realized she must have lost her credits to a pickpocket…or perhaps as she’d helped him up during the parade.

Cursing, but knowing it was the right thing to do, he got up from the wall and made his way over to the stall.

“I’ve got this,” he said, passing the vendor his credits.

Kasmira peered at him, frowning. “No. You don’t have to…It’s just…I’ve lost…”

“It’s the least I can do,” he said. “You did save my life….”

Kasmira laughed. “Yes, I suppose I did.”

“Then would you mind if I joined you? All that rolling around on the ground has given me quite an appetite.”

“Well, I can’t very well say no now, can I?”

Zallo led her back to the low wall, where they sat for a time in companionable silence, both enjoying their rich stew as they watched the pilgrims go about their business.

“I wonder if it’s like this every year,” he said after a while.

“It’s been like this for as long as anyone knows,” replied Kasmira. “Reflection Day means something special to all of these people.”

“And they all take their turn before the Kyber Mirrors?”

She shook her head. “No. Only those in need of guidance.”

Zallo chewed thoughtfully on his food. “How about you?”

Kasmira laughed. “No. I know my path already.”

“You do?”

“Of course. To complete my studies. Explore Jedha and learn about the Force, how it binds us all together, flows through all living things. How it underpins everything we see and do. How it brings us close to people just when we need them the most.”

“You really believe that?” said Zallo.

“You don’t?”

“I…I don’t know. It just seems so…”

“Crazy?” ventured Kasmira.

Zallo laughed. “Yeah. Crazy. I mean, really?”

Kasmira smiled. “It’s real, Zallo.”

“So my father keeps telling me.”

“Ah. So that’s why you’re here.”

Zallo nodded. “He’s a believer. He thinks I’m wasting my life, drifting around without a purpose. He says I’ve never been able to make a decision, to put my heart into something meaningful. I don’t even think he’s trying to prove it to me anymore, about the Force. I think he just wants me to show him that I care about something.”

“And what do you think?” asked Kasmira.

Zallo shrugged. “I think I owe it to him to stand in front of those mirrors tomorrow. But I don’t expect to get any answers.”

“You never know,” said Kasmira, briefly touching his arm with her hand. “Whatever it is you’re looking for, it might be right there in front of you, if you could only see it. The Force…you should learn to trust it.” She got to her feet. “Thanks for dinner.”

“You’re welcome,” said Zallo. Around them, the light was fading, but the celebrations continued, with whooping and singing and dancing. Zallo hadn’t noticed, so intent had he been on Kasmira. How had he misjudged her so, back on the transport ship?

“Well, I hope the mirrors show you the way,” said Kasmira. “Good night. Happy Reflection Day.” She turned and walked away.

“And you!” Zallo called after her. He got to his feet. Should he go after her? He didn’t know, couldn’t decide what to do. What would he say? And what had she meant, about trusting the Force? He didn’t understand!

Sighing, he watched her disappear into the crowd, and then he turned and walked away.

THE NEXT MORNING the city seemed more subdued as Zallo walked the streets, still brooding over the events of the previous evening. Most of the stalls had been dismantled, and the only sign that the parades had passed through at all were the blotches of colored powder dashed here and there on the cobblestones.

Solemn pilgrims picked their way through the maze of ancient lanes as they converged on the Dome of Deliverance, close to the heart of the city. There, long lines of people snaked from the entrance as they awaited their chance to stand before the Kyber Mirrors in the caverns below. If the previous evening had been a time of revelry and celebration, then Reflection Day itself, Zallo observed, was quite the opposite—a time of quiet contemplation and solitude. He joined the end of the nearest line.

As the hours ticked away and Zallo edged closer to the cavern entrance, he couldn’t stop thinking about Kasmira, and how he’d allowed her to walk away from him at the marketplace. What if he’d stopped her? If they’d kept on talking? Might there have been something between them? It was too late now, anyway. He’d missed his chance to find out. Just another in a long line of disappointments brought about by his indecision. Maybe his father was right. Maybe he did need to stop standing on the edge of the precipice and finally take a plunge into the unknown. The thought terrified him. The line snaked on.

By the time it was Zallo’s turn, the light was ebbing and the caverns had taken on a pale blue tint, so the crystals appeared like encrusted ice on the walls and ceiling. Here, they were deep below the city, and the only sound was the shuffling of people’s feet as they filed in and out of the grotto.

There were three mirrors in the cavern—sheets of polished kyber that sprouted from the ground like huge spearheads, as if, in eons past, some ancient giant had thrust spears up from the underworld in a failed bid to escape. They were covered in a dull, speckled patina but nevertheless shone with a strange inner glow. Zallo thought it had to be the light from outside, refracting off the crystal walls.

Two of the mirrors were in use, but an elderly man in a long brown robe ushered him forward towards the third.

Filled with trepidation, Zallo stepped up to the small wooden platform that had been placed before the fin-like mirror. His heart was hammering against his ribs. Could this really be the turning point he’d been waiting for his whole life? His father would certainly have him believe it. But what did he know? And if the Force was real, wouldn’t it have given him the strength to act last night, to go after Kasmira and say something before he’d lost her in the crowd?

He realized he was closing his eyes and forced himself to open them.

There he was, reflected in the shimmering crystal. A tall, thin man, looking nervous and afraid. He studied the image, waiting to see if it would change. He didn’t even know how the mirror was supposed to work.

He waited, but nothing happened.

The image didn’t change. It was just him, as he was now, standing before an old hunk of crystal. No visions, no revelations.

His heart sank. So, he’d been right all along. Reflection Day really was fake, nothing but a nice idea. He’d almost fallen for it, too. Almost been sucked in by the atmosphere of the celebrations, the unwavering faith of all these people. But they were all wrong, just as he’d thought. He should never have come.

He started to turn away from the mirror. And that’s when he saw it—a shape resolving in the background, behind him. A figure.

Zallo’s heart skipped a beat. It was a person. It was…

He turned around to see Kasmira standing on the platform behind him. She was here, after all. A faint smile twitched at the corner of her mouth. In the reflected light of the cavern, she looked beautiful.

“See anything helpful?” she said.

Zallo laughed. He felt as light as the air itself. “I saw exactly what I needed to see.”

“I had a feeling you would.”

Zallo reached out and took her hand in his as he led her down from the platform. “A feeling. The Force, you mean?”

“What do you think?”

Zallo laughed. “I was thinking of what you said about exploring the city. I was hoping perhaps we might do it together?”

Kasmira squeezed his hand. “There’s nothing I’d like more,” she said.
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ATTICHITCUK’S HEAD was full of memories of Life Days past. It was always the same this time of year. He chuckled as he remembered the tree house buzzing with energy, most of it coming from Lumpawarrump, the little Wookiee shaking the rafters as he jumped up and down in excitement. How many times had Itchy leaned back in his chair, chuckling at his grandson’s antics, Lumpy cramming a furry fist into his mouth to stop himself from shrieking in glee as the great day dawned.

Had he been the same when he was a cub? Probably. It was so long ago he could barely recall. When Itchy was young, Life Day had been held once every three years, as was the cycle of the ancient ones, but Kashyyyk, like much of the galaxy, now celebrated the festival as an annual event. Itchy shook his head. Who would have thought that worlds near and far would adopt Wookiee tradition? Certainly not him, especially during the dark days of the Empire’s occupation, when, like most of his clan, he had endured a collar around his neck. Now, though, the light of their humble festival shone brightly for the entire New Republic, providing hope to those who needed it most. He’d even heard that a holographic Tree of Life had been erected in front of the Senate building on faraway Chandrila. Never in his four hundred and thirty years would he have believed such a thing was possible, but he was old, a relic of days gone by. Even Lumpy was different: the small bundle of energy he had known before the Empire was now almost as tall as his mother, the youthful exuberance replaced by a quiet, withdrawn nature. How Itchy wished things could be as they once were, Lumpy constantly glancing at the door, wondering if his father would come bursting in, home from one of his adventures among the stars. Perhaps this would be the year when Life Day weaved its magic once again, turning back the years.

The door slid open. Lumpy didn’t even look up from the datapad he held tightly in his hands. The figure in the doorway was not Itchy’s son, but dear Mallatobuck, who had been searching in the attic for her most prized possession.

“Was it there?” Itchy asked, feeling a quiver of anticipation himself.

Malla held up a battered shi-shok chest engraved with the seal of her clan. “Right where we left it, thank the Force.”

Itchy sat forward, hardly believing their luck. “After all those years. What do you think, Lumpy? Should we have a look?”

The young Wookiee didn’t reply.

“Lumpy,” Malla said, beaming as if she had recovered the crown of Rwookrrorro itself. “Didn’t you hear? I found the crate.”

“Waroo,” the boy growled. “How many times do I have to tell you, my name is Waroo.”

Malla’s weary face fell. “You always loved being called Lumpy. Your father…”

“My father is not here.”

The boy’s words stung. It was true; his father, Itchy’s beloved son, was off-world, and for good reason. He and his friends were helping rebuild the Republic greater than it had ever been. He came back whenever he could, as was the way of things, especially on Kashyyyk. A Wookiee’s life was long, and there would be time enough for Lumpawarrump and Chewbacca. Why couldn’t “Waroo” understand that? Lumpy would have.

The look on Malla’s face was enough to break Itchy’s heart all over again. “Well, let’s have a look,” he said to her, beckoning her over with a kind smile.

Swallowing back her sadness, Malla crossed the room and knelt on the rkkk-grass rug in front of Itchy’s chair. He leaned forward as she reverently lifted the lid. The hinges creaked, and Itchy glanced up at his grandson. Had Waroo’s eyes flicked to the box? He was sure they had, just for a second.

“They’re all here,” Malla breathed, looking down at the neat bundles wrapped in kokll leaves.

“You always cared for them,” Itchy said. “Waroo, will you help?”

They both waited, seeing what the boy would do. His gaze flickered from his screen to the chest, and with a sigh, he finally put down the datapad and pushed himself up, then lumbered to his mother’s side. Kneeling beside her, the young Wookiee thrust a hand into the wooden box, but Malla stopped him, gently grabbing his fingers before he could cause any damage.

“Careful now,” she said. “These are delicate, remember.”

Waroo snatched his fingers back. “I’m sorry, I—”

For a moment there was a flash of who he had been long ago, the excited little boy desperate to see beneath the leaves…and then it was gone, replaced by the sullen mask he’d been wearing since they had returned to their treetop home.

“It’s fine. They’re fine. Look.” One by one, Malla lifted the bundles from the chest, removing the sllltp vines she had used as string and unwrapping the precious packages. She laid them gently on the rug, a modest but beautiful collection of glass orbs. Each had a light set at its center. Itchy remembered telling Waroo how the lights represented the lumebugs that had swarmed from the Tree of Life when it was just a sapling, forming the stars above. How he had hung upon the words, stories passed down from generation to generation, just as the collection of orbs had grown over time, each representing a memory in their family’s long history. Most of them would soon be hung around the tree house, but the largest and most beautiful of all would be hung from a bough of the great tree during the grand procession, the culmination of the Life Day celebrations.

The three of them fell silent as Malla carefully retrieved the large orb from the bottom of the chest. It had lost none of its luster over the years, its glass frosted and etched with intricate boocon flowers.

“Do you want to hold it?” Malla asked, offering it to her son, but Waroo shook his shaggy head.

“No. I’ll only break it.”

“You won’t,” she insisted. “I trust you. You know that, don’t you?”

The boy pulled back, looking away. “It’s for the best.”

“Waroo…” Itchy began, but Malla shook her head subtly, mouthing to the old Wookiee that it was all right. She stood, carrying the most precious of the orbs to the special holder that waited at the center of the large table that Itchy had carved long ago. Itchy’s spine cracked as he pushed himself up, leaning heavily on his cane. The wroshyr tapped on the floor as he crossed to Malla’s side, his daughter-in-law tenderly wiping a speck of non-existent dust from the ornament. He could guess what she was thinking, remembering her mother, Jafloya, now long since gone to rest, who had made the orb when Malla was younger than Waroo was now. Itchy placed a hand on her shoulder, and Malla reached up, patting it gently. They turned to see Waroo still kneeling beside the chest, staring intently at the remaining orbs.

“Will Father be joining us for Life Day?” he asked softly.

“Perhaps, if the ancestors will it. He is doing great work.”

Waroo’s face darkened. “On the Falcon…”

“Wherever he is, he’ll be thinking of us, I’m sure.”

Waroo didn’t answer, retreating back to where he had been sitting. Before they could say anything more, the datapad was back on and the boy was lost to the rest of the conversation.

Malla started to go to him, but Itchy caught her arm. “Leave him. The Procession will start soon. He’ll come around. I promise.”

He could tell Malla wasn’t so sure….

SNOW WAS FALLING as the family joined the great procession through the forest, the united clans of Rwookrrorro singing the songs of celebration, moss-covered torches lighting the way. Waroo trudged behind Malla, and Itchy hobbled nearby, leaning heavily on his cane. The other families surrounded them, draped in their simple but pristine robes, while the animals of the forest watched from the canopy above: phos-shriekers, tree-burrowers, and even a horn-faced katarn. It was exactly how Waroo had expected, everyone clutching their family relics, their own orb held fast in his mother’s hands.

As they approached the Sacred Grove, the families waited patiently in line to hang their offering on the mighty wroshyr that represented the mythical tree from which all life sprung. Waroo kicked at the foot of his crimson robe as Malla stepped forward, adding their decoration to the multitude of glittering orbs before bowing deeply in gratitude for the gift of life. Their part in the ritual complete, they joined the other clans in the grove. The tree-drums sounded as the Elder of Arboreal Light ascended to the platform before the crowd, her long golden fur braided with dried rrwii beads and the Beacon of Caalbeth hanging from the curved staff in her hand.

The ceremony began, the Elder repeating words that hadn’t changed in over a thousand years. Waroo looked at the faces all around him, seeing the hope and contentment as the Wookiees repeated the litany. His mother was the same, Grandfather too. Why didn’t he feel the way they did? Why didn’t his heart beat in time to the ceremonial drums? Why didn’t the song lift his spirits? He knew they should. He had been told often how he’d loved the ceremony as a child, but he could barely remember those days. All he could think about was the time between, when his family had been separated by the Empire. By the war.

All at once, he couldn’t breathe. His robe felt too tight; the drums were too loud. He had to get away. He turned, pushing through the crowd, not knowing if his mother had noticed or where he was even going. All he knew was he needed some space.

At last he was alone, the sounds of the ceremony drifting through the leaves. He threw off his robe, trying to catch his breath, and looked up, seeing where his panic had led him.

He was standing beneath the great bough, their family orb hanging within reach. He had told his mother he didn’t need to hold it, but that wasn’t true. If he did, if he turned the etched glass over in his hands, would he remember, would he see the faces of long ago reflected in its surface? Perhaps then he could be a part of all this again. Perhaps he could share the joy.

He reached up, his fingers touching the frosted glass. It was warmer than he’d expected, the light glowing faintly inside. He turned it over and over, every petal and stem suddenly familiar. He could hear his mother’s voice, telling him how the orb was made, his grandfather spinning ancient yarns as he bounced Waroo on his knee. He could see his father, smiling, back home from the—

BOOM!

The tree-drums sounded like thunder. Waroo jumped, crying out as he hit his head on the low-hanging branch. But that was nothing compared to the wail he gave as the orb slipped from his fingers. The sphere struck the ground before he could even try to catch it, shattering into countless pieces. Only the light remained, flickering in the cold night air. Waroo picked it up with shaking fingers as tears dampened the fur on his cheeks. Malla’s words echoed in his ears: I trust you. You know that, don’t you?

What had he done?

A shadow fell across him. He’d been discovered, but from the familiar scent filling the grove he knew it wasn’t Malla or Itchy. Waroo spun around to see an almost impossibly tall Wookiee looming over him. There was no mistaking the kind eyes or the weathered bandolier slung over the broad chest.

“Father!” Waroo said, rooted to the spot. “You’re here.”

Chewbacca, son of Attichitcuk, looked at the shards of glass at their feet before glancing back up at his son.

“I didn’t mean to. I just needed to hold it for a moment. I just needed to remember.”

Chewbacca didn’t scold his boy. He barely even spoke as he led him away from the ceremony. Waroo’s mind raced. All that time he’d spent wishing that his father would return for Life Day, knowing why it couldn’t happen but longing for it all the same, and yet this was how it had happened, with broken memories on the ground. No wonder Chewbacca was angry. No wonder he wouldn’t speak to his son. Was he waiting for them to be back in the tree house before he told Waroo what he thought of his behavior? What he thought of him?

Waroo prepared himself for the argument to come, but instead of climbing the tall wroshyr tree, Chewbacca marched past their home, continuing deeper into the forest. Where were they going?

Their destination became clear as they arrived at the spaceport, where a familiar freighter was cooling in the landing bay, its hull creaking as it acclimatized to Kashyyyk’s temperature. Chewie hurried up the boarding ramp, his son following as he strode through winding corridors that Waroo had once known so well.

“Hey, there,” someone said as they entered the main hold. Han Solo turned, eyebrows raised as he took in Waroo’s height. “Someone’s grown.” At any other point, Waroo would have smiled to see his father’s oldest friend, but now all he could think about was how Malla would feel when she discovered what he’d done.

“What’s wrong?” Han asked when they didn’t reply. “What’s going on?”

Chewbacca didn’t answer. He was too busy rifling through lockers and under the dejarik table. Finally, he looked up, noticing something high in the Falcon’s ceiling. He reached up and unscrewed a luma-bulb, which squeaked like a root-mouse as it was removed from its housing.

“Hey, we might need that,” Han protested, but Chewie handed the bulb over to his son. Waroo took it tentatively, turning it over in his hands in the same way he had his mother’s orb. Of course. It was the same size and shape, more or less, although the glass was dusty and scratched from years of use. Biting his lip, Waroo took the light he had salvaged from the broken glass and slipped it in the bulb. It flickered in its new home, and for a second, Waroo thought he saw reflections in the worn surface, faces he knew from his father’s adventures: smugglers, scoundrels, princesses, and knights.

“Care to tell me what’s happening?” Han asked.

A smile broke out on Waroo’s face. “We’re going to save Life Day.”

But they were too late. The ceremony had already finished by the time the three of them reached the sacred grove. Worst of all, Malla was on her knees at the foot of the tree, staring at the broken glass. Itchy was beside her, tears in his eyes. They both looked up as Waroo approached.

“I’m sorry,” he began. “I didn’t mean to break it. I…”

Malla leapt up, pulling him into a hug. “I don’t care about the orb. I didn’t know where you were. I was so worried.”

“Don’t worry, I wasn’t on my own.”

“Son?” Itchy’s voice was heavy with emotion. “You made it back.”

Malla gasped as the towering figure appeared behind Waroo, Chewbacca wrapping his long arms around his family and holding them close.

“Careful. You don’t want to smash another one,” Han said, keeping a respectful distance.

Malla stepped back, regarding her son. “Another what?”

Nervously, Waroo showed her the luma-bulb. “It’s for the tree. For Life Day.”

“For all of us,” Chewbacca said.

Waroo shrugged. “We could always decorate it. I’m sure Uncle Han has something on the Falcon. A laser torch, maybe?”

Han shrugged, smiling that lopsided grin of his. “Who says you need to, kid?”

“I agree,” Malla said, stepping back to reveal the bough. “Why don’t you hang it yourself.”

Waroo swallowed, reaching up and hanging the bulb from the tree. It twirled on the branch, catching the glow of the other decorations, reflecting all their faces in its glass.

“Looks pretty good to me,” Han commented.

Malla agreed. “It’s perfect.”

Waroo let himself be wrapped up in the arms of his family, laughing as Chewbacca pulled Han into the hug. This was what mattered, not pretty orbs hung on snow-covered branches but memories that would last a lifetime.

This was Life Day.
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