

[image: ]



Praise for previous Star Wars® adventures

HEIR TO THE EMPIRE

“Moves with a speed-of-light pace that captures the spirit of the movie trilogy so well, you can almost hear John Williams’s soundtrack.”
—The Providence Sunday Journal

“Chock full of all the good stuff you’ve come to expect from a battle of good against evil.”
—Daily News, New York

DARK FORCE RISING

“Zahn has perfectly captured the pace and flavor of the Star Wars movies. This is space opera at its best.”
—The Sunday Oklahoman

THE LAST COMMAND

“Filled with characteristic Star Wars technology and cosmic battles … the detail and plot development far exceed what are possible in a two-hour movie.”
—The Indianapolis Star

THE TRUCE AT BAKURA

“A fast-paced, rousing adventure novel, a worthy heir to George Lucas’ mighty epic.”
—The Knoxville News-Sentinel



Don’t miss any of these exciting Star Wars® books available now from Bantam Spectra!

By Timothy Zahn
Heir to the Empire
Dark Force Rising
The Last Command

The Truce at Bakura by Kathy Tyers

The Courtship of Princess Leia by Dave Wolverton

The Jedi Academy Trilogy by Kevin J. Anderson
Jedi Search
Dark Apprentice
Champions of the Force

The Crystal Star by Vonda N. McIntyre

Tales from the Mos Eisley Cantina
edited by Kevin J. Anderson (short stories)

The Corellian Trilogy by Roger MacBride Alien
Ambush at Corellia
Assault at Selonia
Showdown at Centerpoint

and
Children of the Jedi by Barbara Hambly
Darksaber by Kevin J. Anderson
The Illustrated STAR WARS Universe
art by Ralph McQuarrie, text by Kevin J. Anderson





[image: ]




This edition contains the complete text of the original hardcover edition.
NOT ONE WORD HAS BEEN OMITTED.

STAR WARS: THE CRYSTAL STAR
A Bantam Spectra Book

PUBLISHING HISTORY
Bantam hardcover edition published December 1994
Bantam paperback edition / December 1995

SPECTRA and the portrayal of a boxed “s” are trademarks of Bantam Books, a division of Random House, Inc.

®, TM and Copyright © 1994 by Lucasfilm Ltd. All rights reserved.
Used under authorization.
Cover illustration by Drew Struzan.
Cover art copyright © 1995 by Lucasfilm Ltd.
Library of Congress Catalog Card Number: 94-28939.
No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher. For information address: Bantam Books.

eISBN: 978-0-307-79629-5


Bantam Books are published by Bantam Books, a division of Random House, Inc. Its trademark, consisting of the words “Bantam Books” and the portrayal of a rooster, is Registered in U.S. Patent and Trademark Office and in other countries. Marca Registrada. Bantam Books, 1540 Broadway, New York, New York 10036.



v3.1_r2





[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]





For Leigh Brackett




Thanks to:

Kevin J. Anderson
Rebecca Moesta Anderson
Mark Bourne
John H. Chalmers
Jane Hawkins
O. Henry
Marilyn Holt
Andy Hooper
Kate Schaefer
Amy Thomson
Janna Silverstein


Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Acknowledgment



Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13


About the Author



Introduction to the Star Wars Expanded Universe

Excerpt from Star Wars: The Black Fleet Crisis: Before the Storm

Introduction to the Old Republic Era

Introduction to the Rise of the Empire Era

Introduction to the Rebellion Era

Introduction to the New Republic Era

Introduction to the New Jedi Order Era

Introduction to the Legacy Era

Star Wars Legends Novels Timeline


Chapter 1

The children had been kidnapped.

Leia ran headlong toward the glade, leaving behind the courtiers and the chamberlain of Munto Codru, leaving her attendants, leaving the young page who—completely against protocol—had stumbled into Leia’s receiving room, bleeding from nose and ears, incoherent.

But Leia understood her: Jaina and Jacen and Anakin had been stolen.

Leia ran, now, through the trees and down a soft mossy path that led into her children’s playground. Jaina imagined the path was a starship course, set to hyperspace. Jacen pretended it was a great mysterious road, a river. Anakin, going through a literal phase, insisted that it was only a path through the forest to the meadow.

The children loved the forest and the meadow, and Leia loved exclaiming in wonder at the treasures they brought her: a squirmy bug, a stone with shiny bits trapped in its matrix—rare jewels, perhaps!—or the fragments of an eggshell.

Her vision blurred with tears. Her soft slipper snared in the tangled moss. She stumbled, caught herself, and plunged onward, holding the skirts of her court robe high.

In the old days, she thought, in the old days, I’d be wearing boots and trousers, I wouldn’t be hampered and tripped by my own clothing!

Her breath burned in her throat.

And I’d be able to run from my receiving room to the forest glade without losing my breath!

The green afternoon light shifted and fluttered around her. Before her, the light brightened where the forest opened into a water-meadow, the meadow where her children had been playing.

Leia ran toward it, gasping, her legs heavy.

She was running toward an absence, not a presence, toward a terrible void.

She cried out to herself, How could this happen? How is this possible?

The answer—the only way it could be possible—terrified her. For a short time, her ability to sense the presence of her children had been neutralized. Only a manipulation of the Force could have such an effect.

Leia reached the meadow. She ran toward the creek where Jaina and Jacen had splashed and played and taught little Anakin to swim.

A crater was ripped into the soft grass. The leafy blades had been flattened into a circle around the raw patch of empty dirt.

A pressure bomb! Leia thought in horror.

A pressure bomb had gone off, near her children.

They aren’t dead! she told herself. They can’t be, I’d know if they were dead!

At the edge of the blast area, Chewbacca lay sprawled in a heap. Blood flowed bright against his chestnut coat.

Leia fell to her knees beside him, oblivious to the mud. She feared he was dead—but he was still bleeding, still breathing. She pressed her hand against the deep gash in his leg, desperate to stop the flow of blood and save his life. His powerful pulse drove the blood from his body. Like the page, he also bled from ears and nostrils.

A dreadful, grieving, keening sound escaped him, not a groan of pain but a cry of rage and remorse.

“Lie still!” Leia said. “Chewbacca, lie still! The doctor is coming, you’ll be all right, what happened, oh, what happened?”

He cried out again, and Leia understood that he felt such despair that he wanted to die. He had adopted her family as his own, his Honor Family, and he had failed to protect the children.

“You can’t die!” He must live, she thought. He must. Only he can tell me who stole my children. “Come back! Come back to me!”

Her aides and the chamberlain hurried out of the forest, trampling the delicate high grass, exclaiming in outrage when the slender blades cut them. Leia’s children had wandered the meadow at liberty, neither leaving footprints nor receiving any harm. The grass parted before them like magic.

Magic, for my magic children, Leia thought. I thought I had protected them, I thought they could never come to any harm.

Hot tears ran down her cheeks.

The courtiers and advisers and guards gathered around her.

“Madam, madam,” said the chamberlain of Munto Codru. Out here in the wild sun and the wind, Mr. Iyon’s face was flushed and he looked uncomfortable.

“Did you bring the doctor?” Leia cried. “Get the doctor!”

“I sent for her, madam.”

Mr. Iyon tried to make her get up, tried to take over staunching the flow of blood from Chewbacca’s wound, but she pushed him away with a sharp word. Chewbacca’s pulse faltered. Leia feared he was failing.

You will not die, she thought. You must not die. I won’t let you die!

She drew on her inadequate knowledge to strengthen him. She bitterly regretted the responsibilities of statecraft that had prevented her from being properly trained in the ways of the Force.

Leia knew that if she allowed Chewbacca’s hot blood to gush past her hands, his life, too, would stream away.

The doctor ran across the field. Her wyrwulf loped behind her, carrying her equipment and supplies. The doctor’s wyrwulf reminded her that Mr. Iyon’s wyrwulf had been playing with her children.

It had disappeared as well.

Dr. Hyos knelt beside Leia. She observed Chewbacca’s wound and Leia’s first aid with a glance. “Ah,” she said briskly. “Good work.”

“Come away, now, Princess,” the chamberlain said.

“Not yet!” Dr. Hyos exclaimed. “I have only four hands, after all. The princess is quite all right where she is.”

The wyrwulf sat on its haunches between Leia and Dr. Hyos. Leia shuddered. The wyrwulf turned its massive head, slowly, gently, staring at her with great limpid liquid blue eyes. Its coat was thick and brown, with long coarse black guard hairs.

The doctor’s wyrwulf panted and slavered, its tongue lolling over its pitted fangs. Its face was grotesque. Its hot bitter breath made Leia flinch.

Dr. Hyos’s four hands, so languid at rest, moved quickly over the panniers strapped to the wyrwulf’s sides.

“Do you see what I am doing, my dear?” she said softly. “The bleeding is most important. Our princess has stopped it.”

The doctor spoke to the wyrwulf, explaining everything she did.

Dr. Hyos drew pressure bandages from one compartment as she chose the proper medicine from another. Always, she told the wyrwulf what she was doing. Her long gold fingers were deft and sure.

Leia allowed herself a moment of hope, even with her hands covered with Chewbacca’s hot blood. He had closed his eyes; he had stopped moving.

“As the bandage seals itself, my princess,” Dr. Hyos said, “move your hand from the wound.”

Leia obeyed. Dr. Hyos pressed the bandage to Chewbacca’s flank. The bandage pressed itself against Leia’s hand, clasped itself to Chewbacca, and wound its connectors through his fur. The wyrwulf watched, its tongue lolling.

Leia sat back on her heels. Her hands were sticky and her robes were smeared and she viewed everything in the clarity of horrified belief.

Dr. Hyos examined Chewbacca, frowning over the drying streaks of blood that had trickled from his nose and ears.

“Pressure bomb …” she said.

Leia remembered, as if from a distant dream, the sound of a single clap of thunder. She had thought—her thoughts had been so slow—that the morning must have turned from fair to rain; she had thought, fondly, that Chewbacca would soon bring the twins and Anakin in from the meadow. She could take a moment from her duties to cuddle them, to admire their newest treasures, to see that they had their lunch.

Now it was mid-afternoon. How could it be so late in the day, when such a short time ago it had not yet been lunchtime?

“Madam—” Chamberlain Iyon said. But he did not try again to make Leia come away.

“Close the port,” Leia said. “Block the roads. Can the page be questioned? Check the port controller—is there any chance the kidnappers have left the planet?”

As she spoke, she feared any measures she might take would be useless, and if not useless, too late.

But if they’ve fled, she thought, I could chase them in Alderaan. I could catch them, my little ship can catch anything—

“Madam, closing the port would not be wise.”

She glared at him, instantly suspicious of a man she had trusted only a moment before.

“They took your—” She hesitated, unsure what to say.

“My wyrwulf, madam,” he said. “Yes.”

“Your wyrwulf. Don’t you care?”

“I care very much, madam. And I understand our traditions, which you—I beg your pardon—do not. Closing the spaceport is unnecessary.”

“The kidnappers will try to escape Munto Codru,” she said.

Mr. Iyon spread his four hands.

“They will not. There are traditions,” he said. “If we follow them, nothing will happen to the children—that too is the tradition.”

Leia knew of Munto Codru’s traditions of abduction and ransom. That was why Chewbacca had been staying so close to the children. That was why extra security surrounded and guarded the ancient castle. For the people of Munto Codru, coup abduction was an important and traditional political sport.

It was a sport in which Leia did not care to participate.

“It’s a most audacious abduction,” the chamberlain said.

“And a cruel one!” Leia said. “Chewbacca is wounded! And the pressure bomb—my children—” She fought for control of her voice and of her fear.

“The coup-counters detonated a pressure bomb only to prove that they could, madam,” Mr. Iyon said.

“But no one is supposed to be injured, during your coup abductions!”

“No one of noble birth, Princess Leia,” he said.

“My title is ‘Chief of State,’ sir,” she said angrily. “Not ‘Princess.’ Not any longer. The world where I was a princess is long destroyed. We live in a Republic, now.”

“I know it, madam. Please forgive our old-fashioned ways.”

“They must know they haven’t a hope,” Leia said. “Of receiving a ransom, of escape. And if they should …” She could not bring herself to say the word harm.

“Please allow me to advise you in this matter,” the chamberlain said. He leaned toward her, intense. “If you apply the rules of the Republic, disaster—tragedy—will be the result.”

“The ransomers,” Dr. Hyos said, with every evidence of approval, “must be very brave. But young and inexperienced as well. The family … which would it be?” She glanced at Mr. Iyon. “The Sibiu, perhaps?”

“They have insufficient resources,” the chamberlain said.

Whoever it was, Leia thought, needed only the resources of the Force. The dark side of the Force.

Mr. Iyon gestured to the broken ground, to Chewbacca. “This required a skiff, a tractor beam. Connections with arms smugglers, to obtain the pressure bomb.”

“Ah. The Temebiu, then.”

“It could be,” the chamberlain said. “They are ambitious.”

“I’ll show them ambition,” Leia muttered.

“Madam, please. Your children will not be harmed—cannot be harmed, for the ransomers to achieve their goals. They may look upon the event as a great adventure—”

“Our friend Chewbacca has been wounded nearly to death!” Leia cried. “My children will not find that amusing. Nor do I!”

“It is a shame,” the chamberlain said. “Perhaps he did not comprehend the information on our traditions? He was meant to surrender.”

“Close the port,” Leia said again, her voice tight. She was too angry to respond to the chamberlain’s comment. “I won’t take any chances that they’ll leave Munto Codru.”

“Very well,” Mr. Iyon said. “It is possible … but we must do it carefully. We must do it … in a way to amuse rather than offend …” His voice trailed off thoughtfully.

Dr. Hyos checked Chewbacca’s pulse at the large vein the wound had come so close to piercing. “Stable. There. Good. To the surgery with you.”

Chewbacca, barely conscious, gazed at Leia with uncomprehending eyes.

“Battlefield medicine,” Dr. Hyos said. “Haven’t done any in a long time. Didn’t think I’d ever have to see a battlefield again.”

“Neither did I,” Leia said.

The wyrwulf howled.

Leia had seldom worried about the safety of Jaina and Jacen and Anakin.

Thought about it, made arrangements for it, certainly; talked about it, with the children’s nanny, Winter, and with Han and Luke and with the supreme worrier, See-Threepio. But Leia herself had seldom worried. She would be aware of any danger. Her lack of training would not hamper her perception of her children. Besides, if she somehow did not know of the danger, Luke surely would. Winter would protect the children with her life. And when Chewbacca accompanied Leia’s family, as he so often did, he spent much of his time with the young ones. Who better to ensure their safety?

And Han, Leia’s dear Han, had helped orchestrate the spreading peace. All children, not just the children of the people who brought down the Empire, should be safe.

Or so Leia had thought.

Leia followed Dr. Hyos’s assistants as they carried Chewbacca back to the surgery in the ancient Munto Codru castle.

She felt very alone. Han and Luke had left on an adventure, with her blessing. Winter had taken the opportunity of this peaceful tour to attend a conference on runaway children. She too was worlds away.

The coincidence did not amuse Leia.

She waited outside the surgery, where Dr. Hyos and her assistants worked to heal Chewbacca’s wounds. Courtiers and aides hovered until Leia, with careful courtesy, sent them away.

The wyrwulf sprawled before the surgery doors. Dr. Hyos had spoken to it, told it that it could not enter the surgery until it was older, and left it on guard. It dozed, and its head tipped forward until it balanced on the tips of its awful fangs.

Chamberlain Iyon hurried into the stark stone waiting room.

“There’s no sign,” he said. “No sign. They are very bold, very clever. Madam, we must wait for them to communicate.”

“Wait?” Leia exclaimed. “That seems … unwise … to me.” When she was younger she would have chosen a more intemperate description: Stupid. Ill-advised. Idiotic.

“The ransom demand will come in the morning,” the chamberlain said, trying to reassure her.

“Morning! By morning the kidnappers could escape!”

“They cannot escape, madam. The port is closed. And furthermore, they will not escape. They have no reason to.”

“But it’s been two hours,” Leia said. “The people who stole my children also stole two hours!”

Mr. Iyon frowned. “How, stole? Madam, you worked through the noon hour. The chronos are correct, the sun is in its proper place …” He let his voice trail off, aware that his feeble joke had failed to lighten the mood.

“They stole two hours,” Leia said again. “These were no ordinary kidnappers! Ordinary kidnappers could never get through our defenses, they couldn’t get past Chewbacca, they couldn’t steal time from us!”

“But, madam, as I explained—Munto Codru produces kidnappers of rare quality.” He looked at her sadly.

He thinks I’m reacting from fear and grief, Leia thought. If I tell him I suspect a follower of the dark side is responsible for this outrage, he’ll believe I’ve lost my mind.

The doors of the surgery opened; Dr. Hyos patted the wyrwulf’s heavy head, came to Leia, and took her hands. The doctor held each of Leia’s hands pressed between two of her own.

“Chewbacca,” she said. “He’ll be fine. His hearing will take time to recover from the effects of the pressure bomb. He’ll be weak while he builds up his blood.”

“Did he tell you—”

“He’s not in any shape to tell anyone anything. Leia, my princess, he must sleep or he’ll be in danger.”

“Did you send my message to Han and Luke?” Leia asked the chamberlain.

“Yes, madam, but I regret—they are too close to Crseih Station. The star system is most violent. The black hole, its quantum crystal companion—their influence blocks communication.”

“Then we must send a ship out after them.”

“Madam, the port is closed.”

“I closed the port! I can order a ship to leave the planet!”

Concerned and gentle, he touched her hand in comfort.

“We must maintain an illusion,” he said. “The port is closed because of a malfunction in the tracking equipment. If a ship leaves, if the emergency is revealed publicly to be a sham, we will have offered the ransomers a mortal insult.”

“But you said they’d know—”

“The kidnappers,” Dr. Hyos said. “They know, and we know. Everyone else may guess. No matter. Perception, that’s what matters. Not reality.”

“Dr. Hyos is correct, madam,” the chamberlain said. “I beg you, madam, carry on with your afternoon’s appointments as if nothing had happened. Call on the bravery for which we all honor you. For the sake of the children.”

Leia struggled to hide her trembling, struggled to think clearly.

By the time a ship could reach Han, she thought, whatever happens will have happened. I gain nothing by sending for him.

“I’ll go back to the receiving room,” she said. “I’ll finish my appointments. If we haven’t heard from—if we haven’t heard anything by sundown—”

“By morning, please, madam.” The chamberlain’s face was anxious. “By morning, I assure you, we’ll have instructions.”

“I’ll finish my appointments.” Leia left the waiting room.

“Leia—” Dr. Hyos said.

“Madam—” the chamberlain said.

“What!” She faced them both, glaring.

Mr. Iyon gestured, unhappily, wordlessly, at her bloody hands, her muddy skirt.

I’ve met ambassadors and heads of state in worse clothes than this, Leia thought. Worse clothes, and dirtier.

Leia scrubbed Chewbacca’s blood from her hands. Her gown was a lost cause, bloodied and mud stained, its delicate fabric slashed by the grass blades. She threw it into the recycler, and her slippers after it. In her bathing room, as she stood in her shift, she started to tremble. She lowered her eyelids, blotting out the reflection of her own disarranged hair and stark face and staring eyes, reaching for calm, reaching for certainty.

The fluting warble of Artoo-Detoo drifted into the room. The droid came closer. At the same time, Leia heard a person’s voice, high and childish and uncertain.

“No, I don’t remember, I don’t remember …”

Artoo-Detoo sang.

Leia hurried toward the voices. As she entered her bedchamber, the silk rugs soft beneath her bare feet, a young Codru-Ji, a native of this world, backed erratically into the room.

“I don’t know, I don’t remember,” she said.

Artoo-Detoo’s front foot preceded his cylindrical body; finally his domed head and his rear feet appeared in the doorway. He was herding the Codru-Ji to her.

“I only saw that the small ones were gone, and the large one was hurt, I only ran for help.”

It was the page who had reported the kidnapping. The blood had been washed from her face, and her abrasions treated, and her torn clothes replaced by a hospital gown.

Leia hurried forward. “Oh, my dear—” The page did not react. Leia touched her upper shoulder.

Startled by the touch, the page jumped straight up and turned around in the air. She came down with all four hands clenched into fists behind her, and backed rapidly away.

She saw Leia. Her eyes widened.

“Forgive me, forgive me—”

Leia took her gently by one lower arm and urged her into the room.

“Why are you out of bed?” Leia asked. “You should be resting—healing.”

“The small droid came to me, and I saw I must beg your forgiveness—”

“Artoo, how could you?” Leia said. “Fetch Dr. Hyos—quickly!”

The droid warbled, backed up, came forward, hesitated.

“Hurry!”

With a descending trill, the droid scooted through the doorway.

Leia led the page to a couch and tried to help her to sit. At first the page resisted.

“No, I mustn’t sit—”

“It’s all right,” Leia said. “Please don’t stand on ceremony.”

Leia tried to urge her to sit, but the page’s knees locked. Leia allowed her to remain standing, and stood beside her.

“You saved Chewbacca’s life,” Leia said. “And you gave the alarm—”

The page stared at her, uncomprehending.

“Milady, I’m sorry, I cannot hear …” She put her hands to her ears. She started to cry, her sobs shaking her silently.

“I don’t know what happened,” she said, her words broken by tears. “They were there, playing, and then—” She shuddered and flinched; Leia wondered if she was experiencing the pressure bomb all over again. “I … I must have fallen asleep, madam. I should be exiled! And when I awoke the small ones were gone, and—” She touched the shells of her ears. She made a high-pitched whistling sound in her own language. “That is to say, Mr. Chewbacca was hurt, and—and I cannot hear, madam!”

Leia held her—awkwardly, because of the difference in their forms, but tenderly—and tried to soothe her.

Dr. Hyos arrived, indignant that her patient had been disturbed.

“I can’t imagine what Artoo was thinking, to bring her here,” Leia said. “Of course she shouldn’t be up—”

“She shouldn’t be down,” Dr. Hyos said cryptically. “But you are correct, she must rest and recover.”

The page broke away from Dr. Hyos and grasped Leia’s hands.

“I am so sorry,” she said.

“I forgive you,” Leia said, slowly and carefully. “I forgive you. Do you understand me?”

The page hesitated, then nodded, and allowed the doctor to take her away.

Artoo-Detoo remained in Leia’s apartment, whistling unhappily and arcing back and forth while Leia dressed. His noise irritated her, but he would not stop and he would not stay still and he would not tell her what was wrong. He followed her from her apartments. When they came to an intersection of corridors, he rolled along one that led outside, while Leia squared her shoulders and trudged toward the meeting room.

Artoo-Detoo whistled insistently.

“I can’t,” Leia said. “I have to … pretend.”

She walked into the receiving room. The herald, usually so efficient, glanced at her, dismissed her with his gaze, took a step toward her to show her out, then snapped to attention, recognizing her at last despite her rough clothes.

“Chief of State of the New Republic, daughter of—”

“No time for the whole list!” Leia said. The herald fell silent. Everyone in the room, her aides and advisers and native Codru-Ji alike, stared at her in confusion. The chamberlain took a hesitant step toward her.

Leia crossed the receiving room, her boots loud on the polished stone floor. She took her place in the circle of chairs, leaned back, and crossed her legs. The heavy fabric of her stiff new hiking trousers rasped against itself. She forced herself to look relaxed.

“Your pardon, Ambassador Kirl,” she said to the representative from the province of Kirl. “Thank you for your patience. We had a slight … a slight domestic upset.” She forced her most charming smile. “You know how it is—” Her voice suddenly failed her.

The handsome Kirlian ambassador, who took his name from his province, spread all four hands. He returned her smile.

“I do know how it is,” Kirl said. “Many’s the time I’ve interrupted my work—as you say, for a slight domestic upset. No apology is necessary, though you are notably gracious to offer it!”

Always before, his grandiose manner had amused and sometimes even charmed her. Now it felt to Leia as if his words went on forever, each one dragged out like molasses.

The day continued, interminably. Munto Codru’s convoluted politics meant that she had to receive ambassadors from an endless number of independent political entities. No wonder the world lay at the edge—outside the edge—of importance to the Republic. It spent most of its energy facing its own international disagreements. Its citizens had little time or attention left over for the larger questions of interplanetary cooperation. They had taken years to agree to choose a chamberlain, another year to settle on Mr. Iyon.

When the evening bell rang, the ambassador bowed and withdrew. As the aides shut the doors of the receiving chamber, the people left in the waiting room whistled and sighed in the native language. The doors closed, shutting off the sound.

“Any word?” Leia asked, her voice tight.

“No, madam,” the chamberlain said. “But we must not expect to hear before morning. That is the tradition.”

“Those other people,” Leia said. “What did they want? Are you sure they weren’t the kidnappers, trying to talk to me?”

“What other people?”

“The people still in my waiting room.”

“Nothing and no one of importance, madam,” Mr. Iyon said. “Small matters—many invented so the petitioner may go home and say, ‘I met the princess—I spoke to the Chief of State of the New Republic!’ ”

“Nevertheless, I’d like to speak with them.”

“They will return. Come, now, you must eat. Tomorrow you’ll negotiate with the ransomers, and the children will come home, and everything will be as it was.”

Leia forced herself to unclench her hands from the arms of her chair.

Her fingernails had torn small crescents into the heavy satin upholstery.

Leia hurried toward the silent surgery. Inside, Dr. Hyos stood at her desk. The doctor’s eyes were closed. She dozed, standing up, with all four arms slightly extended, shifting subtly as if in a slow-motion dance or a soft breeze, balancing her. Leia had never seen a native of Munto Codru sleep.

What an odd position, Leia thought. Is that normal? Or unique to Dr. Hyos? Maybe she just fell asleep standing up. I’m about to do the same.

The wyrwulf lay at the doctor’s feet. It raised its horrible head and gazed at Leia with its horrible bright eyes. It snorted and laid its head back on its frontmost paws. But it did not close its eyes. Leia had no reason to be frightened of the wyrwulf, but it disconcerted her nonetheless.

Leia let the doctor sleep. Walking softly, giving the wyrwulf a wide berth, she entered Chewbacca’s sickroom.

He lay in a hammock that cradled his huge form. Regeneration bandages covered his leg. Leia had been afraid she would find him immersed in a bacta tank, suspended and unable to communicate.

Leia sat in a chair nearby and watched him, impatient with his sleep. His breathing was shallow and fast. She wanted him to wake. She wanted to talk to him, to find out what he had seen, to find out if he too had lost two hours or if he had observed what had happened and could confirm her suspicions about these events.

And of course she wanted to reassure him, to tell him she did not blame him—

A wave of fury rushed across her, so powerful that she gasped.

She did blame him. She was furious at him. There was nothing at all in the world that she could say to him.

Leia rose and backed out of the room. She closed the door, turned, and very nearly ran into Dr. Hyos.

“Oh—! I saw you sleeping, I didn’t want to wake you.”

“Did you speak with Chewbacca?”

“No, I—” How could she admit how she felt about her husband’s oldest friend? “Isn’t he sedated?”

“Of course. He is badly injured.”

“Have you treated Wookiees before?”

“No, Chewbacca is the first of his kind to visit our world.”

“Then how did you know how to treat him?”

“It’s my job to know. I have never treated a human, either, but when your mission was announced, I made it my business to learn something of the people who would visit us.”

“He’s lucky,” Leia said. He has no worries, she thought, just oblivion. By the time he’s healed, and awakes, I’ll know … and I’ll have lived through every hellish moment.

“He’s very badly hurt,” Dr. Hyos said. “And he lost a great deal of blood. If he were lucky, he would not have been injured.”

“Can you wake him? Just for a moment? If he saw something, anything—”

“The page saw nothing. She heard nothing. I doubt Chewbacca saw anything either. It would be a great risk to wake him.”

“But he might—”

“An unnecessary risk.”

Dr. Hyos turned Leia toward the front of the surgery and led her away from Chewbacca’s room.

“You’ve had a long, terrible day,” the doctor said. “Try to rest. A coup abduction is never easy. But tomorrow—”

A high keening sound cut off her words. She hurried into a nearby room. Leia followed, all too aware that the wyrwulf followed too. Its claws clacked loudly on the floor.

The page stood in the center of the room, still wearing the soft hospital gown, steadied in her upright position by a harness. The doctor stopped beside her, stroked her soft short hair, soothed her. They spoke to each other in their own language, whistles and warbles that passed beyond the range of Leia’s hearing. Soon the page dozed again. Dr. Hyos left her, looking worried.

“Will she be all right?”

“Are you still here?”

“Will she?”

“The bomb damaged her hearing.”

“But you were talking to her—she heard you. She’ll heal, won’t she?”

“I fear she will never recover the highest range. And yet she will live.”

“I’m glad,” Leia said.

“Are you?” Dr. Hyos exclaimed.

“That she’ll live? Of course!”

“Our hearing is more sensitive than yours, and more delicate. Our most intimate communications take place in the upper ranges,” Dr. Hyos said softly. “Imagine your body numb. Imagine all your senses reduced by half. All. Perhaps you humans could endure such an existence, but her future will be … difficult.”

“Oh,” Leia said. “I didn’t know. I’m so sorry.” She glanced toward the page with renewed sympathy. “Wouldn’t she be more comfortable lying down?”

“Adults don’t sleep lying down.”

The wyrwulf raised its head and gazed at Leia.

“Go,” Dr. Hyos said kindly. “Rest.”

Leia flung herself onto her bed with a cry of despair. How had she survived this intolerable, interminable day? Her muscles ached with tension that she could not dispel. She regretted, as she had regretted so often in the past, the duties that had kept her from studying the way of the Jedi.

I’ll bet Luke just says to his body, Enough, no more being stiff, Leia thought uncharitably. Or he says to himself, I don’t feel any pain, and he doesn’t.

How can I wait till morning to hear from the kidnappers?

She believed the chamberlain’s assurances that a coup abduction was not meant to hurt its victims. And yet she believed her children were in mortal danger. If the kidnappers had, somehow, allied themselves with a practitioner of the dark side.…

It must be. The chamberlain and Dr. Hyos, whom Leia thought admirable, considered coup kidnappers honorable. But the kidnappers of Leia’s children were ruthless and cruel: they had injured Chewbacca and the page when they were already unconscious, helpless.

The pressure bomb! Leia thought. It wasn’t detonated to aid the kidnapping—it was detonated to destroy evidence. Evidence that someone used the dark side.…

She lay on her back and let the tears come. Above her, the translucent stone ceiling shone with pearlescent light, its delicate, intricate carvings a mystery to her as to everyone. The contemporary societies of Munto Codru used the ancient castles as provincial capitals, or avoided them as haunted places. But a previous civilization had built the labyrinthine palaces. The civilization had written its history on rock walls carved so thin that they looked like water-worn glass. The civilization had disappeared, leaving only its castles and its unreadable stories.

The carvings blurred beyond Leia’s hot tears.

In the outer room of Leia’s apartment, the annunciator chimed. Leia dragged herself to her feet.

Perhaps there’s a message! she thought.

She hurried out of her bedroom. Mr. Iyon stood in the doorway.

“You’ve heard—?”

“No, madam,” he said. “Please, I assure you, they’ll communicate by morning.”

“They could be anywhere by then!”

“No, they’ll be near.”

“They aren’t near!” Leia insisted. “Sir, we’ve waited long enough. By now they’ve surely escaped!”

“But, madam, escape is unnecessary—more convenient to stay near. Especially with young children. They could even be in the castle.”

“In the castle? How could they be? They aren’t!”

“What better place to hide than right beside our ears? The castle is thousands of years old. Its basements and tunnels extend into the ground—even into the mountain—”

“I’d know! Don’t you see, I’d know if they were near! We must begin a search.”

Mr. Iyon gazed at her solemnly. Gently he took her arm and guided her to a chair. When Leia was seated, Mr. Iyon sat facing her, perched gingerly on the edge of the soft couch.

“If you order it, madam, I will of course obey—”

“I do order it!”

“—but I wish to be certain you understand what you are asking.”

“I—” She hesitated. “You have more to tell me.”

He inclined his head in a slow nod. He gazed at the elaborately patterned carpet.

“If anything disturbs the negotiations,” he said, “everyone loses face. The kidnappers will be forced to recoup.”

“By hurting the children?”

“They would sacrifice their own ambitions, if they injured anyone of noble birth.” He stopped, and continued with difficulty. “But if you refuse to negotiate, the kidnappers may feel inclined to make some sacrifice—to demonstrate their sincerity.”

Leia could not understand what he meant. How could the kidnappers make a sacrifice, if their own traditions forbade them to hurt her children?

“Your wyrwulf,” she said. “You’re afraid they’ll sacrifice your wyrwulf.”

Mr. Iyon raised his head and looked her in the eyes. He said nothing.

“But it isn’t coup kidnappers!” Leia said. “Don’t you understand, no one from Munto Codru is involved!”

“Are you certain, madam?”

She was—she had been—but she was so tired, and she was so torn by grief, so tempted to believe that in the morning, everything would be resolved, the children would be safe.

I won’t answer yet, Leia thought. For a few minutes, I can think about what Chamberlain Iyon has said.

Mr. Iyon clapped his two left hands together. One of his aides entered, carrying a tray that bore a delicate antique stone pot, a teacup, a plate of cookies. Light shone through the sides of the teapot, liquid gold moving gently among carvings of the same vintage as the castle.

“I took the liberty of bringing you some tea. It is soothing.”

She had eaten nothing all day. A moment ago she would have sworn she could never eat again, but her dry mouth suddenly watered and her stomach growled, most inelegantly, when she smelled the fragrant tea and the thin nut cookies.

“Thank you, Mr. Iyon,” Leia said, grateful for the interruption. “But you haven’t brought yourself a cup. There’s another, on the sideboard.”

“I’ve eaten already, madam.”

“I insist,” Leia said, suddenly, reflexively suspicious, and embarrassed at herself for her reaction.

The aide fetched another cup, poured the tea, and withdrew. Leia picked up her cup, and a cookie.

“These are Chef’s best sweets,” she said. “Have you had them?” She bit into one, confident that the chef would no more let someone adulterate his recipe than he would swing from the sconces above a state dinner. The cookie vanished in her mouth like air, leaving a sweet, spicy flavor and taking the edge off her hunger.

“I cannot eat sweets, madam.” He sighed. “But I will join you in a cup of tea.” He drank the cupful in one gulp.

Surprised, still suspicious, even wondering if she had made a mistake by eating the cookie, Leia sipped her tea. She was amazed at her ability to perform any normal action. She felt like she should be running, blaster in hand, chasing the enemy.

In the old days, she thought, we knew who the enemy was.

“It is good of you to bring the latest Coruscant fashions to Munto Codru,” the chamberlain said, trying to change the subject. “News travels so slowly, this far from the center of government.”

“What—?” She remembered what she was wearing: hiking trousers and a soft leather shirt and heavy boots. She started to explain that she had not been able to face putting on another fancy court dress. Then she wondered if he was subtly chiding her for her choice in clothing.

But he was perfectly sincere. Leia blushed. She searched for a way to explain without having him suspect she was making fun of him.

“It isn’t quite the height of fashion,” she said. She sipped her tea again. “But it’s comfortable, and—” She shrugged.

Mr. Iyon yawned. His thin lips pulled back from his prominent teeth. He snapped his mouth shut.

“I beg your pardon, madam!”

Leia accepted his apology with a nod, then she yawned too.

“We should have had pepper tea,” she said, “instead of this. Delicious though it is.”

Leia struggled to remember the question she was trying to answer. Mr. Iyon had said that the children must be near. Leia doubted that was possible.

If they were hidden nearby, she thought, wouldn’t I know it? Wouldn’t I feel it? They must have been stolen by a master of the dark side.…

Maybe it isn’t the dark side after all, Leia thought, desperately seeking comfort. Maybe the castle’s built on some unique mineral, maybe it disrupts my perceptions. If ysalamiri can disturb the Force, why not a phenomenon from the depths of a planet?

Leia yawned again. Like a mirror image, so did Mr. Iyon. Sleep drew Leia irresistibly.

“We must …” Her words trailed off. She could not recall what she had been about to say.

“Good night, madam,” the chamberlain said. His voice was kindly. He rose, pushing himself from the couch like a man exhausted, levering himself with all four arms. He stumbled once on the way to the door. Leia was too sleepy to be surprised by his lapse in grace.

Her need for sleep overtook her dread. She told herself to get up, but the chair was so comfortable …

I’ll just rest here a moment, she thought.


Chapter 2

Just like old times, hey, kid?” Han Solo said to Luke Skywalker.

Sitting in the copilot’s seat of the Millennium Falcon, Luke grinned.

“Just like old times except the Empire isn’t trying to shoot us out of the sky—”

“You got that right.”

“And Jabba the Hutt isn’t after your hide for dumping that spice load—”

“Yeah.”

“And nobody is trying to collect old gambling debts from you.”

“Also true,” Han said, thinking, But I might get around to running up some new gambling debts. After all, what’s a vacation for?

“Finally, you can’t ogle every beautiful woman who comes by.”

“Sure I can,” Han said, then hurried to defend himself as Luke chuckled. “Nothing wrong with looking. Leia and I know where we stand with each other, we trust each other, she’s not jealous.”

Luke burst into outright laughter.

“And you wouldn’t mind,” he said, “if she flirted with the Kirlian ambassador. Good-looking guy, that Kirlian ambassador.”

“Nothing wrong with looking,” Han said stubbornly. “Or a little innocent flirtation. But the Kirlian ambassador better watch his hands. All four of them. Hey, kid, listen, flirting is one of the best inventions of civilization.” Han grinned.

Luke hated it when Han called him “kid.” That was why he did it. He stared out into hyperspace.

“You ought to do more flirting yourself,” Han said.

“If I might be of service, Master Luke,” See-Threepio said, leaning forward from the passenger seat. “I have an extensive library of love poetry at your disposal, in several languages suitable for the human tongue, as well as etiquette, medical information, and—”

“I don’t have time for flirtations,” Luke said, “or love poetry. Not right now …”

Threepio sat back in the passenger seat. At the corner of Han’s vision, the droid looked like a shadow. To disguise himself, See-Threepio had covered his glossy gold finish with a coat of purple lacquer. Han had not yet gotten used to the change.

“Don’t be so damned dedicated,” Han said to Luke. “Don’t Jedi Knights get to have any fun? Little Jedi Knights have to come from somewhere. I’ll bet old Obi-wan—”

“I don’t know what Ben would have done!”

Luke spoke in a tone of distress, not anger. The fundamental loneliness of the young Jedi struck Han deeply.

“I don’t know what other Jedi Knights did,” Luke said softly. “I didn’t know Ben long enough, and the Empire destroyed so many records, and … I just don’t know.”

Han wished Luke could find someone to share his life and his work. Han’s marriage to Leia grew and strengthened with each year, with each day. As his own years of happiness continued, Han was increasingly troubled by his brother-in-law’s solitude.

“Take it easy, Luke,” Han said. “Take it easy. You’re doing great—”

“But the traditions—”

“So if you have to make them up as you go along, that’s not so bad, is it?” Han asked. “We always were pretty good at bluffing. In the old days.”

“In the old days.” Luke sounded glum.

“And who knows what we’ll find when we get where we’re going? Maybe some more Jedi Knights to help with the school.”

“Maybe,” Luke said. “I hope so.”

The Millennium Falcon swept out of hyperspace, diving through streamers of light into normal space.

The alarms shrieked and the radiation shields snapped into existence around the Falcon.

Han swore. He had expected a heavy radiation flux in this region—he had outfitted the Falcon to withstand it—but nothing as powerful as the X-ray storms raging around them.

When he had checked the ship’s systems to make sure none were damaged, Han took a moment to look outside. He whistled softly in awe.

A dense, brilliant starfield spread all around his ship. Two star clusters collided: Bands of red giant stars, like veins of glowing blood, meandered through regions of white dwarf stars. The stars clustered so closely that they formed one huge chaotic system, spinning around each other, pulling each other into different dances, one snatching star-stuff from the surface of another.

Chaos reigned in the impossible circle-dance of stars; no one could predict the changes each star’s pattern would take—if anyone could find a pattern to start with. Soon, measuring by astronomical time, the cluster’s stars would fly off in all directions. Or perhaps the whole cluster would collapse in upon itself. It would squeeze its mass into the size of a planet, a moon, a fist, a pinprick. And then it would vanish.

“If I may be so bold …” See-Threepio said. “Despite the extra shielding I can feel X rays penetrating my outer shell, all the way to my synapses. I can hardly imagine what they might do to your more delicate biological structure. Crseih Research Station was constructed to withstand this assault. Might I suggest that we get beneath the spaceport’s shielding as soon as possible?”

As if to punctuate See-Threepio’s comment, a bright flash of light with no apparent source streaked across Han’s vision; he recognized it as a cosmic ray traveling across his retina.

“Good thinking, Threepio,” he said.

He laid a course for the Crseih Research Station.

* * *

Han piloted the Millennium Falcon through the strangest star system he had ever approached. An ancient, dying, crystallizing white dwarf star orbited a black hole in a wildly eccentric elliptical path.

Eons ago, in this place, a small and ordinary yellow star peacefully orbited an immense blue-white supergiant: The blue star aged, and collapsed.

The blue star went supernova, blasting light and radiation and debris out into space.

Its light still traveled through the universe, a furious explosion visible from distant galaxies.

Over time, the remains of the supergiant’s core collapsed under the force of its own gravity. The result was degenerate mass: a black hole.

The violence of the supernova disrupted the orbit of the nova’s companion, the yellow star. Over time, the yellow star’s orbit decayed.

The yellow star fell toward the unimaginably dense body of the black hole. The black hole sucked up anything, even light, that came within its grasp. And when it captured matter—even an entire yellow star—it ripped the atoms apart into a glowing accretion disk. Subatomic particles imploded downward into the singularity’s equator, emitting great bursts of radiation. The accretion disk spun at a fantastic speed, glowing with fantastic heat, creating a funeral pyre for the destroyed yellow companion.

The plasma spiraled in a raging pinwheel, circling so fast and heating so intensely that it blasted X rays out into space. Then, finally, the glowing gas fell toward the invisible black hole, approaching it closer and closer, appearing to fall more and more slowly as relativity influenced it.

It was lost forever to this universe.

That was the fate of the small yellow star.

The system contained a third star: the dying white dwarf, which shone with ancient heat even as it froze into a quantum crystal. Now, as the Millennium Falcon entered the system, the white dwarf was falling toward the black hole, on the inward curve of its eccentric elliptical orbit.

“Will you look at that,” Han said. “Quite a show.”

“Indeed it is, Master Han,” Threepio said, “but it is merely a shadow of what will occur when the black hole captures the crystal star.”

Luke gazed silently into the maelstrom of the black hole.

Han waited.

“Hey, kid! Snap out of it.”

Luke started. “What?”

“I don’t know where you were, but you weren’t here.”

“Just thinking about the Jedi Academy. I hate to leave my students, even for a few days. But if I do find other trained Jedi, it’ll make a big difference. To the Academy. To the New Republic …”

“I think we’re getting along pretty well already,” Han said, irked. He had spent years maintaining the peace with ordinary people. In his opinion, Jedi Knights could cause more trouble than they were worth. “And what if these are all using the dark side?”

Luke did not reply.

Han seldom admitted his nightmares, but he had nightmares about what could happen to his children if they were tempted to the dark side.

Right now they were safe, with Leia on a planetary tour of remote and peaceful worlds of the New Republic. By this time they must have reached Munto Codru. They would be visiting the beautiful mountains of the world’s temperate zone. Han smiled, imagining his princess and his children being welcomed to one of Munto Codru’s mysterious, ancient, fairy-tale castles.

Solar prominences flared from the white dwarfs surface. The Falcon passed it, heading toward the more perilous region of the black hole.

Han set the shields as high as they would go, and sped through the dangerous radiation. The accretion disk blazed wildly, its light harsh and actinic.

Neither white dwarf nor black hole possessed natural planets, only a few bits of distant debris and a halo of frozen comets. But the white dwarf did possess one artificial planetoid.

Crseih Station had been a secret Empire research facility. During the rule of the Emperor, it had moved from covert place to hidden location to secret destination. Wherever it went, it carried with it a reputation of evil.

Most of the records of its work had been destroyed when the Empire fell. Its researchers had fled, to surrender to the New Republic or to disappear. Han knew only one thing about Crseih for certain. It had been sent to this star system to adapt the destructive power of the black hole to the martial ambitions of the Emperor.

Crseih had failed, but it still existed, hidden out here on the edge of civilization, isolated by the disruption of the exploding, dying stars. Some inhabitants remained, content to be free of the Empire. They also lived outside the New Republic, without the protection of its justice.

Without the protection, or the restraints.

Han plunged the Millennium Falcon into the shadow of Crseih Station. He breathed a sigh of relief. Light from the white dwarf still illuminated his ship, but the station blocked the intense X rays of the black hole.

Like a patchwork umbrella, powerful shielding covered half the irregular artificial planetoid of Crseih Station. As the station had grown, the patches had spread. Shielding formed the residence domes, and the corridors of the airlinks. Transparent to the visual spectrum, it protected the equipment and the inhabitants from high-energy radiation. The shielding shimmered in patterns of shadow. Wherever a particularly intense burst of radiation assaulted the shielding, it darkened.

Han set the Millennium Falcon down on a bare patch of blasted stone. Crseih had nothing much in the way of a spaceport. A few itinerant hyperdrive mechanics and refuelers. A rental company that specialized in shielding.

Han made arrangements for an extra shield for the Falcon. A few minutes later, a crawler shuffled toward them, towing the big transparent sheet.

“Efficient,” Luke said.

“Or bored. Sure isn’t much traffic.” He scowled, “Wouldn’t you know? First vacation I ever get, and I come to a backwater.”

“Threepio, where’s your contact?” Luke asked.

A few dozen other ships of various types and vintages hunkered down on the blasted rock. Most were shielded. A few had been left naked and exposed in the cosmic weather, decaying to derelicts.

“Here to meet us, I’m virtually certain, Master Luke.” See-Threepio peered nervously through the viewport. “Perhaps riding out on the crawler?”

See-Threepio fidgeted. A few weeks ago, Han had begun to receive incomprehensible messages. But Threepio recognized the language; he said it was nearly extinct. The messages passed on rumors of strange events at Crseih Station.

“It is my fault we’ve set out on this investigation,” See-Threepio said.

Han had charged Threepio with replying to the messages, using the same obscure language, and with setting up a rendezvous. Now Threepio, being Threepio, took full responsibility for the entire expedition.

“I do hope we are not following a hoax,” Threepio said.

“It’s all right, Threepio,” Han said. “It wouldn’t be your fault.”

“But I could hardly survive the embarrassment if the rumors turned out to be of no account.…”

Han gave up listening to Threepio’s worries. Han would be sorry for Luke, of course, if he failed to find the lost Jedi. But Han was content to be here, whether the trip turned out to be vacation or adventure.

He turned his attention to the outpost. The low, oblate airlinks covered and protected and connected the districts of the station, some rich and well kept, some collapsing into piles of rubble. Though the Empire’s research facilities had been abandoned, the community that had sprung up around them had continued. Some of the inhabitants had found other ways to thrive, without the presence of the Empire or the attention of the New Republic.

Representatives and ambassadors concentrated their attention on more populous worlds closer to the center of power.

And that’s a relief, Han thought. No ambassadors, no court dress. No formal dinners.

The crawler hesitated.

“How will you be wishing to pay for this service?” its operator asked.

“Letter of resources,” Han said.

“Hard credits only.” The crawler started to back away.

“Wait a minute!” Han shouted. “Do you—” He stopped. He had been about to say, “Do you know who I am?” But he was traveling incognito. Of course the operator did not know who he was.

The thought gave him a feeling of freedom.

“The letter of resources must be deposited, Master Ha—” See-Threepio’s memory programming cut off the use of Han’s real name just in time. “Sir. Otherwise it cannot be drawn upon.”

“I know that.” Han grinned. “I guess I just wanted to flash it around. All those seals and signatures.” And a fake identity.

The crawler headed for the airlinks.

“Come back here!” Han said. “Cash money.”

“Show your coin.”

Han displayed the rainbow edges of a few bills of New Republic currency. He was glad, for old times’ sake, for the sake of his smuggling days, that the Senate had failed to pass a law abandoning physical currency. Smuggling would have been a whole lot harder without hard-to-trace cash money. Of course, that was why the Senate wanted to abandon it.

The crawler pulled forward again and maneuvered until the shield covered the Falcon. It disengaged, and the shield settled. The crawler nestled up beneath the Falcon.

Han shut down the Falcon and set several security devices, some of them cleverer than others.

“Let’s go,” he said. “And remember who we are. I mean, who we aren’t.”

Threepio had put on the purple lacquer; Han had grown his beard. But Luke had done nothing to disguise himself.

“I don’t know, kid,” Han said to Luke. “I still think you ought to do something. Shave your head, maybe? Otherwise, somebody’s sure to recognize you.”

Luke gave him a quizzical glance. “I’m not shaving my head. No one will recognize me.”

Han felt dizzy. Luke’s features suddenly blurred and reformed. He became, in Han’s eyes, a different individual: darker hair, a handspan taller, thinner, his features ordinary and unmemorable.

“Dammit!” Han said. “Don’t do that to me!”

The image shivered away, revealing Luke.

“All right,” Luke said. “I won’t affect you. But no one else will recognize me.”

“Okay.”

They descended.

Han wished Chewbacca was with them, but traveling incognito, it had been too risky. With his beard, Han could probably escape identification. A human man and a chestnut Wookiee traveling together, though: throughout the Republic, that image made people think of General Han Solo and his friend, the Hero of the New Republic, Chewbacca.

At the bottom of the Millennium Falcon’s ramp, the crawler’s entryway was dim. A translucent rod barred Han’s path. He pushed it. It moved in his hand. He gripped it harder. It shivered and shook and rattled against the skin of the crawler. Several similar rods, each one segmented, each joint a faceted bulge, snapped across the doorway in front of him.

“Hey!” Han yelled.

“Let go!” the driver said.

“Let him go,” Luke said. “You’re holding on to his arm. His leg. His appendage.”

“How do you know?”

Luke just looked at him.

Han let go. “I hate it when you do that,” he said to Luke.

“Pay first,” the driver said. “Then enter.”

Han peeled off several bills and gave them over to the driver.

One of the thin, translucent appendages slid across the doorway in front of him until its four-clawed end hovered before his face. The claws were as sharp and blue as steel, and each was as long as his hand.

“Nice fingernails,” Han said. He put the cash into the claws. They closed gently, without piercing the engraved paper.

“Thank you,” the driver said. “You will pay more.”

“More? Now?” Han exclaimed. “For parking on a chunk of rock?”

“For parking on a chunk of rock under a rented shield,” the driver said, “when a new X-ray storm will approach. My rented shield. However, I will move it away if you would prefer.”

Han had considered the radiation flux strong enough to qualify as an X-ray storm. On Crseih, though, it was normal weather. When the white dwarf neared the black hole, and the black hole began tearing heated gas from its surface, the X rays would intensify into a true storm, an X-ray hurricane.

“An X-ray storm will surely have adverse effects on the systems of the Mil—of your ship,” See-Threepio said, “if it is left unprotected.”

“I know that,” Han said. He pulled off three more bills and shoved them into the driver’s claws. He thought, This is going to leave us pretty short of cash. Never mind, the letter of resources will take care of the problem.

The claws withdrew. Rustling, the other legs parted. Han’s eyes were becoming accustomed to the dim light. The driver sat on the other side of the crawler cabin, pulling its legs in around it like a pile of dry sticks.

“The ride to Crseih,” the driver said, “will be free.”

“Thanks so much,” Han said. Behind them, the Falcon drew in its ramp and locked its hatch.

See-Threepio peered around the inside of the crawler.

“You have no other passengers?” he asked.

“I will only have room to carry you,” the driver said.

Threepio said a few words in a language so strange it hurt Han’s ears. Threepio had spoken it to him before, while translating the messages from Crseih Station.

Threepio thinks this guy might be our contact! Han thought.

The driver rattled several appendages, including those with aural sensory hairs, and sharp defensive spines.

“What will you mean?” the driver said to Threepio. “Why will you irritate my auditory organs?”

“I beg your pardon,” Threepio said. “I said nothing of any importance. I mistook you for someone else.”

The crawler left the starship beneath its shield and headed toward the city.

The driver stopped the crawler in its bay. The airlink moved to meet the door. Han vaulted down and strode into Crseih Station. Luke and See-Threepio followed.

The crawler backed out and rumbled away.

“Spiders,” Han said, shuddering. “I’m sorry, but spiders really give me the creeps.”

“Spiders?” See-Threepio said. “Are there spiders? Where? I must be careful that they do not spin their webs in my joints. Why, I knew a droid once—”

“I meant the driver,” Han said.

“But the driver was not a spider,” See-Threepio said.

“Metaphorically speaking,” Han said.

“But—”

“Never mind,” Han said. “Forget I said anything.”

“He was a good businessman,” Luke said.

Han laughed. “Yeah, you’re right. He was pretty grabby.”

See-Threepio took a few nervous steps forward and looked around.

“I’m certain our contact is here somewhere!” he said, despite their being alone in the entry bay.

Han glanced at Luke. “Now what? Do you have any idea where to start looking for your lost Jedi?”

Luke shook his head. His hair fell across his forehead and for a moment he looked like the green kid he had been when Han first met him. But he was not a green kid anymore. Far from it. Over the years, he had developed an otherworldly presence that Han found both touching and alarming.

“I expected to be able to sense—” Luke shrugged unhappily. “There’s nothing. Maybe they’re shielding themselves. Hiding. After the way the Empire hunted them down, who can blame them?”

“You’d think they’d notice,” Han said, “that there hasn’t been any Empire for years.”

“But there are plenty of people who want it to return,” Luke said stubbornly.

“Okay, okay.” Han did not believe a group of lost Jedi existed. On the other hand, the longer Luke searched for them, the longer Han’s vacation would last.

Maybe I’d better go easy on the teasing, he said to himself.

Beneath the transparent radiation shields, the carnival light of the burning whirlpool turned gray and soft. Small shadows appeared and disappeared, dappling the ground.

Han glanced up. As Crseih Station spun on its axis, the black hole and its accretion disk created a violent dawn. The burning whirlpool stretched across a quarter of the sky. When it set, its white dwarf companion would rise. As the white dwarf plunged toward the center of the star system, it and its companion would rise closer and closer to the same time, until they rose together and burned the heavens.

Han was careful not to look directly at the accretion disk of the black hole, even with the protection of the shields. In an instant, the natural fireworks display expended more energy than all the celebrations conceived by civilization since the beginning of history.

He proceeded through the airlink toward the first dome of the station proper. Hot, moist air, tropical and fetid, closed in around Han. He could practically see the air, practically open his fingers and grab a handful of it.

Most of the folks who live here must be from tropical worlds, he thought. It’s easy to keep a space station cool—

But not a station like Crseih. Overworked cooling machinery vibrated the floor. The shields protected the living space by absorbing X rays. But the enormous energy reradiated as heat, and the heat had to go somewhere. The cooling machinery strained to transport it to Crseih’s night side, where the heat could be radiated into the vacuum of space. With the black hole on one side of the station, and the white dwarf on the other, Crseih’s night side was barely a sliver of shadow.

Han held his palm a finger’s width from the surface of the airlink. After a moment he pulled back. Even with the efforts of the cooling machinery, the surface was uncomfortably hot.

See-Threepio hurried on ahead, strutting stiffly, strange in his purple-lacquer disguise. He continued his futile search for his contact.

“I distinctly told our correspondent to meet us,” Threepio said querulously. “I cannot understand—”

Luke strode past Han—

He did go by me, didn’t he? Han thought. Did I see him? Or didn’t I? Damn, I hate it when he does that!

“Threepio,” Luke said, “it would be better not to broadcast our plans.”

“But, Master Luke, I never would—I assure you I wasn’t engaging my transmitter!”

“Don’t engage your vocal unit, either.”

“Very well, Master Luke,” See-Threepio said, “if that’s as you prefer it.” The droid walked on, body language as expressive as words that he had expected to be met at the landing field.

In the humidity and the heat, sweat ran down Han’s back and sides and beaded on his forehead without evaporating. He wiped his face and rolled up his sleeves, for once not worrying whether he looked proper.

Over the years, Leia and his own advisers had made him more aware of his clothing. Instead of putting on whatever came to hand out of his closet, in whatever combination the cleaner droid deposited it, he had begun to dress according to his day’s duties. Usually he could get away without wearing a formal uniform, unless his schedule included addressing or inspecting regular troops, or a diplomatic reception. Han Solo hated uniforms. He was not particularly keen on speeches or receptions, either.

On this trip, he had not even brought a uniform. And though his frayed pants and comfortable old shirt were too heavy for the climate of Crseih Station, he felt as if he were expanding with freedom.

No uniforms, no speeches, no receptions.

He laughed out loud.

“This is going to be fun,” he said.

They rounded a curve of the steamy airlink. It stretched on empty before them.

“Where’s Threepio?” Luke said.

“I don’t know,” Han said. “You probably hurt his feelings by telling him to shut up.”

“I just told him to keep our plans to himself.”

“Don’t you know where he is?”

“I could find him,” Luke said, “but I’d better not. I’d better not do anything long-range. I don’t want to give us away.”

“Why not send up a signal flare? Let the Jedi Masters find us.”

“Let’s get the lay of the land first,” Luke said. “After all, we don’t know much about the people I’m looking for. Only the rumors, and the strange stories—”

“You’re right, kid,” Han said. The longer Luke takes, the longer before I have to put on another uniform. “Absolutely right. Take all the time you want.”

“And if they are Jedi—I want to be certain they aren’t on the dark side.”

“Wouldn’t you know it—wouldn’t you sense it—if someone using the dark side was near?”

“Sure I would,” Luke said.

“Good.”

“I think I would.” Luke stared through the translucent side of the tunnel. In the distance, domes perched on flat rock between craters. He said in a soft voice, “I hope I would.”

Exasperated, Han strode on ahead. “What do I always say?” he muttered. “They’re more trouble than they’re worth.”

He burst through the exit of the airlink and entered the first dome of Crseih Station. Noise and light surrounded him, as thick and exciting as the hot, steamy air.

Luke followed more cautiously, poised at Han’s right shoulder, keeping watch.

Han wondered how far Luke could project his illusion of disguise. Did the inhabitants of the station see him as he really was, when they were at a distance, and then think they had mistaken what he looked like when they got nearer? Or did
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