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NOW . ..
during the events of
gtar warsreturn of the Jedi

live ones are worth more than the dead ones.

That wasthe generd rule of digital appendage for

bounty hunters. Dengar hardly had to remind himsdif of it
as he scanned the bleak and eye-stinging bright wastes of
the Dune Sea. Right now he'd spotted alot more dead
thingsthan living, which al added up to abig zero for

his own credit accounts. I'd have done better, he told
himsalf, getting off this miserable planet. Tatooine had
never been any luckier for him than it'd been for any
other sentient creature. Some worlds were like that.
Hisluck wasn't as bad as some others had

been-Dengar had to admit that. Especialy when, ashis
plastoid-sheathed boots had trudged up another doping
flank of sand, agloved fist had seized on hisankle,
toppling him heavily onto his shoulder.

"What the-" His surprised outcry vanished echoless
across the dunes as he rolled onto his back, scrabbling
his blaster from itsholster. He held hisfire, seeing

now just what it was that had grabbed on to him. Hisfall
had pulled a hand and arm free from the drifting sands
that formed the shallow grave for one of Jabbathe Hurt's
persond corps of bodyguards. Some reflex wired into the
dead warrior's battle-glove had snapped the dead hand
tight asawomp-rat trap.

Dengar reholstered his blaster, then sat up and began
peding the fingers away from hisboot. "Y ou should've
stayed out of it," he said doud. The Dune Sedls scouring
wind revealed the corpse's empty eye sockets. "Likel
did." Getting into other creatures fightswasdwaysa

bad idea. A whole batch of the galaxy's toughest
mercenaries, bounty huntersincluded, had gone down with
the wreckage of Jabbathe Hutt's sall barge. If they'd
been as smart asthey'd been tough, Dengar himself
wouldn't have been out here right now, searching for
their wegpons and military gear and any other salvagesgble
debris.

He got his boot free and stood up. "Better luck next
time," hetold the dead man.



His advice wastoo late to do that one any good. In

his own memory bank, Dengar filed avay the image of the
corpse, with its clawing fingers and mouth full of sand,
asfurther proof of what held aready known The guy who
comes along after the battle's over isthe one who cleans
up.

In more ways than one. He stood at the top of the

dune, shidding hiseyesfrom the glare of Tatooine's
double suns, and scanned across the wide declivity in
front of him. The forms of other warriors and bodyguards,
sprawled across the rocky wastes or half-buried like the
oneleft afew meters behind, showed that he'd found the
dtill and slent epicenter of dl thet fatal action he

had so wisely avoided.

More evidence Bits and pieces of debris, the

wreckage of the repulsorlift sail barge that had served

as Jabba's floating throne room, lay scattered across the
farther dunes. Scraps of the canopy that had shaded
Jabba's massve bulk from the midday suns now fluttered
in the scalding breezes, blaster fire and the impact of

the crash having torn the expensive Sorderian weftfabric
to rags. Dengar could see afew more of Jabba's
bodyguards, facedown on the hot sand, their weapons
gtolen by scavenging Jawas. They wouldn't befighting
anymore to protect their bossswobbling bulk. Evenin
this desiccating heat, Dengar could smell the sickly
aftermath of degth. It wasn't unfamiliar to him-he'd been
working as a bounty hunter and general-purpose mercenary
long enough to get used to it-but the other scent held
hoped to catch, that of profit, was still missng. He
started down the dope of the dune toward the distant
wreckage.

There was no sign of Jabba's corpse, once Dengar
reached the spot. That didn't surprisehim asheused a
broken-shanked scythe-staff to poke around the rubble.
Soon after the battle, he'd seen a Huttese transport
lifting into the Sky; that'd been what had guided him to
this remote spot. The ship undoubtedly had had Jabba's
body aboard. Hutts might be greedy, credit-hungry dugs-a
trait Dengar actualy admired in them-but they did have a
certain fedling toward the members of their own species.
Kill one, he knew, and you werein deep nerf waste. It
wasn't sentimentality on the part of the other Hutts, so
much as awound to their notorious megaomania, mixed
with apractical sdf-interest.

So much for Luke Skywalker and the rest of them,
thought Dengar as the point of the saff reveaed sticky
and distasteful evidence of Jabba's death. Asif that

little band of Rebelsdidn't have enough trouble, with

the whole Empire gunning for them; now they'd have the
late Jabba's extended clan after them aswell. Dengar



shook his head-he would've thought that Skywalker and his
pa Han Solo would have, a the least, an appreciation of
the Hutt capacity for bearing grudges.

Even without Jabba's obese form rotting under the

thermal weight of the suns, the debris zone stank. Dengar
lifted alength of chain, the broken metd at itsend

twisted by blaster fire. The last time held seen this
hand-forged tether, back at Jabba's palace, it'd been
fastened to aniron collar around Princess Leia Organas
neck. Now the links were crusted with the dried
exudations from Jabbas dobbering mouth. The Hutt
must've died hard, thought Dengar, dropping the chain. A
lot to kill there. He'd gotten an account of the fight

from acouple of surviving bodyguards that had managed to
drag themsalves back to the palace. When Dengar had | eft,
to come out here to the Dune Sea wastes, most of the
remaining thugs and louts were busily smashing open the
casks of off-planet claret in the cool, dank cellars

benesth the palace, and getting obliterated in aorgy of
relief and self-pity at no longer being in Jabbathe
Hurt'semploy.

"Y eah, you'refree, t00." Dengar picked up an

unsmashed foodpot that the toe of his boot had uncovered.
The dill-living delicacy insde, one of Jabbasfavorite
trufflites, scrabbled againgt the ceramic lid embossed

with the digtinctive ova sed of Fhnark & Co., Exotic
Foodstuffs-we cater to the galaxy's degenerate appetites.
"For what it'sworth." His own tastes didn't run to the

likes of the pot's spidery, gel-mired contents; he hooked
agloved finger inthe lid'sarhole and pried it open.

The nutrient gases hissed out; they had sustained the
delicacy's freshness, dl the way from whatever distant
planet had spawned it. "' See how long you last out there."
The trufflite dropped to the sand, scrabbled over

Dengar's boot, and vanished over the nearest dune. He
imagined some Tusken Raider finding the little appetizer
out there and being completely perplexed by it.

One substantial piece of wreckage remained, too big

for the Jawas to have carted away. The hardened durasted
keelbeam of the sail barge, blackened by explosionsthat
had destroyed the rest of the craft, rose a an angle

from where the stern end was buried beneath afdl of
rocks. Dengar scrabbled aboard the curved metd, nearly a
meter in width, and climbed the rest of theway up to
where the barge's bow had been, and now only the exposed
beam was | €ft, tilted into the cloudless sky. He wrapped
one arm around the end, then with his other hand undung
the elec-trobinoculars from his belt and brought them up

to hiseyes. The rangefinder numbers skittered at the
bottom of hisfield of vison as he scanned acrossthe
horizon.



Thiswas apointlesstrip, Dengar thought dis

gustedly. He leaned out farther from the kedlbeam, il
examining the wasteland through the 'binocs. His bounty-
hunting career had never been such araging successthat
he'd been ableto refrain from any other kind of
scrabbling hustle that chanced to come hisway. It was a
hard trade for a human to get ahead in, considering the
number of other speciesin the galaxy that worked iniit,

al of them uglier and tougher; droids, too. So alittle

bit of scavenger work was nothing he was unused to. The
best would've been if he had found any survivors out here
that could either pay him for their rescue or that he

could ransom off to whatever connectionsthey might have.
The late Jabba's court had been opulent-and
lucrative-enough to attract more than the usua lowlifes
that one encountered on Tatooine.

But the bunch of rubble Dengar had found out here-the
few scattered and pawed-over bits of the sail barge and
the smaller skiffsthat'd hovered aongside as outriders,
the dead bodyguards and warriors-wasn't worth two lead
ingotsto him. Anything of valuewas aready trundling
away in the Jawas dow, tank-treaded sandcrawlers,
leaving nothing but bones and worthless scrap behind.
Might aswdll just stay here, he thought. And wait.

Hed sent his bride-to-be, Manaroo, aoft in his ship,

the Punishing One, to do a high-dtitude reconnaissance
of the area. Soon enough she'd be finished with the task,
and would come back to fetch him.

Theknot of frustration in Dengar's gut was ingtantly
replaced with surprise as the keelbeam suddenly tilted

a most vertical. The strap of the eectrobinoculars cut
across histhroat asthey flew away from hiseyes. He
held on with both hands as the beam pitched skyward, as
though it were on a storm-tossed ocean of water rather
than sand.

Charred metal scraped tight against the ammo pouches
on his chest as the keelbeam rotated. As the beam twisted
about, Dengar could see the surrounding dunes heaving in
adow, seismic counterpoint to the wrecked barge's
motion, cliff faces of rock and sand shearing away and
tumbling downward, dower clouds of dust stacking across
the suns smoldering

faces.

At the center of the dunes, the dope grew deeper,
likeafunnel with ablack hole a its center. Another
shudder ran benesth the planet's surface, and the
kedbeam rolled dmost sideways, nearly didodging Dengar
from his grasp upon it. Hisfeet swung out from beneath
him; Dengar looked down, past his own boots, and saw that
the hole at the bottom of the sand funnd waslined with
teeth.



Jaws clenched, Dengar muttered an obscenity from his
homeworld. Y ou gnurling idiot-he cursed hisown
Supidity, getting himsdf stuck hereinthe middle of

the air, with no escape route. He hadn't considered what
his presence might awaken, and how hungry it would be.
The Great Pit of Carkoon gaped wider, sand and rubble
swirling around the blind, all-devouring Sarlacc creature
at the center of the vortex. A sour stench hit Dengar

like awind hotter than any that crossed the desert's
reaches.

A glance around him revesaled to Dengar that the
keelbeam had did partway down the funndl, then snagged
on asolid rock outcropping. He turned hisface against
his shoulder asthe sail barge's scattered debris rained
past him, the larger pieces hitting the Fit'sdoping
sgdesand pitching end over end into the Sarlacc's gaping
maw. The keelbeam gave asudden lurch in Dengar's
Swesting grasp as the end below him shattered part of the
outcropping. Suddenly the beam swayed backward, leaving
him dangling precarioudy, only acouple of metersfrom
the Sarlacc's throat.

A pumping kick enabled him to get first one, then the
other of hisboot soles up onto the beam. He squatted
into a deep knee bend on the narrow metd surface, then
jumped, fingertips clawing for the funnel’'s edge above
him. Hisbdlly hit the dope; sand did maddeningly under
his hands as he thrashed and kicked, struggling toward
the bright and empty sky. With agasp of effort, Dengar
managed to get his chest across the shifting edge of the
funnel, then scrabble the rest of hisbody over and
tumble down the other side.

Too bad for the Jawas-that was al that Dengar could
think of as hewrapped hisarms around himsalf and waited
for the animate disturbance in Tatooine's crust to
subside. There might have been something of worth brought
to the surface; but unlessthe little scroungers wanted

to dive down the Sarlacc'sthroat to get it, that load of
vauable salvage was|ost to them now.

The Dune Seagrew slent again. Dengar let aminute
pass, measured by his heartbeat gradualy dowing to
normal, then scrambled to hisfeet. The Sarlacc had most
likely pulled its head back underground and was busy
digesting the bits of wreckage it'd just been fed, or

trying to. He figured that would give him time enough to
get asafe distance away, if he hurried. Brushing sand
from his gear, Dengar started trudging up the dope of
the nearest dune.

Three dunes later he stopped to catch his breath. To

his amazement, he saw that the scraps of debris, the
barely distinguishable pieces of Jabba the Hutt's sall
barge, il filled the center of the pit. Thetruth



dawned on him. It's dead, thought Dengar. Something-or
someone-had managed to kill the Sarlacc. Therotting
stench had been from the creature's own torn-apart flesh,
visible beneath the wreckage.

Now the sense of life, however maignant, beneath the
desert's surface was extinguished. Only bits of wreckage,
no longer recognizable asto form and function, and afew
facedown bodieslay scattered around the empty zone.
The stink from the dope-sided hole motivated Dengar

in the oppogite direction, toward Jabbas palace. This
was as good atime as any for him to verify the rumors
about what the palace had become since the death of the
Hutt. The orgiastic celebration of Jabba's liberated
underlings had been just beginning, thelast time Dengar
had been insde the forbidding, windowless pile. If the
palace was empty now-reports differed on that score-then
thethick wals of the interior chamberswould givehima
safe place to hang out while night and its attendant
hazards took possession of the Dune Sea, and he waited
for Manaroo's return. His own private hideout, which hed
previoudy carved into adesert ridge of stone and
stocked with supplies, would have done the same-but at
the paace, there might be some remnants of Jabba's
court, like the Hutt's mgjordomo, Bib Fortuna, and others
who would be looking for waysto profit by the employer's
death. Great mindsthink aike, Dengar noted wryly. Or a
least the greedy ones do.

He gave the area one more scan, sweeping the horizon
with the eectrobinoculars. One of the suns had dready
begun to s&t, pushing his own shadow ahead acrossthe
wasteland. He was just about to power off the 'binocs
when he spotted something nearly fifty metersaway. That
onelookslike he took the worst of it-another corpse lay
on adtretch of rough grave. Faceup; Dengar could make
out the front of a narrow-apertured helmet. That was
about al of the corpse's gear that wasintact. The rest

of the dead man's gear looked asif it hadn't been burned
away so much as dissolved, somekind of acid bath
reducing uniform and armaments to rags and corroded,
pitted shapes of useless metal and plastoid. Dengar
thumbwheded the 'binocsinto closer focus, trying to
figure out what could've happened to create that kind of
lethdl effect.

Wait aminute. The sprawled form filled theelec
trobinoculars lenses. Maybe not exactly lethd, Dengar
corrected himself. He could see thefigure's chest

moving, adight rise and fdl, right on the edge of

aurviva. The haf-naked combatant, whoever it might be,
was dill dive. Or a least for thetime being.

Now, that was worth checking out. Dengar dung the
'binocs back onto his equipment belt. If only to satisfy



his own curiosity-the distant figure looked asif hed
discovered awhole new way of getting killed. As abounty
hunter and generd purveyor of violence, Denger felt a
professond interest in the metter.

He glanced over his shoulder and saw hisown ship,

the Punishing One, descending afew kilometersaway, its
landing gear extended. His bride-to-be, Manaroo, was at
the ship's controls. Good, thought Dengar. He'd be able
to use her help, now that he had determined that there
would be no immediate danger to her. Hedidn't mind
risking hisown life, but hers was another maiter.
Bdancing himsdlf with one hand held back againgt the
dope of the dune, Dengar worked hisway toward the
humanoid-shaped mystery he'd spotted. He hoped the other
man would gtill be dive by the time he got there.

Thisway of dying'snot so bad. . . .

Somewhere, past ajumble of digointed thoughts and
images, the oleaginous voice of Jabbathe Hutt could be
heard in memory, promising anew definition of pain, one
that would last thousands of years, excruciating and
never-ending.

The fat dug had been correct about thet, to a

degree; the dying man had to admit it. Or was he already
dead?he couldn't tell. Thisfate, theinfinitely dow

etching away, molecule by molecule, of epidermisand
nerve endings, had been intended for someonedse. It
struck the dying man as no more unjust than al the rest

of the universesworkingsthat he should suffer it

instead.

Or have suffered it. Because the Hutt seemed to have
been misinformed about how long the dissolution and
torment would last. A few seconds had been more than
adequate for pain's new meaning to have become clear, as
the enfolding darkness's acids had seeped through uniform
and armament, touching skin like the fire of athousand
commingled suns. And those few seconds, and the minutes
and hours- days, years?-that followed had indeed seemed
to stretch out to eternity ...

But they had ended. That pain, beyond anything he had
ever endured or inflicted, had come to a stop, replaced
by the smpler and duller ebbing away of lifeforce. By
comparison, that was acomfort like drifting asdeep on
pillows of satin filled with downy feathers. Eventhe
blindness, the perfect acidic night, had been broken by a
muted dawn. The dying man still could not see, but he
could sense, through the T-shaped visor of hishemet and
the wet rags swaddling him, the unmistakable photonic
warmth of suns againgt hisface and the eroded skin of

his chest. Perhaps, the dying man thought, it reached up
into the sky and swallowed them, too. The giant mouth,



when he'd fallen down itsranks of razor teeth, had
seemed that big.

But now hefdt gravel and sand beneath his spine,

and hisown blood miring him to the ground. That had to
be some kind of atactile hdlucination. He had no gods
to thank, but was grateful anyway for the blessings of
madness. . .

Thelight on hisface dimmed, the differentid in
temperature was enough that he could just make out the
blurred edges of shadow faling upon him. He wondered
what new vision his agony-fractured brain was about to
conjure up. There were others, he knew, herein the belly
of the beast; he had seen them fal and be swallowed up.
A little company, the dying man decided. He might aswell
hallucinate voices, from those about to be digested; it
would help pass the long endless hours before hisown
body's atoms floated free from one another.

One of the voices he heard washisown. "Help. . . ."
"What happened?’

He could dmost have laughed, if any twitch of his

raw muscles hadn't hurt so much, pushing him toward
unconscious oblivion. Shouldn't halucinations know these
things?

"Sarlacc . . . swalowed me." Thewords seemed to
comeof their own volition. "I killed it . . . blew it

up...."

He heard another voice, afemal€'s. "He's dying."

The man's voice spoke again, in hushed tones.
"Manaroo-do you know who thisis?"

"l don't care. Help me get himinsde.” Thefema€s
shadow fell acrosshim.

Suddenly hefdt himsdlf risng, dirt and grit fall

ing from hismangled form. The next sensation wasthat of
being thrown across someone's broad shoulder, an arm
encircling hiswaist to steady him. A sense of shame
filled the dying man. There had been so many timeswhen
he had faced his own extinction-painful or otherwise-the
contemplation of hisdeath, and the dismissd of it as
being of no concern, had given him strength. And now some
week part of him had summoned up this pitiful fantasy of
rescue. Better to die, he thought, than to fear dying.
"Hang on," camethe hdlucinated voice. "I'll get you
someplace safe.”

The man caled Boba Fett fdt the jostle of the

other's footsteps, the motion of being carried acrossthe
stony ground. For amoment hisvision cleared, the
blindness dissipating enough that he could see hisown
hand flopping limp and digointed, leaving atrall of
gpattered blood on the sand. . . .

That was when he knew that what he saw and felt was
red. And that he was till dive.
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A smdll object, moving by its own power through the
cold expanses between the stars, had findly breached a
planet's sensory perimeter. Kuat of Kuat had felt the
hyperspace messenger pod's approach even before hisown
corporate security chief cameto tell him that it had

been intercepted. He had afine-tuned awareness of
machines, from the smallest nano-sporoidsto
congiructions capable of annihilating worlds. It wasa
family trait, something encoded deep within the Kuat
blood for generations.

"Excuse me, Technician"-an obsequious voice camefrom
behind him-"but you asked to be notified as the outer
comm units picked up any traces. Of your . . . package.”
Kuat of Kuat turned away from the great domed
viewport and its vistas of emptiness studded with light.
Far beyond the expanded orhbit of the planet that bore the
nameidentica to his, the hazy arm of one of the

galaxy's more aesthetically pleasing spiral nebulae was
about to riseinto sight. Hetried not to missthings
likethat; they served to remind him that the universe

and dl itsinterconnected workingswas, in its essence,
ameachine like other machines. Even its congtituent

atoms, beyond the confusion of uncertainty principlesand
observer effects, ticked like ancient, primitive chrono
gears. And finer things than that, Kuat of Kuat told
himsdlf, not for the firgt time. Such as men's spirits.

Those were machines aswell, however ineffable their
substance.

"Very wdl." He stroked the slky fur of the felinx

cradled in hisarms; the anima made adeep, barely
audible sound of contentment as hislong, precisefingers
found a specific zone behind the triangular ears. "That's
just what I've been expecting.” Machines, even the ones
built in the Kuat Drive Y ards, did not alwaysfunction as
intended; there were random variables that sometimes
deposited metaphorica sand inthe gears. It wasa
pleasure- frequent, but still undiminished-when things

did work according to plan. "Has there been any readout
on the contents?'

"Not yet." Fenald, the security chief, was dressed in

the stlandard Kuat Drive Y ards worksuit, devoid of any
emblem of rank except for the variable-dispersion blaster
dung conspicuoudy at hiship. "Therésafull crew
working on it, but"-awry smilelifted acorner of his
mouth-"the encryption codes are rather tight."

"They're meant to be." Kuat of Kuat would not be
disappointed if the KDY employees weren't able to crack
them; he had designed and implemented them himsdlf.



Setting Security'sinfo-andysis division to work on them
was amere test, to see how well held done. "I don't care
for anyone dsereading my mail.”

"Of coursenot.” A dight nod in acknowledgment;
despite theimportance of Kuat Drive Yards asthe dite
and mogt powerful contractor of engineering and
congtruction servicesto the Empire, the formalities of
KDY headquarters were minimal, and had been for
generations. Pomp and show and courtly flourisheswere
for those who didn't understand where true power came
from. Fenad gestured toward the viewport, its hexagona
strutwork curving three times higher than hisbosss
imposing two-meter height. "'l doubt if anyone has.”
Thefdinx purred louder in Kuat of Kuat'sarms; hed
found the exact spot wired into its pleasure centers.

Born that way; agood amount of the minimal brain massin
the animd's excessively narrow skull- atrait of its

inbred species-held had to replace with biosmulation
circuits, to keep it from bumping into walls and gnawing
raw the flesh beneath itsfur. Hisfingertipsfelt the

edge of the cut into the animd's skull as he stroked it.
Transmuted even thisfar into atrue machine, theanimal
was much more satisfactory, and-in ways Kuat of Kuat
appreciated-even more beautiful.

A single bell note sounded in the spacious office

suite of KDY's hereditary CEO. Kuat of Kuat turned back
to gaze a the viewport'slimitless vista as his security
chief leaned the Sde of his head againgt the small
transponder embedded in hispalm. The felinx had closed
itseyesin ecdasy; it didn't seetherising edge of the
far-distant nebula, like luminous smoke againgt black.
"They'rebringing it in now," said Fenald.

"Excdlent." Outsde, in vacuum, anion engine

stresked fiery red, moving past the seemingly chaotic
maze of congtruction platforms and grav-dock baysat a
navigable sublight speed. Thesmadl utility shuttle, with

its precious cargo aboard, was heading for the core of
KDY'sindustrial complex. Perhaps aquarter of astandard
time part before the shuttle arrived; Kuat of Kuat
glanced over his shoulder at the other man. "Y ou don't
need towait." Hesmiled. "I'll take care of it mysdf.”
Security chiefswere paid to be curious about ev

erything that happened within their sphere of operations.
"Asyou please, Technician." The words were spoken with a
stiffened spine and anod just bordering on curtness. He
was aso paid to obey orders. "Let me know if there's
anything else you require, in regard to this matter.”
Thefdinx protested as Kuat of Kuat bent down,
depositing it on the intricately tessdllated floor. Tall
demandingly erect, the creature rubbed itsdf againgt a
trouser leg cut of the same utilitarian dark green asadl



the other work uniformsworn by KDY employees. The
concerns of the most powerful beingsin the
galaxy-perhaps the most powerful beyond Emperor
Pdpatinesinner circle-didn't matter to theanima. A

heat source and continued stroking were the limits of its
desires.

AsKuat of Kuat straightened back up, the office
suite'sdoors did shut behind the departing chief of
security. Thefdinx bumped its head more ingstently
againg hisshin. "Not now," Kuat told it. "I've got work

to do.”

Persstence was atrait he admired; he couldn't be

angry at the anima when it jumped up on hisworkbench.
Helet it march back and forth, level with hisches, as

he assembled the necessary tools. Only when the pilot of
the shuttle team, whose flight he had spotted from the
viewport, entered and placed an elongated silver ovoid on
the bench, then withdrew from his presence, did Kuat of
Kuat shoo the animal away.

A pair of hovering worklights drew closer, erasing

al shadow, as he leaned over the mirror-finished

torpedo. This messenger pod was not just wired with, but
actualy built of, self-destruct modules, to prevent
unauthorized access-or access by anyone except Kuat of
Kuat himsdlf. And even that was intended to be difficult;

if he erred now, KDY would have anew hereditary owner
and chief designer.

Held between thumb and forefinger, an identity probe

bit dmost painlessy into hisflesh, drawing samples of
fluid and tissue. The microcircuitry indde the dender
needldike device ran through its programming, matching
both genetic information and the automutating radioactive
tracersthat had been injected into his bloodstream. The
probe gave no sign, audible or visble, whether

everything checked out. The only indication would be when
he held the inoxide tip to the messenger pod; if his
charred remains weren't embedded in the wall behind him,
then all wasasit should be.

The probetip clicked againgt the curved, reflective
surface. No explosion resulted, except for the dight one
of hisheld breath being released.

A hairline fissure opened dong the Sde of the pod.

The work went faster now as Kuat of Kuat pried open the
slvery ovoid, dismantling the pieces of itsshdll ina
precise order. A misstep, asegment taken out of turn,
would aso result in afatd explosion, but he wasn't
concerned about that happening. The only place where the
proper sequence had been put down wasin his memory, but
no more accurate record could be imagined. When he
admired machines, he admired himsdlf.

The one on the workbench functioned just as



perfectly the last of the encasing shell separated into

its component parts and fell away from the core. "Y ou've
comealong way, littleone” Helaid atender,

possessive hand on the holoprojector unit that had been
reveded, "Just what do you haveto tel me?!

A fading heet radiated into Kuat of Kuat's palm. The
messenger pod's energy cell was an accel erated-decay
module, producing enough power for aonetimejumpinand
out of hyperspace. The navigational coordinates were
hardwired; amatter of afew daysago it'd |eft the

distant world of Tatooine. It could have reached the Kuat
Drive Y ards headquarters even sooner if arandomizing
sublight process hadn't been programmed, to evade
detection. Kuat of Kuat's own security men weren't the
only oneswatching the perimeter. A matter of business
paranciawas one of the operating costs that came with
being of service to the Emperor.

Hands sheathed in insulated gloves, Kuat of Kuat

lifted out the holoprojector. A standard playback unit,
smilar to ones found throughout the galaxy, but with
tweaks and modifications far beyond the ordinary.

Pa patine himsdlf couldn't get thiskind of detail in
communicationswith his various underlings. But then.. .

. hedoesn't need it, Kuat of Kuat reminded himsalf. Not
theway | do. The Emperor could aways get what he wanted
through fear and degth. In the engineering business, one
hed to be alittle more careful, not to eiminate one's
market.

"Go away," he said to the fdinx winding between his
ankles. "Youwont likethis."

Thefelinx didn't heed the warning. When Kuat of Kuat
used therest of his precise tools to complete the
circuitsingde the holoprojector, the images and sounds
of another great room werelad over the office suite.
The oppressive darkness generated by the recording and
its chaos of noises, from the rattling of subsurface
chainsto cruel cross-specieslaughter, brought the

dlken fur straight up aong the animd’s spine; it

hissed a what it saw, particularly the holoform of one
grody dephantine individud with tiny handsand
immense, greedy eyes. When that image's lipless mouth
opened to emit wetly glotta laughter, the felinx
scrambled to safety benegath the farthest corner of the
workbench.

Kuat of Kuat used the magneticaly fastened tip of

the probe to freeze the playback; the cacophony was
replaced by silence as he glanced over his shoulder and
saw the court of Jabba the Hutt rendered motionless. He
turned away from the bench and walked into the center of
the hologram. The formswere insubstantid as ghosts-he
could have passed his hand through any one of the



sycophants and hangers-on surrounding the Hutt's
thronelike hover platform-but detailed in such perfection
that he could dmost smell the sweat and rank odors of de
cay rigng from the gratesin the synthesized floors.
"You're dead, aren't you?' With athin smile, he

brought hisface closeto the stilled image of Jabbathe
Hutt. "That's such ashame. | hateto lose agood
customer.”" Over the years Jabba had commissioned severa
large orders, lethd equipment for histhugs and
hirdingsfrom KDY''s persond armamentsdivision, plus
elaborate pal ace furnishings and a superbly appointed

sal barge, with military retrofits, from one of the Kuat
subsidiaries devoted to luxury vessels. There had been
extras thrown in that Jabba had known nothing about
hidden recording devices that had captured nearly
everything that took placein the palace on Tatooine and
aboard the floating barge. A good contractor, thought
Kuat of Kuat, knows his accounts. Better than they even
know themsdlves.

Word of the Hutt's death had aready seeped through

the gdaxy, gladdening many, setting off an acquidtive
scramble among others. Of al of his species, Jabbahad
been the most active-if that word could be applied to
something so obese and s ow- and with the farthest reach
in his shady enterprises. They're dready at each other's
throats-the late Hutt's associates, including Jabbas own
supposedly grieving relaions, struggling for control of
hisintricate and crimina legacy. That would be good for
business; Kuat of Kuat aready had appointments scheduled
with some of the worst and most ambitious of the lot. New
plans aways cdled for new weapons.

The notion of throats mordantly amused him. What held
aready heard about Jabba the Huitt's death was confirmed
by the holographic image. One of Jabba's ineffectud

little hands held alength of chain, its other end

fastened to acollar around the neck of ahuman form;
standing at the edge of the recreated platform, Kuat of
Kuat appraised with a connoisseur's eye the revedled
attractiveness of Princess Leia Organa. His own wedlth
and power had brought many varieties of feminine beauty
through his private quarters, even from the highest ranks
of the nobility. The princess, however . . .

He made amental note to seek thiswoman'sac
quaintance, if he ever had the opportunity. If it hap

pened, hewouldn't be such anidiot asto leave something
assmple and deadly asan iron chain lying about. "Never
hand your enemy"-Kuat of Kuat spoke aloud to the dead
Hutt'simage-"the means by which she can kill you."
Jabba's death was a minor concern at the moment,
though. Even the presence of LeiaOrgana at the late
Huitt's court was, at this moment, of no great



sgnificance to Kuat. There were othersthat he sought,
facesto befound in the past. Hereturned to his
workbench and, with afew ddicate adjustmentsto the
playback unit, ran the recording back toward its
beginning, before Leia Organa had ever entered Jabba's
palace, disguised as an Ubese bounty hunter with captured
Wookieein tow. That should do it, thought Kuat as he
glanced over his shoulder; helifted the probe'stip from
the device, freezing the image once again.

Stepping past Jabba's throndike platform, Kuat of

Kuat looked around the hologram of the Hutt's court. The
assembled faceswere arogues gdlery of interstellar
villainy, ranging from petty theft to murder-and beyond.
Hutts tended to attract these types, the way small fur-
bearing anima s atracted fleas. Though in acertain

sense, it was asymbiotic rather than parasitic

relationship At homein his paace, Jabba had been able
to look around himself and at least see sentient

creatures whose morals were on a par with, or even below,
hisown.

Kuat of Kuat waked dowly through the re-created

court, looking for onefacein particular. Not even a

face, but amask. He paused before the frozen image of
Jabba's mgjordomo, aglittering-eyed, evilly smiling
Twi'lek named Bib Fortuna. The males of the planet
Ryloth, even with dl the extracognitive abilities

packed into the heavy, tapering appendages hanging from
their bare skulls onto their shoulders, had no capacity

for generating wealth and no courage to sted it, even
though they were nearly asavaricious as Hurts. This
particular one had tried to worm hisway into the Kuat
Drive Yards corporate bureaucracy, before a noteworthy
display of untrustworthi-ness had gotten him booted from
the headquarters on the planet Kuat. Hurts, however, had
more of ataste for flattery and tail kissng; Kuat of

Kuat wasn't surprised that Fortuna had wound up in
Jabba's palace.

Hedidn't spot what he was looking for until he

raised his eyestoward the holographic court's encircling
gdlery. There heis, thought Kuat of Kuat. The
digtinctive hdmeted visage of Boba Fett, the gdaxy's
most feared bounty hunter, gazed down at the mingled
courtiers below like atotem of some planet's primordial
deity, contemplating ajustice Colder than the spaces
between the stars. Arrayed aong Fett'sarms and dung at
his back were hisworking toals, the wrist lasersand
miniaturized flamethrower, and dl the other weapons that
were as precisein his hands asthe tiny probeswerein
Kuat of Kuat's. The helmet, with its dark T-shaped visor,
hid the bounty hunter's eyes and the measured



cd culations going on behind them.

Satisfied for the moment, Kuat of Kuat walked back to
the edge of the hologram. Even being in athree-
dimensional smulation of Jabbas court, with itsmiasma
of avarice and bad hygiene, brought atwinge of nauseato
his gut. Better to watch from the outside of the

hologram, from the pristine and mathematic angles of his
own office. At the workbench, he adjusted the probe's
anglein the holoprojector's circuits. Without even
glancing over his shoulder, he could sense Jabbasimage
and the othersin the Hurt'sdimly lit court restored to
motion, acting out their partsin thislittle ssgment of

the past.

Another adjustment muted the audio portion of the
playback; Kuat of Kuat didn't need to hear Jabba's
dobbering voice and the crue laughter of his sycophants
to discern what was happening. Another Twi'lek, a
femde-on Ryloth, the females were nowhere asrepulsive
astheir male counterparts-had become the source for
Jabba's amusement. A pretty dave, a pantalooned dancing
girl with her digtinctive Twi'lek head appendages
decorated to resemble an ancient court jester's cap of
bells-but her childlike apped and grace wasn't enough to
satisfy her master's appetites. A look of apprehension,
close to panic, had moved across her face as she had sat
decoroudy at one side of the court, as though she'd had
aprescient glimpse of her fate. Which was being played
out again as the image of Jabba the Hutt, wattled bulk
Jjiggling and eyeswidening with delight, reded in the
chain fagtened to the Twi'lek dancing girl'siron collar,
dragging her toward the thronelike platform. The poor
girl must have seen the same thing happen to others
before her; beautiful creatures had been adisposable
commodity for Jabba.

Just asKuat of Kuat expected, the next few moments

of the playback showed the trgpdoor diding open in front
of Jabbas platform. The dancing girl'sfal snapped the
links of the chain; the court's motley denizens clustered
around the grates, straining to watch her death at the
claws and teeth of the rancor, Jabba's favorite pet, in

the darkness below. The nausea returned to Kuat of Kuat's
stomach, sharpened to disgust. A waste, he thought. The
dancing girl had been beautiful enough to be useful to
someone, the destruction of such a pretty device angered
him more than anything dse.

He'd seen enough, at least at thisleve of detail.

If the fat dug was as dead as had been reported, he now
didn't regret the loss of trade. Thered be others,

moving up the ranks of the Huttese species gaaxy-wide
hierarchy. Kuat of Kuat reached over and froze the
playback, the better to scan the imagesfor the onein



whom he had the most interest.

And who was no longer therein the hologram. The
helmeted visage of the bounty hunter was missng from
where Kuat of Kuat had spotted it before, up on the
gdlery overlooking the centra area of Jabba's court.
Kuat of Kuat stepped away from the workbench and across
the nearest edge of the hologram, looking up toward the
gmulation of the rough-domed ceiling, then around to the
openings of low, tunndllike passages branching off to
other parts of the palace. The image of Boba Fett was
nowhere to be seen.

Kuat of Kuat ran the recording unit back to the point
where the bounty hunter, face hidden behind the visored
mask of hisuniform, could be seen watching the court
below him. Thistime, he didn't et himsdlf be distracted
by thefate of the Twi'lek dancing girl; starting up the
playback again, he saw where Boba Fett had dipped
unnoticed from the gallery and out of the court, even
before Jabba had started pulling on the chain and
dragging the girl over the trgpdoor.

Interesting. Kuat of Kuat let the holographic re

cording play on. Our friend, he thought, had another
agenda. Not surprising; Boba Fett had not reached the top
of the bounty-hunter trade without building up anetwork
of businessinterests and contacts, some of them-if not
most-completely unaware of each other. Jabba the Hutt
might have been stupid enough to believe that by paying
Fett a generous retainer, he had thereby secured the
bounty hunter's exclusive services. If so, that indicated
how much Jabba had been dipping, making the kind of mis
takesthat had led to his desth.

Always amistake to completely trust a bounty hunter.
Kuat of Kuat didn't commit mistakes like thet.

Kuat ran the hologram playback forward. There was no
sgn of Boba Fett until much farther on in the recording.
He spotted the bounty hunter's image then, snapping a
blagter rifle up into firing position asthe disguised
LelaOrganaheld up an activated thermal detonator and
demanded payment for the captive Wookiee she had brought.
That potentidly lethal confrontation had ended with the
Hutt's guttural laughter and admiration for his

resourceful opponent; the bounty for Chewbacca had been
paid and Boba Fett had lowered his weapon.

So he did return there, mused Kuat as he watched the
hologram. Whatever mysterious appointments Boba Feit
might have kept in Jabba's palace, they hadn't prevented
him from attending to his duties as the Hutt's fredlance
bodyguard. It was a safe assumption that the reports
gathered by Kuat's corporate intelligence divison were
accurate they had described Jabba's degth, out on his
sall barge, hovering at the edge of the Great Fit of



Carkoon in Tatooine's Dune Sea, and had mentioned Boba
Fett being there a the struggle.

More than that, the reports had aso described Boba
Fett's death. What Kuat of Kuat wanted was proof of that.
Operating without that proof waslike building amachine
with acritical component left untested. A machine, he
thought, that could kill its master if it broke down.
Someone like Boba Fett had a disquieting habit of
surviva; Kuat of Kuat would have to see the bounty
hunter's desth before he would believeit.

Helooked at the pieces of the messenger pod and its
curved, reflective casing scattered on the workbench. The
next pod to drop out of hyperspace and penetrate the
planet Kuat's atmosphere would very likely carry the
necessary information ingdeit. All the units had been
designed to carry only partia segments of what had been
recorded at Jabba's palace and aboard the Huitt's sail
barge. There waslesslikelihood that way of any of KDY's
powerful enemiesintercepting the unitsand, if they
managed to get past the security procedures, figuring out
Kuat of Kuat's own concerns.

Onelast thing to do with this message He reached

into the device and extracted the micro-probe. The
bresking of the circuit initiated the self-destruct

program; the metal grew white-hot, twisting in upon

itsdlf asit was consumed. From undernesth the bench, the
finx fled interror, streaking toward the office

suite's farthest recesses. A few more seconds passed,
then the hol oprojector and its contents had been reduced
to blackened dag on the workbench's surface, cooling
into asingle indecipherable hieroglyph.

The contents of the message, that had come so far to
reach him, was safely locked away in Kuat of Kuat's
memory. When proof of Boba Fett's death came, he might
dlow himsdlf to forget the smdlest particle of

information. When it's safe, Kuat of Kuat had aready
decided. Not until then.

And if that proof didn't come ... hewould haveto

make other plans. Plansthat would include more than one
degth as part of their interna workings. Meshing gears
often had crudly sharp teeth.

He turned away from the workbench and walked dowly
through the empty spaces of the office suite, looking for
thefdinx. So that he could pick it up and cradleitin
hisarms, and sootheit of thefright it had received.

3
It took some doing, but she found him. For the second

time
Thegirl crouched behind one of the Dune Sea's rocky



outcroppings as she watched the barely noticeable hole
dug into the barren ground below. The twin sunsbled into
the horizon, the chill Tatooine night aready unfolding
across the sands. Around her bare shoulders, she pulled
tighter a salvaged scrap of sail-barge canopy-blackened
by fire and explosion dong one ragged edge, stiff with
dried blood aong another. The delicate fabrics with
which her body had been adorned in Jabba's palace were
little protection againgt the cold. A shiver touched her
flesh as she continued to watch and wait.

Sheld known that the bounty hunter, the one called
Dengar, would have some hiding place away from Jabbathe
Hutt's palace. What used to be his palace, she corrected
hersdf. The monstrous dug was dead now, that had held
the end of her chain and the chains of the other dancers.
But when Jabba had been aive, most of the thugs and
bodyguardsin hisemploy had had little warrens out in
the rocky wastes, where they could sed themsalvesin for
afew hours deep, safe from being murdered by each
other-or by their boss. Jabba's court hadn't been easy to
survivein; she knew that better than anyone. But it's

not me who died, she thought with a bitter satisfaction.
Jabba got what he deserved.

Inthe dimming light, she put avay her brooding, the

little vengeful spark that kept her warm inside. Sheld
spotted, down below, the approaching figures for which
sheld been waiting.

Two medic droids trundled across the sand; their

pardld tracks headed toward the warren holein the
rocky wasteland. They were probably refugees from Jabbal's
palace, just as shewas, dl of the medic droidsthere

had been modified with whedlsin place of the origina
stumpy legs so they could get around in the desert

terrain. Neglah watched them for afew seconds more, then
eased out of her hiding place and carefully worked her
way down the farther sde of the dune, where the droids
wouldn't be ableto see her.

"Hold it right there." She caught the droidsjust as

they were transmitting the security code that would

unsedl the subsurface warren; arow of numbers, softly
glowing red, showed on the pandl embedded in the
magnetically reinforced durasted. "Don't move. | promise
| won't hurt you-but do n't move.”

"Areyou frightened?' Thetaller of the two medica
droids, abasic MD5 genera-practitioner mode, scanned
her againgt the hol€s rough circle of evening sky. ™Y our
pulseis quite eevated for astandard hu-manoid form.
Plus'-atiny grid irised open on the droid's dark-
enameled head, drawing in an air sample-"your
perspiration contains sgnificant levels of hormones
indicating an emotiondly agitated Seate.”



"Shut up. | dso want you to do that." Rocks did

loose beneath her as she scrambled down toward the
droids. "Just shut up.”

"Did you hear that?' Thetaller droid swiveled its
multilensed gaze toward its companion, awhite-banded MD3
pharmaceutical modd. " She'stelling usto be quiet.”
"Rudeness.” Dugt sifted from the shorter one asit

tucked its syringes and dispensing appendages closer to
itsdlf. "Foresight of difficulties”

"Great-" Anger spurred her heart even faster. "Then

you can't say you didn't know thiswas coming.” She
grabbed avita-sgns monitor sticking out antennalike
from the taller one's head and dammed the droid against
thedirt wall of the warren entrance, hard enough to send
the lights dancing acrossits front display pandl.

Another pull in the opposite direction sent it crashing

into the other droid; that one squealed asit toppled

over, exposing the whedled traction devices below the
lower rim of its cylindrical body. "Now, how about
shutting up?'

"It ssemslikeavery good idea" Thetdler droid
retreated, flattening itself againgt the unopened secu

rity hatch.

She gulped down a deep breeth, trying through sheer
willpower to dow down her heartbeat and till the
trembling in her hands. Few violent acts had been
required in her life-asfar as she knew; she had no
memories of any life before finding hersdf a Jabbas

pal ace-and even as something as minor as banging alittle
senseinto the medical droids heads was enough to dizzy
her. Get used to it, she sternly told hersdlf. The
redlization had already cometo her that alot more scary
things were going to happen. That wasal right; a least
shewasdive. Othersin her position hadn't been so
fortunate. The memory was il vivid insde her, of
seeing the other dancing girl faling into the pit

benesth Jabba's palace. That memory ended with screams,
and the davering growls of Jabba's pet rancor.
"Excuseme, your ladyship . . ."

That puzzled her. Neither Jabba the Hutt nor any of

the others at his court had ever caled her anything like
thet.

"But you require medicd attention.” Thetdler droid

kept its speech mechanism at minima volume. A handlike
examination module, with afiber-optic light source
mounted at the wrist, reached tentatively toward her
face. "That'savery bad wound. . . ."

She dapped away the droid's hand, before it could
touch the edges of the jagged line running down one side
of her face. "It hed."

"With ascar." Thetaler droid shone the beam of its



handlight lower, down to where the wound, the physical
memory of a Gamorrean pikestaff, ended below her throat.
"We could do something about that. To make it better.”
"Why bother?" Other memories, nearly as unpleasant as
those from the pit, flooded her thoughts. Whatever her
life might have been before, the timein Jabba's palace
had been enough to convince her that beauty was a
dangerous thing to possess. 1t'd been just enough to
entice Jabba's sticky hands-and the hands of those
underlings who had been his current favorites-but not
enough to protect her when the Hutt grew bored with her
charms. "'l can do without it," she said bitterly.

"Anger," noted the other medical droid. Need

lesdy-the scent of negative emotion was amost papable
in the warren hol€s entrance. " Treatment

inadvisahility."

"l remember seeing you." Thetdler droid'slow,

soothing voice continued. "At Jabbas paace.” The
handlight beam moved across her face. ™Y ou were part of
the entertainment.”

"l was-" She glanced over her shoulder toward the
warren's darkening entrance, to make sure no one was
approaching, then turned back toward the droids. "But not
"Oh?" Aninquiring gaze seemed to move behind the
droid's optic receptors. "Then what are you?"

"l ... I don't know. ..."

"Name," spoke the shorter of the two droids.
"Deggnation.”

"They caled me ... Jabbacalled me Nedah." She
frowned. Something-the absence of memory, rather than
anything she could actudly recal-told her that wasn't
right. That name'salie, shethought. "Buit . . . that's

what they cdledme. . . ."

"Therésworse names." Voice brightening, the taller
droid tried to comfort her. "Consider my own subidentity
coding-" Its complicated hand pointed to a data readout
on thefront of itsdark metallic body. "SHS1-B. Most
sentient creatures can't even pronounceit. Thisone's
luckier."

"1e-XE." The shorter droid extruded a pill-dispensing
module and gently tapped the back of her hand withiit.
"Acquaintance; plessure.”

They're working on me, thought Neglah. She knew
enough about medica droids-from where?- to be aware of
the soothing effects they were designed to provokein
their patients. Anesthetic radiation; she could fed a
low-leve dectromagnetic fied locking into sync with

the neuronsinsde her head, drawing out the lulling
endorphins. . . .

"Knock it off," she growled. She shook her head,



snapping hersdf free of the droids influence. "I don't
need that, either. Not now." Neelah drew one hand back in
asmal but effectivefist. "If | have to whack you

agan, | will."

Like extinguishing atorch, thefield abruptly cut

out. "Asyou wish," said SHS1-B. "Were only trying to
hdp."

"Y ou can do that by telling mewhereheis" The
wound across her face stung once more, but sheignored
it.

"Who?'

She nodded toward the security hatch. " The bounty
hunter. The onewhose hiding placethisis"

"Dengar?' One of SHS1-B's metallic hands pointed
toward the warren opening behind her. "He's back at
Jabba's palace.”

"Supplies,” noted le-XE. "Various."

"That'sright." SHS1-B opened asmall cargo pod
bolted to the side of its body. "He sent us back here
with what we required. As you see-antibiotics, metabolic
accelerators, stevile g dressings-”

"Fine" Nedah interrupted the droid'sinventory of

its contents. "But Dengar-he's fill back at the palace?”
SHSI-B's head unit gave anod. "He said he wanted to
find one of Jabbas caches of off-planet edibles. That
might take some time, though-the palace has been very
badly |ooted by the Hutt's former employees.”

"Mess." le-XE rotated the top dome of its cylinder
back and forth. "Disgugt.”

There wasn't timeto consider her decision. "Open the
hatch," said Nedlah, pointing to the magnetically seded
disk, the coded digits till blinking inits readout

pand. "l wantto goinsde.”

"Dengar told usnot to let-" Thetdler of thetwo

droids caught thelook in Nedlah'seyes. "All right, all
right; I'm opening it.”

The tunndl on the other side of the hatch descended

at closeto aforty-five-degree angle. Heading downit,
with the droids clunking behind her, Nedah fet a
claustrophobic panic crawling dong her spine. The
darkness and the close, scarcely ventilated air felt like
the tunnel through which she'd crawled to escape from
Jabba's palace. After what had happened to her poor
friend Oola, any risk had seemed preferable to winding up
as rancor food.

Though her own death had dmost found her, before she
had gotten away. The scything blade of a Gamorrean
perimeter guard's pikestaff had dashed the raw-edged
wound on her face. Sheld | eft the blade buried halfway
through the guard's throat; Jabba had dways made the
mistake of hiring thugs who were bigger than they were



fast. Sheld only felt fear afterward, as she'd stepped
over the widening poal of blood, then ran into the
desert.

Inthisdimly lit space, shewasfindly ableto

stand upright in acentral chamber. "Where'sthe other
one?' She glanced over her shoulder at the two medica
droids as they emerged from the tunnel and clicked back
into their normal positions. "The one you'retaking care
of?'

"Dengar told us" SHS1-B's voice snapped slent.

"Over here," it said grudgingly. Thetaler droid led
Nedlah past disorganized stacks of weapons and ammunition
modules, mixed with the discarded wrappings of
autothermd field-ration containers. "It's not redly
suitable-this patient should've been medevacdto a
hospital immediately-but we've done the best we can. . .

Needlah tuned out the droid's words. At the low,

rounded entrance to the side chamber, she halted and
peeredingde. "Ishe...isheawake?" A dim glow filled
the space; ablack cable ran from a shielded worklight to
afud-cdl power generator in the middle of themain
chamber's clutter. "Can he see me?"

"Not with what we gave him." SHS-B stood just behind
her. "l prescribed afive-percent obliviane solution from
le-XE's anesthetic stocks. On a constant basis, too; the
patient'sinjuries are unusualy severe. That was one of

the reasons we had to go back to the palace, to try and
find more. But if we didn', the pain from thiskind of
trauma could go into afeedback loop and completely burn
out th e patient's centrd nervous system.”

She stepped into the chamber, ducking under the
doorway. An improvised bed, polyfoam stuffed ingde
flexible freight sheething, left only asmall space

between the unconscious man and the medica droids
intravenous units and monitoring equi pment. She squeezed
past the humming machines, dids, and tiny screens

ticking with dow pulses of light, and stood looking down
at someone whose face she had never seen before,

One of her hands reached to touch him, but stopped a
few centimeters away from his brow. He looksworse than |
do, thought Nedlah. The man'sflesh looked asraw asit
had when sheld found him thefirst time, out in the

desert; the skin that he had lost in the Sarlacc's

digestive tract was replaced now with atransparent
membrane, linked to tubestrickling fluids from the wall

of machines alongside the bed. "What's this?' She touched
the clear substance; it felt cold and dick.

"Sterile nutrient casing.” SHS1-B reached out and

made adight adjustment to one of the equipment

contrals. "It'swhat we normally use on severe burn



victims, when there has been mgjor epidermal |oss. When
we were in the service of the late Jabba the Hutt, we saw
and treated alot of burns.”

"Explosons” said le-XE.

"Just 0." SHSI-B lifted part of its caragpacein an
gpproximation of ahumanoid shrug. "Thekind of persons
who worked for Jabba-the rougher sort of his
employees-they were dways blowing themsalves up, one way
or another."

"Turnover. High rate.”

"That'strue; there were dways some we just couldn't

put back together. But le-XE did get rather skilled at
burn-trestment protocols. Thisindividud's somatic
trauma, however, isalittle different.” SHS1-B scanned
over the unconsciousfigure. "No one, asfar ascan be
recalled from our memory banks, has ever survived even
temporary ingestion by a Sarlacc. So we're doing the best
we can, with what we've got.”

Nedlah glanced over a the medical droid. "Ishe
goingtolive?'

"Hard to tell. An exact prognosisfor thispatient is
difficult to make, due to both the severity and the

unusua nature of hisinjuries. It'snot just the epider

mal loss, le-XE and | have determined that there was dso
exposure to unknown toxins while he wasin the Sarlacc's
gut. We've attempted to counteract the effects of those
substances, but the results are uncertain. If we had
access to records of other such humanoid-Sarlacc
encounters, the probability of hissurviva could be
caculated. But we don't. Though just on apersona
basis'-SHS-B's voice lowered, asmulation of
confidentiaity-"1'm surprised thet thisindividud is

dill diveat dl. Something ese must be kegping him
going. Somethinginsdehim.”

The droid'swords puzzled her. "Like what?'

"I don't know," replied SHS1-B. "Some things are not
amatter of medica knowledge. Not thekind | have, at
any rate."

She looked back at the figure on the bed. Even like,

this, with his mere human face exposed and unconscious
beneath the machines care, his presence brought a
chilling unease around her own heart. Theré's something,
thought Nedah, between us. Someinvisible connection,
that she had caught the tiniest glimpse of back in

Jabba's palace. When she had |ooked up to the gallery and
she had seen this man, unmistakable even when masked;
seen him and felt the touch of fear. Not because of what
sheld remembered at that moment, but because of what she
couldn't remember. If this man stood somewherein her
past, he stood in shadows, stretching back farther and
deeper than any mere rancor pit.



"What about Dengar?* With another effort of will,

Neelah brought hersaf back to the present. "Why's he
doing this? Taking care of him?"

"l have noidea." SHS1-B's optic receptors gazed at

her blankly. "He didn't tdll us, when he cameto the

palace and found us. And frankly, that's not amatter of
concernto us.”

"Unimportance,” said le-XE.

"We're programmed to provide medica care. After

Jabba the Hutt's death, we were just glad to be provided
with an opportunity to do that."

That |eft the other bounty hunter's agendaasa

mystery to her. Sheld taken a chance when shel€eft this
one out on the desert sands, where Dengar would find him.
Sheldd been horrified by the extent of hisinjuries; there
would have been no way she could have taken care of the
rawly bleeding man. In Jabbas palace, she had seen
enough to be aware of the enmity, the professond

rivary and persona hatred, that existed among all

bounty hunters-but then, this one would have been no more
dead if Dengar had found him, then gone ahead and stood
on histhroat until he'd stopped moving. Insteed, a

certain strange sense of relief had stirred in her as

sheld crouched behind an outcropping and had witnessed
Dengar examining the injured man. That sameinexplicable
emotion had risen when sheld followed the medica droids
to this hiding place and had found the man il dive. .

There wasn't time to ponder what that meant. Y ou've
been here long enough, she warned hersdlf. Whatever
Dengar's motives might befor kegping hisriva dive, he
might not be so charitably inclined toward her. Bounty
hunters were secretive creatures, they had to be, in

their trade. Dengar might not be happy to find that
someone el se was aware of not only hishiding place, but
what-and who-wasingdeit.

"I'm going to leave now," Nedlah told the droids.

"Y ou carry on with your work. Thisman must stay dive-do
you understand thet?"

"WE!l do our best. That's what we were crested for."
"And-you're not to tell Dengar anything about me.
About my being hereat dl."

"But he might ask," said SHS-B. "Whether somebody
had been here or not. Were programmed to be truthful.”
"Let'sput it thisway." Nedlah leaned her scarred

face closer to the droid's optics. "'If you tell Dengar
about me, I'll come back here and take you apart, and
I'll scatter your piecesdl acrossthe Dune Sea. Both of
you. And then you won't be able to do your jobs, will
you?"

SHS1-B appeared to mull over her statement for only a



few seconds. "That certainly overridesthe truthfulness
programming.”

"Silence," interjected le-XE hadtily. "Completeness.”
"Good." She glanced around the chamber to seeiif

sheld left any tdltale Sign of her vidt. Againgt the

base of the rough-surfaced wall was something she hadn't
spotted before. She stepped closer to it and saw that it
was apile of rags, the tattered shreds that she'd found
gl clinging, wet with the Sarlacc's digestive fluids,

to the injured man's torso. On top of the pilewas
another object, not rags but metal, etched by itstimein
the beast's gut, but till recognizable. Nedlah leaned
down and picked up the helmet with its unmistakably
narrow, T-shaped visor.

That was what she had seen before. In Jabbas
palace-the hemet's mask was acrud, implacablefacein
itsdlf, the gaze hidden inside as sharp as any cuitting
blade. Nedlah grasped the helmet in both hands, holding
it before her, like askull or part of adead machine.
Even empty, it looked back at her in silence-and she was
afrad.

BobaFett . . .

The name sounded in her thoughts, though not spoken
by her. That waswhat he'd been called. She knew that
much; she'd heard the name whispered, by those who'd both
hated and dreaded him.

"Y ou'd better go now.” The medica droid'svoice

broke into her thoughts. "It won't be long before Dengar
returns.”

Her hands trembled as she set the helmet back down on
the pile of rags. At the chamber's entrance, she stopped
and looked back at the figure on the bed. A thread of
something dmost like pity crept into the knot of fear
indde her.

Sheturned and hurried away, toward the danting

tunne that would lead her to the more comforting
darkness outside.

There had been voices. Hed heard them, from some
where on the other side of ablind sea.

He supposed, in adtill-functioning areaof his

brain, that that was part of dying. In acortical nexus
lying under the weight of pain and blurry not-pain, the
remains of hismind and spirit picked over thefew scraps
of sensory datathat impinged upon the living corpse that
his body had become. They were like messages from another
world, frustratingly incomplete and mysterious.

Of dl the voices held heard, only one had been a
woman's. Not the same one as before, which he could
remember being addressed as Manaroo; he had still been
lying out on the desert, vomited up by the Sarlacc, when



he had heard that one.

But that had been the past; now he heard another
woman'svoice. That wasthe one that tormented him, that
made the deep of hisdying aplace where memoriesrose
out of the darkness.

His eyelids had fluttered open, or had tried to; they

were mired in some pliable substance clinging tightly to
hisface. Asweak as he was, the stuff bound him as
tightly as Han Solo had been in the block of carbonite
hed ddivered to Jabba the Hutt. But he'd managed to
rase hiseyelidsjust enough, afraction of a

centimeter, that he'd been able to catch an unfocused
glimpse of the female. She had been there in Jabbas
paace, asmple dancing girl-but he knew she was
something more than that. Much more. Jabba had caled her
... Nedah. That w asit; he could remember that much.
But that wasn't her real name. Her redl name. ..
Fragments of memory touched, then drifted apart, as

the effort of vision took him back benegth the lightless
weight pressing upon him.

There, he dreamed without deeping, died yet il

lived.

And remembered.

4
...AND THEN

JUST AFTER THE EVENTS OF
star wars A new hope

"Stick with me," Bossk told the new Guild member.

"And I'll show you how it'sdone.”

He could fed the other'srisng anger, likethe

radiation from a reactor-core meltdown. That was exactly
the response he wanted, that his comments were designed
to evoke. There wasn't the tiniest segment of a standard
time cycle that Bossk wasn't angry to some degree. He
even dept angry, theway dl Trandoshans did, dreaming
of their razor fangs locked on the throats of their

reptilian species ancient enemies. Rage and blood lust
were good thingsin the Trandoshan galaxy-view. That was
how things got done.

"Y ou needn't act wise and superior with me." The
close-range audio unit built into Zuckusss bregthing
gpparatus had enough bandwidth to let hisirritation

sound through. "1've collected nearly as many bounties as
you have. Y our family connections are the only reason for
your rank inthe Guild."

Bossk digplayed an ugly, lipless smile toward the

partner he'd been assigned. The urge to reach over and
pull the other's head off, air hoses and comlink wires
dangling like the tendrils of swamp weed surrounding the



birth pits back on Trandosha, wasamogt irresstible.
Maybe later, Bossk told himself, when thisjob's over.
He pointed atalon down the corridor in front of

them. Both he and Zuckuss had their spinesflat againgt
thewall of aside passage; from behind sedled doors some
twenty meters away, the brittle music of ajizz-wailer
band sounded, mixed with the high-pitched babble of the
casno's customers blowing their credits on rows of

rigged jubilee whedls. Gambling held no attraction for
Bossk; he preferred surer things. Another sentient
creature's death was the best, especialy if therewas
profit involved. Sometimes, though-as with thisjob-the
quarry had to be taken aive, if there was going to be
any payoff. That complicated things.

"Thethermd chargesare dready in place." The point

of Bossk's claw indicated apair of tiny bumps on the
doors of the casino's main accounting office. A
chameleonoid visuad sheath on the charges casings
prevented the security optics from detecting them. "When
| blow them, | want you straight through those doors.
Don't bother scanning for guards, just divein-"

"Why me?" Zuckuss turned hislarge-eyed gaze toward
him. "Why don't you do that bit?"

"Because," said Bos, grating out an unconvincing
show of patience, "I'll be covering you from behind.” He
held up hisblaster rifle, its stock and grip controls
modified for histaons, large even by Trandoshan
gandards. "I'll draw off any firewhile you're securing
the counting room. It's astandard two-prong attack,
draight out of the Guild manua for thiskind of

gtution.”

"Oh." Leaning his head out from the passage, Zuckuss
studied the doors. "That makes sense. . . | suppose. . .

Idiot, thought Bossk. The actual reason wasthat the
firgt oneinto the room was more likely to get diced
into bleeding pieces by the guards tight-focuslasers.
Better you than me-especidly since his partner's desth
would mean held get to keep al of the bounty for
himsdlf, or at least the part that was | eft after the

Guild took itsshare,

"Let'sgo." He shoved Zuckuss out ahead of himsdif,

at the sametime as he hit the trigger device mounted on
the deeve of hisstalking gear. The faint sounds of
music and frenetic pleasure were drowned out by the bass-
heavy rumble of the therma chargesripping openthe
sedled doors.

Bossk planted himself in the middle of the corridor,
clawed feet soread wide, blaster rifleraised to his dit-
pupiled eye. One talon squeezed onto therifleéstrigger
stud in anticipation; the cold heart in his chest sped up



with excitement as he peered through the coiling smoke. .

No fire came from beyond the ripped, heat-distorted
metd.

"Zuckuss" He shouted into the comlink mike mounted
near the leathery scales of histhroat. "What's going

on?'

A moment passed before the other bounty hunter's

reply came. "Well," said Zuckusssvoice, "the good news
isthat we don't have to worry about the guards. . . ."
Bossk charged down the corridor, rifle clutched in

both sets of talons, and into the casino's accounting

room. Or what was |ft of it the smoke from the thermal
charges explosion had lifted enough that the scattered
taliputer and vidlink terminas could be seen. Along with
the bodies of a half-dozen casino guards-each one had had
alaser holedrilled through the chest plate of his

uniform with impressive accuracy. And speed, Bossk
managed to note. None of the guards had even managed to
get hiswegpon undung and up into firing position;
whoever had taken them out had done so in amatter of sec
onds.

"Look," said Zuckuss. He bent down and touched the
holein one guard's chest plate. "I'm getting atherma
reading here. The plastoid hasn't cooled-they were all
lasered while we were gill standing out in the

corridor!" The bounty hunter stood and pointed to the
room'sfar wall. A jagged hole, big enough for Bossk
himself to have waked through without stooping, reveded
the stacked cylinders of the power converters behind the
main casino building. "Somebody best usto it-"
"That'simpossible" snapped Bossk. "That wall's
monocrystal-chained; we'd have heard any blast powerful
enough to get through it. Unless..." A sudden suspicion
hit him; he glanced over his shoulder to the opposite

wall. A sonic dis-spator, the didsonitsslvery ovoid
surface trembling at the overload point, hung overhead by
itsautomatically extruded gripfeet. Theindicators

dowly backed away from their red zones as the impact of
the wall-breaching explosion was converted into a
harmless shilant whisper.

Therageinsde Bossk legped up, asthough it could

blow out another hole, even bigger and hotter. That
crossbred spawn of a. . . The curse died between his
gritting fangs. There was only one bounty hunter who used
that kind of sophisticated-and expensive-equipment.
Either it had been smuggled into the counting room
somehow, or-more likely- an access hole just big enough
for the device had been drilled through thewall,

followed by the explosive chargeitsdf when the
dissipator had been activated to soak up the noise.



There was no point in looking around for the quarry

for whom he and Zuckuss had come here. Bossk gripped the
edge of the holetorn in the casino's exterior and

scanned the planet's pockmarked horizon. In the distance,
theinfuriatingly familiar shgpe of ahigh-goeed

interstellar craft lifted into the degpening violet of

the sky. The ship'senginestrailed fire asit headed off-
world.

"Comeon!" Bossk grabbed Zuckuss by one arm and
pulled him toward the gap in thewall. Shrieking darms
sounded from the corridor, triggered by the chargesthat
had taken out the doors; it would only be afew seconds
more before guards from other sections of the casino got
here. He dung hisrifle behind his shoulder and prepared
to jump.

"But-" Zuckuss drew back. "But we must be ten meters
up! At least!”

"So0?' Hegrowled a his partner. " Can you think of a
quicker way out of here?’

A few seconds later he and Zuckuss were scrambling to
their feet. The urge to murder filled Bossk again as
Zuckuss groaned in pain.

"I think | broke something. . . ."

'Aslaser shots from the casino guards above sizzled

the ground, mdlting the planet's sllicate-heavy ground

into patches of glass, he started running, avare that
Zuckusswas right behind him.

They caught up with their adversary out beyond the
planet's atmosphere.

Bossk jammed the point of histaon down on the comm
button as Zuckuss, beside him in the navigator's seat of
the Hound's Tooth, fussed with a broken connector to one
of hisair hoses. " Shut off your engines," he barked into
thelink. Therewas no need for formalities; in this

remote zone of the starways, no other ship waswithin
hailing range. "'Y ou have merchandise onboard that belongs
to us. Specificdly, one sentient individua by the
designation of Nil Posondum, formerly employed by the
Trans-Gdactic Gaming Enterprises Corporation-"

"Y our property?' A cold, uninflected voice sounded

from the speaker mounted above the Hound's controls. "And
why would thissaid individud-if he were aboard my
ship-why would he belong to you?'

"Maybe," whigpered Zuckuss, "we shouldn't get this
barve angry. He can be atough customer.”

"Shut up." Bossk pressed the comm button again. "By
authority of the Bounty Hunters Guild. That's what makes
him ours. Hand him over now, and you won't get into
trouble”

"That'svery amusing." No emotion, amused or

otherwise, was discernible in the other'swords. "But you



seem to belaboring under a severe misgpprehension.”
"Yeah?' Bosk glared at the Hound's forward viewport.
The other ship showed no sign of cutting its speed. "What
am | mistaken about?"

"I'm not restricted by the authority of your so-

cdled Bounty Hunters Guild. | answer to ahigher law.”
"Whichis?"

"Mine." The temperature of the scattered atoms
between the ships couldn't have been closer to absolute
zero. " Specificdly, what'smine | keep. Until | get pad
forit."

Bossk's words grated through hisfangs. "L ook, you
conniving, diseased gnathgrg-"

The comm indicator blinked off, the connection broken
by the other ship.

"There he goes." Zuckuss gazed up at the viewport.
Theflaring trails from the engines of the Savel,

the transport of the gdlaxy's most ruthlesdy efficient
bounty hunter, blurred and disappeared into hyper-space.
Cold and mocking stars filled the sector where it had
been.

Bossk's dit pupils narrowed as he glared at empty
gpace. The other ship, and its pilot and his captured
prize, might be gone-but the seething fury in BosK's
scaled breast wasnt.

Thefigure in the cage cowered back from the bars as
Boba Fett approached.

"Theresno need for that." The Savel'sminimal

gdley had gected atray of some nondescript edible
substance, alumpish gray gel that was ungppetizing but
adequate for astandard humanoid life-form. Fett placed
the tray on the metal-grated flooring and pushed it
through an opening in the cage with the toe of his boot.
"I'm not being paid to hurt you. Therefore you won't be
hurt."

"And if you were being paid to do that?' The former
head accountant for the Trans-Gaactic Gaming Enterprises
Corporation gazed sulkily from the holding pen, the only
one presently occupied aboard the Savel. "What then?'
"You'd beinaworld of pain." Boba Fett pointed to
thetray; alittle of its glistening contents had dopped
onto the pen'sfloor. "As merchandise, you are more
vauable dive than dead. In fact, you would be worthless
to measacorpse. To deliver you unharmed-relatively
so-isthe primary requirement for collecting the bounty
that was posted on you. If you try starving yoursdlf, you
will be force-fed. I'm not known for being gentle about
that sort of thing. If you wereto be so foolish asto

try to injure yoursdf in any other manner, you'l find
yourself in restraints considerably less comfortable than



your present Stuation.”

The accountant named Nil Posondum |looked around the
bare cage. A thin pale hand gripped one of the bars. "I'd
hardly cal thiscomfortable.”

"It can get worse." The shoulders of Boba Fett's

armored combat gear lifted in ashrug. "My shipishbuilt
for speed, not luxury accommodations.” Hed Ieft the
Savel's controls set on autopilot; asmall datapad
clipped to hisforearm monitored the craft's

uninterrupted course through hyperspace. ™Y ou should take
what plessure you can from your time here. Thingswon't
be any better for you where you're going.”

In fact, Boba Fett knew they would be much worse for
the accountant. Posondum had made the grievous error of
shifting dlegiances, changing jobsin an industry where
loyalty was prized-and didoyalty punished. Worse, the
accountant had been keeping the financia recordsfor a
chain of illicit keftadensin the Outer Rim Territories

that were controlled by a Huttese syndicate. Hutts tended
to view their employees as possessions-one of the reasons
that Boba Fett had always kept a fredancer's independent
relationship with hisfrequent client Jabba. The

accountant Posondum hadn't been so smart; he'd been even
stupider when held gone over to hisformer employers
competition with a cortica data-splint loaded with the
Hutts odds-rigging systems and gray-market transfer
shuffles. Hutts were even more secretive than possessive;
Boba Fett had sometimes wondered if they grew so huge by
greedily ingesting everything that came into reach of

their little hands and huge mouths, and letting nothing

go. Not even one frightened accountant with acomputer-
enhanced brain full of numbers.

"Why don't you just kill me now?" Posondum hunkered
on thefloor of the cage, hisback againgt its bars. HEd
tasted the tray and pushed it away in disgust. "You'd do
aquicker job of it than the Hutts

will."

"Likely s0." Hefdt no pity for the man, whod

brought histroubles upon himself. Y ou hang out with
Hutts, he thought, you'd better be careful not to get

rolled over on. "But as| said. | dowhat | get paid for.

No more, no less."

"Y ou'd do anything for credits, wouldn't you?' Boba

Fett could see his own reflection, doubled in the small
mirrors of the accountant's resentfully burning eyes. The
image he saw was of afull heimet, battered and
discolored, yet completely functiond; hisface was
conced ed by the narrow, T-shaped visor. His combat gear
bristled with armaments, from shin to wrist; the tapered
nose of adirectional rocket protruded from behind one
shoulder. A walking arsend, ahumanoid figure built out



of machines. Theletha kind.

The reflected image nodded dowly. "That'sright,"

said Boba Fett. "I do the things I'm good at, and for
which | get paid the best." He glanced down at the data
readout. "It's nothing persond.”

"Then we could make aded." Posondum looked up
hopefully at his captor. "Couldn't we?' "What kind of
ded?' "What do you think?" The accountant stood up | and
gripped the bars nearest to Fett. ™Y ou like getting

paid-1 know the kind of outrageous fees you charge for
your services-and | likeremaining dive. I'm probably as
fond of that asyou are of credits.”" Boba Fett let his
masked gaze rest upon the other's sweeting face. "You
should have considered how precious your lifeisto you
before you incurred the wrath of the Hutts. It'salittle
late for regrets now.

"But it'snot too late for you to make some crediits.

More credits than the Hutts can pay you." Posondum
pressed hisface into the bars, as though he could
somehow sgueeze out between them through the sheer force
of hisdesperation. "Y ou let me go and I'll makeit worth
your while"

"I doubt it," said Fett coldly. "The Hutts pay

excdlent bounties. That'swhy | liketaking on their

jobs.™

"And why do you think they want to get me back so
badly?' Posondum'’s knuckles turned white and bloodless as
hisfigtstightened. "Just for the old ledgers I've got
stowed away insgde my head? Or just S0 the competition
won't find out afew little trade secrets?"

"It'snot my business asto why my clientsdesire

certain things. Thingssuch asyoursdf." A smdl in
dicator light pulsed on hiswrist-mounted data readout;
he'd haveto return to the Slave I's controls soon. "I'm
just pleased that they do want them. And that they!ll

pay

likel will." Posondum lowered hisvoice,
though there was no one to overhear. "I took more than
information when | left the Hutts. | took credits-alot
of 'em."
"That wasfoolish of you." Fett knew how tight the
Huttese were with credits; it was a characteristic of
their species. There had been times when held needed to
take extreme measuresto get paid for the completion of a
job, even when the terms had been agreed upon beforehand.
So to steal from aHuitt, and to think that one could get
away with it, wasthe height of idiocy.
"Maybe so-but there was so much of it. And | thought
| could get away, that | could hide. And my new bosses
would protect me. . . ."
"They did the best they could.” Boba Fett shrugged.



"It just wasn't good enough. It never is, when I'm
involved."

"Look, I'll giveyou the credits. All of them.”
Posondum trembled with the fervor of hisplea. "Every
credit | gtole from the Hurts-it'sdl yours. Just let me
go."
"And just where are these credits?'

Posondum drew back from the cage's bars.

"They're hidden.”

"I could very eadly find out the location.” Fett

kept hisvoice aslevel and emotionless asbefore. "The
extracting of useful information isaspeciaty

of mine"

"It's memory-encrypted,” said the accountant. |

"Below the conscious level. And with a trauma sen-sor
implanted.” He pointed to asmall scar just above his

left ear. "You try to dig theinfo out of me, it'll trip

and wipe the cortica segment clean. Then nobody will
ever find wherel put the credits.”

"Theresways around those things." Boba Fett had

seen them before. "Bypasses and shunts-they're not
pleasant. But they work." He supposed the Hutts were
aready preparing adeep neurosurgical dissection room
for Posondum upon hisreturn. "It doesn't matter to me,
though. Since I'm not making aded with you, anyway."
"But why not?' The accountant had reached one of his
skinny arms through the bars, trying to grab hold of Boba
Fett'sdeeve. "It'safortune-it's more than the Hutts

have offered you-"

"It very well might be." He had stepped away from the
cage, back to the unadorned and functional metd treads
that would return him to the Slave I's cockpit. "Y ou
might be as good athief asyou are anumber cruncher.
Andif you're going to sted even one credit from a Hutt,
you might aswell stedl ahillion. The consequences are
the same. But even if you do have that kind of credits
hidden away, I'm not interested in them. Or not
interested enough. | have my reputation to think of."
"Your . .." Posondum gaped a him in amazement and
dismay. "Y our what?'

"The Huttsand dl my other clientsthey pay methe

kind of bountiesthey do because of onething. | ddliver.
Once I've caught my prey, nothing stops me from bringing
itin. Nothing. If | takeon ajob, | completeit. And
everyonein the gdaxy knowsthat."

"But. .. but I've heard of other bounty hunters....

who'l cutaded. . . ."

"Other bounty hunters may conduct their busness as
they please.” Fett barely managed to keep from hisvoice
the contempt with which he held the so-called Bounty
Hunters Guild's members. That kind of shortsighted greed



was one of the reasons he had no desire to associate
himsdf with the Guild. "They have their dandards. . .
and | havemine." One of his gloved hands grasped the
ladder's sderail; helooked back over his shoulder at
the cage. "And I've got the merchandise, and they dont.
Therésaconnection.”

Posondum's knees visibly weakened, his hands diding
down the bars as he sank limply toward the cage'sfloor.
Whatever glint of hope had been in hisface was now
extinguished.

"l suggest you go ahead and eat." Boba Fett nodded

his helmet toward the tray and its congealed contents.
"You'll need to keep up your strength.”

Hedidn't wait for an answer. He climbed up from the
ship's holding pens and back toward its waiting controls.

5

"Here he comes." Lookout had spotted the gpproaching
ship. That wasitsjob. "l can seehim.”

"Of courseyou can," said Kud'ar Mub'at. "That'sa
good node." With the tip of one multijointed, chitinous
leg, the assembler stroked the little semicreature's

head. The exterior-observation node was one of the more
smpleminded subassem-blies scurrying about the web.
Kud'ar Mub'at had let just about enough cerebrd tissue
develop indde so that it could focusitsimmense light-
gathering lens on the surrounding stars and anything that
moved among them. "Tell Caculator just what you saw."
The necessary data zapped along the web's tangled
neurons. Another subassembly, with usdessvedtigid legs
and asoftly fragile shell encasing its specific-function
cortex, mulled over what it had received, converting raw
visudsto useful numbers. "Thyip thyoud arive. . ."
Cdculator'stiny ligoing mouth moved benesth the
wobbling lump of neura métter. "In leth thyan thuh-ree
thtandard time part-th."

"I know who it id" Identifier scrambled up onto

Kud'ar Mub'at's shoulder-if arachnoids could be said to
have shoulders-and excitedly chattered into itsearhole.
The little database subassembly had listened in to what
Lookout had told Calculator. "I know, | know! It'sthe
Savel! Pogtiveidentification made-"

"Of courseitis" With another leg, Kud'ar Mub'at
plucked Identifier from its body-the childlike
subassemblieswould svarm dl over it, if it let them-and
set the node down on one of the web's structural strands.
"Now just settle down, little one.”

"Boba Fett must be aboard!" Identifier, with itsown
miniature versons of its parent's giff-gpined legs,
skittered back and forth on the taut silken fiber. "Boba



Fett!" The subassembly had no particular liking for the
bounty hunter; it just got excited over any vigtorsto

the web. "It's Boba Fett's ship!™

Kudar Mub'at sighed wearily, someplace deep inside

his near-spherical abdomen. His own mannerisns were dow
and somewhat languid, or as much so asthe latter term
could be applied to a chitin-encased arachnoid. The
congtant chatter of Identifier “nnoyed him on occasion.
Perhaps, mused Kud'ar Mub'at, | should reabsorb that
node. And design and develop another one. A quieter one.
But right now the problem wasn't so much that of raw
materias- Kud'ar Mub'at could always extrude more subas
sembly fiber-as of time. Timelag, to be precise; evena
node as relatively uncomplicated as that took hundreds of
time unitsto develop to an operationa standard. With as
much business as Kud'ar Mub'at was handling right now, it
couldn't afford to be without afunctioning identifier.
Maybe later, thought the assembler asit hung

suspended in anexus of the web'sthicker strands. When
this business with Boba Fett is over. Kud'ar Mub'at
figured that its credit accounts would be fat enough

then, so that it could afford to take alittle time of f.

It would have to talk to Balancesheet about that.

"Go tell Docker and the Handler twins." Kud'ar Mub'at
gavethelittle choreto Identifier, rather than just

plugging back into the web's communication neurons. "Tell
them to get ready for company.”

The little subassembly jumped and scurried away, down
the dark, fibrous corridorsto the web's distant landing
snare. That'll keep it out of my leg hairsfor awhile,
thought Kud'ar Mub'at. It gently moved Lookout aside and
applied one of its own compound eyesto the view hole,
scanning the sarsfor any visible indication of his

enemy and business associae.

Hed long ago decided that this was the worst part of
the job. I'd rather hang out with the Hutts, thought Boba
Fett. And that was saying something Huttese palaces,
like the one Jabba the Hutt kept on Tatooine, were
snkholes of gratuitous depravity. Every time held been
inone, either ddlivering acaptive or collecting a

bounty in person, hed felt as though he had been
dogging through asawer filled with the gdaxy's offd

and waste. The careless ease with which someone like
Jabba could digpose of an underling-Boba Fett had heard
of the pet rancor creature that Jabba kept beneath his
palace, but hadn't yet seen it-alwaysirritated him. Why
kill when there was no profit involved? A waste of time,
credits, and flesh. But even aHuitt's palace was more to
Fett's liking than Kud'ar Mub'at's web.

Thetapering cylinder floated in the Savel's



viewport, gradualy growing closer. It didn't even look
like a congtructed artifact, as much asit resembled some
accidental conglomeration of glue and wire, strung
together with a Cordllian scavengerat'sidiot thrift. As
Fett's ship approached, and Kud'ar Mub'at's web blotted
out more of the starsin the viewport, various bits of
machinery could be seen, sharper-edged than the clotted
fibersin which they were embedded. Boba Fett had been
dedling with the arachnoid assembler long enough to know
that it couldn't resst abargain, no matter what kind of
worthlessjunk was involved; portions of the web werea
museum of defunct interstellar trangports and other dead
cagtoffs. Even Jawas pursued their tradein junk and used
droidsasaway of turning aprofit; Kud'ar Mub'at
goparently just liked accumulating stuff, incorporating

it into the space-drifting home the assembler had spun

out from itsown guts.

Though it wasn't dl just junk, Boba Fett knew; that

was merely what Kud'ar Mub'at let show on the surface of
the web, perhaps as a matter of protective camouflage.
Not everyone had done aswell in their encounters with
the assembler as he had; the few times that Fett had
actually goneinto the web, he'd spotted some not
inconsiderable treasures, bits and pieces that the less
fortunate had been obliged to leave behind, to discharge
their debtsto Kud'ar Mub'at. It would probably be better
to leave one's skin behind than try to chesat the spidery
entity.

Faint greenish lights showed inarough circle,

indicating the docking section of the web. One of Kud'ar
Mub'at's subassemblies-Signder was what it was cdled,
if Fett remembered correctly-was a phosphorescent
herpetoid node, long enough to encircle one end of the
web with its glowing, snakelike form. Kud'ar Mub'at had
let enough intelligence develop in the node so that it

could blink out asmpledirectiond landing pattern for
any ship making arendezvous with the web. Another group
of subassemblies, arrayed just insdethe pulsing circle,
were devoid of even that much brainpower; they could
sense the proximity of aspacecraft and, liketheten
tacles of a Threndrian snareflower, grab hold and bring

it in tight and secure to the web's entry port. Boba Fett
loathed theidiot appendages, with their flexing vacuum-
resstant scaleslike rust-pitted armor plate. Hed told
Kudar Mub'at before, that if he ever found any scraps
from thetentacles till clinging tothe Save | after

he'd |eft the web, held turn around and pluck the nodes
one by one from the web with a short-range tractor beam.
That'd be a painful processfor Kud'ar Mub'at; every
piece of the living web was connected to the assembler by
askein of neurofibers.



He cut the Save I's gpproach engines, leaving the

craft with enough momentum to keep it on adow and
steady course toward the web's dock. Insde the ring of
light, the tips of the grappling nodes had dready begun

to ease into position as the subassemblies woke from
their dreaming half deep.

"Ah, my dear Fett." A high-pitched voice greeted him

as he clambered down from the docking port into the
narrow confines of theweb'sinterior. "How truly a
ddight it isto see you once more. After how horribly
such along timeit has been-"

"Stow it." Boba Fett looked up and saw by the top of

his helmet one of Kud'ar Mub'at's mobile vocal
appendages, a subassembly that was little more than a
rudimentary mouth tethered by a glistening cord. Thisone
must have been just recently extruded by the assembler,
the neural sk was gtill white and unmarked by the web's
centuries of accumulated filth. "1'm here for busness,

not conversaion.”

Thelittle voice box scurried aong the tunndl's

fibrous caling, apair of tiny clawsredinginitscon
necting line asit kept pace with Fett. "Ah , that is

truly indeed the bounty hunter of my long acquaintance,
S0 bold and vivid heisin my remembering! How sadly long
| have been without the pleasure of your succinct and
charming wit."

Fett made no reply as he clambered through the

tunnd, itsinterwoven tissues yie ding benesath the

weight of hisboots. Wherever histhick gloves grabbed
hold, ripples of firing synapses sparked in fading
concentric circles, as though from a stone dropped in an
ocean filled with phosphorescent plankton. A few light
nodes, the smaller brethren of Signaler on the web's
exterior, glowed before him and dropped back into
darkness after he had passed by. Fett supposed that when
Kud'ar Mub'at had no visitor, the web remained unlit. The
assembler required no light to move around insde an
artifact constructed of its own spun-out cortex.
"Thereyou arein your entirety!" The samevoice,

like sheet metal being torn in half, sounded fromin

front of Boba Fett as he ducked beneath aridge of
hardened silk. "I knew you'd return, crowned with the
eminence of success." The words were louder, coming from
Kud'ar Mub'at's own mouth rather than the little voice-
box node. "And of undeniable punctudity you areaswell,
indeed."

Boba Fett stepped into the web's central chamber, a
gpace large enough for him to stand upright in. It was
more than amatter of smilethat it seemed to Fett as
though he had walked into the center of the assembler's
brain. That was the redlity of Kud'ar Mub'at's nest and



body, an interconnected unity, one and the samething. It
livesinddeitsarmor, thought Fett, as| liveingde

mine

"l returned herewhen | said | would.” Fett turned

his masked gaze upon the assembler. "It wasasmple
enoughjob."

"Ah, for one of your exceedingly multifarious

talents, yes, | imagineit was." Kud'ar Mub'at's compound
eyesfocused on hisvigtor. One of itsjointed, spike-
haired fordegsinscribed agraceful acknowledging
gesturein the chamber'sthick air. "No complications, |
takeit?'

"Theusud." Hefolded hisarms across the front of

his battle-gear. "There were a couple of other bounty
hunters who were hoping to nab him before | did.”
"Ooh." The eyes, like dark black cabochons, glittered
with anticipation. "And you took care of them?"'

"l didn't haveto." Fett knew how much the assembler
enjoyed war stories, the more violence-filled the better.
Hedidn' fed like indulging the arachnoid cresture's
taste. "They were just the usual fecklesstypesthat the
Bounty Hunters Guild sends out. It's easier to walk
around apile of nerf dung than gepright into it.”

"How very droll! Y ou amuse me greatly!" Kud'ar Mub'at
reached up to the chamber's ceiling with severd of its
hind legs, lifting itsalf up from whereit had been

resting its pale abdomen. "It isa savory bonus of our
relationship that | am privileged to hear your
scintillating repartee.” The bed node wheezed asiit
reinflated its cushiony pneumatic bladders. Kud'ar Mub'at
worked hisway across the chamber's celling, findly
dangling itsmandibled face directly in front of the
bounty hunter. "Have we not more than a mere business
relationship, my dear Fett? Please say yes. Say that we
arefriends, youand |."

"Friends," said Boba Fett coldly, "arealiability in

my trade." He drew the visor of his helmet back from the
assembler's glittering eyes and V-shaped smile. "I'm not
here to amuse you. Pay methe bounty you're holding in
escrow, I'll hand the merchandise over to you, and I'll
go."

"Until the next time." Kud'ar Mub'at turned its head,
regarding him with another set of gemlike eyes. "Which
cannot be anytime too soon, for my preference.”

Maybe it'sthis part of the job, Boba Fett thought to
himsdlf, that's the worst. Tracking someone down,
pursuing him the width of the gaaxy, capturing,
transporting, killing anyone who had to bekilled in
order to get the job done-those thingswere dl cold
pleasures, to be savored astests and confirmations of
hisown skills. Dedling with any of the clients, whether



it was ameatter of direct negotiation such aswith the
Empires Lord Vader or adeaze mountain such as Jabba
the Huit, or athird-party negotiation with amiddle

entity such as Kud'ar Mub'at, was more repellent than
satisfying. It dwaysturned out to be the samething,

every time. They never want to pay up, brooded Fett. They
aways want the merchandise; they just never want to pan
with their creditsin exchange. With Huitts, it was dways
an emotiona issue, at least a the start. Their megao-
maniaca rages at any perceived sgn of didoydty led
them to post huge, eye-popping bounties; later, when they
had smmered down ahit, the Hutts natural cold-blooded
greed kicked in and they tried to take the prices down.
The members of the so-called Bounty Hunters Guild would
accept afraction of an origina bounty, sometimes as low
asten percent. That was one of the reasons that Boba
Fett despised them he had never taken acredit lessthan
the agreed-upon sum, and had no intention of starting.

"l have other businessto take care of," said Boba

Fett. That wastrue. The gaaxy waswide, with lots of
dark nooks and crannies, remote worlds and even entire
planetary systemsthat could serve as hiding places. And
there were dways those entities with reasons to hide,
ether to save their epidermisfrom Emperor Palpatine's
coruscating wrath or to clutch in their swesting hands

the meager piles of credits they had managed to pry out
of Jabbals coffers. Even with as much "business’ as Boba
Fett handled, there were till plenty of scraps|eft for

the Guild to dole out to its members, the small stuff

that he couldn't be bothered with. But the longer that
Kudar Mub'at needlesdy detained him here, cackling and
wheezing a him insde the tangled corridors of itsown
expanded brain, the greater the chance that some hustling
Guild member would be able to snatch some prize bounty
away from him. That notion would have infuriated Fett, i
any such word of passion could have been gpplied to the
coldly unfeding logic that dictated hisactions. Asit

was, he let his masked gaze rest upon Kud'ar Mub'at's
insectile face like the sharp point of a bladed weapon.
"Pay me, and | won't detain you from your own . ..
Everyonein the gdaxy knew what Kud'ar Mub'at's
business was. There was no other entity among the stars
quite like the notorious assembler. If there were other
members of its species on some distant planet, covered
with skeinsand nets of their extruded neura silk, that
world hadn't been discovered yet. Perhaps Kud'ar Mub'at
was the only existing assembler; Fett had heard rumors,
dating back to atime before hed become the galaxy's
most-feared bounty hunter, of Kud'ar Mub'at's
predecessor, another assembler of whom Kud'ar Mub'at



itself had been anode, a semi-independent creature like
the onesthat scuttled around thisweb, dragging their
neurofiber tethers behind them. That parent assembler had
made the mistake of |etting one of its offspring become a
little too developed and independent, and had paid the
price death and ingestion by the web's new owner, the
usurper Kud'ar Mub'at. The assembler is dead, thought
Boba Fett with distaste, long live the assembler. Even
Huits, with their monstrous gppetites and vicious family
rivaries, drew the line a actualy eating one of their

own clan that they might have beaten out for control of
sometypically shady enterprise.

With the web, drifting through interstellar space,

and its contents had come the assembler's business. Some
entity had to act as the universe's go-between and
intermediary, especialy among al theworlds crimina
elements and those who did businesswith criminds. If
there had ever been atime when there had been honor
among thieves, it waslong over in this galaxy. Boba Fett
had never cheated any of his clients, though he had been
forced to kill quite afew. If everybody had held to his
standards of business mordity, there wouldn't have been
any need for an operator like Kud'ar Mub'at. Asit was,
the assembler took ajustifiable percentage for the
services he provided, the setting up of dedl's between
murderoudy inclined entities, the holding in escrow of
bounty payments, the transfer of captivesto those who
had put up the credits for them. The Bounty Hunters Guild
worked dmost dl their jobs through Kud'ar Mub'at; Boba
Fett used the assembler when that wasthe client's
preference and the percentage was raked off from the
other sde and not hisown.

"But my highly esteemed Fett-" AsKudar Mub'at
dangled from the web's calling, it rubbed itstiniest and
most agile fordimbstogether. "It isnot entirdly a

matter of such highly enjoyable socidization that causes
me to desire the extending of your visit to my abode. You
gpesk of your own business, which you are naturdly in
such ahagte to attend to. Very well; let us speak of
businesstogether. Y ou know me-" The assembler's compound
eyestwinkled. "I'm as ddightedly happy to talk about

that as any other subject. And right now your business
and mine once again coincide. Isthat not a pleasing hap
penstance?

Boba Fett studied the assembler's narrow face,

looking for any clue that would reved the creature's

true intentions, dways hidden beneeth its oily chétter.

" What business are you talking about?' Usualy, any news
of abounty being posted was caught directly by the Save
I's programmed comm scanners. A private job?"

"Ah, you are so astute.” The assembler'sforelimbs



made little scraping noises, like thin and chegp plastoid
shdls. "Little wonder that you are such asuccessin

your chosen field of endeavor. Yes, my dear Fett, avery
private job indeed.”

That interested Fett. Of dl the things that Kud'ar

Mub'at could have said, that caught his attention more
than any other. Private jobs were the cream of the bounty-
hunter trade. There were times when clients, for reasons
of their own, wanted some fugitive entity caught and
ddivered with amaximum of discretion. Posting a bounty
gdaxy-wide effectively diminated any chance of
maintaining secrecy; for the client to get whet it

wanted, arrangements would have to be made with one
particular bounty hunter. More often than not, that would
be Boba Fett himsalf; over the decades held built up a
reputation for confidentiaity aswell as effectiveness.
"Who'sthe client?' It wasn't essentid for Boba Fett

to know, though it sometimes madethejob easier. If it
was dl being arranged through Kud'ar Mub'at, the
client'sdesire for secrecy might be absolute, without
even the hunter knowing who was putting up the bounty.
"Isit one of the Hutts?'

"Not thistime." Kud'ar Mub'at displayed his
approximation of asmileagain. "You and | have done so
much business for Jabba and his brethren lately. After |
turn over our little friend Posondum to them, | would not
be greatly surprised if they decided to tighten their

purse strings for awhile. No, no; don't say aword-" The
forelimbs waved about. "Y ou don't need to remind me that
| can hardly deliver anything to anybody until you've
been paid. Baancesheet!" The assembler's screech rang
down thelength of theweb. "Get in here! Immediately!"
Kud'ar Mub'at's accountant node carefully picked its
way aong the fibers and entered the central chamber. Of
al of the subassemblies, this was the one that Boba Fett
had aways found most to his liking-and not just because
it was the one that actualy handed over the bounties

that its parent would be holding in escrow. The crablike
Baancesheet, as Kud'ar Mub'at had named its extruded
creation, had alaconic, no-nonsense approach to its
dutiesthat Fett found smilar to hisown. Hewould be
sorry- or as much so as he ever was-when Kud'ar Mub'at
would determine that the little accountant node had
developed as much intelligence as could be allowed.
Balanceshedt, like other nodes before it, would be eaten
by its parent before there was any danger of independence
and mutiny of the kind that had made Kud'ar Mub'at master
of the assembler web.

"Boba Fett, current account; balancedue. . ." The
accountant node maneuvered its pliable shell closeto his
shoulder, extending its eyestaks parale tothe



chamber'sfloor asit made an ID scan of the bounty
hunter's digtinctive hdmet. " Just amoment, please.”
"Takeyour time," said Fett. "Accuracy isavirtue."
Baancesheet said nothing, but abrief flicker inits

gaze acknowledged that it and Boba Fett were kindred
entities, in soirit if not gpecies.

"Previous balance zero." Baancesheet had finished
itsshow of caculation. "Due upon ddivery of one
humanoid, designation Nil Posondum, client being the
Huttese business front Trans-Zone Development and
Exploitation Consortium, the sum of twelve thousand five
hundred credits." The accountant node swiveled its
eyestakstoward its parent. "Our fee has dready been
paid by the Hutts. The entire bounty being held isnow
payable to Boba Fett."

"But of course," crooned Kud'ar Mub'at softly. "Who
would deny it?"

The eyestalks turned back toward Fett. "And the
individua Nil Posondumisinaliving and desrable
condition, certain nonessential injuries excepted, as per
standard bounty-hunting practice?'

Boba Fett raised hiswrist-mounted comm unit to the
front of hishedmet. A tiny red spark indicated that the
link to SaveI's cockpit controls was unbroken. "Open
ingpection port Gamma Eight." That port alowed visua
access to the cagesin his ship's cargo hold. " Perimeter
defenses on standby.”

A moment later Balancesheet looked over at its

parent. "Designated merchandise gppearsto bein good
condition." The announcement was more for Boba Fett's
hearing than the assembler's; the sensory data from the
remote optical node had traveled down the neura network
linking Kud'ar Mub'at with the accountant and all the
other subassembliesin theweb. "Initiaing transfer.”

That wasthekind of thing that would get thelittle
accountant eaten; it hadn't waited for Kud'ar Mub'at's
order. Boba Fett supposed that the next time he came to
the web, anewly extruded node would be maintaining
Kud'ar Mub'at'sintricate finances.

"I most sincerely hope that you enjoy the well-earned
possession of those credits.” Kud'ar Mub'at watched as
Fett tucked the amount-sedled credit packet into one of
his gear's carrying pouches. Balancesheet had made the
payment and picked itsway over to another section of the
chamber. "'l often wonder-" The assembler extended its
amiling face toward him. "Just what isit that you do

with all the credits you get paid? Granted, you have
considerable expenditures, to keep going such aleve of
operation. The equipment, theintelligence sources, al

of those things. But you make so much more than that; |
know you do." A few of Kud'ar Mub'at's eyes peered more



closdly a him. "But what do you spend it on?"

One of Boba Fett'srare flashes of anger roseinside

him. "That's none of your business." Savel had sgnaled
that the captive had been removed from the cargo hold and
into one of the web's dismal sub-chambers; dl ports had
been resedled. The temptation to stalk out of this place,
to get back into his ship and tear himsdlf into the cold,
clean depths of space, was amost overwheming. "Let's
talk about the businessthat you and | do have with each
other."

"Ah, yesl Mogt certainly!” Kud'ar Mub'at flexed its

main limbs, causing its segmented torso to bob up and
downinfront of itsvigtor. "It'snot redly the usud

sort of thing you do; it's not a matter of tracking down
someone and ddlivering them, al wrapped up in aneat
little package. But you're o versatile- aren't you?-that
I'm sureit's something you can handle with your
characterigtic digpatch.”

Fett's suspicions were always aroused when ajob was
described as being out of the ordinary. That usualy
meant that the danger to him would be gregater, or that
getting paid would be more difficult, or both. Jabbathe
Hutt was dways coming up with numberslike that, where
Fett was expected to risk hislife on some flaky errand.

"| asked you before," he growled. "Who'sthe client?!
"Thereisn't one." Kud'ar Mub'at seemed delighted to
make that announcement. "Or at least, not in the usua
sense. I'm not acting on behdf of athird party. This

job would befor me."

The suspicions heightened. Kud'ar Mub'at had aways
been the perfect intermediary, keeping hisrole
scrupuloudy separate from hisclients interests. That
go-between function was valued so highly that even the
most ruthless connivers such as Jabba had never tried to
cheat the assembler. It was hard to imagine who could
have incurred Kud'ar Mub'at's enmity, to the point of the
assembler requiring Fett'slethd Kills.

At the same time, though-Boba Fett's cal culations
clicked over ingde his helmeted skull-there was no doubt
that Kud'ar Mub'at could pay for whatever it wanted. Fett
wasn't in the habit of questioning his various employers
desires-but just delivering them. Not every job required
aliving piece of merchandise; leaving adead body on the
blood-soaked soil of aremote planet was dso within his
range of expertise.

"So just what isit that you want meto do for you?'
Kudar Mub'at pointed one of itsjointed fore-limbs
toward him. "Tedl mefirgt-or tell me again- what you
think of the Guild. Y ou know; the Bounty Hunters Guild."
"I don't," said Fett. He gave adight shrug. "It's

not worth thinking about. I any of its memberswere a



al proficient, they wouldn't beinit. An organization
likethat isfor the weak and harmless, who think that by
combining their forces they might become deadly. They're
wrong."

"Harsh words, my dear Fett! Harsh words, indeed!

There are some accomplished huntersin the Guild, with
achievements nearly equaing your own. The Guild has been
headed for many years now by the Trandoshan Cradossk; he
was alegend among the stars when you werefirst starting
"So hewas." Fett nodded once. "And now heisold and
feeble, if fill cunning. His offspring Bossk was one of
those who got in my way as| was capturing Nil Posondum.
If the son were one tenth the bounty hunter that the

father had been, | might have some competition. But he's
not, and | don't. The Bounty Hunters Guild's glory days
arelonginthe pagt.”

"Ah, my dear Fett, | seethat your opinions have not
changed." Kud'ar Mub'at shook its dust-speckled head.
"Y ou wield them like something that you've taken from
that arsena you carry on your back. I'll have to make it
very much worth your while; expensvely thus, to entice
you into accepting thislittle job of mine.”

Fett kept his hemet's featurel ess gaze on the as

sembler. "Whichis?!

"It'sredly very smple" Kudar Mub'at clicked the

points of hisforeimbstogether. "l want you to join the
Bounty Hunters Guild.”

The assembler's compound eyes were not the only ones
watching him. Boba Fett could sensethetiny crablike
accountant and all the rest of the web'sinterconnected
nodes, their overlapping vision feeding into the central
cortex of their master and parent. They were dl
watching-and waiting for hisanswer.

"Y ou'reright about onething,” said Boba Fett.

Kudar Mub'at's eyes glittered even more brightly.

"Yes? What'sthat?'

His suspicions hadn't gone away; if anything, they

were even sharper and harder. The smple jobs, he said to
himsdlf. Those are the ones you get killed on.

"Thisjob of yours..."

"Yes?' The tethered subassemblies crept closer to

Kudar Mub'at, as though the web itsalf were narrowing
tighter.

Boba Fett gave adow nod of hishelmet. "It'll cost

you."

6

From asmall viewport embedded in awal of tangled
fibers, adit-pupiled eye of deep violet hue watched the



bright trail of aninterstelar craft, dwindling among
thewide-flung stars. A moment later the engineflare
blinked out of sght, asthe Save legped into
hyperspace and was gone.

"Y our Excellency-" One of Kud'ar Mub'at's household
nodes hesitated, then skittered closer and tugged at the
hem of the ornate, heavy robes brushing the observation
chamber's matted floor. "Y our presence is now desired by
your hogt."

Prince Xizor turned away from the viewport. His cold
reptilian glance took in the trembling subassem-bly.
Perhaps, if he wereto crush it beneath the sole of his
boot, a shock of pain would flash dong the web's
neurofibers, straight into Kud'ar Mub'at's chitinous

skull. It would be an experiment worth making; he had an
interest in whatever might produce fear insgde any of the
gaaxy'sinhabitants. Someday, Xizor told himsdf. But
not right now. "Tdl your magter," he said in asmooth,
unthreatening voice, "that I'll be theredirectly.”

When he entered the web's main chamber, he saw that
Kud'ar Mub'at had settled its globular abdomen back into
its padded nest. "Ah, my highly esteemed Xizor!" It used
the same obsequious voice that he had overheard it
lavishing on the departed bounty hunter. "'l so very much
hope that you weren't uncomfortable in that wretched
gpace! Greet ismy mortification, my embarrassment that |
should offer such-"

"It was more than adequate,” said Xizor. "Don't fret
yourself about it." Hefolded his heavily corded forearms
across his chest. "I'm not always surrounded by the
luxuries of the Emperor's court. Sometimes. . ." Helet
the corner of hismouth lift in apartid amile.

"Sometimes my accommodations-and my companions-are of a
rougher sort."

"Ah." Kud'ar Mub'at nodded quickly. "Just s0."

The assembler knew better than to speak anything

aloud of what his noble guest had just referred to. Even
the two words "Black Sun,” in as private aplace asthis,
were forbidden. To make silence agenerd rule wasto
ensure that no one would discover the other sde of
Xizor's double existence. In one universe, he was Emperor
Papatinesloyd servant; in that universe's shadowed
twin, he wasthe leader of acrimina organization whose
reach, if not power, was as galaxy spanning asthe
Empires.

"Hetook the job." Xizor said thewordsasa

statement of fact, not a question.

"Yes, of course hedid." Kud'ar Mub'at fussed

nervoudy with the pneumatic bladders of hisnest. "Boba
Fett isareasonable entity. Inhisway. Very

businessike; | find that to be of the utmost charmin



hm."

"When you use the word 'businesslike,' " noted Xizor,
"you mean . . . 'can be bought." "

"Whet other possible definition isthere?" AsKudar
Mub'at gazed at him, the assembler's eyesfilled with
innocence. "My so dear Xizor-we'redl busnessmen. We
can dl be bought."

" Spesk for yoursdf." The partid smileon hisface

turned into afull sneer. "I prefer to be the onewhao's
doing the buying.”

"Ah, and so happy am | to be one of those whose
services you have purchased.” Kud'ar Mub'at settled

itself more comfortably into itsnest. "I hopethisgrand
scheme of yours, of which | am so smal yet hopefully an
essentid part, will turn out exactly asyou, in your
ineffable wisdom, wishit to."

"It will," said Xizor, "if you perform the rest of

your role aswell asyou did with hoodwinking Boba Fett."
"You flatter me." Kud'ar Mub'at bowed its head low.
"My thespic abilities are regrettably crude, but perhaps
they sufficed in thisingtance."

The assembler had had to be no more than its usua
conniving sdf to set the trgp in which the bounty hunter
was dready ensnared. One of the nodesin the central
chamber was asmple auditory unit, atympanic membrane
with legs, tied like dl the rest of the nodesinto the

web's expanded nervous system. From his hiding place,
Prince Xizor had been ableto listen in, another one of
Kudar Mub'at's attached offspring whispering into his

ear al the words passing between the assembler and Boba
Fett. The web surrounding them wasn't the only one that
Kudar Mub'at could spin. Fett was not aware of it yet,
but strands too fine to be detected were dready tangling
about his boots, drawing him into atrap without escape.
Xizor dmogt felt sorry for the bounty hunter. The

reptilian Falleen species was even more coldblooded than
Trandoshans such asthe aging Cradossk and hisrage-
driven offspring Bossk; pity was not an emotion that
Xizor had ever experienced. Whether he was operating on
behalf of Emperor Palpatine or secretly advancing the
Black Sun'scrimind agenda, Xizor manipulated dl who
cameinto hisreach with the same nonemotion held display
for pieces on agaming board. They were to be positioned
and used as necessity dictated, sacrificed and discarded
when drategy required. Still, thought Xizor, an entity

such asBobaFett . . . The bounty hunter merited his
respect, at least. To look into that helmet's concedling
visor was to meet agaze as ruthless and unsentimental as
hisown. Hell fight to survive. And hélll fight well. .

But that was part of the trap that had aready seized



hold of Boba Fett. The cruel irony-and onethat Xizor
savored-was that Fett was now doomed by his own fierce
nature. All that had kept him dive before, in so many
deadly stuations, would now bring about his destruction.
Too bad, thought Prince Xizor to himsdlf. In another
game, apiece as powerful asthat would have had it uses.
Only amaster player would dare a strategic sacrifice
such asthis. To lose, however necessarily, such an
efficient hunter and killer was hisonly regret.

"Pardon my admittedly clumsy intruson.” Kud'ar
Mub'at's high-pitched voice broke into hismusing. "But
there are some other tiny, dmost insgnificant matters

to be taken care of. To ensure the compl ete success of
your endeavors, which are as aways of such brilliance
and-"

"Of course." Xizor regarded the assembler Stting in
itsanimate nest. ™Y ou want to be paid.”

"Only for the sake of keeping our records straight. A
mereformaity.” With an upraised fordimb, Kudar Mub'at
directed his accountant node toward the prince. "I'm sure
one of your keen perception understands.”

"All too wdll." He watched as the subassembly named
Baanceshest picked its way toward him. Nothing happened
with Kud'ar Mub'at except on a pay-as-you-go basis.
"Weve done bus ness together enough timesfor meto
remember without prompting.”

A few moments later, when the transfer of credits had
been completed, Baancesheet swiveed its eyestalks
toward its parent. "The prince's account isonce again
current, with no outstanding sums due. Per your exigting
agreement, final payment will be made upon a satisfactory
resolution of the Bounty Hunters Guild Situation.”
Baancesheet gave asmall nod to Xizor and returned to
its perch on the centra chamber'swall.
"Affarsaregoingwdl," said Xizor. "Sofar." He

had dready summoned his ship, the Virago, frominsde
the detection shadow of one of the moons of the nearest
planetary system. "I'll be watching to make sure they
continue that way."

"But of course." Waving dl its sticklike fore-limbs,

Kud'ar Mub'at dispatched a scuttling flock of nodesto
ready the web's docking area. Boba Fett's Save | had
departed only alittle while before, leaving behind a
captive in the darkest subchamber. "Y ou. have nothing to
fear in that regard.” Xizor knew that as soon as he was
gone, Kud'ar Mub'at would be in contact with the Hutts,
to hand over the bounty hunter's merchandise and collect
itsmiddle-entity fee. "All will bewdl. . . ."

The screech of the assembler's words followed Prince
Xizor as he staked down the tunnel toward the docking
area. He'd aready decided that as soon as he got back to



the Emperor's court, he/d spend afew soothing hours
listening to the dul cet croon of his own persond troupe
of Falleen dtos, to flush any resdue of that drilling

and defiling voicefrom hisears.

"What afool." Kud'ar Mub'at muttered the words with
agrim satisfaction. Right a this moment the designation
could apply to ether of two entities. Both Prince Xizor
and Boba Fett were somewhere in hyperspace, speeding
toward their destinies; the bo unty hunter to arendezvous
with the despised Bounty Hunters Guild, Xizor to the
Empiresdark corridors of power. Neither one of them
suspected what they had gotten themsdvesinto, the finer
web in which they were aready enmeshed. They don't know,
thought Kud'ar Mub'at. That was how it preferred things.
| spin thetraps, then pull themiin.

It reached out with one of its smallest fordimbsand
stroked the shell of its accountant node. "Soon," said
Kuda Mub'a. "Soon therewill be agreat many credits
for you to tally up and keep track of." Asfar asKud'ar
Mub'at was concerned, true power equaled riches,
something that one could rake ddlicate claws across. Only
maniacs like P patine and his grim lieutenant Lord Vader
vaued the trembling, bootlicking fear of agaaxy of
underlings. That wasthe kind of power that Prince Xizor
wanted aswéll; his criminal associatesin Black Sun were
no doubt unaware of their leader'slong-range intent.
They might not ever find out, either. Some traps were
woven for their prey to diein.

"Very wel." Balancesheet tapped itsown tiny claws
together, as though the numbersinvolved could be
counted that smply. ™Y our accountsare dl in good
order."

Something in the node's bland response troubled

Kudar Mub'at. It had extruded this particular sub-
assembly some time ago, and had devel oped it into one of
the web's most va uable components. Flesh of my flesh,
mused Kud'ar Mub'at, silk of my silk. And apart of its
brain aswell Kud'ar Mub'at could look into
Baancesheet's compound eyes and see a calculating
replicaof itsalf. Had the node discovered the joys of
greed yet? That was the important question. | must watch
for that, decided the assembler. Greed was a higher
sense, perhaps the most important of al. When Kud'ar
Mub'at perceived that in the little tethered node, it

would betimefor death and re-ingestion. Kud'ar Mub'at
didn't want to wind up asits own parent had so long ago,
amed for rebdlious offpring.

It watched as Balancesheet picked itsway into some
darker recess of the web. | hope that won't befor a
whileyet, thought Kud'ar Mub'at. Its interconnected



business affarswere at acrucia point; much
inconvenience would be suffered if it didn't have afully
functioning accountant on claw.

Kud'ar Mub'at decided to think about that later. It
closed its savera pairs of eyes and happily contemplated
all that would soon be added to the web's coffers.

After every job camethe cleanup. The Savel wasa
working vessel, not some pleasure schooner fitted out for
languorous cruising between the stars. Even so, Boba Fett
preferred keeping the craft as neetly functiona as
possible. Minor dings and scrapesto the exterior hull
were war badges, emblems of encountersthat he had
survived and someone e se hadn't. But future survival
might depend on hisbeing ableto lay hisarmor-gloved
hand on one of the Save I's wegpon-systems remotesin a
split second, without the firing buttons or data readout
being obscured by dirt or dried blood.

Besides, thought Boba Fett grimly, / can't stand the
amell. He squeezed hisfist tighter, a sogpy antiseptic
wash trickling into the bucket set on the floor of the
cargo area. There was something nauseeting about the
humanoid scent of fear that seeped into the very metal of
the cages. Of al the sensory data he had ever
experienced, from the acrid steam of the Andoan swamp
idandsto the blinding creation-swirl of the Vinnax
system's countervacuum, those molecules signaing panic
and desperation were what Fett found to be the most
aien. Whatever minute subcutaneous organ produced fear
swedt, it was missing in him. Not because he had been
born without it-no sentient creature was-but because he
hed forced it into nonexistence, excised it from hismind
with the razor-sharp scalpd of hiswill. The ancient
Manda orian warriors, whose letha battle-gear he wore,
had been just as coldly ruthless, according to the
legendsthat were il told and retold in whispers
throughout the galaxy. Long ago, when he had first gazed
upon one of their empty helmets, ardic of an
extinguished terror, he had seeninits narrow, un
readable gaze an image of hisown future, of the death-
bringing entity he would become.

L ess than human, mused Boba Fett as he swabbed down
the barsthat his most recent captive had been held
behind. That waswhat fear did, that was the
transformation it wrought in thosewho let it Spring up

in their spirits. Thething in the cage, which had

carried the name of Nil Posondum, had been some kind of
taking, fruitlesdy bargaining anima by the time Fett

had transferred it to Kud'ar Mub'at's web. Fear of degth,
and the pain that Hutts enjoyed producing in the targets
of their vengeance, had swallowed up dl the human parts



ingde the little accountant.

An odd notion moved in Boba Fett's thoughts, one that
held turned over and examined like a precious Gerinian
star-stone many times before. Perhaps. . . | became more
human than human. Not by adding anything to himself, but
through a process of reduction, of stripping away the
flawed and rotten parts of his species. The antiseptic

rag in hisglove did over one of the cold-forged bars,
leaving no microbe behind. The ancient Mandaorian
warriors had had their secrets, which had died with them.
And | have mine.

Fett dipped the rag in the bucket again. He could

have | eft these chores to one of Save I's maintenance
droids, but he preferred doing it himself. It gave him
timeto think, of just such mattersasthis.

The soapy liquid trickled from the battle-gear's

elbow as Fett checked the forearm-mounted data-screen
patched into the Slave I's cockpit. Rendezvous with the
Bounty Hunters Guild's forward base was not far off. He
was ready for that-he was never not ready, for anything
that might happen-but he would till regret the

termination of thislittle dice of nontime, thelull and

peace that came between jobs. Other sentient creatures
were alowed to enjoy alonger rest, the ultimate peace
that came with desth. Sometimes he envied them.

He unlocked the empty cage and stepped inside. The

fear scent was dready diminished, barely detectable
through the mask'sfilters. Posondum hadn't eft much of
amess, for which hewas grateful; some merchandise let
their panic devolve them well past the point of

maintaining control of their bodily functions.

Thefloor of the cage was scratched, though. Bright
metalic lines glinted through the darker layer of

plastoid beneath Boba Fett's boot soles. He wondered what
could have caused that. He was dways careful to take any
hard, sharp objects away from the merchandise, with which
they might damage themsalves. Some captives preferred
suicide to the attentions they were scheduled to receive
from those who had put up the bounties for them.

Fett glanced over to the corner of the Slave Fs cargo
area, where he had tossed the food tray. None of the gray
dop had been touched by Nil Posondum, but one of the
tray's corners had been bent into a dull-pointed angle.
Just enough to scrape out the markings on the cage's
floor-the accountant must have been working oniit right
up until Kud'ar Mub'at's subassemblies had crept in
through the access porta. The spiderlike minions had
looped restraining Sk around him, then carried him from
one prison to another. He might have had time enough to
finish whatever message he'd wanted to leave behind.

But there wasn't time now to read it. A red light



pulsed on the data readout, derting him that areturn to

the craft's piloting area was necessary. The jump out of
hyperspace couldn't be accomplished by means of aremote;
the Save I's maneuvering thrust-ers were too finely
gauged, et for zero lag time, in case any of Fett's many
enemies and rivals might be waiting for his appearance.
And right now he would be sailing straight into the nest

of al those who bore him agrudge. He supposed that
lizard-faced bumbler Bossk would aready have returned to
Guild heedquarters, licking hiswounds and complaining to
his spawn-sire Cradossk about the impossible assgnment
he'd been given. What Bossk wouldn't mention would be why
it had been impossible, and just who had besten him to

the goods. Cradossk was awilier old reptile, though-Boba
Fett even had a grudging respect for the head of the
Bounty Hunters Guild, from some long-ago encounterswith
him-and would know just what the score was with his
fecklessunderlings.

The Mandal orian battle-gear had a built-in optical

recorder, itstiny lens mounted at one corner of the
helmet's visor. Boba Fett |eaned over the scratches | eft

by the captive accountant, not even bothering with an
effort to decipher them. A second later he had scanned

the marks and inserted them into the helmet's long-term
data-storage unit. He could deal with them later, if he

grew curious about what pathetic epitaph the accountant
might have devised for himsdlf. Maudlin sef-pity held

little interest for Boba Fett. Right now an additiona
beeping tone was sounding in sync with the red dot; Slave
I, hisonly true companion, demanded his attention.

He left the bucket of cold, dirty water on the cage's

floor. If it spilled and dopped across the plas-toid-

clad metd, if the feet of al the captivesto come

scuffed out the scratched message, whatever it was, there
would be no greet loss. Memory was like that the

leavings of the dead, best forgotten and erased after
payment for their swest-damp carcasses was made. The
moment when his hand was about to seize the neck of the
merchandise was the only time that mattered. Readiness
wasdl.

Boba Fett climbed the ladder to the interstellar

craft's cockpit, his own boots ringing on the treads. The
new job that he had taken on, this scheme of the
assembler Kud'ar Mub'at, was about to commence. Soon
there would be more paymentsto add to hisaccount. . . .
And more desths to be forgotten.

7

NOW



"l want to seehim.” The femae had a gaze as sharp

and cold as a bladed wegpon. "And to talk to him."
Dengar could bardly recognize her. He remembered her
from Jabba's palace; she had been one of the obese Hutt's
troupe of dancing girls. Jabba had liked pretty things,
regarding them as exquisite ddicaciesfor his senses,

like the wriggling food held stuffed down his capacious
gullet. And just as with those squirming tidbits, Jabba

had savored the death of the young and beautiful. The pet
rancor, in its bone-lined cavern beneath the palace, had
merely been an extension of Jabba's appetites. Dengar had
witnessed one of the other dancing girls, afrightened

little Twi'lek named Oola, being ripped apart by the
claws of the beast. That had been before Luke Skywalker
had killed the rancor, followed sometime later by its
owner's death. No greet loss, thought Dengar. With either
one of them.

"Why?" Leaning againg therocky wal of hishiding
place's main chamber, he kept a safe distance from the
femae. "Hes not exactly abrilliant conversationaist

a the moment."

Her name was Nedlah; she had told him that much when
he had caught her snesking down the doping tunnel from
the surface. He had gotten the drop on her, catching her
off guard from behind astack of empty supply crates.
With her throat in the crook of hisarm, as Dengar's

other hand had painfully bent her wrist up toward her
shoulder blades, sheld answered afew questionsfor him.
And then she had caught him in the shin with ahard, fast
back kick, followed by aknee to the groin that had sent
asmall congelation of starsto thetop of hisskull.

"That's persona.” They werein a standoff now,

glaring at each other from across the cramped space. "'l
have my own busnesswith him."

What businesswould an ex-dancing girl havewith a
bounty hunter? Especialy one as close to death as Boba
Fett wasright now. Maybe, mused Dengar, she thinks she
can get adiscount from him, since he's so messed up.
Though who would she want him to track down?

He glanced over to the doorway of the hiding place's
other chamber. "What condition isour guest in today?"
Thetdler medical droid tilted its head unit to

study the display of vital Sgns mounted on itsown
cylindrica body. "The patient's condition is stable,”
announced SHS1-B. "The prognosisis unchanged from its
previous traumar-scan indices of point zero zero twelve."
"Which means?' "He'sdying."

That was another question Why couldn't these

fnarling droidsjust say what they meant? Hed had to
bang this one around until the solenoids hed rattled
ingdeits cargpace just to get it to speak this much of



aplanBasc.

"Wounds," added SHS-B's shorter companion.
"Severity." le-XE gave adow back-and-forth rotation of
itstop dome. "Not-goodness.”

"Whatever." Dengar was looking forward to being rid

of thisirritating pair. That would come with either Boba
Fett's death-or his recovery. Which waslooking
increesingly lesslikely.

"If that'sthe case," said Nedlah, "then you're

wasting my time. | need to talk to him right now."

"Well, that's sweet of you." Armsfolded acrosshis
chest, Dengar nodded as he regarded her. "Y ou're not
redlly concerned with whether some bounty hunter pitches
it or not. You just want to pump him for some kind of
information. Right?*

She made no reply, but Dengar could tell that his

words had struck home. The look the femae gave him was
even more murderous than before. A lot had changed since
sheld been one of Jabbas fetching playthings, evenin
thislittle time the harsh winds of Tatooine's Dune Sea
had scoured her flesh leaner and tauter, the hegt of the
double suns darkening her skin. What had been soft,
nubile flesh, reveded by gossamer silks, was now
concealed by the coarse, bloodstained trousers and
deevelessjacket that she must have scavenged from the
corpse of one of Jabba's bodyguards; athick leather
belt, its attached holster empty, cinched the uniform

tight to her waist and hunger-carved belly.

Starving, thought Dengar. She had to be; the Dune Sea
didn't exactly abound with protein sources. "Here-"
Keeping an eye on her, Dengar reached into one of the
crates and dug out a bar of compressed military rations,
savage from an Imperia scoutship that had crash-landed
years before. He tossed the bar to the female. "Y ou look
likeyou needit.”

Appetite widened her eyes, showing their deep violet
color. Her fingers quickly tore open the thin metalic
wrappings, sheraised the dab, dready softening asit
absorbed what moistureit could from the air, to her
mouth, but stopped hersdlf before taking a bite.

"Go ahead,” said Dengar. "I'm not in the habit of
poisoning people.”" He reached behind himself to one of
the niches concealed in the chamber's stones. "If |
wanted to get rid of you"-hisfist came out with a

blaster init; he raised the weapon and pointed it at
Nedah'sforehead-"1 could do it easier than that."

Her gaze fastened on the blagter, asthough its

muzzle were doing the talking.

"Good," said Dengar. Hisgroin till ached from the

blow hed received. "Now | think we understand each
other.”



A few seconds passed, then the female nodded dowly.
Shetook abite of the rations bar, chewed and swallowed.
"l must inform you," came SHS-B'svoice from the
subchamber doorway. "That any further casudtieswill
have a ddeteriousimpact on our ability to perform our
functionsin amanner consistent with an gppropriate

leve of therapeutic practice.”

Dengar swiveled the blaster toward the droid. "If

there's any more 'casudties around here, I'll be

sweeping them up with amagnet. Got me?"

SHSI-B leaned back, bumping against his companion.
"Understanding,” said le-XE, spesking for both of them.
"Completeness”

"That's nice. Go take care of your patient,” said

Dengar, dipping the blaster inside his own belt. He
glanced back over a Nedah. "Y ou enjoying that?'

She had virtualy inhaled the rations bar. Her pae
fingernails plucked out afew last crumbsfrom the
wrappings.

"Give me some answers," said Dengar, "and you can

have another one."

Shecrumpled thefail into ashining bal insde her

gndl fig.

I'm getting soft, thought Dengar. There had been a

time when he wouldn't have bothered asking questions. He
wouldn't have lowered the blaster, ether, until there

had been acorpselying in front of him, with ahole
burned through its brain. That waswhat letting himsdlf

fdl inlove-not with thisfemae, but with his

betrothed, Manaroo-had done for him. That was alwaysa
fatal mistake for abounty hunter. Somebody like Boba
Fett survived at this gamefor aslong as he had by
stripping those usdless emotions out of hisheart. To

look at Fett, even when he was unconscious on the pallet
in the other chamber, wasto look at aweapon, an assault
riflefully primed and charged for maximum destruction.
Ped away that Manda orian battle armor of his, and
something equally hard and deadly was found benesath. And
that, Dengar knew, was the difference-one of them, a
least-between himself and the galaxy's most feared bounty
hunter. There was gill something human insde Dengar,
despite his having worked the bounty-hunter trade, with
al itsspirit-eroding capabilities. That was the part

that had looked upon Manaroo, and had decided, despite
al therest of hisscrabbling, callused nature, to twine
hisfate with hers. Manaroo had asked him to marry her,
and he had said yes; that human part had wanted to stay
human, like adwindling flame that strugglesto keep from
being snuffed out. He didn't want to wind up like Boba
Fett, akilling machine with ablind, unfathomable mask

for aface.



It was that human part that had also decided to send
Manaroo away, once she had helped him get Boba Fett into
thishiding place. Their separation from each other would
continue at least until this business with Boba Fett was
over. Dengar knew therisksin getting involved with
someone who had as many grudge-bearing enemies as Fett;
there were plenty of diehards from the old Bounty Hunters
Guild who had good reason to hate his guts. If they found
out that Boba Fett was dill dive, they'd be swooping

down on Tatooine en mase to finish him off. And me,
Dengar had told himself. That hot-tempered Trandoshan
Bossk would naturaly assume that anyone befriending his
longtime rival Boba Fett was an enemy to bekilled with
quick digpatch. Thislittle hiding place would get filled

up with corpses pretty quickly.

Risks meant profits, though, in the bounty-hunter

trade. And profitswere what Dengar needed if hewas
going to have any chance of paying off the massive debt
load he was carrying and then have any kind of lifewith
Manaroo. He wanted out of this game, and the only way to
accomplish that wasto keep on playing it, for at least a
few more rounds. And the best way to do that, he'd
decided, was with a partner like Boba Fett. And that's
what he offered me-when Dengar had discovered him, half-
digested by the gullet of the Sarlacc, lying in the suns-
baked wasteland, Fett had had enough remaining strength
to speak, but not to protect himself. Dengar could have
put him out of hismisery right then and there, but had
stayed his hand when Fett had spoken of a partnership
between the two of them. The only card held had |eft to
play...

And agood one. We could clean up, Dengar had

decided. Him and me. A real good team. It al depended on
just onething.

Whether Fett had been lying to him.

He could have been just playing for time. Time enough

for hiswoundsto hedl, and for him to get his act back
together. Dengar had been mulling it over ever since he
had carried Fett down here. There was no history of Boba
Fett ever working with apartner before; he had ways
been alone operator. Why should he want a partnership
now? What there was ahistory of was playing it fast and
loose with the truth. In that, Boba Fett was no different
from any other bounty hunter; it wasthat kind of a
business. Fett wasjust better at it, wasdl. What had
happened to the Bounty Hunters Guild was proof of that.
Things might be different, Dengar knew, when Boba

Fett got his strength back. Fett might not want to repay
Dengar with apartnership, for al that hed done to keep
him dive and safe. Dengar's reward might be a blaster
chargeright into his chest, leaving ascorched hole big



enough to put ahumanoid's fist through. Fett's obsession
with secrecy was notoriousin al the scummy divesand
watering holes acrossthe galaxy; his past waslargely
unknown, and was likely to stay that way, given how those
who poked into his affairs had away of turning up dead.
That wasthe real reason Dengar had sent Manaroo away. It
was onething for himto risk Fett'slethd treachery; he
didn't want the femae he loved to wind up facing a
blaster muzzle.

"So what did you want to know?"

Dengar pulled himsdf back from hisgrim meditations

to the hard-eyed femd e regarding him from the other sde
of the chamber.

"Samething | wanted to know before." He nodded
toward the entrance to the subchamber. "What's your
connection with Boba Fett?"

Neelah shook her head. "I don't know."

"Oh, that'sagood one." Dengar gave aquick,
derisivelaugh. "Y ou come snesking in here-not exactly
the smartest thing to do-and you don't even know why."
"That'swhat | came hereto find out. That'swhy |

wanted to talk to him." Nedlah glanced toward the
subchamber, then back toward Dengar. "That'swhy | 1eft
him where you would be sureto find him-"

"Wait aminute,” said Dengar. "Y ou left him?"

She nodded. "I found him before you did. But | knew
there was nothing | could do for him, not with what the
Sarlacc had done. He needed medicd attention-more than
anything | could do. | took achance that you'd take care
of him. That you'd keep him dive."

"And why's that so important to you? He's a bounty
hunter, and you were adancing girl in Jabba's paace.”
Dengar peered more closdly at her. "What's he got to do
with you?'

"| told you before-" Nedah'svoice roseto afierce

shout. "I don't know! | just know that thereisa
connection-some kind of connection-between the two of us.
| knew that back when | first saw him. Inthe paace, in
Jabba's court. When that fat dug had poor Oolakilled .

.. when she was tugging against the chain, and the
trapdoor in front of the thronewas opening . . ." Both

of Nedah'sfigswere trembling and white-knuckled. "All
of the other girlswere watching from the passageway . .

. and there was nothing any of uscould do. . . ."
"Therenever is" said Dengar. He could taste hisown
bitternessin hismouth. " That's how things happenin
thisuniverse”

Shewasn't herein this chamber with him; she was

lost in her own memory. "And then we could hear her
screaming . . . and | couldn't look anymore. That was
when | saw him. Just slanding there at the sde of the



court . .. and watching. ..."

"Bounty hunters,” said Dengar dryly, "makeit ahabit

to stay out of other creatures business. Unlessthey're
paid to do something about it.”

"And when the screaming was over, and Jabba and the
otherswere dtill laughing ... hewas il there. Just
asbefore. And till watching." Nedlah closed her eyes

for amoment as ashudder ran through her dight body.
"And then ... the strangest thing ... he turned and

looked & me. Right into my eyes." Her voicefilled with
both fear and wonder. "All the way across Jabba's court .
.. and it waslike there was nobody elsethere at all.

That was how it felt. And that was when | knew. That
there was something between the two of us." She refocused
her gaze on Dengar. " 'Connection’ isn't the right word.

It's something else. Something from the past. | even knew
his name, without asking anyone ese.” Nedlah dowly
shook her head. "But that wasdl | knew."

"All right." The story intrigued Dengar. A matter of
practica interest aswell If thisfemae meant

something to Boba Fett, then knowing just what it was
might give him an additiond bargaining chip."Y ou said

it was something from the past. Y our past?*

She nodded.

"Well, that's agtart. But nothing you can remember,

| tekeit?"

Another nod.

"So how did you wind up at Jabba's palace?!

"l don't know thet, either." Nedah'sfists uncurled,

empty and trembling. "1 don't know how | got there. All |
remember isOola. . . and the other girls. They helped
me. They showed me. . ." Her voice ebbed softer. "What |
wastodo..."

Her memory had been wiped; Dengar recognized the
ggns. The confuson and welling fear, and the little

bits and pieces, scraps of another existence, leaking
through. No wipe was ever complete; memory was stored in
too many places throughout the humanoid brain. To go
after every bit, eradicating them al, would probably be
fatal, areduction beyond basic life-maintenance
processes. There were easier, and less expensive, ways of
killing asentient being. So someone, thought Dengar,
wanted her dive. Fett?

"What about your name?' Dengar nodded toward her. "
'Nedah'-was that something you remembered?’

"No; Jabba called methat. | don't know why. But |

knew .. ." Her brow furrowed with concentration. "I knew
it wasn't my real name. My true name. Somebody took that
fromme. .. and | couldnt get it back. No matter how
hard | tried . . ."

What shetold Dengar coincided with hisown



suspicions. Nedah was adave name-it didn't fit her.

The arigtocratic bearing she possessed was too obvious,
evenintheill-fitting, scavenged outfit she wore now.

She wouldn't be alive now-the Dune Sea's loping predators
would be cracking her bones-if there weren't some tough
fighting spirit ingde her. Thingswould have gone
differently if Jabbahad tried to throw her, instead of

the other girl, Oola, to his pet rancor. It would've been
Nedlah rather than Princess Leiawrapping the chain
around Jabba'simmense throat and choking the life out of
him.

Dengar had more suspicions, which he didnt fed like
voicing right a the moment. Fett must've doneit. The
other bounty hunter must've brought her to Jabba's
palace; he'd probably aso been the one who'd performed
the memory wipe on her. The big question was why. Dengar
couldn't believe it had been done on Jabba's orders; the
Hutt had enjoyed young and beautiful objects, but hed
a0 been too tight with his credits to have commissioned
the kidnapping of the daughter of one of the gdaxy's
noble houses. The only reason Leia Organa had wound up on
the end of one of Jabba's chains was that she had come
into Jabbas lair of her own accord, seeking to rescue

the carbonite-encased Han Solo. A captured noblewoman,
with a blanked-out memory, wasn't exactly the samekind
of abargan.

So Feit must have been working for someone esewhile
he had ostensibly been in Jabbas employ. That wouldn't
have been unusua; Dengar knew from his own experience
that bounty hunters nearly dways had more than onegig
going on at atime, with no particular loydty to any
cregture whose payroll they might be on. Or-the other
possi bility-Boba Fett might have had his own reasons for
wiping the memory of thisfemae, whoever sheredly was,
and bringing her to Jabba's palace, disguised asasmple
dancing girl.

The puzzle rotated ing de Dengar's mind. Maybe Fett

had been stashing her away, in some place where she
wouldn't belikely to be found. That was one of the
deazier bounty-hunter tricks finding someonewith a

price on hisor her or its head, then keeping the
merchandise hidden until the pricefor it wasraised

higher. Dengar had never doneit, and he hadn't heard of
Boba Fett doing it, either. Fett didn't haveto; he

aready commanded astronomica pricesfor hisservices.
"Isthere anything €l se you remember?' Dengar rubbed
the coarse stubble on his chin as he sudied the femde.
"Eventhelittlest thing."

"No-" Nedlah shook her head. "Thereés nothing. It's

al gone. Except . . ."

"Except what?'



"Another name. | mean . . . another name besides

his" Shetilted her head to one Sde, asthough trying

to catch the whisper of adistant voice. "I think it'sa

name that belongsto aman.”

"Yeah?' Dengar unfolded hisarms and hooked his
thumbsinto hisbdt. "What'sthe name?"

"Nil something. Wait aminute." She rubbed the corner

of her brow. "Now | remember ... it was Nil Posondum. Or
something likethat." Nedah's expression turned hopeful.
"Isthat somebody important? Somebody | should know
about?"

Dengar shook his head. "Never heard of anybody like
that."

"Still .. ." Nedlah looked alittle crestfalen.

"It's something to go on.”

"Maybe." He had his doubts about whether it was
anything useful. He had even bigger doubts about Nedlah
hersdlf. Or whatever her red nameis, thought Dengar.
Keeping one's contacts primed for information was an
essentia part of the bounty-hunter trade; he had beenin
and out of Mos Eidey and other scumholes on aregular
basis, listening and asking the right questions, and he
hadn't heard anything fitting her description. If anybody
was|ooking for her, they were doing it on the quiet.

That might make getting paid for finding her somewhat
difficult.

Or ese-another possibility rosein Dengar's
thoughts-somebody doesn't want her to be found. Boba Fett
might have been working for someone who had wanted this
Neelah to be disposed of, maybe in some way that left her
gill dive. What better way than to strip out her memory
and stick her on abackwater planet like Tatooine? Though
how long she would've stayed divein Jabba's palace was
debatable, given the Hutt's murderous amusements. Whoever
had sent her there couldn't have been too concerned about
her surviva. Then why not just kill her quick and fat,

for whatever reasons they had, rather than leave her
where any number of the gdaxy's hustling scoundrels, the
crimind dregsthat had found employment with Jabba,
might have spotted her?

Hisbrain felt weighted down with dl these questions
stacking up on top of each other. Mysteriesand
skulduggery were what one dedlt with in the bounty-hunter
trade; dl thisreminded Dengar of why he had wanted to
get out of it. There must be an easier way to make a

living.

Or asafer one. Now he had two potential bombs on his
hands, either one of which could result in aquick death

for him, if hewaslucky, or amessy one, if hisluck ran
trueto form. It hadn't been bad enough getting involved
with Boba Fett's fortunes;, now he had to deal with the



enigmatic Nedlah aswell. She was aloose laser cannon by
hersdlf-if she'd had ablaster, Dengar supposed he
would've been crisped by now-plus there were those unseen
figuresfrom her past, who'd put her here. They might not
be too happy about her turning up again. If they werethe
kind of people who hired Boba Fett to do their dirty work
for them, they wouldn't be likely to have too many
scruples about €iminating everyone hooked up with her.
None of it looked good. Which had its own upside The
more risk, Dengar reminded himsdf, the more profit.

That, more than anything in the so-called Hunter's Creed,
was what governed the actions of bounty hunters, from
Boba Fett down to himsdlf. If there was a chance of being
partners with Fett, and regping the rewards from that, he
would have to ramp up his courageto anew level.

"All right," said Dengar doud. He unfolded hisarms

and pointed to the female on the other side of the hiding
place's main chamber. "Let'swork out an arrangement, you
and me. Stipulation number one Don't try to kill me. If
we're going to get anything accomplished around here,
that's abasic requirement.”

Neelah appeared to think it over, then nodded.

"Okay."

"And if you try, I'm going to make sureit's your

corpse that gets thrown out of here. Got me?”

She nodded again, with just atrace of impatience.
"Number two I'min charge here. I'm running the

show-"

Nedah'sanger flared. "Wait aminute-"

"Shut up,” said Dengar. "It'sfor your own good. And
it'sjust for thetime being. Y ou get back to wherever

you came from, you get your red name and everything that
comes with it returned to you, then you can do whatever
you want. But right now you don't even know who you are,
you don't know who might be gunning for you, you don't
know anything about what the galaxy's like once you get
off thislittle rock hegp's surface. Eveniif you could

find some way out of here without my help, you might poke
your nose into some place like Mos Eidey and get your
whole head detached from your neck. There's plenty of
typeswho'd do that for you, even without knowing who you
might be."

Hislecture had avisible effect on her. "Very well,"

sad Nedah sullenly. Y ou'rein charge. For now."
Thethings| put up with, thought Dengar to himsdif.

It was dl for Manaroo's sake; he had to keep that in

mind. On the other side of dl this, therewas her, and a
lifetogether with thefemade heloved. If | get that

far.

"I'm glad we understand each other." Dengar pointed

to alarger, open niche a the farthest end of the



chamber. ™Y ou might aswell make yoursdf comfortable
down here. | don't want you wandering around topside.
Theresfood and supplies; anything €l se you need, just
let me know. I'll have those two medical droids giveyou
aquick scan, to make sureyou'redl right. Tatooine's
got some nasty bugs you can pick up.”

Neelah looked straight back at him. "What about Boba
Fett? That'swhy | came here.”

"That's number three. Y ou don't see him, you don't

talk to him, you don't have anything to do with him,
unlessI'mright therewith you.”

"Why?'

"Like| told you before. For your own good." Dengar
indicated the subchamber with atilt of hishead. "That
guy's one dangerous barve. If there's some kind of
connection between you and him, it might not be one
that's to your benefit. When hel's got his strength back,
he might kill you just aseaslly aslook at you. And you
won't be asking any more questions then, believe me."
The message seemed to sink in. Al right,” said

Nedah. "Whatever you say."

There was more that he hadn't said. His precautions
werent just for her sake. | don't want the two of them
conspiring against me, thought Dengar. Even before Boba
Fett got hisfull strength back, that razor-sharp mind of
hiswould be working and scheming away. Fett would be
fully cgpable of making his own dedlswith Nedah that
shewouldn't be ableto resst faling inwith. A bounty
hunter didn't get the drop on people just with weapons
that someone could see and fedl burning through one's
gut; the history of what Boba Fett had pulled off with
the old Bounty Hunters Guild indicated that hewasa
master a ensnaring sentient creaturesin subtler traps.
Though you wind up just as dead, thought Dengar, either
way. And if Boba Fett had been lying and playing for
time, back when Dengar had found him out therein the
Dune Sed's wastes, the quickest way to dissolve any
partnership would be to use Nedlah as his cat's-paw.
Now I've got two that I've got to watch out for. That
was another reason Dengar had wanted the femae down
here, rather than wandering around on the surface. He had
hishandsfull asit was, he didn't need anyoneese
hooking up with Neglah, for whatever agendathey might
have.

She might aswell have read histhoughts. A thin

smile appeared as Nedlah regarded him. "Y ou trust me?"
"Of course not." On that point, Dengar could afford

to be honest with her. "I don't trust anyone.” That was
amogt true; there was dways Manaroo. But that was
something different. "Nobody survivesin thisbusness by
going around trusting creatures. Let'sjust say that I've



got an idea of what to expect from you now. And if you're
smart enough to play dong with me, maybe you'll get what
you want."

Nedah signded her understanding with aquick nod.

"l il want to seehim.”

"That'seasy enough,” said Dengar. "Buit if you were
planning on having any kind of talk with Fett, | don't

think that's going to happen anytime real soon. He's

dtill unconscious™

"Just aswell." Thethin smilefaded from Nee-lah's

face. "l changed my mind about that part. For now. I've
begun to see the wisdom of your cautious attitude. Maybe
it's better if he doesn't know about me. That | found him
out in the Dune Sea, and that I'm here, waiting. Asyou
pointed out . . . whatever our connection is, it might

not be exactly safefor me."

"Suit yoursdlf." Dengar's caution went up anotch.
Shelsafast learner, he thought. All the more reason to

be careful. "Come on." He pushed himsdlf away from the
wall of the main chamber. "L et's go pay our guest of
honor avist."

Thetall medica droid's appendagesraised in warning

as Dengar and Nedlah entered the sub-chamber. "Please
observe the necessary hygienic protocols." The chart of
vital Sgns scrolled down the display on SHS-B's
cylindricdl torso. "The patient's condition remansvery
critica-"

"Yeah, right." Dengar pushed the droid aside, avay

from the palet in the center of the space. "Thisbarve's
survived worse things than your attentions. If you

haven't managed to kill him, then nothing will."

Neelah stepped close to the side of the pallet and

looked down at the unconscious form. "That'shim?' She
sounded amost disappointed. "That's Boba Fett?"

"No-" From the pile of gear in the sub-chamber's

corner, Dengar picked up a battered helmet, etched with
the digestive fluids of the Sarlacc's gullet. He turned

the helmet's narrow-visored gaze toward Nedlah. "Thisis
Boba Fett."

She shrank back from the empty helmet, a sudden fear
showing in her widened eyes. One hand tentatively reached
out to touch the pitted metal, then jerked back as though
scorched. She dowly nodded. "That'swhat | saw." Her
voice was abarely audible whisper. "And | knew ... |
knew itwashim. ..."

"That's how everybody knows him." Dengar turned the
helmet's blank visage toward himsdlf. He could guess how
thefemdefdt; alittle goprehengve chill ran down his

own spine. "All through the galaxy." He nodded toward the
figure on the palet. "Not very many creatures have seen
him likethat. Or if they have, they didn't liveto tell



about it."

For amoment the only sound in the subchamber wasthe
clicking and sighing of the cardiopulmonary assists that
the medica droids had set in place. Then Nedlah turned a
somber gaze toward Dengar. "l did,” she said quietly.
Dengar was unable to make areply. The dark spacesin
her eyes, and what might lie beyond them, unnerved him as
much as the empty helmet. He turned away, to set it back
down on the rest of Boba Fett's gear.

"Remember,” said Nedlah. "Don't tell him. Don't tell

him anything about me."

By the time Dengar turned back around, the female had
dipped out of the subchamber. He was alone with the
other bounty hunter. The presence of the medicd droids
barely registered on Dengar's senses.

He stood looking down at Boba Fett for awhile

longer. Thelittle trace of fear hadn't gone away; it was
dill there, inching dong his spine. Even unconscious,

this man was enough to spook ordinary creatures.
There'stoo much past, thought Dengar. Inside Boba
Fett's skull; awhole gdaxy full of it. Who could tell

what was going on in there as he dept and dreamed his
dark dreams?

8
THEN

He couldn't believe hisgood luck.

"I'vegot him thistime," said Bossk. He had upgraded
both the firepower and the tracking abilities of the
Hound's Tooth since hislast unfortunate encounter with
Boba Fett. The other bounty hunter snatching the
accountant Nil Posondum away from him had been the final
irritant undernesth his scales, he had sworn to himself
that if he ever got the chance, hewould put hisriva

out of commission for good. And nothing will do that,
thought Bossk, savoring the words, like blowing Fett to
atoms. "When | get done, there won't be enough of him
|eft to find without an eectron microscope.”

Beside him, Zuckuss leaned the hoses of hisface mask
toward the cockpit's target-acquisition screen. "'l don't
know. ..."

"What, you can't tell that it's Boba Fett ap

proaching? Are you blind?' Bossk rapped aclaw against
the screen, hard enough to leave a permanent mark amid
the glowing vector lines. "Of courseit'shim! There's

al theidentification dataon the Savel." A tiny

column of numbers scrolled down from the triangular icon
swiftly moving acrossthe screen. "That'shis ship, s0

he's aboard it."



"Oh, it'sBobaFett, dl right." Zuckuss nodded

dowly. "Theré's no doubt about that. I'm just not sure

if you should-what's the phrase you aways use?-'blow him
away' right now."

Bossk angrily glared at the shorter bounty hunter.
"When's there going to be a better time?”’

"Well, maybe when he's not traveling under an

assurance of safe passage from your father." Zuckuss
sounded even more doubtful and nervous. The breathin his
air tubesrasped quicker and louder. "Boba Fett already
contacted the Guild council-you know that-and Cradossk
and the others gave him their word that he could dock at
the perimeter gtation without anyone taking ashot at

him."

"They gave him their word." The ditsin Bossk's eyes
narrowed. "They didnt givehim mine.”

"Sill L

Y ou little insect, thought Bossk. When heinherited

the leadership of the Bounty Hunters Guild-he had dready
killed, aswas Trandoshan custom, al of hisfather
Cradossk's younger spawn-he intended to review the
requirements for membership. A certain amount of guts, he
figured, should be a prerequisite. Which meant that this
sniveling partner that had been foisted on him would be
out the air lock like the gnawed bones of yesterday's
lunch.

"Maybe," whined Zuckuss, "you should think about-this
alittemore. .. ."

"Thinking takestoo long." Bossk's claws moved across
the control of the Hound's weapons systems. "Action gets
things done.”

"Your father isn't going to like this™

"That remainsto be seen.” Thesameblood ranin his

and the old reptilian's veins, he had the comfort of
knowing that his spawn-father was just as mean and
vicious as himsdf. "For al you know, thisis exactly

what he and the rest of the Guild council are expecting
meto do."

"Destroy another bounty hunter without warning?"
Incredulity pitched Zuckusssvoice higher. "That's

hardly in line with the Hunter's Creed!"

Bossk dwaysfdt asmmering impatience when someone
mentioned the Creed to him. "Boba Fett has violated the
Creed enough times," he growled, "that he deserves no
protection fromiit."

"But he's never been bound by the Creed! He's never
been amember of the Guild!"

"Spare me your tedious lega analysis." Bossk had

locked the concentric rings of the tracker sight onto the
distant craft. "If Boba Fett wantsto lodge a complaint
againg me, hell haveto do it from the other side of



the grave. If enough of him can be scraped up to put into
one”

Heignored therest of Zuckussstiresome fretting.
Hisindex claw hit the main fire button, and aquick
rumble rolled through the Hound's frame. On the screen, a
brilliant white tracer shot toward the icon representing
Boba Fett's ship.

"Got him!" The shot must have caught Fett completdy
by surprise; held taken no evasive action at al. What a
fool, thought Bossk with contempt. That's what you get
for trugting other bounty hunters. The advantage of being
consdered lowlife scum by most of the galaxy's
inhabitants was that maintaining one's reputation was
never anissue. "You know," said Bosk, "I'm dmost
disgppointed. . . ."

"Why?" Zuckussturned his large-lensed gaze away from
the screen. "Because he didn't put up more of afight?”
"No." Bossk peered at the red numbers that had

flashed on. "Because therés anything left of him." He
clawed in the command for a damage assessment on the
laser cannon's most recent target, then studied the
result. "That ship of Fett's had some serious armor on

it. It's4till holding together.” The glowing triangle

had stopped in the middle of the screen, but hadn't
disappeared. To have taken that kind of a hit, enough to
punch a hole through the main deck of an Imperid battle
cruiser, and gtill bein one piece, however badly
damaged, was amazing. It didn't correspond with the
velocitiesthat the Save I's engines- high-thrust but
low-mass-capable units from Manda Motors-could attain.
Like most bounty hunters, Boba Fett had aways prized
gpeed and maneuverability over protection. Right now,
though, Bossk didn't have timeto puzzle over the
discrepancy. "Let'sgo finish him off."

The digtinctive half-rounded shape of the Savel

filled the viewports as Bossk piloted his own craft
toward it. He kept his claws on the controlsfor the
emergency reverse thrustersin case Boba Fett, like the
devious scoundrel he was known to be, was lying low
ingdethe other ship, waiting for his own chanceto take
ashot at his attacker.

"Lookslikeacleankill to me." Zuckuss pointed to

the cockpit's forward viewport. "Right through the center
and out the other side. There couldn't be anyone left
diveontha ship.”

"I'll believethat,” said BosK, "when | see Boba

Fett's .charred corpse.” He started moving the Hound's
Tooth intoward the drifting wreckage. "I'm going
ingde”

"Wadl, if you need that kind of proof . . ." Zuckuss
gaveashrug. "l supposeyoull haveto.”



Hedidn't even glance over a Zuckuss. "Y oure going,
too."

"Oh"

They managed to establish atransfer connection

between the Hound's Tooth and what was |eft of the Save
I. No atmosphere support was needed; enough of the Slave
I's systems were gtill operating to have seded off the
centra interior sections.

"Something'swrong,” said Zuckuss as he |ooked about
the Save I'sempty hold.

"Something's dwayswrong, asfar asyou're con

cerned.” Thistime, though, Bossk wondered whether his
partner might beright. A sense of unease crawled across
his scales; he drew his blaster and dowly scanned across
the open hatchways.

Zuckuss reached over and poked a gloved finger at one
of the bulkheads. The thin materia wobbled back and
forth; another poke, and Zuckusss finger went right
throughit.

"It'sadecoy.” Zuckuss gave afew more exploratory
proddingsto the hold's confines, with Smilar results.
"That'swhy there's nothing here-it'sjust ashell!” He
turned toward Bossk. "No wonder your shot went right
through. There's no real massto have taken the hit. It's
like shooting through flimgplagt.”

Rage boiled up insde Bosk, nearly blinding him.

"That dimy ..." Wordsfailed him. He somped toward the
dummy ship's aft section, shoulders smashing apart the
Sdesof theflimsy hatches.

"Thisiswhy we got apositive identification.”

Zuckuss had followed behind, into what would have been
the cockpit if they had been aboard ared ship. He
pointed to a beacon transmitter mounted to one of the
space's curved walls. "L ook-you can seethat it's been
programmed with the Save I'sID profile” Zuckuss nodded
inadmiration. " Setting up something like thistakesa

lot of work; you haveto force through overrides almost
down to the subatomic level. And then to build it back up
withthefdsedata. . ." He stepped back from the unit.
"Fett must have had this decoy already prepared, just
keeping it for sometime when hed need it." Even behind
Zuckusss face mask, there was a hint of amusement as he
glanced over at Bosk. "Like when he might be heading
into some territory where creatures might have agrudge
agang him."

"I'l kill him." The words seethed out through

Bossk's clenched fangs. ' sweer it. I'll find him and

I'll kill himso hard . . ."

"Chances are pretty good, I'd say, that Fett'sa

ready dipped by us. Werrewasting our time here."
Zuckuss peered at another device, acylinder of black



metal studded with biosensors. "Now, thisisinteresting.

| wouldn't have expected something like this aboard a
smple decoy vesH."

Bossk knew his partner had more of an interest in
technologica matters; right now al that moved ingde

his own head were grim fantasies of cracking bone and
spurting blood. He didn't even bother to look around, but
kept on brooding &t the mocking stars visible through the
port. "What isit?"

"Offhand ... I'd say it'sabomb. . . ."

"Youfool!" Bossk whirled on hisclawed hed, intime

to seearow of lightsflashinto fiery lifedong the
cylinder's casng. The device emitted afaint hum,

dready gaining in pitch and volume. "Weve triggeredit!
Thething'sgoing to blow!™

He dived for the false cockpit's hatchway; afraction

of asecond later Zuckusslanded on top of him. Both
bounty hunters scrambled to their feet. Through the
hatch, Bossk could see the bomb detach itsdlf from its
mountings on the flimsy bulkhead; with dow, ominous
grace, the bomb's miniaturized antigrav repulsors
swiveled it about, bringing the scrutiny of itsblind

gaze toward them.

"Get out of my way!" Bossk shoved his partner aside
and sprinted for the transfer port fastened to the decoy
ship's centra hold. He could hear Zuckuss right behind
him as he furioudly grappled hisway through the tube's
flexing pleats and back aboard the Hound's Tooth.
Thefirgt exploson ripped the transfer awvay from

both ships, sending ragged strips of plastex spiraling
across the Hound's midsection viewports. With his somach
across the back of the pilot's chair, Bossk dapped at

the hull integrity controls, sealing off hisown ship

before any significant amount of ak could escape.

"We ... we should be okay now. . . ." Panting,

Zuckuss supported himself againgt the cockpit's naviputer
displays. "That wasn't . . . much of abomb. . . ."
Therewasn't even time for Bossk to tell the other

bounty hunter not to be an idiot. The second explosion,
larger than thefirgt, struck the Hound's Tooth. Roailing
thermic firefilled the viewports as the impact of

Bossk's spine with the bulkhead above stunned him into
barely conscious silence. Blood swirled across the scales
of hisface asthe ship's artificid-gravity generators
struggled to catch up with its end-over-end tumbling.
Bossk smashed hisfist againgt as many of the thruster
controls as he could reach; the resulting force had him
digging ahold into the pilot's chair to keep from being
flung through the open hatchway behind him.

A stern-mounted scanner showed the bomb, smaller now
but even deadlier, trailing in the erratic wake of the



Hound's Tooth. "It's. . .it'slocked onto us. . . ."
Zuckuss clawed hisway up beside Bossk. He pointed to the
screen above the controls. "Hereit comes. . . ."

Bossk knew how incrementa -sequence bombs functioned.
Thefirst two chargeswork you over, hetold himself. The
third onekillsyou. Hisvoice grated in histhroat "Not
...thistime..."

He hit therest of the thrusters, a the sametime

throwing the Hound into asuicide arc. Stars blurred
acrossthe viewport asthe angle of the ship'sturn
deepened. A deep basso groan sounded asincreasing
vectorstorein different directions across the hull.

Sharper cracking noises signded the navigation modules
ripping away from the exterior.

Thethird and final explosion completed the partid
disassembly of the Hound's Tooth. Bossk's desperate
maneuver had put enough distance between the ship and the
bomb; the hull shook with the impact but remained intact.
Zuckuss was knocked onto his face mask by the bulkhead
deforming behind him, the blast's force warping the
section from concave to convex. The pilot's chair broke
in two, sending Bossk sprawling across the cockpit's
floor, claws holding the padded back of the seat tight
againg hischest. A rain of sparks, bursting out of the
access ports, Szzled across both bounty hunters.

A few secondslater silencefilled the Hound's Tooth.
Thesmd| of burning circuitry hung acrid intheair,

mixed with the steam of the ship's automatic fire-dousing
units. A few last sparks stung Zuckuss, and he dapped at
them with his heavily gloved hands.

"WEll be here awhile." Bossk didn't need to do a
preliminary damage assessment on the Hound to know thét.
Until the navigation modules were rigged back into some
kind of operating order, he and Zuckuss were stuck in
this remote sector of space. If Trandoshans had any
capacity for the emotion of gratitude, he would have been
glad that the sequentiad bomb hadn't torn the Hound's
Tooth into bits. He and Zuckuss would have been dead
instead of merely adrift. Asit was, hejust felt adeep
irritation over how much work it was going to take to put
his ship back together again, with the tools and probes
that were now undoubtedly scattered al over theen
gineering lockers.

"Look there-" Zuckuss pointed to the one viewport

gl functioning, set a an angle from the Hound's
midsection.

Sitting in the middle of the cockpit floor, Bossk

looked over his shoulder at the screen. A fiery course of
light, with atoo-familiar shape at its head, shot across
thefield of dars.

"That'sthe Savel," said Zuckuss. Unnecessarily-any



fool would have known that much. "Thered ship.”

"Of courseitis, youidiot." If Bosk had had a

wrenchin his claws, hewould have been torn between
throwing it at his partner or at the screen, asthough he
could somehow hit Boba Fett's ship with it. "That wasthe
whole point, with the decoy and the bomb.” The Savel
was dready dwindling away, heading for the perimeter
dation of the Bounty Hunters Guild. " Fett knew somebody
would bewaiting for him.”

"Apparently s0." Zuckuss gave adow nod of his head.
"Somebody likehim . .. heésgot alot of enemies.”

"He doesn't have any fewer now.” Bossk glared at the
empty screen. Y ou made one mistake, he told the vanished
Boba Fett. Y ou should've used a bigger bomb. One that
would havekilled instead of merdly humiliated. Bossk-and
his hunger for revenge-was Hill dive.

Another quick burst of sparks shot from behind the
screen. A knot of tangled circuits, wel ded together and
emitting smoke, dangled bobbing from one of the overhead
panels. Theimage of the stars blanked out and was gone.
"Comeon," said Bossk. He stood up, then reached down
to pull Zuckussto hisfeet. "Weve got work to do.”

9

Everything was settled by the time Cradossk's son
findly showed up.

Boba Fett could tell that the younger Trandoshan was
not in agood mood as he strode into the council chamber
of the Bounty Hunters Guild. Failed assassnation
attempts often had that effect on sentient creatures.
There redly was nothing worse than making the decision
to kill someone else, and then not being ableto bring it
off. All the emotions associated with violence, mused
Fett. He had never experienced them, himsdlf, but knew
that others did. And none of the benefits. It was sad,
redly.

The council'slong, crescent-shaped table had been

set for a celebratory banquet. One of Cradossk's
scurrying servants had set acrystaline goblet, the
mingled shades of cobat and amethyst within reveding
the expense of the vintage it contained, in front of Boba
Fett. He had touched the dark liquid with agloved
fingertip, just enough to send afew ripples acrossits
surface. Etiquette demanded that much; anything less, and
the old reptilian sprawled next to him would have been
offended. If other sentient creatureswished to dedl in
hollow symbolsrather than redlity, it made no difference
to Fett. Cradossk and dl the other Guild elders could
befuddl e themsa ves with strong drink, if they wished;
this goblet's contents would remain un-tasted.



He watched asthetal, arched doors of the council
chamber were shoved open, the gilded and gem-encrusted
pandsflying to either side as Bossk stormed in.

Servants bearing flagons and laden platters scattered in

al directions; anger-ridden Trandoshans were notoriousy
rough on the hired help.

"Ah, my son and heir!" Cradossk was aready well on

the way to inebriation. His age-blu nted fangs were
mottled with wine stains, and hisyelow-ditted eyes

gazed with blurry affection a his spawn. "'l was hoping
you'd be herefor the festivities." More wine dopped
down Cradossk's scaled arm and from his elbow as he
lifted hisown goblet high. "Well tdl the musiciansto
strike up the old songs, the ones our spawn-fathers knew,
and welll do the lizard dance dl around the courtyard-"
The goblet went clattering across the chamber's

terrazzo floor, the wine aragged pennant on theinlaid
tiles, as Bossk knocked it from his sire's hand with one
swing of hisclawed hand. Acrossthe high-ceilinged space
of the chamber, hung with the empty combat gear and other
trophies taken off the Guild'slong-ago enemies, sllence
fdll. The collective gaze of the council membersturned
toward their chief and his enraged offspring.

"Y our manners," said Cradossk softly, "are severely
lacking. Asusud.”

Boba Fett had had enough experience with Trandoshans
over the yearsto know what abad sign it was when their
voices went low and ominous like that. When they shouted
and snarled, they were ready to kill. When they
whispered, they were ready to kill everything. He
carefully shifted away from Cradossk's Side so asnot to
beintheway if the old reptilian decided to lesp over

the table and tear out hisonly son'sthroat.

"Asisyour understanding." Bossk spokewith acold
control, through which his anger still managed to appear.
"What kind of brain-withered old fool shareswinewith
hisenemy?' He flung a gesture toward Boba Fett. "Have
you forgotten so much, has every day faded from your
memory, that the Guild's history isablank date to you?
This man has made fools of us more times than we can
count." Bossk turned to either side, making sure that
everyonein the chamber could hear hiswords. "You dl
know who it isthat sitswith you now. He's taken the
credits out of our pockets and the food out of our
mouths." He looked back at hissire. "'If you weren't
drunk”-Bossk's voice sounded like dry gravel scraping
across rusted metal-"you'd take what's fallen into your
grasp and sink your teeth into Boba Fett's heart.”

"l wasn't drunk when he arrived here.” Cradossk's
response was both mild and somewhat amused. "But | intend
to get very drunk-and very happy-now that we've dl had a



chanceto listen to Fett. What he came hereto say has
pleased me agreat ded." Heraised hisgoblet and took a
long draft that |eft wet linestrickling down the Sdes

of histhroat, then dammed the goblet down. "That's one
of the differences between him . . . and you."

Barely suppressed laughter ran along the arms of the
crescent table. Without turning his head, Boba Fett could
see the other council members and their lackeys
whispering back and forth, their sardonic glancestaking
in the young bounty hunter stlanding before them. Be sure
you know who your friends are, he wanted to warn Bossk.
Thislot will carve you up anytimeit suitsthem.

"What're you talking about?' Bossk gripped the edge

of thetablein hisclaws and |leaned toward hisfather.
"What's this sneaking scum told you?"

"Boba Fett has made us an offer.” From an ornately
enameled tray held behind him, Cradossk plucked another
empty goblet, holding it out to befilled by one of the
other attendants. He held the wine out toward hisson. "A
very good one; that'swhy were celebrating.” Cradossk's
mottled smilewidened. "Asyou should be"

"Offer?" Bosk didn't take the goblet from the older
Trandoshan. "What kind of offer?"

"Thekind that only afool would refuse. The kind of

offer that solves agreat many problems. For al of us."
Confusion showed in Bossk's gaze as he looked over at
Boba Fett, then back to hisfather. "I don't understand.

"Of courseyou don't." Boba Fett spoke thistime,

leaning back againgt the leatherwork of the chair that

had been given him. "There's so much you don't
understand.” He might aswell start working Bossk into an
irrationa fury now aslater. "That'swhy your father is

il head of the Bounty Hunters Guild. Y ou have alot of
wisdom to acquire before you'll have your chance.”
"Explainit to him." With asingle crooked claw,

Cradossk motioned one of the other council members over.
"| tire so easily nowadays. . . ."

"Then take anap, old man." Bossk turned angrily

toward the robed figure that had approached. " Spit it
"Soample, isit not?' Thewatery pupilsat the ends

of the council member's eyestalks regarded Bossk with
kindly forbearance. "And so indicative- yes?-of both your
father'sand our guest's foresight. Though Boba Fett is

not to be called our guest anymore, is he?!

"All I know," growled Bosk, "iswhat | cal him."
"Perhaps so, but should you not call him 'brother’

now?"'

Those words struck Bossk speechless.

"For isthat not what Boba Fett has offered the



Guild?" The council member folded his hooked, mantidike
forearmstogether. "To be one of us? Our brother and
fellow hunter-has he not offered to join his not
incongderable forces and cunning with ours, and thus
become amember of the august Bounty Hunters Guild?'
"Damn straight he has" Cradossk drained his gobl et

and dammed it back down on thetable. "L et's hear it for
him."

"It'strue.” Another one of the Guild's younger

bounty hunters had sidied up to Bossk's elbow; Fett
remembered this one's name as Zuckuss. "l just heard
about it outside." The shorter bounty hunter pointed a
thumb toward the chamber'stall doors. "That's what the
word is-that Boba Fett has asked for membership inthe
Guild"

"That'simpossible!" Bossk's claws tightened into

fists, asthough he were about to swing on either his
partner or the elder from the council, or both. "Why
would he do something like thet?"

Fett regarded the reptilian with no show of emation.

"I have my reasons.”

"l betyoudo.. . ."

"And are they not good reasons?’ The eder swiveled

its eyestalks toward Bossk. "Should not al propositions
make such excellent sense? For al of us-do we not gain
the benefit of the esteemed Boba Fett's skills? Known
throughout the galaxy!" A saw-edged forelimb gestured
toward Fett on the other side of the table. "And does not
he acquire thereby the many advantages that come with
membership in our Guild? The warmth of our regard, the
comraddy fellowship, the excellent wegpons maintenance
facilities, the medica benefits-that oneisnot to be
lightly considered in our hazardous line of work."
"He'slying to you!" Bossk |ooked across the faces of
the other council members. Hisstraining fistsrose
aongsde his head, nearly knocking over the smaller
Zuckuss. "Can't you seethat? It's some plan of his-like
al hisother plans-"

"What you don't see," said Boba Ftt, "is how the

times have changed. The gdlaxy isnot asit was, when
your father was as newly hatched as you. Thefields upon
which we pursue our quarry are shrinking, just asthe
strength of Emperor Palpatine increases.” He could see
the council members around the crescent nodding their
acknowledgment of hiswisdom. "The Bounty Hunters Guild
must change aswell, or faceitsextinction. And so must

| change my waysaswell."

"Theold days," murmured Cradossk, dumped down and
gazing wigfully into hisempty goblet. "The old daysare
gone...."

"Anyonewith eyesand abrain cantdll that the



bounty-hunting trade is being squeezed into atighter and
tighter corner.” Some of the words Fett used were
sraight from what Kud'ar Mub'at, back at its web
drifting in space, had told him. They were true enough,

or a least to the point where they would be believed by
these fools on the Guild council. "Not just by the

Empire; there are others. Black Sun . . ." Hemerely had
to mention the name of the criminal organization for that
point to be made. The whispersturned into guarded
dlence. "Bounty hunters such as ourselves have dways
operated on both sides of the law, as need be; that's the
nature of the game. But when both sidesturn againg us,
then we must band together to survive. Theré'sno room
for an independent agent such as mysdlf. Wedther join
forces, you and |, or we go our separate ways. And await
our separate destruction.”

A drange, raw ache tightened Boba Fett's throat. It

had been along time since he had spoken that many words
al at one go. Hedidn't live by making speeches, but by
performing deeds the more danger, the greater the

profit. But the job he'd accepted from Kud'ar Mub'at was,
in some sense, ajob like any other. Whatever it takes,
thought Fett. If it required getting abunch of aging,
dull-fanged mercenaries like Cradossk and the rest of the
Bounty Hunters Guild council to swalow awel-oiled

line, then so beit. If anything, it wasjust proof that

words could trap and kill aswell as any other wespon.
"Should you not thank Boba Fett?' The elder standing
near Bossk made a sweeping gesture with his serrated
forearm. "For your sake, has he not repeated what he
aready has so e oquently stated to us?'

"And you fdl for it." Bossk sneered at al the

council members, hisfather included. Y ou don't have the
gutsto fight him, so you'd rather believe that heson

your Side now."

Boba Fett raised hisinner estimation of the

Trandoshan bounty hunter. HE's going to be trouble,
thought Fett. Not just another dumb carnivore. If the
time ever did come when Bossk inherited the leadership of
the Bounty Hunters Guild, it might in fact become serious
competition for him. But right now Bossk's smartsand his
fierce temper were wegpons to be turned against him and
the others.

"Youll see, my little one." Cradossk roused himsdlf

into an approximation of sobriety. "If | didn't loveyou
theway | do, I'd have your scaly hide peeled off and
tanned into awall hanging for our new member's
quarters.” He extended awobbling claw toward Bossk. "But
because | want there to be something someday for my spawn
to possess and lead, the way | lead the Guild now-and
because I'm not deed yet, so there's still time for you



to gain both some manners and some knowledge of how the
gaaxy works-that'swhy I'm not asking you to be brothers
with Boba Fett. 'mtelling youto doiit.”

"Very wdl." Theditsin Bossk's eyes narrowed into
gpertures ahoned razor might have cut. "As you wish.
Maybethereissomething | canlearnfroman.. . . old
onelikeyou." He amiled the ugly smile characterigtic of
his species. "After al-you murdered your way to control
of the Guild. I have but to wait, and it's mine."

"Is not patience avirtue, even among the ns?'
Bossk pushed the other council member aside, knocking
him againgt the smaler figure of Zuckuss. The Trandoshan
stepped up to the crescent-shaped table, directly in

front of Boba Fett. One clawed hand grasped the goblet by
itsstem. "To your hedth." Bossk drained the contents,
then threw the goblet against the wal behind; it clanged
likeabdl, thenrolled clattering across the hard stone
tilesof thefloor. "However long it lasts”

"| suppose’-Fett returned the other's gaze- "it'll

last long enough.”

Dark wine seeped around Bossk's fangs as he leaned
toward Fett. "Y ou might fool the others," he whispered,
"but you're not fooling me. | don't know what your game
is-but I don't worry about you knowing mine." Hisvoice
dropped lower and more guttural as he brought his snout
amogt againg the visor of Fett'shemet. "I'll bea

brother to you, dl right. And | know how, believe me. |
had brothers when | was spawned. And you know what?"
Bossk's breath smelled of wineand blood. "I ate them."
Heturned and strode away, toward the council

chamber's doors. One of Bossk's clawed feet connected
with the empty goblet he had thrown, sending it

skittering againgt thewall like atiny droid whose

circuits had been scooped out. The other bounty hunter,
Zuckuss, glanced around at the watching faces, then ran
after Bosk.

Sitting next to Boba Fett, Cradossk heaved asigh.

"Don' judge ustoo harshly, my friend." Cradossk took
the flagon from the tray being held near him and refilled
his own goblet. He knocked that back and filled it again.
"Sometimes our get-togethers go alittle better than
this...."

10

"Y ou've been along time away," said the Emperor. The
ancient, withered head dowly nodded. "Many arethe stars
you travel among.”

"All my journeyingisin your service" Prince Xizor
inclined hishead, a courtly sgna of submisson. The

dark serpent of histopknot brushed across his shoulder.



"And to the glory of the Empire.”

"Wl spoken, asdways." Emperor Pdpatine swiveled
his throne toward another section of the immense room.
"Whatever e se might be said of him, you must agree that
the prince has away with words. Don't you think so,
Veader?'

Xizor turned toward the hologram of the dark-caped
figure-anintimidetingly life-5zed image, transmitted

from the Devadtator, Lord Vader's persond flagship.
Dont try it on this one, Xizor warned himself. He had
witnessed too many examples of what happened to those
whose words caused the Dark Lord of the Sith to lose
patience. The Emperor might be kegping him on ashort
leash. But one long enough, thought Xizor, to reach my
throdt.

"Y our judgment, my lord, exceeds mine." Vader kept

his own words as diplomaticaly inscrutable as the mask
that concealed hisface. "Y ou know best where to place
your trugt.”

"Sometimes, Vader, | think you'd prefer it if |

trusted no one but you." The Emperor put hisfingertips
together. Behind him, framed in the towering windows of
the throne room, the curved arms of the galaxy extended,
like shoals of gemsin an ink-black sea. Below the sars,
the towers and massive shapes of Imperid City rolled
like the crests of afrozen seaacross the hidden surface
of Coruscant, amonument in durasted to both the
ambition and the grasp of Palpatine. "l seeinto so many
crestures hearts, and dl | find thereisfear. Whichis
asit should be." The deep-set eyes contemplated the
empty cage formed by his hands, asthough envisoning the
worlds bound by the Empire's power. "But when | look into
yours, Vader, | see ... something else.” Like ahooded
mendicant rather than the ruler of worlds, Emperor

Pal patine peered through the angles of hisfingers.
"Something dmogt like. . . desire”

Prince Xizor managed to keep hisown smilefrom
showing. Desire among the Falleen, his species, meant
only onething. His crud beauty, the sharply chisded
planesof hisface, and hisrega bearing, combined with
apheromone-rich musk that evaded al conscious senses,
were what put afemale of any world under his command.
Humanoid femae, of atype pleasing to his own sense of
aesthetics; if the members of the more repulsive of the
gdaxy's specieswere smilarly affected, that was not
something he had yet felt the need to put to the test.
"Itisonly the desireto serveyou,” said Lord

Vader. "And the Empire.”

"Of course; what else could it be?' Papatine smiled
indulgently, an effect no lessintimidating than any

other expression that moved across his age-creased face.



"But | am surrounded by those who wish to serve me.
Xizor, for one-" The Emperor's hand gestured toward him.
"He saysdl the same things asyou do. If you are closer
to what'sleft of my heart, Vader, if for the moment |
place moretrust in you than | do in others, it's because

of something beyond words."

"Actions" said Xizor with cold hauteur, "indicate

more than words. Judge my loyalty by what | achieve for
the Empire.”

"And what isthat?' Vader'simage turned the force of

his penetrating gaze upon Xizor. ™Y ou scurry about on
your mysterious, self-gppointed errands, your rounds of
those whose devotion to our cause is somewhat |ess than
idedl. Fear motivates many creatures, but there are il
those who believe their meager cunning can linetheir
pockets. Criminals, conspirators, thieves, and builders

of their own little empires-you know too many of those
types, Xizor. | sometimes wonder what their attraction is
foryou."

Standing againgt Vader-even in thisinsubgtantia
form-was like facing radiation hard enough to strip flesh
from bone. Not for thefirst time Xizor fdt aninvisble
hand settle around histhroat. His own willpower kept the
bresth diding in and out of hislungs. But if VVader were
to unleash his complete wreth, the force of will might

not be enough. Xizor had seen others, the highest-ranking
officersin the Empiresforces, clutching their throats

and gasping for air, writhing like a Dantooinian garfish
caught on abarbed trawling line. Perhaps wisdly, Vader
tended to avoid such displaysin front of the Emperor;
why tempt the old man into showing how much grester was
his own mastery of the Force that penetrated and bound
the galaxy together?

"Thereisno attraction for me, Lord Vader." As

always before, he wondered just how much Vader knew. How
much he might suspect, and how much he could prove.
Vader'sdisdain for the gadaxy's less reputable schemers
and thugs was well known; he dedlt with such as bounty
hunters only on rare occasions. Which isto my benfit,
thought Xizor. For Vader and the Imperid high command,
criminals and mercenarieswere dl vermin that would be
swept away, and soon if their latest planswent as
expected. So that kind isleft to me-he had built hisown
shadow empire, that of the Black Sun, out of exactly such
rejected dregs. If the Emperor and Vader didn't want to
dirty their hands, then he had no such tender scruples.

"l dowhat | mugt," said Xizor, not untruthfully. The

fact that he was till standing here, in Emperor

Pd patin€'s private sanctuary, and not cut down by the
Emperor'sor Vader's swift wrath, indicated that Black
Sun il operated in the eclipse of its secrecy, for



now, thought Xizor. He turned toward the Emperor. "This
sacrifice" helied, "I dso make on your behdf. Judge
aswell, those who think it beneath them."

"Excellent." The Emperor displayed acold smile. "If

you had no other valueto me, Xizor, | would il

require your presence, just for the. . . simulating

effect you have on Lord Vader."

He dready hates my entrails, thought Xizor ashe

glanced over at the black-robed figure. Nothing had been
logt inthisexchange.

"But you gill haven't answered my questions.” The
Emperor leaned forward, his sharp gaze fastening on
Xizor. "I summoned you herefor areason. Let us set
adde, for thetime being, al thisfractious comparison
between your loyalty and that of Lord Vader. Y ou say you
have been busy on my behdf. . . ."

"Onyours, my lord, and the Empire's.”

"One and the samething, Xizor. Asdl theworlds

shall soon know." The Emperor settled back in the throne.
"Very well. Y our doings are not something which you have
discussed with either Lord Vader or mysdlf. Either you
have shown commendabl e initiative-or foolhardy rashness.”
Any trace of amusement had drained out of the Emperor's
voice. "Now isyour chance to convince me that the former
isthecase”

He had known that thistime would come. It was one

thing to go out and set one's schemes in motion-that was
the easy part-but it was another to come back here and
defend those schemes when on€e'slife or death depended
upon eloquence. And, thought Xizor, lying eloquence, at
that.

"Asgrest asyour empireis, my lord, itisstill at

peril." The combined gaze of Vader and the Emperor made
him fed astransparent as glass, asthough their mastery
over the Force enabled them to look straight into the
essence he kept so carefully shielded. "Grest are your
powers, but they are still not enough to achieve dl that

you want."

"Y ou say nothing new." Contempt showed inthe
Emperor'seyes. "That isthe same thing that my admiras
tell me. They are not believers, asLord Vader is; they
doubt the existence of any power that they cannot unleash
with the push of abutton. They doubt, even when they've
had the edifying experience of feding the Force crushing
the life out of them. Doubt weakens and makes fools out
of such creatures.” An unwavering hand raised and pointed
toward Xizor. "Y ou're not such afool, are you?"

Xizor bowed hishead. "1 do not doubt, my lord."
"That'swhy I'm dill ligening to you." The Em

peror's hand lowered and stroked the arm of the throne.
"My patienceis such, however, that | listen to the



Imperid admiradsaswéll, foolsthat they are. Even

fools say wisethings, from timeto time. And that iswhy

| gave permission for their greet project, the

congtruction of what they caled the Death Star-"

"Y ou should have listened to me," said Vader. The

rush of his breath sounded louder and angrier. "The
Rebdllion was growing even then, and the admiras wasted
your time on such folly. | told them that the Desth Star,
when it was completed, would be amachine and nothing
more. Its power would be nothing compared to that which
you aready possess.” Vader's voice darkened in tone,
indicating the depths of hisannihilaing temper. "And |
was proved right, was | not, my lord?’

"Indeed you were, Vader." The Emperor gaveasingle
nod. "But even in the wretchedness of their fally, my
admiraswere dill right about onething. Their little

minds are made of the same unenlightened stuff as are the
minds of most of the galaxy'sinhabitants. They see

things the same way-and other thingsareinvisbleto
them. The Jedi Knights are no longer; they were the only
ones, other than ourselves, who could see the Force for
what it is. Theselesser creatures are blind to that

which movesthe starsin dl the worlds skiesand the
blood in the veins of those below. They need something
they can see-that was what my admiras hoped to give them
with the Death Star. Its power-such asit was-lay within
the comprehension of all the lesser creatures; it would
have evoked the fear and obedience that the subtleties of
the Force would take a great deal longer to achieve. You
wereright that it was amachine and nothing more. But
gill auseful machine. A tool. When dl that isrequired
isahammer, itisfolly to turn the universgs primal

energy to such mundane purposes.”

Darth Vader stood unmoved by the Emperor'swords. "l
trust that you will remember onething. A hammer can be
broken, as can any other tool. The Death Star was
destroyed. But the Forceis eternd.”

"l won' forget, Vader. But for now, dl suchsmple

tools are the concern of my admiras. Let them occupy
themsealves with building better ones, if they can. We
have dready distracted ourselves from our purpose here."
The Emperor turned back toward Prince Xizor. "Y ou say the
Empireisat risk. You tel me nothing new. | am aware of
the threat presented by the Rebd Alliance-athreat that
will be extinguished in duetime. But theleve of your
concern, Xizor, iswhat | find surprising. It soundslike
doubt to me, no matter what you say to the contrary. And
doubt should be eliminated at the source.”

"Not doubt, but the truth." The edges of Xizor'sown
intricately stitched robestrailed across his boots as he
folded hisarms across his chest. ™Y ou cannot vanquish



the Alliance without creating new threststo your
authority. Asyour power increases and becomes closer to
absolute, so does an unavoidable hazard. A hazard that is
woven into the very fiber of the Empire.”

"He speaks nonsense, my lord."

"Nonsense to those who cannot see.” Xizor gazed from
the corner of hiseye at the black-garbed figure standing
next to him. "Perhaps Lord VVader is blinded by the Force.
After dl, hismastery of it isnot equa to your own."
Theinvigble hand Xizor fet a histhroat suddenly
tightened, as hard and condtricting as an iron band. Even
Vader's mereimage had the power to kill. Xizor'schin
wasthrust backward, the vison in hiseyesfilled with
trapped blood.

"Leave him be, Vader." The Emperor'svoice came from
somewhere beyond that darkening red cloud. "I'm intrigued
by what he hasto say. | want to hear therest. Beforel
make my decison.”

The hand let go, and bresth flooded back into Xizor's
lungs. He had kept his arms fol ded throughout the brief
orded, determined not to claw at histhroat the way he
had seen VVader's other, wesker victims do. But | won't
forget, brooded Xizor. The other'stouch, invisible or

not, was an affront to the haughty pride that was
characterigtic of al Falleens. The day would come when
al such offenses would be paid for.

"| spesk better,” said Xizor, "when the Emperor keeps
atight leash on hisunderlings." Hisvoiceraspedin his
throat; when he swallowed, he tasted his own blood. "But
the quality of those who serve my lord is exactly that on
which | need to speak." His dit-pupiled gaze took in
Vader and the Emperor. "Y ou have both spoken of thefools
who serve the Empire; necessary fools, but fools
nonetheless. Do you think the Situation is going to get

any better, especialy now that the Rebellion courtsall
those with an independent streak to their natures?”

A sneer sounded in Vader'svoice. "They sedl thelr

fates with their 'independent’ natures, as you describe
them. The Rebelswill be crushed.”

"Undoubtedly so," said Xizor. "But that day of

triumph is dekyed by the Emperor's own power. That seems
ariddle, but it isonethat can be solved by those with
eyesto see”

"Go on." The Emperor gestured toward Xizor. ™Y ou have
my full attention. Make sureyou useit wel."

He had prepared for this moment; the words were
aready chosen. He had only to spesk them. And then await
the outcome of hisgamble.

"As| said The problem iswith those who serve you."
Xizor pointed to the high transparisted windows behind
the throne, with their vista of limitlesssars. "On dl



the worldsthat are within your grasp, those who resst
your power will be crushed; Lord Vader speaksthe truth
about that. But what doesthat leave you? Fools such as
the Imperia admirals; foolswho cannot even recognize
the existence of the Force. If they are not fools before
they enter your service, they become so soon after. How
canit be otherwise? Y our power annihilatestheir will,
their capacity to judge and make decisions, their ability
to operate on their own. Not everyonein the gdaxy hasa
nature as strong asmine or Lord Vader's."

"Thisistrue" said Emperor Pdpatine. "Anditis

not amatter that has gone unnoticed by me. | seethose
who have gone over to the sde of the Rebellion, and |
recognize their strengths. It isa cruel waste to destroy
them, no matter how necessary that might be." Hisvoice
dropped, low and musing. "How much better it would be if
they could be brought over to our side. .. ."

Xizor conceded ashiver of disgust. Asfar-reaching

as hisown ambitions were, they paled by comparison to
Pdpatine's. There was something in the withered figure
that didn't want just to control the galaxy's sentient
creatures, but to consume them the way a greedy Hutt
swdlowed itswriggling food. The smal and wesk ones
will gofirgt, thought Xizor. And then someday it'll be

the turn of VVader and me. That would be the reward for
their loyalty. To be consumed last . . .

Surviva aswell asambition had dictated the cre

ation of Black Sun. The Rebelswere braveidiotsto
openly oppose the Emperor's might; for himsdlf, Xizor had
aready decided that an existence in the shadows, the
darknessin which criminas aways wrapped themsdlves,
was preferable to the Empire's insatiable gppetite.
"Therearethose," said Xizor, "who would prefer

degth rather than serve the Empire.”

Pdpatine gaveasmadl shrug. "So beit."

"But in the meantime you must dedl with those whom
you do command. And many of those are-let usberedigtic
about this, my lord-not of thefirst caliber. Some were
born foals, others achieved idiocy through their own
efforts, but many of the rest smply had their minds and
spirits obliterated by your power." Xizor unfolded his
arms so he could spread his hands apart, palms outward.
"Fear isan effective motivator, but itisaso a

corrosve one. It has an effect inside those who suffer

it-"

"Areyou one of those, Xizor?"

He shook hishead. "Since | do not fear degth, | do

not fear that which might causeit. | fear your

disapprova, my lord." Another lie. "If your displeasure
issufficient cause for my degth, then | will have earned
thet fate.



"Y ou haven't displeased me," said the Emperor. "Y et.
Continue."

"Not many of your servants, my lord, would risk your
anger by tdling you what you need to know. If some call
me rash'"-he glanced over at Vader-"you neverthel ess might
cometo value my excess of courage. For thisisthe

truth That which makes you powerful, that makes sentient
creaturesinto toolsin your hands, isthe samething

that makes those toolsweak and ineffective. Itisan
unavoidable concomitant of great power. There arethose
that | command, though not at a scale comparable to you,
and | can seeitinther eyes. And if you wish to crush

the Rebdllion, you will need the strongest possible
forcesat your cal. | have contacts, spiesthat | have
planted within the Alliance, and they have informed me of
both the Rebels plans and their determination to achieve
them. They'll stop a nothing to achieve your overthrow;
that's how insane their hunger for freedomis." He
understood how the Rebelstdlt; if he hadn't cast hislot
inwith Black Sun, he could easily have joined the
Alliance. "Y ou will win, of course, my lord; power such
asyoursadwayswins. But not without cunning, and not
without the services of your underlings. And that'swhere
the problem lies. The more overwhe ming the control that
you establish over your empire, and as more and more of
the universe's sentient creatures come under your domin
ion, the more you risk losing the very eements you need
to complete your galaxy-wide hegemony and defend it from
the smal but growing forces of the Rebdlion.”

Lord Vader spoke up. "At onetime | would have said
that such words were nonsensg, if not close to treason.
However, I'm forced to admit that Prince Xizor may speak
truth. | would not have had the difficultiesthat I've
experienced with the Imperia high command if their
brains were not addled with cowardice. But then, if your
admiraswerewiser creatures, the Death Star would not
have been destroyed s0 easily.”

"Precisaly s0." Thingswere going better than Xizor

had hoped; to have Vader agree with him about anything
wasasurprise. "The Empire, by its very nature, destroys
that which it needsto grow and survive. Takethe
Imperid stormtroopers, for example; you have trained
them to obey, to fight, and to diein the service of the
Empire. . . but not to think. The same holds true with
practically everyone el se throughout the Empireéschan

of command, right up to the topmost ranks; most of your
underlings, my lord, lack any crestive spark, any
capability of degp andysisor red cunning; that's dl

been beaten out of them, crushed by your power. But the
fledgling eements of the Rebellion do possessthose
characteridtics; that'swhy they'rein the Rebdlion.



Foolish they may be, to the point of being suicidd;
nevertheess, their rebdlious nature is exactly that

which makes them athresat to the Empire.”

The Emperor nodded, mulling over Xizor'swords.

"Y ou're very eoquent on this matter. | don't haveto
worry about you showing initiative, do 17" P patine
raised his head, showing his unpleasant amile. "So what
would you have me do about my servants? Perhaps | should
just be ... kinder to them. Would that work?" Sarcasm
turned hisvoice darker and uglier. "Or ese | should

just throw away the power | hold over them. But then,
what power would | have lft?"

"It's not amatter of throwing away power, my lord.

Even asthey are, your servants have their uses. A hammer
doesn't need amind or aspirit to fulfill the purpose of

he who holdsit. Y our admirals obey your orders; that is
aufficient for them. The Imperia stormtroopers are tools
for creating the desired leve of terror on your subject
planets, they would be lessterrifying if they were
capable of thought. But they are like machines, right to
the core that no longer existsin them; set upon their
course, they obey and die and kill, with no possibility

of swaying them from their orders, by apped to reason or
emotion. That ishow it should be; that is how these
servants are most useful to you and to the Empire's
glory." With anod of hishead, Xizor indicated the stars
dowly wheeling behind the throne. "Nothing is achieved
by throwing away thosetools, my lord, however limited
their uses may be. But what you must find are other
tools, onesthat are not within the absolute grasp of

your power."

"l think," said the Emperor, "thet | already have

such tools, and such servants. Standing here in front of
me"

"Just s0." Lord Vader'simage regarded Xizor for a
moment, then turned again toward the Emperor. "And you
must decide whether such atool's usefulnessis greater

or lessthan the danger it representsto the Empire.”

Back to where we were before, thought Xizor. If Vader
had appeared to agree with him, it had been only for a
moment. And only for the purpose of driving another wedge
between the Emperor and any of Vader'srivasfor
influence. Someday he and | will cometo gripswith each
other. With grim determination, Xizor looked forward to
that confrontation with Darth Vader. And then welll
settle things, once and for all.

The Emperor spoke up. "When that happens," Palpatine
sad coally, "it will be ajudgment laid upon you as

well, Lord Vader."

"L et your judgment be on our accomplishments, my
lord." Xizor's gesture took in both himsdlf and Vader.



"And on our serviceto you. But as| said, the Empire
requires other servants and tools. And those cannot be
such asyour stormtroopers and admiras, or even such as
Lord Vader and mysdlf. To destroy the Rebdllion, to crush
once and for dl the resistance that has grown againgt

your power, you must employ those who have sworn no
loydty toyou."

" think, Prince Xizor, that you may beincreasing

the dangersto the Empire rather than lessening them.”
"Then | have yet to make my meaning clear to you, my
lord. Extraordinary times require extraordinary measures.
The day will come when the Rebellion isno more, when
your grasp of al the gdaxy'sworldswill befind and
never-ending. Then you will have no need of servantsand
toolswith minds of their own. Y ou may, perhaps, have no
need of me. But that isno concern of mine; my fateis
nothing compared to the glory of the Empire. But that
timeisnot yet here. In thistime you must take into

your hand the most dangeroustools. If avibroblade's
edgeis sharp enough to cut both ways, then he who uses
it must be careful. But the only thing more dangerous

than picking it up isthefalureto do s0."

"Y ou've thought this over agreat dedl, Prince

Xizor." The Emperor's cold, deep-set eyes studied him. "'l
can hear in your words the sound of well-polished gears
meshing together. Y ou seek to convince me. Very well; you
have. To some degree. But what | haven't heard from you
iswhat these sharp-edged tools are, that | should bend

to my purposes.”

"That answer isvery Smple,” said Xizor. "Thetools

you need are those individuas known as the bounty
hunters”

Vader's words broke in, degper and even more contempt-
filled. "We have gone here from folly to madness. What
the prince seeks to convince you of isnonsense. We waste
our time even contemplating it. While Prince Xizor amuses
himsdlf with theseidiotic notions, the Rebellion
marshasitsforces and congpires againg the Empire.”

"Y our antipathy to the prince's suggestion seems
somewheat extreme, Lord VVader." Benesth the unadorned
hood, the Emperor's head tilted to one side. "Have you
not employed bounty hunters yoursdf from timeto time?

Y ou have even spoken to me of one, that rather enigmatic
individua named Boba Fett. HE's been a bounty hunter for
long enough to have gained areputation nearly asfear-
ingpiring asyour own."

"A bounty hunter has hisuses" said Vader diffly.

"The princeis correct about that. But they are limited.

If I've given afew of your creditsto any of them, Boba
Fett included, it was because they were willing to do

those jobs dirty enough to match their own mercenary



natures. Bounty hunters come from the sewers of the
gdaxy; they find it agreeable to troll through various
crimina dens, snkholes of depravity that can befound

on any number of planets, and locate those whose greed
rather than misplaced idedlism has brought them into
contact with the Rebellion. Scum seeks out other scum;
even our Imperia sormtroopers are incapable of anything
but the most rudimentary searches through placeslike
that.”

"Exactly," said Xizor. "Evenif those werethe only

uses that bounty hunters had, they would still be of
irreplaceable vaue to the Empire. But they have more
than that. Lord Vader uses the word 'mercenary’; he
spesaks perhaps moretellingly than heredizes.” He could
sense, even through the dark lenses of Vader's mask, the
angry reaction hiswords provoked. "A bounty hunter is
just that amercenary. Boba Fett and the otherslike him
will do anything for credits. It isgreed and not fear

that drivesthem, and that a one marks them as different
from your admirals and sormtroopers, my lord. Violence
isacommodity for the bounty hunters, not merely the
result of followin g orders. Creatures such as those that
servein the Empirés military forcesare blind to the
deaths and terror they create; they do as much asthey
aretold to, and then they stop, like children'stoys

whose power sources have run down. Bounty hunters, on the
other hand, seek to maximize the return from their

efforts; they have an entrepreneurid atitude rarely

found, if ever, anong your followers."

"Though it isfound often enough,” said Vader, "among
the gdaxy'scrimina classes.

The suspicion struck Xizor once again, about just how
much Vader knew. Or could prove. The difference between
those conditions might be what kept Vader sllent. For
now, thought Xizor.

"If you are referring to such creatures as the Hutts,

you are correct.” Xizor pointed to the windows full of
gars. "And there are others besides them, working away,
building up their own little empires and spheres of
influence. They'll be dedlt with, eventudly. The only
reasons we should not eiminate them right now isthat
the Rebdlion isamore pressing concern, and the Hutts
and their ilk provide an environment for the bounty
huntersto flourish in. And that isto our advantage.
Criminds such asthe infamous Jabba keep the members of
the Bounty Hunters Guild fed on aregular basis so that
they're available for our purposes whenever we need them;
independent operators such as Boba Fett find away to
survive, and even prosper, no matter what. Since bounty
hunters deliver their servicesto the highest bidder, the
Empire can aways get the best ones to take care of our



dirty work, as Lord VVader would cal it. And right now
thereisagreat ded of dirty work that must be dealt
with."

"Sewers," grated Vader, "and the vermin that livein

them are belter dedlt with by draining rather than lying
downinthem.”

"The Rebdlion doesn't have the same sort of scruples
that you do, Lord Vader." Xizor regarded the black-robed
figure through narrowed eyes. "And that iswhy the
Rebdlionisagrowing danger to us. The Rebels
desperation |leads them to places that the Imperia
stormtroopers and al our spiesand informersare
incapable of entering-or if they do go in there, they

don't come back out except as corpses. The creatures that
livein those shadows may be scum, but they are clever
scum, for the most part. The Rebellion can deal with
them, but the Empire can't. We need intermediaries that
arejust as clever and ruthless, and the only onesthat

fit the requirements are the bounty hunters™

"Y our bickering does not interest me." The Emperor's
voice waslike the lash of awnhip, pulling both VVader's
and Xizor's attention toward the throne. Papatine's hard
gaze shifted toward Xizor. "Even if what you say is
true-even if, Xizor, you have convinced methat your
words contain any wisdom- there are still problemswith
the course you recommend. True, | prefer terror and fear
to any other 1 means of ensuring obedience to my
commands, fear obliterates sentient creatures

essences, and that is aways aworthwhile result. But |
have no absolute aversion to buying the servicesthe
Empire requires, whether from bounty hunters or anyone
else. Perhaps Boba Fett and the others have no spiritsto
be eradicated; if thereis ill something within them

that can be driven by greed, then | can usethat. But you
gtill have not convinced me that these bounty hunters are
the efficient toolsyou say they are.”

"My lord, | speak only of-"

"Silence." The Emperor grasped the thronésarmsand
leaned forward, gaze boring into the dit pupils of
Xizor'seyes. "Thereislittlethat | do not know of in
thisgalaxy. | know more than you can imagine, Xizor;
remember that. And 1 know a great deal about Boba Fett
and the others, the oneswho belong to the Bounty Hunters
Guild. Before you ever cameto my court, | was aware of
Fett; not everything that you regard as amystery about
him is a secret to me. He wearsthe armor of the

Mandal orian warriors, he's earned theright to that

armor, by hisown prowess. Lord Vader possesses some of
the knowledge that bel onged to the Manda orians; | pos
sessmore. Believe me, you ded with Boba Fett at your
own peril. But in that, heis unique among the bounty



hunters. Y ou recommend them to me astoolsthat | can use
againg the Rebelion; | say that indicatesyou area

fool, Xizor. The Bounty Hunters Guild isajokein which

| find no amusement.”

Xizor bowed his head. "Y ou anticipate the arguments

that | wish to make, my lord.”

"| anticipate nothing but moreidiotic prattle from

you. The bounty hunters with which you display such an
obsession are afading remnant of what they once were.
The Bounty Hunters Guild isan organization of senile,
aging creatures and incompetent young bumblers. If any of
them had the least amount of kills, they would wash

their hands of the Guild and go independent like Boba
Fett." Deep disgust sounded in the Emperor'svoice. "The
Guild members band together and cling to each other
because they know they would have no chance in the galaxy
on their own. That'swhy Boba Fett has nothing to do with
them.”

"On that point, my lord, | must respectfully offer a
correction.” Xizor displayed athin smile. "The renowned
Boba Fett, the most feared bounty hunter in the galaxy,
has dready applied for membership in the Guild. And |
anticipate that Cradossk and the others on the Bounty
Hunters Guild council will have no objection to his
becoming one of their number.”

"That isimpossible.” Vader'swords wereflatly

emphatic. "I have had enough experience with Boba Fett to
know that he would never do such athing. He values his
independence too much, and he has nothing but contempt
for the Bounty Hunters Guild. Y ou've gone from unamusing
jests, Prince Xizor, to unconvincing lies”

"l neither jest nor lie, Lord Vader." He turned back
toward the Emperor on the throne. "Boba Fett has applied
for membership in the Bounty Hunters Guild a my
ingtigation. He does not know that it was my ideathat he
should do s, or that hisactionsin this matter serve

the purposes of the Empire. | used an intermediary to
plant the notion in Boba Fett's head, one whose

discretion issufficient for thistask." Xizor had no

intention of revealing hisinvolvement with the assembler
Kudar Mub'at; to do so would only heighten Vader's
suspicions about his network of shady and outright
crimina contacts. "Aswith everything he does, Boba
Fett's actionsin this matter are motivated by hisown
greed." Aswere Kud'ar Mub'at's; he had gone to the
assembler and pitched the schemeto it asthe leader of
the Black Sun organization, and not asthe loyd servant

of the Emperor. "His greed matches that of the aged
Cradossk and dl the rest of the Bounty Hunters Guild.
They dl think they have something to gain by this change
in their relationship to each other. But it isredly



you, Emperor Papatine, that shdl regp dl the

benefits."

"Thismakes no sense,”" growled VVader. "How could Boba
Fett be convinced that it would be to his advantage to

join the Bounty Hunters Guild?'

Xizor turned hisknowing haf smilein Vader's

direction. "It isarather smpler matter than you think.

My intermediary convinced Boba Fett to join the Guild,
not to be one of the Guild's members- but to be the agent
of itsdegtruction.”

The Emperor nodded in appreciation. "l begin to see
aspects of your guile, Prince Xizor, of which | had not
been aware.”

"Inyour service, my lord. Think of it You areas
knowledgeable as Lord Vader about Boba Fett's nature. His
cunning and ruthlessness are legendary throughout the
galaxy. Placed in the context of the Bounty Hunters

Guild, those dements are bound to be disruptive. Sharp
divisonsdready exigt among the Guild's members,
between the old leadership of the council memberslike
Cradossk, and the younger bounty hunters such as his son.
The Bounty Hunters Guild isin many ways amicrocosm of
the Republic that your empire has replaced an aging,
bureaucratic conglomerate with its best days far behind

it. Where once the Guild was nearly as ruthless and
efficient as Boba Fett, it now parcels out assgnmentsto
its members, divides up territories and responghilities,
pays off the galaxy's various law-enforcement agencies,
shares out the steadily diminishing proceedsto its
members, dwayswith more going to the leadership, less
to the lower-ranking bounty hunterswho are till doing

the hard and dangerous work upon which the organization
depends. So, naturally, those younger members, if they
have any intelligence and sdlf-interest at dl, spend
moretimetrying to claw their way up through the Guild's
ranksthan actualy chasing bounties.”

Xizor let hisown contempt sound in hisvoice. The

fate of the Bounty Hunters Guild was something that he
was not going to let happen to Black Sun; in that, he had
taken aleaf from Emperor Palpatine's book. Autocracy,
even tyranny, was how one kept an organization tough and
dive

"The Republic deservesto die, Prince Xizor." The
Emperor raised one hand from the thron€'sarm. "1t sounds
asif you have passed asmilar judgment upon the Bounty
Hunters Guild.”

"I did that which | knew you would want meto do, my
lord. Y our attention isfocused upon the weightiest

matters of the galaxy, and its transformation fr om
indolence and demacracy to ahard, shining instrument of
your will. Thefate of the Bounty Hunters Guild, while



necessary for usto determineto your satisfaction, is

but asmdl part of that process. And easily achieved,
given awisdom that is but areflection of your own. The
Guild istottering, riven by the antagonigtic forcesit
contains. If the council of the Bounty Hunters Guild had
but afraction of your wisdom, my lord, they would never
allow Boba Fett to become a member; they would be able to
foresee the doom that he bringsinto their midst. But

their greed blinds them; dl they will be ableto envi
sonisthe posshbility of hisskillsbringing more cred
itsinto the Guild's coffers. The younger members of the
Guild will seethat aswell, and their greed will aso be
simulated. Each group will try to bring Boba Fett
exclusvely onto their Sde, and thusthe ddlicate

bal ance that has kept the Guild in one piece will be
destroyed.”

"Y ou've put much thought into this, Prince Xizor."

The Emperor's bony finger pointed toward him. "'If dll
goesasyou believeit will, then there will be rewards

for youaswdl."

"How can it not proceed as | have envisoned?' Xizor
raised his heed, bringing his eyes straight into the
Emperor'sintimidating gaze. "My intermediary has
convinced Boba Fett of the advantages he will gain by the
destruction of the Bounty Hunters Guild; that iswhy he
has gone dong with thisscheme. The Guild istill an
annoyance to him, ahindrance to his own enterprises.
Bumblersthe Guild's members may be, but they ill
manageto get in Fett'sway from time to time. With the
Guild broken up and dispersed, nothing would stand
between Boba Fett and complete control of the galaxy's
bounty-hunter trade. The fees he chargesfor his services
are dready astronomical; with no competition to turn to,
clients such asthe Hutts would have to pay whatever Fett
demands.”

"That may be s0," said Vader. "But what benefit does
the Empire derive from the destruction of the Bounty
Hunters Guild? We can dready pay Boba Feit anything he
asksfor, but | see no advantage in being forced to pay
him more than hesworth.”

"What the Empire gets," replied Xizor, "isareturn

to the time before the creation of the Bounty Hunters
Guild. A timewhen the gdaxy's mercenarieswere dl as
independent, hungry, and ruthless as Boba Fett. A time
when they were at each other's throats, with no pretense
of brotherhood. When the bounty hunters greed was not
limited by the strictures of the bureaucracy they have
sedled around themselves. .Cradossk and the others of his
generation have grown fat and lazy, somnolent within the
protective wdls of the Guild. Eventudly, the Guild and
al that remain part of it will wither away and die-but



we cannot wait for that time to come. The Rebellionisa
threat now. The Empire needs many creatures like Boba
Fett, hungry and greedy, and independent enough to carry
out our dirty work. The younger bounty huntersin the
Guild chafe a itsweight pressing upon their shoulders,

its chainstangled around their feet. To destroy the
Bounty Hunters Guild would be to free them-right into the
service of the Empire.”

"Y ou overva ue these scum-"

"I think not." The Emperor interrupted Vader. "Prince
Xizor speakstruly when he saysthat the forces under my
command cannot do that which the bounty hunters are
capable of. Or that they would be capable of, if the

Guild werediminated. Greed isvaduableto me only if it

is combined with a capacity for violence-and that
capacity isexactly what would be unleashed when the
Bounty Hunters Guild isno more. The survivors, whichever
ones are | eft after Boba Fett's presence has shattered

the organization, will be forced to adapt to a harsher,

less protected existence, onein which they can survive
only by placing their boot soles on the throats of those
who had been their brothers only ashort time before.”
The Emperor's cruel smile widened. "Wewill have, our
choice of them-each savage and driven by their unchecked
appetites. The princeisright; thesetoolswill be sharp

and murderous, indeed.”

"My lord flatters me." Xizor spread his hands, pams
outward. "It isonly thewisdom | have received from you
that has guided both my thoughts and deeds."

"Y ou are theflatterer, Xizor; in that, you do not

deceive me. But your vaue to me has been enhanced by
what you have donein thisregard." The Emperor's smile
faded, replaced by ahard gaze. "Y ou have taken a
congderable gamblein proceeding with your little scheme
before consulting with me; if you had not been successtul
in convincing me of itsworth, the consequencesto you
would have been severe.

"I know that, my lord. But time and events press upon

us, the Rebellion's forces are not waiting for usto put

our gffairsin order.”

Lord Vader'simage shook its head, the points of

light from the stars glistening on the black surface of

his helmet. "Better that our trust should be put in the
Force. Its power is greater than anything that can be
derived from al these petty manipulations. The Degth
Star, Prince Xizor's unleashed bounty hunters-dl these
digtract usfrom the Empiresred strength.” Vader

rased ablack figt, asthough crushing arebelious

world ingdeit. "Do not let yourself be swayed by the
vain schemes of those who have no conception of the power
inddeyou-"



"Advise menot, Lord Vader." The Emperor's anger
flared, like fire suddenly reveded beneath gray ashes.

"Y ou have sometraining in the Force's ways, you have
even exceeded the training given to you by your vanished
Jedi Masters. But do not presume to consider yoursalf my
equd.”

Xizor kept hisslence, watching the confrontation
between Pd patine and the black-garbed figure standing
before him. Let him suffer the Emperor'swrath, thought
Xizor with ameasure of satisfaction. The Emperor's
seductive powers had created Vader, the cdl of the
Force'sdark side turning him into what he now was. The
Emperor could destroy Vader aswell; Xizor was sure of
it. And if that happened- Then my most powerful enemy
would be gone. And worlds would open before him. Therays
of the Black Sun would reach even farther acrossthe
gdaxy. Perhaps. . . even asfar asthe shadows of the
Emperor's hand.

Therewould be another reward aswell, if Vader's
destruction came about. An even more satisfying one, the
reward of vengeance accomplished. That would be my
reward, brooded Xizor, not that of the Black Sun. Vader
had no idea-yet-of the hatred that was directed toward
whatever was | eft of hisheart. The Imperial records had
been wiped clean- Xizor's credits and power had seen to
that-of any trace of the deaths of hisfamily onthe

planet Falleen, desths brought about by Vader's own
experimentsin developing new forms of biologica
weaponry for the Empire. Xizor's parents, his brother and
ggers, dong with aquarter million other innocent
Fdleens, had been reduced to ashes by the sterilization
lasers Vader's orders had turned upon the bacterial
outbreak-but those ashes were il hot in Xizor'sown
heart.

With hisface amask, except for his narrowed gaze,

he watched his enemy.

"l mean no presumption, my lord." Darth \Vader bowed
hishead in submisson.

"Yetitirksyouif | show favor to another of my
servants.” The Emperor smiled and nodded dowly. "Perhaps
that isan indication of the depth of your loyalty to

me." Hiswithered hand pointed to Vader and Xizor in
turn. "Y our animosity toward each other servesmy
purposeswell. Thereis never amoment when you are not
a each other's throats, seeking what advantage you can
inyour struggleto please me. So beit; it kegps your

teeth sharp. That iswhy | think Prince Xizor's scheme
has a chance, however dight, of succeeding. The bounty
hunters will be to each other what the two of you are
hungry and ruthless. The struggle will end someday, with
one of you destroying the other. I'm not sure which one



of you will bethevictor. And | do not grestly care,
either." The Emperor appeared to savor the possbilities.
"In the meantime the Empire enjoys the benefits of your
litlewar."

Onethat | will win, thought Xizor. And after thet,

it would betimefor other plans and schemes. For dl his
respectful words, the Force and the Emperor's mastery of
it meant nothing to him. Of what use was the grestest
power in the universe-if it even existed a dl, and

wasn't just some figment of Vader and Pdpatine's
imaginations-when it wasin the hands of afool? An aging
one, at that, so obsessed with the Rebellion that he
would alow agreater danger to him walk the corridors of
his palace. He doesn't know, thought Xizor, keeping his
own face amask as he gazed at the Emperor. Despite
having given himsalf over to the dark side of the Force,
Emperor Pa patine didn't suspect what was ill hidden in
the shadows surrounding him.

"Go about your sdlf-gppointed business, Xizor." The
Emperor's hand made a dismissive gesture. "Y ou plot and
work to bring about other creatures destruction; this
pleases me. Knowing what | do about Boba Fett and the
members of the unfortunate Bounty Hunters Guild, itisa
processthat | do not anticipate will take long to

achieve the desired results. Come and report to me again
when these sharper tools are ready to be delivered into
my grasp.”

"Asyou wish, my lord." Xizor bowed, then turned. The
edge of his caped robes flared with that motion, the

thick rope of hisbound hair swinging across the exposed
ridges of hisvertebrae.

"l dso will want to hear of your success." Lord

Vader's holo image spoke as Xizor strode from the
Emperor'sthrone room. "Or the lack thereof."

Xizor couldn't hep smiling to himsdlf asheleft the
presence of the Emperor and his chief servant. There
would be successes, of that he was confident. But not the
kind they expected.

"l must warn you, my lord." The gregt doorsto the
throne room had sedled shut once again, leaving Va-der in
private consultation with the Emperor. "Better you should
surround yoursdlf with fools than one with such
ambitions”

"Y our warning is acknowledged, Lord Vader." Emperor
Pd patine gave aknowing smile. "But it ishardly
necessary. Prince Xizor likesto keep secretsfrom me.
But | see more deeply into his heart than he realizes”
"Then let mediminate him for you. And removethe
possibility of histreachery."

"And diminate aswell the value he hasfor me?' The



Emperor dowly shook his head. "He is a sharp-edged tool
inhimsdf, Vader. He cutsthrough difficultieswith

ease. Thisscheme he hasinitiated againgt the bounty
hunters-it isa stroke of genius. Even Boba Fett, as

smart asheis, will have little conception of what

forces have been brought againgt him." Thethin smile
showed on the withered face again. "Thereisagreat
satisfaction that comes from turning asentient

cregture's own strengths againgt him. Fett and the others
like him will soon find out just how that works."

Lord Vader'simage was sillent for amoment before
speaking, words softer than his rasping breath. "And
Prince Xizor?"

"Histimewill comeaswell," said the Emperor. "When
hewill learn the same." He gave the same gesture of
dismissa with one hand, "Now go." The Emperor turned his
throne toward the stars, the vast reaches that extended
before him. "'l have other thingsto contemplate.”

11

Thefirg quartersthey gave him were hung with

slken brocades, the richly worked tapestries mirrored in
thefloorsinlaid with precious metals. "I don't think

30," said Boba Fett.

He prevailed upon Cradossk's mgjordomo, an obsequious
Twi'lek like the ones so often encountered in high-leve
service positions, to move him to amore spartan

residence in the Guild compound. It didn't take much to
convince the nervoudy smiling and bowing cregtureto
accede to hiswishes, merdly stating them and turning the
threatening visage of his helmet toward the other was
enough.

"I hopeyoull find thismoreto your liking." The

Twi'lek mgordomo's name was Ob Fortung; his head tails,
the bifurcated appendages that curved from his skull and
rested on his shoulderslike overfed snakes, glistened

with asheen of perspiration. He resembled adistant clan
member that Fett had seen in Jabba the Hutt's entourage.
Thelittle space, an empty cubicle carved from the
planetoid's underlying rock strata, and the corridor
through which held led Boba Fett, was chill enough to
make his breath visble. The sweat was provoked by the
bounty hunter's presence. "If there's anything e'se you
require. .."

"Thiswill do fine." Boba Fett |ooked away from the
Twi'lek and scanned the bare sonewalls. "Leave me.”
"But of course." Bowing, the mgordomo backed away
toward the rough-hewn door. "I await Y our Fearsomeness's
commands”

"Fine. Do it at adistance." Boba Fett kicked the



bottom of the door to swing it shut. "That'sdl | need
from you right now."

He could hear the mgjordomo’s steps running down the
corridor, the sounds fading away until the space was
slent except for adow drip of water in one corner. A
native insect, bristling with antennae and eyestaks-a
miniature verson of the council member that spokein
nothing but questions-had been aroused by the presence of
humanoid body hest. It tried to escape as Boba Fett
reached over with his armor-gloved hand, but his
forefinger cracked the bug's chitinous shell and left the
tiny carcass smeared on the damp rock. Fett watched asa
swarm of smaller creatures scurried away. Vermin and cold
didn't bother him. HE'd been in worse places.

This one had the advantage aswell of being easly
scoured for other bugs, the kind that would report one's
words to Cradossk and his advisers. Fett hadn't even
found it necessary to do ascan on thefirst room to
which the Twi'lek had taken him, to know thet the wall
hangings had been studded with microscopic listening and
observation devices. The old Trandoshan'swelcoming
party, complete with drunk act, hadn't fooled him. They
know something's up, thought Fett. The Bounty Hunters
Guild had been atougher organization in the past;
Cradossk hadn't become its leader by being acomplete
idiot.

Fett hadn't survived on hisown by being one, either.
Cradossk would doubtlesdy have expected him to reject
the luxury quarters, and have an aternative aready
prepared. An dternative that would meet Cradosk's
requirements. Boba Fett snapped on the scanning sweeps
mounted in his helmet; aprecisdly cdibrated grid
sngpped into view in the narrow visor.

What do we have here? Just as held expected turning
dowly on hisboot hed, Fett saw the pulsing red spark
inthe grid that indicated a miniaturized spy module. He
completed his scan, finding two more a varying heights
on the opposite stonewall. It would have been easy to
have extracted them from their niches and crushed them
between hisfingertips, theway he had theliving bug.
Instead, he took from one of his belt pouches atrio of
audio drones, aready set by him to reproduce the nearly
subliminal traces of his breath and other homeogtatic
functions. He tapped the dronesinto place, directly on
top of the bugs. No other sound would get past them; a
sgnd in hisgear would switch them off when heleft the
gpace, producing perfect silence.

He didn't anticipate spending much time here; hed

really only wanted to give Cradossk achanceto display
his hospitality. And subterfuge. Any deep or medsthat
Boba Fett required, he would take aboard the Savell,



safely docked and secured at the edge of the Guild'smain
compound. I've got enough enemies here, he'd decided.
Therewas no sensein making it any easer for them to
geta him.

Though if they wanted to talk with him, face-to-

face-this dank little room was sufficient for that.

Just as held anticipated, he didn't have long to

walit. A knock sounded on the splintered planks of the
door, then the rusting hinges bolted into the stone
creaked as a hand with claws and scales pushed it open.
"So we are to be brothers." Bossk stood in the

doorway, his dit-pupiled eyes showing both resentment
and aprimitive guile. "How pleasant that shall be for

both of us"

Boba Fett |ooked over his shoulder at the younger
Trandoshan. "That matterslittleto me. | tekemy
pleasurein my work. And in getting paid for it."

"You're famousfor that." Bossk entered the space,
hiswavering shadow cast ahead by the torches mounted
aong the corridor. He sat down heavily on the bench
carved out of onewadll. "I'd find my pleasuresthe same
way-if it weren't for you."

"Y ou speak of the past.” Fett stood in the center of

the damp stone floor, his armsfolded across his chest.
"Have you forgotten dready what your father said?’ The
banquet had till been in progress as the Twi'lek
majordomo had led Boba Fett to his quarters. "A new time
has begun for us. For dl bounty hunters.”

"Ah, yes, my father." Shaking hishead in disgus,

Bossk leaned back againgt the wall. "My father speaks of
great and noble things; he dways has. It's one of the
reasons | despise him. The day will comewhen | sharpen
my teeth on the shards of hisbones.”

"Family mattersdon't interest me." Boba Fett

shrugged. It had been obviousto him for along time
before thiswhy Trandoshans were not a numerous species.
"Ded with the old creature as you fed best. If you

think you're capable of it."

A low growl sounded from deep within Bossk's throat.
He leaned forward, eyes narrowing into ditsas he
focused on some persond vison. "Someday..." He nodded
dowly. "Whenthe Guildismine. . ."

Fooal, thought Boba Fett. The Trandoshan had no idea

of the machinery in which he was aready caught, the
gears grinding out adifferent future than the one of

which he dreamed.

"But that'swhy you're here, isn't it?" Bossk looked

up & him. "Why you've comedl thisway to jointhe
Bounty Hunters Guild." One clawed hand pulled asmal box
that had been dangling from one of his chest straps; he
flicked open the hinged lid and dug out awriggling



morsd. "Want one?' Bossk held the container out on his
scay padm.

Boba Fett shook his head. Thelittle box's contents
wereidentical to theinsect held crushed againgt the
sonewadl. "What are you talking about?"

"Y ou don't fool me." Bossk grinned as he refastened

the box to the strap. "As | said before-you might fool a
senile old lizard like my father, but you can't do the
samewith me. | know exactly why you came here."

"And why would that be?"

"It'ssmple." Bossk cracked theinsect between his

f ront fangs, then swallowed the two 00zing pieces.
"You're aware of how old Cradossk is. Y ou'd have to know;
you had enough encounterswith him in the past, before |
was even spawned. Histime hasto cometo an end,
eventualy. And then the leadership of the Guild will
passto me. That's aready been decided. There's no one
on the council that's any younger than my father; some of
them are old enough to have cobwebs growing between their
claws. They'll be glad to have me teke over.”

"Y ou might be right about that." Fett had heard of

other possibilities. There were other bounty huntersin
the Guild who were as young and hungry as Bossk. The
leadership of the Guild wouldn't be handed down without
somekind of astruggle.

"Of courseI'm right." With the point of one claw,

Bossk extracted afragment of bug shell from between his
fangs. "And you're the proof of it."

"How do you figurethat?'

"Come on; let'sface it. We've both been around the
galaxy afew times. Maybe | don't have the same amount of
experience that you do, but I'm afast learner." Seated

on the stone bench, Bossk smiled with cozy familiarity at
Boba Fett. "Y ou'll be glad you've met up with melike
this, rather than both of us scrabbling over some minor
bounty. There's big credits to be made here; bigger than
my father and hisdried-up old cronies ever dreamed of .
Y ou know that, don't you?"

Fett didn't bother to indicate yes or no. "I'm dways

on the lookout for a profitable arrangement.”

"That's what makes you the kind of mean barve |

redly like." Bossk's carnivorous grin widened. "My
father was right about onething You and |, weredly
arelike brothers. We should get long just fine, given

the changesthat are going to happen around here." He
leaned back against the stconewall. "Like you said-we
have to change with the times. We just have to make sure
the changes go our way, huh?"

The assembler knew what it was talking about, thought
Boba Fett. He had to give Kud'ar Mub'at credit for the
accurate assessment of how thingswould go here a the



Bounty Hunters Guild. Fett had been here for lessthan a
standard time part, and dready the pieces werefalling
into place. Better than that legping into place. The son
of the Guild'sleader was volunteering to take his place
in the scheme that would tear apart the organization.
"You'reaclever creature.” Boba Fett gave adow nod
of acknowledgment. "Very clever."

"Smart enough to figure out what you're up to, pa."

The dit-pupiled eyes regarded Fett with satisfaction.
"You'refamousfor alot of things. One of them isthat
you've always been alone operator. Y ou've never worked
with a partner, even in the worst Situations.”

"I've never had to,” replied Fett. "1 can take care

of mysdf.”

"Yeah, and you till can. Like | said-you're not

fooling me. All that talk back therein the banquet hall,
about the Empire squeezing us out-what a crock of nerf
waste. The only reason you got my father and the rest of
them to go for that lineis because they wanted to
believeit. They're old and tired, and they're looking

for an excuseto roll over and quit. But I'm not buying

it. Things don't change like that. I've seen enough of

the Empire to know that there's always going to be some
use for bounty hunters. There's stuff we can do that
nobody else can.”

"An astute observation.”

"Onethat you've made aswell, | bet." Bossk dug at
hisfangs again, then ingpected thetips of hisclaws.

"If anything, there's going to be more businessfor us
with Emperor Palpatine than there ever was under the
Republic. Therell be al sorts of creaturesthat the
Emperor wants to get his hands on, who don't Want to be
found. That'swhere bounty hunters comein. Plusthe
Rebellion-they got their needs, too. That'sthe greeat
thing about being on neither one side nor the other. We
can sell our services to anyone who can pay our price.
And therésgoing to be alot of buyers.

This Trandoshan aso deserved credit, Boba Fett had

to admit. Bossk might be afool, and aparticularly crass
and bloodthirsty one, but he was sharp enough to discern
at least oneimportant thing about the nature of evil.
Which wasthat it ways bred more of the same. More
businessfor us, thought Fett. He felt no emotion about
that, one way or the other.

"It'sasimple matter, then, isn't it?" Boba Fett

spoke his next thoughts doud. "Of just making sure we
get paid the price we want."

"Y ou got that right. And that's why you came walking

in here and asked to become a member of the Bounty
Hunters Guild, isn't it? Not because things are changing
out there'-Bossk waved his clawed and scaled hand,



indicating the reaches beyond the mold-encrusted stone
caling-"but because the Guild is changing. Or it'sjust
about to. You've had it pretty easy for along time,
haven't you? Even when my father ill had sharp fangs,
he was never your equa in the bounty-hunter trade. None
of those old creatures were. And asthey got older all
they really managed to do was get in the way of me and
the other young hunters-the oneswho would've given you a
run for your credits, Fett. So you'veredly had the

fidd dl to yoursdf, haven't you? Must've been nice.”

Fett gave asmdl shrug. "It hasn't been exactly

"Y eah, but it would've been alot harder if you'd had

to dedl with me." BosK's eyes flashed angry fireashe
jabbed the point of one claw into his chest. "If I'd been
ableto go up against you on some of those jobs, the way
| redly wanted to. Y ou wouldn't have beenraking in
those big bounties, the kind that Jabba and the rest of

the Hutts put up, if you'd had some real competition for
them.”

"Yes" said Fett. "If I'd had some real competition,

it might have been different.”

Bossk didn't pick up on theirony concealed in Fett's
words. "That'sall coming to an end, though, isn't it?
That'sthe red reason you're here. Y ou know that my
father and the rest of the Guild council isjust about

ready to have their bones picked clean. And that somebody
elsewill betaking over. Somebody alot harder and
tougher, who isn't just going to let you wak off with

al the easy credits.”

"And that someone would be you, | suppose.”

"Don't suppose with me, Fett. It'stime for you and

me to work some things out. Y ou didn't come here just
because you wanted membership in the Bounty Hunters
Guild. Y ou're here because you know it isn't going to be
long before I'm running things. | can tell how your mind
works."

"Isthat s0?'

Bossk nodded. " 'Causeit's so much like mine. You

and me, we want the same things. Top price, and nobody
getting in our way. But we've got to ded with each
other." Thelast of the Trandoshan's smilefaded. "As
equas.”

Y ou idiot. "Negotiations between equa s can sometimes
be profitable. Or fatd.”

"Let'sgo for aprofitable one. Herés the dedl,

Fett." One claw raised, Bossk leaned forward on the stone
bench. "There's no point in ustearing out each other's
throats. Even if it would befun. That just letsthe old
oneslike my father stay in power for awhilelonger. And
they've had their turn long enough. | don't fed like



waiting any longer than | haveto, just to get my
chance"

"What do you want me to do about it?"

"It'snot just what | want; it'swhat you want as

wdll. Better you should get on my good side now, Fett,
than have me for an enemy later on.” The claw tip pointed
to each of them in turn. "L et's be partners, you and me.
| know that's what you came herefor.”

"| seethat | was correct when | said that you were a
clever creature." Just not clever enough, thought Fett.
"Hatter me some other time, why don't you? After
weve taken over the Bounty Hunters Guild." Thefanged
smilereturned to Bossk'sface. "When | dice up my
father's carcass, I'll save you one of the best pieces.”
"Don't bother," said Fett. "I'll be pleased enough
knowing that I've accomplished what | came herefor."
Whether Bossk would be as happy about it remained to be
Seen.

"I'm glad-redlly glad-that we're in agreement about
this." Bossk stood up from the damp stone. He stepped
closeto Boba Fett, bringing hisface to where it amost
touched the visor of the helmet. "Because otherwise |
would have had to kill you."

"Perhaps.” Fett didn't draw away. "Though | think
you're actualy the lucky one. Look down here."
Bossk's dit-pupiled eyes widened when they glanced
down and saw the muzzle of ablaster pressed againgt his
abdomen. Fett rested his thumb on the weapon'sfiring
Sud.

"Let'sget onething straight.” Boba Fett kept his
voicelevd, gtripped of emation. "We can be partners.
But we're not going to be friends. | need those even
less"

Bossk regarded the wegpon for amoment longer, then
lifted his head and barked araw-edged laugh. "That's
good! | likethat." All the points of hisfangs showed as
he glared fiercely into the dark visor.

"Y ou wetch out for yoursdlf, and I'll watch out for

me. That'sjust theway | likeit."

"Good." Fett dipped the blaster back into its

holster. "We can do business.”

As he stepped out into the corridor Bossk stopped and
glanced over hisshoulder. "And of course" hesad
dyly, "thisisdl aprivate arrangement, isn't it?

Between you and me."

"Of course." Boba Fett hadn't moved from the center
of the space. "It work better that way."

For me, thought Fett, after the Trandoshan had
stridden away, past the flickering torches. For you, it's
another matter.



The Twi'lek mgjordomo had other household duties as
well. Chief among which was spying.

"Y our son hasjust concluded along conversation with
BobaFett." All the comings and goingsin the Bounty
Hunters Guild headquarters were observed by Ob Fortuna.
"Fromwhat | could tell, your son seemed rather pleased
with the results.”

"I'm not surprised.” Cradossk's blunt claws fumbled
with the catches of his ceremonia robes. The heavy
fabric, with embroidery that depicted his species

ancient battles and triumphs, was stained with thewine
that had been spilled at the banquet. "Bossk gets his
eloguence from me." He shrugged off the robes.
"Persuasvenessisaspecidty of his.”

"But aren't you concerned?' The Twi'lek'stapering

head tails swung forward as he gathered up the robes.
"About what the two of them found to talk about?’ He
spread the robes out on alacquered rack at the side of
Cradossk's Sitting room. "Your son has.. . . shdl we
say"'-the Twi'lek’'s smile was a combination of nervesand
obsequiousness-"a bit of aconspiratorid stresk.”

"Of course he does! He wouldn't be my son, oth
erwise." Cradossk sat down on the edge of a canopied
pallet and stuck hislegs out. His claws ached from all

the standing he'd had to do, giving toasts and welcoming
the famous Boba Fett into the brotherhood of bounty
hunters. "l don't expect him to take over the leadership
of the Guild someday merely because he hasataent for
killing sentient crestures.”

The Twi'lek knelt down to unfasten the metal-studded
straps laced between Cradossk's claws. "1 think," he said
softly, "that your sonisrather eager to assume that
leadership. Perhapseven . . . impatient ..."

"Good for him. Kegpshim hungry." Cradossk leaned
back against amound of pillows. "I know just what my son
wants. The samething | did when | was his age. Blood
leaking through my fangs, and apile of creditsin my
"Oh!" Ob Fortuna's eyes glittered at any mention of
credits. "But perhaps ... it would be better for you to

be careful

"Better for meto be smart, you mean. | don't intend

to wind up on my son'sdinner plate. That'swhy I'mon
hissdeinal this"

The head tailsrolled across the Twi'lek's shoulders

as helooked up. "I don't understand.”

"Y ou wouldn't. Y ou're not asneaky enough barve. It
takes a Trandoshan to understand the subtleties of these
kinds of maneuvers. We're born withiit, like scales. Do
you redly think I'm such anidiot thet 1'd let Boba Fett
walk in here and become amember of the Bounty Hunters



Guild, and just take everything he hasto say on trus?'
Cradossk had no anxiety about revealing histhoughts and
schemes to his majordomo; Twi'leks were too cowardly to
act upon anything they heard. "The man's a scoundrd. Of
coursg, that'snothing | hold againgt him; he'sjust not

our scoundrel. He's il looking out for himsalf-and why
shouldn't he? But in the meantime I'm not fooled by al
histalk of some grand dliance between himsdlf and the
Bounty Hunters Guild. And if hewastakenin by al my
rhapsodizing about brotherhood between us, then | redly
am disappointed in the great Boba Fett." He reached down
and scratched between the exposed claws of hisfeet.
"That'swhy | sent my son Bossk in thereto talk with

him. Bossk may be a bit of a hothead-that's another way
he resembles me when | was that age-but he's smart enough
to follow through on agood, underhanded plan.”

"Y ou sent him to talk with Boba Fett?* "Why not?"
Cradossk fdt content with the universe, and how things
were proceeding in hiscorner of it. "'l told Bossk what

to say aswell. Probably no more than what Boba Fett was
expecting from the impatient young heir to the leadership
of the Guild. A partnership between the two of them-and
agang me.

The Twi'lek gaped a him. "Againgt you?' "Of course.

If I hadn't sent Bossk in there to talk with Fett, and

have him propose exactly that, then my son would very
likely have doneit on hisown initiative. Not because
Bossk redly wantsto congpire against me. He'stoo
loyd-and too smart for that. Plus he knowsI'd have his
interna organsfor breskfadt if hetried anything like

that." Cradossk gave a sdlf-satisfied nod of his head.

"It's much better thisway. Now we have an in with our
mysterious visitor and would-be brother, one to whom Boba
Fett will confide the true reasons why he's come hereto
the Guild. My son gains pointswith not only hisloving
father, but aso with some of the council memberswho
have voiced some fear about hisambitions. And | remain
in control of the Stuation. That's the most important
thing."

A puzzled ook remained on the Twi'lek'sface ashe
rolled up the leather foot straps and placed themin his
employer's ornamentations box. "Could it not be'-the
Twi'lek's head tails glistened with the effort of his
musing-"that your son has a different idea? Different

than the one you put into his head?"

Cradossk folded his claws over the age-yellowed
scales of his stomach. " Such as?*

"Perhaps Bossk doesn't want to just pretend that he

has entered into a conspiracy with Boba Fett. A
congpiracy againgt you and the rest of the Guild

council." The Twi'lek rubbed hischin, gazing at some



point beyond the sitting room'’s caparisoned walls, where
his infrequently encountered thoughts could be found.
"Maybe he would have gone and talked to Boba Feit
anyway-whether you had sent him or not. And he would have
made just that proposition. For red.”

"Now, there's an interesting notion.” Cradossk sat

up, bringing his heavy-lidded-and unamused- gaze straight
into that of his household mgordomo. "And one for which
| should pull your flopping little head off. Do you

redize what you're suggesting?'

The Twi'lek's smile was even more nervous than

before. "Now that | think of it . . ."

"Y ou should've done your thinking before you opened
your mouth.” Anger Smmered inside Cradossk. The only
reason he didn't pull off the Twi'lek's head wasthat a
good ma ordomo, one that was used to his various ways and
preferences, was hard to find. "Y ou're questioning not
only my son'sintelligence, but hisloyaty tome. |

redlize that members of your species have only an

abstract understanding of that concept. But for
Trandoshans'- Cradossk thumped his bared chest with his
fist-"it issomething in our blood. Honor and loyalty,

and the faith that exists between family members, even
unto the last generations-those are not negotiable
substances.”

"I beseech your pardon. . . ." Hands clasped

together, the Twi'lek bobbed up and down in front of
Cradossk, the speed of his genuflectionsincreased by his
anxiety. "l meant no disrespect. . . ."

"Very well." Cradossk shooed him away with aquick,
contemptuous gesture. "Because youre anidiot, I'll
overlook your insulting comments." He wouldn't forget
them, though; long, grudge-filled memories were another
characterigtic of Trandoshans. "Now get out of my sight,
before | have reason to be hungry again.”

The Twi'lek scurried away, till hunched over and

bowing as he retreated toward the sitting room's door.
Maybe | should eat him, brooded Cradossk as he drew
on alounging robe gtitched together from the skins of
former employees. Standards were becoming deplorably lax
among the Guild's hirdings. Staffing had awaysbeen a
problem over the decades; in that, the Bounty Hunters
Guild hed the same difficultiesthet their dientsthe

Hutts did. Not many of the galaxy's sentient creatures
were S0 desperate as to seek employment in establishments
where the constant threat of death was one of the working
conditions. He wondered if Emperor Pa patine's
dismantling of the Republic would improve thingsin thet
regard, or just make them worse. The establishment of the
Empire promised anet increasein the galaxy's misery
quotient-that was good, at least asfar as Cradossk was



concerned-but also atighter control over the various
worlds inhabitants. That was probably bad. . . .
Something to think about. Feding theweight of his

age, Cradossk shambled into the memory-bone chamber
connected to the Sitting room. He lit one of the candles
st in anichefilled with years of congealed wax; the
guttering flame sent interlaced shadows wavering across
the walls and their white treasures.

It had been along time since he'd had occasion to

add another memento to his callection. My killing days
are over, thought Cradossk, not without regret. He
wandered farther into the chamber's ivory-lined recesses,
|etting memories of vanquished opponents and foolishly
recalcitrant captives wash over him.

Until he cameto the oldest and tiniest bones. They
looked like something that might have been foundina
bird's nest, on some planet where al the life-forms had
been extinct for centuries. Cradossk |et acouple of them
rest in his palm as he poked a them with asingle claw.
Tooth marks showed on the bones surfaces, from little
teeth that had been as sharp and hard as anewborn'’s.
Teeth that hadn't yet been dulled by the coarse flesh of
enemies. Those teeth had been his, when held just barely
been out of his mother's egg sac. The bones were those of
his spawn-brothers, hatched just afew seconds later. And
too late for them.

Cradossk sighed, mulling over the wisdom held been
created with, and that which had taken him so long to
achieve. He carefully set his brothers bones back in the
hollow of polished rock where he kept them.
Thiswaswhy lesser entities like that moronic

Twi'lek would never understand. About family loyaty and
honor ...

He pitied creatures like that. They smply had no

sense of tradition.

The Twi'lek pushed the door to the Sitting room open
acrack. Just enough to see what the old Trandoshan was
up to.

Cradossk had gone into his chamber of gridy

souvenirs. A candle flame showed his silhouette among the
stacked and interwoven bones. Good, thought the Twi'lek.
His bosswould usudly stay in there for hours, fondling

the bones and reminiscing, and sometimesfaling adeep,
wheezing and dreaming with a splintered femur in his
claws

Plenty of time, then. The Twi'lek did the door shut

without making a sound and strode quickly toward another
section of the Bounty Hunters Guild compound. To Bossk's
quarters.

"Excellent,” said the younger Trandoshan, after



listening to the Twi'lek'sreport. "Y oure sure of all

this?'

"But of course.”" The Twi'lek made no attempt to

conced the wickedness of hisamile. "I have been in your
father's service for sometime. Longer than any of his
previous mgordomos. | haven't lasted thislong by being
blind to his thought processes. | can decipher the old
fool like adatareadout. And | cantdll you thisfor a

fact He trusts you absolutely. As hetold me, that was
why he sent you to talk to Boba Fett.”

Sitting in agold-hinged campaign chair, Bossk nodded
in gpprovd. "l suppose my father had al sorts of things
to say. About loydty and honor. And dl the rest of that
nerf dung.”

"Theusud."

"That must be the hardest part of your job," said

Bossk. "Ligtening to foolstalk."

Y ou have no ideg, thought the Twi'lek. "I've gotten
usedtoit.”

Bossk gave another, dower nod. "Thetimeis coming
when you won't haveto listen to that particular fool any
longer. When I'm running the Bounty Hunters Guild, things
will bedifferent.”

"| certainly expect 0." More of the same, the

Twi'lek told himself. He was careful to keep histhoughts
from showing on hisface. "In the meantime ..."

"In the meantimetherewill beanicelittle transfer

of creditsto your private account. For al your

sarvices." Bossk dismissed him with asmple gesture of
his upraised claws. "Y ou can go now."

That fool isright about onething. The Twi'lek felt
awarm glow of satisfaction as he headed back to his own
guarters. He was doing a good job-

For himsdf.

Boba Fett heard the door creak open. He had to work
againg hisown ingrained habits, which had kept him
alivein ahard universe, to keep his back turned toward
adoor. More bounty hunters had lost their livesfrom a
blagter burning into their spinesthan had ever taken an
opponent’s shot face-to-face. Fett should know he had
taken out more than his share, just that way.

"Excuseme. ..." A cautious voice sounded from the
doorway.

That was why he'd kept his back toward it. So asto

give anyone who came around to this dank chamber, to talk
with him, aperceived psychologica advantage. Some of
the members of the Bounty Hunters Guild were alittle
short in the courage department. He found it hard to
imagine why they might have thought they would have any
gptitudefor thisbusiness. If they had found themsalves



looking straight into the dark, narrow visor of his

helmet, they might have fled before even opening their
mouths

"Yes?' Boba Fett turned around-dowly, as
nonthreateningly as possible for someonewith his
reputetion. "What isit?"

"I was wondering''-the short bounty hunter, with the

large insectoid eyes and breathing hoses, stood in the
doorway-"if I might have aword with you. . . ."

What wasthisone's name? They dl looked diketo

Boba Fett. Zuckuss, he remembered. The partner of Bossk,
at least asrecently asthat businesswhere he had

snatched the accountant Nil Posondum out from under their
NOSES.

"Of coursg, if you're busy-" Zuckuss clasped his

gloved hands together in an obvious show of nervousness.
"l can come back some other time-"

"Not at all." Boba Fett had aso seen thisone at the
Guild's banquet hall, close to the reptilian Bossk. So

there was undoubtedly still some connection between the
two of them. "No time like the present,” said Fett. "For
talking about important things.”

Thisonedidn't takelong. Zuckusswas hardly in

Fett's quarters for more than afew minutes before he had
scuttled back out into the corridor, disappearing before
anyone from the Guild could spot him there. Smdll fry,
thought Boba Fett. Not one of the mgor playersin the
Bounty Hunters Guild that Kud'ar Mub'at had briefed him
on. But important enough, with aline sraight to the ear

of Bossk. Who, asthe impatient heir apparent to the
Guild leadership, would have a great ded to do with it
being torn apart.

The conversation went exactly as Boba Fett had

expected, and just as Kud'ar Mub'at would have predicted.
Zuckusswas like so many othersin the Bounty Hunters
Guild, down in the lower ranks a perfect combination of
greed and naivete. Just smart enough to kill, mused Fett
after Zuckuss had |eft. The short bounty hunter had
glanced nervoudy out the doorway, to make sure no one
was there to see him as he scurried down the torchlit
corridor. Not smart enough to keep himsdf from getting
killed. It might not happen thistime-Zuckuss might, with
the erratic luck of the feckless, survive the breakup of

the Guild-but it would eventudly.

He supposed that was the big difference between

himsealf and poor Zuckuss, between himself and Bossk and
BossK'svicious, aging father and al the rest of the

Guild members. Boba Fett sat down on the stone bench for
amoment; the armaments he carried with him, that were as
much apart of him as his spine, prevented him from
leaning back. He never wasted time thinking about



himself, any more than an explosively lethd missilefrom
the rocket launcher strapped to his back would have asit
sped toward its doomed and pinpointed target. But he knew
that the reason he was alive and that others were dead,

or soon would be, was that he possessed the true and
essentia secret of being abounty hunter-

Asgood as hewas at catching and, if need be,

killing other sentient crestures, he was even better at
surviving their attemptsto kill him. Everything esewas
just amatter of superior firepower.

Boba Fett stood up from the stone bench. If he stayed
here any longer, there would be others coming to talk to
him. Others who thought they could protect themsdvesthe
way hedid, but who were dready fataly enmeshed in the
trap spun by Kud'ar Mub'at, so far away that he couldn't
be seen or the tugs on the strands of his web even felt.
Besides Bossk and Zuckuss, there had aso been one of
Cradossk's top advisers on the Guild council, and the
Twi'lek mgjor-domo, back for alonger talk than when he'd
brought Fett to this dank chamber. All of them had been
in pure ded -cutting mode, eager to help pull the Bounty
Hunters Guild apart so they would get abigger piece of
whatever was | eft in the wreckage.

Right now he didn't fed like talking to anyone dse.
Action meant more than words; that was one other thing
Boba Fett was sure of. A man waskilled by words, and
saved by action. Spending so much time talking to other
sentient creatures had been like wrapping himsdlf in
death. What he wanted to do right now was head back to
the Savel, hisrefuge docked at the edge of the Guild's
main compound, lock himself behind its overlgpping
security layers, al systems primed to fry anyone who
tried to breach them, and rest. If not the deep of the
virtuous-Fett had no illusions about that, or

regrets-then at least the deep of someone who had put in
agood day'swork. In his business, that meant helping
others arrange their own destruction.

The presence of those other sentient crestures,

carrying their fates around with them, dl unaware, laid
-acold hand on Boba Fett's heart, or whatever passed for
it after dl these years of death. It fet like some

prophecy of hisown death, though he was just as sure
that that was along way off, far from herein both time
and space.

Being back ingde his own ship would be asmuch a

relief as being out in the emptiness between the sars.

He would be done there, sedled off from all the others,
living and dead. . . .

That waswhat he needed. He pushed the rough wooden
door shut behind himsalf and strode down the corridor,
benegth the flickering light of the torches. Anywhere but



here, thought Boba Fett. The tunndl stretched out before
him. Above him, theinvisble weight of rock and stone
pressed down, like the tomb he hadn't earned yet.

12
NOW

"Y ou were saying things." Dengar handed the figure on
the palet ametd cup filled with water. "In your

deep.”

Seep was the wrong word, he knew. Dying would have
been more accurate. Except that Boba Fett hadn't died,
after dl. After everything.

"Isthat s0?' Even unhelmeted, Boba Fett had a gaze

that was as cold and exterminating as anything that had
looked out from the black, narrow visor. Lying on the
improvised bed in the hiding place's smdlest subchamber,
Fett'slethd potentia gppeared undiminished, asthough
his ravaged flesh were only atemporary costume, less
real than the ragged battle-gear stacked up in the

corner. "What did | say?'

"Nothing important,” replied Dengar. He knew better
than to have told the truth, if Fett's drugged,

unconscious mutterings had amounted to anything. This
barve lives by secrets, thought Dengar. To get ingde any
of those secretswould be like stealing something from
him. And the consequences of that, Dengar waswell aware,
would not be pretty. " Something about not liking so many
sentient creatures around you. Stuff like that.”

"Ah." Boba Fett raised his head and managed to sip

the water held been given. Hissmilelooked like ablade
wound in the abraded skin of hisface. "1 ill don't

likeit."

"Please do not agitate the patient.” Thetaller of

the two medical droids scolded Dengar. Thedroid and its
shorter partner were busily changing the dressings around
Boba Fett'storso. Bloodied rags and sterile gel sheets
were pedled away from the raw flesh beneath. Wounds such
as Fett'stook along timeto heal; the Sarlacc's gastric
secretions were like acid cregping toward the bone, long
after the beast itself was dead. "If | had the authority

to do so," continued SHS1-B, "I would order you out of
thisareaimmediately."

"But you don't." Dengar leaned back against the
subchamber's crumbling rock wall. Thear ingdethe
hiding place was as hot and desiccating asthe interior

of one of the ancient burial mounds that studded the
farther reaches of the Dune Sea, where Tatooine's double
sunsturned corpsesinto withered legther. "Besides,”

said Dengar, "if you two havent killed him by now,



nothing will."

"Sarcasm." le-XE spoke asit readied another
combination of opiates and antiseptics.
"Nonappreciation.”

"Therés someone dsein this place, isn't there?’

Boba Fett had drawn his head back from the metal cup that
Dengar had held out to him. The mere effort of hiswords
sent his chest |aboring, the dials and readouts on the
surrounding equipment blipping into thered. "A femde.”
Dengar said nothing. He placed the haf-empty cup on
top of one of the sighing machines that the two medical
droids tended. He had other thingsto take care of, other
thingsto do besdestak with the gnigter figurelying

on the pallet, alittle farther away from desth's shores
than Fett had been even a couple of days ago. One of the
hiding place's power generators had conked out, spewing
white sparks and a dense cloud of greasy smoke. That had
necesstated shutting down al but the minimum ar
recyclers, resulting in the hot, thick miasma bound
indgdethe hiding place. Dengar could more profitably
take care of the generator, getting it up and back on-

line, rather than staying here at Boba Fett's bedside.

But the other man's cold gaze held him astight asthe
curved hook of agaffstick.

"Theré'sno need to lieto me abouit it," said Boba

Fett. Hiswords were as cold and unemotiond asthe gaze
from hiseyes. "l saw her. She camein here. Y esterday, |
suppose. It's il hard for meto tell about these

things. But it was dark, and she must have thought | was
adeep. Or that | had died, perhaps.”

"Please," said SHS-B. It fussed with the tubes

running between the machines and Boba Fett's body.

"Y ou're making our job considerably more difficult.”
Dengar ignored the medical droid. He was about to
answer Fett, to tell the bounty hunter who thefemale
was, when the bombs hit. Real bombs.

Dust sfted from the subchamber's celling, speckling

the lenses of SHZI-B'shead unit swiveing up toward the
sound of thunder. Windstormsinfrequently lashed the Dune
Seq, floods of sand churning down the stone gulleys and
vanishing just as quickly benegth the twin suns. Dengar
had always thought that the hiding place held dug for
himself wastoo far beneath the planet's surface to take
any damage from mere wegther. It'll take something
stronger, he'd decided, to get in here.

Hisown wordswere gill looping around insgde his

head when the rocksfell, with even louder thunder from
above, onto hisface.

He'd looked up, aong with the two medica droids. He
had a memory flash, of alight sharp as blades against

his eyes and brighter than Tatooine's suns combined into



one. Then hewas spitting out gravel and blood as he felt
his arm being tugged by someone unseen.

"Comeon!" Thevoicewas Nedah's; her hands gripped
tight around hisforearm and pulled. Rocks and sand
poured off his chest as his scrabbling efforts, feeble at
first and then made stronger by sudden desperation,
combined with hersto extract him from the remains of the
subchamber. "Hes 4l in therel”

She meant Boba Fett, of course. The hiding place's
emergency lightsflickered asthe remaining generator
cameto life. Dengar could still hear thunder, receding
into the distance up on the surface leve. The thunder
would return, he knew; he was familiar enough with
saturation-bombing techniques to be aware that that was
what was going on up there. One wave would be succeeded
by another, crossing the ground at aright angle from the
first sweep. There wouldn't be any stones|eft, no
gulleysor eroded pillars, everything would be hammered
into dust. And asfor whatever might lie beneath the
surface. . .

Nedlah was dready digging at the rubble that blocked
the doorway to the subchamber. Enough of the dust had
settled that Dengar could see how the bombs impact had
knocked him back toward the hiding place's main area. If
he had been any farther ingde, where the medical droids
had been taking care of their patient, the rockfall would
have come straight down on him, crushing hisskull.
"Confusion." Nedah's bleeding fingers had aready
excavated the smaller of the droids. With its carapace
dented, torso readouts cracked and blinking, le-XE
crawled away from the rocks and righted itsdlf with
difficulty. "Noise. Not-goodness.”

"What are you waiting for?' Neelah looked back around
a him, her eyesblazing through the dust and swesat
covering her face. "Help mel”

"Areyou crazy?' Dengar reached down and grabbed an
arm, pulling Nedlah to her feet. "Thereisn't timefor
that-whoever's laying down those bombs on the surface
will be back in lessthan aminute. Weve got to get out

of herel"

"I'm not going without him." Nedlah yanked her arm

from Dengar's grasp. " Save yoursdlf, if you want to." She
turned away and started tugging a one of the larger
rocks, nearly ashigh as hersdf.

There were tunnels underneath the hiding place,

curving and smooth-sided, that ran deep into the planet's
bedrock. Dengar had investigated them far enough to know
that they connected with the Great Pit of Carkoon; with
the Sarlacc beast dead now, they would make a safe refuge
from the bombing. But only if they werereached intime,
before the next destructive wave coll gpsed what remained



of these spaces.
He hegtated only amoment, before curaing himself as

afool and laying both his hands on the rock, just above
Nedlah's hands. The stone surface was aready dick with
her blood; Dengar dug hisown fingertipsinto it and
pulled, straining with hisweight againgt therock's
resstance. From far off and above, he could hear the
bombing of the surface cometo a hdlt, like astorm that
has spent its thunderous fury. That's only temporary, he
knew. They'd be returning in this direction soon enough.
Dengar put his shoulder against the rock, his hands
clawing for abetter grip. It struck him, between one

gasp for breath and the next, that he didn't even know
who it could be that was pounding the Dune Sea above his
head into scorched powder. Forces of the Empire, maybe,
or the Rebel Alliance, or the Hutts, or the Black Sun
organization-at this point it wasn't asimportant asjust
surviving the hard, murderousran. Theonly thing he
knew for certain, downin hisgut, wasthet it had
something to do with Boba Fett. Getting involved with
this barve was a sure ticket to disaster.

Thelargerock suddenly shifted, spilling Nedah

forward onto the main chamber's rubble-strewn floor.
Dengar managed to keep his balance, shifting his hold and
thrusting with his bent legs, kegping the oneralling.
Neelah scrambled out of itsway asthe debris of the
subchamber's shattered doorway came tumbling after it.
"Y ou arewadting time," announced SHS-B from within
the suddenly revealed space beyond the rocks and settling
dust. The medica droid had busied itsdlf by

disconnecting the various tubes and monitoring wires that
had been hooked up to Boba Fett. " Therapeutic protocols
render it imperative that the patient be removed from
these unsafe premises a once."

Lying on the palet, Boba Fett had |apsed back into
unconsciousness, either from the crashing impact of the
bombing raid or from an anesthetic dose administered by
the medical droid. Dengar and Neglah scrambled over the
rocks; each took one end of the pallet and lifted,

hoisting Fett high enough to carry out into the hiding
place's main chamber.

"Wait asecond." After they were clear, Neelah set

down her end of the pallet and climbed back into what
remained of the subchamber space. Cracks spidered across
its calling, showering down more dust and loose stones as
the sharp, percussive hammer strokes from above grew
louder. Nedlah emerged a second later with Boba Fett's
scoured and dented helmet and combat gear; she piled it
on top of the unconscious bounty hunter, then grabbed
hold of the pallet again. "Okay, let'sgo."

They both collapsad in exhaustion when they had



reached the safety of the lower, Sarlacc-dug tunnels. The
two medicd droids fretted over their patient as Dengar
and Nedlah sprawled back againgt the fused-smooth walls
curving around them. From here, the bombing raid sounded
asthough it were happening on some other, unluckier
world.

"What'sthat smell?* Nedah wrinkled her noseasshe
turned her gaze toward the darkness and the stench of the
tunnel'slower reaches.

Dengar lifted the lantern he had managed to scavenge
hadtily from the hiding place's equipment. Itsfeeble

glow extended afew metersinto the dark before being
swallowed up. "Probably the Sarlacc,” he said. "Or what's
left of it. The part that could be seen in the Great Pit

of Carkoon wasjust its head and mouth; it had tentacles
extending al through therock. Some say asfar asthe
edges of the Dune Sea. When our friend here blew out the
Sarlacc's gut"- Dengar pointed with his thumb to Boba
Fett on the palet-"there was alot of dead beast |ft
rotting down here. Y ou can't expect something like that

to sméll too good, you know."

The stench of decay grew worse, as though the

vibration of the surface bombing had shaken open aburied
pustule. Nedlah'sface paled, then she quickly scrambled
to her knees and hurried to afarther bend of the tunndl.
The sounds of gagging and retching traveled back to
Dengar.

She's not used to this sort of thing, mused Dengar.

Or some part of her wasn't; something held in the
darkness and hidden memory insde her. That intrigued
him. A mere dancing girl, a pretty servant in the court

of Jabba the Hutt, would have gotten accustomed to the
samel| of death quickly enough; it had pervaded the walls
of Jabba's palace, seeping up from the rancor pit beneath
the throne room. Huttsin generd liked that smell; it

was one of the more loathsome characteristics of their
speciesto revel in acongtant olfactory reminder that

they were dive and their enemies, and the objects of

their lethal amusements, were dead and rotting benesath
them. That, anong other things, waswhy Dengar had
considered employment with the late Jabba or any of the
other members of his clan asachoice of last resort.
Especidly so after Dengar had found Manaroo-and hislove
for her. How could one return to that being who
represented one's essence, an amost forgotten purity and
grace, with the stink of deed, defeated flesh wrapped
around onesdf? It wasimpossible.

It seemed impossible for this Nedlah to endure as

well. She had the temperament of one born to the gdaxy's
nobility, abloodline accustomed to command and the
obedience of others. Dengar had noted that, just from the



way she had faced him down in their first encounter.
Anyone el se who had gone through the unsavory rigors of
Jabba’s court, followed by unprotected exposure to the
Dune Sea, would have quailed before the obvious
superiority of Dengar's strength and weaponry. But some
gpark of courage inside Nedlah had burned even brighter
under those conditions, fierce enough to have burned his
outstretched hand, if he had dared to touch her.

That aristocratic strain was gpparent in the femal€'s

face aswdll, even darkened and toughened as it was by
the lash of the double suns and the scouring of the Dune
Sed's hat, razorlike winds. Shelll be trouble, Dengar
aready knew. He'd had enough on his hands before she had
come along, but with her presence added to the equation,
the result was increased exponentidly.

Nedah returned, face even paler in the glow from the
snglelantern. "I'm sorry,” she said.

"Don't be." Dengar gaveashrug. "I'll bethefirst

to admit that thisisn't the most pleasant neighborhood.”
He got to hisfeet. "We might aswell seewhat kind of
shapewerein.”

Thetwo medical droids were stationed on either side

of Boba Fett's pdlet.

"How'sthe patient?"

SHSI1-B glanced back at Dengar. "Aswell as can be
expected,” thedroid said irritably. "Given thedis
turbance he's been put through.”

"Hey-" Dengar poked himsdlf inthe chest. "Did |

order abombing raid to start up? Don't blame everything
onme"

"That's not abad question.” Standing beside him,

Neslah glanced over the unconscious form of the bounty
hunter. "Who did order it?"

"Who knows?' Dengar set the lamp on a shoulder-high
outcropping. "Thisguy's got mgor enemies. It was
probably one of them."

"Then that would mean somebody knowsthat he'sdive.
Somebody besides us.”

That redlization snapped together in Dengar'sbrain,
likeapair of wiresthat had become disconnected during
the tumult. She's right-somehow the word must've gotten
out, to somebody for whom it was an important piece of
information, that Boba

Fett hadn't died; that bresth, however shallow, was

still going in and out of hisbody. Someone wasn't happy
about that. Someone who would send out sufficient
explosive forceto pulverize an army, just to make sure
that there wouldn't be enough left of Boba Fett to take a
bresth.

"'Somebody was spying on us," said Dengar. He had
dready diminated himsdlf asthe source of the leak, and



he had sworn Manaroo to secrecy. Nedah wasn't alikely
suspect; there had been no place for her to go, no one
for her to talk to while she'dd been out in the Dune Sea.
And she hadn't | eft the hiding place since Dengar had
taken her in. Maybe somebody from Jabba's paace, he
thought. There had been plenty of scoundrelsthere, even
after Jabba's death, with the necessary skillsfor

Saying unseen while watching the comings and goings out
inthewastelands. Especidly after losing alucrative

gig with the Hutt, any one of them would be motivated to
sl vauableinfo to the highest bidder. To some agent

of the Empire or anybody el se who had a big enough grudge
againgt Boba Fett. "That must have been what happened.”
Dengar nodded dowly. "Somebody saw me taking Fett down
into my hiding place.”

"Don't be stupid." Nedlah shook her head. "If

somebody knew exactly where Fett had been taken, they
wouldn't bother blowing up everything within sght of the
Great Pit of Carkoon. One missile, straight down the
tunnel entrance, would've done thejob. Smpleand
clean." She pointed toward the silent form on the pallet.
"If that'sdl it took to kill him off, they would have

doneit the easy way. And the quiet way."

She had apoint, Dengar admitted to himself. Boba

Fett wasn't the only one who lived by secrets, the kind

of clients held had, and enemies he'd made, were the same
way. A surgica strikewould have diminated Fett without
therisk of drawing attention that abombing raid

entailed. Dengar had heard nothing the last time heldd
been talking to his own information sourcesin Mos Eidey
about a contract being put out on Boba Fett. So if
anybody was actively gunning for him, they were
definitdy keeping it quiet.

"Unless" said Dengar, "there's some other reason for
therad...."

Nedah gave him awithering look. "Do you think

there's some other reason?"

He didn't bother to answer. Silencefilled the tunnd

as he looked upward, listening and waiting. "1 think
wereadl clear now."

"We can go back up?'

"Areyou kidding?' Dengar shook his head, then picked
up the lantern and directed its light toward the tunnel

they had come down. Thelight picked up the jumbled
shapes of the rubblefilling the passageway. "Were
blocked off. Even if therés anything left of my hiding
place-whichisabigif, given the pounding that was

going on up there-we couldn't get to it now. Well have
to push on, and seeif there's some other way of getting
out to the surface.”

A shiver of disgust ran across Nedlah's shoulders.



The smell of rot was noticeably stronger toward the
tunnd'sunlit end.

"Can hetravel?' Dengar pointed toward Boba Fett.

"It would be better," said SHS-B, "from ather

gpeutic sandpoint, if he were left undisturbed.”

"That's not what | asked."

"I don't know why you bothered to inquire at al."
SHS-B'stone was distinctly haughty. "1 imagine youll

do whatever you're planning on, no matter what le-XE and
| tdl you."

"Comeon." Dengar motioned Nedlah over toward the
pallet. "These droids don't know how tough this barve
redly is”

They managed to lift the pallet, with Dengar taking

mogt of the unconscious figuresweight into hisarms,
until the loose grave shifted under hisfeet and he saw
how strong Neelah actualy was, she braced herself and
caught the load from toppling to one side. Dengar
instructed one of the medical droidsto loop the carrying
strap of the pallet around his neck. With the lantern's
beam wavering ahead of them, they started downward into
the murk and ssomach-churning smell.

"How do you know . . ." At the pallet's back end,
Neelah gasped for breath. "How do you know we can get out
thisway?'

"I don't,” said Dengar amply. "But therésan air

current coming in from somewhere. Y ou can fed it on your
face" He glanced over his shoulder at her. The nauseated
palor had diminished dightly; she had gone numb to the
sméll of the decaying Sarlacc's carcass, buried beneath
whatever was | eft of its nest under the Greet Pit of
Carkoon. Nedlah took a deep breath, nogtrils flared, and
only gagged dightly. "Evenwith the gink," continued
Dengar, "l cantdl it's coming from somewhere outside of
these tunnds. If wefallow it to its source, we might

find someplace where we can ether crawl out or dig our
way to the surface. Or . . ." He gave ashrug. "Wewon't.
The bombing raid might have collapsed the rest of the
tunnelswith too much rubble for usto get through. In
which casg, it's pretty much over for dl of us.”

"Y ou sound pretty calm about that possibility.”

"What's my choices? | volunteered for thisgig." One
corner of Dengar's mouth lifted inagrim smile. "Later

on, when I'm actudly dying, | might let mysdlf get a

little more emotiona about it. In the meantime we might
aswell save our strength for whatever digging we're
going to haveto do." Helifted hisend of the pallet
higher. "Come on. We might aswdll find out what it's
goingto be"

The two medicd droidsfollowed behind. "This goes
againg al sound therapeutic protocols." SHS1-B voiced



its concern again. "We're not taking responsbility for
whatever happensto our patient.”

"Absolution.” The shorter one trundled with dif

ficulty over thetunnd'srough terrain. "Lack of blame."

"Y eah, right. Whatever." Dengar didn't ook back at

the complaining droids. "Y ou're off the hook.” The
lantern's beam faded away into the darkness ahead of him.
"Jugt don't tell me about it."

"Do you think helll be okay?' Theworry in Nedah's
voice was audible. "He's been jostled around quite a bit.
Maybe we should |et the droids take alook at him-"
"That'sagood idea." Dengar kept on walking down the
tunnd's dope, his hands gripping the corner of the

palet a hisback. "That'll give whoever itistopsde

lots of time to take another passat us."

"Oh." Nedlah sounded abashed. "I guessyou'reright.”
"About thisone, | am. Well al be better off the

sooner we get out of here" He was dready thinking about
the next time he would see Manaroo. And if he would ever
seeher again. A lot of hisrecent decisions, hisplans

and schemes, were swiftly metamorphosing to regrets. And
this could be the last one, he thought asthe palet's

weight combined with that of its unconscious passenger to
dig into Dengar's hands. Even his sensory perceptions-the
tantalizing hint of fresh air againg his swesting

face-could have been lies and wishes, rather than the
ampletruth that he was walking through his own tomb.
His doubts faded abit when the tunne's floor

leveled beneath hisfeet; the dope he and Nedlah had
carried Boba Fett down had extended, through its various
twists and turns, at least ahundred yards. That wasn't
enough, Dengar knew, to take them out of the territory of
another bombing raid. But he was familiar with the rocky
outcroppings of the Dune Sea's surface dl around what
had been his hiding place's entrance; there was a good
chance that they had reached a point where the ground's
bones hadn't been completely atomized. The bombs impact
might even have created new passages to the oxygen above,
untainted by the stench of the rotting Sarlacc. By now,

the smell had gotten bad enough that Dengar could taste
it, anausesting film that had crept down the back of his
tongue. . . .

"Look!" Nedah caled out from behind him.

Dengar glanced over his shoulder, then in the di

rection in which her upraised hand pointed, as she
balanced the corner of the pallet againgt her thigh. The
lantern's beam swept across a danting heap of broken
gone. "l don't seeanything. .. ."

"Turn off thelantern,” ordered Nedlah.

He thumbed off the power switch. Thelight had been

dim enough that his eyes only took afew secondsto



adjust to the darkness. Which wasn't complete athread
of daylight, clouded with dust motes, drew ajag-edged
spot only afew inches from the toes of his boots. Dengar
tilted his head back and spotted the cleft in the rocks
overhead. The hole looked hardly bigger than the width of
hishand.

"Thisll take alittlework." Dengar mulled over the
stuation. He and Neglah had lowered the pal let between
themsalves. With the lantern switched back on, he studied
thewall of crumbled stone nearest the hole. "I can get

up there, al right. And so can you; it doesn't look like
that bad aclimb.” He pointed to Fett. "He's going to be
the problem, though.”

"You'vegot aline cail, don't you?' With anod of

her head, Nedlah indicated one of the equipment pouches
at Dengar'swaist. "If you could get up there and pry the
gap open wider-or if you could get out to the
surface-then | could tie aloop around his chest and
under hisarms, and you could haul him up.”

Nothing had been heard from the medica droidsfor a
while asthey had straggled aong behind Den-gar and
Nedlah. But now SHS-B spoke up. "The patient,” it
protested loudly, “isnot in any kind of condition for a
maneuver asyou've described. Very smply, youll kill
himif you try that."

"Y eah, and if weleave him down here, hell bejust
asdead.” Under the best of circumstances, Den-gar would
have gotten tired of the droid's officious carping. He

took out the line and fastened one end to hisbelt so his
handswould be freefor climbing. He gave therest of the
coil to Nedah, then nodded toward Boba Fett. "Pull him
back abit so the both of you will be out of the way of
whatever | pull down." There was another possibility that
Dengar had |eft unspoken. Specificdly, that intrying to
widen the light-spilling gap overhead, held bring down
the entire roof of this underground space, burying

himself and the others under afew tons of rock. The bomb
ing raid had |eft the arealin atate of fragile balance;

even removing the smallest stone might trigger acollapse
of everything surrounding it.

Heleft thelantern with Nedah, ingtructing her to

point it toward the areaaround the bright crevice hed

be working on. As he started to climb, fingertips digging
into the loose rock, he could hear her dragging the

pallet over to the farthest angle of the space below him.
One stone shifted as he put his hand'sweight onit.

The stone came free and tumbled away; he would have
followed it, crashing hard down the dope he'd traversed
so far, if he hadn't managed to loop one arm around a
larger outcropping just above and to the Sde of his

head. Hisfeet dangled in air for amoment as more of the



didodged stones rattled and did out from under his boot
soles.

"Areyou dl right?' Dengar heard Nedlah's voice from
below asthe lantern beam pinned his one hand straining
to hold its grip on the outcropping and his other dug in
nexttoit.

"Do | look dl right?" The hazard annoyed Dengar more
than darmed him. Without turning his head, he shouted
downto Nedah. "Movethelight . . . over just abit. .

The beam shifted as he managed to get more of his
weight balanced on the outcropping, his chest pressing
againgt itstop ridge. He reached up and grasped the edge
of thetiny gap he had spotted from the floor of the
tunnel. With apush, it gave way; he flung the stone away
as heturned hishead to shied hiseyesfrom the gravel
and dust raining down.

More daylight spilled down from the Dune Sed's
surface; Dengar could even see, as hetilted hishead
back, apatch of cloudless sky. We can makeiit, he
thought with relief. Sweat trickled down his neck and
across his chest as his free hand yanked out afew more
gonesjutting into the vertical opening. They fell into
darkness, gtriking the others he had previoudy torn
loose. He was grateful for the fresh air, dry and hot as

it was from the suns pounding temperature, that flooded
across hisface and into histhroat. Anything was better
than the gtink that filled the caverns and tunnels

benegth the surface. . . .

The beam of light suddenly disappeared.

"Hey!" Dengar shouted to Nedlah below him. "Swing
that light back up herel” The glare of daylight coming
down the widened hole wasn't enough for him to make out
the detalls of the space's calling; he couldn't seewhich
rock to grab and pull on next. "I till need it-"

"There's something down here!™ Nedlah's shout echoed
off the curved walls of crumbling stone. Her next words
weretinged with sudden fear. " Something big!"
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Dengar managed to twist himsdlf around so he could
seewhat she wastalking about. A raw laugh burst from
histhroat as he recognized the mottled surface, rounded
and dretching higher than even thetdlest humanoid's
deature.

"It'sthe Sarlacc,” said Dengar. "Or part of it, at

least." From his precarious hold on the rock outcropping,
he watched as Nedah played the light across the immense
serpentine form, itsbulk sedling off the far end of the
cavern. There was no sign of the creature's head or tall,



asthe segment made visble by the lantern lay immoabile.
"That'swhy it smells so bad in here, remember? There's
probably pieces of it scattered al through these

tunnels, or whatever's|eft of them.”

Nosewrinkling in disgust, Nedlah stepped alittle

closer to the giant form. Enough light bounced off its
scales, made shinier by patches of decay and the dried
ichor of itsblood, that the pallet with Boba Fett on it
could be seen severa meters away. The two medical
droids, the readouts o n their torsos blinking, regarded
Nedah'sinvestigationswith only mild curiogty.

Dengar turned back to hiswork on their escape

route. "Get that light beam up here-"

"Itsdivel”

The force of Nedlah's shout came close to knocking
Dengar loose from the outcropping. "What're you talking
about?' He pulled himself farther up on the stone before
looking back down. ™Y ou can smell that the thing's deader
then-"

"It moved!" With her voice amixture of fury and

alarm, Nedlah pointed at the bulk of the Sarlacc segment.
"l saw it just now. When | poked at it."

"Nothing to worry about,” said Dengar. Hisarm, where
it crossed over the stone's corner ridge, was starting to
go numb. "Probably just part of the decompostion
process. Y ou must've disturbed some gas bubbleinsde the
tissues. It's probably going to get alot worse smelling

in hererea soon-"

Hiswordsturned to slence asavisible shiver ran

across the towering convex wall of the Sarlacc segment.
Dengar could easily seethe motion, like aperigtdtic
wave traveling across the scales and crusted decay
patches.

"Therel" Nedah kept the lantern beam directed at the
glistening bulk. "That'swhat it did before! 1 thought

you said thisthing was dead!"

It'd better be, thought Dengar. A sense of foreboding
moved up from the base of his somach and into his
throat. Boba Fett had killed the damn thing; hed blown
hisway out of itsgut. From traumallike thet, ‘the

Sarlacc had to have died; there was no other possibility.
None-the word looped insde Dengar's head with atouch of
panic.

That fear rose out of his dark, unbidden wondering.

No one had ever seen the Sarlacc entire; it had lain
buried inits nest in the Great Pit of Carkoon before
there had ever been sentient beings on the planet of
Tatooine. The Tusken Raiders, who had ridden their shaggy
bantha mounts across the Dune Seawastes for centuries
untold, had ancient legends of the Sarlacc giving birth
toitsaf at thisworld's center in the days before the



twin suns had split apart. Born and growing with the dow
persstence of an eterna creature, digging and rooting
itsdlf initstunndls benesth the sand and rocks, until

the day would come when it had esten everything else and
would consumeitsdlf, continuing an endless cycle of
destruction and rebirth.

It was al nonsense, Dengar knew. There was no point

in paying attention to Tusken myths. But & the sametime
nobody on or off Tatooine had ever determined the exact
physiology of the Sarlacc. Maybeit's got more than one
stomach, thought Dengar. Or it can regenerateitself,
likeaplant. Nice possibilitiesfor it; too bad for

anybody who might have foolishly wandered into itsreach.
Likeus

Hisfears proved suddenly correct. The curving wall

of the Sarlacc segment reared up, like agiant serpent
uncoiling. It reached higher than Dengar's hold on the
outcropping, the scales dragging across the roof of the
cavern severd meters away from him. A shower of rocks
and sharp-edged debris rained down as Neglah scrambled to
temporary safety near the palet and the two medical
droids.

Theinterior of the cavern shook with seismic force

asthe Sarlacc's writhing form crashed down again. Dengar
gripped the outcropping tighter, trying to keep from

being thrown loose from it. More rubble poured down the
widened gap, with hot stones and sand falling across his
shoulders and the side of his averted face.

Even before he could see what was happening down
below, Dengar had gotten his end of the rope line around
the outcropping and had knotted it fast. "Grab the ling!™
he shouted as the dust started to settle. "I'll pull you

up!*,

He could fed her tugging a the other end of the

line. But when he could see below himsdf again, the

gpace dimly illumined by acombination of the daylight
from above and the beam of the lantern knocked on its
sde, he saw that Neglah had dragged the unconscious
figure of Boba Fett from the palet and had gotten him
upright. Fett's weight was braced against her shoulder as
shelooped the line around his chest.

"There-" Neelah stepped back and shouted to Dengar.
"Takehimup! Start pulling!”

Boba Fett'sarms dangled at his side, the tautened

ropedl that kept hislimp body from collgpsing to the
floor of the cavern. Hishead lolled forward, chin

againd hischest. Theonly sgn of him gill being dive

was the dight motion of hisragged bresth.

No point in arguing; Dengar knew that it would be a
waste of time with the obstinate femae. He clambered up
onto the outcropping's top surface, then reached down and



grabbed the line with both hands. His spine hit the rock
wall behind him as he reared back and pulled. The body of
the unconscious bounty hunter straightened, feet dangling
clear of the ground, as Dengar drew Fett toward himsdlf.
The cavern shook as the Sarlacc segment, either in

its death throes or from hunger spurred by its avareness
of the humans presence, convulsively lifted itself and
dammed itslength againg the sde of the cavern

directly benesth Dengar. Beneath the pounding of his
heart, the outcropping trembled and groaned, as though
the larger stone it was part of was about to pull free
from the upper reaches of the cavern wall. He reached
down and grabbed another section of line, hauling Boba
Fett higher into the open space; the Sarlacc segment came
within inches of the bounty hunter's feet asit doubled
uponitself in hissng agony.

Fett was dtill several meters away from Dengar's

grasp as the Sarlacc segment crashed down toward the
cavern floor once again. Its head and tail were il
unseen, extending into the darkness at either end of the
gpace. The echo of itsimpact against the ground rolled
through the cavern like buried thunder; more sharp bits
of rock pelted againgt Dengar's back. One side of the
gap, the escape route to the surface he had been
widening, sheered off and fell tumbling, inches away from
the suspended figure of Boba Fett. The limp bounty hunter
dowly revolved as Dengar srained to pull him higher.
That was the only motion Fett showed, as though the loop
around his chest had squeezed the last remaining life
forcefrom him.

Past Fett, Dengar could see the two medicd droids
scurrying to safety at the other sde of the cavern as

the Sarlacc segment twisted onto its Side, scales
crushing the rocks beneath it to powder. Neelah backed
away, the lantern's beam widening againgt the Sarlacc's
flank, then turned and ran as the towering curve gained
speed, rolling toward her. As Dengar watched, the stone
fragments did out from benesth her fest, throwing her
onto her hands and knees. The lantern clattered to a halt
lessthan ameter away, its beam angling upward onto the
bulk of the Sarlacc.

The glowing dlipse of light on the Sarlacc's scales

grew larger asthe segment continued to twist about, like
ahideoustida wave of rough-edged armor and injured
flesh. Nedlah gave acry of mingled pain and fear asthe
segment rolled onto her foot and

lower leg, pinning her to the floor of the cavern.

The Sarlacc segment halted its motion, asif some sense
within it were aware of the captive it had made. Its
convex mass loomed over Nedlah as she twisted onto her
sde and pushed futildly at it with her bare hands. All



that it would take to crush her into alifelessand

broken thing would be for the Sarlacc to continue its
twisting, rolling motion, the heavy tide of itsbulk
sweeping through the cavern and obliterating everything
inits path.

Dengar tugged the rope line high enough to loop it

around the end of the outcropping, leaving the un
conscious Boba Fett suspended above the Sarlacc segment.
With one hand holding on, he dug with the other into the
holster on his bdlt, caught between his own weight and
the rock's surface. He managed to drag out his blaster,
leaving abraded skin from the back of his hand acrossthe
rough stone. Dengar shifted his position on the
outcropping, trying to line up aclear shot, past the
dangling figure of Boba Fett and into the mass of the
Sarlacc. . . .

That shifting of weight on the stone, plusthe damage

to the dready precariouswalls of the cavern caused by
the Sarlacc's convulsive thrashing, was enough to bresk
the outcropping free, ahairline crack just past Dengar's
elbow gplitting open with a puff of dust. The forward
edge of the outcropping shot downward as he scrambled to
keep hold of it. Histeeth rattled in hishead asthe

narrow point of stone jammed itself againgt the other

sde of the crevice, ameter below where the outcropping
had been positioned before. The knot of the line fastened
to Boba Fett did down the outcropping and caught at the
juncture of the stone and the crevice wall.

The sharp, sudden movement had knocked the blaster
free from Dengar's grip. Clutching the stone, he waiched
helplesdy, time expanding into dow motion, asthe
wespon spun in the air and choking dust near the cavern's
ceiling, then fdl. Grip and muzzle tumbled end over end,
beyond any point where Dengar could have caught it, even
if hed been able to take one of his clawing hands away
from the stone.

He saw something el se then, something that had come

to life as unexpectedly asthe buried Sarlacc. The sudden
drop of the line had snapped Boba Fett's head back, so
that his pale, unhelmeted visage was turned toward Dengar
and t hedaylight spilling into the cavern from above. The
bounty hunter appeared dead, as though the medica
droids disregarded warnings had proved true, after al;

it might as well have been a corpse that Dengar and
Nedlah had carried through the underground tunnels, and
that now dangled unmoving in midair. . . .

Boba Fett's eyes opened, gazing directly into

Dengar's. Sow-motion time stopped entirely as Fett's
cold regard pierced the other bounty hunter's spirit.

Then time Sarted up again, damming into microsecond
events. One of Boba Fett's hands raised from hisside,



shot out and caught thefaling blaster, as sharply and
deftly as an uncoiling serpent striking itsprey. The
wesgpon filled his grasp asthough it were an extenson of
hisbeing, a part of him as much asthe bones of his

sine.

Fett's gaze broke away. As Dengar watched from above,
Boba Fett scanned downward to where the great bulk of the
Sarlacc segment held Nedlah trapped against the cavern's
floor. He extended his arm, the blaster's muzzle on the
samedirect course ashissight, straight into the

massive curved flank of the Sarlacc.

The cavern filled with blade-edged shadows asthe
blaster erupted into coruscating fire, its explosive

touch pulsing at a diagona across the open space. Its
force was enough to deflect the rope line from vertical,
like aminiature rocket thrusting Boba Fett away from its
flaring burst. Fett kept the blaster'simpact pouring

into the same spot on the curved surface of the Sarlacc
asaburning stench mingled with the thick odor of decay
that had aready hung in the close, lung-oppressing air.
At the exact same moment the Sarlacc segment reared
upward, stung by the blaster's white-hot needle. Bits of
broken scales and charred flesh scattered across the
cavern; the creature's raw wound, cut deeper by the
continuing fire, Szzled beneath an acrid haze of black
smoke.

Nedah dug her fingertipsinto the rubble-strewn

cavern floor as more sparks and pieces of blackened
tissue rained around her, striking a pool of the

Sarlacc's blood with quick, spattering steam. She crawled
painfully forward, dragging the leg that had been trapped
behind her, asthe bright stream from the blaster in Boba
Fett's grip continued tearing open awider and deeper
section, like ared doorway being carved into living

stone.

A scream of agony, the wordless cry of awounded
beadt, sounded from far within the unlit tunnels beyond
the cavern space. Louder and shriller, until it wasa
physica presence, itsforce shivering thewalsand
tearing one stone loose from another. Neelah crouched
againg the sde of the cavern, close to the two medical
droids, as sections of the cavern's celling cracked apart
and fell. The broken stones struck the bleeding and
charred flank of the Sarlacc segment, then tumbled and
rolled to ahdt, mounting againgt the cresture.

The cry broke off asadifferent motion seized what
was | eft vighle of the Sarlacc. The rocks piled against

it shifted as the segment retracted into the tunnel

opening at the farthest edge of the cavern. From above,
Dengar had amomentary glimpse of aragged terminus, gray
and scabbed with the segment that had been torn from its



connection with the larger creature. Then it was gone,
leaving the stones and churning dust behind.

In Boba Fett's hand, the blaster went slent. He

looked back toward the light-filled opening and the
outcropping precarioudy danting across. Dengar could
seein the bounty hunter'sface that he was burning up
thelast of his strength, summoned from areserve deep
withinhim.

"Lower me...." Fett's voice rasped, like words spoken
withinan arlesstomb. "Now .. ."

Dengar managed to brace hisfeet against the sde of

the gap, enough to unfasten the line from the outcropping
and pay it out hand over hand, gradualy dropping Boba
Fett toward the floor of the cavern. When theline
dackened, Dengar looped it over his shoulder, using his
other hand to climb up the vertical opening. He reached
the surface, collapsing onto the hot sands of the Dune
Sea. Drawing in an exhausted breath, he sat up and
clutched thelinetight in hisfids.

A tug came on the line. Dengar stood up and pulled,
grabbing more of the line as he backed step-by-step away
from the opening. He could tell from the weight thet

there was more than just Boba Fett at the other end of
theline now.

More muscle. . . than brain, thought Dengar ashe
brought the line inch by inch over the rocks and sand. He
supposed that was why he had a certain placein the
bounty-hunter business, and Boba Fett had a different,
and much more famous one. He dug in, the liné's tautness
kesping him from faling over backward, and findly saw
one of Fett'sarms reach upward from the hole, his hand
gnking into the ground and leveraging his chest into

view. Boba Fett had his other arm around Nedlah, holding
her tight againgt himsdlf; the hole had been widened just
enough, between Dengar's efforts and the crashing of the
Sarlacc segment, to alow the two close-pressed bodiesto
scrape through.

The line went dack, dumping Dengar onto his seet, as
Boba Fett got Nedlah up onto the sand, then with afina
push against the sides of the hole, collapsed beside her.
Inal directions, the sllence of the Dune Seaex

tended from them. Wearily, Dengar got to hisfeet and
scanned acrossthe low hills; tilting his head back, he
searched the cloudless sky, sun glare dmost blinding

him. Therewas no sgn of any ships. The bombing raid
that had |eft the desert wasteland cratered and scorched
seemed effectively over, its perpetrators having removed
themselves beyond the atimosphere of Tatooine. Though by
this point, if they had returned, Dengar didn't fedl

capable of anything other than flopping on the ground and
letting the explogve chargesfinish him off.



He walked over to the other two. Boba Fett lay on his
back, eyes closed; the only indication of life wasthe

dow riseand fal of hischest. Whatever sirength had

been left in him was enough for basic respiratory
functions, and nothing ese.

"How are you doing?' Dengar's shadow fell across
Nedlah'sface.

She nodded dowly. "I'm okay." With the back of a
begrimed hand, Nedlah pushed her sweat-damp hair awvay
from her eyes, the motion left ablack smear across her
face. She sat up and drew her knees toward her breast so
she could examine the ankle that had been pinned beneath
the weight of the Sarlacc segment. A wince drew her eyes
shut for a second as she poked at the bruised flesh.
"Nothing's broken, | don't think." Leaning againgt Dengar
for balance, she stood upright and gingerly put her

weight ontheleg. "Yeeh, it'sdl right.”

A voice sounded out of the hole from which they had

just escaped. "Given the circumstances | have just
observed,” cdled SHS-B loudly, "1 would anticipate that
medicd atentionisrequired by al partiesinthe
immediate vicinity. Plus, the patient we had previoudy
been atending is undoubtedly in need of-"

The hectoring comments were cut short when Nedlah
picked up arock and tossed it down the hole. It clanked
againg metd and plastoid, rendering the medicd droid
dlent for amoment.

"I'm not going back down there," announced Nedlah.
"I've had enough time on that line dready."

Dengar gave aweary sigh. Asalways, he supposed it
was up to him. The medicd droids ill had their

uses-for one, SHS-B had been obvioudy right about Boba
Fett needing some further attention, especially after

what had been drained out of him underneath the Dune
Seds surface. And there were the various supplies-bits
and pieces; not much-that he and Nedlah had managed to
carry with them from the hiding place. Those would un
doubtedly comein handy, given their present exposed
gtugion.

"All right," said Dengar. He looked around for the

nearest boulder to which to fasten theline. "But when |
get done, you're both going to owe me. Big time."

"Don't worry about that." Neelah smiled up at him.

"Youll get dl the rewards that're coming to you."

He wasn't sure what that meant. Even ashe was
clambering back down the escape-route hole, the strap of
the lantern clenched in histeeth, he was wondering
whether those rewards would be agood or bad thing, when

they findly got to him.

All that noise had upset thefdin; it trembled in



Kuat of Kuat'sarms as he stroked its silken fur. "There,
there," he soothed the frightened animdl. "It'sdl over

now. Y ou have nothing to worry about." That wasthe
difference between creatures such asthe felinx and the
gdaxy's sentient inhabitants. "Go to deep, and dream
whatever you want." He stood at the great viewport of the
Kuat Drive Y ards flagship, watching the mottled sphere
of the planet Tatooine dwindlein the distance, aclump

of dirt among the hard, cold stars. A good part of that

dirt was now in consderably more battered condition than
before; the military squadron that had pounded the
surface of the Dune Seato dust was aready en route,
heading back to Kuat by acircuitous route, jumping in
and out of hyperspaceto foil any possible attempts at
tracking and linking them to the just-concluded bombing
raid on Tatooine. All inggniaand identification beacons
had been carefully stripped from the vessels before they
had left on their misson. W hen word of theraid filtered
through the watering holes and back aleys of MosEidey,
and any corresponding places on other worlds, the specu
lation would most likely be directed toward the Empire or
possibly the Black Sun organization. That notion pleased
Kuat of Kuat as he scratched behind the sighing felinx's
ears. We movein secret ways, mused Kuat. The better to
reach our destination . . .

The even more pleasing notion was that Boba Fett had
reached hisfinal destination. That had been thewhole
point of the bombing raid. Reports of the bounty hunter's
death had aready reached Kuat of Kuat; many other
sentient creatures, humanoid or not, would have heard of
someone going down the gullet of the Sarlacc and would
have concluded that was the end of that person. Kuat of
Kuat had, however, more experience with theindividud in
question; Boba Fett had dways had an unnerving ability
to show up dive, if somewhat battered, long after any
ordinary man's death would have been well assured.
Attention to detail had made KDY the manufacturing force
that it wasin the galaxy, supplier of vesselsto Emperor

Pd patine aswell asthe shadowy figuresthat ran Black
Sun; the present Kuat of Kuat had inherited the same
thoroughnessthat had characterized his ancestors.

"It's not enough to know that someoneisdead,” he
whispered to the felinx as he held the anima'sluxurious
fur closeto histhroat. " ou want them buried, or better
yet, scattered acrossthe landscapein little pieces"
"Excueme, ar."

Kuat of Kuat glanced over his shoulder and saw one of
his comrn supervisors. "Y es?' Even aboard the corporate
flagship, he had no taste for the obsequious formalities
that characterized Pd patine's court; KDY was a business,
not atheater for mono-maniaca sdlf-aggrandizement.



"Whet isit?"

"The damage survey hasjust comein." Thecomm
supervisor held up athin, salf-contained data readot,
with red, glowing numbers arranged in negt rows. "From
the monitoring devices we left behind on Tatooine."

He had been expecting those. "What's the andlysis?"
"Maximum ground penetration was achieved.” The comm
supervisor glanced at the readout. "All areas surrounding
the Great Pit of Carkoon were effectively saturated by
the bombing raid. Probability of anything on the surface
of the Dune Sea, or anywhere underground, to a depth of
twenty meters, is'-afew quick buttons were punched on
the readout's control s-" zero-point-zero-zero-zero-one.
Thetargeted tolerance level we went in with was only two
zeroes past the decimal point.” A satisfied expression
crossed the comm supervisor's face as he lowered the
device. "I'd say the chances are pretty good that we
achieved our objective.”

"Ah." Kuat of Kuat dowly nodded. " 'Pretty good,’

you say?"

The comm supervisor's pleased expression vanished; he
was one of the younger staff membersreporting directly
to the heir and owner of the company. "A figure of
gpeech, Sr." He dtill had alot to learn. "The objective
was undoubtedly accomplished.”

"That'smorelikeit." Thefeinx murmured drowsly
beneath Kuat of Kuat's hand. "Or as undoubtedly as can be
expected in this stubborn universe.”" He bestowed asmile
on hisunderling. "We haveto play the percentages, don't
we?'

g7

"Never mind." A deepy protest came from the felinx

as Kuat bent down and st it on the intricately

tessdllated floor. "Thanks for the information. Y ou can

go now."

The comm supervisor made his exit, and Kuat of Kuat
turned back to his contemplation of Tatooine, now hardly
more than athumbnail-sized blot in the viewport. Its
wordless voice louder, the felinx rubbed againg his
ankles, negotiating to be picked up again.

"A long way to come. . ." Kuat nodded as he murmured
histhoughtsadoud. "Just for nothing.”

He didn't share the comm supervisor's certainty about
what had been achieved. Being sure of anything, in this
universe, was one of thefollies of youth. Still, thought
Kuat, it was worth trying. Just for the sake of
thoroughness, and on the off chance that Boba Fett could
be killed. There was so much at stake-so many plansand
schemes, so deeply laid, and so critical to the survival

of KDY -that it was worth any expenditure of time and
capital to try to remove Feit from the multileveled game



board on which the Empire's pawns advanced. There were
other playersin the game as well-Black Sun, the
Rebdllion, smdler and even less savory empireslike
those of the Hutt clansand their like-but Kuat of. Kuat
wasn't concerned with those for the moment.

The opponents didn't know, and neither did the pawn,
just how important Boba Fett wasin this game-Kuat of
Kuat found some wry amusement in that datum. If Fett or
Emperor Papatine ever did find out, though, the game
would swiftly become more serious. And deadly. There
would be no more heirsto Kuat Drive Y ards because the
corporation itself would cease to exist. The Emperor's
scavengers would pick the bones gpart like agem-
encrusted corpse. . . .

Therewere dill agreat many moves|eft in the game,
though, before that happened. Kuat was determined to play
themadl.

"l suppose,” hetold the feinx, "well be seeing him

again.” That had been the main reason that he had
canceled any orders for a second bombing run on
Tatooine's Dune Sea. The conviction had settled in Kuat
of Kuat that it was a pointless endeavor; if Boba Fett
was going to be eiminated, it wasn't by any meansas
relatively crude asthat. "Hell take agood ded of

killing. Before he's dead enough.”

He supposed it hadn't been a complete waste, though.
Perhaps I've dowed him down-there would be time to shift
afew other piecesinto position, to contemplate the game
board and devise strategiesfor it.

Thefdinx had waited long enough; now it impeatiently
informed its master so.

"Soon enough.” Kuat of Kuat cradled the animd inthe
crook of hisarm again and idly scratched the spot behind
itsearsthat it liked the best. "A little time, perhaps.

But it won't belong.”

It never was, when it came to dealing with Boba Fett.
Just as before, on another part of the board, when the
pawns had been creatures such as that wretched spidery
assembler Kud'ar Mub'at and the Bounty Hunters Guild.
That game, Kuat knew, had played out with fatal speed.
"Not long," murmured Kuat of Kuat again. "Not long at
al..."

14

THEN

"Theré's something big coming down." Bosk'ssmile
wasjagged and ugly. Asaways. " Something redly big.”

Boba Fett leaned back against the wall behind the
stone bench. Nothing the Trandoshan told him ever came as



asurprise; the big reptile just hadn't learned that yet,

about how far behind the curve he was dwaysfated to be.
Maybe hewill find out, thought Fett, before he dies. "Go
on," said Fett. In the meantime there was somevaueto a
pretense of ignorance on his own part. "Tell me about

it

"Wait asecond.” Bossk turned his scaly head, looking
over the bleak contents of Boba Fett's temporary quarters
at the Bounty Hunters Guild's main complex. He had
aready pushed theiron-hinged door shut behind himsalf
with apush from his clawed hand. "Thisisnt," he

growled in alow voice, "something everybody needsto
know about." The ingpection from his dit-pupiled eyes
gpparently satisfied him, that there were no obvious
listening devicesingaled in the cracks between the

damp stones. "At least, they don't need to for the

"Y ou have acompulsion for secrecy.” ldiot, thought

Boba Fett-a thousand snooping machines could have been
hidden in the chamber that amere visua scan wouldn't
have detected. "That's commendable.”

"Gottabe careful.” Bossk sat down on the bench

beside him and leaned in close. "Especidly about 1
something likethis”

"Whichis?'

All around the sparsely furnished, rough-hewn space,

the corridors of the Bounty Hunters Guild compound folded
and coiled around each other, replicating the devious
pathways of the minds contained therein. Those minds, of
the bounty hunters themselves, had been getting
progressively more devious since Boba Fett's arriva in
their midst. He could senseit, like being insgde an
infinitely replicating maze, branching through fractal
progressions of paranoiaand deceit. That wasfine by

him it waswhat his plans, and those of the arachnoid
assembler Kud'ar Mub'at, called for. The bounty hunters
were dready getting logt in that maze; some of them
wouldn't surviveto find their way oui.

It's different for me, thought Fett. Hewasun

concerned about the maze's exponentia complexity. It
didn't matter whether he had amap, or athread leading
hisway out. When the time came, he would break hisway
through the encircling wals, as though they were made of
flimgiplast rather than the stone of other sentient

creatures greed and malice. Soon enough ...

"A bigjob," said Bossk. His clawstightened re-

flexively, asthough upon either the neck of some
merchandise or the credits to be gotten for it. "The kind
youlike"

Fett kept any trace of emotion out of hisvoice,

words blank asthe visor of hishemet. "How big?'



Leaning even closer, Bossk whispered hoarsdly into

the audio receptor at the Sde of Fett's helmet. The
Trandoshan's fang-lined smile was even bigger when he
drew away, the number recited.

"l see" Boba Fe tt wasn't surprised by the amount of

the bounty being offered; he had his own sources of
information, so much sharper and beyond those of any
Guild member. "That's an enticing sum." He wasnt
surprised, either, that Bossk had shaved a quarter

million credits off the price. Like most bounty hunters,
Bossk had aflexible notion of what constituted afair
divison of profits. "Very enticing, indeed.”

"Yeah, an'tit?' The contemplation of that kind of
creditsflow seemed to ingpireanew levd of glittering-
eyed avaricein Bossk. "I knew you'd go for it."

"And what isthe exact nature of this merchandise?’

Boba Fett already knew, but he had to ask in order to
keep up the masgquerade; Bossk had to believe that he was
reveding the details rether than just confirming them.
"Somebody must want it pretty badly to put that kind of
priceonit.”

"Y ou can say that again." Bossk held up one claw.
"Here's the scoop. Seems a certain Lyunes comm handler
named Oph Nar Dinnid managed to work himsdlf up aredl
case of hyper-eros.” Thetoothy smile shifted into a

leer. Y ou know how it goes-the same old story."

Fett knew what the Trandoshan was talking about. The
Lyunes were one of six sentient species on Ryoone, a
planet down-spira from one of the remoter sectors of the
Outer Rim Territories. Unusudly disma conditions hed
been brought about millenniaago by a seemingly permanent
suspension of volcanic ash in the upper atmosphere,
resulting in aruthless competition for surviva. The

other inhabitants of Ryoone would have wiped out the
Lyunes long ago if the fragile crestures hadn't mastered
the arts of intergpecies communication. Their skillswent
far beyond mere trandation of words and meaning;
surrounded by enemies, with the continuation of their own
breed dependent upon every nuance of language and
gesture, the Lyunes bought their liveswith interpretive
skillsfar beyond even the most highly devel oped protocol
droid. On Ryoone, that meant they made possible dl the
fluid and rapidly shifting diplomacy between the planet's
other species, the madly dissolving and re-forming
dliances, the declarations of war and swiftly terminated
peace treaties between sentient creatures who didn't even
share the same metabalic basis, let done language. In

the galaxy beyond Ryoone, the Lyunes werefound at every
communication nexus, sorting out and fine-tuning the
messages and negotiations between onewildly dissmilar
sector of the Empire and another.



All that expertise a reading other species inten

tions and secrets had its downside, though. From timeto
timevarious Lyunes fel prey to their own sengtivity.

An dl-consuming passion seized them; worse, it was
nearly always reciprocated by the object of their desire.
Unlike members of the reptilian Falleen species, whose
conguests were achieved with a notable coldness and lack
of feding, Lyunes and their hypererctic targetsrapidly
found themsdvesin Situations where neither partner was
left with ashred of sdlf-preserving intdlligence. Given

the high-level diplomatic stations where Lyunes were so
often found, the results were usualy catastrophic.
Andfad.

"l know the story," said Boba Fett. Both in general

and in the specific case of Oph Nar Dinnid, which hisown
sources had told him about. "Better that a high-ranking
femae should get involved with someone like Prince
Xizor. The experienceis reputedly moreintense and
pleasurable, and after it's over, the femae might il

be dlive. If she keeps her wits about her.” Fett supposed
that with someone like his sometime employer Xizor, that
waswhat passed as chivary. "The problem with Lyunes is
that they're not smart enough to be heartless.”

"Y eah, well, this Dinnid person managed to get

himsdf into alarge-capacity vat of nerf waste." Bossk
sneered; he had been born without those wasteful,
sentimental emotions. "He wasworking for one of the
magor liege-holder clansout in the Narrant system; |
won't say which one-"

"You don't haveto. They'redl dike." Boba Fett was
well acquainted with those clans; they wereredly more
loose confederations of genetically linked species, with
deep layers of ritua obeisance and internal blood oaths
patching over their differences. It didn't work; they
needed the ultradiplomatic Lyunes around just to keep
from killing each other off. A good gig for the natives

of abackwater world like Ryoone-aslong as they didn't
screw up.

But they dwaysdid.

"Let meguess,” said BobaFett. "Dinnid'semployers
found himin g, let's say, compromising position with a
wife or daughter from one of the top clan houses."

"Got that oneright." Bossk's eyes glittered as sharp
ashisfangs. A Trandoshan's enjoyment of another
cresture's troubles went far beyond the mere anticipation
of profit to be gained thereby. "All the way to the top.
Right up to the supreme liege-lord himsdlf. And just like
these Lyunesi-they've got no sense at dl-therevelation
of the affair wasin public. At one of theforma clan-
oath ceremonies, couple thousand sublieges and thelr
retinuesal intheir lord's great hall. Somebody



accidentaly struck the curtain behind the dais, it
collapses, and there's our Oph Nar Dinnid and the liege-
lord's apha concubine, for al the galaxy to see. Likel
sadnosenseat al.”

Bossk's description of events matched what Fett's
sources had told him. "It's remarkable that this Dinnid
person got out dive.”

"| take it back the guy had some sense.” Bossk
shrugged. "Not enough to keep himself out of trouble, but
at least enough to have aready planned his escape route
when the nerf droppings hit the ventilation system. There
wasalot of confuson in the great hdl-you can
imagine-and Dinnid hightailed it out to a speeder held
kept fuded and waiting, with its destination coordinates
dready programmed in."

"Where could he go? Where he/d be safe, that is.”

Boba Fett already knew the answer, but continued with his
pretense. "The Narrant liege-lords have a sense of honor
that doesn't easily accept embarrassment. They'll stop at
nothing to get someone who has publicly humiliated them
back inther grasp.”

"True." Bossk gave aquick nod. "That'swhy this
particular lord has put up such akiller bounty for the
merchandise he wants. He can't just take his own troops
out and hunt down thelittleidiot, haul him back, and

get whatever satisfaction he can out of Dinnid's hide-at
least, not without spreading the story even farther

afied. So, naturaly, the lord wants the bounty hunters

to do hisdirty work for him."

Silence was dways a desired commodity in the bounty-
hunter trade. Boba Fett had made a specialty of quick,
efficient-and quiet-work. "With that kind of credits
being put up, | expect every bounty hunter in the Guild
will be going after Oph Nar Dinnid."

"It'snot that easy," said Bossk. "The sneak not only

had his escape means planned, he had the perfect placeto
hole up figured out aswell. Heswith the Shell Hutts."
Boba Fett had heard that much aswell. Of al the
Huttese clans, the Shell Hutts were the least numerous,
and the most removed from the various dliances and
interconnected dealings that bonded the other Hutts
together. The Shell Hutts didn't even look like their
distant brethren, except in bulk and physiognomy; they
had the same basi ¢ body mass and large-eyed, dit-mouthed
faces, perfect for greedily stuffing assorted wriggling
tidbitsinto. In that sense, of wanting to control
everything on which their immense eyes fastened, they
wereidentica to therest of the Hutts.

Identical in anatomic toughness aswell, with thick
leathery skinsimperviousto blaster shots and acids, and
vital organs so deeply buried under layers of blubber



that they couldn't be even nicked with avibroblade-the
only physical threat that Hutts feared was specific bands
of hard unshielded radiation, the kind whosetoxic
effectsbuilt up intheir bodies shidding fat rather

than being disspated through normal excretion processes.
That had kept the Hutts from extending their crimina
enterprisesto certain areas of the galaxy. Until one of

the Huttese clans, sometimein the hazy millenniaof the
past, had given themsalves what their own genetics had
failed to protective armored casings, bolted and welded
together from heavy durasted plates, supported and
maneuvered about by built-in repulsor fields. All that
showed of the Shell Hutts soft, gelatinous flesh were
their jowly faces, protruding tortoisdike fromiris-
collared ports at the front of the floating ovoid cases.
Even the Shell Hutts ddlicatelittle hands were hidden
indde, manipulating the controlsfor the externaly
mounted grasping devices. Those seemed to work just as
well at grabbing onto and holding big chunks of ill-
gotten wedlth.

"Why would the Shell Hutts be interested in acomm
handler on the run?' Boba Fett had had dealingswith
various members of the Shell Hutts, he knew they didn't
do anything without a credits-related reason, just like
the other Huttese. "If they need that level of

trandation and diplomacy skills, they can just buy
whoever's on the market. Someone who doesn't have aprice
on hishead."

"Oph Nar Dinnid made himsdlf valuableto them.” A
trace of grudging admiration sounded in Bossk's harsh
voice. "Seems he had memory aug-mentors surgically
implanted in his cortical areas, and stuffed them full of
the Narrant system's top-secret businessinformation,
dealings, and records that he had accessto from working
asthe supremeliege-lord's protocol intermediary.
Therésalot of datainsde Dinnid's head that the Shell
Hutts have found to be pretty interesting. And

profiteble.”

"So? That's not something that would keep Dinnid safe
for long. The Shell Hutts aren't exactly reticent about
stripping data out of somebody’'s memory and then tossing
the remains out like an empty husk."

Bossk leaned closer, close enough that Boba Fett

could smell blood and mest through hishdmet'sair
filters. "Dinnid may beanidict, dl right, but he's not

that kind of idiot. The memory augmentors he had
ingaled ingde his skull have atime-based readout
function wired into them. All the secret businessdata
from the Narrant system that he's carrying isreleased a
few bitsat atime-plusit's under an autodestruct
encryption. The Shell Hutts try to crack his head open to



get at the data, everything gets wiped. But that's not
even the best part. They can't even tel how much datais
ingde Dinnid. Basicdly, he'svauableto the Shell

Hutts for an indefinite period of time; it could be
decades before the information is done spooling out of
him."

"That was clever of him." Aswith therest of the

story that Bossk had just related, Boba Fett feigned
hearing it for thefirg time. "But it lso meansthat

the Shdll Hutts aren't going to let go of him for agood
longtime"

"Damn straight,” agreed Bossk. He tapped asingle

claw againgt Boba Fett's chest. "It's not going to be
easy, prying him out of their hands. That'swhy the
bounty hunters aren't going out one by oneto try and
pull off thisjob. It's going to take ateam to nail down
this piece of merchandise.”

Fett had been expecting thisaswell. " Are you making
me an offer?'

"Maybe." Bossk pulled back, taking another scan
around the chamber and toward the rough-hewn door. "Let's
faceit things have been pretty tense around here since
you showed up." The Trandoshan's ditted eyes bored
fiercely into the dark visor of Fett'shelmet. "Therésa
lot of talk going on, from the old guard like my father
and the rest of the Guild council, dl the way down to
the rawest bounty hunter on the membership list."

"What kind of talk?'

"Don't messwithme," growled Bossk. "Y ou're valuable
to meright now, but if you start getting funny, I'll eat
your brains out of your helmet like asoup bowl. If I'm
making you an offer, then it isn't just about catching

hold of this Oph Nar Dinnid guy-though that should be
reason enough for you to beinterested. But it's about
the future of the whole Bounty Hunters Guild. There's
going to be some big changes coming down here, and people
arelining up on one side or another, depending on which
way they think it'sgoing to go. Frankly, I'd rather have
you on my side than not-but whatever side youre on, I'm
gtill going towin. It'l just be easer with you than
without. And itll be easier if youand | and acouple
other handpicked barves pull off this Dinnid job. The
bounty well get from it will buy usalot of friends.

But more than that, itll show some of the fence-gitters
around herejust who's got what it takes to snag the hard
merchandise. The oneswho can do this job are the ones
who should be running the Guild.”

"Y ou've thought agreat deal about this." Boba Fett

kept hisown voice level and free of emotion. "Again-I'm
impressed.”

"Cut theflattery."” The point of Bossk's claw dug a



little deeper into Fett's chest. "All | want to know is,
areyou with me on thisone?'

Bossk's eyeswidened in surprise as Boba Fett's hand
suddenly grabbed the other's fist, squeezing the bones
hard enough to grate them together benegth the
overlapping scaes. Fett dowly and deliberately moved
Bossk's captured hand away from himsdlf, like setting a
peculiar and unlovely art object at adistance.

"All right." Fett released his durasted-hard grip.
"I'mwith you."

Sulkily, Bossk rubbed thejoints of hishand. "Good,"

he said .after amoment. "I'll talk to some of the

others. The oneswho'll make the kind of team we need.”
He stood up from the stone bench. "I'll let you know how
itsgoing."

Boba Fett watched the Trandoshan pull the chamber's
door shut behind himsdlf, then listened to the sound of
his footsteps fading down the corridor outside. It's
amost sad, thought Fett. The poor barve didn't know just
how well things were dready going.

But he'd find out. Soon enough . . .

"Y our son hasjust concluded hisvisit." The mgor-

domo for the Bounty Hunters Guild headquarters bowed his
head, an obsequious grin on hisface. "And his
conversation with the unsavory individua known as Boba
Fett proceeded just asyou, in your ever-present wisdom,
predicted it would.”

Cradossk regarded the bobbing figure of the Twi'lek,

al crouching curtses and avarice-brightened eyes. The
glistening, bifurcate head tails of hisunderling

reminded him of both Nirdlian ground-dugs and uncooked
sausages. That notion sparked an automatic twinge of
hunger in his gut-but then, most things had that effect

upon him.

"Of courseit did.” In hisown luxurioudy appointed
quarters, Cradossk fidgeted with the heavy straps of his
normal business garb, the fabricsaminor-keyed visua
symphony in somber yet tasteful grays and blacks. The
gaudier robes he'd worn at the banquet welcoming Boba
Fett to the Guild had been hung by the mgordomoina
vacuum-maintained, humidity-controlled closet. "Thingsgo
as| predict them, not because of any wisdom | might
possess, but because of atiresome lack of wisdom on
other creatures parts.”

"Y our Worshipfulnessis entirely too modest.”

Ob Fortunaworked hisway around Cradossk, pale and
clammy hands darting out to make some fina adjustments
to hisemployer's everyday ouitfit. "Would | have foreseen
such things? Or your illustrious colleagues on the Guild
council? Not very likdy."



"That's because you and they arefoolsdike." The
thought depressed Cradossk; dl the burdens of leadership
weighed upon his shoulders. There was no oneto help him
guide the Bounty Hunters Guild through these perilous
shoals, in which conspiratorid enemiesthronged like

pack sharks. Not even his own son. Spawn of my seed,
Cradossk mused gloomily. It just showed that true
rapacious savvy was derived more from experience than
genetics. | shouldn't have been so easy on him, when he
wasjud alittlereptile.

"Someone dseis hereto seeyou." The mgor-domo
made afew more fina adjustmentsto Cradossk's garb.
"Didyou cdl for him? Should | grant him admittance?"

"Y esto both questions.” Thefawning Twi'lek was

getting on hisnerves. "And it'sa private matter. So

your presenceis not required.”

The mgordomo ushered in the bounty hunter Zuckuss,
then disappeared on the other side of the door he closed
behind himsdif.

Of dl the younger, rawer bounty hunterswho'd gained
admittance to the Guild, Zuckuss had dways seemed one of
the least suited for the trade. Cradossk gazed at the
breathing-masked figure in front of him and wondered why
any rationa cresture would place himsdlf at such risk;

it waslike achild playing a dangerous adult game, where
the wagerswere one's own life and the forfeits were
measured out in pain and degth. His origind motivation

for pushing Zuckuss, with that less-than-imposing stature
and dangling tubes of breathing-ass stance apparatus,

onto Bossk had been to give his son an easily disposable
partner, someone who could be sacrificed in atight
gtuation with little regret or loss to the organization.

There were more where Zuckuss came from; woul d-be bounty
hunters, with inflated notions about their own skillsand
toughness, were dways lining up at the Guild's doors.
This particular Situation had changed, though; Cradossk
had another use for young Zuckuss.

"l cameasquickly asl could." Zuckusswas visibly
nervous. And audibly the breath tubes curving at the
bottom of hisface mask fluttered. "I hopeit isn't

anything that-"

"Cdmyoursdf." Cradossk lowered himsdf into a

folding campaign chair made of femurs reinforced with
durasted rods. "'If you werein any kind of trouble,

believe me, you'd know about it aready."

Zuckuss didn't appear reassured. He glanced over his
shoulder, as though the door of the chamber had been a
trap mechanism sngpping shuit.

"Actudly, therés nothing wrong at al.” The bones

of the chair were worn smooth beneath Cradossk's pams.
"Much of what you've done has met with my approvad.”



"Redly?' Zuckussturned his gaze back toward the

Guild leader.

"Of course," lied Cradossk. "I have had reports
concerning you. My son Bossk is not easily impressed-that
is, with anyone other than himsdlf. But he spoke quite
highly of you. The businesswith that accountant . . .

what was his name?'

"That was Posondum.” Zuckuss gave aquick nod. "Nil
Posondum. It'sreally ashame that didn't go better. We
nearly had him."

Clawed hands spread wide, Cradossk's shrug was both
elaborate and soothing. " One does the best one can. Not
everything happenstheway it should.” To say something
like that required genuine acting ability on his part.

"Bad luc k can happen to anyone." Inside himself, Cradossk
dtill fdt like pulling off both his son'sand Zuckusss

heads for screwing up that job so badly. Boba Fett had
made complete fools out of both of them, and then
repeated the ignominy when held dipped past them to come
saling into the Bounty Hunters Guild headquarters.

"Don't worry about it. Ther€lll be other times, other
chances. There's dways another piece of merchandise.”
“I'm...gladyoufed that way. .. ."

"Y ou haveto take the long view in thisbusiness.” He

had given the exact same lecture to Bossk, and had been
sneered at, years ago. "'Y ou win some, you lose some. The
trick isto win more than you lose. Go for the averages.”
"That'strue, | guess." Zuckusss anxiety level now

seemed genuingy lowered. "Except for Boba Fett. He
adways seemstowin.”

"Even Boba Fett." One of Cradossk's hands made a
grand, all-encompassing gesture. "Y ou wouldn't know it
just by hisreputation, but he and | go back along way,
and | cantdl you that he's had his share of timeswhen
he's come up empty. Don't let that genera aura of
invinability fool you."

"Wl . . . it'shard not to be impressed. Thethings

that are said about him . . ."

Cradossk leaned forward in the campaign chair and
jabbed aclaw into Zuckusss chest. "I've beenin the
bounty-hunter trade along time, boy, and I'm telling you
now, you're every bit astough abarve asthe great Boba
"l am?'

"Sureyou are." In aGamorrean's eye, thought

Cradossk to himself. He continued with the pitch. "1 can
tell. There are certain-shdl we say?-ineffable
characteristics of the born bounty hunter. Someone with
the appetite and the skillsfor succeeding in thistrade.

| can smdl 'em. That'swhy I'm the head of the Bounty
Hunters Guild, just because of my being such akeen judge



of character." He tapped the side of his snout with one
claw. "And my inginctstell methat those are exactly

the skillsyou have."

"Well." Zuckuss dowly shook his head in amazement.
“I'm. .. flattered."

It'stoo easy, thought Cradossk. Telling creatures

what they wanted to hear, down in however many hearts
they carried around insde themsalves, was the quickest
and surest way to get them ready for sticking the knife
in. Their defenses went down like so many security
shiddswith surge-blown power fuses.

"Don't be." He had this Zuckuss exactly where he
wanted him; time to spring the rest of thetrap. "The
truth in this matter isimportant to both of us. Because
there's something | need you to do for me. Something
important.”

"Anything," Zuckuss said quickly. He spreed his

gloved hands gpart. "1'd be honored-"

"That'sfine." With his own upraised hand, Cradossk

cut off the young bounty hunter. "I understand. Loyaty
isanother one of those characteristics, so important in
our trade, that | discerninyou." Hetilted hishead to
onesde, displaying an uneven, ingnuating smile. "But
we have to choose our loyalties, don't we?"

"I'm not sure | know what you mean. . . ."

"Y ou've worked with my son Bossk on a couple of jobs.
Soyoureloyd to him, aren't you?"

There was no hesitation before Zuckuss spoke. " Of
course. Absolutely.”

"Well, get over it." The partid smile disgppeared as
Cradossk douched back in the campaign chair. ™Y our
loydty isto me. And that's for avery smple reason.
There's some rough times coming around here-as a matter
of fact, they've dready started. Some creatures aren't
going to come out the other end of those times; therelll
gtill be a Bounty Hunters Guild, but it'sgoing to be a

lot smaller. Y ou want to be one of those that survive the
shakeout, because the alternative is death.” He peered
closer a Zuckuss, seeing himself reflected and magnified
intheother'seyes. "Am | making mysdlf clear?’
Zuckuss gave arapid nod. "Perfectly clear.”

"Good," said Cradossk. "l like you-that's why I'm
making you thiskind of offer.” Intruth, it wasa
Trandoshan characterigtic to despise dl other life-
forms, and he wasn't making any exception in this case.
"Y ou gtick with me, and there's agood chance you'll make
it. I'm not just talking about survival, but redly

getting somewherein this organization. Loydty-to the
right creatures, that is-hasits rewards.”

"What . . . what isit you want meto do?"

"First off, keep your voca apparatus muted,



concerning what we're talking about right now. Thefirst
part of loyalty isbeing ableto keep a secret. Any
bounty hunter who can't keegp his mouth shut isn't long
for thisgalaxy, at least not in any organization that

I'm running.”

Another fast nod. "'l can keep quiet.”

"| figured asmuch." Cradossk let his amile reappear.
"We'redl scoundrels here, but some of us are better
scoundrelsthan others.” He leaned farther forward this
time, close enough that the breath from hisflared

nostrils formed momentary clouds on Zuckusss eyes.
"Here'sthe dedl. Y ou've heard about the Oph Nar Dinnid
job?"

"Of course. Everybody in the Guild istalking about

it
"Including my son Bos, | takeit?"

Zuckuss nodded. "He'sthe one | heard it from.”

"I knew heéld jump oniit." Cradossk got some

satisfaction from that; his spawn was at least ambitious,

if not overly smart. "Helikesthe big jobs, with the big
payoffs. ThisDinnid job isjust thekind of thing to get

him sdivating. Did he say anything about putting

together ateam to go for it?

"Not to me."

"Hewill," said Cradossk. "I'll seeto that per

sondly. My son may show someinitid reuctanceto
having you on the team, but I'll makeit worth hiswhile

to take you along. There's some equipment to which | can
provide access, some ingdeinformation sources I'm sure
hed find valuable-that sort of thing. More than enough

to make up for whatever share he and the others would
haveto cut you in on for being part of the operation.”
"That'svery . .. kind of you." Suspicion was

discernible behind the curved lenses of Zuckusss eyes.
"But why would you do something like that?'

There was hopefor this creature yet; hewasn't a
completeidiot. "It'svery smple," said Cradossk qui

etly. "I do something for you"-he tapped his claw against
the top of the other's face mask-"and you ... do

something ... for me." With the last word, the point of
Cradossk's claw tapped against his own chest. "Now,
that's not too hard to understand, isit?'

Zuckuss nodded dowly, asthough the claw in front of
hisface had hypnotized him. "What isit . . . that you

want meto do?'

"Now, that's smple aswell." Cradossk rested both

his hands on the bony arms of the campaign chair. Y ou're
going to go out with the team that my son Bosk is

putting together to snag this particular piece of
merchandise named Oph Nar Dinnid. The difference between
you and Bossk, however, isthat you'll be coming back.”



It took afew seconds, but illumination finaly

struck Zuckuss. "Oh . . ." The nod was even dower this
time."l see...."

"I'm glad you do." Cradossk gestured toward the door.
"Well tak some more. Later."

When Zuckuss had scurried out of the chamber,
Cradossk alowed himsdf afew moments of sdlf-satisfied
musing. Therewas|ots moreto do, stringsto pull, words
to be whispered in the appropriate ears. But for now, he
had to admit to himsdlf that he actudly did likethis
Zuckuss creature. To adegree, thought Cradossk. Just
smart enough to be useful, but not smart enough to
redlize how he was being used-at leadt, until it wastoo
late. He might even fed someregret when it cametimeto
eiminate Zuckuss aswell.

But such, Cradossk knew, were the burdens of
leadership.

It had taken some doing, plus prying and digging with
various toolsimprovised from stiff, sharp-pointed pieces
of wire. But those were the sorts of skillsthat Twi'lek
males were born with. Theresult, after nearly ayear of
surreptitious work on the part of the magjordomo, wasa
tiny, undetectable listening hole, up near the celling of

the anteroom to Cradossk's private chamber. Better than
any eectronic snooping device; those could dwaysbe de
tected with a basic security scan-sweep. The majordomo,
even as he was listening to the conversation between
Cradossk and the young bounty hunter Zuckuss,

congratul ated himsalf on his cleverness. One had to be
clever to survive working for carnivores like these.

Using acombination of toeholds between thewal's
massive stones and an ornamenta wall hanging depicting
the Guild's past glories, Ob Fortuna clambered down from
his eavesdropping post. He had heard Cradossk dismissing
Zuckuss, their secretive discussion over for thetime

being. Past experience enabled the mgordomo to calculate
precisely how long it would take for someoneto turn from
infront of the bench in which the Guild leader dways

sat, and walk the few metersto the chamber door. It was
just long enough for the mg ordomo to get back down and
brush the dust and cobweb fragments from himsdlf, as
though he had been standing there dl dong, waiting like
agood and faithful-and non-conspiratorial-servant.

"| trust your talk was pleasant?' The mgordomo

escorted Zuckuss to the next door, leading out of the
anteroom to the corridors of the Bounty Hunters Guild
headquarters. "And that you found inspiration in it?'
Zuckuss seeme d digtracted; it took amoment for him
torespond. "Yes..." Hegaveanod ashewaked. "Very
... Ingpiring. That'stheword, al right.”



Idiot, thought the mgjordomo. He had heard every
syllable that-had passed between this creature and
Cradossk. Whether Cradossk was aware of it or not, there
were no secrets around here. Not asfar as1'm concerned.
"Excdlent." Themgordomo smiled, showing dl of his
own sharp-pointed teeth. He held open the anteroom door,
using hisother hand to keep hishead tail from faling
across his shoulder as he gave a precisdly calculated

bow. "I trust we will have the pleasure of your company
agan."

"What?' Standing in the corridor, Zuckuss gazed at

him as though puzzled by those smplewords. "Oh. . .

yes, of course. | imagine you will." He turned and walked
away, like one weighted by anew and unforeseen
responghility.

The mgordomo watched him go. He was more familiar
with the various shades of meaning attached to Cradossk's
utterances. Nothing was ever asit seemed on the surface.
The poor bounty hunter didn't have a clue asto what kind
of lethad mess he was getting into.

But Ob Fortunadid. He glanced behind him, acrossthe
length of the anteroom, to make sure that the door to
Cradossk's chambers was till closed. Then he hurried
down toward the opposite end of the corridor, to where
the otherswho would be interested in this conversation
would bewaiting. With his hands tucked ingde the folds
of hislong-skirted robes, he was aready calculating the
profits that would come from another piece of information
bro-kering.

15

"What are we waiting for?' Bossk gnashed hisfangsin
impatient fury. "We should have been on our way by now!"
"Patience," counsaled Boba Fett. "Inthiscasg, itis

not so much avirtue asanecessity. That is, if you want

to pull off thisjob and liveto tdl about it."

He watched the Trandoshan resume cursing and

muttering under his breeth, pacing back and forth in one

of thelanding docks farthest from the Bounty Hunters
Guild complex. It struck Fett that he wouldn't have to do
anything at dl in order to ensure Bossk's destruction;
eventudly, the reptilian would explode from therage
bottled up insde him. Or at the least, he thought, that

much anger will cause afata mistake somewhere aong the
line. Boba Fett's own surviva was predicated on both
violence and the cold, emotionless precison of his
drategies and actions. Without the former, al the plan

ning and scheming in the galaxy would be impotent; that
was something that the Empire, from Darth Va-der's
underlings dl the way up to Pdpatine himsf,



understood completely. What a creature like Bossk didn't
comprehend was that violence, however necessary, was a
bomb nestled against one's own heart, in the absence of
meticulous caculation. Hell find out, thought Fett.

Soon enough.

The smdler bounty hunter, Zuckuss, glanced nervoudy
from Boba Fett over to Bossk, then back again. "Maybe,"
he said, "an advance party could head out toward the
Shell Hutts. Do some reconnai ssance so that when the rest
of our team shows up there, well be ready to go right

in"

"Don't be stupid." Boba Fett shook hishead. "The

only thing that would accomplish would be to warn the
Shell Hutts of our intentions. It's going to be hard

enough keeping any dement of surprise, without sending
them amessagelike that."

"But the ships are ready to go!" Bossk whirled about

on the clawed hed of hisfoot. "If wewait any longer,

the other Guild memberswill put together teamsfor

taking on this Dinnid job. They'll beat ustoit!"

Boba Fett didn't look up from the datareadout in his
hands; he continued checking the Slave I'sarmaments

list. "It would be no grest tragedy if anyone did that.

Since they would have no chance off success, our
merchandise would gtill be safely in the hands of the

Shell Hutts, waiting for us. And it might actudly

facilitate our own plans, once we put them into motion.
The Shell Hutts would see the difference between us and
some crude pack trying to blast their way into the
gronghold.”

"Y ou keep telling us about these great plansyou've
made." Bossk aimed avenomous stare at Fett. "When are
you going to let us know exactly what they are?"

"As| sad before." Unflinchingly, Boba Fett returned

the other'shard gaze. "Y ou need to cultivate patience.”
Bossk turned away again, his grumbling even louder

than before.

The other team member was there with them in the
landing dock. 1G-88, adroid that had managed to become
one of the Bounty Hunters Guild's more respected
members-in fact, one of the few that Boba Fett would even
congder to be aseriousriva- brought hisoptica

scanners around in Fett's direction. "Thereis patience,”
sad 1G-88in aharshly synthesized voice, "and then
thereis hegtation. The latter comes from fear and
indecision. We decided upon you as the leader of this
team's operations because we assumed that such were not
your qualities. Our disgppointment would be greet if we
found out otherwise."

"If you think you can pull off thisjob without

me"-Fett lowered the data readout in his hands- "then go



ahead.”

| G-88 regarded him for amoment longer, then gave a
snglenod of itshead. "Y ou remain our leader. But |
warn you Don't exhaust what patience we do have."
"Minesadready gone." Bossk had obvioudy continued
gewing; thelook in hisditted eyes had gone from
murderousto annihilating. One hand hovered dangeroudy
closeto the blaster dung at hiship. "1've changed my
mind. Thiswhole team notion was astupid idea"

"Um, BosK . . ." Zuckussraised hisvoice. "It was

your idea."

"If | started it, then | can put anendtoit as

well." His gaze dowly moved across the three other
bounty hunters. "Y ou lot can do whatever you want. But
I'm out of this. I'm going out after Oph Nar Dinnid by
mysdf.”

"I'm afraid you don't have that option." Boba

Fett tucked the readout insde one of hisarmor's

storage pouches. His voice seemed even more level and
emotionless, compared with Bossk's boiling anger. "You
know too much about this operation for you to be on the
outside of it. When you come in with me on ajob, you
gtay until it'sover. Thereésredly only oneway for you
toquit.”

"Yeah?' Bossk sneered. "What's that?"

|G-88 remained standing as before, hisequdly cold
droid emations-or the lack of them-observing the
confrontation. Zuckuss drew back, ready to duck behind
the fuselage of one of the shipsin the landing dock as
Boba Fett dropped his hand to the curved grip of hisown
blaster.

"Go ahead," said Boba Fett, "and try walking out on

us. And youll find out.”

The atimogphere tensed, asthough filling with
subphotonic discharge from abattle cruiser's venting
ports. In thetaut silence, Boba Fett gave asilent com
mand to the heavily armed figure sanding in front of

him. Go ahead, he thought. Itll saveusdl alot of

time. ...

"There's someone coming!" Zuckusss voice broke
through the adrenaine-frozen moment. He pointed to the
digant high arch that formed the entrance to the landing
dock; beyond it, astreak of fiery light cut a crescent

past the gars. "Another ship-"

Bossk held his gaze tight on Boba Fett's for amoment
longer, then glanced over his shoulder. The approaching
light had grown brighter, its docking jetsflaring into a
sudden corona. He looked back at Fett. "Is thiswho we've
been waiting for?"

"It could be." Boba Fett didn't take hishand from

the grip of hisblaster.



"Lucky for you."

"That'sright," said Fett. "If | had killed you, |

would have needed to find another person for the team.”
His hand moved away from the smallest of hiswegpons. "I
find personne changesto be aggravating.”

Zuckuss peered past them at the approaching ship. "I
don't recognize thisone." It was close enough that its
outlines could be seen afeatureless ovoid, barely

larger than a TIE fighter, trailing ametdlic seine, a

diffly interlinked net, behind itsflaring engines. "How
didit get clearance-"

"| arranged for that."” Boba Fett stepped past Zuckuss
and the others, walking toward the pad that the
gpproaching craft had locked upon. "But it wouldn't have
made any differenceif | had or not."

"What do you mean?' Zuckuss scurried after Feit.
"Believe me-this barve goes where he wantsto.”

The ovoid could be seen more clearly now asit did

into the landing dock, thrust engines shut down and
repulsors on. Its rounded surfaces were pitted and scored
with theimpact marks of high-intengty armaments,
including one large scorch mark where the metal had
actually melted and fused back together. Asit hovered
above the pad itstrailing mesh shifted and drew forward,
one part curling above like ascorpion'stail, the other
forming areticulated cradle beneath, onto which the
craft dowly sank and was Hlill.

"L ook at thisthing." Fascinated, Zuckuss had walked
right up to the ovoid, his boots stepping onto the mesh.
Helaid agloved hand on the battered and corrosion-
marked surface. "It looks likeit's been in every battle
sgncethe CloneWars-"

"Watch out,” said Boba Fett. But the warning was
aready too late.

A microscopic hairline fissure around the top of the
ovoid widened, with ahissof inrushing air. An

dliptica section separated from theres, tilting up

ward on previoudy hidden interna hinges. For amoment
nothing further showed from ingdethe craft. ...
Asthough released by a high-compression spring, the
barrd of aclose-rangelaser cannon rose up, with its
power sources and recoil housing mounted directly behind.
The gleaming surfaces of black meta shonelikethe coils
of an aroused serpent, intricate and deadly. A faint,

shrill eectronic whir sounded as the massve wegpon's
range-sghting devices locked onto Zuckuss, swinging the
point of the muzzle down within ameter of the bounty
hunter's chest. Another series of sharp, concussive
noises sounded within the machinery asthe indicator
lights glow shifted from yellow to a hot red, charged

and ready to fire. That wasfollowed by silence; Zuckuss



froze where he stood, as though hypnotized by the black
hole dmost within touching distance of hishand, and its
letha potentia even closer than that. Therewould be

only ahaze of disconnected atoms floating above the
scorched remains of his boots after one shot from the
weapon.

"Back up,” said Boba Fett quietly. "Do it dow, and

you probably won't get hurt.”

"Hurt?' Besde him, Bossk was gazing in wide-eyed
fascination at the laser cannon's darkly gleaming barrdl.
"He's going to be vaporized!”

Zuckuss was unable to take his own gaze away from the
death-bestowing machinery locked upon him. But he did
manage to take one cautious step backward, then another;
al the while the wegpon's tracking systems followed his
every move, shifting angle dightly to remain targeted.

A few more steps and Zuckuss was back with the other
bounty hunters. "Stay here," Boba Fett told him.

"Don't worry." The stink of panic sweat seeped out of
Zuckusssgear. "I'm not going anywhere."

Boba Fett had dready stepped past him, leaving Bossk
and 1G-88 behind aswedll. He strode without visble
apprehension across the landing dock toward the ovoid
resting aboveits glittering mesh. The laser cannon swung
and locked onto him as he approached.

"It'sbeen along time." He stopped and spoke to the
wesgpon itsdlf, asthough its charge-primed muzzlewere a
face masked like his, with the tracking systems asiits
al-seeing eyes "A very long time.”

Thered indicator lights & ong the wegpon's housing

cooled from red, through a dull orange, down to a steady-
dtate yellow. The optics and sensors of the tracking
systems defocused dightly, as though the hand and mind
behind the trigger had relaxed to astate of mere

vigilance, rather than instantaneous aggresson.

Sowly, thelaser cannon rose, asthough being lifted

on some mechanism ing de the ovoid-shaped craft. A cloud
of hissng steam surrounded it, obscuring for amoment
the outlines of the wegpon, as though it were an
outcropping of black rock, on amountain pesk wreathed in
asudden, violent storm. The cannon parted the steam asa
massive humanoid torso appeared below, its wide shoulders
bearing the wespon's crushing weight. From the underside
of the barrel, aquarter circle of gear-toothed metal

curved down into an anchoring plate set in the creature's
chest, with interlocking motorsto adjust the muzzle's
termind eevation. Heavy cables, some glistening black,
others made of silvery durasted, looped beneath the arms
and around the muscle-sheathed chest and ribs, connecting
with the counterbaancing cylinders of power sources
flanking the spine. The latter were revealed when the



individua climbed out of the ovoid, black-gloved hands
and thick-soled boots weighing upon the mesh's strands.
From the intricate joins of the weagpon's mounting, more
steam lashed out, gathered, and dissipated in trailing
wisps, indicating the presence of an old-style, liquid-
basad cooling system, primitive technology dating from
the earliest days of the Republic. The laser cannon swung
180 degrees around on its mounting, as though the
tracking system optics were actualy the eyesin ahead
made of pure destructive capacity.

A tail section, like aprimitive saurian's, but made

of segmented black metal and mounted by articulated bolts
to the creature's hips, was the last thing to be dragged
out of the craft. With its top section hinged back and

its pilot standing before it, the resemblance to agiant

egg was complete, asthough it had just now cracked open
to disgorge anew combination of living matter and lethal
mechinery.

Behind the stranger, thetail curled acrossthe edge

of the stiffened mesh. With one hand, the cresture
undipped asmal keyboard device from the band of meta
running from the hip bolts and across his abdomen. His
other hand punched in arapid sequence of ideograms, then
thumbed alarger button i in the device's corner.

"long. . .time." The device's speaker crackled as

the stranger held it up in front of himsdlf. Underneath

the synthesized words, the hissing of the steam from the
laser cannon's housing could still be heard.
"YOUDONOT...SEEM TOAGE...

BOBA FETT."

"Should 17" The statement amused him. "Time enough

for that when I'm dead.”

He could hear the other bounty hunters behind him.
Bossk's voice was louder than therest ' don't like the
looksof this. .. ."

The stranger was ingtantly transformed; Boba Fett

knew that something had triggered areaction sequence. On
the housing of the laser cannon, the indicatorsflared

red again; the tracking systems narrowed their focus,
sghting in on apoint behind Fett. Steam jetted farther
from the housing's gpertures as the segmented metd tall
dtiffened, bracing the stranger into atripod rigid

enough to take the force of the high-powered weapon's
recoil.

Boba Fett glanced over his shoulder and saw that

Bossk had ingtinctively dropped his hand to the butt of
the blaster dung at his hip; the Trandoshan dwaysdid
that when something aroused his suspicions.

"Not agood idea," said Fett. With anod of his

helmet, he indicated Bossk's hand, frozen in place by the
laser cannon snagpping into firing mode. " D'harhan tends



to kill first and not bother investigating afterward.”

Bossk took hishand away from his blaster.

"Good." Boba Fett looked toward Zuckuss and 1G-88 as
well. "Now our teamisal here."

"D'harhan and | go back along way.” Acrossthe
controls of the Save |, Boba Fett's hands moved swiftly,
Setting the coordinates for dropping back out of
hyperspace. "L onger than you can imagine.”

"How come I've never heard of him?' The ship's

cockpit areawas small enough that Zuckuss had to remain
gtanding in the hatchway behind Fett just to exchange a
few wordswith him. "Heseemsvery . . . impressive.”
Zuckuss had had a choice of traveling with Bossk and
|G-88 in the Hound's Tooth, but the Trandoshan's
worsening temper had pushed him into the Save | instead.
Let the droid deal with him, Zuckuss had decided. Droids
don't take dl that snarling and muttering persondly.

But heading toward the Shell Hutts home base, aring-
shaped artificid planetoid called Circumtore, aboard the
Savel had proved even more unnerving. The stranger
named D'harhan-or friend or mercenary companion, or
whatever he might have been at one time to Boba Fett-had
found the most secure corner of the ship's belowdecks
holding area, and had sat down on the gridded flooring
with his back to the angle of the bulkheads. D'harhan had
wrapped his flex-shielded arms around his knees,

partidly resting the weight of the laser cannon mounted

on his shoulders on them, the wegpon's gleaming barrel
thrust dightly forward. When Zuckuss had entered the
area, moving as sedthily as possible, hed suddenly

heard awhisper of vented steam; the other'stracking
systems had registered his presence, swinging the laser
cannon in ahorizonta arc toward him. Luckily, the

firing indicators on the cannon's housing had remained in
their yellow standby mode.

It had taken afew momentsfor Zuckussto redize

that thisintimidating and unfamiliar entity wasonly
partialy conscious at that moment. The square, heavily
armored box mounted benesth the laser cannon's curved
forward support, resembling athick breastplate with rows
of input sockets and flickering LEDs, was the repository
of dl of D'harhan's cerebra functions, surgicaly

encased and transferred there from the emptied skull,
discarded like an empty combat-rations container when the
massive weapon's base had been drilled into the
collarbones and vertebral column. What Boba Fett had
described of the operation had been enough to set
Zuckusss spine crawling. It was one thing to augment
onesdlf with wegpons and detection systems-Zuckuss
frankly envied Fett'simpressive array of sensor and



destructive devices, the man was awalking armory- but to
go beyond that, to have whole mgjor sections of one's
anatomy cut away and replaced with dura-sted and attack-
level charge batteries, to actualy turn onesdf into a
weapon rather than just a bearer of weapons ... asick
feeling had moved insde Zuckusss gut as heid spied upon
the deeping D'harhan. That's whereit ends up, held
thought gloomily. If you go al theway. The segmented
meta tail, thethird leg of the laser cannon'stripod
support, curled around D'harhan like a defensive barrier
separating him from contact with the universe of living
things. . ..

Zuckuss had taken a cautious step closer inthe Save
I'shold. HEd known that D'harhan wasn't so much adeep
asjudt partialy shut down, conserving energy for the
ever-aert wegpon above historso, itsglowing lightsa
smple congdlation in the darkness. A residud circuit

was triggered by Zuckuss's approach; one of the black-
gloved handsturned theilluminated screen of the
keyboard voice box outward. do not disturb me, read the
screen, itsaudio function switched off. leave me be.

Like adesping dragon in acave, thefiery destruction

of itsbreeth only smoldering ...

The silent warning had been enough; Zuckuss had been
only too happy to retreat to the ladder leading back to
the Save Fs cockpit. The dark, somnolent, yet
threatening form of the creature who had turned himself
into awespon aroused mingled dread and nauseainside
Zuckuss. Once, before he'd decided to become a bounty
hunter himself, held caught afleeting glimpse of Darth
Vader, the Dark Lord of the Sith, commanding a punitive
sweep of Imperia stormtroopers across the capital city

of aworld that had been dow to pay obeisance to the
distant Emperor Pdpatine. The thought had struck him
then, asit did again now, that there were some paths one
could follow, where even if one wound up powerful beyond
one's dreams, one a so became somehow diminished, as
though the essence hidden insde the armor were
progressively stripped away and replaced with unfeding
meta and circuitry.

That was al too deep to think about, especialy now,
when he had alied himsdf with creatureslike Boba Fett
and D'harhan. Maybe later, Zuckuss had mused ashed
climbed the ladder to the cockpit. If therewas alater.

"| don't get that voice-box device he carries

around." Zuckuss nodded toward the ladder and the hold
below. "Seemskind of awkward. | would've thought
something that |eft his hands free would be more ussful

for communicating.”

"D'harhan doesn't have alot of need for com

municating." Boba Fett's voice sounded dryly amused. "And



before, when there were otherslike him, they coordinated
their actionswith their own internal comm network."
"There were others? Like him?" That seemed a
dismaying prospect to Zuckuss. "What happened to them?”
Fett made no reply.

Zuckusstried another question. "What was he like
before?' He didn't even fed like saying the other's name
aoud. "Before hebecame. . . what heis now?"

"That's none of your business." Boba Fett didn't take

his eyes away from the SaveI's controls. "He's been as
heisfor alongtime. If you never knew of D'harhan
before, it's because he minds his own business, in

regions of the galaxy where such asyou never travel."

Fett glanced over his shoulder a Zuckuss. "For which you
should be grateful "

Thediscusson of thefina team member was

concluded; Zuckuss knew better than to ask any more
prying questions. I'll be glad when thisfob isover, he
thought ruefully. Things had been getting increasingly
gticky back at the Bounty Hunters Guild, with itsrapidly
thickening air of conspiracy and stedlth, the various
backstabbing aliances forming and dissolving and

recod escing with new partners and enemieson adally,
even hourly basis. Going on this Oph Nar Dinnid job,
dangerous as the Shell Hutts defenses were reputed to
be, seemed like a piece of baked confectionery by
comparison. But even here, in the starlessvoid of
hyperspace, Zuckuss knew he was dill in the
uncomfortable midst of those dangerous spiderwebs, dl it
would take would be for Bossk or Boba Fett to find out
that he was working from Cradossk's agenda, and he'd be
pitched out into vacuum from ether the Slave Fs or the
Hound's waste chute, bootsfirst. Agreeing to Cradossk's
schemes was beginning to look like less of agood ded
now that Zuckuss was out here, with nothing to count on
but his own smarts and urge to survive.

"Stop fidgeting." Boba Fett spoke without looking

around at Zuckuss. "Brace yourself; were about to drop
into sublight space.”

Zuckusswas dready familiar with the Savel's

abrupt navigationa trangitions; Fett'sworking vessd

was stripped of any deceleration buffersthat might have
impaired its speed or fighting abilities. The ship
consequently dammed from one transit mode to another
with a gut-wrenching impact. Zuckuss grabbed either sde
of the hatchway and averted hislidlesseyes so he
wouldn't have to see the stars blur scken-ingly into

focus beyond the cockpit's main viewport.
"TherédsBosk."

Opening his eyes, Zuckuss saw the Hound's Tooth
floating before them, engines shut off. A Sgnd light



flashed, and Boba Fett reached over and pressed the comm
button. " Fett here. Have you made contact with the
Circumtore landing authorities?"

"Pogtive on that." 1G-88'sflat, expressonless

voice sounded from the cockpit speaker. "Approach and
landing permission has not-1 repeat, not-been granted.”

"I didn't expect it would be," said Boba Fett dryly.
"When people like us show up, hardly anyone puts out a
welcome mat.”

"At the concluson of our last exchange, the Shell
Huttsindicated they would be sending out a negotiator.”
"Whét levd?'

Bossk'svoice broke into the discussion. "The fat
dugssad it would be an AlphaPoint Zero. What's that
mean?'

Boba Fett kept his thumb on the comm button. "That's
the Shell Hutts top authority level. They don't go any
higher than that. So it meanstwo things One, we don't
have to bother with any small-fry underlings, and two,
they'retaking our arriva very serioudy.”

"When this negotiator gets out here, what's our

plan?' Bossk sounded hungry for action, asthough the
journey out from the Bounty Hunters Guild had been an
eternity of chafing inaction. "Kill him?"

Typicd, thought Zuckuss, dowly shaking his head.

He'd had enough experience with Bossk to know that that
wasdwayshisPlan A. And there usudly wasn't aB.

Fett glanced over his shoulder at Zuckuss. "Don't

worry." Heturned and pressed the comm button again. "We
can be alittle more subtle than that. Y ou and IG-88
should transfer over hereto the Slave | before the Shell
Hutts negotiator arrives. But remember-I do the

talking."

Bossk's ship, the heavily armed Hound's Tooth, was

left in autostandby, its darm systems st to refuse

entry to anyone other than its returning magter. Zuckuss
was aware of the level of Bosk's paranoia, and the
number of lethal booby traps he had installed throughout
the Hound, dl to prevent anyone from invading his base
of operations. That was the main reason Zuckuss had gone
instead with Boba Fett; his nerves had till been frayed
from the last time he had been aboard the Hound's Tooth,
when he'd congtantly had to be on guard against setting
off any of the security devices. Better to et the bounty-
hunter droid 1G-88 take therisk, eveniif it meant losing
track of Bossk-the main reason Zuckuss was on the team
for thisjob-for the duration of the journey.

He went down into the Save Js holding areato open

the transfer hatch between the two ships. The hunched
shape of the partidly shut-down D'harhan filled one
corner of the area; he could fed the laser cannon's



standby optics registering his presence, lifting the
wegpon's barrel dightly and turning it in hisdirection,

as he stepped from the bottom rung of the ladder.

From the small viewport beside the hatch, Zuck-uss
could see the Hound's Tooth being maneuvered into docking
position. When it had connected with the Save |, Zuckuss
hit the hatch rel ease controls; a sharp hiss sounded as
the two ships equaized their internd atmospheric
pressures. The hatch irised open, and Bossk and 1G-88
stepped aboard. Bossk pressed a button on the remote
cockpit control at hiswaist, and the Hound disengaged
and drew into aparalld orbit above the surface of
Circumtore.

"Where's Fett?' Bossk scanned the Slave I's holding
area. Though it was the largest open space aboard the
ship, it was dready cramped with the three bounty
huntersin it. Boba Fett's ship was built for speed and
destruction, not comfort.

Zuckuss pointed to the ladder |eading to the cockpit.
"He's4ill up there. | think he's getting ready for the
ariva of the Shdll Hutts negotiator.”

His guess was proved correct when Boba Fett's voice
crackled from a speaker mounted on the bulkhead. "Well
need to make room,” said Fett over the ship'sinternal
comm system. "I've just been informed that the negotiator
isone of the Shell Huitts; they didn't send one of their

pet intermediaries. If were going to get one of those
tanks aboard here, welll need dl the space we can get.”

"l don't seehow . . ." Zuckussturned, looking

around the Save I's holding area. "The only room down
hereisin the cages.”

"So0?" Boba Fett's voice spoke again. "What's the
problem?

Bossk glared at the cages where Boba Fett kept his
captured pieces of merchandise, en route to collecting
the bounty on them. "I'm not going in there," he growled.
"Y ou're the biggest one here," Zuckuss pointed out
helpfully. "Except, of course-" He pointed to D'harhan's
massive bulk, the laser cannon's barrdl protruding

dightly above the drawn-up knees and encircled metal
tal. "For him."

The three bounty hunters|ooked over at D'harhan.

"l don't know," said Bossk. Even he seemedin

timidated by the presence of afully charged laser cannon
intheir midst. "Maybe it's not agood ideato wake him
up.”

too late. One of D'harhan's hands tapped out another
message on the sllenced voice box and turned its glowing
screen toward them, | hear ... EVERYTHING YOU SAY.
Zuckuss and the other two bounty hunters stepped

back, spines against the bulkhead, as the roused D'harhan



dowly stood up, the segmented metd tail drawing around
behind him. The housing of the laser cannon mounted onto
D'harhan's chest and shoulders reached above even Bossk's
head. The massive weapon's tracking systems regarded the
bounty huntersin slence for amoment.

"Watch out!" Zuckusss cry wasinvoluntary, triggered

by the sight of the indicator lights on the laser cannon
suddenly surging to red. He dived to the floor as Bossk
and | G-88 scattered to either side of the cramped holding
area.

On the gridded floor, with hisarms pulled over his

head, Zuckuss heard the quick, sharp szzle of alaser

bolt, then another; their glarelit up the space,

ginging hiseyes. In the quiet that followed, he could

smell ozone and scorched metd.

Lifting his head, Zuckuss saw thelightson theside

of the animate laser cannon dwindling back down to yellow
and safety. Flanking the holding area, Bossk and |G-88
looked first toward D'harhan, then toward the target of
his ramped-down laser bolts. The impacts had been
precisely cal culated and aimed, shattering the hinges of

the main merchandise cage; fragments of molten durasted,
scattered across the floor, glowed adull red. Wisps of
acrid smoke rose from the edge of the cage door asit

fdl with aresounding clang.

"there," spoke D'harhan's voice box doud.

"NOW YOU SHOULD HAVE ... NO OBJECTIONS."
"Your point isvalid." 1G-88'scircuitry had re

covered completely from the sudden burst of laser fire.
The droid stepped over the bars of the fallen door and
into what was | eft of the cage, then turned around.

Bossk regarded D'harhan for amoment longer, his

ditted eyeslooking up at the cooling laser cannon with
something like envy, then followed the other bounty

hunter into the aredls adjoining space, now incapable of
being shut and locked.

That'll take somefixing, thought Zuckuss. Con

Sdering the proprietary attitude that Boba Fett natu

rally took toward the Save | and itsfittings, hewas

more than relieved that D'harhan had blown the holding
cage hingesand not him.

At that moment Boba Fett appeared on the ladder
coming down from the cockpit. The bounty hunters watched
as Fett's visored gaze turned toward the cage in which he
trangported his merchandise, then down to the barred door
lyinginfront of it.

"That's coming out of your share," Fett told

D'harhan.

The black-gloved hand moved across the voice box's
keyboard. "no, it's not."

For amoment longer they stood facing each other-one



masked behind the visored helmet, the other faceless
except for the muzzle of the laser cannon-before Boba
Fett findly gaveadow nod. "Well tak."

"Theres aship approaching.” Zuckuss pointed to the
viewport. "It must be the Shell Hutts negotiator.”

In the viewport, aspherica craft moved closer to

the Save |; asmple off-planet shuttle, it displayed
tortoiseinsignia.of the Shell Hutts and adiplomatic
emblazon showing its unarmed status. The shuttle's
forward hatch had aready deployed its docking arms,
ready to hook up with the Save I'stransfer hatch.

A few moments later, as Zuckuss manned the hatch's
controls, abroad face with adit gash of amouth
appeared floating before the bounty hunters. The
elongated, tapering cylinder of the Shell Hutt negotiator
moved with ponderous grace into the holding ares, its
underside repulsor beams pushing invisbly againg the
floor grids. Asthe end of the tanklike casing madeit
through the transfer hatch, Zuckuss hit the button and
irised the hatch closed again.

"Ah, Boba Fett!" The casing, studded with rivets and
various maintenance ports, swung about in the holding
area, past the other bounty hunters and toward the figure
ganding near the meta ladder. A leering smileformed on
the Shell Hutt'sface. Tiny mechanica hands dangled
benesth a gleaming chromium collar, sealed tight around
the wattled gray flesh of its neck; the claws, delicate
asascuttling sea crab's, clicked happily against each
other. "How pleasant to seeyou again.”

Fett's response was dry and emotionless. "My

fedings, Gheeta, arethe same asthe last time we met."
Bossk spoke from the holding cage. ™Y ou know this
cregture?”

"Wevehad . . . busnessdedlings." Fett didn't look

back at the Trandoshan. " A couple times before.”

"And very profitable they were, too." The cylinder

with the Shell Hutt ingde bobbed dightly asit turned
toward Bossk. "At least . . . for some people.” The amile
on Gheeta's face soured. "1 hope," he said to Boba Fett,
"that you're not expecting the same degree of trust that
you found previoudy on Circumtore." Thelittle crablike
hands snapped their metal claws together, hard enough to
produce sparks. "After that last affair of yours, Fett,
you're not going to be greeted with open arms.”

"| don't need to be." Boba Fett stood face-to-face

with the Shell Hutt. "Y ou're a business creature, Gheeta,
and so am |. Warm sentiments have nothing to do withiit.
If you're ready to do business, then we have something to
talk about. If you're not ready, then we don't.”

"The same old Boba Fett." The Shell Hutt's heed, its
jowly neck bound by the floating cylinder's collar,



managed an appreciative nod. "It's good to know that some
thingsin thisuniverse never cliange. Just what business
isit you've cometo Circumtore to discuss?’

"| think you've got a pretty good idea of that."

Gheetas expresson turned dy, the lids over his

large eyes drawing halfway down. "1t wouldn't be
something to do with a certain Oph Nar Dinnid, would it?"*
"Stop wasting time!" Bossk's angry shout brokein.

"Y ou know damn well that'swhat we're herefor!”

An amused glance from the corner of one eye, then
Gheetalooked back at Fett. "Y our associate has a
charming directness about him."

Fett nodded. "Among other virtues."

"The others must be well concedled,” said Gheeta

dryly. One of the metal hands reached up to scratch
between the wattles at the sde of hisneck. "You

redlize, of course, that the party under discussion-this
Dinnid person-isaguest on Circumtore. Y ou know how dl
Huitts are about hospitdity. The happiness of aguestis
asacred obligation with our species.”

Spare me, thought Zuckuss, watching the exchange
between Boba Fett and the Shell Hutt. Throughout the
gaaxy, the treachery and outright mdice that Hutts
showed toward any who found themselvesin one of their
windowless palaces was proverbia. Zuckuss had heard
things about how the infamous Jabba, the preeminent
Huttese crimelord, went through so-called guests and the
more disposable type of servantsthat made hisflesh
crawl. That wasthe difference, Zuckuss supposed, between
Boba Fett and a creature like this Gheeta. Fett didn't go
out of hisway to hurt or even kill anyone-if it hap

pened, it happened-whereas Hutts in genera took an
active ddight in other creatures suffering.

"There are some," said Boba Fett, "who would take an
interest in Dinnid's happiness equa to your own."

"Ah, yes" The massive head a the forward end of the
repul sor-borne cylinder nodded. "Dinnid's former
employers. | takeit that you're here on their behalf?"

"I'm here on no one's behdf but my own."

"But of course." Gheetas smile expanded enough to
revea hiswet, flickering tongue. "1 really expected
nothing ese. Altruismisin short supply among the
practitioners of your trade. | imagineit'sthe samefor
your friends here." One of thelittle crablike hands

raised and gestured at the othersinthe Save Js

holding area. "Rather an intimidating crew, don't you
think, Fett? It makes the heart inside my casing tremble
just to look at them." Gheeta peered more closely at
Bossk. "Let'ssee ... you're Cradossk's son, aren't you?'
Bossk's eyes were two razor dits, hisvoke alow

snarl. "What's that matter to you?"



"Youredly are hisson." Gheetawidened hiseyesin
mock fright. "Give the old reptile my best regardsthe
next time you see him. "Which shouldn't be too long from
now." The Shell Huitt rotated himsdlf back toward Boba
Fett. "Because if you think I'm going to let an obvioudy
vicious bunch like this come sailing down to Circumtore,
then you've got afew circuits blown insde that helmet

of yours, Fett.”

The remark produced no reaction in itstarget. "We

can hardly discuss the matter out here," said Boba Fett.
"I makeit aruleto talk business only when the
merchandiseis on the table, so to speak.”

"l haveto warnyou." The clawsof thelittle

mechanical hands clicked againgt esch other again. "This
isvery expensve merchandise were talking about."
"That makesit dl the more profitable, then.” Fett
indicated the other bounty hunters. "And that's. why
we've come here.”

"| can believethat, well enough.” Gheeta used one of

the clawsto scratch the almost bondlessflesh of his

chin. "l just don't know if you've redly changed your
ways, my dear Fett, regarding just how you acquire your
profitable merchandise. | had heard, naturally, about
your having joined the Bounty Hunters Guild-and | must
admit that al of my clan on Circumtore were surprised by
the news. Getting old and tired, are we, Fett?"

"Not tired." Boba Fett gave adow shake of his head.
"Jug smart.”

"Smart for you, no doubt.” The Shell Hutt broadcast
hisdy, indnuating smile around & the others. "'l

wonder, though . . . just what your new-found friends
here get out of the dedl.”

Zuckuss found himsdf gazing Sraight into the Shell

Hutt's eyes asthe floating cylinder turned hisway. The
same sensation came over him aswhen he had felt the
tracking systems of D'harhan'slaser cannon locking onto
him, ca culating the precise angle and force necessary

for hisdestruction. The pupils of Gheetas eyeswere

like narrow windows into arealm of avarice, the dow and
certain calculus of insatiable gppetites. Getting blown
away-literdly, into disconnected atoms-by alaser bolt
would be mercifully quick by comparison.

Another feding, even more disquieting, moved indgde
Zuckussthat the dark pupilsregarding him with such
amused contempt were not windows, but mirrorsinto his
own heart. Little cresture, he could hear Gheeta spesking
ingde hishead, | am what you would liketo be. All
mouth and gut and hunger. In this cold gdaxy, the
commandment of Eat or Be Eaten prevailed, from the throne
of Emperor Palpatine al the way down to the smallest
carnivore, a Tatooinian womp rat, scuttling across an



empty desert.

His heart dwindled within himsdlf, from that moment

of recognition in the Shell Huit's eyes. There had been
otherswho had lived and fought, their struggles guided
by adifferent code; there had been atime when even he
had listened to tales of the Jedi Knights defending the
old Republic. But those are fust stories now, Zuckuss
told himsdf. Those days, and the brave creatures that
had lived in them, were never coming back. And without
them, the Rebelsfighting against the Empire were poor,
pathetic fools, doomed to failure. Their bones would be
picked clean and discarded on the battlefields of worlds
without names. The hungry ones, with their greed and lust
for dominion, would dwayswin. . . .

Bleak, wordless meditation ended as the Shell Hutt's
knowing, judging smile moved away from him. Pull yourself
together, Zuckusstold himself. He had made his pact with
the universe hed found himsdlf in; he was abounty
hunter now, and had been so long enough to be traveling
in league with some of the toughest onesin the galaxy.

If he showed any signs of weskness at this point, he
knew, he wouldn't have to worry about Emperor Pa patine
or any of the Shdll Hutts, his own colleagueswould tear
him gpart. A carnivore like Bossk would very likely con
sume him, in the exact and litera sense of theword.

That thought made Zuckussfed at least alittle better
about having become part of old CradosK'sintricate
scheming. Better you than me, he thought, glancing over
at Bossk.

"Don't worry about us." That was Bossk'svoice,

giving asnarling reply to Gheeta. "We can take care of
oursalves”

"I'm sureyou can." The Shell Hutt didn't stop

amiling. "After dl ... you'relearning from the magter,
aren't you? Boba Fett has aways done very well for
himsdf.”

"I would be doing even better,” said Fett, "if we

could limit our discussion to that which we came here
for. Specificdly, that merchandise known as Oph Nar
Dinnid."

"But that merchandise isn't on the table right now,

isit?' Gheetaslarge eyes emitted a spark of anger.
"And it's not going to be. Not out here, at least. You
want to discussthe fate of our guest, you will indeed
have to come down to Circumtore to do it-just asyou
wish. I'monly hereto explain how thingsarein that
regard. I'm giving you the conditions, not cutting the
"Why not?" Zuckuss spoke up. "I don't get it. The

other members of your clan wouldn't have sent you out
hereif you didn't have some kind of authority to speak



for them. If they'd just wanted to send us some message,
they could've comm'd it out here or sent some flunky of a
different species, likea Twi'lek or something. So why
mess around? If you're willing to talk about Dinnid at

al, why not do it here?'

The smile on the broad, jowly face turned into a

sneer. "Y our colleague Boba Fett wouldn't ask such a
Stupid question. A question which hasan equally smple
answer. Weredl aboard the Savel right now, aren't
we? The Savel is Boba Fett's ship; he controlsit. So
aslong aswere here, he controls the discussion as

well. There have been times when discussions with Boba
Fett have gotten ... alittle ugly. Things start out nice

and friendly, and then they just . . . change somehow."
Gheetafeigned mulling over that statement. " Probably
because the partiesinvolved couldn't cometo an
agreement about the value and price of the merchandise
being discussed.” He glanced over at Fett. "Y ou dways
liketo get things as chegply as possible, don't you?"
Boba Fett made no reply.

"Chegply," continued Gheeta, "asfar ascreditsare
concerned. When it comesto violence. . . well, that's
another gory, isnt it?' Thefloating cylinder turned,
bringing the Shell Huitt's face back toward Zuckuss.
"That's when your colleague hasrather afree hand.
Especidly when other creatures skinsareinvolved. And
the blood-that can aso get alittle thick to wade
through, when Boba Fett's around.” Another shift in angle
brought Gheeta's face toward the bounty huntersin
generd. "Soif you think I'm going to remain here, in

the heart of Fett'straveling circus of destruction,
surrounded by hisfriends-or if not hisfriends, then
crestures with whom he's come to a certain business
arrangement-and talk about the merchandise in question,
let alone actudly bring that merchandise here. . ."
Gheetdsjowls wobbled againgt the cylinder's gleaming
collar ashe shook hishead. "Thenit's not just Boba

Fett who'sgone alittleinsane. You'redl not in sync
with redity if you think that's going to happen.”

A low growl came from the doorless holding cage.
"You've said your piece?' Bossk folded hisarms across
his ched.

Gheetalooked over at the Trandoshan. "Yes, | have."
"And now you're going to be on your way?"

"As charming as your company is, | see no reason for
wadting any more of your time or mine.”

"What makes you think were going to let you leave?!

A weary sigh escaped from the Shell Hutt asherolled
his eyestoward the top of the holding area, "1 redly
expected better from any companions of yours, Fett. Do
you want to tell him or should 17!



"He leaves when he wantsto," said Boba Fett. He
turned the hard gaze of hisvisored helmet toward the
holding cage. "Firgt of dl, the merchandise we came here
for is4till down on Circumtore. Anything unpleasant we
do to the negotiator that the Shell Hutts sent out will

just makeit harder to accomplish anything later, when we
actualy go on-planet.”

Bossk laid hishand on the grip of hisblaster.

"Maybe we should just worry about that when we get down
there. | don't see any big difference between taking care
of one canned Hutt and awhole world full of them.”
"Therés more indde that can than one Hutt. I've

dedlt with their negotiators before. They never send one
out that isn't packed with high-thermd explosves.”

"Y ou see?' One of the mechanica hands benegth
Gheetas floating cylinder gestured thestricaly toward
Boba Fett. "That'swhy he's a the top of the bounty-
hunter professon. It'swhy he'slasted so long, while
others have met tragically untimely deeths. Because he's
learned that other creatures can bejust asclever . ..

and violent, if need be." The thin metal arm telescoped
outward so that the crab-like hand could reach up to an
access hatch at the midpoint of the cylinder's tapered
length. One claw pried open the haich, revedling a
ticking mechanism wired into severd flat bricksof a

dull gray substance.

From where he stood, Zuckuss could see the emblem and
coding symbols of one of the Imperid Navy'smain
armaments dumps. The explosive charges had obvioudy been
gtolen, or smuggled out by some enterprising
accomplice-but they were till more than lethd. Just
looking at that much destructive force made Zuckusss
breath catch in the tubes dangling from hisface mask.
|G-88 had a so scanned the explosives, from where it
stood next to Bossk. "It would be advisable,” announced
thedroid, "if no one made an attempt to forcibly defuse
the triggering mechanism. It has obvioudy been wired
with a detect-and-destruct subsystem to prevent just such
an occurrence.”

"Of course." Gheetalooked pleased with himsdlf. "As
Fett indicated to you, Shell Hutt negotiators don't come
into thiskind of Stuation unprepared. If any of you
were so foolish asto lay afinger on me, or thislittle
present | came with, then the consequences would be of
adronomica ggnificance.” Hislipless smile broadened.
"A glowing cloud of radioactivedust . . . perhapsthey'd
even be able to seeit back at the Bounty Hunters Guild.
So at least your friends would know what had become of
you."

"| think ... we can dl be reasonable about this."

Zuckuss hastened to spe ak; on the other side of the



holding area, Bossk |ooked furious enough to fling
himsdf at the Shell Hutt and start pulling wires on the
explosives, no matter what the consegquences might be.
"Nobody's going to prevent you from leaving whenever you
want."

"Good." Gheeta gave an appreciative nod to Zuckuss.
"You, at least, show someintdligence. Keep it up, and
someday you might reach the same lofty pinnaclein your
trade that Boba Fett has." The crablike hand folded the
little hatch back down and sedled it in place. "This

thing itches abominably. I'll be glad to berid of it."

The hand scratched at the meta door. "I'll take my
departure now. Though | imagineit won't be very long
until we al see each other again-down on Circumtore, of
course.”

The Shell Hutt's tapered casing rotated 180 degrees

so that it wasfacing the transfer hatchway. Without
being bidden, Zuckuss hurried to the controls at the
gde

Asthe hatch irised open, Gheetaturned the floating
cylinder just enough”, that he could look back at Boba
Fett and the other bounty hunters. "Of course,” he said
blandly, "that's up to you. About whether we do business
or not. Because | haveto tdll you-wetake avery dim
view of creatures comingto vist usif they bring dong
the kind of firepower that you liketo carry around.”
The cylinder moved through the fully open hatchway .

It sealed shut with ahiss, afew seconds later the
mechanica noises of the negotiator's ship disengaging
were audible. In the smal viewport, the craft could be
seen asit began traveling back down to Circumtore.
Bossk, looking as angry as before, stepped out of the
doorless holding cage. "What was that |ast bit supposed
to mean?'

"It'ssmple." Boba Fett grasped one of the ladder's
rungs. "Like everything with the Shell Hutts" He Sarted
up toward the Slave Fs cockpit. "We're going to go down
and talk business, and well do it unarmed. They'll send
ashuttle for usto go on-world, and well leave dl our
wegpons right here.”

"You'rejoking!" Bossk sared after him in amazement.
"I'm not going down there defensdess!™

"That's up to you." At the cockpit hatchway, Boba

Fett halted and |ooked back down at the Trandoshan.
"Therésan dternaive, of course. We can diminate you
from the team right now." He drew hisblaster from his
hip and aimed it at Bossk. "Y ou decide."

A few seconds passed before Bossk findly gave adow
nod. "All right,” he said. "Y ou win. That's how well

play it." Anugly sneer formed on hisface. "But there's
adight problem. What about him?”'



Zuckuss and the othersturned in the direction to

which Bossk's gesture pointed. At the Side of the Save
I'sholding ares, slent and waiting, stood the massive
shape of D'harhan. Thetracking systems of the laser
cannon, bonded inseparably to historso, looked toward
Fett.

"Even him," Fett said quietly. "He's going with usas

wdl."

D'harhan punched a string of words into his voice box
and turned the device away from himsdlf. "you would have
tokill me," it spoke doud. "to render me wegponless.”
The voice had sounded like thunder beneeth the roiling
clouds of steam. Thelaser cannon'stracking systems
gazed hard at Boba Fett as the next words were displayed.
thereisno

DIFFERENCE. .. BETWEEN ME AND MY WEAPONS.
"Maybe..." With growing unease, Zuckuss et hisgaze
move up the enormousfigure. Theydlow lights on the
sde of the laser-cannon housing were darkening, as
though they were about to shift to the red of imminent
destruction. "Maybe we don't really need to take him with
us. | mean ... if we'rejust going down to Circumtore to
talk . . . that'snot redly his specidty, isit?"

"No oneisbeing left behind," Fett stated with cold
findity. "Thewholeteamisgoing. That'sthe plan.”
"Whose plan?' demanded Bossk.

"Mine." Another smple, flat statement. "That'sthe

only onethat matters." Boba Fett turned back toward
D'harhan. "'l know better than anyone that to remove your
weapon would be the same askilling you; | haven't
forgotten about these things. | was there when you became
asyou arenow. So | dso know other things that your
weapon can be rendered nonfunctiona, incapable of
firing, by ardatively smple procedure. The remova of
the light-mass core done will doit. And then the Shell
Huttswill have no basisfor refusing you permisson to
enter their world."

Zuckussflattened himself againg the holding area's
bulkhead as he watched D'harhan rising to hisfull

height, the top of the laser-cannon housing scraping the
durasted ceiling. Thelight inside the space seemed to
dim, asthough the creature's expanding form were
swdlowing it up. D'harhan’s chest, the remaining flesh-
and-blood part of it, swelled outward, thrusting forward
the curved gearing of the wegpon mount welded to his
breastbone; his shoulders pulled back, armstensing at

his sides, one hand clenching into afig, the other

gl holding the muted voice box. Through clouds of
hissing steam, the oiled meta of the pistons gleamed

like naked sword blades; the indicator lights dong the
laser cannon's barrel burned afiery, nebulousred.



Now it'sgoing to happen-fear twisted sicken-ingly in
Zuckusssgut. Weredl going to die. Mesmerized, he
watched as Boba Fett stepped up in front of D'harhan, the
red light blurring through the stleam and silhouetting him
asthough by fire seen through ominous storm clouds.
"you'rewrong." D'harhan raised the voice box toward
Fett. "IT won't beeasy at dl."

"l am aware of hismeaning.” A trace of fear sounded

in even thedroid 1G-88'svoice. "Thelight-mass coreis
shielded behind agrid of protective interlocksthat is
standard for weapons of the class he bears, to prevent
just such tampering. Removad isill-advised, evenfor a
skilled armory technician. Y ou could trigger an overload
destruct sequence that would destroy this ship even more
thoroughly than the Shell Hutt's explosive charges would
have"

"Ligentoit," pleaded Bossk. "Y ou're going to kill

usdl-"

"l know what I'm doing." Boba Fett spoke with an
unnervingly icy cam. "Do not interfere-if you value your
lives"

"do you know?" Another cloud of steam hissed from the
laser cannon's mounting as the tracking systems narrowed
their focus on the man standing in front of them. "the
weapon ismy spirit. when you teke THAT BY WHICH | KILL
OTHERS. .. THEN YOU KILL ME."

"It will only seem that way," said Boba Fett.

"Therés adifference between this death and true death.”
Sowly, hereached up toward the glistening machinery
whose coilswere buried deep in D'harhan's chest. "Trust
me"

"Fett...dont..."

Whether it was his own voice or one of the others,
Zuckuss could no longer tdl. Hinching from certain
doom, he averted hisface; the last thing he saw was Boba
Fett shrouded in steam, one hand sinking into the coils
and wires nested beneath the laser cannon’'s mounting, as
though the bounty hunter were a battlefield surgeon
performing a crude, septic heart transplant. With a
screech of grinding meta from the geared whed, the
weapon's barrel convulsively angled upward, the tracking
sysemsblindly defocusing, asthough apain voltage
beyond the reach of mortal anesthesiahad coursed through
D'harhan's embedded circuitry. Theindicator lights
pulsed and flared even brighter than before; Zuckuss
could hear someone, probably Bossk, diving to the gridded
floor of the holding area, as though there were any
chance of hiding from the firepower that would rip the
Savel apart.

With dl musclesinvoluntarily tensed, crouching

againg the bulkhead, Zuckuss awaited the harsh,



deafening noise that he knew would be the last thing he
would ever hear.

Instead, there was silence, ended by asighing

emission of steam, asthough from adying machine, the
source of itsenergy shut off by asinglevave.

He looked up, bringing his eyes away from hisown
lowered forearm. The red lights that had burned through
the steam mist were gone now; as Zuckuss watched, the
inert metal of the laser cannon shifted angle, its dark

barrel dowly inching down fromitscelling-high

trgectory. The blank voice box siwung on acord from
D'harhan'swaist as his black-gloved hands trembled open,
pams outward. His knees buckled, diminishing the massive
form that had reared up insde the ship's holding area,
turning him into something weaker and more human than ma
chine. D'harhan collgpsed onto the floor, rolling heavily
onto one broad shoulder, the muzzle of the laser cannon
scraping an arc across the floor, ending at thetip of

Boba Fett's boot.

Zuckuss's gaze broke from the silenced weagpon and
turned toward the other bounty hunter. Boba Fett hadn't
moved from where he had been standing, asthough the fall
of the laser cannon was an ocean tide that he knew would
break harmlessy upon the shore, millimeters away from
him. In Fett's hand, the one that had reached into the
intricate lock and coil of D'harhan's chest, was adull

metal rod, lessthan haf ameter long, thick enough to

fill the grip fastened upon it. When Fett dropped it with
aleaden clang, the resdua heat from the weapon's

resctor core brought afina szzling puff of seam from

the water vapor that had collected on the grid's surface.
Thebarrd of thelaser cannon lifted, moving with

crippled difficulty. D'harhan's tracking systems focused
upon Boba Fett standing above him; one hand grasped the
voice box and dowly thumbed in afew words.

you owe me. D'harhan raised the sllent communication
device bigtime.

Boba Fett said nothing, but turned away and strode
toward the ladder leading to the cockpit. He hated with
one boot on the bottom rung and looked over at the others
watching him. "They're dready waiting for us™" hesad
quietly. "Down on Circum-tore."

Then he was gone. Zuckuss |ooked over a Bosk, just
now getting to hisfeet in the doorless holding cage.
"Werelucky," said Zuckuss, "to be dive."

Bossk glanced up, toward the empty hatchway of the
cockpit, then back down. The thin smile he gave Zuckuss
contained at least asmdll particle of admiration.

"I suppose well find out”-Bossk dowly nodded, his

gaze narrowing-"just how lucky weare. .. ."



16

"What exactly isthe history between you and the

Shell Hutts?" Zuckuss wasn't asking just to passthe

time. Sitting &t last on the surface of Circumtore,
surrounded by the durastedl-plated Hutts and, even worse,
their various guards and mercenaries, hefdt no less
endangered than before. It just keeps getting worse,
Zuckuss mused gloomily to himself. Pretty soon held be
wishing that everyone on thisintrepid little team had
gotten blown to spirding, whistling atoms. "Il mean. . .
the way that the negotiator talked . . ."

Boba Fett stood with his arms crossed, watching the
Shdl Hutts customs inspectors poking through the
interior of the Savel. They weren't looking for
contraband-which was something that the Shell Huitts, like
all the members of the species, had no aversonto, as
long asthey got their piece of the action-but were
combing the ship and its passengers for undeclared
weaponry. Without hisusua panoply of rocket launchers
and other means of destruction, Fett looked even more
dangerous, oddly enough; asthough his smmering anger
were some newly aroused lethd force, provoked by the
intruson on his persona domain.

"Hutts say dl sortsof things." Boba Fett didn't

turn toward Zuckuss as he spoke. "Theresalot of it you
can safely ignore. A lot of creaturesin the galaxy

believe that dl the Huttese are efficient businessmen,

with nothing but credits on their minds, but they're not.
They spend too much time brooding about the past, kegping
old scores. Bearing grudges. That kind of emotion aways
getsintheway of truerationdity.”

Nobody would ever make that kind of assessment,
Zuckussfigured, of Boba Fett. The more time he spent
anywhere near Fett, the more he wasimpressed-and
gppalled by the cold calculations teking placeinside

that visored helmet. Even over something like the team
disarming itsdlf for itslanding on the Shell Hutts

world; if Boba Fett waswilling to go aong with that, it
must mean hisintricately worked-out plansincluded this
factor, accounted for it in some way. We might make it
back out of here dive, thought Zuckuss. Or at least some
of usmight. The plansthat he had let himsdlf become

part of- Cradossk's plans-called for one death out here,

if not more.

"It seemed kind of specific, though. What Gheeta

sad." Zuckusstried again. "When he was talking about
what happened before. Isthere somekind of old score to
ettle between you and the Shell Hutts?!

The customsinspectors-multilegged droids, bristling

with ingpection probes and energy-level meters-continued



their ingpection of the Slavel. Their black, spidery

forms could be seen through the ship's open hatches and
up indde the transparent shielding of the cockpit. One

of theingpectorslay crumpled in pieces, afew lights

dill forlornly blinking, on the thrust-scarred landing

dock. That one had been alittle too brusquein frisking
the Trandoshan Bossk for any conceal ed weapons, and had
paid the pricein quick, bolt-snapping disassembly.
"Nothing you have to worry about,” said Boba Fett.
"It'sapersond thing. Actualy, between me and Gheeta.
There was atime when he wasn't amere negotiator, being
sent out on those kinds of errands to ships seeking
permission to land. Hewas very high up in the Shell Hutt
hierarchy. That waswhy hewasin charge of the design
and congtruction of the on-planet terminal and diplomatic
reception sSte- basicdly, everything you see around you
here." Fett gestured with one raised hand; past the
landing dock's archways could be seen acomplex of inter
linked spires and domes. "His budget alowed for anearly
unlimited expenditure of capitd, including the hiring of
one of thetop fredlance architectsin the galaxy. A man
named Emd Grahvess-"

"I've heard of him." Zuckuss actudly had, though he
couldn't remember from just where.

"There may be better ones, but if there are, they'd

be working for Emperor Palpatine, or someone like Prince
Xizor. Exclusvely. So Grahvesswasthetop of theline
for the Shell Hutts, and Gheetaknew it; that'swhy he
hired him. The only problem was that Gheeta had other
plansfor Grahvess, once the project was compl eted;
unfortunately for Gheeta, Grahvess was no fool. He knew
how dangerousit can be, working for any kind of Huit.
They don't like paying up, and they like having things

that no one dse can have. If they can't buy exclusivity,
they have. . . other ways of achieving it. And that's

what Grahvess found out that when thisjob was done, he
wouldn't be taking on any others." Fett glanced over at
Zuckuss. "Ever.”

"That'skind of cold," said Zuckuss. "Having somebody
killed, right after he's done some greet job for you."

"Get used to it. It happensto bounty hunters as

wdll-if they're not careful." Boba Fett gave adow nod.
"Thisgalaxy isfull of treachery. Therésno oneyou can
redly trud. . . ."

Wordsto live by, thought Zuckuss. Or die. "So what
happened to this architect, this Grahvess person? Did
Gheetamanage to have him killed or not?"

"Not." Satisfaction was audiblein that sngleword

from Boba Fett. "Because Grahvesswas just alittle bit
smarter than Gheeta. Smart enough to contact me and
propose amutudly satisfactory business arrangement.”



"Likewhat?'

"Y ou don't need to know all the details." Boba Fett
continued to watch the customs ingpectors stalking around
insgdethe Savel. "At least not yet. Let'sjust say

that Grahvessand | had everything worked out well before
hiswork here on Circumtore was completed. So that Gheeta
and his hench creatures never had ashot a him.
Essentidly, Grahvess put out abounty on himsdlf. A

nice, fat one, which | was only too happy to collect by
making aquick raid here and snatching him away, right
out from Gheeta's hands. That's the main reason why the
Shell Hutts security procedures are so tight now; they
don't want arepest of that kind of action. Makesthem
look foolish. Hutts can't stand that.”

"Pretty clever." Zuckuss nodded in appreciation. "The
only onethat winds up screwed isthis Gheeta. The
architect getsto keep hislife, and you get the credits.
Smart."

"| got more than that out of it."

Zuckuss studied the other bounty hunter in puz

Zlement. "What more would you want out of it than
credits?' He couldn't imagine any other incentive for
someone like Fett.

"An investment. So to speak.” Boba Fett watched the
Shell Hutts customs-ingpection droids emerging from the
ship. "That pays off later. Inabig way."

Therewasn't timefor Zuckuss to ask what that meant.
The ingpectors spider-legged their way toward the waiting
bounty hunters. A couple of the droids lagged behind and
began picking up the scattered wreckage of their forcibly
disassembled companion, the broken circuits of itsmain
sensory input/ output box Hill buzzing and moaning.
"Thank you for your cooperation.” The lead inspector
droid halted in front of Boba Fett. "Our examination of
your craft shows no hidden armaments of aforce
aufficient to disturb the peace and tranquiillity of
Circumtore.

Zuckuss would have been surprised if the ingpector
droids had found anything like that. He and | G-88-Bossk
hed gtill been unhepfully sulking over having to lay

down his own weapons-had assisted Boba Fett in removing
ether whole systems or essentid parts of them from the
Savel'sarsend, and then packing and sedling them into
the coded-access freight container that was now in orbit
above the surface of Circumtore, awaiting Fett's return.
When that procedure had been completed, the ship had been
rendered as defensd ess-and more significantly for the
Shell Hutts, offenseless-as any unarmed cargo shuitle
plodding among the gtars.

The bounty hunters personal weapons had been another
matter; those they had brought with them to Circumtore,



handing them over directly to the cusoms-ingpection
droids. "Hereisyour receipt for theitemswe are
holding in storage for you." One of the lead inspectors
pried open adender pouch beneeth its multilensed eyes
and extracted aminiature holoprojector. "If you'd care
to check it over and make sure that we haven't forgotten
anything. . ."

Boba Fett took the device and thumbed it on. The
shimmering visud fild winked into existencein front of
him and Zuckuss, with a scrolling depiction of the bounty
hunters various weapons. It was along list. Boba Feit
gave it no more than a cursory glance before
extinguishing the hologram. "L ooks complete.”

"Very well." The lead ingpector extended one of its

optic salks straight up and swiveled itssmdl lens
around to see how the others were coming dong with the
bits and pieces of the one that Bossk had taken apart. A
few last segments were being tucked into an inert-mesh
sack, from which the droid's muffled complaints were
barely audible. The inspector returned its attention to
Boba Fett. "If you'll hold on to that and present it to

the landing master when you're ready to leave, dl items
will be returned to you." A dark oil stain and acouple

of glittering, broken transstorswere dl that were left

on the surface of the dock. "It's been a pleasure to
sarveyou.”

Canned formdlities dways sounded even more canned
when they came from droids; Zuckuss was glad to seethe
customs-ingpection droids leave, staking their way
delicately acrossthe landing dock, dragging their bagged
comrade behind themsdlves.

Asthe inspection squadron left the landing dock

Bossk came gtriding over, followed by 1G-88. The droid
looked as unemotiona as ever, but burning resentment
showed in Bosk's eyes. "So thisisyour great plan?' He
made aquick, dismissive gesture a the blaster holster
hanging empty by hisside. "Now we're stuck down here on
the Shell Hutts planet, and if they decide to send their
thugs around to kill us, therewon't be athing well be
ableto do about it." He shook hishead in disgust. "I
don't see why you needed ateam to go aong with you. If
you just wanted to get yoursalf knocked off, you could
have doneit on your own just asessily.”

Boba Fett regarded the Trandoshan in silence. Y ou
know," hesaid findly, "1'm going to give you something
free. That doesn't happen very often. Even whenit'sjust
good advice-l usudly let other creatureslearn by just
suffering the consequences of their actions.”

"Yeah?' Bossk sneered a him. "So what's your good
advice?'

"Stop whining. Before you redlly get meirritated.”



Fett turned toward the other bounty hunters. "Let's get
going. Gheeta sent me amessage while the ship was being
inspected. The Shell Hutts have aready prepared a
reception for us."

"l just bet they have," grumbled Bossk under his

breath. Fett ignored the remark; if he had heard it at

al.

|G-88 crossed in front of Zuckuss, following after

Boba Fett and toward the open-topped ground shuttle that
would take them into the center of Circumtore's
adminigtrative complex. Zuckuss drew back even farther as
the massive shape of D'harhan trod heavily forward, the
barrel of the laser cannon, now rendered inert and
harmless, danting disconsolately, thetip of itsmuzzle
amogt scraping againgt the landing dock's surface. The
gtilled weapon's tracking systems were switched off, as
though the haf-humanoid, haf-mechanica cresture was
some dow beast following the voice of the master that

had blinded it.

"What do you think's going to happen?

The voice gartled Zuckuss; he snapped his head

around and saw Bossk standing next to him, leaning down
to speak closeto hisear. Zuckuss had been immersed too
deep in histhoughts, reflecting on how the dtered
D'harhan looked like the last survivor of some otherwise
extinct saurian species, dragging its age-heavy bonesand
rusting metal armor to the buria ground of itskin.

Bossk had stepped beside him while he was till wondering
what had been the point of bringing D'harhan dong on
thisjob, if Boba Fett had known dl aong that the laser
cannon's core-D'harhan’s spirit, or as much of one as he
might have possessed-would need to be extracted. It
struck Zuckuss as a needlessly cruel thing to have done

to an old comrade; something that he would never have
imagined Fett capable of doing.

"Don't ask me." Zuckuss glanced over at Bossk and
gaveadshrug, lifting hisgloved handsto indicate his
complete bafflement. "I haven't got aclue about what's
going on." Things had seemed alot smpler back &t the
Bounty Hunters Guild when held agreed to become part of
Cradossk's plans-not that those were anything he felt
liketdling to Bosk. They'd only gotten more
complicated since then. And dangerous; the confidence
hed felt at onetime, that hed surviveal thisjust by
sticking close to Boba Fett, had been seriously eroded.
Fett packing his personal arsena of blasters and rocket
launchers was one thing; adisarmed Fett leading al of

the team right into the center of Fett's grudge-bearing
enemies was another. Maybe Bossk isright, mused Zuckuss.
Maybe Fett isgoing to get usdl killed. Another thought
struck him Maybe that had been Cradosk's plan dll



aong. The old Trandoshan hadn't been out just to get his
own son diminated, but acouple more of the Guild's
young upstarts as well. Zuckuss could see why Cradossk
and some of the other Guild elderswould want to get rid
of the coldly efficient droid 1G-88, but he would have
been surprised to find that anyone thought that he

himself was at that level. And even if that were
Cradossk's plan, where would Boba Fett hook up with it?
Was Fett just leading Bossk and the other bounty hunters
into a prearranged trap-which would mean that somehow
Cradossk had gotten the Shell Huttsin on the scheme; how
likely wasthat?-or had the gdlaxy's smartest and

toughest bounty hunter somehow been fooled aswell, and
Fett was about to get iminated along with the rest of
theteam?Or ...

The brain behind the insectoid eyes started to throb
painfully as more and more possibilities swirled within.

If he did get killed here on Circum-tore, Zuckuss hoped

it wouldn't be before he had at |east figured out part of
what was going on. He was beginning to doubt the wisdom
of having even wanted to become a bounty hunter.

"l suppose,” growled Bossk, "well find out. One way

or another."

"Maybe." The others of the team were waiting beside

the ground shuttle; Zuckuss nodded toward them. "We
better get going." He conquered his reluctance enough to
dart waking.

Even before the shuttle lifted on its repul sor beams

and did toward the Shell Hutts spired buildings,

Zuckuss had arevelation. He could see hisface mask, air
tubes dangling, reflected in the dark meta of D'harhan's
dlent, impotent laser cannon. It doesn't matter,

realized Zuckuss suddenly. Whether we have wegpons or
not. Whatever was going to happen-which of them would die
and which of them would live-would happen whether they
were ready for it or not.

There was one of them who might be ready. Zuckuss
looked toward Boba Fett, Stting in the front of the
shuttle. If anybody was going to survive, it would be

him.

That thought, even with dl itsembodied certainty,

didn't make Zuckussfed any better.

Gheeta came floating up, hiswelcoming amile nearly

wide enough to split hiswaettled facein two. "At last!"

The crablike mechanica hands benegath the rivet-studded
cylinder soread expansively. "Now you will have achance
to truly partake of our hospitality.”

"We're not here to enjoy ourselves." At the head of

the team of bounty hunters, Boba Fett stopped and gazed
around the grand reception hal of the Shell Hutts. "This



isgrictly businessfor us. | would appreciaeit if we
could get straght to it.”

"All in good time, my dear Fett." The tapering end of

the cylinder pointed toward the farther reaches of the
hdl, its high-vaulted roof interlaced with golden

traceries and ornamenta center bosses. "Y ou are too
dismissive of both pleasure and the past-the pleasures of
the flesh, that we can enjoy now, and the memories of
that past we share.”

|G-88 and the shorter figure of Zuckuss came up on
ether sde of Fett, the droid scanning the space with
methodica thoroughness, the other bounty hunter glancing
around with nervous apprehension. With adower and more
ponderous tread, D'harhan loomed up behind.

"The past isover," said Boba Fett. The Shell Hutt's
wobbling face, protruding from the collar of the repul sor-
borne cylinder, evoked acold revulsoninsde him. "If
not for you, thenitisfor me."

"l wonder about that." Gheetaraised one of the
cylinder's mechanica hands, using the point of its claw

to scratch adeep fold in his chin. "How much do
creatures ever forget? | hope you'll excuse me for waxing
philosophica -1 know how impatient you become-but
sometimes | fed that nothing isforgotten. Everything
remains buried, deeply or just beneath the surface, just
waliting for its certain resurrection, to be brought out

into thelight once more.”

Boba Fett could decipher the meaning behind the Shell
Hutt's words. What he's saying, thought Fett, isthat he
hasn't forgotten. The reminder about the past and what it
contained, back aboard the Save, hadn't been enough to
indicate how fiercely that humiliation burned in Gheetas
memory. If one looked past dl hiscloying and
ingratiating manners, the show of welcome hereon
Circumtore, the desire for vengeance could be plainly
Seen.

And counted on. He's got his plans, thought Boba

Fett, and I've got mine.

For asplit second, as Fett gazed back into Gheeta's
broad, half-lidded eyes, he wondered if there was another
meaning to what the Shell Hutt had spoken. Resurrection
... brought out into thelight ...

When one played a dangerous game, there was always
the possibility that the opponent was one move ahead.
Fett knew that in this game, that would mean desath. If he
found out, mused Fett as he searched Gheetals massive
facefor any clue. If he'sfigured out everything that
happened here, in the past. Then the game was dready
over; there would be no more movesto play, just the
sweeping of the broken pieces from the board. Those
pieces would include himself and the other bounty hunters



that he had brought here with him. And maybe
onemore...

Whatever happens, decided Boba Pert as he gazed
unflinching into the dark centers of Gheeta's eyes.
Whatever happens-he's going with me.

"But enough of dl that." Thefloating cylinder that
encased Gheetarotated dightly, so that one of the
mechanica hands could gesture toward the center of the
reception hal. "Asyou have so forcefully reminded me,
thisis-aasl-more a business occasion than asocia one.
Let us proceed; there are others here who are more than
eager to meet with you and your companions.”

"After you," said Boba Fett. "They're your species,

not mine”

Y ears ago he had picked up some profitable mer
chandise on abackwater world where the dominant form of
long-distance transportation had been lighter-than-air
freighters-dow and immense, tapered ovoid dirigibles,
filled with helium and other buoyant gases. The planet's
skies had been filled with the craft, like dongated

slvery moons, their crew gondolas and cargo containers
dung underneeth their curved and shaded bellies. That
waswhat Cir-cumtore's great reception hall reminded Fett
of; there were adozen Shell Hutts besides Gheeta, the
riveted cylindersfloating on their repulsor beams,
turning and bumping into each other with gracelessdoth.
At thefront end of each cylinder protruded another

beg owled Huttese face, like awad of some unpleasant
organic substance that had been inserted in the circular
metd collar. Some of the Shell Hutt faces appeared
younger than Gheeta, their large eyes glittering with
avarice, dit nogtrilsflared by the trace scentson

which their constant appetites fastened. The younger
ones encasing cylindersweresmdler as

well; Boba Fett knew how the Shell Hutts enjoyed
throwing lavish parties for themselves, upon the occasion
of one's expanding bulk being transferred to anew and
larger cylinder.

With thelr artificia exoskdetons, the cylinders

raised by repulsor beams, the size to which Shell Hutts
could aspire was no longer restricted by gravity-only by
how much they could grab of the gaaxy's wedlth and stuff
into their lipless mouths. Gheetawas only inthe middle
range when it came to sheer mass, Boba Fett recognized a
few of the other Shell Hutts in the grest reception hall,
elders of the clan that were to Gheeta as an Imperia
battle cruiser wasto a TIE fighter craft. Those faces
protruding from their cylinder's meta collarswere so
heavily wattled from brow to throat that hooks had been
surgicaly implanted in the blubbery tissue, the sharp



metal bits connected to aweb of thin, high-tension
strands fastened to the top edge of the cylinder. If not

for that support, the old Shell Hutts eyes and nogtrils
would have been buried beneath avalanches of their own
dack flesh.

As Boba Fett and the other bounty hunters approached,
the largest of the repul sor-borne cylinders turned
maedticaly, likean interstelar luxury ship being
maneuvered into an off-planet berth. A low voice rumbled
from the gargantuan Hutt bound by the riveted durasted
plates"l grow weary, Gheeta." Thelarger Shell Hutt
fastened theirritable gaze of its yellowed eyesupon its
clan member. "Y ou keep uswaiting . . . and for what?
Some of usmay il be amused, but | assure you that |
Gheeta bobbed forward, the little crablike hands

risng from undernesth his cylinder and making fluttery
gestures of mollification. "Patience will yet be

rewarded, Y our Magnitude. Our-ahem-guests have arrived a
lagt. The show will begininamoment.”

" 'Show'?" Bossk scowled. "What show are you talking
about? We came here on business.”

"Of course, of course-just as your leader Boba Fett
keeps reminding me." Gheetaturned hiswide, wet-edged
smile toward the Trandoshan. ™Y our patience will be
rewarded aswell, | assure you. But you've traveled so
far-al of you have." The mechanical hands gesture took
indl of the bounty hunters. "And through some of the
emptiest and least rewarding stretches of the gdlaxy. I'd
hate for you to go away from here, after our businessis
concluded, and tell the sentient creatures of dl the
worldsthat the Shell Hutts put out a mean and scanty
tablefor their vistors. We have areputation for
hogpitdity to maintain, don't we? What would our fellow
Huits, our cousin Jabbafor instance, say if he heard

that we had not provided for others famished appetites?’
"We're not hungry,”" said Boba Fett. "Not for anything
that you'relikely to serve.”

"Ah-I think otherwise, my dear Fett. Thismed isone
that |'ve been preparing for along time; avery long

time. Since the last time you were here on Circumtore,
and things went lessthan gracioudly... for some of us."
"More complaints Theimmense Shell Hutt- hisname,
Fett remembered, was Nullada-rolled his yellow eyes
benesath his brow's folded and sagging pouches. "Nothing
but complaints" he rumbled ole-aginoudy. ™Y ou've been
obsessed for too long atime, Gheeta. Perhaps you should
be relieved of even those duties that you've retained
thisfar so that you could take along rest to clear your
mind."

A flash of anger showed in Gheetasface, likea



lightning stroke in sorm-heavy clouds. The crablike
mechanica handslocked their clawstogether, asthough
preventing themsalvesfrom dashing aset of pardld
bloodied furrows down the older and larger Shell Hutt's
face.

"I've had time enough.” Gheetas voice wasasnarling
whine. "But let's not waste any more of it. Come dong,
then." Even with just his own jowl-wrapped face
protruding from the collar of hisfloating cylinder, the
effort required to regain control wasvisible. The

cylinder turned dightly, angling toward the center of

the great reception hall, where more of the Shell Hutts
encased forms jostled around arectangular dais,
surrounded on al sides by low, concentric steps.
"Everything has been placed in readiness for you." The
claws unclasped, alowing one of them to make asweeping
gesturetoward the dais. "Shdl we?!

Boba Fett didn't fed like making any further

conversation with their host. He led the way toward the
dais, letting the other members of the bounty-hunter team
fdl in behind. There were enough reflective surfaces
scattered throughout the space, beams of polished
durasted supporting the domed roof above, that he could
see Bossk and the droid 1G-88 following his quick stride,
with the Trandoshan glaring with suspicion and enmity at
every one of the bobbing and floating Shell Hutts. Behind
that pair, the massive shape of D'harhan trod heavily,
theinert laser cannon gill impressiveinitsglistening
darkness, like an emblem of latent destruction wrapped in
trailsof hissng seam.

At Fett's elbow, Zuckuss trotted to keep up with him.

"l don't like the looks of this," panted the shorter

bounty hunter. "I don't like the looks of this one bit-"

He knew just what Zuckuss was taking about. Around
the sides of the grest reception hdll, from alcovesand
corridors branching off the centra space, other figures
had appeared, ones that weren't Shell Huitts.
"Mercenaries,” said Boba Fett quietly. In black,
indgnidess uniforms, armed and watching; if held wanted
to, he could very likely haveidentified more than afew

of them from past encounters. Therewas aways aloose
assemblage of thugs and vend murderers, varying in
number and qudity, depending mainly upon who had been
killed recently and to alesser degree upon who was
rotting away in the galaxy's various pend ingtitutions,
shifting back and forth among the less civilized worlds,
finding employment as enforcers and private hit men. The
Shell Hutts distant species relation, the notorious

Jabba on backwater Tatooine, usually paid the highest
wages and got the pick of thelot, the quickest with

their chosen weapons and the least encumbered by scruples



about what kind of jobsthey took care of for their
employer. "What dse" Fett asked Zuckuss, "did you
expect?'

"Thismany?" Still & Boba Fett's Sde, Zuckuss

quickly scanned the perimeter of the great reception

hall. "There must be a couple dozen of them. At least.”
Hetook another count, looking past the raised daisin
the middle of the space. "Maybefifty of 'em-"
"Gheetatold usthat he'd been preparing for thisfor
along time." Without turning hisvisored hedmet, Boba
Fett had taken his own estimate of the forces arrayed
adong the hdl's perimeter. "He'sobvioudy cdled ina

lot of favors." This much firepower didn't come cheap;
most of the mercenaries cradled late-modd blaster rifles
againg their chests, Gheetamust have provided the
wespons, as they were obvioudy more expensive than the
usud chegp and nagty-if lethaly efficient-gear with
which mercenaries usudly kitted themsdalves. These types
disgusted Fett; they took no red pridein their
equipment, thetools of their trade; if they did, they
wouldn't spend s o much of their ill-gotten pay on their
own bad habits. "He couldn't pay for dl thishimself,"
continued Boba Fett aloud. "Gheeta must've goneinto
major hock with his other clan members”

"But what for?' Zuckusss curved eyes reflected the
ominous black-clad figures. "We're unarmed-"

"I know how Gheeta's mind works. Let'sjust say he's
not given to taking chances. Or at least,” said Fett,

"not after thelast time | did busnesswith him."

Bossk had overhead the comment. "'I'm ready to do
businesswith him," the Trandoshan growled from behind
Boba Fett. "Right now." His clawed hand hung closeto the
empty blaster holster at hisside. Even without a wespon,
Bossk looked ready to take on whatever army the Shell
Hutts had assembled, as though he could pull each of the
mercenaries gpart, limb from limb, with nothing but his
own brute strength. "L et's get it over with."

"It seems apparent,” commented 1G-88, "that your
desrein that regard is about to be fulfilled.”

Pushed adong by hisriveted casing's repul sor beams,

the Shell Hutt Gheeta had floated ahead of the bounty
hunters. Asthey reached the bottom of the steps
surrounding the dais, Gheeta had aready risen to the top
section, where the cylinder bobbed beside arectangular
congtruction alittle over two meterslong and a quarter
of that dimension in width; its surface was draped with a
heavy cloth embroidered with golden thread, the corner
tassalsloosdly knotted and flowing down the steps. On
top of the cloth were towering arrangements of exatic,
off-planet floras, their brilliant petdsthick and

heavy asflayed Tatooinian dewback hide; from their



dtickily wet confluence exuded cloying, opiatelike
perfumes. Even through his helmet'sfiltration units,

Boba Pert could taste the acrid molecules collecting on
histongue; they had no effect on the clarity of hisown
thoughts, but he saw how some of the Shell Hutts gathered
closer to the dais, the pupils of their eyes narrowing as
their dit nogtrils widened, deeply inhding the laden

ar. Ther lipless mouths curved into all-encompassing
plessure.

Behind him, Boba Fett heard Bossk snort in disgust.

He knew that the Trandoshan nervous system lacked any
receptor sitesfor the flowers narcotic fragrance; any
scent less subtle than rotting mest was wasted on him.
"Lovely." Bossk sneered. "L ooks like you've got the place
ready for afunerd.”

"How perceptive of you!" Gheetahad perhapsinhaled
too deeply, though the scent appeared to have a stimulant
rather than a soporific effect on him. "Exactly so!" The
floating cylinder spun about, bringing the Shell Hutt's

face, luminous with toxic swest, toward the bounty
hunters. Ramping up the strength of the repul sor beams,
Gheeta floated above the rank-smelling blossoms, the
thick petas quivering with the unseen force. "How often,
though, that wefail to understand-" The crablike
mechanical hands reached down and scooped through the
flora mass, gathering the bright colors and pulpy
tissuesto the underside of the cylinder. For amoment

the crushed blossoms obscured the lower half of Gheeta's
face; then his ecstatic expresson wasrevealed again as
the gleaming meta appendages flung themsaveswide,
scattering the flowers across the steps of the dais. "We
fail to appreciate what ajoyous occasion afunera can
bal"

The overripe sench of the flowersfilled theinsde

of Boba Fett's helmet asthe petals, bruised and crushed
by Gheeta's mechanica arms, fell acrossthetoesof his
boots. He looked down at them for amoment, then kicked
the flowers away; the heaviest of them left wet, bleeding
trails acrosstheinlaid floor of the greet reception

hall.

"I don't have much of afeding for funerds” said

Fett evenly. He looked up across the dais steps toward
Gheseta. "One way or the other.”

"Oh, but you should! Y ou will!" Gheetals manner

became even more frenetic and excited. The cylinder
vibrated asit hovered in place, asthough the fever of

the creature insde had somehow been transmitted to the
enclosing metal. Some of the other Shell Hutts edged away
from the central dai's, as though fearful of an explosion;
Gheeta's agitation had even pierced the stupor of those
who had falen furthest beneath the blooms heavy



fragrance. "l guaranteeit!”

"Watch out,” said Zuckussin alow voice. Fromthe
corner of hissight, behind the dark visor of hishemet,
Boba Fett saw Zuckusss warning nod toward the edges of
the space. But Fett was aready conscious of what was
happening there Some of the black-uniformed mercenaries
had stepped forward from the al coves and adjoining
corridors where they had first appeared. There were other
motions, of weapons being raised, the shoulder straps of
the blasgter rifles dackening asthe barrelswere swvung

up into firing pogition, therifle butts braced against

the mercenaries hips. He could see Bossk and 1G-88
turning their heads, scanning the details of thetrap

closing tighter around them. Zuckuss's voi ce sounded

tight with gpprehension 'l think they're going to make

their move. . . "

Fett knew that nothing was going to happen, at least

not for another few seconds; the cylindrical shapes of

the Shell Hutts were still bobbing and floating around,

too close to the dais and the team of off-planet bounty
hunters. Even astrigger-happy as this bunch of thugswas
likely to be, they would still know better than to start
shooting while their employerswerein theline of fire.

And besides, there was one more thing that he was
absolutely sure of. Gheetaslittle show wasn't over yet.

"Y ou wanted to talk business?' The Shell Hutt'svoice
had spiraled up into a screech, loud enough to flutter
thewattles at hispdlid throat. "Fine! Let usdo just

that! But asyou said, there's no point unlessthe
merchandisein question isthere on the table, right in

front of ugl"

"Gheeta. . ." The eder Nullada grabbed hold of the
collar of Gheeta's cylinder with ameta-clawed hand.
"Don't make more of afool of yoursdaf than you dready
have-"

"Silence!" One of Gheeta's crablike handsfurioudy
knocked away thelarger Shell Hutt's grasp. "Y ou'll see
aswdl! All of you!" Thefaces of the other Shell Hutts,
protruding from the collars of the floating cylinders,
turned toward Gheeta, some with expressions of muddled
astonishment, others crudly rdishing the spectacle that
was being played out before them. ™Y ou were all pleased
enough when this scoundrel”-the claw point of one of
Gheeta's hands shot out, gesturing toward Boba Fett-"when
thisthief stole from me that which wasto be my crowning
glory!" Both of the crablike mechanica hands flung
upward, indicating the greet reception hdl's vaulted

roof and al that it contained. Gheeta's maddened gaze
crossed over Nullada and the other Shell Hutts. "Don't
think | didn't hear your sniggering jeers and laughter!



Y ou were happy to see mefalen and disgraced, weren't
you?"

Boba Fett discerned now that Gheeta's escalating
dhrillness was due to more than the intoxicants rel eased
by the mounds of flowers and their viscous, 0ozing
centers. Enough of Gheetals thick neck had protruded from
hisfloating cylinder that athin tube could be seen,

amogt buried in thefolds of hisgray skin; the tube

ended in asurgicaly implanted 1V tap, aneedle plunged
and sealed into Gheeta's bloodstream. The tube's other
end was concedled insde the cylinder; Fett could surmise
that it was hooked up to atime-metered dispensary
module, lesking some rage-provoking stimulant through the
Shell Huitt's central nervous system. Just as Boba Fett

had aready suspected, the sight of the pharmaceutical
tube confirmed that Gheeta had prepared for this
confrontation by chemically stripping out any sense of
caution that might till have been lingering ingde his

brain. Suiciddly so; with hishaving gonethisfar out

of control, there would be no way that the other Shell
Huttswould let him continueliving and operating in

their midst. There was aline beyond which honor and the
desire for vengeance interfered with business, and Gheeta
was now obvioudy well past it.

The others were getting there as well; a sense of

panic tinged the air ingde the greet reception hall as

the Shell Huits floating cylinders collided with each

other, reversing away from the centrd dais, then turning
and perceiving the armed and ready mercenaries stationed
around the perimeter. Some of the Hutts were obvioudy
fuddled enough by the heavy opiatelike scent of the
scettered florasto havelost dl reasoning ability.

That was the main reason that Boba Fett had programmed
theair filtersin his hemet to catch and expunge those
intoxicating molecules; more than that, he had paid hefty
amounts to the galaxy's finest black-market microsurgeons
to have the corresponding receptor Sites stripped away
from the branching ends of his own nervous system.
Whatever stimulation to the pleasure centers of hisbrain
that might have been lost thereby was more than
compensated for by the control he retained in Stuations
likethis; in hisbusiness, he couldn't afford the
smpleminded hysteriato which the Shell Hutts were
aready succumbing. From the corners of hisvision, ashe
continued focusing on Gheeta at the top of the dais, he
could discern the repulsor-borne cylinders damming
harder into each ot her, the riveted durasted plates
clanging like an atonal percussion section; the crablike
mechanica hands tangled with each other and clawed at
the wide-eyed, panting faces of the Shell Hutts asthey
twisted and spun about, rebounding in fear from the



exits, blocked by the blaster-toting mercenaries.

Gheeta was caught up in aspirding feedback loop,

his own overexcited state mounting as it absorbed the
frightened, lunatic pulse from the other Shell Huits.

"And you were laughing, too! | know you were!" One of the
mechanica hands dung beneath hisfloating cylinder
suddenly jabbed toward Boba Fett, the metal shimmering
with thefury of hisaccusation. "All theway back to
whatever hole that scummy architect paid you to hide him
in-" Gheetas lipless mouth had stretched into afrenzied
grimace, far enough that atrickle of blood seeped into
the milky sdivation leaking from its corners. " That was
agood joke, Fett! But the best jokes always come with a
price attached to them, don't they?"

"Ancient history," said Boba Fett. He could dmost

fed sorry for the Shell Huitt, locked inside an account
that he could never sttleto his profit. Almost, but not
quite; sympathy was something else that held stripped
from his nervous system, using the scalpd of hisown
transforming will. "We came hereto talk about other
merchandise. We're here for Oph Nar Dinnid."

"Ah, yes!" Gheetas eyes grew wider and more maniaca
asthe |V tube pulsed like an atificia vein a the

wattles of hisneck. "And the merchandise should dways
be on the table, shouldn' it, before we can Start
deding-that's how you want things, isn't it? Then by all
means-"

The dangling mechanica hands suddenly shot forward
from beneath Gheeta's encasing shell and seized hold of
the edge of the daiss centrd platform. The remaining
flords, oozing sap from their broken petds, did from

the top surface and landed wetly acrossthe steps asthe
thin metdl armstensed, lifting one side of the

rectangular shape. From the floating cylinder came ahigh-
pitched whine as the repul sor-beam engines strained
againg the additional load. That wasfollowed by the
grinding, tearing noise of decorative masonry being
ripped apart as the rectangular platform came loose from
the dais and tilted toward one side. Gheetagave afind,
convulsive push, and the platform tore free and toppled
down the daiss encircling steps.

For amoment the panicked motion in the great

reception hall ebbed; the crash of the platform at the
feet of Boba Fett and the other bounty hunters had been
loud enough to digtract the fleeing Shell Huttsfrom

their attempts at escape. At the exits, still blocked by
theinggnidess mercenaries, the floating cylinders

turned, their wide-faced occupants |ooking back toward
thefigures at the center of the vaulted space.

Paster dust floated up from the wreckage of the
platform; it now looked like a coffin that had been



shattered open in aclumsy attempt at excavation, the
thin plastoid sides forced gpart from each other by the
repeated impact of the steps. In the midst of the debris,
draped shroudlike by the embroidered cloth, with asingle
broken-stemmed floral lying on its chest like abad joke,
was a humanoid form, empty eye sockets gazing up at the
reception hdl'sdistant ceiling. Without even looking at
the man's face, Boba Fett knew who it was.
"Theresyour Oph Nar Dinnid." Gheeta's voice came
from the top of the dais, gloating at the rubble strewn
acrossthefloor. "Not such vauable merchandise now, is
he?'

From behind Boba Fett, the elder Shell Hutt Nullada
pushed forward, hard enough to shove Bossk and |G-88 to
one sde; theriveted cylinder scraped sparks from the
unmoving armor of D'harhan. Fett looked over at the
massive figure hovering next to him and saw that
Nulladas face was quivering with rage. The silken lines
holding up therolls of fat above the eyes and mouth were
shimmering like the bowstrings of an ancient projectile
weagpon.

"Thisismadness” As Nullada shouted at Gheeta he
shook one of his mechanica hands, clenched into a
compact fist. "Vengeanceis onething-weal desre
that-but now . . ." Theold Shdll Hutt sputtered with
incoherent anger. "Now you're interfering with business!
That creature was valuable to us. He was credits. . .

and now he's dead mest."

"Cdm yoursdf." Gheeta sneered at the other Shell

Hutt. " 'Business has been taken care of . Perhaps not to
your satisfaction, but to mine. And to the satisfaction

of the Narrant-system clan whose trade secrets our late
guest had stolen and was busily selling to us. | have

been in direct communication with the unfortunate victims
of Oph Nar Dinnid'slarceny, and | encouraged them to set
aprice on those trade secrets-not on what it would cost
to get those secrets back, but on what it would cost to
make sure that no one esewould be privy to them. In
other words, the price of Oph Nar Dinnid'simmediate
desth. The clan made their calculations, named their
price, and | accepted on behdf of the Shell Hutts."
"You...youhad noright to do that. . . ."

"That shows how old and senile you've become.”
Gheeta's sneer turned even more withering. Y ou've
forgotten that there are no rights, except those that you
take unto yoursdf." The mechanica handsrose, claws
curling into sharp-edged figts. "Our treasury isricher

now for the dedling that | have done on my own
intiative”

"Idiot!" Thick drops of spittle flew from Nulladas

mouth. "There's no way that you could have gotten aprice



from the Narrant system anywhere close to what the
information ingde Dinnid's head was worth."

"Perhaps not." Gheeta's hands spread apart ina

gesture of unconcern. "But the price | got ispaid now,

and not doled out over some twenty yearsto come. Credits
in one's pocket are worth more than the credits that

might be sprinkled someday over your grave." An ugly
smilewelled up on hiswideface, likeinscribed

driftwood surfacing in rubbish-clogged weters. "A grave
that 1 think you'll bein sooner than | will be."

"Silencel” The roar was degfening; it came from

Bossk, thrugting himsdlf to the foot of the stepsthat
surrounded the dais. One of his clawed hands shoved aside
the floating cylinder of the eder Shell Hutt Nullada.

With his other hand, Bossk stepped forward and grabbed
the front of the sprawled corpse's jacket, snged with

laser fire and iff with dried blood. "'I've heard enough

of your endless bickering-" He held the lifelessfigure

of Oph Nar Dinnid up in front of himsdlf, the corpse's

feet dangling inches above the tessdllated floor. "This
iswhat we came herefor?' The corpse danced like aloose-
limbed puppet as Bossk angrily shook it. No answer came
from Dinnid's dack mouth, the skin of hisfaceturned as
palid and gray asthat of the surrounding Hutts. With an
inarticulate growl, Bossk flung the corpse back down into
the rubble of the daiss broken platform. "That

cregture's been dead for weeks! | can smell his desth on
him!" Bossk's nogtrils flared back, showing his

involuntary disgust. Just as with Hutts, Trandoshanswere
the type of carnivorethat preferred its meat fresh. He
turned his dit-eyed glare toward Boba Fett. "He was dead
before we ever left the Bounty Hunters Guild. Thisisa
fool's errand you've brought us on!" The corner of one
scaly lip curled in asneer. "The great Boba Fett, the
master of bounty hunters, and he didn't even know that
the merchandise was dready worthless."

Boba Fett had known that that accusation would come
beforelong, and he had briefly debated with himsalf

about how to answer it. / could say nothing-he was not
given to explaining his actions and strategies to anyone,

let one a crude, rapacious thug like Bossk. Or he could
lieto Bosk, tell him that he hadn't known, or even
suspected, that Oph Nar Dinnid had aready been killed,
long before held assembled thisteam of bounty huntersto
come here to Circumtore. Or ...

"I knew," said Boba Fett quietly. "Why wouldn't I?

I've dealt with these creatures before, and | know how
their mindswork. Especialy"-he gestured toward Gheeta,
gl floating at the top of the dais- "when what's left

of onesmind is eaten away with the desrefor

vengeance."



"Wait asecond.” At Fett's other side, Zuckuss stared

a him, astonishment detectable even through the curved
lenses of the smdler bounty hunter'sface mask. "You
knew dl dong?But if you knew that Oph Nar Dinnid had
aready beenkilled . . . then there was no point in

coming here. ..."

"No point," growled Bossk, "unless Fett wanted to get
usal killed aswell." Hetilted his head toward the
perimeter of the great reception hall. Thearmed
mercenaries had stepped farther from the dcoves and
exits, herding the other Shell Hutts before them. "Is

that it?' Bossk turned his hard gaze back toward Boba
Fett. "Maybe you were feding suicidal-maybe you'retired
of being abounty hunter-so you decided to take some of
uswith you. That'swhy you were so willing to hand over
our weapons and render us defenseless.”

"Don't beanidiot." Fett returned the other's gaze.

"Or at least not any more of one than you haveto be. You
may be without weapons-for the time being-but we were
never without defenses. No one walks naked into the midst
of creatureslikethese."

"No one. . . except somebody who's ready to die.”

"I'll let you know," said Boba Fett, "when thet time
comes. But right now | have other businessto take care
of." Heraised one arm, turning it so that the inside of
hiswrist faced him; between that and hiselbow wasa
relay-linked control pad. With theforefinger of his

other gloved hand, Fett began punching out acommand
sequence.

"Cadling up your ship, areyou?' Gheeta had caught

sight of what Boba Fett was doing. "Do you redly believe
that your precious Slave | can get out of our landing
docks? It's sedled down tight with tractor beams. And
evenif it could bresk away, what good would it do you?
It's as stripped of armaments as your pathetic selves.”
Boba Fett ignored him. It was along series of digits

to get past the control pad's encryption circuits, and

then another oneto initiate the program he desired. That
onewas buried years deep in his memory, but on matters
such asthis, hismemory wasinfdlible. It had to be; in
circumstances such asthis, hewasn't likely to be given
another chance,

"Isit abluff, then?' Thetaunting voice of the

Shell Hutt came from atop the dais. "How sad for you to
think I'd fal for something as smpleminded asthat. If

you want meto believe that you have some secret plan
that will save your skins, you'll haveto do alot better
than punching afew meaningless control buttons.”
Standing next to Boba Fett, Zuckussfidgeted and

gazed with darm around the gresat reception hal. "'Is
thereaplan?' Hiseyeswere like curved mirrors, showing



the distorted images of the dark-uniformed mercenaries.
"Y ou have one, don't you?"

One of the other bounty hunters gave up waiting. With
aguttura cursein his native Trandoshan tongue, Bossk
reached down and snatched up along, jagged-ended piece
of the wreckage from the daisstop platform. Ashe
lifted it shoulder-high, gripping one end with both his
clawed figs, atiny strip of 1 bloodstained cloth

fluttered pennantlike, a scrap from the Dinnid corpse's
torn and charred clothing. "They're not taking me down
without &"

Bossk'swords were logt in the sudden roar of an
explosion. Itsforce struck Boba Fett, a surge of heat
and durasted-hard pressure full againgt hischest. He
remained upright in the orm, his own weight aready
braced againgt itsimpact. The visor of hishelmet

flashed darker for amicrosecond, to protect his sight
from the blinding glare. Sharp-edged pieces of debris
struck his shoulders, then were swept on by the billows
of smoke that poured out from wherethe daisand its
surrounding steps had been.

Asthe smoke began to thin, restoring vishility to

the center of the great reception hal, Boba Fett took

his gloved hand away from the control pad on his opposite
forearm. The command sequence, keyed to the long-dormant
receptor buried in the hal's foundation, had done its

job. Perfectly, just asit had been designed and he had
expected it to.

The explosion had caught Gheeta unawares- aso as

Fett had expected-and its force had sent the Shell Hutt's
cylinder tumbling and crashing againgt one of the hal's
supporting pillars, hard enough to dent one of the

riveted plates and bend the column, its top wrenching
loose from the vaulted ceiling above. Gheeta's eyes were
dazed, bordering on unconsciousness, arivulet of blood
seeped through the rolls and crevices of his broad face
from where the pharmaceutica 1V line had been torn out
from the vein. The plastoid tube now lay on the rubble-
strewn ground like adead serpent, itssingle fang
weeping drop after drop of aclear liquid.

Some distance behind Boba Fett, the larger cylinder
encasing the eder Nulladadowly righted itsdlf, likea
planetary oceangoing vesse that had been swamped by a
tidal wave. The cylinder rolled from sdeto Sdeas
Nullada groaned in dizzied confusion. Theslken lines
holding up hisface's obscuring rolls of blubbery tissue
had al snapped; his repulsive Hut-tese features, the
large ydlowed eyes and davering lipless mouth, appeared
and disappeared as gravity shifted the gray wattles back
andforth.

"What . . . what was ..." A gloved hand rose from the



tangled, gtill-smoking rubble directly in front of Boba
Fett. The explosion had knocked Zuckuss backward, his
breath mask covered with dust and gray flecks of ash. A
few broken scraps of congtruction materia, the charred
remains of the daisstop platform, tumbled down his
chest as he struggled to raise himself up on hisebows.

"l cant..."

Right now Boba Fett couldn't give the falen Zuckuss
any assstance. The chaosinto which the explosion had
plunged the great reception hall was ill at a peak-past
the settling billows of smoke could be heard the cursing
and shouts of the armed mercenaries as the frightened
Shell Hutts gibbered and collided with each other and
their floating cylinders pushed toward the

building's exits. That wouldn't last long, Fett knew;

even security guards asill-trained and poorly paid as
these would eventually be able to sort things out. He
stepped over the struggling body in front of him-one of
Zuckusss gloved hands reached, but failed to catch hold
of Fett's boot-and strode quickly into the center of the
daiss smoldering wreckage.

As he reached down for the shock-protected container
of hardened durasted! that he knew would be there, a bolt
from alaser rifle shot afraction of aninch to oneside

of Boba Fett's head, then struck and sparked against a
pillar farther on. Fett quickly turned, his muscles

tensng to dive away from the angle of thefollowing
shot-

There wasn't one. The dark-uniformed mercenary that
had come sprinting into the hall's center, riflelifted,
wasfelled by along section of rubble swung leve into
hisgilt. His momentum folded him around theimprovised
weapon; the mercenary then collapsed onto hisface as
Bossk's clawed fist struck him with a vertebra-cracking
blow to the back of the neck. Bossk threw away the piece
of scrap and scooped up the mercenary's blaster rifle.
Fett saw alook of fierce ddight in the Trandoshan's
eyes as Bossk whipped therifle around, aleve arc of
bright fire cutting through the smoke and acrossthe

other mercenaries who had been foolish enough to move
away from the security of the perimeter acoves.

That'll hold them for awhile, thought Boba Fett as

he tugged at the end handle of the tube-shaped container,
caught tight by the rubble collgpsed around it. More
laser bolts gtitched the air around him with their

burning tracery; he glanced over his shoulder and saw
Bossk, standing with legs braced wide apart, squeeze the
blaster riflestrigger stud with wild disregard for the
counterfire now coming from dl directions. 1G-88, with
the cold rationality typica of droids, had grabbed the
wespon of another dark-uniformed figure, that had been



cut nearly in haf by one of Bosk'sinitia shots;
crouching down behind the corpse and ajagged sheet of
bent plastoid congtruction material, 1G-88 carefully
amed and picked off itstargets.

Another sight had caught Boba Fett's eye even ashe
wrapped both hands around the durasted tube's molded
grip, braced his boot sole againgt the singed remnants of
one of the platform's Side panels, and tugged harder; as
he tilted back, armslocked straight down to the tube, a
laser shot Szzled through the exact spacein which his
head had just been. The stresk of light temporarily set

his helmet visor blind and opaque, so that it was only
behind his eyelids that Boba Fett could till seethe
image of D'harhan, roused from his silent torpor by the
sounds of combat echoing insde the great reception
hall's spaces. Asthe mercenaries fire stresked past
D'harhan like agiant spiderweb set aflame, the barrdl of
the laser cannon, inert and silenced, rose upward, as
though it were the neck and head of some primeva beest,
taunted to madness by its captors. The optics of the
cannon's tracking systems pulsed red through the clouds
of hissng steam emitted from the gpertures of the black
metal housing; asthe reptilelike balancing tail thrashed
behind him D’harhan’s arms spread wide, black-gloved
hands clawing into themsdves, trembling with their
thwarted desire for destruction. A keening, wordless howl
sounded from deep within the machinery curving into the
creature's heart.

The visor of Boba Fett's helmet cleared as he looked
back down at the container trapped in the daiss
wreckage. Another tug, putting al of hisweight and
forceinto it, and the metd tube finaly scraped through
the debris, shedding flakes of rust. A dot of green light
beside the handle told Fett that the container's seal was
gill intact, the object insde il as primed and ready

to go asit had been when first hidden here, during the
congtruction of the greeat reception hall.

With alast dragging rasp of meta againgt metd, the
tubular container came free. Boba Fett caught himsdlf
from toppling backward, then cradled the heavy object in
hisarms. As heturned he saw Zuckuss pulling himsdf
upright, afew meters away. The disorienting effects of
the explosion had obvioudy faded from insde the smaller
bounty hunter's head; Fett could see the enlightenment
behind the other's insectoid eyes, the sudden
understanding of all that Zuckuss had been told before.
Surrounded by the nois e and quick glare of laser balts,
he even managed adight nod of acknowledgment, to show
that he had just now realized what Boba Fett had meant
when he had told him those few fragments of the dedl that
had been struck between abounty hunter and an architect.



Aninvestment, that pays off later. Inabigway . . .

"Herel" That was Bossk's shout, from afew meters

away. Another mercenary, braver or supider than the

rest, had come charging head down toward the Trandoshan,
and had actualy gotten close enough that Bossk had taken
him out with asingle blow to the chin, swinging the butt

of the blagter rifle around in an upward arc. Another jab

of therifle butt, right between the mercenary's eyes,

had made sure held be no further trouble. " Get busy!"
Bossk had reached down and grabbed a blaster pistol from
the holster dung at the falen mercenary's hip, and now
tossed it underhand to Zuckuss. "We could use alittle
hep!"

Zuckuss caught the blaster in both hands and

continued holding it that way as he pressed the trigger

stud, sending awild spray of fire across the reception

hall as herolled onto his shoulder, dodging the bolt

that dug a molten gash through the floor where he had
been kneding.

The added fire gave Boba Fett enough cover that he

could turn with the durasted tubein hisarms and sprint
toward D'harhan, still howling in impotent rage at the
glaring blaster streaks that laced through the reddened
clouds of steam. Before he had taken more than a couple
of steps away from the daiswreckage, apair of thin
mechanical arms wrapped themselves around Boba Fett's
neck, their crablike claws scrabbling at the visor of his
helmet.

Eyes starting from their fat-swaddled sockets, the

Shell Hutt Gheeta squealed in maddened rage; blood webbed
his broad face asthe force of hisencasing cylinder's

repul sors knocked Boba Fett off balance. Fett managed to
remain standing; for asplit second he wasllifted dmost
clear of the red-spattered floor as Gheeta dragged him
upward by the neck. Then he twisted around in the Shell
Hutt's sharp-edged grasp and swung the length of the tube-
shaped container around into the sde of Gheeta's skull.
Theimpact |eft atrenchlike dent in the gray, wobbling
flesh; Gheeta's eyes went unfocused as the crablike me
chanical hands flopped apart, dropping Boba Fett.

There wasn't time, as much as Fett might have wanted,

to finish off Gheeta. From the other sde of the great
reception hal, beyond the erect, howling figure of
D'harhan, avolley of blagter fire snged past Fett. With

the container tucked under one arm, he grabbed the bolted
seams of Gheetasfloating cylinder, gloved fingertips
digging ahold on to the metal. Gheeta's dazed eyes

rolled as Boba Fett shoved the cylinder ahead of himsalf
asashidd. A frightened scream escaped from the Shell
Hutt's mouth as the mercenaries laser bolts stung and
sparked againgt the cylinder's curved flank.



When he reached D'harhan, he shoved Gheeta aside;
with enough force to send him bobbing and twidting into
the crossfirethat filled the center of the reception

hal. Theimmense form of D'harhan reared above Boba
Fett, the inert laser cannon shrouded by hissing steam,
the heavy arms crucified againgt the glare of the
mercenaries riflefire. Above the cannon'sbarrd, the
optics of D'harhan's tracking systems focused upon the
helmeted figure stepping within range of the tearing

hands.

Boba Fett hated; with one quick motion, he unscrewed
the end cap of the tube-shaped container. The sedl
hissed, higher-pitched than the steam escaping from the
laser cannon's black meta housing, asair rushed into

the vacuum. Tilting the container, Fett did out afully
charged reactor core. He lifted one end of the corein

his hands as though he were aiming arifle, then stepped
forward and thrust it into the gaping hole of the

receptor Stein D'harhan's chest.

When they had been aboard the Save |, D'harhan had
howled with the pain of an essence-deep violation as Boba
Fett had drawn out a core just like this one. Now a sharp
intake of bresth sounded inside the throat hidden benesth
the laser cannon's barrdl; D'harhan's back arched, his
segmented tail thrashing convulsively acrossthe broken
rubble around him. Every neuron and sinew of D'harhan’s
frametensed and surged in sync with his accelerating
pulse asthe bounty hunter'sfist turned insde the

exposed chest, locking the reactor core into place.

The pulse of D'harhan’s blood seemed to shatter the
barrier between flesh and machine asthe indicator lights
aong the laser cannon's housing flashed in amicrosecond
from yellow to afiery red. As Boba Fett dammed the
locking armature into its socket, then spun and dived for
the floor, the cannon barrel swung down from nearly
vertica to aming level. The heet from D'harhan'sfirst
shot scorched Fett's spine and shoulder blades as he used
the corpse of another dead mercenary to pull himself toa
safe distance.

Hefound the mercenary'sblaster rifleand held it to

his chest asherolled onto his back. Pushing himself up
with one hand, Fett saw another cannon bolt, a hundred
timeswider and more destructive than the other shots
cutting across the great reception hall's space, enough

to rip ahole through the light armor of an Imperia

cruiser. And more than enough to reduce one entire wing
of the building to charred splinters. Through therising
dust of fractured stone, Boba Fett could hear the screams
and shouts of the Shell Hutts and their hired thugs as

one pillar and then another toppled into the center of

the hall, bringing down a section of roof and exposing



the dark sky of Circumtore.

D'harhan turned where he stood, segmented metd tail
bracing himsdlf againgt the recoil of the laser cannon
borne by his shoulders and torso. The cannon's barrel
rocked back in its housing as another white-hot bolt
coursed across the hdll, scattering aknot of

mercenaries. The screams of the Shdll Hutts actualy
diminished, their panic having increased to the point
where dl notion of escape had been abandoned.
Tortoisdlike, each one drew his head back into the safety
of hisfloating cylinder; when the last throat waitle was
past the circular metal collar at the front of the

cylinder, aring of crescent bladesirised toward the
opening's center, sealing off the Shell Hutt insde. The
blind cylinders bobbed and collided with each other,
pushed and spun by the blaster fire striking their

riveted plates.

A few meters away from Boba Fett, a blaster shot went
sraight toward the reception hal's celling; aquick
glance to the side showed him that a shot from one of the
mercenaries had struck Bossk at one side of his ches,
knocking the Trandoshan off hisfeet and sending him
splayed out on the daiss smoldering rubble. Fett
swiveled theriflein his hands and blew away the
mercenary, abroken corpse even before he hit the floor.
Another one of the mercenaries had taken command of
the remaining dark-uniformed figures, Boba Fett could see
the man at the hdl's perimeter, sgnding to the others
and directing their fire. Theam of their blaster rifles
turned away from Fett, aswell as1G-88 and Zuckuss. A
concentrated volley singed the air past the three bounty
hunters. Crouching down, Boba Fett turned and saw
D'harhan gtanding in the middle of the fusillade, likea
watchtower braced againgt the ondaught of astorm; the
blaster fire sowed hot sparks across the black metal, as
though each hit was alightning strike seen through
illuminated clouds

D'harhan managed to get off one more shot of hisown
before he was cut down. The laser cannon roared, its
massive bolt ripping open another section of the flame-
scorched walls and scattering one wing of the
mercenaries. Metd could have stood up to thelr fire even
longer, but D'harhan's flesh was weeker than that; the
torso benegath the laser cannon's housing was now wrapped
in bloodied rags. Hisknees dowly gave way, and he
toppled forward. The cannon's barrel struck the floor as
though it had been one of the roof pillars giving way,
gouging out ameter-long trench.

Hewas ill dive; Boba Fett could see the laboring

of D'harhan’s heart and lungs, the rise of the blood-
smeared chest forcing itself againgt the curved mount of



the laser-cannon housing. The black-gloved handsrose and
tore feebly a the wounds, as though death were something
that could be plucked from the torn flesh and exposed
fragments of breastbone and rib.

The cannon was dive aswell; theindicators dong

the barrdl showed an unblinking red, bright through the
hissing steam. All it needed was a hand on the triggering
mechanism, and thewill tofire. ...

Boba Fett threw away the blagter rifle he had taken

from one of the dead mercenaries. Ducking beneath the
fiery bolts crisscrossing the reception hall, he stepped
behind the massive bulk of thefalen D'harhan; with his
own adrenaline-charged strength, he gripped the
semiconscious figure beneeth the arms and half dragged,
half lifted him up againgt the base of abroken pillar. A
sudden gasp sounded from within the other's body as Fett
grabbed and yanked loose the thick neural-feed cables
that had been connected to D'harhan's spine, the hard-
gpliced socket just between his shoulder blades. The
laser cannon's aiming systems autometicaly went into
manual override status, Boba Fett crouched behind the
black meta housing asthe barrel swung upward.

And into firing position. A smal screen tucked
underneath the rear of the housing lit up, witha

crosshair grid zeroing in on the mercenaries positioned

a thefar Sde of the great reception hal. The barrdl
turned dightly as Boba Fett's hand jabbed at the

controls, seeking a specific target; the grid'slines
narrowed in and locked on the one dark-uniformed figure
who had taken command of the others. Long-range thermal
sensorsin the laser cannon'stracking systems gave a
clear outline of the mercenary behind ashield of bent

and torn plastoid construction material. Enough to hide
behind . . . but not enough to protect him. Fett hit the
cannon'sfiring stud. The weapon'srecoil trembled the
black metal housing, its shock traveling al the way up
hisarms and into his own chest.

The single bolt from the laser cannon took out most

of the remaining mercenaries. When Boba Fett raised his
head from behind the housing, he sighted through the
clouds of steam, hissing louder now to dissipate the heat
from the metd. Thefar sde of the hal was gone now;

the violet-tinged light of Circum-tore's skieswas framed
by twisted structural beams, their ends glowing molten.
Across the open plaza beyond the reception hal, the
bodies of the mercenary commander and the oneswho had
died with him were scattered like broken toys. Insde the
hal, the few that were left dive had ceased firing,

pointing the muzzles of their weapons up toward the
caling; the brutd effectiveness of the laser cannon had

set them to reconsidering their ill-paid devotion to the



cause for which Gheeta had hired them. A couple of the
mercenaries-the smartest of them, Boba Fett figured-made
ashow of tossing their blaster rifles onto the debris-
covered floor in front of them, then raising their hands
abovetheir heads.

"Cowardd Traitord" A hyserica cry camefrom

behind Boba Fett. With his hands ill on the controls of
the laser cannon, he turned his head and saw the repul sor-
borne cylinder of the Shell Hutt Gheeta come darting
forward into the center of the reception hall'sruins. "l

paid you for results," shouted Gheeta, "not for you to

run away and hide!" The crablike mechanical arms shook in
impotent fury. "Get him! Now!" Thefloating cylinder
turned as Gheeta jabbed a claw in Boba Fett's direction.

"| order you

Gheeta's words broke off as he saw the laser cannon's
barrd swivding toward him. Hiseyeswidened in their
fat-heavy sockets astheindicator lights glowed an even
brighter red, asthough they were points of blood
squeezed out by Boba Fett's hands tightening on the black
metdl.

"No..." Gheetamoaned in sudden fright. The crablike
armsfluttered in front of him asthe cylinder Sarted to
back away. "Dont..." He pulled his head back insgde the
cylinder's callar, which then began to iris shut.

But not fast enough. Boba Fett pushed forward on the
laser cannon's housing; steam hissed between hisgloved
fingers as he lowered his shoulder and put hisweight

into the thrust. Dragging the still-breathing body of
D'harhan dong, the weapon's barrel lurched forward. The
black metd muzzle, shimmering with resdud hest,
dammed into the vacated collar of Gheetasfloating
cylinder just asthe curved blades of the sedl mechanism
locked down tight uponiit.

Boba Fett shifted hisweight, now pushing down upon
therear of the laser-cannon housing. The barrel angled
upward, with the Shell Hutt's cylinder attached like a

ripe gourdfruit. When the barrdl had reached its maximum
elevation, Fett struck the firing stud with hisfig.

All eyesin the great reception hall-those of the

other bounty hunters, the mercenaries|eft dive, even

the other Shell Hutts who were brave enough to unsedl the
fronts of their cylinderswhen the fighting had
quieted-turned toward the tapered metal shapethat for a
moment stood aloft on the black stem of the laser cannon.
A few of the observersflinched, but continued watching
as the weapon sounded its snarling roar, only dightly
muffled by the object clamped onto the barrd's muzzle.
The sound of the laser cannon's bolt echoed through

the grest reception hdll, then faded like the last



thunder of astorm broken by daylight. Lightning had
flashed, contained with the cylinder caught at the end of
the cannon's barrd; it had burst through the seams of

the bolted durasted plates, sending arain of white-hot
rivets arcing across the space and landing like Szzling
hail on the rubble left by the battle. When the light of

the laser-cannon bolt was gone, as quickly asit had
flashed into being, the plates of the Shell Hutt's

cylinder were singed around their edges; they rattled
dully againgt each other asthe cylinder contracted

again, the surge of energy that had forced it larger now
only an afterimage burned into the observers eyes.

Boba Fett lowered the laser cannon's barrel, and the
cylinder did off theend of itsmuzzle. The cylinder

fdll to the great reception hdl'sfloor with alifdess

clang. Sowly, ared pool formed around it as Gheeta's
liquefied corpse seeped through the joins between the
plates and out the empty rivet holes.

"Jugt aswell," wheezed another Shell Hutt's voice.

The elder Nulladafloated toward the dead cylinder; it
looked like a mechanica egg, cracked but not yet peeled
of itsmetal shdll. The claws of one of Nullada's

crablike arms held back theroll of blubbery tissue over
his eyes, with the other he prodded the side of what had
been Gheetas metd casing. Silently, the cylinder rolled
back and forth in the red mire. "He had dready made more
of anuisance of himsdf than he had any right to."

That statement, Boba Fett figured, would probably be
the extent of Gheeta's obituary. Hutts of any variety
were not given to sentimentdity. If the late Gheeta had
|eft any estate after having paid off the Narrant-system
liege-holder clan and hiring this band of
mercenaries-though he had probably gotten them fairly
cheap-the remaining assets would be quickly picked apart
and swallowed up by the other Shell Hutts. Nullada
himsalf would no doubt take the largest bite.

At the elder Shell Hutt's direction, a couple of the
dark-uniformed mercenaries had come over and dragged Oph
Nar Dinnid's body out from under the wreckage of the
centra dais. "Mogt distressing,” said Nullada, with
genuineif predacious regret. "Thisiswhat happens when
someone lets their emotions get in the way of business.
We could have gotten alot more from those parties with
aninterest in this matter.”

Boba Fett wasn't listening to the old Shell Huitt.

With Zuckuss and 1G-88 watching him, the wegponsin their
hands lowered, he laid D'harhan's body down upon the
floor. Thelaser-cannon barrdl turned and dowly cameto
rest, its muzzle scraping through the charred debris.
D'harhan’s black-gloved hands fumbled for the voice
box clipped to hiswaist. Theriseand fal of his ches,



pinned by the cannon's curved mount, was quick and
labored as asingle fingertip punched out a message.
Knedling beside him, Boba Fett looked at the words
glowing on the box's screen.

| SHOULD NOT HAVE TRUSTED Y OU.
"That'sright,” said Fett, withasinglenod. "That

was your migake."

you'rewrong. Thefingertip moved with agonizing
downess. it was... my decison. . . .

Fett said nothing. He waited for the rest of

D'harhan's sllent words.

i canstop now . . . but you . .. The black-gloved
fingertip moved from letter to letter on the voice box's
keypad. you still must goon. ...

The hand fell away from the box. D'harhan's forearm
struck the ground beside his body. There was no more
breath or pulselifting his chest; after amoment Boba
Fett reached over and switched off thelast of the laser
cannon's red-lit controls.

He stood up and turned toward the other bounty
hunters. "We're done here," said Fett. "Now we can go."

17

Zuckuss looked up into the old Trandoshan's eyes,

into the black dits of that hard reptilian gaze. And

sad, "Everything happened the way you wanted it to."
"Good." Cradossk dowly nodded as he turned away. "I
expected that."

| bet you did, thought Zuckuss. Being back herein

the private quarters of the Bounty Hunters Guild's leader
gave him the creeps. Thiswas where Cradossk had sucked
him into the distasteful little conspiracy that would

result in Bossk's death. It struck Zuckuss, not for the
first time, that these Trandoshans were indeed cold-
blooded, right down to the marrow of their fenestrated
bones. The only thing that could account for their hot
tempers was the strength of their carnivorous appetites.
That cold blood had never been more in evidence than
just now, when he had told Cradossk the details of what
had happened on Circumtore.

"You saw it?' Cradossk had demanded an eyewitness
verification of hisson'sdeath. "Y ou saw him take the
shot?

"Right in the chest," Zuckuss had answered. "He

didn't get up after that." His own blood had chilled when
he spotted the little smile on Cradossk's face.

"Y ou came straight here?" Cradossk didn't turn around
to look a him again, but continued idly fiddling with a
couple of piecesfrom the bone chamber at thefar end of
the spacious suite. "As soon asyou landed?' The pieces



were yellowy white, dender and curved; Zuckusss own
ribstwinged in painful sympathy as he recognized what
they were. "Y ou didn't talk to anyone e se?'

The tubes of hisface mask's breathing apparatus

swung back and forth as he shook his head. "No one. Those
were your orders. When . . . you know . . . when you gave
methejob."

Hewas il sorry held agreed to it. Even though

he'd come back from Circumtore with hisown skin
relatively intact, if somewhat bruised and battered from
the action in the Shell Hutts greet reception hall.

Going aong with someone who'd been making arrangements
to get his own son killed-which was what the wholefutile
journey to acquire an aready dead piece of merchandise
had been about-till turned him somewhat queasy. Maybe
Boba Fett's right, he mused bleakly. Maybe I'm not redlly
cut out for the bounty-hunter trade.

"I'm glad to see that you can follow orders.

Cradossk held the rib bone up closeto his aging eyes.
The name of the vanquished foe to which it had once

bel onged was incised dong its length, the marks

scratched there by one of his own foreclaws. "I'm
impressed with your . . . loyaty. And your intelligence.
Both of those attributeswill stand you in good stead in

the difficult times before us." He Sghed, lowering the
memento of past glories, his gaze focusing on somefar-
off horizon. "How | wish that my son had possessed
smilar quaities. Or to put it another way-" Heturned

his head just enough to cast asidelong glance a the
younger bounty hunter. "If only someone such as yoursdlf
had been my offspring.”

Sure, thought Zuckuss. He kept himself from showing

any other reaction. And wind up dead, thefirst timeyou
sarted feding paranoid? No thanks.

"Mark my words." Cradossk's gnarled claws gripped the
bone asthough it were aclub suitable for thrashing
miscreants. Hisvoice rumbled lower, matching the heavy
scowl on hisscaly face. "If the other bounty hunters of
your generation were as smart as you-and respectful of
their elders wisdom-then agreat ded of trouble could

be avoided. But they have. . . ideas of their own.” He
spoke the word with loathing. "Just asmy son did. That's
why it was so important that he be diminated, andina
way that would not appear to have been from my conniving
at that result. Thisway ... to haveit happen on aworld

far from here, and among clever, greedy creatures such as
the Shell Huitts ... it makes his death seem the

inevitable consequence of his own stupidity and
incompetence. So much for hisnew ideas." Cradossk
sneered. "The old ways are the best ways. Especidly when
it comesto killing other creatures.”



"You'd know," muttered Zuckuss under his bresth.

"Did you say something?' Cradossk glanced over at

him.

Zuckuss shook hishead. "It was abubble." He pointed
to the dangling air tubes. "In my gear."

"Ah." Cradossk resumed his contemplation of hislong-
dead enemy'srib, letting it evoke deep, musing thoughts.
"It's good to remember these things. To bewise. More
than wise; cunning. Because'-he nodded dowly-"there's
going to be alot morekilling before everything's
straightened out around here.”

"What do you mean?' He aready knew what the old
Trandoshan meant, but asked anyway. The creaky old
carnivore wantsto talk, Zuckusstold himsdlf, / should
let him talk. It was only polite, and it didn't cost him
anything. Besides-other things were going to happen that
Cradossk probably didn't know about. And those things
took timeto get ready.

He heard adight noise from the doorway. Glancing

over his shoulder, he saw Cradossk's mgjordomo, the
Twi'lek that was dways sneaking around the place, on his
own and others shadowy errands. Ob Fortuna held one of
his dongated forefingersto hislips, sgnding Zuckuss

to remain slent himsdf. From the corner of onelarge
eye, Zuckusslooked over at the leader of the Bounty
Hunters Guild; the old reptilian was il sunk degpiin

his brooding meditations. Zuckuss and the Twi'lek ex
changed a quick nod, and the Twi'lek scurried away, down
the Guild's dark corridors.

"Now's not thetime to start playing stupid.” The

ancient rib cracked in two, with asplintered fragment in
each of Cradossk'stightly squeezed fists. He looked in
angry surprise at what he'd just done, then tossed the
relic's pieces away. He shot a hard-eyed gaze over his
shoulder at Zuckuss. "Don't try telling me you're not
smart enough to know what's going on around here.”
"Wl .. ."

"Bossk was only thefirst one. Thefirst that had to

be eiminated." A bone shard had been left on the back of
Cradossk's hand, caught underneath one of his rough-edged
scales. He extracted it and used it to pick hisfangs,
nodding in grim thought al thewhile. "Therewill be
others, I'vegot alist.”

| bet you do, thought Zuckuss.

"Not al of them young and foolish, ether." Cradossk
examined adtill-wriggling fragment of food on the end of
the improvised toothpick, then resumed his meditative
work with it. "Some of my oldest and most trusted
advisers. . . bounty huntersthat I've known and supped
blood with for decades ... soto spesk . . ." Heruefully
shook hishead. "I should've anticipated it-but then



again, how could 1?1 loved these killers.”

"Anticipated what?' Zuckuss knew that aswell, but
figured the question would keep Cradossk going awhile
longer. By hiscdculations, the Twi'lek mgor-domo would
need alittlewhilelonger tofinish up his

conspiratoria rounds.

"Traitors. . . backstabbers..." Cradossk's voice

was alow, muttering growl. "That'swhat you get in this
gaaxy for being niceto creatures. Taking them in when
they were runny-nosed little scavengers who wouldn't have
known how to get their claws on a piece of merchandise if
itd been given to them with aribbon tied around it. |
taught most of these Guild members everything thereisto
know abouit this business.”

"l imaginethat'squitealot.”

"Y ou better believeit,” Cradossk said fiercely.

"There's parts of the bounty-hunter tradethat | in

vented. And if these scum think they can get it al away
fromme. .." He chomped down on the bone toothpick,
grinding it between his back fangs. "They'd better think
agan."

"What particular scum are you talking about?!

Cradossk's mention of alist still had Zuckussworried.
The old Trandoshan might have gone senile, perhaps
forgetting just who he wastaking to. Just my luck,

thought Zuckuss glumly, to find my own name on there.
"They know who they are. The sameas| know. Though
maybe. . ." Cradossk gave another dow nod. "Maybe |
shouldn't take any chances. Maybe | should just have
everyone killed. Wipe clean the whole roster of the
Bounty Hunters Guild. Start fresh ..."

Grest, thought Zuckuss. He had been warned about

this, by Boba Fett on the way back from Circumtore. Upin
the Savel's cockpit area, Fett had given him another
ingght into the way Cradossk's mind worked. The
Trandoshan had away's been paranoid, long before he had
clawed to the top of the Bounty Hunters Guild. Arguably,
apersondity trait like that was what had enabled him to
doit, or had at least helped. Hard on his associates,
though, figured Zuckuss.

"But firdt," said Cradossk, "well get rid of the
obvioustargets. The ones who have aready announced
their intentions, to either take over the Guild or split

from it and set up anew bounty-hunters organization of
their own. Asif I'd ever let that happen.”

Zuckuss and the others returning from Circum-tore had
aready heard about these developments over the Savel's
comm unit. The breakaway faction was eager to get as many
Guild members onto its Sde as possible-especidly the
great Boba Fett and anyone associated with him. Just
having been on the team Fett had assembled for the Oph



Nar Dinnid job meant that Zuckuss and 1G-88 were now
being heavily courted by the bounty hunters who wanted to
go out on their own, with an organization that wasn't
controlled by the elders such as Cradossk. Always
pleasant to be wanted, he supposed-as long as Cradossk
and hisloydistsdidn't get the notion that he had

switched alegiances.

"All of them?" It would be better, Zuckuss figured,

if he kept the old Trandoshan brooding about crestures
who weren't herein his chamber with him. "1 mean-like
you said-some of them have been with the Bounty Hunters
Guild for along time. Since the beginning; or at leedt,
since you took over."

"Those are the ones I'm going to enjoy getting rid

of." An ugly smile showed on Cradossk's face, asthough
he were already relishing the details of that process.

"The younger bounty hunters could almost be excused for
being stupid. They haven't been around long enough to
know any better. But the others, the veteran bounty
hunters, who've thrown in their lot with them-they could
have predicted how I'd react to their treachery, their
assault upon the sanctity of our brotherhood.”
Zuckussrolled his eyes upward; it was just aswell

that Cradossk couldn't see that reaction. He'd found out
that brotherhood with carnivores, at least of the
Trandoshan variety, was a negotiable concept.

"There's big changes coming,” said Cradossk.
"Everybody who's said that has been right-and will
continue to be so. The Bounty Hunters Gui Id will be
different from what it was before; this galaxy belongsto
Emperor Pa patine now, and welll just haveto ded with
that. If this breakaway faction had just bided" their

time and remained loyd to the Guild, they very likdy
would have gotten everything they want."

"Except," Zuckuss pointed out, "for getting rid of

you."

Cradossk shot him aglance of venomous fury, enough

to push him back a step with itsintangible force.
"That'sright," he growled. "That'sthe one thing that's

not going to happen. Count on it. The Bounty Hunters
Guildisgoing to be alot smdler than it was before-a

lot of dead wood isgoing to be cleared away. | admit |
should've seen it sooner, mysdlf; that some of the elders
inthe organization have logt their edge. Well, they'll

be gone before very much longer, whether they made the
mistake of going with the breskaway faction or whether
they're ftill sucking up to me. Therésgoing to be alot

of blank spacesin the organizationa chart; that means
room for advancement. Room for someone. . . likeyou."
He reached over and tapped a claw against Zuckusss
chest, right below the dangling tubes of the bresthing



gpparatus. "A smart, young bounty hunter such asyourself
could do pretty well. If you play your cardsright.”

"I'll ... try todo my best."

"Ah, don't worry about it." Cradossk pulled the claw
back and scratched his scaly chin. "The main thing you
have to do is-be careful who you chooseto follow, and
who you choose as your associates. Y ou've made a good
dart by letting yoursalf become atool of my intentions.
Don't screw it al up by thinking you can dso be friends
with . . . certain other parties.

"Likewho?"

Cradossk didn't answer him for amoment. Theold
Trandoshan's gaze drifted again to some inner point of
contemplation. "You know," hesadfindly, "as
inevitable as| supposethisdl is, it had to be brought
tothiscrissby oneindividud. If it hadn't been for
him-the Bounty Hunters Guild might have continued asit
wasfor quite awhile, Emperor or no Emperor.”
Zuckuss knew the individua to whom hereferred. "Y ou
mean Boba Fett?’

"Who else?' Cradossk gave adow nod, asthoughin
admiration of that absent other. "It'sal because of

him. Everything that has happened, and that isgoing to
happen; dl the changes, and dl the deaths. Wdll . . .
most of them, at any rate. He is the unaccountabl e factor
that has been entered into the equation. It makes you
wonder . . . what were hisreal reasonsfor journeying
here

"But hetold us" said Zuckuss. "When hefirst

arrived. Because of dl the changes, with the Empire and
everything dse-"

"And you believed him?' Cradossk shook his head.
"Timefor another lesson, child. Thereisno oneyou can
trust-least of al someone who trades in the deaths and
defeats of others. Y ou can trust Boba Fett now, if you
wish, but I promise you The day will come when youll
regretit."

A chill ran through Zuckusss spirit, or whatever was
left of it after having become abounty hunter. Part of
him knew that the old Trandoshan had spoken truly;
another part hoped that the day he had foretold was till
along way off.

"Well ... | better be going." Zuckuss gestured toward
the door of the private quarters. "Theres till alot |

have to take care of." He was pretty sure that the
Twi'lek mgordomo would have had enough time by now to
contact everyone that needed to be. "You know . . . since
coming back fromthejob . . ."

"Of course." Cradossk bent down and picked up the
pieces of the shattered rib bone. "I've got to learn to
control my temper.” Clutching the white splintersin one



clawed hand, he smiled a Zuckuss. "Or do you think it's
just too late for that?"

Zuckuss had stepped back toward the door. "To be
truthful ..." He reached behind himself and grasped the
door'sedge. "It'stoo late."

"I suppose you'reright." Cradossk looked suddenly
older, as though weighed down with the burdens of
leadership. Carrying the broken trophy from hisyounger
days, he shuffled toward the entrance of the bone
chamber, the repository of dl his precious memories.
"Itsdwaystoolate. .. ."

The door to the private quarters creaked as Zuckuss
pulled it farther open, but he didn't step out to the
corridor beyond. He stayed where he was so he could watch
what he knew was about to happen.

Which took place within seconds Cradossk found his
way blocked by his offspring Bossk. The younger
Traridoshan stood with hisarmsfolded across his chest;
awide smile split hisface as he gazed down into his
father's startled eyes.

"But . .." Cradossk gaped at hisson. "You. . .

you're supposed to be dead. ..."

"I know that wasthe plan,” said Bossk, with feigned
mildness. "But | made some changesto it."

Cradossk whirled about, looking back toward the
private-quarters door and Zuckuss. "You lied!"

"Not entirely.” Zuckuss gave asmdl shrug. "Just the

bit about him not getting up again after he was shot.”
With asingle foreclaw, Bossk pointed to the sterile
bandage running diagondly across his chest, from one
shoulder and under the oppositearm. "It redly hurt,” he
sad, dill smiling. "But it didn't kill me. Y ou should

know how hard our speciesisto get rid of. And
also-whatever doesn't destroy one of usjust makes us
that much more pissed off."

A look of panic appeared in Cradossk's yellowed eyes;
he took a step backward from the figure looming in front
of him. "Now wait aminute. . . ." The bone shardsfell
on the floor as he raised his scaly hands, palms outward.
"I think you might be making some. . . rash assumptions
here...."

One of Bossk's hands shot out, grabbing his father by
thethroat. "No, I'm not." The smilewas gone from his
face. On the other side of the private quarters, Zuckuss
could seethe red anger tingeing the younger Trandoshan's
eyes. "I'm making the same assumption | made along time
ago, before | ever left for Circumtore. And you know what
that is? It'sthat thereisn't room in the Bounty Hunters
Guild for both you and me."

"I ... | don't know what you're talking about. . . ."
Cradossk grabbed the other'swrigt, in afutile attempt



to ease his hold and get another breath into hisown
lungs. "The Guild... the Guild isfor dl of us. ..."

"I'm talking about the same thing you weretalking

about, just now." With his other hand, Bossk pointed a
clawed thumb back toward the unlit depths of the bone
chamber behind him. "I wasin therethewholetimethe
two of you have been blabbing awvay. And | heard
everything you said. All that stuff about clearing out

the undesirables from the Bounty Hunters Guild. And you
know what?' Bossk tightened hishold, hisfist at
Cradossk'sthroat lifting the older Trandoshan up onto
the claws of histoes. "I agree with you about all that.

Y ou're absolutely right The Guild isgoing to bealot
smdler. Red soon.”

"Don't... don't beanidiot...." Cradossk managed to
summon up areserve of courage. "You can't kill me....
and get away withit...." His claws dug deeper into
Bossk'swrist, enough to let atrickle of blood seep down
hisson'sforearm. "I'vegot . . . connections. . .

friends. . . ." Hisvoice became wesker and more
fragmented asthe hold at thisthroat congtricted

tighter. "All the. . . council of dders...”

"Those old fools?' Bossk sneered at hisfather. "I'm
afraid you're alittle behind the times; there have been
things happening aready that you just don't know about.
Maybeif you didn't waste so many hoursin here, mumbling
and fondling your moldy reminders of past glories, these
things wouldn't have snesked up on you quite so fast.”
Stll holding Cradossk upright, he turned and dammed the
older reptilian againgt the table outside the bone
chamber's entrance; the impact againg hispinevisibly
dazed Cradossk. "Some of your old friends, your beloved
elders, have aready seen the light; they've come over to
my sde. In fact, some of them have been on my sdefor
quiteawhile, just waiting for the right moment to-shall

we say?-force your retirement. One way or another." The
elaborate wording, so much different from Bossk's usua
blunt speech, was acrue way of toying with hisfather.
"Of course, some of the elders weren't so smart; they per
ggedinther folly. Right uptotheend.”

"What . . ." Cradossk could barely squeeze any words
out a al. "What doyoumean...?'

"Oh, come on. What do you think | mean?' Bossk looked
disgusted. "Let'sjust say there are going to be some
fresh acquigtionsin my little trophy chamber. The
skullsof some of your old friendswill look very nice
mounted on itswals"

"Watch out!" Zuckuss shouted awarning to Bossk.

As Cradossk had fallen back against the table one of

his hands had reached back and grasped an ornate
ceremonia dagger; the gems embedded inits hilt flashed



as he swung hisarm around, the point of the blade aming
sraight for Bossk'sthroat.

There was no way for Bossk to avoid the blade; if he

had leaned back, the movement would only have presented a
wider target for the blade to dash across. Instead, he
lowered his head, catching the razor-sharp edge with the
corner of hisbrow. Theimpact of flesh and bone against
meta was enough to knock the weapon out of hisfather's
hand and send it spinning off into afar corner of the
room.

Taking ahand from hisfather's throat, Bossk wiped
away the blood seeping down through his face scalesand
into hiseyes. "Now that," he said with eerie self-
possession, "didn't hurt at dl." With ashake of his

head, he sent blood spattering across Cradossk's face, as
though sedling the bright ideogram of a death sentence
there. "But | promise you- thiswill.”

From the doorway, Zuckuss could hear shouts and
blaster fire coming from somewheredsein the Guild
compound. That didn't surprise him; it had been pretty
much what he'd been expecting since the Twi'lek mgordomo
had gone off to notify the othersin the breakaway

faction.

He turned back toward Cradossk's private quarters and
watched the rest of what happened in there. For aslong
as he could. Then he stepped out into the corridor,
shaking his head.

Bossk was certainly right about one thing, he had to
admit. It did take alot to kill a Trandoshan.

The sound of the breakaway faction's weapons was
heard even farther away.

Not literaly; the news was reported secondhand to
Kudar Mub'at. "Ah," the assembler purred, "that is most
excellent!" Identifier had relayed dl the detailsto him
asthey had comein from the listener nodes embedded in
the web'sfibrous exterior. "lant it pleasant,” Kud'ar
Mub'at asked rhetoricaly, "when things go fust the way
they're supposed to?" It wrapped severd sets of its

thin, chitinouslegs around itslf in ahug of sdif-
satisfaction. "All my planning and scheming, and

everything just so0. Excdlent! Exceedingly excdllent!™

The assembler's multiple eyes looked around the close
gpace of itsthrone room, watching how its own pleasure
and excitement spread in concentric wavesthrough al the
nodes connected to the strands of his nervous system.
Even the most devel oped and relatively independent of
them, like Balancesheet, was visbly aglow, withits

little cdlaws and arachnoid legs skittering around the
tangled walls as though it were the complete embodi ment
of the assembler's good mood.



Perhaps even alittle too excited; ostentatioudy so,

it seemed to Kud'ar Mub'at. Sometimes he detected a
certain false note to Balancesheet's digplays of
enthusiasm. For asimple number-crunching node, Kud'ar
Mub'at found himsdlf thinking, that's a bit much. He made
amental note, onethat was carefully shielded from the
synaptic connections that would have let the subassembler
nodesin on it to reabsorb this balancesheet and begin
growing anew one. Just as soon asthis businesswith
Boba Fett and the Bounty Hunters Guild wasfinished . . .
It didn't seem like that would be much longer, from

what the identifier node had just told Kud'ar Mub'at.
Ignoring the jabbering of the nodes surrounding itsdlf,

the assembler adjusted its soft, globular abdomeninto a
more comfortable position in the self-generated nest;
when it was done making adjustments, it contemplated the
newswith acamer, more tranquil attitude. No sense
getting agitated, it admonished itself, over something |
knew was going to happen. Empires might rise and
fdl-they had before-and the gdlaxy might even collapse
uponitsaf in one dark ball of relentless gravity. But

until then, Kud'ar Mub'at, or some creature very much
likeit, would gill betrading in thefally of other

sentient creatures. That was its nature, just asit was

the nature of those lesswiseto find themselves enmeshed
inthetrgps spun for them. . ..

"Sometimes," mused Kud'ar Mub'at doud, "they don't
even know until it'stoo late. And sometimes they never
know."

"Know what?' Balanceshedt, alittle camer after its

initid burgt of enthusiasm, dangled itsdlf closeto the
piky mandibles of its parent's face. "What do you mean?”
That kind of curiogity on asubassembler's part

indicated the degree of independence that Kud'ar Mub'at
hed |et develop in the node. There hadn't even been a
mention of numbers, and il thistethered offspring
wanted to know. A sharp paterna feding twinged insde
Kudar Mub'at; it would be a shame, however necessary, to
pluck the node's legs one by one and crack its shell to
extract the recyclable proteins and cdllular matter

ingde

Kud'ar Mub'at reached out one thin black leg and
stroked the ridges of Balancesheet's smal head.
"Creatures are dying," said Kud'ar Mub'at, "even aswe
speak.” That had been the gist of the message transmitted
through the web by the listener and identifier team of
nodes. With the transport engines that had been salvaged
decades ago and incorporated into the web's externa
structure, Kud'ar Mub'at had dowly brought its drifting
home-and-body within communication range of the Bounty
Hunters Guild. It had wanted to be close to where the



action was hagppening, the pulling shut of the snare he

had woven, with no delay in getting word sent out by an
encrypted tight-beam signa from his contactsin the
Guild compound. " Of course," it said, "there will be

other desths after these; that's al part of the plan.”

One snare led to another, auniverse of entangling

strands, as though the contents of Kud'ar Mub'at's web
had been turned insde out and transmogrified into
something big enough to loop whole planetsinto its

grasp. It spoke matter-of-factly, without sympathy or
remorse. "Even the oneswho think they're on my side, who
believethey are dtill free-they'll find out the truth

soon enough. No one escapes forever."

Baancesheset folded a couple of its own legs across

its smdler abdomen. "Not even Boba Fett?!

That question surprised Kud'ar Mub'at. Not that the
answer wasn't known to it, but that the question had come
from a source such as one of his subassembler nodes. Even
from a developed one such as Balanceshest; that indicated
alevd of drategic thinking that Kud'ar Mub'at hadn't
expected.

"Not even Boba Fett," answered Kud'ar Mub'at dowly.
It kept a et of eyes on the accountant node, dangling
from theintricately woven ceiling of the throne space.

It watched for any expression in the narrow-angled face,
30 much likeaminiature version of itsown. "How could
he? Escape, that is. For him to do so, he would have to
bewiser than | am." Kud'ar Mub'at peered closer at
Badancesheet. "Do you redly believe that such athingis
possible?!

The eyes studding Baancesheet's face were like sets

of black pearls, darkly shining but revealing no depths
beyond their surfaces. "Of course not,” said the
subassembler. A chorus of other nodes, bobbing or
scurrying around the space like the embodiments of Kud'ar
Mub'at's own thoughts, echoed the sentiment. "No oneis
even aswise asyou are. Not even Emperor Palpatine.”
"True," said Kud'ar Mub'at. Though the assembler had
to admit that Palpatine operated on agrander scale. But
that's just megalomania, brooded Kud'ar Mub'at. For

Pd patine to think that he could control the entire

gdaxy, to lay his cold hand upon the neck of every
sentient creature on al theworlds. . . even those who
didn't have necks, properly speaking . . . that was
madness, sheer madness. And worse, in Kud'ar Mub'at's
estimation it wasfolly. To become absorbed in the big
picture, the sweep of history on acosmic scae, and
overlook the little details, was to risk the complete and
utter ruination of one's plans. There were things going

on underneath Emperor Palpatine's nose that he knew
nothing of; not just the hidden errands of the Rebdllion



and its sympathizers, but connections between beings that
wereyet so faint that even it, the wise Kudar Mub'at,
couldn't trace them out. Bits and pieces of rumors,

stories of long-vanquished Jedi Knights, and itsown
wordless guesses were al that Kud'ar Mub'at had to go
on. Something to do with the planet Tatooine, and afew
humans who lived thereon, innocent and unaware of exactly
how important they were. Or did they know? Perhaps one of
them had a notion of these secrets, perhapsthat old man
living out in the endless wastes of the Dune Seg, that
Kud'ar Mub'at had heard of. ...

Gloom permested the meditations of Kud'ar Mub'at as
the assembler reminded himsdlf of just how much till lay
beyond the strands of hisweb. Just aswll, it
philosophically decided, thet al thosethingsare

Pd patine's concerns and not mine. Truewisdom rested in
knowing oneslimitations.

"Exactly s0," chimed in Balanceshest. It had picked

up its parent's thought over the spun-sitk neural network
that both connected and housed them. " That shows how wise
you are. Would Emperor Pdpatine ever have thought of
suchathing?'

For amoment Kud'ar Mub'at was annoyed that the

little subassembler node had listened in to these private
musings-it thought that it had inhibited the appropriate
neuronsto prevent just such two-way dataflow. Thenits
mood softened. "Now you're the onewho'swise," said
Kudar Mub'at affectionately. It reached over another
black, spiky leg and let the accountant node scramble
onto itsend. "I'll very much regret that day when I'll
haveto-" Kudar Mub'at cut off itswordsjust intime.
"Haveto what?' At theend of Kud'ar Mub'at'sleg,

the accountant node peered back at its progenitor.
"Nothing. Don't worry about it." Kud'ar Mub'at was
surethat the little node hadn't picked up on that

particular thought, the one that had to do with its
inevitable-and imminent-death. "L et me do th e deep
thinking."

"Of course," said Balancesheet. "1 would not haveit
otherwise. The only reason | asked about Boba Fett . . ."
"y e

"I only asked," continued the subassembler node,
"because we would have to anticipate the cost of his
sarvicesto usrising as one of the results of the Bounty
Hunters Guild being catastrophically disbanded. Since
there would be a considerable diminishment in the number
and qudity of the competition for such operations. That
should be factored into our calculations, regarding any
further negotiationsinvolving thisindividud. Unless of
course'-Ba ancesheet spoke archly-"we were to make other
arrangements about Boba Fett'sfuture. ..."



That was agood point; Kud'ar Mub'at realized he
should have thought of it himsdf. Though it wasdso one
of the advantages of having awell-devel oped, semi-
independent node like Balancesheet around. Whatever
dipped by Kud'ar Mub'at's attention would be caught by
the subassembler's.

"Thank you," said Kud'ar Mub'at to thelittle

creature dtill tethered toit. "I'll giveit some

thought.”

"Actudly," said Baanceshedt, "I have suggestions
adongthoselines."

Deep in the heart of the web Kud'ar Mub'at had spun
for itsdlf, floating in the cold vacuum between the

dars, the assambler listened. Just asthough it were
listening to its own wise and precise calculations,
whispered into its ear from something outside; something
amost separate.

From the docking port at the edge of the compound,
Boba Fett could hear the shouting and the sound of
blaster fire. None of it was aimed hisway, so he went on
working, recdibrating and tuning Save I's weapons
sysems.

There hadn't been time, after he and the rest of the

team had lifted off and rendezvoused with the autonomic
storage unit in orbit above Circumtore, to get everything
fully functional once more. Not if hewas going to get
Bossk back to the Bounty Hunters Guild in timeto lead
the breakaway faction's uprisng againgt the elders.

As he bolted down arecoil brace on one of the ship's
exterior laser cannons, Fett supposed that old Cradossk
was akeady dead by now. That wasthefirst thing that
Bossk had sworn to take care of, once the Trandoshan had
fully comprehended how hisfather had set him up for
getting killed on the Oph Nar Dinnid job. A few encrypted
transmissionsfrom Savel, asit had journeyed back
toward the Guild compound, had also arranged for
Cradossk's death to be the start of the coup action.

More blaster fire sounded as Boba Fett's tool s spot-
welded the wiring harnesss main trunk connections. Save
I'sarmaments were extensive and not designed for easy
remova; some of them had circuitry that reached right
down to the innermost bowels of the ship. Putting al of
that back together was along job, and one that had to be
done exactly right; more than once, Fett'slife had
depended on these wegpons as much as the ones dung
across the back of his uniform and fastened to hiswrists
and shins. With his attention thus focused, there was

little chance of hisbeing distracted by the violent

internd politics of the Bounty Hunters Guild.

Besides, thought Boba Fett, 1've aready done my



part. He touched a probe to the barejoin, read off the
voltage, then withdrew it and | et the replicating

insulation swarm atthin yellow shegth over thewire. Or

at leest most of it, he corrected himsdlf. The ship

repair would be completed soon enough, but he knew there
was till more to be taken care of before the job of
destroying the Bounty Hunters Guild wasfinished. One
grest rift, between the old leadership and the upstarts,
wasn't enough. By his caculations, there would be an
even split between the two groups once the binding agent
of Cradossk had been removed. Some of the elders, who had
aways chafed under the old Trandoshan's leadership,
would throw in their lot with the young, impatient bounty
hunters, some of the latter, reluctant to accept Bossk's
leading the breakaway faction, would side with whatever
was |ft of the Guild's elder council. But on both sides,
Boba Fett would have hisringers and stoolies, feeding
him useful information and helping to drive even more
wedges of suspicion and greed between one bounty hunter
and the next. There were two factions now; soon there
would be dozens. And then, thought Fett with acold lack
of emation, it'll be every bounty hunter for himsdlf.

That was something he was |ooking forward to.

He closed the access panel on the Slave I's curved,
glistening hull and looked up the craft'slength. The
muzzle of the laser cannon, anewer and deeker
instrument of destruction than D'harhan had ever carried,
could just be seen asit pointed toward the wash of stars
overhead. D'harhan was dead, another piece of the past
erased asthough it had never happened at dl; eventually
all the past would be gone, consumed asif by the
annihilating energy at the heart of the darkest Sars. .

And that wasfinewith him aswdll.

Boba Fett moved over to another pand, closeto the
ship's anterior maneuvering jets. With the code function
embedded in his glove's fingertip, he opened the pane
and got to work, tracing and reconfiguring the intricate
circuits.

The blaster fire from the compound continued, like

the electrica discharge of adistant storm.

Someday, Fett supposed, the destruction of the Bounty
Hunters Guild would be nothing but memory. But not his;
he had no use for memoary.

All rememberingwasinvain. . . .

18
NOW

She watched him at work. Or getting ready for work.



Hiskind of work, though Nedlah. That was what was
indicated by the wegpons, dl the various mechanisms of
reducing the galaxy's inhabitants to scattered pieces of
bleeding or charred tissue. Boba Fett had returned from
theland of the dead, from itsgray porta inwhich hed
dept, and wasready tofill his hands again with deeth.
"Which onesthat?' Nedah pointed to the brutally
efficient-looking object, dl matte-black metal and
embedded dectronics, in Boba Fett's grasp. An empty lens
at the rear of the weapon's metd glittered in acurve of
crosshaired glass. "What doesit do?’

"Rocket launcher." Boba Fett didn't look up from his
painstaking labors. With atool as delicate as a humanoid
hair, improvised from one of the medica droids IV
syringes, he scraped a dried mucudike substance, a
remnant of the weapon'stimein the Sarlacc's gut, out of
itsintricate circuits. "And what it does, if you know

how to work it, iskill alot of crestures. At once. Ata
nice long distance away."

"Thanks." Shefdt one corner of her mouth twisting

in an expression that would have been ugly if there had
been an audiencefor it. "But | could figure that much
out. Don't think you have to patronize me. | was just
trying to pass alittle time with something like
conversation. But | guessthat's not within your range of
ills”

He made no answer. The motions of the wire-tiff tool
and its sharpened point were reflected in the visor of

his helmet as he continued working.

The warhead of the rocket launcher's missile appeared
in Nedah'smemory aswell. She had seen it before, the
tapered point rising above Fett's shoulder, ona
trgjectory pardld to his spine. Now, from whereit lay
on top of the bounty hunter's crossed legs, it seemed to
be aimed at adusty outcropping of the Dune Seal's
fundamental rocks. The oppressive suns glazed the
landscape with dry, shimmering heet, dill visblein
reversed colorswhen Nedlah closed her eyes. Eveninthe
shade of a doping entrance to Boba Fett's underground
cache, the hard radiation of the desert light cracked her
dehydrated lips and baked her lungswith each fiery
breath.

"Y ou should drink morefluids." The blurry shepe of
thetaler medica droid rolled up in front of her. "To
replace the ones congtantly being extracted from your
body." A jointed appendage held out acanister of water,
part of the life-support supplies that Boba Fett had
hidden here sometime after starting his short-lived
employment with Jabba the Hutt, who hadn't lasted much
longer than the job. "Thereaults, physiologically
speaking, could be severe otherwise.”



Neelah took the container from SHS1-B and drained it

in one long swallow, head tossed back and thin rivulets
leaking down both sides of her throat. She wiped her
mouth with the back of her hand and set the can down in
the gravel next to where she sat. SHS1-B trundled over to
another part of the shade cast by the overhanging jut of
rock, where it consulted with its shorter, less

articulate colleague. Another canister siood dowly
evaporating next to Boba Fett; he hadn't touched it since
it had been brought out to him. Redonning hisarmor, a
set that had been kept under a coded autodestruct lock to
foil any thieveswho might have sumbled upon their
hiding place, had transformed him, from araw-skinned in
vaid to theimposing specidist in death that he had

been before faling down the Sarlacc's throat. Sedling

the restored helmet's edge to the uniform's collar had
completed the apotheosis he didn't drink the water,
Neelah redlized, becauise he had become a self-contained
unit, sealed againgt the frailties of mortal creatures.

Or at least, that was the impression he tried to give.

She leaned back against the mouth of the cave; the

rock's residual heat spread across her shoulder blades.
The day was dead time, amatter of waiting until Dengar
returned from Mos Eidey. When he made it back here-if he
did, she reminded herself; she knew enough of the
Spaceport's notorious reputation to be aware that
anything could happen inits various dives and back
dleys-then further planswould be finaized among the
three of them. All depending, of course, upon what Dengar
managed to find out and arrange with hisvarious
contacts.

Boba Fett, at least, had something to keep himself

busy while the rocks doubled shadows did farther across
the sands. After they had escaped from the bombing-
shattered remnants of Dengar's subterranean hiding place,
and the regenerated Sarlacc that had wound its tendrils
through the broken stone, only asingle night had been
gpent in the chill open, their bodies huddled against

each other to keep from freezing. Even if there had been
the meansto build afire, they wouldn't have dared, for
fear of attracting the attention of some nocturna Tusken
rading party, crossing the Dune Sea on banthamounts,
the beasts sniffing out pathwaysinvisble evento daylit
eyes. When the morning had findly come, breaking violet
acrossthe digiant mountains ringing the desert, Boba

Fett seemed the strongest of the three humans, as though
in the dark he had absorbed some precious segment of the
others dwindling energies. He had led the way, sumbling
at first, but then with greater sureness asthe landmarks
had grown more recognizable. Like the other mercenaries
and hard typesthat had worked for the late Jabba-or at



least the smart ones, smart enough not to trust the wily
Hutt-Boba Fett had maintained a stash of crucid supplies
in the wilderness beyond the squat, iron-doored palace.
With that many schemers and back-stabbersdl in one
place, including Jabba himsdlf, it had dwaysbeen a
possihility, if not aprobability, that sooner or later

any of the henchmen would find himself ontherun,
scrabbling for survival. Thetoolsthat Fett had hidden
away-weapons, replacement armor, comm gear-went along
way to ensure that his surviving would be bought & the
price of any pursuers desath.

The bounty hunter's parsmonious stresk, though, was
apparent to Neelah as she sat in the cache's opening-it

had been hollowed out of a sheer rock face, then
camouflaged-and watched Boba Fett reassembling himsdlf,
piece by piece. None of the weapons or components of his
battle armor that had been damaged by the Sarlacc's
digestive secretions was discarded until Fett had
examined and judged it beyond repair. He had already
sdvaged most of the persona armamentswith which Nedlah
had seen him equipped back at Jabbas paace; asmall
blaster pistol had been reduced in the Sarlacc'sgut to a
fused lump of metd, and the propulsive charges for some
of thelarger ammunition had leaked away, rendering the
shells usdless. Those were replaced with exact duplicates
from the sealed containersthat Fett had dragged out from
the cache's deep interior.

Like watching adroid, thought Nedlah, not for the

first time. Or some piece of Imperia battle machinery,
capable of making repairsto itself. She had wrapped her
arms around her knees and continued to watch as the human
elements of Boba Fett had been progressively submerged
and hidden benesth the layers of armor and weaponry, the
hard mechanicas ssemingly replacing the soft, wounded
tissue beneath. The narrow visor of hisrestored helmet
took away the last vestiges of humanity, the gaze of eyes
like any other man's, caught in acid-ravaged flesh, its
fevered blood seeping through the pores. ...

"He's pushing himsdf past dl thergpeutic limits”

SHSI1-B's high-pitched voice fussed from a place just
outside Nedlah's awareness. "Both le-XE and | havetried
communicating with him, in an effort to make him aware of
the necessity for rest. Otherwise, the potentia for a
serious physiologica relapse will escalateto alife-
threatening status.”

Nedah glanced over at the medica droid that had
trundled up next to her. "Redly?' The ends of the
droid's jointed appendages clicked against each other, as
though imitating anervous reaction of living creatures.
"That'swhat you'redl in astew about?’

"Of course" SHS-B turned the lenses of itsdi



agnostician opticstoward her. "That is our programmed
function. If therewas someway to initiate achangein
our basic design, even by means of acomplete memory
wipe, you can be assured that le-XE and | would
immediately submit to it, no matter now disorienting it
might be. Patching up and mending supposedly sentient
creatures, who continudly indgst upon placing themsdlves
in dangerous situations, is atiresome and never-ending
occupation.”

"Eternity," chimed inle-XE. The other droid had

rolled up behind its companion. "Fatigue.”

"Concisdy put." SHS-B'shead unit gave anod. "l
expect we will be applying sterile bandages and
adminigtering anesthetics until the teeth of our gears
areworn to nubs.”

"Ded withit," sasid Nedah. "Asfor our Boba
Fett"-shetilted her head toward the bounty hunter, till
working at cleaning the rocket launcher'sinnards-"|
wouldn't worry about him. Y ou took care of what was
needed at thetime. But now . . ." Her nod was one of
reluctant but genuine admiration. "Now he'sway beyond
al your medicine.”

"That isadiagnogsto whichit isdifficult to give
credence.” Themedicd droid'stone turned huffy. "The
individua being discussed is made of flesh and bonelike
other creatures-"

"Ishe?' Nedah knew that wastrue, even though, when
shelooked at Boba Fett, she couldn't help but wonder.
"Of course heis," replied the nettled SHS1-B. "And
assuch, therearelimitsto his endurance and
cgpabilities”

"That's where you'rewrong." Nedlah leaned back
againgt the stone of the cache's entrance. She hoped it
wouldn't be too much longer before Dengar returned. For a
lot of reasons. If the partiesresponsible for the

bombing raid decided to come back and do a more thorough
job on their targets, she was sure Boba Fett would
survive, but her own chances would be considerably fewer.
Fett had plansfor getting her and Dengar, aswell as
himsdlf, off Tatooine and out to interstellar space,

where they would be safe for at least alittle while. And
long enough to set further plansinto motion. The only
obstacle lay in getting the comm equipment that Fett
needed. He couldn't go into Mos Eidey to buy or sted
it, not without raising agenera dert that he was il
aive, that was why Dengar had gone into the spaceport
ingtead. But if he screws up, thought Nedlah, then what?
She and Fett would still be stuck out here, waiting not
for Dengar, but for whatever the next attempt to dimi
nate them would be.

In the meantime the medical droid perssted inits



arguments. "How could | bewrong? | have been extensvely
programmed in the nature of humanoid physiology-"

"Then youreadow learner.” Nedah closed her eyes

and tilted her head back against a pillow of rock. "When
you're dealing with someone like Boba Fett, it's not the
human parts that make the difference. It's the other

parts”

Thedroid fel mercifully slent. It either knew when

it was defeated or when further discussion was pointless.

He left the swoop bikein thedry, dusty hills

outside Mos Eidey, then walked the rest of the way into
the spaceport. Dengar figured held draw less attention to
himsdf that way. And right now crestures noticing

him-the wrong creatures, at least-was the last thing he
wanted.

Before heading in, dong one of the old foot trails

that led to Mos Eidey's back dleys, Dengar uprooted
some dead scruff brush and hastily camouflaged the swoop
with it. The stripped-down, one-person repul sorlift
vehicle belonged to somebody else. Or used to-Big Gizz,
the leader of one of Tatooine's toughest swoop gangs, had
crashed and burned on this machine. Gizz had been hard
and mean enough to have been one of Jabba the Hutt's most
va uable employees, but that hadn't been enough to keep
his leathery hide intact; creatures who worked for Jabba
just naturaly seemed to end up with short life expec
tancies. If thework itself didn't wind up getting them

killed, then their own violent natures brought about

their fates. Dengar had never thought that the pay scale
that Jabba offered was worth the risk. Big Gizz had been
luckier than most; there had been enough of him left to
scrape up and patch back together. Whatever he was up to
these days, he had presumably gotten himself some new
trangportation to do it with.

The squat, indifferently maintained shapes of Mos

Eidey camedowly into view as Dengar worked hisway
down thelagt, loose-graveled hillsde. His on-foot
progress wasn't much dower than the swoop had been,
crossing the Dune Seafrom where he had |eft Neelah and
Boba Fett. The swoop had been unusable wreckage when
Dengar had firgt found it, the bent and scattered pieces
testifying to the way in which Big Gizz had ended that
particular run. Dengar had pieced the vehicle back
together, even buying and grafting on the bits of the
repulsor-engine circuitry that were too burned out to be
made functiona again, then stashed it away near hismain
hiding placein the desart. A bounty hunter'slife was
oneinwhich aworking form of transport, no matter how
banged up and dow, could be the difference between
cashing in on valuable merchandise or winding up as bones



being pecked at by the Dune Sea's scavengers.

Tatooine's twin suns were smearing the sky dusky

orange as Dengar approached the spaceport's ragged
perimeter. Digging the swoop out from the bombing raid's
aftermath, the tumbled rocks and displaced sand dunes,
had taken alittle while longer than held expected it to;

the swoop had been buried nearly two meters deep, and he
found it only because he'd had the foresight to tag it

with a short-distance location beacon. Just my luck, he
had thought sourly, when held finaly managed to drag the
swoop to the surface and start it up. The forward
stabilizer blades had been bent amaost double by the
largest boulder that had crashed onto the minimal

vehicle; any movement speedier than ardative crawl sent
aspine-jarring shudder through the frame, quickly es
cdating to aralling spin that would have crashed him to
the ground if he hadn't backed off the throttle. The
swoop's damaged condition had necessitated amore
circuitous route across the Dune Sea wastes than he would
have taken otherwise; he might have been ableto outrun a
Tusken Raider's bantha mount, but not ashot from one of
their ancient but effectiverifles.

"Looking for anything . . . specia?" A hood-shrouded
figure, with adistinctive crescent-shaped proboscis,

sidled up to Dengar as soon as he'd made his way between
thefirg of thelow, featurdessbuildings. "Thereare
creaturesin thisdidtrict . . . who can accommodate . .

.al interegs”

"Yeah, | bet." Dengar brushed past the meddiesome
cregture. "L ook, just take a hike, why don't you? | know
my way around.”

"My gpologies.” The hem of the creature's rough-

cloth robe swept acrossthe dley dust asit made asmdl
bow. "I mistakenly thought . . . that you werea...
newcomer here."

Dengar kept walking, quickening his strides. That had
been an unfortunate encounter; he had been hoping to make
it to the cantina at the center of Mos Eidey without

being noticed. The spaceport abounded with snitches and
informers, creatures who made aliving selling out others
either to the Empire's security forces or to whichever
criminals and assorted margina deders might have a
financid interest in someone e sg's comings and goings.
That was what had aways made Mos Eidey, an otherwise
dilapidated port on abackwater planet, one of the
gaaxy's prime hangouts for those practicing the bounty-
hunter trade. If you stuck around long enough, you
eventualy heard something that could be turned to

profit. The downside, as Dengar was well aware, was that
it was hard to keep one's business a secret around here.

A couple of whigpersin theright ear holes, and you



wound up becoming someone else's merchandise.

Right now he wasn't aware of anyonelooking for him;
hewasn't that important. Though that might change dl
too rapidly, when word got out of his being hooked up
with Boba Fett. An dliance with the gaaxy's top bounty
hunter brought alot of less-than-desirable baggage with
it other creatures schemes and grudges, dl of which

they might figure could be advanced by ether going
through or eiminating anyone as close to Fett as Dengar
had become. The bombing raid had proved that Boba Fett
had some determined enemies. If those parties found out
that aminor-rank bounty hunter had made himsdlf useful
to the object of ther furious wrath, they might

eiminate theindividud in question just on generd
principle.

Those and other disquieting speculations scurried

around insde Dengar's skull as he made hisway through
Mos Eidey'sless pleasant-and less frequented-byways. A
pack of deek, glittering-eyed garbage rats scurried at

his approach, diving into their warrensamong the dley's
noisome Strata of decaying rubbish, then chattering

shrill abuse and brandishing their primitive, sharp-edged
digging tools at hisback. Therats, at least, wouldn't
report his presence in the spaceport to anyone; they kept
to themselvesfor the most part, with a supercilious ati
tude toward larger creatures affairs.

Dengar halted his steps, in order to peer around a
corner. From this point, he had aclear view of Mos
Eidey's central open space. He saw nothing more ominous
than a couple of Imperia stormtroopers on low-level
security patrol, prodding the muzzles of their blaster
rifles through an incensed Jawals merchandise baes. Bits
of salvaged droids-disconnected limbs and head unitswith
optica sensorstill blinking and vocd units moaning
from the shock of disconnected circuits-bounced out of
the cart and clattered on the ground as the Jawa shook
itsfigt, hidden in the bulky deeve of itsrobe, and
yammered its grievances againg the white-hel meted
figures

No one crossing or idling in the plazaregarded the
confrontation with more than mild curiosity, except for a
pair of empty-saddled dewbacks tethered nearby; they
grizzled and snarled, drawing away from the noisy Jawva
with ingtinctive aversion. The stormtroopers caused no
concern for Dengar, either. He was more worried about
those who might be on the other sde of the law, the
various scoundrels and sharpies who would be more likely
to have heard the latest scuttlebutt and be looking to
profit fromit.

Dengar drew his head back from the building's corner.
There was afine line between being too paranoid and



being just paranoid enough. Too paranoid dowed you down,
but not enough got you killed. Hed dready decided to
er, if necessary, on the side of caution.

Keeping closeto the building's crumbling white

walls, Dengar found the rear entrance to the cantina.
With aquick glance over his shoulder, hedidinto the
familiar darkness and threaded his way among the
establishment's patrons. A few eyes and other sensory
organsturned in hisdirection, then swung back to
discreetly murmured business conversations.

He rested both elbows on the bar. "I'm looking for
Codeq Santhananan. He beenin lately?"

The same ugly bartender, familiar from dl of

Dengar's previous vigits, shook hishead. "That barve got
drilled a couplamonths ago. Right outside the door. |
had apair of rehab droids scrubbing the burn mark for
two whole standard time periods, and it still didn't come
out." The bartender remembered Dengar'susud, atall
water-and-isothane, heavy on the water, and set it down
infront of him. The scars on the bartender's face

shifted formation as one eye narrowed, peering a Dengar.
"He oweyou credits?"

Dengar let himsdlf take asip; he had gotten seri

oudly dehydrated, riding the damaged swoop acrossthe
Dune Sea. "He might.”

"Wadl, he owed me," growled the bartender. "I don't
appreciate it when my customers get themsalveskilled and
I'm the one that gets stiffed.” He furioudy swabbed out
aglasswith astained towd. "Creaturesin these parts
oughtathink of somebody besidesthemselvesfor a
chenge

Listening to the bartender's complaints wasn't
accomplishing anything. Dengar drained haf the glassand
pushed it away. "Put it on my tab."

He worked hisway into the shadow-filled center of

the cantinas space, gazing around as best he could
without making direct eye contact with anyone. Some of
the more hot-tempered cantina habitues were known to take
violent offense over such indiscretions; eveniif he

didn't wind up being the one laid out on the damp floor,
Dengar didn't want to draw that kind of attention to
himsdlf.

"Excuse the lamentabl e discourtesy™-a hand with
bifurcate talonstugged a Dengar's deeve- "but |

couldn't help overhearing. . . ."

Glancing to hissde, Dengar found himself looking

into the black bead eyes, no more than a couple of
centimetersin diameter, of aQ'nithian aer-opteryx. One
of the beads swelled larger asthe creature's other set

of dlawsheld amagnifying lenson ajeweed handlein
front of it. Dengar had been expecting something like



this, one's business didn't stay secret for very long in

the canting, if poken in anything louder than awhisper.
"Let'sgo over to one of the booths," said Dengar.

Those were far enough away from the cantina's crowded
main areafor ameasure of privacy. "Comeon."

The Q'nithian flopped after him on the flattened tips

of its shabby gray wings, usdessfor any kind of flight.

It struggled into the sest on the booth's opposite side,
then settled down as though wrapped in afeathered cloak.
"I heard you mention poor Santhananan's name." The
taloned hand protruded from under the wings so that the
Qnithian could scratch itsdlf with the magnifying-lens
handle. "He met asad demise, I'm afraid.”

"Yeah, I'msureit wastragic." Dengar set hisarms

on the table and leaned forward. He wanted to wrap up his
errand here before the bartender had a chance to pressure
him into settling his account. "What | want to know is,
did anybody pick up on hisbusiness?

The lens shifted to the other beady eye. "The late
Santhananan had various enterprises.” The Q'nithian's
voice was agrating squawk. "A cresture of many
interests, some of them even legd. To which of them do
you refer?’

"Keep it down. Y ou know what I'm talking about."
Dengar glanced acrosst he cantina, then turned back to
the Q'nithian. "The message service he used to run.
That'swhat I'm interested in."

"Ah." The Q'nithian made afew thoughtful clacking
noises with its rudimentary beak. "What greet good
fortunefor you. It just S0 happensthat that isan
enterprise. . . over which | now exercise control.”

Great good fortune-that was one way of putting it.
Dengar wondered for amoment just how the late
Santhananan had met his end, and how much this Q'nithian
had had to do with it. But that was none of his business.
"Whatever communication you require,” continued the
Q'nithian, words and voice dl mild bland-ness, "I think

| canasss you withit."

"I bet you can." Dengar looked hard into the
magnifiying lens and the mercenary intelligence behind

it. "Heresthe dedl. | need to send a hyperspace
messenger pod-"

"Redly?' Thefeathers above one beady eyerosein
gpparent surprise. "That's an expensive proposition. I'm
not saying it can't be done. Just that-since | haven't

done business with you before-it would have to be done on
adrictly credits-up-front basis."

Dengar reached insde his jacket and pulled out a

small pouch. He loosened its drawstring and poured the
contents out on the table. "Will that do?"

Even without the magnifying lens, the Qnithian's



eyesgrew larger. "I think"-the bifurcate talons reached
out for thelittle hoard of hard credits-"we may bein
busnesshere. ..."

"Not so fast,” Dengar grabbed the other creature's

thin, light-boned wrist and pinned it to the tabletop.

"Y ou get haf now, half when | hear that the message
reached its destination.”

"Very wdl." The Q'nithian watched as Dengar divided
the creditsinto two piles, one of which went back into
the pouch, and then inside Dengar'sjacket again. "That's
aregrettably standard arrangement. But | can live with
it." Thetalons picked up the rest of the creditsand

drew it someplace under the cloak-like wings. "So-what's
the message you want to send?’

Dengar hesitated. Hed known how far he could trust
Codeq Santhananan-held dealt with him before-but this
Qnithian was an unknown quantity. Still . . . right now
there was no dternative. And if the Q'nithian wanted the
other half of the payment for his services, therewasa
limit to any double-dedling he might be contemplating.
"All right." Dengar leaned even farther acrossthe

table, until he could see himsdlf reflected in the
Qnithian'sdarkly shining eyes. "Just four words."
"Which are?'

" 'BobaFett,' " said Dengar, " 'isdive.'"

Both of the Q'nithian'sfeathered browsrose. "That's
the message? That'sit?' Thewingslifted and fel ina
rudimentary shrug. "Seemstome. . . that you're
spending an awful lot of credits ... on some odd kind of
hoax." The Q'nithian studied Den-gar through the lens.
"Not that anyoneis going to believe it, anyway.
Everybody knows. . . that Boba Fett got eaten by the
Sarlacc. Some of Jabbathe Hutt's ex-employees. . . came
right hereinto the cantina. . . and told dl about it."
"Good for them. | hope somebody bought 'em adrink.”
"Y ou appear to be ... aserious person. And you're
paying . . . serious credits.” The eye behind the
megnifying lensblinked. "Areyou teling me. . . that

the renowned Boba Fett isdive?

"That'snone of your business," said Dengar. "I'm

just paying you to get the message to where it needsto
go."

"Asyou wish," replied the Q'nithian. "And just where
isthat?'

"The planet Kuat. | want Kuat of Kuat to receiveit.”
"Wdl, well." The Qnithian'sfeathersrustled ashe
shifted position on the seat opposite Dengar. "Now, that
isinteresting. What makes you think a cresture as
important asthe CEO of Kuat Drive Yards. . . would be
interested ... in hearing something like that? Whether
it'strueor not."



"| told you aready." Dengar spoke between gritted
teeth. He was about ready to reach over and crush the
megnifying lensin hisfist. "That's not your busness.”
"Ah.But | think ... itis" Thebeak openedina

crude smulation of ahumanoid smile. "We are something
like partnersnow . .. you and |. If Boba Fettisdive

... there are others who would be interested in knowing
that . . . rather intriguing fact.”

Dengar glared at the Q'nithian. "When Santhananan ran
thisbusiness, he knew that his cusomersweren't just
buying a message being transmitted. They were aso buying
him keegping his mouth shut.”

"You'renot dedling . . . with Santhananan now." The
bright gaze behind the magnifying lens was unperturbed.
"Y ou're dedling with me. And my backers; I'm not a
completely independent agent the way Santhanananwas . .
. but then, that may be why he's dead and I'm not. Let's
just say . .. that | have certain additional expenses.

.. that | need to cover." Thetip of the lens pointed
toward Dengar. "For which you should be grateful .
"Yeah, I'm grateful, dl right." Dengar shook his

head in disgust. That was the problem with doing business
in Mos Eidey; there were always payoffs that had to be
made, bribesin either theform of creditsor

information. And disregarding what he was holding back
for the on-delivery payment for the message, hewas
effectively tapped out of credits. That Ieft only one

thing to barter. ™Y ou want to know why Kuat would be
interested? I'll tell you. It's because he just made one

hell of an effort to make sure that Boba Fett was dead.
Did word of that bombing raid out on the Dune Seareach
here?'

"Of courseit did," said the Qnithian. "The seismic
shocks had structura beams cracking ... dl over Mos
Eidey. Redly-the Imperid Navy cannot engageina
routine practice operation such asthat . . . and not

have sentient creatures noticeit."

"It wasn't the Imperia Navy. It wasaprivate

operation.”

"Oh? And what proof do you have of that?'

Dengar reached inside his jacket, past the drawstring
pouch with the rest of the credits and to the larger,
heavier object held found when digging up the damaged
swoop. Back there, held brushed the sand off the device,
adully gleaming sohere that had filled hishand with its
weight and potentiaity, and had read the words and
serid numbersincised upon itsthick, armored shell.
Reading those words, and redlizing what they meant, had
changed dl hisplansin an ingtant; they were why he was
herein the Mos Eidey canting, talking to amessage
expediter like this Q'nithian. That hadn't been part of



Boba Fett's plansfor thislittle errand into the
spaceport. Dengar was operating on his own now.

He handed the sphere, with itstwo off-enter cy
lindrica protrusions, to the Q'nithian. "Take alook."
The sphere was cradled in the taloned hand before the
Qnithian realized what it was. He dmost dropped it,
then histwin claws gripped it desperately tighter and
kept it from bouncing on the tabletop. A dismayed,
wordless squawk sounded from deep within the feather-
wrapped body as he thrust it back toward Dengar.
"What's the matter?* Dengar let hisown smileturn
cruel, savoring the other creature's discomfiture.
"Something frighten you?'

"Areyou mad?' The Q'nithian gaped a him without
benefit of the magnifying lens. "Do you know whét this
is?'

"Sure," answered Dengar easily. "It's an amospheric
phase-change detonator for an Imperia-class M-12 sweep
bomb. If it's the same as the others I've come across,
it'd be st to ignite an attached charge at a perceived
twenty-millibar differentid.” Hissmilewidened. "Good
thing it's not hooked up to one, huh?"

"Youidiot!" The spheretrembled inthe
Qnithian'stalons. "Therés till enough explosivein
thisfuseto take out haf of Mos Eidey!”

"Relax." Dengar took the sphere back from the
Qnithian. "It'scold. Safely inert. Look-" Heturned the
object so athumbnail-sized data readout showed. "Do you
seethose threeilluminated red LEDS?!

The Q'nithian shook hishead. "No." Heraised the
magnifying lens and peered closer. "'l don't see any
lightsa dl."

"Exactly." Dengar set the sphere down between them.
"Thisonesadud. These particular detonation devices
have afalureratein thefied gpproaching dmost ten
percent. That'swhy the Imperid Navy doesn't use them
anymore, they've upgraded to amore reliable gravity-wave
gystem that'sintegrated into the main explosive's
casing. It'snot removable like thisthing. That
should've been your first cluethat it wasn't the Empire
doing a practice bombing run out there in the desert.”
"Hmm." The Q'nithian's ruffled feathers smoothed back
down. "Y ou seem to possess ... an unusua degree of
expertisein these matters.”

"I've worked at other things bes des bounty hunting.”

"l admire your versdility,” said the Q'nithian.
"That'sauseful trait in asentient creature.” Hegin

gerly prodded the sphere with the tip of the magnifying
lens. "I'll grant you . . . for the sake of your

expogtion. . . that thisisnot an Imperid device. But

| fail to see the connection between it and Kuat of



Kuat."

"Check it out." Dengar held the sphere up to the

lens. " Serid numbers. All these deviceswere manu
factured a one armory subcontractor, which hastiesto
the Kuat Drive Y ards engineering facilities on the planet
Kuat. The deviceswere numbered sequential y, in
production runs of aquarter million. All the ones
numbered below the twelve-million mark were reserved for
KDY'sown use, for designing and testing the munitions
storage chambers aboard the heavy cruisers and destroyers
that were being built for the Imperid fleet." Dengar

tapped the tiny incised number with hisfingertip. "This
isone of those devices. Obvioudy, KDY decided there
would be ause someday for some mgor bombing action-the
company didn't get to be the leading shipbuilder for the
Empire by just underbidding its competition, you know. So
it held some bombs and fuses back, after f al the

testing on the Imperid shipswasfinished. If thisone

had gone off like the others, nobody would have known who
had made that bombing run out on the Dune Sea.”
"Interesting.” The Q'nithian's beady gaze flicked

from the sphere to Dengar'sface. "Perhapsthereis

reason to believe that Kuat of Kuat wishes Boba Fett
dead-if Fettisaiveat dl. But that leaves many other
questions unanswered.”

"They'll have to remain unasked, too. For thetime

being." Dengar |leaned back on his side of the booth,
tucking the metal sphere back insgde hisjacket. "I don't
havetimeto give you afull rundown on everything that's
happened out there. Some things you're just going to have
to take ontrust,”

"Trust?' The gray festhersrose again in ashrug.

"That ... isavariable commodity, my friend. Like so

many other things. And it hasitsprice.

"Which I've dready paid,” said Dengar. "With moreto
come into your pocket. If everything goes as planned. Y ou
can puzzle over the answersto your unasked questions
later, if you'd rather do that than count your credits.”
"Counting my credits," said the Q'nithian, "isa

favorite avocation of mine. But there's one question that

| ftill must ask now. Y ou wish to inform therich and
powerful Kuat of Kuat that, despite dl hiseffortsto

the contrary, Boba Fett yet lives. When Kuat comes and
findsyou, as he undoubtedly will . . . and as| presume
isyour intention that he should . . . then what?'

Dengar remained slent. That's agood question, he
thought to himsdlf. One that held been working on during
the whole long ride from the Dune Seainto Mos Eidey. A
dangerous question aswell, since he was now snesking
around behind the back of one of the deadliest
individuasin the galaxy. If Boba Fett wereto find out



that he was being two-timed-which was what contacting
Kuat of Kuat amounted to- then Dengar's life wasn't worth
the smdlest coinin the pouch ingde hisjacket. Still,
mused Dengar, I've got to look out for myself. If not for
his own sake, then for that of Manaroo aswell; hewas
gtill betrothed to her. His decision to send her away, to
keep her at a safe distance from this unsavory business
into which he had falen, was something thet ill
produced mixed fedingsin his heart. Dengar missed her
terribly, asthough aliving part of himsdf had been
excised without the benefit of anesthesia, awound that
could never hedl. But | had to do it, Dengar told himself
again. Getting involved with the fate of Boba Fett in any
way was too dangerous- and the life expectancy of those
who had put their trust in him was on the short side.
Fett's offer of a partnership between the two of them

still worried Dengar. Now that Boba Fett had just about
recovered completely from histime in the Sarlacc's gut-
and had gotten nearly dl of hisold strength and skills
back-how long would he have any use for another bounty
hunter cutting in on his action? He'sdways been alone
operator-the suspicion that that hadn't changed for Boba
Fett was sharp and nettlesomein Dengar's mind. Fett
could be playing him for afoal, theway he had doneto
others; alot of those had survived only long enough to
regret trusting abarve like that, and then they'd been

the merchandise that Boba Fett dedlt in. Or ashes, or
evenless.

None of those were fatesthat Dengar wanted for
himsdf. Soit'sdl amaiter, hetold himsdf again, of

who sdlls out the other first. And as a purchaser,
somebody asrich and powerful as Kuat of Kuat had some
definite advantages. Not only in terms of the price that
could be paid, but aso in the protection he could give.

It had only been afluke that the bombing raid hadn't
reduced Boba Fett to dust and disconnected atoms; the
next effort that Kuat made would be even more severe. |
could get the credits, though Dengar, and there would be
nothing that Boba Fett could do about it. Because he'd be
dead.

The shining bead eyes of the Q'nithian seemed to have
read histhoughts. "It's a dangerous game you're

playing,” the Qnithian remarked.

"I know that." Dengar dowly nodded his head. "But
itstheonly onel'vegot."

There were afew more detailsto settle, and he and

the Q'nithian took care of them. Dengar knew that Boba
Fett was planning on getting off Tatooine; that would
makeit difficult, if not impossble, for Kuat of Kuet to
get back in touch with the sender of the message about
Fett'still being dive. So the Q'nithian would also act



as the contact point; that meant he would also get acut
of whatever payment Kuat made for the necessary
information of Boba Fett's whereabouts.

"So when will you be sending off the messenger pod?*
Dengar worked at securing the fastenings of hisgear.
Even from inside the windowless cantina, he knew that
night had settled in on the Dune Sea. It would be along
cold journey on the exposed saddle of the swoop to get
back to where he had |eft Boba Fett and the girl Nedlah.
"The sooner you send it, the better."”

"Don't worry," soothed the Q'nithian. He folded his
bifurcate talons on top of each other, with the
magnifying lenslaid flat on thetable. "It will beon
itsway to Kuat, both the planet and the man himself,
within ametter of hours.”

"Great." Dengar did out from the booth. "I'll be
checking to make surethat it getsthere.”

He stopped inside the same arched doorway by which he
had entered the cantina. The place was packed now; it had
taken some effort to squeeze his way among the various
off-planet anatomies that frequented thisdive. At the
sde of the cantinas centra area, the jizz-wailer band
had set up on the little stage they dways used; their
clattering, wailing racket had dready added another
layer of noise above the mingled conversations. Nobody
ever actudly listened to the music, but it provided a
useful acoustic cover for the various business dedlings
that the cantinas patrons wished to keep private.
Dengar moved up the short flight of stepsthat led to

the street level outside. From the doorway's arch, he
could see across the heads of the crowd, all the way back
to the booth where he had |eft the Q'nithian. Eveniif he
hadn't been in shadow, the Q'nithian'sweak eyesight
would have ruled out his being spotted as he watched and
waited. Severa minutes passed, and he didn't seethe
Q'nithian get up from the booth, and none of the other
cregturesin the cantinajoined him there, either. Dengar
figured that was agood sign; if the Q'nithian was going
to sdll him out, stab him in the back by passing on the
information about Boba Fett to some other interested
party in the cantina, the creature would have done so
immediately. That way, some bunch of thugs could have
jumped him before he'd had a chance to get out of Mos
Eidey, then painfully extracted the other bounty
hunter'slocation from him.

Hewasjostled afew times by other creatures

entering the cantina before he findly decided that the
Q'nithian was staying on the up-and-up with him- or a
least as much as he could reasonably expect from one of
Mos Eidey's shadier denizens. Dengar turned and headed
up therest of the steps. A few seconds later he was



threading hisway through the spaceport's dark aleys. He
had one more errand to take care of-the one on which Boba
Fett had sent him here-before he could return to the

hillson Mos Eidey's outskirts, where he had | eft the
damaged swoop.

What Dengar hadn't seen was the little creature that
inched itsway down the metal support pillar of the
booth's table, then started a dow, laborious crawl
acrossthe cantinasfloor. Still no bigger in diameter

than Dengar's hand, it had been thin as paper when it had
surreptitioudy emerged from the cloak of the Q'nithian's
feathers; by the time the mimbrane organism had finished
listening to the conversation between the two larger
cregtures in the booth, it had swollen pillowlike, to the
thickness of ahumanoid finger joint.

Itsmilkily trand ucent tissues shimmered with the

acoustic energy stored within asthetiny, rudimentary
legs around its edges helped it dither past the feet of

the cantinas paying customers. A row of primitive
sensory organs on its top surface gave the mimbrane just
enough ability to distinguish between light and shadow;

it navigated mainly by ingrained memory, taking the route
it had been taught between the Q'nithian and the other
creatures who were waiting for it.

High above the mimbrane's creegping progress, one of

the Tonnika sgters, her face dl avaricious delicacy
framed between intricate braids, laughed at the joke her
identica-twin companion had just told her; the punch
line had something to do with a crude comparison between
Wookiee mating practices and the sour, pinched faces of
the Imper ia Navy'stop admirds. Thegray trall risng
from the smoking wand in Senni Tonnika's fine-boned hand
drew awavering linein the cantinds muggy ar asshe
took a step backward, too quickly for the mimbrane to
scurry away from the sharp point of her boot hedl. It
caught the mimbrane at one corner of its amorphous body,
with just enough force to squeeze out thelast thing it

had absorbed while clinging to the underside of the
booth'stable.

"Did you hear something?' Senni stopped laughing and
looked around hersdlf in puzzlement.

"l hear alot of things." Her sster, Brea, smiled

and leaned closer, drawing deep the smoke the other had
just exnded. "All thetime. . ."

"No-" She frowned and looked down toward the floor,
dick with spilled drinks and littered with the discarded
wrappings of small, unmarked packages. "I mean from down
there." She gave ashake of her head. "l very distinctly
heard alittle voice, and it said, I'll be checking to

make surethat it getsthere.' "



"Youreimagining things."

The mimbrane had dready crept away, hurrying as best
it could toward its destination. When it reached the
booth on the farthest side of the cantinag, it didn't need
to climb up to the table. A greasy, black-nailed hand
reached down and picked it up.

"Fat little thing, ain't it?" Vol Hamame had once

been amember of Big Gizz's swoop gang. They had had a
parting of the ways, and not an amicable one. Since then,
Hamame had found other employment, equdly crimind. But
alittlemore profitable. In alot of ways, life had
improved since he had been able to get away from Spiker,
Gizz's obnoxious second in command. "Looks likethe
Qnithian seet it over here, dl suffed with

informetion.”

"What ese?' Hamame's partner was equaly villainous-
looking; the mucus-lined plegts of his nasopharynx
fluttered wetly with each breeth. "That'swhat these
thingsarefor." Themimbranestiny legswriggled
futildy as Phedroi flipped it onto its glistening back.
"Let'sseewhat it'sgot for us."

Only one of the Q'nithian system's moons had its own
atmosphere; it wasthere, on deeply creviced fault lines,
grinding congtantly against each other from thetidal

pull of the moon's captor planet, that the thick clusters
of the mimbrane creatures grew and multiplied like the
shelf fungi found on arboreal worlds. They lived on
acoudtic energy, absorbing sound vibrations and
incorporating them layer by layer into their own smple
bodies. Millenniaof seismic shiftsand groanswere
recorded in the oldest mimbranes, buried benegth the
weight of their overlapping offspring and grown into
undulating masses big enough to wrap around an Imperia
cruiser likeashining blanket.

Small, fresh mimbranes had more practica uses. They
were the perfect eavesdropping device, recording into
their gelatinous fibers any soundsthat struck the
tympanic cdllsin which the creatures were shesthed.
Being totaly organic, they couldn't be detected by the
usud antibugging sweep devices.

Hamame'sjag-edged fingertip pressed down on the
bulging center of the mimbrane. The Sored energy
converted back into sound.

"I heard you mention poor Santhananan'sname.” The
Q'nithian'sfamiliar squawk spoke thewords. "He met a
sad demise, I'm afraid.”

"That'sright." Phedroi gave asmirking nod. ™Y ou had
us murder him for you."

"Shut up,” said Hamame. "Let's hear therest.” He
prodded the mimbrane again.

"Yeah, I'msureit wastragic." The mimbrane emitted



Dengar'srecorded voice. "What | want to know is, did
anybody pick up on his business?’

The two thugslistened to dl of the dedl that had

gone down between Dengar and the Q'nithian. "Now, that's
interesting." Hamame leaned back on hissde of the
booth. "That Q'nithian isa sneaky type, but he's earned
his keep with this bit." On the table between him and
Phedroi, the mimbrane was now perfectly flat, al the
stored acoustic energy drained fromitscells. "So Boba
Fett'sgill dive”

"That's one tough barve." Phedroi gave an admiring
shake of his head, the coarse and dirty ringlets of his
beard scraping across histunic callar. "You just can't
kill him. If falling down a Sarlacc won't do the trick,
then what will?*

Hamame reached ingde hisjacket and pulled out his
blaster. He pointed the muzzle up toward the cantina's
caling. "Thiswill."

19

It had taken along time for him to comeinto his

own. Toreceive, to possess al that should have been his
from the beginning. To be known as the toughest, hardest,
most feared bounty hunter inthe entiregalaxy . . .

Bossk leaned back in the pilot's chair of the Hound's
Tooth, savoring the pleasures that came with success.
Mingled with asmmering anger that never completely
ebbed from the essence of a Trandoshan; he folded the
claws of both hands across the scales of his chest and
gazed dit-eyed a the sarsvisble through the

viewport. Too long, he brooded; too long atime. If al
the creatures on al those worlds had had any sense, they
would have recognized him as the best. The absolute best.
Instead-and this brought thefireingdehimto a

hotter pitch-he'd had to wait until Boba Fett was dead.
And that had been much too long in coming.

A thread of regret mingled with the other emotions.
Hewould have liked to have killed Fett himsdlf, torn out
his competitor's throat with one roundhouse sweep of his
claws. Or to have focused the crosshairs of a blaster
riflés sight upon that nar-row-visored hemet, then
pressed the firing stud and seen Boba Fett's masked
visage replaced by a quick explosion of blood and bone
slinters...

Bossk dowly nodded. Now, that would have been ared
pleasure. And one that he would have deserved to savor,
just like the taste of Fett's blood leaking between his
fangs, after having suffered so many humiliations at the
hands of that sneaking, underhanded barve.

Some of the anger was replaced with sdf-pity. There



were SO many things of which he had been cheated in this
life. The leadership of the Bounty Hunters Guild-that
should have been hisaswell. Now it could hardly be said
that the Guild existed at dl. Granted, alot of persona
satisfaction had come with killing old Cradossk, his
father-that was the sort of thing that redlly defined the
relationship between Trandoshan generations-but he hadn't
gotten much material benefit out of the act. Instead of
becoming the head of a gaaxy-wide organization of
predators, skimming acut off the bounties collected on

al the hard merchandise changing hands on any inhabited
world, hed wound up on his own, ascrabbling independent
agent like dl the other bounty hunters. That had all

been Boba Fett's doing; the breakup of the Bounty Hunters
Guild had been along time ago, before Bossk had learned
one of the most important lessonsin this business-

Don't trust your competition. Kill them.

That's true wisdom, Bossk assured himself. For alot

of reasons. There had been other sources of anger, other
humiliations he had suffered at Boba Fett's hands. They
had just kept piling up, one after another. When Bossk
had stood within striking distance of Fett, back when
Darth VVader had been giving the job to al the best

bounty huntersin the galaxy, to track down and find Han
Solo's Millennium Falcon, it had taken dl of his sdif-
control not to leap over and rip out Fett'sthroat. And

then that last infuriating maneuver, when Fett had
outsmarted both him and his partner, Zuckuss, delivering
the carbonite-encased form of Han Solo to Jabba's palace
right benesth Bossk's outstretched claws-that had driven
him dmogt insane with rage.

So when the word had reached him that Boba Fett was
dead, dissolved in the digestive secretions of the

Sarlacc beast, acombination of elation and frustration

had welled up ingde him. If the universe was going to be
s0 obliging asto just give him that which heéd most
fervently longed for, held just have to accept that as
philosophically as he could. Thefact that he was now
forever frustrated in taking care of the job himsdf, of
regping the intense pleasure of personaly separating

Boba Fett from the redlm of theliving-that just showed
that the universe wasn't redlly fair and judt, after dl.

But Bossk had set the Hound's Tooth at maximum speed for
the too-familiar planet of Tatooine, just to bask in the
atmosphere that had been the last to fill hisenemy's

lungs

Hedidn't get that far, though; Tatooine hung likea

dusky smudge in the aft viewport screen. Before he'd had
timeto set landing coordinates for the Mos Eidey
spaceport, Bossk had found something just as familiar-and
even moreintriguing-in auto-nomic orbit outside



Tatooine's atmosphere. When hed first spotted the Save
| in the cockpit's forward viewport, and recognized it as
Boba Fett's ship, his hands had immediately darted to the
targeting and firing controls of the Hound's blaster
cannons. The only thing that had kept him from blowing
Savel into alomsfloating in empty space wasthe
redlization that the other ship hadn't trained any of its
wegpons onto hisown. That, and remembering Boba Fett was
dready dead. A smplehailing cdl had returned the
information that Slave | was empty, but still under the
protection of itsinterna guard circuitry.

Thisistoo good, Bossk had decided. It was one thing

to inherit-by default-the mantle of top bounty hunter in
the galaxy. But to aso stumble upon the late Boba Fett's
personal ship, the repository of al hisweaponry and
databases, dl the painstakingly acquired secrets and
srategiesthat had put him at the top of this dangerous
trade-Bossk couldn't resist an opportunity like that.

He was smart enough to avoid trying to crack Slave

I's security measures himself. Other creatures had gotten
killed trying to do just that. Boba Fett had wired the

ship with enough trgps and sdf-aiming firepower to wipe
out asmdl army, if it had attempted to enter without

the appropriate password authorization. But with Fett
being dead, there was no time pressure about getting past
the ship's circuits, Bossk had the credits and the

leisure that dlowed for caling in professond

assigtance,

That was one advantage to being this close to

Tatooine; services of that kind were exactly the sort
avalablein Mos Eidey. If one could afford to pay the
price.

A harsh éectronic buzz sounded from the Hound's comm
unit. A message had been recelved; undoubtedly, the one
for which Bossk had been waiting. He pulled himsdlf
closer to the cockpit's control panel and saw something
that puzzled him for amoment.

There were two messages waiting for him.

Thefirg wasfrom Savel, just as he had expected.

The other had arrived dmost smultaneoudy a messenger
pod, sent straight from the surface of Tatooine; the

smdl, self-propelled device was now stting inthe
receptor bay of the Hound's Tooth. Bossk prodded afew
more buttons with his foreclaw and got areadout fromiit.
The coded message unit was from a Q'nithian message
expediter down in Mos Eidey with whom Bossk had along-
gtanding working arrangement. A businessrelaionship
the Q'nithian had agenerd knowledge of the kinds of
thingsthat Bossk was interested in. Any message that the
Q'nithian was hired to send across the galaxy, that fit
those criteria, would get routed first to Bossk before



continuing on the rest of itsjourney.

Bossk read the destination info off the unit. It was
headed to the distant engineering center of Kuat, to the
head of Kuat Drive Y ards, Kuat of Kuat. Bossk nodded to
himsdf as he read the address data. The Q'nithian had
been correct in figuring that he would want to seethis.
Anything, thought Bossk, that's being sent to someone as
rich and powerful as Kuat is something that I'm
interested in. A successful bounty hunter always had to
have hisinfo sources open wideband so he could filter
through al the galaxy's secrets and rumorsfor the bits
that might turn out profitable.

He had already decided, though, to read the encoded
message unit |ater-after he had taken care of the other
business, for which he had been waiting so long. Thetip
of hisclaw hit the next button on the cockpit's comm
controls.

"I'm dl finished over here." The recorded voice, dry

and emotionless, wasthat of the lead technician for
D/Crypt Information Services, one of the many
semilegitimate businesses that abounded in Mos Eidey.
"The security codes have been sieved out, and you now
have full accessto the ship designated as Save |. After
you pay me, of course.”

That detail was aready taken care of. Bossk

transmitted an account transfer order to Mos Eidey's
black-market escrow exchange, then fired up the primary
navigation engines. In thetimeit would take for himto
maneuver the Hound's Tooth over to the other ship, the
D/Crypt tech would aready have received the payment
confirmation.

"Good thing you didn't keep mewaiting." The D/Crypt
technician was awizened little humanoid, thetop of his
bald head barely coming up to Bossk's chest. "I don't
liketo be kept waiting. If you had kept mewaiting, |
would have charged you triple overtime.”

"Don't swest it." BosK |et the transfer connection,
between his own Hound and the Slave |, sed shut behind
him. "I wouldve paid." He glanced around the bleakly
functiona confines of Savel's cargo hold; the bars of

the merchandise cages were uncomfortably familiar to him
from the last time he had been aboard the ship. The
hinges of the main cage's door had been repaired, but
gtill showed signs of the laser bolt that D'harhan had
unleashed upon them. That had been along time ago, when
Boba Fett had till been dive and busily engaged upon
breaking up the old Bounty Hunters Guild. "Everything's
Clear?'

"Asfar as| can determing, itis" With hishigh-

power trifocas did up onto his pink, unsunned brow, the
D/Crypt tech busily packed up his equipment cases.



"What's that mean?"

The tech blinked myopically a Bossk. "Nothing's

perfect. Not inthisgaaxy, at least." He gave ashrug

with histhin shoulders. "Ninety-nine percent, though; |

can guarantee you that much. A less than one-percent
chance that there's any security device aboard this ship
that | wasn't ableto locate and deactivate.”

"Yeah?' Bossk looked back at him sourly. "And what's
the payoff on the guarantee? Some booby trap takes my
head off-you're going to refund my credits?’

"I'll put aflower on your grave." The D/Crypt tech
clicked shut the last of the case latches and

draightened up. "If theré's enough of you left to put in
one”

When the technician had boarded hisminuscule
shuttlecraft, then disconnected it from Save | and

headed back down to Tatooine, Bossk turned from the
trandfer port and drew his blaster from its holster. Even
aone-percent chance of something going wrong was enough
to make him nervous. Warily, he stepped forward into the
ship's cargo hold. He doubted if there would be anything
of vaueto be found here. Grasping one of the rungswith
his free hand, he climbed up into the cockpit.

From the forward viewport, Bossk could see hisown
ship and thelanding claw tethering it to Savel. The

urge to abandon hisinvestigation and return to that

known safety was dmost overwheming; every particle of
thiscraft, including the recycled air seeping into his

lungs, was imbued with its departed owner'sinvisble
presence. Boba Fett might be dead, but the memory of him
was gl intimidating. The grip of the blaster siveated

in Bossk's hand; he half expected to glance over his
shoulder and see that narrow-visored gaze watching him
from the hatchway.

Hedidn't 5t down in the pilot's chair. Instead, he

leaned over it and punched out afew quick commands on
the ship's computer. Those were creditswell spent,
decided Bossk, when he saw the file directory appear on
the screen in front of him. The D/Crypt technician had
cracked and stripped out the password protection; al of
Boba Fett's secrets lay there exposed, ready for his
careful examination.

Some of the nervousness drained from Bosk's spine

and muscles. If there had been atrap remaining, he would
have inginctively expected it to be here, guarding dl

that was most precious to Fett, the essence of his
devious mind and hard-won experience. Bossk reached out
and blanked the computer screen; going through all those
fileswould take along time. Hed haveto bring over a
mem device from the Hound's Tooth so he could do acore
dump and take everything back to his own ship, to be



sorted out at hisleisure. It might take years. But
then-Bossk smiled to himsdlf-1've got the time. And Boba
Fett doesn't. Not anymore.

The blaster went back into its holster. Bossk turned
away from the cockpit controls, feding genuinely
relaxed. The barve was dead. In abusiness where sheer
surviva wasthe biggest part of winning, Boba Fett had
finally come up aloser. Thewarm glow of victory, likea
blood-rich med dowly dissolvingin hisgut, filled

Bossk and radiated through every fiber of hisbeing.

Just outside the cockpit hatchway, Bossk saw a door
partly gar, onethat he didn't remember from his
previoustime aboard Slave |. He saw now that it was
cleverly congtructed, the hinges concealed and the door's
edges the same dimens ons as the surrounding bulkhead
pand; anyone who hadn't known of it would have had a
hard timelocating it. When the D/Crypt technician had
scoured out the security systems, Bossk figured, the
door's powered lock must have sprung it open.
Or-Bossk's hand froze on the door as he started to

pull it open. Or maybe thisisthe trap.

He pulled his hand back, automatically reaching for

the blaster dung at his hip. The space he could see on
the other sde of the door was unlit. But only for a
moment longer; aquick shot from the blaster lit up
everythinginsgde.

The door now dangled |oose; Bossk kicked it farther
open. Light from the cockpit spilled past him and through
the doorway. There was only one object in the enclosed
space; afeatureless, aimost cubical shape, it stood
nearly astdl as Bossk. For amoment he thought it was
some kind of storage locker, until he spotted the pair of
short, stubby legs upon which it balanced. A droid, an
inert-screen load shifter; Bossk recognized the variety
asone used in engineering facilitiesand interste lar
shipyards. The large shape was essentidly a shielded
container for trangporting quantities of lethal

fissonable materids. Thisdroid showed signs of use-its
meta sides were dented and scraped-but it had obvioudy
been decontaminated; the radiation detector that Bossk
kept clippe d to hisbelt would have gone off otherwise.
None of the droid's sensor circuitslit up as Bossk
stepped closer to it. The smple eectronic brain had

been removed as well. Bossk wondered why Boba Fett would
have bothered to do something like that-or why adroid of
this dull, uninteresting type was even here aboard the
Savel.

The access hatch on the side of the droid was

unlatched; Bossk pulled it open, bending his head to see
insgde. He undipped asmall dectric torch from hisbelt
and shone it around the container'sinterior.



Something was wrong. Bossk could tell that

immediately; there was no shielding materid lining the
droid's cargo space. Not much room for fissonables,
ether; the interior was crowded with various pieces of
linked equipment. Spy equipment; discreet surveillance
gear was afamiliar category in the bounty-hunter trade.
Some of the Suff ingde the droid was pretty
sophisticated; Bossk recognized afull array of optical

and auditory pickups, wired to micropinhole eements
studding the droid's battered carcass.

Or supposedly battered. Working from a hunch, Bossk
scraped aclaw across the droid's exterior rust stresks;
the orangish-red color cameright off. Thiswas faked,
decided Bossk. Somebody had worked on this droid to make
it look decrepit and faling apart.

He spotted another fake. Wiring from aremote-signal
receiver led to atiny radiation emitter mounted at the
edge of the droid's cargo hatch. An old trick when the
emitter was activated-at a distance, with somebody's
thumb on atranamitter button-there would be just enough
radiation to trigger the darms on any detection devices
nearby. That would usually be enough to get even hard-
core scavengers like the Jawas to abandon the machinery,
for fear of contamination.

Bossk poked around some more, inside the deactivated
droid. If Boba Fett had been doing the same awhile
back-maybe before hed gone down to Tatooine and hired on
at Jabba the Hutt's palace-he must have been interrupted
before held gotten very far. Mogt of the sedswere il

in place on the various bits of enclosed gear. When Bossk
snapped one and pedled it off acircuit module, he made
an interesting discovery the corporate emblem of Kuat
Drive Y ards was embossed on the silvery meta ribbon dan
glinginhishands

There's a coincidence, mused Bossk. He knew it was
more than that. The messenger pod that the Q'nithianin
Mos Eidey had routed hisway had an intended destination
at the planet Kuat, the headquarters of Kuat Drive Y ards,
it was supposed to go right into Kuat of Kuat's hands.
Bossk's mercenary ingtincts were aroused by these
overlapping signs of interest on the part of one of the
gdaxy'srichest and most powerful creatures.

The big question right now was what Kuat had been
using this pseudo-dilapidated droid to spy on. Bossk
poked some more in the droid's innards and found at |ast
what he was looking for, what he had known would be
there. He pulled his head back out of the droid's hollow
gpace, holding in one hand the multitrack recording unit
that had been connected to the various sensors.

That must have been what Boba Fett had been looking
for aswell, before he'd been cdled away, leaving this



investigation unfinished. The only other object inthe
conceded chamber was a tripod-mounted holographic
playback unit with afull assortment of auto-adaptive
connectors and data channels. Bossk sorted through the
connectors until he found the one that matched up with
the recorder. Both unitslit up; after afew seconds of
format scanning, aminiaturized, fuzzy-edged landscape
formed in front of Bossk.

Someplace on Tatooine; Bossk could tell that much

just from the quality of light, the mingled shadows that
came with the planet'stwin suns. Bossk leaned in closer
to the holo image, trying to make out the details. It

looked like one of those miserable, dreary moisture farms
that eked out alow-profit existence on the edges of the
Dune Sea.

Pardld linesfrom the segmented treads of aground
trangport were embedded in the gravelly terrain. Even a
the holo image's low resolution, Bossk could tell that

they dated from at least a day before the recording had
been made; the tracks were blurred by windblown sand. He
figured they were from the sandcrawler of the Jawaswho
had dumped off this droid when they had been tricked into
believing that it was contaminated with letha radiation.
Probably some farther distance away from the moisture
farm so itsautonomic spy circuits could kick inand it
could find a surreptitious vantage point by which it

could observe and record whatever happened.

And whatever happened hadn't been good. Bossk could
see ugly black smoke rising to the top of the holo image
asthe shot's point of view moved in closer. The spy
circuitsin thedroid must havefdt it wasdl right to

come out in the open-since every cresture a the moisture
farm was obvioudy dead. With clinica detachment, Bossk
studied the charred, skeletd remains strewn in front of
what was |eft of the farm's low, rounded structures.
Looks like astandard stormtrooper hit, he judged. All
the markings, unsubtle even by Bossk's standards, were
there. The Empireéswhite-uniformed killersaways|eft a
clear Sgnature on their gridy work, to intimidate
anyonewho stumbled upon it later.

The silence of the recorded image was broken by the
risng whir of a gpeeder gpproaching from somewherein
the distance. For amoment the image's point of view
tilted and bounced; obvioudy, the spying droid had
scrambled back to someplace in the surrounding dunes
where it wouldn't have been spotted.

The shot steadied at long distance, then zoomed

forward as the spy circuits switched to a powerful
telephoto lens. That enabled Bossk to recognize at least
thefigure that had scrambled out of the speeder when it
had come to abobbing hat. That's Luke Skywalker, he



thought; there was no mistaking that youthful human face
and touded blond hair.

Heleaned closer to the image, suddenly fascinated by

it. Thismust be the stortntrooper raid- Bossk dowly
nodded. On that moisture farm, where Skywalker grew up.
He knew more about it than most cresturesin the galaxy
did; in aspaceport watering hole considerably grungier
and more disreputable than even the Mos Eidey cantina,
B6ssk had bought drinks for and pried information out of
atwitching human wreck, aformer sormtrooper cashiered
from the Imperid Navy for various psychologica
problems. Guilt, Bossk had supposed at thetime; it
wasn't an emotion he'd ever persondly experienced. The
ex-sormtrooper hadn't been involved in any action on
Tatooine, but had heard gridy bits and pieces from some
of hisbarracks mates. In typica bounty-hunter fashion,
Bossk had filed away the data-and the L uke Skywalker
connection-indde his head, againgt the day when it might
prove useful. Now he wondered if that time might have
comeat last.

Bossk drew back from the floating image, watching as
the image of Skywalker discovered the charred skeletons
of the aunt and uncle who had raised him from childhood.
He knew how much tighter those bonds of sentiment were
for other species. He dso knew about Luke Skywalker's
tiesto the Rebd Alliance; rumors and stories had

aready spread throughout the galaxy, dong with ID holos
and other tracking data. This mere youngster, from an
obscure backwater planet, had somehow become
overwhel mingly important to Emperor Pal patine and-perhaps
even more so-to Lord Vader, the Empire's black-gloved
fist. Vader's creatures, his persond legions of spies

and informers, were gill scouring al theinhabited
worldsfor leads on Skywaker. Why, though, was till a
carefully guarded secret.

The deactivated droid and its contents were now even
moreintriguing to Bossk. It might not provide

Skywa ker's current location-which would've been worth
credits; Vader would pay for that kind of data-but there
might be somekind of clue asto just why both the
Emperor and the Dark Lord of the Sith were so interested
in him. And to asmart barve like Bossk, that could be
worth even more.

Others might pay even more than Vader or Papatine.
Bossk mulled over the possibilities. After dl, thedroid
withits carefully concedled surveillance equipment hed

all the appearances of having been put together by Kuat
Drive Y ards. Why would Kuat of Kuat have been interested
in Skywaker? That would be something worth finding out
aswell.

Infront of Bossk, the holographic image froze,



having reached the end of the recording. The black smoke
from the stormtroopers raid on the moisture farm hung
motionlessin the small segment of the pas, likethe
scrawled emblem of the dark forcesthat controlled the
universe. ...

Part of Bossk's brain, the most evolved and cautious

part, told him that this was nothing with which he should
get involved. The closer one got to those circles of
intrigue and deceit, with Darth VVader at their center,

the closer drew one's own death. Look at what happened to
Boba Fett, he reminded himsdlf. Fett might have suffered
hisfina, termina defeat because of Luke Skywalker, but
he wouldn't have even been there on Jabbas sail barge,
up above the Great Pit of Carkoon, if it hadn't been for
Vader's endless manipulations of other sentient

creatures.

The caution svoiced insde Bossk's head fell silent,
consumed by the other, hungrier e ementsthat made up a
Trandoshan's nature. Boba Fett had died because hewas a
fool; his death proved that he was afool. That wasal
thelogic that Bossk needed. He's dead and I'm dive-that
also proved he was smarter than Fett had ever been. So
what was there to be afraid of ?

It'sthis ship, Bossk thought. / can't get any work

done here. HeEd have a better chance of figuring out what
the holographic recording meant if he took it back over

to the Hound's Tooth and puzzled over it. The holographic
image blinked out of existence as he reached insdethe
droid's cargo space and started disconnecting the

creuits.

One of the dataleads surprised him. It was hooked up

to an olfactory sensor on the droid's exterior. He could
understand wanting to get a high-resolution visua and
auditory record of the event, but why collect scent
moleculesin the air? Corpses and stormtroopers smelled
like degth, if anything.

The data cable was routed to an analyzer unit rather

than the recording device. The small readout panel on its
angled top showed that it was set to detect organic
anomadlies, anything of abiological nature that shouldn't
have been at the scene that the droid had spied upon.
Bossk pulled out the analyzer and peered closer at the
screen. It had picked up something from the recording;
numbers and symbols flickered by as the device sorted out
the possibilities.

After amoment the numbers dowed, then turned to
|etters, then words. pheromones detected. Another second
passed before the rest appeared. subtype sexual, gender
male. Then the last species match-fal-leen. The words
remained until Bossk blanked the screen with a press of
his clawed thumb.



That was even more interesting. Bossk nodded dowly

to himsdlf, theandyzer deviceresting slentin his

hands. Falleens didn't servein the Imperia storm-
troopers, the whole species was too congenitally arrogant
to submit to military discipline. They were fearsome
enemies, but grictly solo fighters. And schemers, given

to intrigues matched only by those of Emperor Papatine
himsdlf.

And there was one Faleen in particular, who had

risen dmogt to the top in Palpatine's court. Prince

Xizor had been perhaps the only one there who could get
away with defying Lord Vader's commands, and Xizor was
dead now. There had been even more to Xizor's defiance
than the Emperor had been aware of, though rumorstold of
Vader having suspected the truth. That Prince Xizor had
been in fact the secret head of the infamous Black Sun,
the criminal organization that panned the galaxy, an
empireinitsown right.

Speculations raced inside Bossk's skull. Had Prince

Xizor aso been there on Tatooine when Vader's
stormtroopers had raided the moisture farm at the edge of
the Dune Sea? When Luke Skywalker's aunt and uncle had
been killed? That was what the olfactory record in the
droid's py circuitswould indicate. But it didn't tell

why Xizor would have been there-or why Kuat of Kuat would
have planted asurveillance system that would detect the
evidence of Xizor'sinvolvement. Or how Boba Fett had
come to possess the spy recording . . .

That many questions without answers made Bossk's head
hurt, as though it might explode from the pressure

building within. Thisisgoing to take sometime, he

thought grimly, to figure out. He extracted the rest of

the recording devices from the droid, stacked the metal
boxes up in his hands, and turned back toward the secret
chamber's doorway.

Back aboard the Hound's Tooth, Bossk set the spy
devices down beside a corner of the cockpit'smain

control pandl. His head ached, the scales of hisbrow
amog visbly flexing from the pounding of histhoughts.

He decided it would be better if he waited awhile-maybe
even dept ahbit, in the lowered respiration and nearly
gtilled heartbeat mode of the coldblooded
Trandoshans-before tackling the mysteries of the recorded
hit on the moisture farm. Go at it fresh, Bossk told

himsdlf.

In the meantime there was the other matter to check

out, the encoded message unit that the Q'nithian downin
Mos Eidey had routed hisway. Bossk was aready
wondering if there might be some connection between it
and what he had just discovered aboard Boba Fett's Save
| ship. The name of Kuat was popping up in asuspicious



number of connections right now-the encoded message unit
was addressed to Kuat of Kuat, and the deactivated spy
droid was an obvious Kuat Drive Y ards construction.
He sat down at the cockpit controls of hisown

Hound's Tooth and pulled the encoded message unit over to
himsdf. The Qnithian had provided him with asimple
bypass key and decryption protocol, with which hed be
ableto read the enclosed information, then sedl up the
message unit and send it on itsway without the eventua
recipient being ableto tell that- its security had been
breached.

Bossk extracted asingle dip of paper from the unit.
That'sit? he thought, feeling dightly disappointed.

When this much attempted secrecy wasinvolved, there were
usudly items of obvious significance to be found-entire
Imperid code manuals, battle plans, that sort of thing.
Asheturned the dip over he couldn't imagine that held
find anything important onit. ...

A moment later Bossk cameto; he found himsdif lying
on the floor, a befuddled consciousness dowly seeping
back into hisbrain. The pilot's chair wastilted

backward, from where he had toppled from it.

With trembling claws, he plucked the dip of paper

from hischest. Hehdd it up infront of hisunwilling

gaze. The samefour words were still there. Words that
changed everything, that turned the universe ingde out,
expdling Bosk from its bright center-

BOBA FETT ISALIVE.

He couldn't believeit. But a the sametime. . . he

knew it wastrue.

It was dwaystrue.

20

"Therethey are.” Phedroi used the muzzle of his

blaster rifle to point over the top of the dune. "We

could probably take ‘'em dl out, right now."

Beside him, lying belly-down in the sand, Hamame
shook hishead. "Naw-" Hisriflelay parald to his
partner's, aimed toward the three distant figures. Five,

if thetwo medical droids were counted. "They're worth
more alive than dead. Or at least Boba Fett is."

"Areyou kidding?' Phedroi looked over & himin
amazement. "Y ou're going to try and take Boba Fett aive?
That's crazy. The barve'stoo dangerousfor that. Why
push our luck? We should just be glad to get the chance
tokill im."

Hest radiated up from the dune, though Tatooine's

suns had set long ago. But it was more than the
temperature differential between the ground and the star-
swept night that kept both men sweeting. One thing,



Hamame knew now, to have followed the other bounty hunter
Dengar dl theway from Mos Eidey to here, keeping a
safe distance so they wouldn't be detected; it was
something entirely different to have ditched their swoops
and crept within firing distance of atough customer like
this. There was ahistory of bad things happening to crea
tures who thought they had the drop on Boba Fett.
Hamame kept watching what was going on at the mouth
of thetunned danting beneeth alow crest of hills.

"There's Dengar to take care of aswdll," hesad, voice
barely more than awhisper. "Plusthere's some femade
there-l1 suppose you want to off her, too."

"Wdll, sure" That was how Phedroi's mind worked. It
probably seemed obvious enough to him. Dengar had never
had much of areputation, but if he and this woman were
hanging around with Boba Fett, it would be better to err
onthe side of caution. And he didn't know of any safer
way of handling things, other than just wiping out
everyone as long as there was the chance to do so. "lsn't
that what you were planning on doing?

"Not until I've had achanceto find out some more.”
Hamame nodded toward Fett and his companions. "Dengar
picked up asublight relay modulator back in Mos Eidey;
that's what Fett's working on right now, getting it

syncd in with his comm equipment. So, obvioudy, he's
going to be making some kind of contact just outsde the
planet's atmosphere. The question is, who with?’

"How should | know?'

"Exactly,” said Hamame. "Y ou don't know. And you're
going to off Boba Fett without discovering whoit ishe
wants to talk to? Maybe there's someone out there that
wantsto keep him dive, would pay big creditsif we had
him and didn't

him"

Phedroi thought it over. "I suppose that could be the
cae”

"Y eah, well, you suppose and | know." Hamame squinted
at the scenein question, lit by Dengar holding up a

small portable worklight. His and the fema€'s shadows
stretched away and merged with the surrounding darkness
asthey watched Boba Fett applying the Szzling point of
aminiature torch to exposed circuitry. "Therésalot

more going on herethan what it lookslike. | can tell

that right downinmy gut.”

"I'm getting abad fedling about this. . . ." Phedroi

shook his head. "Maybe we should go back and get some
more peoplein on thisaction. Y ou know, like safety in
numbers." If he could have arranged for awhole Imperia
battalion to help them out, his nervousnesswould have
been only dightly diminished. "I mean, especidly if

we're going to take on Boba Fett . . ."



"What, and w ind up splitting the profits with every
scrabbling littlethief in Mos Eidey?' Hamame looked
over a himin disgust. "Look. From what we can get for
Boba Fett-from somebody-well be ableto retire from this
game. One big score, and we're golden.”

Of course, he had laid that kind of talk before on

his partner. That was how they had both wound up on a
forsaken dump of aplanet like Tatooine. But thistime,
vowed Hamame, it'll be different. They just had to seeiit
through.

"All right." Phedroi looked dong hisblagter rifles

barrd at the other figuresin the night, then back to

his partner. "So just what isit you're going to do?J
Hamame stood up, his boots digging into the dope of
the dune. "Simple." He smiled as he dung hisblaster
rifle'sleather strgp across his shoulder. "I'm going to

go down there and talk to them.”

"That doesit," muttered Phedroi doud as he watched
his partner go dtriding toward the distant pool of light.
"Thisisdefinitely the hardest merchandise you've ever
gotten me mixed up with."

She watched him tighten and sedl the last connectors.
"|sthat thing ready to go?" Nedlah pointed to the comm
unit on the pebble-strewn ground, itsinterior filled

with the hard shadows cast by the worklight in Dengar's
upraised hand.

"It hasto run through itslogic checks,” said Boba

Fett, "before it can sync up with the database of
transmission codes.” He set down the handheld servodriver
he had been using, then picked up acircuit probe; he
tapped its point againgt the Sde of hishelmet. "We were
real lucky-none of the onboard memory in here got
corrupted, in spite of dl the banging around it'sgone
through. If I'd had to build the comm protocols up from
scratch, it would've taken acouple of days. At least.”

For amoment she thought he had been talking about

the contents of his head, the brain tissue encased in

bone, and dl its memories and hard, unfedling

persondity. The true Boba Fett, thought Nedlah. Back
from the dead. Then sheredized he was talking about the
elaborate circuitsindde the hemet itsdlf, the comlink
between him and his ship orbiting above the planet's
atmosphere. What wasiit caled? Hed told her; something
snister and cold, stripped of even the minimd affection
that could exist between asentient cresture and his

tools. Save, Necdlah remembered. Savel; that wasit.
Something to be used and discarded, when its pure
functionality was at an end. She supposed that human
beings and dl other sentient creatures were that way for
him aswdll. That was how things had been in the paace



of Jabba the Hutt aswell; when there had been more
amusement to be gained from tossing poor Oolainto the
rancor pit, nothing €l se mattered to the master holding

the other end of the chain.

She had been there, and she had been lucky to escape.
Not just luck; she had fought and schemed her way out of
the palace and the inevitable death it had held. Better

to die out in the wastes of the Dune Sea, bones cracked
by the desert's scavengers, than be the victim of afat
dug'sidle boredom. But where did | wind up instead?
That was the question that circled in Nedah'smind as
she watched the two bounty hunters. It had been one thing
to get hooked up with amercenary creature like Boba Fett
when he had represented nothing more than a mystery to
her, the black hole of her own hidden pat. It was
another thing entirely now that he had recovered from his
wounds and was pursuing his own agenda again. Revenge and
credits, supposed Nedlah, in varying proportions; that
wasdl that any bounty hunter was concerned with. Even
this Dengar, though he had given someindication of a
human nature devel oped beyond those two fundamental
desires. She knew that she could trust either one of them
just about asfar as she pitch them both across the dunes
with one hand. Creatures who trusted any bounty hunter
usually wound up as merchandise or corpses, depending
upon what was best for business.

The questionsinside her head were going to be

answered soon. Nedlah didn't know yet what those answers
were going to be, but she had aready started preparing
hersdf for them. Whatever happens, shetold herself
again, I'm not going to be left behind. The bigger
questionswere dl tied up with Boba Fett; if shewas
going to uncover both her past and her fate, she couldn't
let the bounty hunter dip away from her. Evenif it

meant risking her lifeto follow after him. Or losing her
life, to find out those things.

Nedlah turned and walked away from the pool of light
toward the desert's surrounding darkness. The answers
might not be anywhere on this planet, but the night
provided enough emptinessto hold her thoughts.

"Stay right there.” A man'svoice. "Dont

move."

She found herself gazing into ascruff-bearded face,
pockmarks and scars underneath the grime of hard, exposed
traveling. One corner of hismouth lifted inaamile,
exposing yellow teeth. Before she could react, the man
had raised the muzzle of ablagter rifle, dung by a

leather strap from his shoulder. At waist height, the
weapon pointed straight &t her.

"Nothing to worry about,” said the man. "Thisisjust

to show you that I'm serious. Y ou be serious, too-no



messing around-and nothing bad is gonna happen.”
"What do you want?' Neelah kept her voicelow. She
wasn't sure which would be worse, darming this person or
the two bounty hunters somewhere behind her. Any one of
them might start firing, just to quickly settle matters.

If she was standing between the blasters and their
targets, that would be just too bad. For her.

"Not you. At leadt, not right now." The other corner

of the man'smouith lifted, dowly, asthough dragged
upward by an invisible hook. "L ater maybe we can discuss
some off-time interests. But right now | gottago talk to
your friends."

Both Boba Fett and Dengar glanced over as Nedlah
walked back into the worklight's circle. When they saw
the man close behind her, Fett stood up, leaving the comm
unit'slast bolt untightened. Den-gar reached for the
blaster pistal in his holster, then stayed hishand

without drawing the wesgpon.

"Wéll, here'sahappy little gathering.” Theman

lowered the barrel of hisblaster rifle from where it had
been pressing into the small of Nedlah's back. "Old
friendslike usredly oughtatry to get together more
often.”

"Vol Hamame," said Dengar with asour grimace and a
nod. "I thought | spotted you back therein Mos Eidey."
"Y ou should've said hello. Then | wouldn't have had

to come al theway out to this place. Not that it

doesn't haveits charms." The man looked around at the
doping hillsdes, barely visble a the edge of the
worklight's glow. Then he turned back to the two bounty
hunters. “But I'm more of acity kind of guy, if you know
what | mean.”

"Then that's where you should stay." Boba Fett spoke
up, hisvoiceleve and emotionless. "So you can mind
your own business, instead of interfering with anyone
dses”

Looking over her shoulder, Neglah saw the man called
Hamame shake his heed, feigning regret.

"Actudly, thisismy business" Hamame used hisfree
hand to point toward the bounty hunters. "That'swhy |
followed Dengar out here. Pretty easy, actudly, what
with that frapped-out swoop bike he was on. Just about
fell adeep, it went so dow. But it wasworth it, just

to get here and find out that you redlly are dive, after

al”

Boba Fett |looked over at Dengar. " Seems as though you
didn't do avery good job of keeping things secret.”
"Don't blame him," said Hamame. "Let'sjust say I've

got my contacts pretty well lined up in Mos Eidey. There
isn't much that | don't hear about. | get the newson dl
thelittle stuff, so it wouldn't have been very likey



that I'd miss out on something big likethis. Therésa
whole galaxy out there that's heard you're dead; most
creatureswould figure you'd be just about digested
inside the Sarlacc by now. Some creatures-| don't know
who-might be happy to hear you madeit out. Thereésa
whole bunch of otherswho would probably be alot less
than happy when they find that you're walking around
agan."

"That'stheir problem.” Fett gave adight shrug.

"And it might be awhile before they find out, anyway.
Especidly since you won't betelling them.”

"Hold it right there." With one quick motion, Hamame
pushed Nedlah aside as his other hand siwung the blaster
rifle up into firing position. The shove was hard enough
to send her sprawling onto her knees, the sand and gravel
scraping her pamsraw. "Get your hands up.” He gestured
with theriflés muzzle. " Step away from that box."
"This?' Boba Fett's gloved hands were dready level

with his hemet. With the toe of hisboot, he gave the
comm unit akick. "It's not even operational .”

"I don't careif it's as dead as you're supposed to

be" A few lights had blinked on the control pand of the
comm unit. Hamame raised the muzzle of the blagter rifle
higher, aiming from hiship straight toward Boba Feit's
helmet. "Just get away fromit. Y ou know what kind of
reputation you've got, being atricky barveand all. |

don't want any surprises.”

Fett moved toward where Dengar was standing with his
handsraised. "Careful,”" said Fett. "Trust me-you won't
get nearly as much for acorpse asyou will for living
merchandise.

"I'll takewhat | can get," said Hamame. "Especidly
sinceyou don't have any choice about talking right now."
He smiled as he kept the blaster rifle trained toward
Dengar and Boba Fett. " Amazing how persuasive something
as smple asthis can be when you're looking down its
barrel. Therésabunch of questions|'d like some
answersto. Profitable answers.”

"Don't beanidiot." Dengar spoke up. "If you want
credits, there are easer ways of getting them than this.
And less dangerous. Just let us go, and well makeit
worth your while"

"Oh, sure; I'll trust you to send the credits. You

can send it care of the Mos Eidey cantina.” Hamame shook
his head with agrimace of disgust. "Get redl. Whatever
you two could pay for your hidesisn't anything compared
to what some otherswould be willing to." Helooked
Sraight toward the other bounty hunter. "There are some
big playersinterested in Boba Fett'swelfare, and | mean
to make sure that they're gonna have to make me happy
before they get to do whatever it isthey want with you."



Neelah lay on the ground where she had landed,

keeping gtill as shelistened to the exchange going on
above. The man's choice of wordstipped her off. Whatever
you two could pay for your hides. He was exactly the sort
who'd forget dl about afema€'s presence, whenever he
didn't have any specific usefor her. Just asif she

didn't exi¢t ... or couldn't do something about the
gtuation.

"Y ou forgot something.”

Her voice actudly surprised him, asthough it had
suddenly come from nowhere. The man's startled gaze swung
around and then down to her; that 1 dight movement was
echoed in historso, turning it f toward her. That opened
up just enough of an angle for Nedlah to dig the points

of her ebowsinto the ground, plant one boot sole flat
with her leg bent, and straighten the other leg into a

kick gtraight to the man's crotch. Thelook in hiseyes
showed that he was fully aware of her now.

The man went down, faling heavily on hissde, but
managing to keep some semblance of control. He jammed the
butt of the blaster rifle hard againgt hisribsashis
kneesdrew up in aninginctive fetal pogtion. Hisfist
squeezed tight on the trigger, getting off aline of fire

that coursed within inches of Nedlah's head as she
scrambled to her feet and ran toward the others. She had
to take another dive to get out of the way as Boba Fett
snatched up his own blaster from the pile of equipment he
had stacked up while working on the comm unit. Without
taking timeto am, Fett laid down aquick series of
shotsthat stitched the ground close to the other figure,
now rolling shoulder-firgt into asandy hollow. His

return fire, desperate and inaccurate, was still enough

to drive Fett back toward the rocky hillside.

"In here!" Dengar grabbed Nedah's forearm and pulled
her into the safety of the shallow cave. He pushed her
behind himsdlf, then grabbed the blaster rifle that had
been propped against the side of the opening. He braced
the wegpon againgt himsdlf and started firing. The
covering barrage lit up the night, sending hard-edged
shadows jittering across the rocks and sand dunes. The
shots forced the other man's head below thelip of his
shdlter, giving Boba Fett enough timeto break off his
own fire and sprint, back hunched low, to his companions.
From insde the cave, Nedah and the two bounty

hunters heard the raised voice of the man outside.
"Phedroi!" He wasn't shouting to them, but to some other
figure, unseen in the surrounding darkness. "Get in on

thisl Now!"

The command was hardly necessary; his partner, who
must have been watching everything dl dong, now
directed ahot fusillade their way from an angle that



gave him aclear shot into the cave's mouth. Boba Fett
fired back asdl three of them retreated farther inside.
"Now what?' Neelah looked around the rough-hewn rock
asthe barrage of blagter firelit up the space. All the

other weaponsin Boba Fett's carefully hidden stash had
aready been dragged outside with the other gear. Both
Fett and Dengar had their spines planted against opposite
walls of the cave, leaning forward just enough to get of f
afew quick shots before snapping their heads back from
the bolts that sizzled past them. "We're stuck here-this
hole doesn't go anywherel™

"It wasn't meant to." Boba Fett didn't look back

around at her. "Y ou don't get anywhere by running awvay
from crestureslike these."

"Good theory." Acrossthe cave, Dengar held his

blaster rifle close againgt his chest, watching the

shifting shadows in the darkness outside, waiting for
another chance at awdl-aimed shot. "Gets alittle tight
when you try to put it into practice.”

Boba Fett gave asmal shrug, his shoulders scraping
againg the rock behind him. "Don't worry about it." His
voice remained as cam and drained of apparent emotion as
before. "Everything's under control."

"What are you talking about?' From the back of the
cave, Nedah stared at the bounty hunter in dismay. She
had dready cometo the limit of the space, no more than
afew metersfrom the opening in the hillsde'srocky
dope. "Therés no way out of here! They've got us pinned
down-they can either wait usout, till your blastersare
exhaugted, or they can call in more of their friends™ A
couple more shots blazed through the middle of the cave,
gtriking the roof above her and showering down arain of
scorched rock shards. "Either way, they've got us!™

"Asl sad, don't worry."

The bounty hunter's calm response infuriated Neglah.

The thought of dying in this hole-or worse, being dragged
out of it after the pair outside had finished off Boba

Fett and Dengar-infuriated her. | didn't escape from
Jabba's palace to wind up like this. There were fill too
many things she didn't know, too many questions without
answers-her real name, where she had come from, how she
had gotten here-to let bleed away into the sand. If there
had been any chance of pulling it off, shewould have
grabbed one of the blasters out of the others hands and
made abreek, firing and charging headlong at the two-man
segeforce outsde. Anything would be better than
waiting herefor theinevitable.

Dengar turned hisface away from the cave opening.

"If you've got somekind of plan-" The blaster rifle's
muzzle touched his chin ashe held thewegponina
diagond line across his chest. "1'd appreciate being let



inonit, too."

"If there was anything you could do about it, one way

or the other, | might tell you." Boba Fett fired aquick
couple of bursts outside, before glancing over at Dengar.
"But thereisn't. All you haveto doiswait. And youl
—_

"That's great," said Nedlah sourly. She had to raise

her voice over the noise of another fusillade stresking
through the dark and carving the back of the cave out in
sparks. Her disgust had reached the point where nothing,
not even laser bolts, could make her flinch. "All this

time | thought you were recovering from what happened to
you-only it turns out that your brains are fill fried.”

Boba Fett made no reply. "Hold your fire," he

ingtructed Dengar.

"But they'vecomein closer.” Dengar used therifle
muzzle to point outsde. "The one that was out in the
dunes-he's moved up. He's got an even better angle now."
"That'sal right. | want the two of them together.

Or close enough.”

"Why?" Dengar looked puzzled. "Y ou think you can take
both of them out? | can cover you if you want to take a
shot at it."

"That won't be necessary."

The flashes from the wegpons outs de were enough for
Neelah to tel that Dengar was correct; the two besiegers
were now within acouple of meters of each other,
crouching down behind ashallow lip of rock. From there,
they would be ableto fire sraight into the cave.

"Don't bother trying to talk to him." Neglah nodded
toward Boba Fett. "He's so far gone he can't tell when
theré's no way-"

A sudden noise interrupted her. From above, asthough
the night itself had split open; the sound grew from a
distant shriek to aroar that spanned the audible
frequencies. The cave itsdf-vibrated, as had the one
containing the Sarlacc's fill-living segment; dust

sfted from cracks spidering overhead, then pebbles and
findly broken rocks large enough to cut Nee-lah'sarm as
she shielded her brow. From underneath her forearm, she
could see Dengar leaning forward, blaster rifle lowered,
gazing outsde in wonderment.

His shadow leaped toward her, asdid that of Boba

Fett; both bounty hunters were silhouetted by the fiery
glare that had banished what was | eft of the night. The
encircled sand duneswerelit up asthough by thefal of
Tatooine's twin suns. Beyond the cave's mouth, the two
other figureswere visble, turning onto their sdesand
raising their outspread hands, trying to ward off the
weight rushing down toward them.

All that happened in afew seconds, from thefirst



whisper and bare glow, to the haf-rounded shape that
appeared just above the desert floor, balanced on the
fiery column of itslanding engines. One of the two men
was ableto scramble to hisfeet and run, making afind
dive headlong that took him beyond the quickly braked
impact of the ship. The other managed only to get to his
knees, blagter rifle pressed into the sand beneath his
pam; then thetail of the craft, nozzles blackened and

dill hot, crushed him flat.

"Oh." Dengar's voice broke the il ence, the thrusting

roar replaced by the glassy crackle of the molten sand
cooling. "It'syour ship. It'sthe Savel."

Neelah realized what had happened. He got through,

she thought. On the comm unit. The link between the gear
indde his helmet, the smd| transceiver antenna mounted
at the sde, and the equipment that Dengar had fetched
back from the Mos Eidey spaceport-Boba Fett must have
gotten that up and running just before the other two men
had shown up. And dl the time that the one named Hamame
had been talking, and then when he had swung the blaster
rifle up onto his hip, Fett had been sendingasgnd
straight to his ship, outside Tatooine's atmosphere.
Giving Savel, as Dengar had caled the craft, the exact
coordinates of thislocation-exact enough to bring it

right down on the heads of the two men. One of them was
dill partly visble underneath the ship, aleg and an

arm showing, hisweapon lying on the sand just afew
inches away from hisfingers. He wouldn't be making any
deds anytime soon.

"Come on." Boba Fett moved toward the cave's opening.
"Let's get going. There's no reason to hang around here.”
She didn't know whether he had been speaking to both
of them or just to Dengar. But she wasn't taking any
chances. Nedlah | et the two men go before, at aquick
gprint toward the Save | ship. From the darkness of the
surrounding dunes, avolley of laser bolts scorched the
sand a thelr feet; the other besieger hadn't given up

yet. Nedah didn't |et that stop her from following after
Boba Fett and Dengar, and quickly scooping up the dead
man's blagter rifle as sheran.

"Hold it." At the hatchway of the ship, Nedlah raised

the weapon, her thumb at itsfiring stud. " Stop right

there”

Dengar was dready insde; with one gloved hand
grasping the side of the hatch, Boba Fett turned and
looked over his shoulder, hisvisored gaze mesting that

of the blagter riflésmuzzle.

"Y ou're not going anywhere without me," said Nedah
coldly.

Boba Fett's hand shot out before she could react, the
motion faster than her eye could perceive. Hisfist



locked onto therifle barrel; with aquick twist of his

arm,. he had wrenched it out of her grasp. The weapon
went spinning through the air asheflung it away,

landing within inches of the corpses unmov-ing arm.

They stood looking at each other for amoment. Then
Boba Fett reached down and grabbed Nedlah'swrist, and
pulled her up toward the hatchway.

"Don't be stupid." Fett's grasp lightened, squeezing

the bones together. "1'm the one who decides who goes and
who stays. And right now you're too valuable a piece of
merchandise to leave behind."

A second later she was ingde the ship, with the

hatchway door diding shut behind hersdlf. "Brace
yoursdlf,” said Fett as he headed for ametal ladder at

the side of the space. "We're leaving now."

Neelah rubbed her aching wrist. As she looked about
hersdlf, at the bleak metal bars of the cages, she
redized-though she didn't know when, in what part of her
shrouded past-that she had been here before.

"That isjust so entirely typica.” SHS1-B tilted his

head unit back, watching the ship ascend swiftly into the
night sky. "You goto dl that trouble fixing them up,
putting them back together, and they don't even bother to
thank you."

"Ingratitude." le-XE stood next to thetaler medica

droid. They had both come creeping out of their hiding
places when the shooting had finally stopped. By now,
even the human out in the dunes had presumably left,
heading back to whatever den of iniquity he had come
from; at least, there was no longer any indication of his
presence. That was afurther disappointment to both
droids; after an encounter with Boba Fett, the man might
have had some interesting wounds to take care of .
"Thoughtlessness.”

"But of course, what €lse can you expect?' The ship's
glowing trail had dready dwindled to aspeck of light
among the stars. The hope had formed insde SHS-B's
circuits-to the degree that a droid could hope-that it

and le-XE would have been taken adong with the humans,
particularly the one they had nursed back to health, the
one named Boba Fett. They would have certainly been able
to earn their energy sources, what with the considerable
amount of tissue damage he had the knack for creeting.
"It'stheir nature, | suppose. All flesh thinksit's
immorta.” SHS-B brought its gaze down from the sky to
the surrounding empty desert. "Now what?'
"Unemployment,” squesked le-XE'svoice.
"Needlessness.”

SHS-B looked at its companion for amoment. Then it
extruded one of its scalpel-tipped arms and scraped a



spot of rust from le-XE's dented carapace. "Y ou
know"-SHSI-B's voice spoke with measured
consderation-"you could use alittle maintenance. . . ."

21

He hated to do it. But Bossk knew he had to.

Thegreed impulsesin his Trandoshan brain, as

hardwired as any droid's circuits, dmost overruled al

the others. He could hear the wordsinside his head,
ancient bounty-hunter wisdom, told to him by hisown
father Thelive ones are worth more than the dead ones.
Old Cradossk had known what he was talking about, at
least about that; whenever Bossk ran his clawed hands
along the picked-clean bones he'd kept as mementos, he
had a renewed sense of legacy and tradition. But even so,
another truth remained, equally hard and obdurate. Things
were different when you were deding with a creature like
Boba Fett.

On the screen of the Hound's Tooth's longdi stance
scanner, in the cramped cockpit, Bossk could seethetiny
speck of light that represented Fett's ship. The Savel

had already |eft the surface of Tatooine, as Bossk had
known it would. Soon- within seconds-it would be beyond
the planet's atmosphere, and then it would be within his
own Sghting and tracking range. That was how littletime
Bossk had remaining to him to press the button beneath
his clawed thumb and accomplish al that was

necessary. No time for rethinking his decisons or
regretting lost profits.

He had been back aboard Savel, extracting afew

more interesting files from its data bank, when the comm
controls had lit up like the bright sparks of a

disntegrating asteroid. That could mean only onething
that the message about Boba Feit being aive wastrue,
and that he had just reinitiated contact with the ship

that he had |eft in orbit above Tatooine. Bossk had aso
known what wasto follow. Save| would obediently follow
Boba Fett's remote-transmitted commands, switch on and
prime its engines, and head down to Tatooineto
rendezvous with its master. And then Boba Fett would not
only bedive, but free and active in the galaxy once

again. Free and active-and the top, number-one bounty
hunter on al the galaxy's scattered worlds.

Bossk could till fed the rage and fear that had

come bailing up ingde him. Ragewas afamiliar
emotion-Trandoshans woke up angry-but fear was something
new. And powerful it had pushed him into action, quick
and efficient.

He hadn't wasted any thought on the mysteriesthat

had been so tantdizingly uncovered to him. If therich



and powerful Kuat of Kuat was interested in Boba Fett
being dive or dead, so beit; Bossk might ill be able

to cash in by confirming it to the owner of Kuat Drive
Yards. And if there was some connection between Prince
Xizor, the Black Sun'shidden ruler, and theraid on the
moisture farm at the Dune Sea'sedge . . . the answers
about that weren't going to come from Boba Fett. Bossk
would make sure of that.

There had been just enough timeto haul asufficient
quantity of high-therma explosves over from the Hound's
Tooth, concedl them in the holding cages of Fett's ship,
and rig the remote triggering device. Then Bossk had
sedled the entrance hatchway of Savel, disconnected his
own ship, and watched from his cockpit viewport asthe
other craft had sped planet-ward.

Now that ship was heading back into space, bearing

its helmeted master. The speck of light had grown larger;
another second, and Bossk would have waited too long. All
regret was expunged from his heart. He pressed the button
on the cockpit's control pand. Instantaneoudy, the
ominouslight was transformed into abal of churning
flame, surrounded by extinguishing vacuum. Radiant
sparks, bits of heated metal no bigger than ahuman's
hand, drifted away from the core of the explosion, the
dust and atoms of the other ship.

Bossk leaned back inthe pilot's chair, feding ex

hausted as the tension began to drain from his coiled
muscles. That doesit, he thought with relief. Boba

Fett's dead now. For good . . .

No regrets; he knew it had to be done.

But onething till puzzled Bossk as he gazed out at

the emptiness between the sars.

Why did he il fed afraid?



