Book 3 of THE BOUNTY HUNTER WARS
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NOW...

Two bounty hunters sat in abar, talking.

"Things aren't what they used to be," said Zuck- uss morosaly. Asamember of one of the ammonia
bresthing species of hishomeworld Gand, he had to be careful in establishments such asthis. Intoxicants
and stimulantsthat produced fedings of well-being in other creatures often evoked a profound
melancholy in him. Even in ahigh-class place that supposedly catered to dl known physiologies—the
soothing, programmed play of lights across the columned walls, the shifting spectra that were supposed
to relax weary travelers centra nervous systems, struck Zuckuss as crepuscular and depressing asthe
faded hopes of hisyouth. | had ambitions once, he told himsdlf, leaning over thetall, blue-tinged glassin
front of him. Big ones. Where had they gone?

"I wouldn't know," said Zuckusss companion. The droid bounty hunter 4-LOM sat across from him, an
untouched drink—perhaps only water—in front of him. A mere formality: the drink had been taken away
twice dready and replaced with exactly the samething, so the

charges could be rung up on 4-LOM's tab. That was the only way that nonimbibing constructs such as
droids could make themselves welcome in any kind of watering hole. "Y our attitude,” continued 4-LOM,
"impliesavaue judgment on your part. That is, that things were better at one time than they are now. |
don't make those kinds of judgments. | merely dedl with things asthey are.”

Y ou would, thought Zuckuss. Thiswas what he got for hooking up with a
cold-blooded—cold-circuited, at least—cresture like 4-LOM. There were plenty of ex- citable droidsin
the gaaxy—Zuckuss had run into afew— but the ones that were attracted to the bounty hunter trade all
shared the same vibroblade-edged | ogic and absolute-zero emotiond tone. They hunted, and killed when
necessary, without even the tiniest acceleration of eectronsaong their inner connectors.

The bar's soft, dirgelike background music—it was supposed to be soothing as well, with harmonic
over- tones of amost narcotic languor—made Zuckuss think of his previous partner Bossk. The



Trandoshan bounty hunter had been cold-blooded, literally so, but one would never have guessed it from
theway he'd carried on.

"Now that," said Zuckuss with adow, emphatic nod, "that was real bounty hunting. That had some
passontoit. Red excitement." He extended the retractabl e pipette from the lower part of hisface mask
and sucked up an- other swallow of the drink, though he knew it would only degpen and darken his
mood. "We had some good times together, me and Bosk..."

"That wasn't what you said when you agreed to be- come partners with me once more." 4-LOM's
photo-optical receptors kept adow, careful scan around the bar and its other occupants, even asthe
droid kept up hisend of the conversation. He talked for no reason other than to avoid drawing attention
to himsdlf and Zuckuss as they waited for their quarry to make an gppearance. "Vaue judgments aside,
the exact record of your statement is

that you had had enough of Bossk'sway of doing busi- ness. Too much danger—if that'swhat you mean
by "excitement—and not enough credits. So you wanted a change.”

"Don't use my own words against me." Zuckuss knew that he had gotten what he had asked for. And
what could be worse than that?

"Mourn the old daysif you want," said 4-LOM after afew moments of silence had passed. "We have
business to take care of. Please direct your waning attention toward the entrance.”

Worse than dealing with Boba Fett, grumbled Zuck- ussto himsdf. At least when you got involved with
Fett, you were assured that you were face-mask-to-helmet with the best bounty hunter in the galaxy,
someone who had plenty of reason for taking such a high-and-mighty atti-tude. Where did 4-LOM get
off, lording it over him thisway? If it hadn't been for some stretches of bad luck, and afew unfortunate
drategic decisons, it would have been the droid that had been looking to hook up with him again, rather
than the other way around. Though they had been partners before, and for alot longer than Zuck-uss had
been hooked up with Bossk, the relationship be-tween them could never be the same. Back then,
4-LOM hed even saved Zuckusss life, when he had been dying from his ammonia-bresthing lungs having
been exposed to an accidenta inhalation of oxygen. The two of them had even made other plans
together, of working for the Rebe Alliancein someway . . .

Those plans hadn't worked out, though. Their time as members of the Rebel Alliance—double agents,
actualy, sncethey had kept secret their new alegiance to the Rebd cause—had been occupied with one
sgnificant op- eration: an attempt to snatch from Boba Fett the car-bonite dab with Han Solo frozen



insgdeit, before Fett could deliver the prize to Jabbathe Hurt. The plan, using several other bounty
hunters as unwitting dupes, had had disastrous results. It hadn't succeeded, and 4-L OM

had needed a compl ete core-to-shesth rebuild to get back on hisfeet. And, mused Zuckuss, he wasn't
the same &f- ter that. Thisidealism that had led 4-LOM to join the Rebe Alliance had al but evaporated,
replaced by hisformer cold-spirited greed. Zuckuss supposed that came from hanging out once again
with the other bounty hunters; he had felt their mercenary natures rubbing off onto him aswell.

Plus there was one factor that both of them hadn't counted on when they had joined theAlliance . A
factor that made dl the differencein the universe—

Being aRebd didn't pay.

At least not in credits. And there were still o many tempting targets al through the galaxy, the kind of
hard merchandise that a smart, fast bounty hunter could get rich from. Like the one that Zuckuss and
4-L.OM had come here to get.

Zuckuss took another sip of hisdrink. Triple agents, he thought. That must be what we are now. Neither
he nor 4-LOM had ever formally renounced alegiance to the Rebel Alliance, but they had both been
taking care of their own businessfor sometime now.

Moodily, he shook his head. HeEd have to think about al the rest of those things some other time; right
now, there were more pressing matters at hand.

Zuckuss did as he'd been instructed by 4-LOM. The entrance to the bar was the one direction, in back
of 4-LOM, that the droid bounty hunter couldn't scan without cranking around his head unit. Bright
laughter, some of it as high-pitched and sharp-edged as breaking glass, and atangled whirl of gossping
conversations sounded in Zuckusss ears as he lifted his gaze toward the entrance's fluttering
circumference. Beyond it, adop- ing tunnel led up to the surface of the planet and its night sky filled with
achain of pearllike moons. Smaler and more avid orbs dotted the length of the entrance tunndl; those
werethe eyes of thetiny ergovore crea turesthat scuttled and darted in and out of the soft, trembling
crevices.

Asaway of keeping weapons out of the establish- ment, metal detector units would have been both
useless and insulting; the bar catered to aclientele that not only included independent droids such as



4-LLOM, who could pay their way handsomely enough, but aso any number of the galaxy's most
aristocratic and stiff-necked blood- lines. From the rims of his own large, insectoid eyes, Zuckuss could
spot some of the galaxy's richest and most glittering denizens, devoted to spending their vast inherited
wedlth in as ogtentatious a manner as possible. For many of them, their weapons were ceremonia
ornaments, dictated by fierce custom and the privileges given to their rank; to have asked them to divest
of even the smallest dagger or low-penetration blaster would have been an insult, expiable only by the
death of the establish-ment's proprietor, a stub-fingered Bergamasgue named Sdla Cairam. The only
acceptable alternative, preserv-ing their honor and the bar's decorum, was to ask them to hand over the
power sourcesfor their blasters and similar high-tech weapons, thus limiting the damage and potential
loss of lifeto what could be achieved with inert metd. C'airam kept the ergovoresin the entrance tun-nel
hungry enough that their sengitive antennae were at congtant quivering aert for the emanations from even
the smallest power cell, no matter how well hidden; their flocking and chittering toward any they detected
was asure giveaway of anyonetrying to violate the house rules,

All of which meant that the blaster holstered at Zuck- uss's hip was useless a the moment; that was an
un- comfortablefeding for him. It waslittle consolation that everyone e sein the bar was smilarly
disarmed. He would have preferred the usua setup that he encountered in the watering holesin which he
more often hung out, where everyone including the bartenders was armed to the teeth. Then you know
where you stand, thought Zuckuss. This other stuff'stoo tricky.

"How much longer?' He leaned forward to ask the question of 4-LOM. "Until the merchandiseis
supposed

to show up?' He didn't have much patience for waiting, either. He hadn't become abounty hunter in
order to Sit around waiting.

"Hisarrivd isprecisdly fixed," replied 4-LOM. " Such precison of movement and timing is nearly the
equa of my own; inthat, | admire the cresture. Especidly given that thereisaprice on his head, a bounty
that it isour in- tention to collect. Many other sentient creatures, given those circumstances, would try to
make their comings and goings erratic, to vary them in such away asto frus- trate pursuersin
determining their target's patterns of behavior. But he has confidence in the precautions that he has taken,
including the limiting of his public recre- ationd activitiesto this establishment.” 4-LOM rested hishands
unmoving on thetable. "We shall soon deter- mine if the merchandise's confidence is rewarded with a
continuing freedom.”

Therewas no point in arguing with adroid such as4-LOM. One might aswell have had a conversation
with the tracking systems aboard a standard pursuit ship. Even worse, Zuckuss knew that 4-LOM was
correct; there had been agood reason for arriving at this place so far ahead of their quarry, getting set up
and letting the minutes pass until the moment of action came. He knew dl that; hejust didn't care for what
he knew.



If only . . . Zuckuss kept an eye on the bar's entrance and allowed his thoughts to dip back into
brooding about the past.

If only the old Bounty Hunters Guild hadn't broken up. If only its successor organizations, the short-lived
True Guild and Guild Reform Committee factions, hadn't fallen gpart with the speed of a core meltdown.
Those were big ifs, Zuckuss knew, especidly when it was taken into account that the main reason the
Guild and every- thing that came after it had disintegrated so rgpidly and thoroughly was the basic greed
and irascibility that lay at the center of every bounty hunter's heart—or what- ever adroid like 4-LOM
had instead.

That wasthe red reason. Zuckuss took another sip of the drink in front of him. Boba Fett was just the
excuse. There were plenty of bounty hunters, former members of the vanished Guild, who blamed Fett
for everything that had happened. And it wastrue, up to a point, that Boba Feit's entry into the old
Bounty Hunters Guild had been the event that had brought about the organization's disintegration, and
that had put every creaturein it at the throat of those he had pre-vioudy called hisbrothers. But Zuckuss
knew that Boba Fett had been no more than the key in the lock that had |et free al the forces of avarice
and congpiracy that had been bottled up inside the Guild for so long, getting stronger and more malignant
al thewhile. It was amaz- ing that the Bounty Hunters Guild had even endured aslong asit had, given the
irascible and hungry natures of its members; that was atribute to the organizationa skills of itsfind
leader, the Trandoshan Cradossk. He had probably been the only creaturein the galaxy ruth-lessand
clever enough to have kept alid on the Guild'srank and file.

Wedid it to oursdves, thought Zuckuss glumly. The drink, and the ones before it, had done nothing to
lift his spirits. Now we have to live with the consegquences. He knocked back the sour dregs at the
bottom of the glass.

"Y ou know what?' Zuckuss let histhoughts turn into spoken words. "It'sacold, hard galaxy welivein.”

4-LOM gave him atypically unemotiona droid glance. "If you say s0."

Nothing that the Rebel Alliance could do was likely to change that, either. The Rebelsdidn't havea
chance of winning, anyway, not against the massed strength of the Empire and al of Palpatine's deep,
enfolding cun- ning. In the darker corners of the gaaxy, where surrep- titioudy acquired information was
bought and sold, traded in whispers from one furtive creature to the next, rumors had been heard of a
gathering of the Impe-rid forces, somewhere out near amoon called Endor—



like afist clenching together, into ahammer that would crush theAlliance forever, and end once and for
al its crazy dreams of freedom. And now, the galaxy's bounty hunters were without the Guild that had
precioudly en- forced professiona relations among its members—the Hunter's Creed had at least kept
them from murder- ing one another outright in the course of pursuing bus- ness. Small, upstart
organizations had sprung up in the power vacuum created by the old Guild's destruction, but they were
still too wesk to create order among such naturally violent and greed-driven creatures. Mogt hunt- ers
were gtill on their own, friendless except for what-ever partnerships they could forge with one another.
Zuckuss had been partners with different bounty hunt- ers before, even while the Guild had been going
through its ugly process of disintegration. He had even been partners with Boba Fett, on more than one
occas on— but somehow, he had never come out any the better for it. Typically, Boba Fett wound up
getting what he was after, and al the rest werelucky if they were dill dive afterward. Doing businesswith
Fett was arecipe for disaster.

Truth to tell, though, Zuckuss's other partnerships hadn't gone much better. Whatever his personal
fedings about 4-LOM, he could swalow those easily enough, given that the two of them had actuadly
been putting cred- itsinto their pockets since hooking up. They seemed to have complementary skills:
Zuckuss operated on ingtinct, the way most organic creatures were capable of, and 4-L OM possessed
the cold logic of amachine. What had made Boba Fett such afearsome individua in the bounty hunter
trade was that he had al of those capabilities, and more, insde asingle skin.

"Here he comes—"

Zuckusss musings were interrupted by the soft-spoken announcement from 4-LOM. Even without
facing the entrance, the droid bounty hunter had been able to de- tect the sudden flamboyant appearance
of their quarry,

the presently free creature they planned on turning into hard merchandise and a hefty addition to their
credit accounts.

"A round for everyone, innkeeper!" The booming voice of Drawmas SmaDafilled the bar, like the
rumble of thunder over the planet's horizon. Zuckusslooked up from hisdrink and saw theimmense,
befurred, and caparisoned form of the most notorious gambler and oddsman in five systems, spreading
hisarmswide. The gemstones studding SmaDas pinkly manicured fingers sparkled in amulticolored
congtellation of wealth and extravagance; his broad, thrown-back shoulders were swathed in the soft fur
pelts of adozen worlds rarest species. The artfully preserved heads of the animalsthat had died for his
adornment, with black pearlsfor eyes, dangled over abelly of wobbling girth. "If I'm in agood mood,"
shouted SmaDa, "then al should be so lucky!"



Luck was a preoccupation with Drawmas SmaDa. Asit waswith Zuckuss and every other sentient
creatureinthe galaxy: If | had hisluck, thought the bounty hunter, I'd be retired by now. SmaDahad
been fortunate not only in the placing of hisbets, but clever aswell, in that he had virtualy created an
entirdy new field of wager-ing. The flamboyant gambler had been the first to cover wagers on the various
ups and downs of the struggle be-tween the Empire and the Rebel Alliance. No military conflict wastoo
small-scale, no palitica infighting too inconsequential, for SmalDato make odds, accept bets— often on
either sde of the outcome, then pay off and col- lect when the particular event was over. By now, his
"Invisble & Ineluctable Casino,” ashe called it, Sretched from one end of the galaxy to the other, a
shadow of the actua war going on between Emperor Palpatine and the Rebels. No matter who won,
either on the battlefield or the database of wagers, Drawmas SmaDa came out ahead: he raked off the
house percentage on every bet placed, win or lose. All those profitable little bites mounted

up to animpressive pile of credits, one reflected in SmaDas own ever-increasing girth.

Two humanoid femaes, with the kind of large-eyed, mysterioudy smiling beauty that made the males of
nearly every species weep with frustration, draped them-selves on either sde of SmaDal's capacious
shoulders, asthough they were the ultimate ornaments of his success and wedlth. They moved in synch
with him, or dmost seemed to float without walking, so ineffable wastheir grace; the tripartite organism
of SmaDaand his consorts moved into the center of the establishment, like anew sun rearranging the
orbitsof al thelesser planetsit found itsalf among.

The proprietor SdlaCairam, dl bowing obsequious- ness and fluttering tentacl elike appendages, hurried
toward SmaDa. "How good to see you again, Drawmeas! It's a- waystoo long between visitsl”

SmaDahad been in the bar just the previous night, Zuckuss knew. The proprietor was carrying on as
though he and the gambler had been crudly separated for years.

A crowd of sycophants, flatterers, favor-seekers, gold diggers, and those who derived some deep
spiritua bene- fit from basking in the radiance of accumulated credits, had aready formed around
SmaDa. Signaling to the bar'swaiters and serving staff, Salla C'airam led the way to the highly visible
table that had been kept in readinessfor just such distinguished personages. SmaDas jowly face, split by
agold-toothed smile, beamed above the crowd asit shifted, like the swell of an ocean tide, toward the
other side of the bar. A banquet equal to both SmaDa's appetite and credit accounts had aready been
laid out by the swiftly darting waiters; crystalline decanters, filled with exotic offworld liqueurs and railing
with low-level combustibles, towered above platters of meats spiced with cdlular-suspenson
enhancements.

"Therésenough in front of him to feed an Imperid divison." Zuckuss kept the gambler and his entourage
insght from the corner of hiseye. If the expengve viands



had been converted back into credits, the sum would have gone to feed several divisions. He could see
SmaDa's oddly delicate hands, pudgy foldswelling around the wide bands of hisrings, picking a the
delicacies, playfully stuffing the choicer morselsinto the smiling mouths of the consorts at either Sde of
him. "Eventualy," mused Zuckuss, "hell implode, from sheer mass and density, like ablack hole.”

"Unlikely," said 4-LOM. "If creatures could suffer such afate, that's what would have happened to
Jabba the Hutt. His appetite was many times greater than this person's. Y ou saw that for yourself."

"I know." Zuckuss dowly nodded. "'l was just trying to forget about anything | might have seen at
Jabba's palace” Aswith every other mercenary typein the galaxy, he had spent sometimein the employ
of the late Huttese crimelord. Jabba had been involved in so many shady ded - ings throughout the galaxy
that it would have been hard for abounty collector not to hook up with him a some point. Rarely,
though, had any of them profited by it; a successful association with acreature like Jabba the Hutt was
onethat you survived intact.

"Anyway," continued 4-LOM, keeping his emotion- less voice low, "don't waste time worrying about
our tar- get's sate of hedth. Hejust hasto live long enough for usto collect the bounty that's been
posted on him."

A burgt of laughter and bright, chattering voices came from the crowd at Drawmas SmaDastable. All
eyes and attention in the bar had been drawn to the gambler from the moment he had entered. Zuckuss
felt abit more se- cure because of the noise and the genera diversion, asthough it had made him and
4-L.OM briefly invisble. With someone like SmaDain the room, no one would be watching them.

"It'sready." 4-LOM made the smple, quiet announce- ment. The droid bounty hunter leaned forward
dightly, passing asmal object undernegath the table to Zuckuss. "Timeto put our plansinto action.”

Timewas awaysthe crucia factor. Despite his com- plaints, Zuckuss knew exactly why they had had to
ar- rive a the bar so much earlier than their target. Some preparations required precisely measured
amounts of time, things readied in Slence and gedth, even if right under the inquisitive eyes of abar full of
ignorant onlookers. They don't need to know, thought Zuckuss with amea: sure of satisfaction. But they
will.

He took the object from 4-LOM's hand, carefully minimizing his actions so that anyone glancing in this



di- rection would have no clue of what might be happening beneath the table. The rest of the preparations
were swiftly completed; there was no need for Zuckuss to watch his own hands going about their work.
With thiskind of equipment, so essentia to a bounty hunter'strade, he could have performed the
necessary operations with hislarge eyes completely blindfolded.

"Okay," said Zuckuss after amoment. He leaned back, chancing aquick peek under the table's surface.
A tiny blinking red light indicated that his part of the prepa-rations had been completed satisfactorily.
"Looks good to me."

4-L.OM gave adight nod, a humanoid gesture that he had picked up somewhere along theway. "Then |
sug- gest you proceed.”

It'saways up to me, grumbled Zuckuss to himself as he pushed back his chair and stood up. No matter
who he had for a partner, somehow he always wound up do- ing the dirty work.

"Excuseme..." The crowd around Drawmas SmaDal's table had grown even larger and denser, just in
the short while that Zuckuss had been getting ready. He shoved and wedged himsdlf through the press of
bodies, the din of their excited words and laughter clattering in his earholes. "Pardon me ... I'vegot a
message for the esteemed SmaDa..."

The blinking dot of red light that Zuckuss had checked under the table with 4-LOM was safely hidden
ingde his close-fitting, equipment-studded tunic. A couple of quick,

sharp blows from the points of his elbowsright to afew midsections of the closely packed crowd
enabled him to work hisway right up to the front of SmaDastable. He gave adight, forma bow ashe
found himsdlf confronting the gambler over thetrays of picked-over delicacies.

"A message?' Drawmas SmaDawaswell known for his dert attention to voices from the crowd. "How
inter- esting. | wasn't expecting any such; these aren't my usua business hours." The gambler'seyeswere
barely visible through the rounded folds of flesh, pushed upward by his exuberant smile. "But,” he
continued with an expan-sve wave of hisgrease-shiny hands, "I might beinter- ested in hearing it. If it's
important enough.”

SmaDaswords hardly counted as awitticism, but the smiles on the faces of his escorts widened, and
hisflatter- ersin the assembled crowd broke into loud, appreciative guffaws.



"Judgeitsimportance for yourself." Zuckuss gazed back into the gambler's fat-swaddled eyes. "The
infor- mation in it comesfrom Sullug.”

The smile on SmaDas own face didn't diminish, but what could be seen of his eyes grew brighter and
more avarice-driven, like glints of razor-edged durasted. " 'Sul- lust'? That doesn't sound any chimesin
my memory." Hetilted hishead to one Sde, as coyly as possible for some-thing so massive. "Whoisthis
Sullust you speak of ?*

At Zuckuss's back, the laughter and the hubbub of voices had died avay. They knew what the name
meant— the bar was exactly the sort of crossroads where infor- mation about Imperia and Rebel
comings and goings would be traded.

"Not who," replied Zuckuss, "but where. And | think you aready know that." SmaDahad based his
entire gambling enterprise upon rumors and secrets, the tiny scraps of information that enabled him to
calculate odds with such precision. "Don't you?"

"Perhaps 0." SmaDal's golden smile gleamed even more dazzlingly. "But only afool turns down an
oppor- tunity to learn more. Dear things—" Heturned to his

fema e companions on ether side of him, one &fter the other. " Amuse yoursdves e sewhere for alittle
while. | need amoment donewith thisinteresting person.” He fluttered his beringed paws at the crowd.
"Makeway, makeway." Pouting, the females detached themselves and floated away. The sycophants
and other assorted hangers-on took the cue aswell, dispersing while whis-pering among themselves and
keeping watch on the gam-bler from the corners of their eyes. "There," said SmaDa as Zuckuss sat
down beside him. "Much more private now, wouldn't you say?"

"Adequate." Zuckuss till didn't fed entirely at easein such public surroundings. Proper bounty hunting,
he felt, was best donein remote areas or in the depths of interstellar space, where it would have been just
him, the target, and a high-powered weapon pointing in the target's direction. That'd wipe the smile from
this one'sface, Zuckuss thought. He glanced over at the table held left; 4-LOM was sitting as placidly as
be- fore, not even seeming to be interested at all in the ac- tion that was about to come down. Zuckuss
turned back toward SmaDa. "'l was pretty sure that a creaturein your line of businesswould be
interested in news from Sullust. Y ou're probably aready taking in betsonit.”



"Oh, I might." The dangling animal heads bobbed as SmaDa shrugged his broad shoulders. "It's hard,
though, to get any of my regular clientee to put down their cred- its, one way or another. The reports
that have circulated, concerning the Imperia buildup near the moon of Endor, have made a great many
creatures nervous. It's one thing to bet on aminor battle here or there, amere skirmish or aRebe raid on
an Imperid armaments depot, that sort of thing; quite another to place awager on what could very likely
be the end of thisgreat game.” SmaDa heaved an immense, fat-quivering sigh. "If that should bethe
case—if Emperor Pa patine should indeed quash the Re-bellion once and for all—how | shall missthese
glorious

days" He shook his head, asthough aready immured in regret over avanished past. "The Rebel
Alliance has brought the radiant aspect of hopeto every corner of the gaaxy; and where there's hope,
there'srisk-taking. And then..." SmaDas smile resppeared, even dyer than be- fore. " Theres wagering.
And that's dways profitable, for someone like me."

The gambler'swords gave Zuckuss ameasure of cold comfort. He's no different than me, thought
Zuckuss. Not that he had expected anything different; most of the galaxy's denizens, in Zuckuss's
estimation, spent dl their timelooking out for Number One, namely themselves. If he had ever believed
otherwise, he might have been tempted stay with the Rebd Alliance. But he was certain that idealism was
araretrace e ement in the universe's composition, whereas greed was as ubiquitous as hydro-gen atoms.

"l like profitsaswdll," said Zuckuss. One of the wait- ers had brought another drink, shimmering
amethyst in color, and had placed it in front of him; he didn't touch it. "That'swhy | sought you out."

"Good for you." SmaDa gave an appreciative nod. "And good for me, if whatever information you've
brought with you should turn out useful. The more one knows, the easier it isto make odds. Though mind
you'"—nhe peered closer at Zuckuss— "it's hard to take me by surprise on these things, anymore. There's
not much | haven't heard about what's been going on near Endor; | have excellent sourcesfor al kinds of
gossp and rumor.”

"I'm pretty surethisis something you haven't heard before." Zuckuss reached into histunic.

"Ah." SmaDaput thetips of hisglittering fingersto- gether. "My pul se races with anticipation.”

"How'sthis, then?' Zuckuss pulled out ablaster pis- tol and set its cold, hard muzzle against Drawmas
SmaDas forehead. "Y ou're coming with me."



He had the satisfaction of seeing the gambler's eyes

widen for amoment. Then they dl but vanished again, from the upwelling pressure of SmaDas
expansvegrin.

"That's very funny. How amusing!" SmaDadrew his hands gpart, enough to clap them together againin
ap- preciation. "Everyone—please observe!" He caled out loudly to the crowd in the bar; eager faces
swiveled in the direction of the table. "To what lengths crestures go meredly to provide me with afew
fleeting moments of amusement!" Hislaughter boomed againgt the walls, as though to frighten the play of
colorsagaing their sur-face. "Bringing in and waving around a blaster, in the one place it's sure to be
useless! Not even apower sourcefor it!"

The laughter was contagious, Zuckuss could hear it sweep through the establishment like awave
breaking over and carrying away the staff aswell asthe patrons. Their bright, barking noise mounted
louder, approach- ing some critical mass of hilarity. Zuckuss glanced over a 4-LOM, in the center of the
establishment's space; the droid bounty hunter was the only one not laughing. 4-LOM sat and waited
with machinelike patience, know-ing what was to come.

"Y ou poor fool." Drawmas SmaDa hadn't bothered to pull away from the blaster placed at his brow; he
obvi- oudy wanted dl the onlookersto relish thejoketoitsfull. "Did you think I'd be somehow
frightened by alump of dead metal? Or did you not even notice what happened when you camein here,
whét little piece of that weapon was taken away from you by our good inn-keeper's minions? Realy—"
With one pudgy hand, he dabbed away the tears that had managed to squeeze past the folds surrounding
hiseyes. "It'sjust too good.”

"Even better than you think," said Zuckuss. He shifted the blaster dightly awvay from SmaDa's head and
squeezed the trigger. A coruscating bolt of energy shot out and blew away a section of the bar's celling,
charred fragments and hot sparks raining down on the upturned faces of the crowd. "Thisweapon'slive.”

SmaDahad ingtinctively dived when the blaster bolt had scorched past the sde of hishead. His
immense girth had toppled the table, sending a cascade of liquor and the remains of the banquet
cascading across the floor. Crockery and crystal decanters shattered, the fragments gleaming like
trangparent teeth imbedded in the wetly gleaming disorder. A few of the bar's patrons still looked stunned
and disbdieving; some of the sharper-witted ones had rushed for the exit and were now scrabbling to get
past one another and up the narrow tunnel to the surface.



"Let'sgo." Zuckuss reached down with his free hand, grabbed SmaDas trembling elbow, and pulled the
gam- bler to hisfeet; he had to lean back to counterbaance SmaDa's greater weight. "There's some
crestureswho are ready to pay anice pile of creditsfor the privilege of having atalk with you. A long
talk." And probably not a pleasant one, judging from the panicked ook on the other's face and the
fear-induced quivering that shook thismass likeasmall planet's seismic activity.

The bar's proprietor came rushing up, pushing hisway past the remaining crowd. "Whét isthe meaning
of this?' SdlaCaram was nearly as agitated as the gam-bler caught in Zuckusss grip.”It's an outrage?
It'simpos-gblel 1t's—"

"It'sbusiness.” Zuckuss diverted the blagter's aim for amoment, away from SmaDa and toward
Caram. That was enough to stop himin histracks. C'airam's ten-tacles drew short and wrapped
themselvestightly around hisbody. "Y ou've dready got amess here." Zuckuss used the blaster to point
to the sodden, trampl ed-upon— and expensive—garbage on the floor. "Y ou can either start cleaning it
up ... Or you canjoinit. Your pick."

Caram'sfloppy, seemingly boneless appendages set- tled lower, asure Sign in his species of wanting to
avoid aviolent confrontation. "I do not know," he spoke with measured sulkiness, "how you managed to
get apower source for your weapon into these premises. It's strictly forbidden—"

"Sueme"

"If any of my staff herewereinvolved..." The gaze of the proprietor's gel atinous-appearing eyes, nearly
aslarge as Zuckusss, swept menacingly across the waiters and bartenders. "If | should discover any
complicity, any treachery ontherr part..."

"Don't worry about it," said Zuckuss. He pushed the trembling mass of SmaDa ahead of himsdif.
"They're off the hook." He didn't fed like sharing any of the credit for thisjob with nonbounty hunters; the
little bit of ac- tion, the deep, warm fedling of empowerment that came with drawing alive weapon on a
fat, blubbering piece of merchandise, had given his spirits aconsderablelift. With the gambler's quivering
bulk ahead of him, Zuck- uss stopped just beside the table at which his partner 4-LOM had remained
sitting throughout al the commo-tion that had taken place. " Speaking of your staff"— Zuckuss turned,
swiveling the muzzle of the blaster back toward Cairam— "you've got the usua service droidsin your
kitchen, don't you?'

C'aram gave apuzzled nod.



"Fine. Go have one of your other staff pull the moti- vator out of one of 'em. A standard FV50 unit will
do nicely.” Zuckuss raised the wegpon's muzzle alittle higher. "1 suggest you have them hurry. | might not
have the same resources of patience that you do."

On hasty ordersfrom C'airam, one of the bar staff scuttled back into the establishment's kitchen and re-
turned only seconds later with a double-cylindrica ob- ject in hishands.

"Thanks." Zuckuss took the motivator from him, and then shooed him away with awave of the blaster.
"Don't move," he warned SmaDa—needlesdy. The gam-bler, face now shiny with swest, |ooked
incapable of any- thing beyond involuntary respiration. Keeping the blaster in one hand, Zuckuss set the
motivator down on the table, then swiftly—he had practiced this step before coming to C'airam's
bar—unlatched the access pandl just

below the back of 4-LOM's head unit. "Thisshould do it..."

"Don't forget the red feedback-loop clip." Even with- out aworking motivator indgde the bounty hunter
droid, 4-LOM retained enough low-level auxiliary power to maintain consciousness and interactive
communications. "Make sure you've got that in-phase before you power up the mgjor thoracic systems.”

"l know what I'm doing," Zuckuss replied testily. With just one hand, it took afew momentslonger to
get thecircuits digned properly. ™Y oull be up and running in aminute.”

4-LLOM'simmobilized state had been anecessary part of the plan; otherwise, the droid could have taken
amore active part in rounding up Drawmas SmaDa. The most essentid item, though, had been making
sure that Zuckuss had had an operative blaster pistol to work with. That had meant getting a power
source past the establishment's security—impossible—or cre-ating one on the spot. Which was exactly
what 4-LOM had figured out how to do inits preparations for thisjob, even before he had taken
Zuckuss on as apartner. With the help of afew highly paid technica con-sultants, 4-LOM had designed
and ingtaled within himself adevice cgpable of stripping out theinterna circuit of astandard motivator,
the primary mecha-nism that enabled droid locomotion, and high-grading the resulting Ssmple power
source into one both pow-erful and small enough to be used in ablaster pistal. Like the dchemica
wizards on certain remote worlds, who claimed to be able to convert base materialsinto infinitely more
va uable substances, 4-LOM had given himsdlf the ability to change adull but useful internal component
to something very vauable indeed—a blaster power-source, in alocae where none was expected to be.



There were only two drawbacks to the motivator-into- power-source procedure. The first wasthat the
resulting

power source would only have enough charge for afew bolts. The second was that without amotivator,
4-L.OM would be incapable of any motion, either waking toward the target'stable or even lifting an arm
with aweapon clutched in its hand. That second problem was the main reason that 4-L OM had decided
to take on a partner; pulling this off was obvioudy atwo-creature job. And asfar asthe first problem
was concerned, that new partner was well versed enough in ordinary, nonbounty hunter psychology to
know that afew shotswould be dl that was needed.

"Got it." Zuckuss dammed the access panel cover into place. "Timeto get out of here."

"Agreed." 4-LOM pushed its chair back and stood up from the table. The droid reached over and
grabbed SmaDas elbow. "I would prefer it,” 4-LOM told the gambler, "if you did not show any
resstance. | have ways of enforcing my preferences.”

SmaDa stared back at the droid bounty hunter with blubbering terror.

"Good," said 4-LOM. "I'm pleased you understand.” 4-LOM glanced over at Zuckuss. "Y ou see?| told
you thiswould be an easy job."

Zuckuss nodded. "I've had worse." Lots worse, he thought. So far he hadn't actualy risked being killed
on thisone. Though that might change, if he and his partner didn't hurry.

"Both of you—" The proprietor Sadla Cairam had re- covered enough of his composure that he was
ableto screech and flap severd of his appendages smultaneoudy. "Y ou're barred from this
establishment! Permanently! Don't ever show your faces around here again!™

"Don't worry about that." Zuckuss shoved SmaDatoward the exit tunnel. He kept everyone in the bar
covered with the blaster—there were one or two shots | eft inits charge, at the most—as he and 4-LOM
hustled SmaDaout. "The drinks were terrible, anyway."

Not until later, when he and 4-L OM were aboard the droid bounty hunter's ship, with SmaDasafely



stowed

in a cage belowdecks, did Zuckuss redlize that they had stiffed C'airam. Neither he nor 4-LOM had
settled their drinks tab before leaving.

Serves himright, thought Zuckuss.

"So where are we taking this merchandise?' Standing in the hatchway of the cockpit, Zuckuss gave a
nod to in- dicate Drawmas SmaDa below them.

"I've aready notified the nearest Imperia outpost.” 4-LOM reached across the controls and made dow
mi- nor navigationd adjustments." They know well be bring- ing himin. And they'll have the bounty ready
to be paid out.”

"Thiswas ajob for the Empire?’'Zuckuss hadn't even bothered to ask before he had agreed to hook up
with the other bounty hunter. "Why would Pal patine want him?"

"Let'sjust say that our merchandise, in his previous role as gambling entrepreneur, was alittle too
accurate about setting odds for various military encounters be- tween Imperia forces and the Rebel
Alliance." 4-LOM didn't glance back as he tweaked the ship's controls. "There's alimit to how many
times one creature can pre- dict things like that, using nothing but intelligence and luck. At the rate that
SmaDawas calling the shots, it be- gan to look like he might have had access to some sources of inside
information. From insde the Imperid forces, that is”

Zuckuss mulled the other'swords over. "It's possi- ble," he said after amoment, "that it could've been
just luck. Redl good luck."

"If that'sthe case," replied 4-LOM drily, "then it wasn't good luck for our merchandise at dl. It was bad
luck— the worgt kind, in fact, snceit brought him to the atten-tion of Emperor Palpatine. Now he's
going to have alot of explaining to do. It won't be a pleasant process.”

Probably not, thought Zuckuss as he | eft the ship's cockpit area. Even if Drawmas SmaDarolled over
on any informants he might have had among the Emperor's minions, the techniques that would be used to



enaure

that the former gambler wastelling the truth would leave him a squeezed-out rag. He wouldn't be so fat
and jolly when dl that was over.

The brief excitement that Zuckuss had felt during the job, when he had pulled out the live blaster and
fired it off, shutting off al the onlookers laughter like flipping aswitch, had aready faded. He sat down
with his back against one of the ship's weapons|ockers and defocused hislarge, insectlike eyes. He
couldn't help feding that even if hisbounty hunter career was go- ing better now that he had hooked up
with 4-LOM, it somehow wasn't quite asmuch . . . fun, for lack of a better word. Granted, that kind of
amusement had nearly gotten him killed, and on more than one occa-sion. Still...

His thoughts turned to memories as he leaned his head back against the locker. He remembered two
other partnersin particular; one of them, Boba Fett, could be anywhere in the gdaxy now. Therewasno
stopping Fett, or gpparently even dowing him down. The last glimpse of Boba Fett that Zuckuss
remembered had been through the narrow hatch of an emergency escape pod, just prior to being
jettisoned from another ship sSmilar to thisone.

There had been another bounty hunter in that escape pod, one that had fumed with amurderous anger
the whole time that the pod had been hurtling through space, toward some yet-unknown destination. That
had been Bossk; both murder and anger were things that came naturally to Trandoshans. But it had made
for cramped quartersinside the little durastedl sphere. Tem-pers had flared, both his and Bossk's, and
they had kept from killing each other only by agreeing, once the escape pod came to rest on the nearest
planet, that they would go their separate ways. And so they had.

He was both glad and somehow sorry that his partner- ship with the cold-blooded, fiery-tempered
reptilian Bossk was long over. There was no amount of fun that was worth

therisks that came with an association with a creature like that.

Zuckuss shook hishead. At least I'm till alive, he thought. That has to count for something.

He wondered where Bossk was now ...



Hedidn't need to kill him... but he did. Bossk thought it was agood idea, not just to stay in practice for
the bounty hunter trade, but aso to make sure that no onein the Mos Eidey spaceport knew the
circumgtances of hisarrivdl.

The broken-down old transport pilot, a shambling wreck with a spine bent nearly double by too many
high-g landings, had come gimping up to Bossk, obvi-oudy looking for ahandout. "Wait aminute,” the
old man had rasped, digging aye low-nailed paw through the grey wisps of hisbeard as hisrheumy eyes
had peered closer at thefigurein front of him. "I know you—"

"Y ou're mistaken." Bossk had taken passage aboard anumber of loca system freighters, all under
assumed names, to reach the remote planet of Tatooine. There had been plenty of timesin the past when
he had flown his ship Hound's Tooth directly here and had made no attempt a concedling hisidentity.
Right now, circum- stances were different for him. "Get out of my way." He shoved past the beggar,
heading for the perimeter of the

spaceport'slanding field and the low shapes of the build- ings beyond. ™Y ou don't know who | am.”

"l sure do!" The beggar, dragging one foot-twisted leg behind himself, tagged after Bossk. They crossed
the landing field, streaked with blackened char marks from thruster engines. "Bumped into yaout in the
Osmani system; that was along while back." He struggled to keep up with the Trandoshan's quick
drides. "l was pi- loting a shuttle between planets—that was the cheapest gig | ever worked—and you
lifted one of my passengersright off the ship." The beggar emitted a phlegm-rich, cackling laugh. "Gave
me adamn good excuse for blow-ing my schedule, it did! | oweyaone!™

Bossk halted and turned on his clawed hedl. From the corner of his eye, he spotted some of the other
passen- gersthat had disembarked with him, now glancing over in this direction as though wondering
what the raised voices were dl about. ™Y ou don't owe me anything,” hissed Bossk. "Except alittle peace
and quiet. Here—" He dug into abelt pouch and pulled out a decicredit coin, then flipped it into the dust
beside the beggar's rag-shod feet. "Now you've made a profit on our little encounter. Take my advice as
well," growled Bossk, "and try to keep it that way."

The beggar scooped up the coin and followed after Bossk. "But you're a bounty hunter! One of the big
ones! Top of the biz—or at least you were."



That brought blood up into Bossk's dit-pupiled gaze; he could fed the musclestightening undernegth the
scales of his shoulders. Thistime, when he stopped and turned around, he reached down and gathered
up thefront of the beggar'sragsin his clenched fists and lifted the inso- lent creature up on tiptoe. He
didn't careif anyone waswatching. "What," he said quietly and ominoudly, "do you mean by that?"

"No offense.” A gap-toothed smile showed on the beggar's seamed humanoid face. "It'sjust that
everybody in the galaxy knows what happened to the Bounty Hunters

Guild. It'sdl gone, ain't it? Maybe there aren't any big- time bounty hunterseft.” The amile widened, like
an overripefruit splitting open in the heat of Tatooine's dou- ble suns. "Except for one.”

Bossk knew which one the beggar meant. It didn't im- prove his temper to be reminded about Boba
Fett. "Y ou're pretty free with your little comments, aren't you?' Hold- ing the beggar up close, he could
smell the encrusted dirt and sweat on him. *Maybe you should be alittle more careful.”

"I'm no freer with 'em than anybody elsein thisdump.”" Dangling from Bossk's doubled fists, the beggar
nodded toward the sun-baked hovels of Mos Eidey. "Everybody around here talks their heads off,
however many they've got of 'em. Pretty gossipy bunch, if you ask me."

"Did 17" Bosk fdt the points of his claws meeting through the beggar's wadded rags.

"You don't haveto, pa. '‘Cause'll tell youtheway it is." The beggar appeared completely unafraid.
"Pacelike Mos Eidey, ain't much eseto do except talk. Mostly about each other's business. Maybe
your busi-ness, once they know you're in town. Lots of 'em would be redl interested in hearing that a
certain bounty hunter named Bossk just arrived. Without a ship of hisown, traveling on an ordinary
freighter, and"—the beggar leaned his head back to survey Bossk with one squinting eye—"not looking
like he was doing too good at the moment.”

"I'm doing fine," said Bosk.

"Sureyou are, pal." The beggar managed a shrug. " A ppearances can be decelving, right? So maybe you
got somered good reason for coming here, dl incognito and dl. Tricky guy like you, maybe yagot some
big plan up your deeve. So you probably want to stay incognito, right? Isthat a good guess, or what?"



Bossk forced hisanger down afew degrees. "If you're so smart, why are you a beggar?*

"It suits me. Nice clean outdoor work. Y ou meet lovely

people, too. Besides, it'sonly a part-time thing for me. It'sagood cover for my red business.”

"Whichis?'

"Finding things out,” said the beggar. "In aplace like Mos Eidey, somebody like meisjust about
invishble. It'slike being the plaster on the walls. So when crea- tures don't notice you, don't know you're
even there, you can find out some interesting stuff. Stuff about other crestures—like you, Bossk. | didn't
just recognize you, like pulling something out of my own personal memory bank. I knew you were
coming hereto Ta-tooine; | got friendsall through this system and out on the freighters. They let me
know you were heading thisway. We kinda keep an eye on interesting characters like you, when they
show up in these parts. Let'sface it, no-body comesto a backwater world like this, unlessthey got a
good reason. It's not exactly the center of the uni-verse, you know. So it figures that you've got some
kind of areason for coming here." The beggar scratched the side of his head with adirty fingernail.
"Couldn't be any kind of job for Jabba the Hutt—he's dead, must be a coupla weeks now. Ain't nothing
worth bothering with out in what used to be his paace. And there's nobody around here with abounty on
his head—and believe me, I'd know if therewas." The expression on his grizzled face turned dyer."So
maybeit'sjust kindayour persona business, huh?'

Bossk glared straight into the beggar's eyes. "I'd like to keep it that way.”

"I'm sure you would, pal. So that'swhy | was think- ing, soon as| recognized you, when you came off
that transport. Thinking about some way you and | could do business, like. Y ou've had partners
before—shoot, bounty hunters are dways hooking up with each other. Guess that's so you can watch
each other's back, huh?' The beg- gar showed some more of the gapsin hissmile. "Well, maybe you and
me can be partners.”

"Y ou must bejoking." Bossk sneered at the beggar.



"What use would | have for apartner like you? My line of work is bounty hunting, not begging.”

"Like| said before, pd, thisaint dl | do. There'slots of other things I'm good at. One you might find
redlly valuable. And that's keeping my mouth shut. I'm an ace at that—for theright price, of course.”

"l bet you are." Bossk gave adow nod, then lowered the beggar to the black-streaked surface of the
space- port'slanding area. "But what about al the others? The onesin your little network of informants
that you heard about me from?"

"No problem; they can be taken care of." The beggar brushed off the front of hisragsto little visble
effect. "I've handed 'em aline before. All they knew was that you were heading thisway, hereto
Tatooine. They don't need to know whether you stopped here, or for how long. | can tell ‘em that you
werejust passing through, on your way to some other hole in the borderland regions. Communications
are so bad out in these territories, they'll figure it just tandsto reason if nobody reports spotting you for a
while"

"] see." Bossk looked down at the beggar. "And just what isthe pricefor this... service of yours?'

"Very reasonable. Even in what gppears to be your rather, um, reduced state financidly, I'm sure you'll
be ableto afford it."

Bossk mulled it over for afew moments. "All right,” he said at last. Y ou're right about one thing. Were
both men of business." He didn't want to attract any more attention to himsdf, out herein the public zone
of the landing field. "Why don't we go on into town?' Bossk hodded toward Mos Eidey itsdf. "So we
can tak over the details of our little partnership. Like busnessmen.”

"Sounds good to me." The beggar started walking, in his hobbled, awkward manner, toward the distant
build- ings. He glanced over hisshoulder. "I'm alittle thirsty, if you know what | mean.”

"Everybody'sthirsty on this planet.” With an easy

stride, Bossk followed after the beggar. He dready knew just what business arrangements he was going
to make.



When he was done making them, in one of thefirst back aleysthat they cameto insde Mos Eidey,
Bossk wiped from his clawed hands the dirt that had stained the beggar's neck so greasily black. It didn't
take long to do so; hardly more than the few seconds that had been required to snap the scrawny bones
inthefirg place. Killing someone, Bossk had found over the years, was a- ways the best way to ensure
their slence.

With a couple of kicks, he pushed what now looked like no more than abundle of rags over against the
wadll of the dley. Bossk glanced over his shoulder to make sure that no routine security patrol had spotted
what had gone down. He had come here to Tatooine, and specifi-caly to Mos Eidey, for the purpose of
lying low and making his plans without anyone being too curious about hisidentity—the beggar had been
right about that much. About how to conduct business with a Trando-shan , the beggar had been alittle
off the mark. Too bad for him, thought Bossk as he headed for the bright-lit mouth of the aley.

Asfor the suddenly deceased beggar's network of con-tacts off-planet—Bossk had aready decided not
to worry about them. He was probably lying to me, anyway. The beggar could have recognized Bossk
and then made up that story about informants strung through the system, al keeping an eye on bounty
hunters and other suspi- cious creatures, just to jack up the price he had been ask-ing for his continued
dlence

Which hadn't even been dl that high; Bossk knew he could have easly afforded it, without dipping too
far into his stash of credits. Things are chegper on Tatooine, thought Bossk. They deserveto be. The
shade of apair of tethered dewback mountsfell across him as he made hisway across Mos Eidey's
centra plaza and toward the cantina. Deciding to eliminate the beggar rather than pay the shakedown had
been more amatter of general principles rather than economics. If abounty hunter et

himsdlf begin paying to keep his affairs private, he'd eventualy wind up paying off everybody. With that
kind of overhead, Bossk knew, it'd be hard to turn a profit.

He descended the rough-hewn stone steps into the cantina's familiar confines. Inaholelikethis, he
wouldn't have to worry about anyone sticking a proboscisinto hisaffairs. They'd know what the
consequences would be. Plus, most of them had their own secrets—some of which Bossk knew alittle
about—so silence was amutualy desired commodity.

A few glances were turned hisway, but the faces re- mained carefully composed, devoid of even the
dight-est 9gn of curiogity. The cantinds regulars, the various lowlifes and scheming creatures with whom
he'd had innumerable business dedlings, here and e sewhere in the galaxy, al responded asif they had



never seen him before.

That wasthe way heliked it.

Even the bartender said nothing, though he remem- bered Bossk's usud order; he poured it from a
chiseled stone flagon kept beneath the bar and set it down in front of the Trandoshan. Bossk didn't need
totell himto put it on histab.

"I'm looking for aplaceto stay." With his massive, scaled shoulders hunching over the drink, Bossk
leaned closer to the bartender. " Someplace quiet.”

"S0?" The scowl on the bartender's lumpish face didn't diminish; he continued wiping out an empty glass
with agrease-mottled towel. "We ain't running a hotel here, you know."

Thistime, Bossk did a coin acrossthe bar. " Some-place private.”

The bartender laid the towe down for amoment; when he picked it up again, the coin had vanished. "I'll
ask around.”

"Appreciateit." Bossk knew that those words meant the negotiations were concluded, and successfully.
The

Mos Eidey cantinaactudly did have some chambers for rent—dark, airless holes, down benesth the
celars and subcellars where the barrels of cheap booze were stored— but only afew cregatures, even
among the establishment's regular habitues, knew about them. The cantina's man- agement preferred
keeping them little known, and empty more often than nat; it cut down on the amount of raids and genera
hasdes from the Empire's security forces. "I'll check with you later.”

"Don't bother." The bartender dapped something down. "Here's your change.”

Bossk didn't even bother to look. He palmed the small object, feeling the outline of aprimitive all-meta



key, and dipped it into one of the pouches on his belt. He a- ready knew the way to the chambers
benegth the can- ting, down one of the narrow stairs tucked behind a crumbling stonewall.

Carrying the drink with him, he dipped into one of the booths along the far wall. It wasn't too long
before somebody joined him.

"Long time, Bossk." A rodent-faced Mhingxin sat himself down on the other sde of the booth'stable.
Eob-bim Figh'slong-fingered hands, like collections of bones and coarse, spiky hairs, set out a
multicompartmented box with an assortment of stim-enhanced snuff powders. "Good to seeyou.” Figh's
sharp-pointed nails dipped into the various powders, one after another, then to the elongated nogtrilson
the underside of hiswetly shining snout. "Heard you were dead. Or something.”

"It would take alot to kill me, Figh." Bossk sipped at the drink. ™Y ou know that.”

"BobaFettisalot. Lot of trouble." The Mhingxin shook his tapered head. " Shouldn't take him on. Not if
youresmart."

"I'm plenty smart enough for Fett,” said Bossk sourly. "I just haven't been lucky.”

Figh exploded into high-pitched laughter, asquedling gae that sent clouds of acrid snuff rising from the
box on

thetable. "Lucky! Lucky!" He dapped his narrow paws beside the box. "Luck isfor fools. Used to tell
methat. You did."

"Then I've gotten even smarter than | was before.” Bossk could fed the expresson on hismuzzleturn
ugly and brooding. "Now I know how important luck is. Boba Fett has luck. That'swhy every timel've
encoun-tered him, heswon.”

"Luck?" Figh shrugged. "Little more than that. Whet. | think."



The awkward Basic of the creature Sitting across from Bossk irritated him. "'l don't care what you think,"
he growled. "I've got plans of my own. Plus, I've got the odds on my side now."

"Figurethat? How s0?"

"Simple." Bossk had had along time to brood over the matter. "Boba Fett's run of luck has gone on way
too long. It'sgot to end; maybe it'saready ended. Thenit'll be my turn." He nodded dowly, asthough
aready tast- ing blood seeping between the fangsin hismouth. "And it'll be payback time for Boba Fett."

That produced another bout of snickering laughter from Figh. "Long time coming. That payback. Not the
only one—you."

Bossk knew that was true enough. The breakup of the old Bounty Hunters Guild, for which Boba Fett
had been largely responsible, had left alot of creatures throughout the galaxy with asmmering hatred for
Fett. He hit usal, right where it hurts. Bossk nodded again, even dower and with eyes narrowed. In our
pockets. The old system, under the Guild, had spread the wealth out, not evenly— Bossk's father,
Cradossk, as head of the Bounty Hunters Guild, had dways done better for himself than any of his
followers—but well enough that no hunter went com- pletely hungry. All that was changed now; alot of
former bounty hunters were either dead or had dropped out of the trade, getting into other lines of work
that were e- ther closer to or further from being legd. The crimina

organization Black Sun had reorganized; the Empire had picked up some new recruits, as had the Rebel
Alliance

"We could've hung together," sulked Bossk. "If weld been smart.” He couldn't—and didn't—blame
himsdf for that much; he had tried to keep the other bounty hunters, or at least the younger and tougher
ones, to-gether after the Bounty Hunters Guild had broken up. That had been the whole point of the
Guild Reform Committee that he had put together—with himsalf at the head, naturally—right after he had
eliminated old Cra- dossk, in thetraditiona and time-honored Trandoshan fashion. The old lizard
would've wanted it that way, Bossk told himsdlf. And if Cradossk hadn't, who cared? He was il just as
dead and out of the way now.

"Smart, lucky—big ifs," said Figh. "For you. For Boba Fett, not ifs.”

"Yeah, well, welll see about that." The drink'sintoxi- cants had fueled Bossk's anger. "Like | sad, | got



"Planstake money. Y ou got?'

Bossk glared a the Mhingxin, wondering just how much he knew. "Enough.”

"True?' Figh gave adoubtful shrug. "Not so heard around here.”

The murder of the beggar, whose body Bossk had |eft in the dley at Mos Eidey's perimeter, was starting
to seem pointless. Or at least pointless beyond the smple pleasure of snapping another creature's neck in
hisfists. It was beginning to seem that everybody in the spaceport had aline on hisfinancia condition.

"Y ou heard wrong, then." Bossk decided to bluff it out. "Usethet little rodent brain of yours, for a
change. The old Bounty Hunters Guild had a huge treasury stashed away, beforeit fell apart. Who do
you think wound up with al those credits?’

Figh smiled unpleasantly. "Not you."

"L ook, just because | didn't land here with my own persona ship—that doesn't mean anything. | got my
own reasons for wanting to keep alow profile.”

The Mhingxin uttered a common, low-dang ex-pression for bovine waste materid. "Broke, you, that's
the truth. What heard, more than one mouth. Smiling and laughing, too. Nearly as many enemies, you, as
Boba Fett. All that killing." Figh shook his head, rudi-mentary snout whiskersfluttering. " Stepping on
toes. Probably why your bad luck. Nobody wish you good luck.”

Bossk felt the urge rise in him to reach across the table and do the same thing to Figh that he had done
to the beggar he had |eft in the dley. He restrained himself; the consequences wouldn't have been
insurmountable, but he didn't need the expense right now of paying the bar- tender to take care of the
mess. Plus—now that Bossk thought about it—there was a certain value to having an information source
like Figh around.



"So tell me something." Bossk |eaned across the table, clawed hands folded around the drink in front of
him. " Since you've heard so much about my state of affairs. If | didn't get the Bounty Hunters Guild
treasury, then who did?’

"Everybody knows. Not even worth charging you for." Figh's sneer split one sde of hisface. "The
credits gone, and so is Gleed Otondon. Figure out.”

That jibed with everything Bossk had been able to find out while he had been making hisway hereto
Tatooine. He could still remember the annihilating fury that had boiled up inside him when he had
attempted to access the mountain of credits that had been stashed away from the vanished Guild and had
found the ac-counts completely ransacked. Whoever had been re-sponsible, and who now had the
creditsthat should rightfully have been in Bossk's pockets, had not only known the crypto-security codes
for the accounts, but aso exactly what banking and financia-center worlds they had been located at.
Obvioudy an insidejob: some of the accounts had been emptied just afew min-utes before Bossk got to
them and found them bare. So it must have been somebody who had been at the top

levels of the old Bounty Hunters Guild, Bossk figured, one of hisfather Cradossk's most trusted
advisors, a creature that would have been in a position to snoop out the access codes and the other
information neces- sary for locating al those hidden credits. And stealing them, brooded Bossk. The
injustice of it fill rankled. If anyone was going to stedl that money, it should have been him.

Whoever it had been, though, it obvioudy wasn't one of the younger bounty huntersthat had gone with
him into the Guild Reform Committee. None of those had had accessto that kind of information in the
old Guild; they had all ill been trying to scrabble up the ladder to those levels, with the places and
positions of influence dl occupied by ther eders.

That had been the reason why so many of them had welcomed the breakup of the old Guild, and had
even helped bring it about; even Bossk had seen the per-sona advantagesin revolution, of smashing the
system in place and putting in anew one with himself in charge, supported by the younger and tougher
bounty hunters. It just hadn't worked out that way. We should've killed 'em all, thought Bossk in
retrospect, right at the start. Too many of the eldersin the old Guild had survived the breakup, and had
gone on to form their own spin-off fragment, the so-called True Guild. All that had been ac-complished
by the existence of two splinter groups was awar of attrition between them. The elders had been alot
tougher than the young bounty hunters, Bossk in-cluded, had expected; tough enough, &t least, to have
thinned out the Guild Reform Committegs ranks pretty drastically, at the same rate that the True Guild's
mem-bers had been picked off. If the goa had been to reduce the number of bounty hunters dive and
working in the galaxy—and Bossk had heard rumors to that effect, about whoever had been behind
Boba Fett's entry into the old Guild—then that goa had been well and bloodily achieved.



Though now, it appeared as if somebody ese had

doneadl right by the smashing of the old Guild. It and its successor fragments, the Guild Reform
Committee and the True Guild, were long gone—why would any bounty hunter in hisright mind say in
either organization when dl it seemed to do wastarget him for death by the other Sde? The even smaller
and less powerful splinter groups, forming after the disintegration of the two main factions, held no
atraction for Bossk. He had aready decided that it was better to be an independent operator, on one's
own or, at the most, hooked up with a partner. The Hunter's Creed, the honor code that had kept most
bounty hunters from killing one another off too readily, was over with; from now on, it was every hunter
for him- sdf. The only thing left of vaue from the old Bounty Hunters Guild had been its treasury—and
now that was gone aswell.

Aswas Gleed Otondon. That scum, brooded Bossk. Otondon had been one of old Cradossk's chief
advisors, apower on the ruling council of the Bounty Hunters Guild. Then he had become the head
negotiator for the True Guild splinter group. For al Bossk knew, Otondon might well have been the
absolute leader of the True Guild dl adong, the one that the other old-timers had looked to for their
marching orders. If so, Otondon had pulled afast one on them aswell: Bossk knew the whereabouts of
al the bounty hunters till dive, the young ones and the old-timers who hadn't yet managed to kill one
another off, and none of them showed any signs of having that kind of credits on them. They weredl
scrabbling to survive, now that the Guild and its off- shoots were no more. The only one that couldn't be
lo-cated, either diveor in hisgrave, was Gleed Otondon. He had conveniently vanished—conveniently
for him- sdif, that was; if Bossk had been able to get his hands on him, he would have torn out Otondon's
throat and most of hisinterna organsin pursuit of the stolen Guild treasury.

Thekind of disappearance that Otondon had under-

gonetook credits, alot of them; the gdaxy was stuffed with informants and squealers, and none of them
had a clue asto Otondon's whereabouts. Bossk didn't even bother asking Eobbim Figh sitting across
from him whether there had been any word in these parts about the missing bounty hunter; that kind of
newswould only reach Tatooine long after it was common knowledge everywhere else.

"No talk Gleed Otondon? All those credits?' Figh made a show of feigning sympathy for Bossk. "Can
under- stand. More bad luck for you, eh?' He gave adow shake of his head. " Silence preferred, no
urprise”

"I'll take care of Gleed Otondon when the time comes,” said Bossk. "Helll have histurn. But not right
now. I've got other things on my agenda.”



"No—onething." Figh smiled. "BobaFett."

The Mhingxin had read that much right, as though Bossk's anger had written the other bounty hunter's
name on his scale-covered brow. Theimage of Fett's narrow-visored helmet, battered and dented, but
gill as awesomely functiona aswhen it had shielded some long-ago Mandaorian warrior, filled Bossk's
gaze when he squeezed his eydids shut. He had never seen Boba Fett's actua face—very few creatures
hed, and lived to tell about it—but Bossk could il vividly imagine how the blood would seep from
beneath that helmet's hard gaze as he crushed the other's neck in his bare hands. Right now, herein the
Mos Eidey cantina, hisfists clenched tighter, talons digging into his pams, as he yearned to make the
vision of Boba Fett's death aredlity. That vision, that desth, was dl that Bossk could think of ; the thirst
for revenge, like burning acid poured down histhroat, seeped through every fiber of hisbeing. Asmuch
as he hated and despised the vanished Gleed Otondon for having stolen from him, that was amatter of
mere credits. For a Trandoshan, wealth meant nothing com- pared to honor. And that was what Boba
Fett had stolen from him.

"My reputation,” said Bossk, ominous and quiet. "That'swhat he took. Over and over and over..."

"Reputation? Y ours?' Another gade of squedling laugh- ter came from Figh. " Such doesn't exist. Not
anymore. Zero on any scale, what creaturesthink of you."

A gdling redization broke over Bossk. HeEs not afraid of me —he looked acrossthetable at the
Mhingxin with something like horror. That was how much his own reputation had diminished; that wasthe
ultimate conse-quence of his continuing series of defeets at the hands of Boba Fett. A scurrying sentient
rodent such as Eobbim Figh could laugh at him, without gpparent fear. The humiliation of that fact was
likeaflood of ice water dumped on thefires of hisanger. And more than humilia-tion: if fear hadn't
shown itsdlf in the creature Sitting across from him in the booth, its dark flower now roseinside himself.

How can | survive? For amoment, that thought blot- ted out al othersin Bossk's mind. He had hisown
list, onethat he had never before paid much attention to, of creaturesin the galaxy that had reason to
hold agrudge against him. In his own bounty hunter career, back when the Guild had till beenin
existence, he had bought his persond triumphs at the cost of stepping on alot of other hunters toes,
gtealing hard merchandise out from under their noses and handing out other humiliations, just asif none of
the otherswould ever have a chance of retribution at him. That list was probably aslong as Boba
Fett's—perhaps longer, considering that more of them were il dive. Creatures who wound up running
afoul of Boba Fett dso had away of winding up dead, their grievances buried with them.

The other difference, between hislist of enemies and Boba Fett's, was that only afew, and thosethe



most foolhardy ones, would take a shot at getting satisfaction from Fett. Better to Sit on one's grudges
rather than give Boba Fett any more reasons for eiminating someone el se from the universe of theliving.

If Bossk had Htill

been in any way rational on the subject of the long-hated Boba Fett, that would have been the advice
he'd have given to himself. The same kind of warning no longer held for any of Bossk's own enemies,
especialy now that it had been demonstrated to the entire galaxy, over and over, that he could be bested
in aconfronta-tion. Any other bounty hunter who might have previ-oudy had second thoughts about
ettling accounts with Bossk would now be having third thoughts about the matter—and deciding to act
on them. If Bossk hadn't had a good reason for keeping alow profile before, that one would do for now.

"When cregtures think zero," continued Figh, "chances of death high. For you."

One corner of Bossk'smuzzle lifted in asnarl. "Tel me something | don't know."

Figh stroked the stiff whiskers of his pointed snout. " So not matter of mere emotion, your grudge against
Boba Fett. More important. Squatting aguatic avian, un- til proved that killer stuff in you. Somebody get,
sooner, later. Too bad. Only way to get respect of others back, plus keep skin intact, take down Boba
Fett. Nothing else do."

He knew Eobbim Figh was right about that. There was alot more at stake than just his honor and
repu-tation. Once word got out that he was stuck here on Tatooine—and it would, no matter how many
gos-spy street beggars he killed—then held be atarget for al those other bounty hunters. Some of them
might even have concelved the notion that he, rather than Gleed Otondon, was Sitting on the treasury
from the old Bounty Hunters Guild. That would add afinancid motive—always an effective onefor
bounty hunters— to their persona ones, for seeking him out, murder in mind.

"Wait aminute." Bossk peered suspicioudy at Figh. "How do you know Boba Fett's il live?!

"Simple." Figh mimed ashrug. "Open data, one like

you. Can see through al way. Brooding on failures, humiliations—very unlike. Heard about, before your
ar- rival here, even. To get under scalesthat bad, only possible for Boba Fett. Y our long-standing rivalry
wdl known, everywhere. If Fett redly dead, you a happy Trandoshan. Happy as Trandoshans can get.
Brood, sulk, you know that Feit alive. What you know, | know. Or can guess.” Figh'simitation smile



showed. "Guess proved right, just now."

Bossk nodded. "Y ou're pretty smart," he said. "For aMhingxin.”

The comment got the reaction he expected—and wanted. Figh's coarse, spiky fur bristled across his
neck and shoulders. " Smarter than you," spat Figh. "Not waiting to get killed, Sitting around. Like you."

"Simmer down. Y ou didn't come over hereto talk to mejust to point out the obvious, did you?' The
glasswas empty in front of Bossk; he pushed it away with one claw- tipped finger. "Y ou must have had
your reasons. Some-body like you aways does.”

Figh'sblack, beadlike eyes ill flashed with irritation. " So smart, then you say. My reasons, talk with
you."

Bossk had dedlt with other Mhingxinsin the past. They had asmple, easily manipulable psychology.
"Sim- ple," he said. "Y ou think the two of us can do some busi- ness together.” Mhingxins had alow
sef-image, due probably to their resemblance to the kind of furtive crea- turesthat crept into food
supplies on any number of worlds, and awell-aimed personal remark could easily provoke them. That's
when their guard dipped. "Y ou know what | want to do; maybe you got some notion of how you could
help me accomplish that.”

"Help you? Not likdy!" Figh thrust histapering snout forward; hislong, hairy, and knobby handsflat-
tened themselves against the table. "Want to track down Boba Fett, get name back, do it on your own.
Got information that could help, but giveto you, think again.”

"Come on, Figh; nobody gives anybody anything, not in this galaxy. But now that we've established that
you've got something to sdll, we can talk about price.”

" 'Sdl"?" Figh drew back, eyeing Bossk warily. "What would be?’

"Information, obvioudy. Y ou don't have to play around with me. Y ou must have something on Boba
Fett, some- thing that you think I'd be interested in. Okay, you're right about that; | am interested.” Bossk
jabbed afinger toward the creature on the other side of the table. "'l was interested even before you



came around, trying to get the price jacked by getting me al worked up about Fett. So let's dedl.”

"Dedl... price ... Hl..." Figh shook hishead. "All need something ese, if happen.”

"Whet'sthat?'

"Credits," Figh said bluntly. ™Y our credits. Got?'

"I've got enough.” Bossk shrugged. "For thetime being.”

"Said before. Doesn't look likeit."

It was Bossk'sturn to grow irritated. " Appearances can be deceiving.”

"Very." Figh had recovered enough of his compo- sure to show his unpleasant smile again."But haveto
be credits up-front. Pay asyou go. Not running atab; not with me." Figh nodded toward the bartender at
the other side of the cantina. " Stiff that fool, you want. Here, business."

Businesswas dl that mattered. Bossk had dready made some decisions aong that line. It wasn't just a
mat- ter of hisown persona priorities, histhirst for revenge against Boba Fett, that had led him to put off
going after Gleed Otondon and the pilfered treasury of the old Bounty Hunters Guild. He was caught ina
double-bind situation: as useful asdl those credits would be—there was more than enough to buy anew
ship and completdly ouitfit it with al the necessary weaponry for hunting down and eiminating Fett—his
chances of successfully

tracking down Otondon were virtualy nil aslong as his own reputation was so badly impaired, with
every other bounty hunter with agrievance againgt himin the way. It was a better idea, with the limited
resources at his dis-posd, to reestablish his reputation by settling his own grudge against Boba Fett; that
would make him afeared individua once more in the gal axy-wide community of bounty hunters, and he
would have afree hand in going after the stolen property that should rightfully have been hisall along.



"All right,” said Bossk. "Businessit is. Pay aswe go." Heleaned acrossthe table, bringing his hard,
unsmiling gaze closeto Figh. "What've you got for me?'

"Very vauable" Figh didnt flinch. "Location of Boba Fett. Where a. Now."

Bossk was impressed. "Y ou got that?"

"No. But can get.”

Unimpressed now, Bossk sat back, his spine against the booth's padding. "L et me know when you do.
Thenyou get pad.”

"Don't worry." Figh did out of the booth. "Y ou see me again.”

Bossk watched the Mhingxin work hisway through the crowd that had started to fill up the cantina.
Then Figh was gone, up the airsto the surface and the streets of Mos Eidey. Where presumably such
marketable infor- mation could be found.

He hoped that Figh did come back with the info. That was something he wouldn't mind paying for, no
meatter how dim hisfinances were a the moment. Y ou can't hit atarget, hetold himsdf, if you don't know
whereitis. All the time he had been traveling toward Tatooine, he had made attempts to discern Boba
Fett's whereabouts. That had been abig part of Bossk's rea-sons for coming to the planet on which
Boba Fett had |ast been spotted, taking off from the Dune Sea with another bounty hunter named Dengar
and some danc-ing girl who had managed to escape from Jabba the Hutt's paace; Bossk didn't even
know her name, or

why Fett would have had enough interest in her wel-fare to have kept her around. But those two had
been with Fett when another low point in the continuing litany of Bossk's humiliations at his hands had oc-
curred. With another one of his underhanded psycho-logicd ploys, Boba Fett had managed to chase
Bossk out of hisown ship, the Hound's Tooth, and once more into an emergency escape pod, hurtling
away from what Bossk had thought was certain destruction but which had turned out to be only adud
autonomic bomb.



It was agood bet that Boba Fett was still in pos-session of the Hound's Tooth. Fett's own ship, Savel,
had been found abandoned by aRebel Alliance patrol squad. Along with Dengar and the female, Boba
Fett must have transferred over to the Hound and piloted it toward some unknown destination. Which
makes, Bossk thought grimly, one more thing he's stolen from me. Bossk's reputation and his ship; Boba
Fett had alot to answer for.

And Bossk had aready vowed that he would. That kind of payback could only be madein onekind of
coin. Degth. The taste of blood in Bossk's jaws would not just be imagined then; soon it would bered.

He sat brooding for awhile longer, hunched forward at the table, the empty glassin front of hisclaws.
Brood- ing and wondering where Boba Fett was right now; he was dready impatient for Eobbim Figh to
return with that information.

Probably taking it easy somewhere, Bossk thought bitterly. The Hound's Tooth was a good ship, well
ap- pointed in the best of Trandoshan taste; not just an effi- cient hunting craft, but one with aminimal but
necessary degree of comfort for itsrightful owner. Thinking of Boba Fett lounging about in the Hound's
comfortsinfu- riated him even more.

He's there, seethed Bossk, and I'm stuck here. His claws closed into fists, aching for athroat to break
in- Sdethem.

There was no justice in the galaxy. While he scrabbled for aplaceto lie low, on abackwater hole like
Tatooine, Boba Fett was safe in the peace and tranquillity of inter-stellar space, far from harm.

Nojudticeat dl...

She had just about decided to kill them both.

Neelah looked at the back of Boba Fett's helmet as he sat at the cockpit controls of the Hound's Tooth.
There was no indication that he was aware of her standing in the hatchway behind him. But knowing Fett,
with his congtant, preternatural awareness, she felt sure that nothing was getting by him. He can bear the



blood rush- ing in my veins, thought Nedlah. He knows.

The other bounty hunter, the one named Dengar, was still adeep in the ship's cargo area. Nedlah had |eft
him there, worn out from relating Boba Fett's grim history to her. Like most bounty hunters, Dengar was
acreature of action; shifting words about, bringing the past to life in even the rawest, most direct terms,
was hard [abor for him. Especialy under duress; she had woken him up be- forethislast timewith a
blaster pistol aimed at his head. She had been impressed with the degree of motivation that had inspired
in Dengar.

She dill had the blaster pistol with her; in fact, it dan- gled from her hand as she watched Fett adjusting
the ship's navigationd controls. Origindly, it had been one of Boba Fett's wegpons,; she had managed to
dipit away

from him here in the cockpit, before he had been able to stop her. That had earned Nedlah a grudging
congratula-tions from him. Very few creatures had ever managed a stunt like that.

Maybe | shouldve killed him then, thought Nedlah. Or at least tried to. Her finger tightened upon the
wegpon'strigger. All she had to do was raise the wegpon, am—nhardly difficult at thisminima
distance—and fire. And this uncertainty in her existence would be taken care of, once and for dl...

"Don't delude yoursdlf." Boba Fett's voice snapped her out of the murderous reverie into which she had
falen. "I'm aware of your presence.” He hadn't turned around, but had continued his adjustmentsto the
ship's controls. A fina number was punched into one of the navicomputer touchpads, then Fett swiveled
around in the pilot's chair to face her. "Y ou'd have more luck if you were adroid. Some of those can be
virtudly slent.”

The remark struck Nedlah as unintentionally ironic. If | wereadroid, she thought, | wouldn't have any of
the problems | do now. Even her identity, knowing who or what she was, other than a human femae with
afdse name, aname not her own, and apast that had been stolen from her—it was hard to imagine a
droid being concerned about things like that. Memory for adroid was amatter of chipsand
micro-implants, tiny recording devices as manufactured and interchangesbl e as them- salves. Machines
haveit easy, thought Nedah. They didn't need to find out what they were; they knew.

"I'll be more careful next time," said Neglah. With Boba Fett facing her, she had no more clue than
before asto the secrets held within his skull. The dark, T-shaped visor of his hemet, that battered and
discolored but still awesomely functiond relic of the ancient Mandaorian warriors, conceded anything
that might have told her what he thought and knew. The entire answer about who she was and how she



had come to the remote, friendless sectors of the galaxy in which she had found herself might

be locked up insde Boba Fett, like akey hidden in the very strongbox it was meant to unlock.

But the helmet, and its dark, shielded gaze, didn't matter; not really. She was one of the few creaturesin
the galaxy who had ever seen Boba Fett without his helmet— for al the good it had done her. Back on
the planet Tatooine, in the harsh glare of the twin suns above the Dune Sea, Neglah had found him close
to death, vomited out onto the hot sands by the Sarlacc beast whose death throes he had engineered
frominddeitsgut. The Sar-lacc's gagtric secretions, like a corrosive acid capable of etching unaloyed
durastedl, had stripped Boba Fett of hisarmor, right down to and including agood dedl of hisskin. If she
hadn't ssumbled across him, hislife would have oozed away like the blood seeping out from his raw flesh
and hissing on the sun-baked rocks surrounding him.

She had saved hislife then, hiding him with the help of Dengar, and keeping him safe long enough to let
hiswounds hed, wounds that would have killed a cresture of lesser will. Even unconscious, under the
chemica weight of the most powerful anesthetic drugs, he had still been Boba Fett, tenaciousin hisgrasp
ontheworld of theliving.

And Boba Fett afterward, as well—frustratingly so. Gratitude seemed to be a substance in short supply
among bounty hunters. Save the guy'slife, thought Nee-lah bitterly, and what do you get? Not
much—and defi-nitely not answersto questions. Anything she knew of her past was limited to the few
scrapsthat had survived that mystery-producing memory wipe, and the infuriat-ingly little bits and pieces
that she had picked up back in Jabba the Hutt's palace, and then here aboard the stolen ship Hound's
Tooth. So far she had gotten nothing from Dengar; the history he had been relating to her, of the
in-fighting and skulduggery that had findly broken up the old Bounty Hunters Guild, hadn't yet reveded
anything of her past. And what it had told her about Boba Fett's past she had dready pretty well figured
out: that hewas

nobody to get involved with, even on a partnership basis. A successful business dealing with Boba Fett
was one where he kept al the credits, and the other creature got to keep itslife. And an unsuccessful
one? Boba Fett still kept the credits.

For him to have hauled Nedlah onto first hisown ship, Save |, when they had dl been under Segeby a
couple of well-armed lowlifes out of Mos Eidey, then onto this ship he had taken from the reptilian
bounty hunter known as Bossk, didn't indicate any gratefulness on Boba Fett's part, any recognition of
the fact that he wouldn't even be dive now if it hadn't been for her. He's got some use for me—Nedah
had figured that out awhile back. If she wasn't exactly hard merchandise—the bounty hunter term for
thelr captives, to be traded in for the nice fat re- wards that had been placed on their heads—she was
neverthel ess part of one of Fett's mercenary schemes. | just don't know what part yet.



"Careful might not be enough.” Boba Fett's cold, emotionless words broke into her thoughts. "Being
smart isbetter. A smart cresture doesn't make it ahabit to come up behind me without warning. I've
killed afew, just for doing that.”

"Oh?" Nedah had become sufficiently used to his ca- pacity for violence to no longer be intimidated.
Plus, hav- ing nothing to lose—not even one's self—reduced one'sfears. "And for no other reason?”

"A warning, perhaps." Boba Fett gave adight shrug. "To others, not to do the same thing."

"That only works," said Neelah, "when the creature who's listening cares what happens.”

He gave no sign of being amused by her comment. "Y ou don't?"

"I'm 4till trying to find out. If | do or not.”

"It doesn't matter to me," said Boba Fett, "whether you do. Just aslong asyou stay out of the way.
While | go about my business”

Nedah felt ahot spark of anger igniting insde her,

triggered by Fett's matter-of-fact tone. "And what busi- nessisthat? Specificaly.”

"Y ou'l find out soon enough. When we reach our destination.”

Even as smdl apiece of information as that had proved impossible for her to pry out of Boba Fett. He
hadn't seen fit to divulge it to Dengar, either, even though the two bounty hunters were supposed to be
partners. In-stead, Fett had been cagey and silent asto the course he had plotted for the Hound's Tooth
sncethey had taken over the ship.



"I've asked you before." Neelah spoke through grit- ted teeth, her hand straying toward the blaster pistol
she had tucked inside her belt. "Why dl the big mystery?'

"No mystery at dl," replied Boba Fett. "Just as| said, you'l find out soon enough. Right now, you don't
need to know."

A part of hersdlf that was as cold and dispass onate as the bounty hunter observed her own reaction to
his ob- stinate words, as though there were some small clue to be derived there. Nedlah was well aware
that the imperious response, which she had to keep atight grip upon, was not that of someone born to be
adave, adancing girl, and eventua food for a pet rancor in some obese Hultt's palace. She had known
that even while she had been un- der the control of the late and unlamented Jabba, with- out even the
dightest scrap of memory asto how she had come to be there. The only thing left of her previous exis-
tence, whatever it had been and on what distant world, had been the certainty that the cold attention the
bounty hunter Boba Fett had directed toward her, in that gridy pit of depravity known as Jabba's paace,
had been for some reason inextricably linked with that past.

"You can't blame me," said Nedah, "for wanting to know. Y ou're the one who's told me so many times
about what adangerous place the galaxy is. If were heading into some region that's going to turn out to
be trouble— big trouble—I'd like some warning about it."

"Why?' The question, the way it was spoken by Fett, didn't invite an answer. "There wouldn't be
anything you could do about it."

That infuriated her even more. Thefedling of helpless- ness, of events being out of her control—that
rubbed against some part of her innermost nature as though it were araw wound. But the blood that she
wanted to spill wasn't her own, but Fett's.

"Don't be too sure about that," said Nedlah. "There's two other people on this ship—and only one of
you."

"If you think that you and Dengar could pull off alit- tle mutiny, you'rewelcometo try." No emotion, not
even scorn, sounded in Boba Fett's voice. "'1've some use for both of you at the moment, but that could
change. Red fast." He gestured with one gloved hand toward Neglah. "It's up to you."



She dready knew that it was no good asking him what exactly that "use" was. Boba Fett was notorious
for play- ing his cards close to his chest, revealing nothing, not even to those who were supposedly his

partners.

"Y ou don't leave someone with very many options.” Neelah heard her own voice go as cold and hard as
Fett's. "Do you?"'

"My businessisto reduce other creatures options. That'swhy | aways kept a cage in the cargo hold of
my own ship." Boba Fett's hand now pointed toward the decks below the cockpit. " The previous owner
of thisship had the samefacilitiesingtalled; al bounty hunters have them. If you'd rather make the rest of
the journey in arather less comfortable manner, believe me, it can be arranged. Don't expect Dengar to
joinyou, though. He's at least smart enough not to go dong with aplan like that."

One more creature around here, thought Nedlah, that | can't trust. Boba Fett wasinfuriatingly correct
about that aswell; she knew that if Dengar was given the choice between throwing hislot in with her or
maintain-ing whatever kind of partnership he had with Fett, he'd go on following the other bounty hunter's
ordersina

flash. Why wouldn't he? If Dengar stuck with Boba Fett, he had a chance of getting a piece of the
action, adice of the creditsthat Fett's various schemes and enterprises generated. And that dice,
however thin it was cut com-pared to Boba Fett's own, was il better than risking ashot at getting killed
for the sake of somebody without even her real name, et alone any other known friend or dly in the
gaaxy. Dengar couldn't be blamed if he was smart enough to know the odds and to play them for his
own benefit.

Asfor winding up in the cage herself—Ned ah wasn't sure whether she cared or not. What's the
difference? She could see her own face reflected in the dark visor of Boba Fett's helmet; it was aface
that bore the grim, fatalistic expression of someone who might have managed to save hersdlf from the
deadly confines of Jabbathe Hutt's palace, only to have wound up in another Situation that wasjust likeit
in essence. | don't make the decisions, she thought. Even whether | live or die.

"So we should al go dong with your plan,” said Nee- Iah, "whatever it is. Without complaining.”

Boba Fett shrugged. "Complain dl you want. Just not to me. And"—he pointed to the blaster pistol
tucked in her belt—"without thinking you could get ajump on me. It's not going to happen.”



"Sure about that?"

"Let me put it another way," said Fett. "It hasn't hap- pened yet. And dl those who tried to make it
happen— they're no longer with us."

She didn't need to be reminded about that. Everything she had heard about Boba Fett, from her time
back in Jabba's paace to here onboard the stolen Hound's Tooth, listening to Dengar'stae of the
disintegration of the old Bounty Hunters Guild and its ugly aftermath, had rein-forced the impression sheld
aready had of him. A sen- tient creature put its own life up asthe wager when it gambled in any dedlings
with Boba Feit.

Still —it was athought she'd had more than once— there are times when you have to go ahead and
place

your bet. If she hadn't done that, back when she had been the persond property of the late Jabba, she

would have eventualy wound up being fed to the Hurt's pet rancor, just as poor Oola had been. It was
better to die with awager on the table than to just cringe and wait for any one of the many gridy deaths
that thisgdaxy held for thetimid.

Neelah's hand had strayed to the butt of the blaster pistol at her side, resting there as though only
another thought, and another decison, were dl that stood be- tween her and testing the advice that both
Boba Fett and her own remaining caution had given her.

One shot was dl that it would take; one fiery bolt from the blaster. The weapon grew warm within her
grasp. Some wordless certainty deep insde her, unat-tached to any fragment of memory, any recdl of
her stolen pagt, told Nedlah that she actualy had achance of pulling it off. The person she had been
before, her true identity, hidden behind the blank curtain that had been drawn across al that was rightfully
hersto recall—that person, she had cometo redize, had reflexes nearly asfast as Boba Fett's. Maybe
faster, given that even now she had the element of surprise on her side. He wouldn't ex- pect it, thought
Nedah. She could tell that for al his skills as abounty hunter, both physica and psychologi-cal, there
was ablind spot in that helmet-visored gaze: it was only to be expected that he would be unable to
ad-mit that any part of his plans, any piece of hard merchan-dise, could have moves equal to hisown.

The notion was tempting. She could amost taste it under her tongue, like the hot salt of her own blood.



It was the same temptation that she had yielded to once be- fore, in Jabba's palace back on the planet of
Tatooine, when she had decided it was better to put an end to the Hutt's ownership of her body and
spirit, even if the price to do so was her life. The mystery of her true name and identity was just as
maddeningly intolerable; knowing that the answer might be locked inside the mind held by that
dark-visaged helmet of Mandalorian battle armor—

that thought drove out al others. One quick move with her hand, which aready could fed the cold metal
of the blaster amillimeter awvay from her swesating pam, and the mystery would be over, oneway or
another. One of them would be dead, with either a smoking blaster hole drilled through Boba Fett's chest
or her own, depending upon which of them got abolt off first. And right now, she knew deep insde
hersdlf, she was close to not even caring which of them it was...

"But then you'll never know."

Neelah heard the voice, and for amoment thought it was her own, speaking insde her head. Then she
realized that the hard, emotionless words had been Boba Fett's.

He cantell, sheredlized. He can dwaystell. Exactly what she had been thinking—her hand, trembling
closeto the buit of the blaster pistol at her Sde, had given it avay.

"That'sthe price," continued Fett. "That's till the price.”

She nodded. But didn't pull her hand away from the blaster.

"I'll makeit easy for you." Boba Fett reached down and drew the blaster that had been holstered on the
belt of his battle armor. Holding it by the barrel, he threw it into the farther corner of the cockpit space,
whereit clanged against one of the bare durasted bulkheads. "Now you won't have to worry about
whether it would cost you your life. The only onethat's at takeismy own."

Hée's playing with me. The lack of any perceptible emotion in hisvoice only madeit clearer to her. The
same thing she had known from the beginning: Boba Fett didn't win by sheer violence, or the brutdl
efficiency of hiswespons. The force of hiswill, and his understanding of other crestures thoughts, were
just asannihilating. She was wrong, she knew that now. Whatever he did, it wasn't play; it was deadly
serious. Eveninthis, in making it easy for her to kill him—if that was what she chose—there was
something he wanted from her.



Nedlah pulled the blaster from her belt—the weapon

seemed to rise of its own accord, as though directed by some intelligence wired into itsintricate
circuitry—and pointed it straight at Boba Fett's chest. Her finger made closer contact with the trigger, the
smdl bit of metd sensed by and made one with the twitching filament at the end of her nervous system,
that then ran directly into the churning storm of thoughts and desires caught inside her skull. With her am
held out, unmoving, she gazed over the blaster's sights at the cold, dark visage that mir- rored her own
face ... And couldnt fire.

She lowered the blaster, her finger loosening upon the trigger. "You win,” she said.

"Of course." No more emotion sounded in Boba Fett's voice now than before. " There was little doubt of
that. Y ou might not know who you really are—and | might not know, either. That's something you
haven't de- termined. But | still know more about you; | know how your mind works." A gloved
forefinger tapped the Sde of hishelmet. "Y ou have to win here—" Shifting for- ward in the pilot's chair,
Fett reached out and set the same fingertip lightly on Nedlah's brow. "And here, be- fore you have a
chance of winning anywhereese. Or even surviving."

"That'swhy the otherslogt, | suppose.” AsBoba Fett had drawn his hand away, Neelah gave adow
nod of her head. "Like Bossk. Y ou were able to take his ship away from him, just because of what you
were ableto do in- Sde hishead.”

"Exactly,” said Fett. He reached out again, taking the blaster pistol from Neglah's hand. It rested on his
pam, aninert object. "Something likethis...." The shoulders of his Mandalorian battle armor lifted ina
shrug. "It just makesthingsfina. Sometimes. But by then, the battleis dready over."

There was a certain wisdom in Boba Fett'swords; Nedah knew that these were true aswell, like the
other things he had told her. "Why do you bother?" She peered toward the gaze hidden behind the dark

visor. "Nobody

ever said you were a creature of words, someone who would explain the reasons why he would do
anything." Back in Jabba's pal ace, there had been henchmen of the Hutt who had claimed that Boba Fett
was a creature of slence; they had never heard him speak even asingle word. She didn't know if those
thugs had been stupid or lucky. When somebody finally did hear Boba Fett speak, there was usualy a



reason for it, and one that was rarely to the listener's advantage. " So why are you telling me al this?!

"You're areasonable creature,” said Fett. "There are few such in the gdaxy. Inthis, you and | are more
amilar than different in nature. Most sentient creatures are only partly so; they think alittle, but then are
governed by their emotions. The emotions | seek to producein them are fear and helplessness. Then
they're eesier to dedl with. But you, on the other hand ..." He gave adow nod, as though carefully
weighing hiswords. "It's differ-ent with one of your kind. First there is emotion—anger, frustration, the
desirefor revenge—all those thingsthat you have yet to learn to control. But then your reasoning ability,
your capacity for logic kicksin. Cold and analyti- ca, even about the things that matter the most to you.
Even about your own lost identity. To be cold about other creatures fates—that comes easily to most
worlds denizens. But to be cold about one's own sef ..." Hisnod thistime was more approving. "That's
something | recognize. And that | have to treat differently from the other creatures | encounter.”

Neelah wondered if thiswas more of his mind-gaming, another attempt to control her from within. "What
hap- pensif you don't? Treat it differently, | mean.”

"Then the possibility israised of my losing the bat- tle." Boba Fett's hidden gaze stayed locked upon her
face. "Though not the war, of course.”

"What do you mean?"

"Simple," replied Fett. "Y ou're val uable enough to methat | prefer to keep you dive. And. ..
cooperdive. It'seasier to get that from you outside of acage. But at

the sametime, | know the dangers of letting you keep a measure of freedom.” He handed the blaster
pistol back to her. "If those dangers were to become too gresi—then I'd have to diminate you. As
quickly, and as definitely, as possible.”

Nedlah regarded the blaster pistol in her hand for amoment, then finally tucked it back in her belt. When
sheraised her eyes, shelooked past Boba Fett, to the star- filled viewport of the cockpit. Somewhere
out there was the world from which she had come, that was now lost to her dong with so much else.
Perhaps, she mused, per- haps they've forgotten my name waswell...

And if that wastrue. .. then she had nowhere else to go. The ship that surrounded her might be the only
world she had | ft.



She brought her gaze around again to Boba Fett. "Y ou'll have to forgive me," said Nedlah. She managed
athin smile. "For being alittle concerned about this mys- terious destination of ours. But you were the
one who told me about al the big events shaping up—out there.” One hand pointed toward the viewport.
"About the Im-peria forces gathering . . . some place named Endor.” Even the name of the moon seemed
fraught with dire portent. "Y ou said it might be a decisive battle; maybe the one that ends the Rebel
Alliance." She shook her head. "I came close enough to that struggle between the Empire and the Rebels,
back on Tatooine." Bit by bit, Neelah had pieced out the significance of Luke Sky-waker and Princess
Leia Organa having been on that remote backwater world. She had seen them both in Jabba's palace,
aong with their companion Han Solo— firgt frozen in ablock of carbonite, then released and brought to
life again. They had been respongible for the desth of Jabba, she knew, which she aso figured had been
astroke of good luck for herself; escaping from Jabba's clutches and staying free were two different
things, at least aslong as the Hutt had till been dive. She might owe them, and all the rest of the Rebels,
her sur-viva—Dbut that wasn't enough to get her involved with

any of them again. "l don't,” said Nedlah decisively, "want to get near them. They've got their war; I've
got mine”

"Don't worry." Boba Fett glanced over his shoulder at the viewport, then back to her again. "That's
something e se we've got in common. Rebellionsare for fools; | ded with the universe asit is. Sowere
not going anywhere near Endor." He dowly shook his head. "L et them battle it out. And whoever wins. .
.it'll make no difference. Not to crestureslike us."

Shefound ameasure of comfort in hiswords. Though not without sensing theirony of accepting the
wisdom of someone who would kill her, or cash her in to the highest bidder, if it suited him. It'sall
business, thought Neglah. Nothing more than that.

"Leaveme," said Boba Fett. He swiveled the pilot's chair back toward the cockpit controls. "I have
other thingsto take care of "

Neeah redlized she had nothing more to say. He had won again. Before sheld even had achanceto
make amove.

Sheturned away, stepping through the hatch and then starting down the ladder to the ship's cargo hold.



He smiled when she saw Neelah coming down the lad- der. " Sounds like we've got something in
common aso," said Dengar. "Y ou didn't have any luck with him, ether.”

Theresulting scowl on the femaes face amused him. "What do you know about it?*

"Comeon." From where he sat against one of the hold's bulkheads, Dengar pointed to the open panel
and the same comm lines that Nedlah had tapped into. "More than one can play that kind of game. |
heard everything both you and Boba Fett said up there.”

"Good for you," Nedlah said sourly. She sat down with her back against the opposite bulkhead.
"Congratu- lations—now you know as much as| do. Which isn't much.”

"Actudly... | do know alittle more than you."

Nedah's brow creased in puzzlement. "Y ou found out something? About where we're going?”

"Of course not." Dengar shook his head. "If Boba Fett wants to keep quiet about hisintentions, at least
I'm not stupid enough to pry into them. But that's the future; that's what is going to happen, and right now
we don't have any say about that. | guessthat'sjust how things are when you accept a partnership with
Boba Fett." Leaning back against the bulkhead behind him, Dengar spread his hands apart. "The past,
though—that's another thing. Now that, | do know something about.”

"Great." The scowl deepened on Nedah'sface. "Y ou mean this story you've been telling me ... this
history of how Boba Fett broke up the old Bounty Hunters Guild and everything that happened after

thet."

"Precisdly," said Dengar. "Y ou've dready learned alot from me. More than you're probably willing to
ad- mit. You've got alot better notion now of how Boba Fett operates—and how far you can trust

him—than you did when we |eft Tatooine.”

"For al the good it's done me—" Neelah crossed her arms across her breast. Y ou might aswell have
Ssayed quiet.”



"So?" Still smiling, Dengar raised an eyebrow. ™Y ou don't want to hear the end of it, then? Not too long
ago, you were pretty interested in the story. Enough to hold that blaster pistol on me, to get meto keep
ontdlingit."

"I've changed my mind," said Nedlah. "What's the point? He won, he survived, other creatures didn't—
pretty much business as usud for Boba Fett. Big dedl.”

"Very well." Dengar was interested in seeing how long thismood of herswould last. "Of course, there's
a- waysthe chance that the end of the story would have something you need in it, the one clue that
would unlock awholelot of other puzzles. But if you don't want to take that chance—it's up to you."

"That'sright." Neelah closed her eyes and tilted her head back. " So don't bother mewith it.”

The mood, and the feigned deep, lasted al of five min- utes. Then one of her eyes opened, then both.
She glared a Dengar with them.

"All right," Nedah sad findly. "Sofinishit, dreedy."

It wasasmall triumph, but still worthwhile. And it would pass the time until they reached whatever
destina- tion they were headed for. ™Y ou're not going to bother pointing the blaster at me?"

Neelah shook her head. "I'm right at the point where that's probably not such agood idea. Theimpulse
to blow you away might be alittletoo irresigtible. So let's skip it. Just Sart talking, okay?"

"Fine" said Dengar. "Whatever you wart..."

AND THEN...



Oust after the events

of Star Wars. A New Hope)

"Where's Boba Fett?’

That was the most important question—and Prince Xizor, the head of the Black Sun crimind
organization, expected an answer from his underlings. And soon, thought Xizor grimly. Under the
present circumstances, he didn't fed like taking the time to kill afew of them just to motivate a quicker

responsetime.

"We'retracking him, Y our Lordship." The comm spe- cidist aboard the V endetta bowed his head with
asuffi- cient measure of cringing obsequiousness to avoid Xizor'swrath. Serving aboard the Falleen
prince's personal flag-ship was an honor earned not only by excellence a one's job, but aso by attention
to dl thelittlerituasthat flat- tered hisego. "Our tracking sensors had detected hisjump into hyperspace;
his ship should be arriving in this sector of red space momentarily.”

Xizor stood brooding at the Vendettas forward view- port; the curved transparisted revealing the dark
pan- oramaof stars and vacuum extended far above his head. One hand rubbed the angles of his chin as
the violet centers of his haf-lidded eyesfocused on the arc of his own thoughts. Without turning around,
he spoke an-

other question: "Were we able to determine hisfina navigation coordinates? Before the jump.”

"Dataandysswas able to break out only the first broad-sca e coordinates—"

Once again, heturned his hard glare onto the comm speciaist sanding on the platform wakway behind
him. " 'Only*?" He dowly shook his head, eyes narrowing even farther. "I don't think "only' isgood
enough. Make a note'—Xizor extended the tapered claw of hisfore- finger toward the datapad clutched
in the specidist’'s hands—"to the disciplinary unit. They need to have alit- tle discussion with the data
analysis section. They need to be ... motivated.”



The change in the comm specidist'sface, from merely palid to dead white, was pleasing to Xizor.
Motivation, in the lower ranks of Black Sun, was a synonym for ter- ror; he had put alot of hisown
effort in designing and maintaining the appropriate measures for creating just that effect. Violence wasan
art; abaance had to be main- tained, somewhere short of the degths of valuable and not easily replaced
gtaff members. At the sametime, it had to be made clear that no creature ever left Black Sun, at least not
while dive. Such administrative duties would have been a chore to Prince Xizor, if the practice of the art
involved had not been such anintringc pleasure.

"So noted, Y our Excdllency.” Aslong asit was some-one el se's neck on the chopping block, the comm
gpecid- ist was only too eager to comply with Xizor's request.

He had dready dismissed the comm specidist from hismind. With only fragmentary information
available about the trgjectory of the bounty hunter Boba Fett's ship, Slave |, there was much for Xizor to
mull over. He gazed out at the gaaxy's bright skeins, not seeing thein- dividud stars and systems so
much as the possibilities they represented. It had dready been verified that Boba Fett had left the dull,
virtualy anonymous mining planet on which the former Imperia stormtrooper Trhin Vosson't had taken
refuge; arefuge that had proven ineffective when Fett and histemporary partner Bossk had tracked

Vosson't down for the bounty that Emperor Palpatine had placed on hishead. Vosson't was now Boba
Fett's hard merchandise, to use the language of the bounty hunters; the bounty for the traitorous
stormtrooper was due to Fett as soon as delivery was made to the arach- noid arranger and go-between
known as Kud'ar Mub'at.

Turning his gaze to one side of the viewport, Xizor could see the unlovely fibrous mass of Kud'ar
Mub'at's web, floating in otherwise empty space. The web had been woven, over aperiod of unknown
decades, perhaps centuries, from the assembler's own extrudations. Mired in the weft of tough exterior
strands were bits and pieces of various ships, poking out like meta scraps sunk in the corrugated mud of
adried swvamp; those fragments were al that remained of debtors that Kud'ar Mub'at had foreclosed
upon, or business partners whose dedlings with the assembler had gone disastroudy awry. Involve-ment
with Kud'ar Mub'at might not lead to the same de-gree of violence as with Boba Fett, but annihilation
wasjud asfind.

To enter into the web—Xizor had done it many times—was to step insde Kud'ar Mub'at's brain, both
metaphoricaly and literdly. Thethinner, pady glisten-ing fibers were spun-out extensons of Kud'ar
Mub'at's own cerebro-neurd tissue; tethered to the strands and scuttling aong them were the numerous
subnodes that the assembler had created, little replicas and variations of itsalf, taking care of appointed
duties ranging from the smple to the complex. They were dl linked to and under the control of their
master and parent—



Or so Kud'ar Mub'at thinks, Prince Xizor reminded himsdlf. The very last time he had been insde the
assem- bler's web, just before coming back here aboard the Vendetta, Xizor had had amost
interesting—and poten-tialy profitable—conversation. Not with Kud'ar Mub'at itsdlf, but one of the
assembler's creations, the accoun- tant subnode called Balanceshest. It had shown Xizor that it had
managed to detach itsdlf from the web's linked and

intertwining neurofibers, without Kud'ar Mub'at being aware of what had happened. Balancesheet had
also mas- tered the assembler's knack of creating subnodes, one of which it had spliced into theweb in
order to deceive Kud'ar Mub'at that al waswell. The net result was asif part of Kud'ar Mub'at's brain
had begun its own mutiny againgt its crestor, laying out plans and schemes, of which Kud'ar Mub'at was
asyet unaware.

It was going to find out soon enough, though. That thought lifted acorner of Xizor's mouth into acruel
smile. Hewould enjoy even more the actual moment when the crafty arachnoid, squatting onitsnest in
the center of its self-created web, discovered that it had been outsmarted. At last, after having been the
puller of so many invisible strings laced throughout the galaxy that had brought wedlth to its dusty coffers
and ruin to other sentient creatures. Not that Xizor felt pity for any of those; they had gotten what they
deserved for letting themsalves get entangled in Kud'ar Mub'at's intricately woven schemes. But those
schemes had become alittle too extensive for Xizor's taste; when they started inter-fering with hisand
Black Sun'svarious enterprises, it was time to trim them back. What better way than uprooting them at
the source? The unexpected discovery of Balance-sheet's own ambitions aong those lines—the crafty
sub-node had made it clear that it no longer cared to remain amere appendage of its
creator-parent—made possible the removal of Kud'ar Mub'at, while ftill retaining dl the valuable
go-between services that the assembler performed for Black Sun.

Get rid of the old one —the notion had a definite gp- pedl to Prince Xizor—and put anew onein its
place. And by the time that Balanceshest, asinheritor of al its cre-ator's position and power, would get
just as troublesome as Kud'ar Mub'at had become, perhaps a new genera-tion of crafty arachnoids
would be ready for patricida rebellion. Or even more pleasing to contemplate: Xizor's ambitionsfor
Black Sun would have reached such a zenith

of power, outstripping even that of Emperor Palpatine, so there would be no need for such a scuttling,
secretive little creasture. Now there was a particular "old one’'— the image of Pdlpatine's wizened visage
gppeared in Xi-zor's thoughts, like a senile ghost—who had aso enjoyed his day, his moment in power.
And during that time, Xi-zor had had to bow his proud head and pretend to be the Emperor's loya
servant more than once. The fact that the old man had been taken in by that little charade was proof
enough that Pdlpating's time was soon to be over, and that the remnants of the Empire would then be
ready to fal into the control of Black Sun. Prince Xizor and hisfollowers had waited long enough in the
shadows, bid-ing their time, waiting for the lightless dawn that would be their moment of triumph ...



Soon enough, Xizor promised himself. He and al the rest of Black Sun had only to wait, and craftily
move into their final positions the pawnsthat were dready arrayed on the great gameboard of the
universe. The arachnoid arranger Kud'ar Mub'at's web of plans and schemes was nothing compared to
the onethat Xizor had woven, anet cast across worlds and entire systems of worlds. Nei- ther Emperor
Palpatine nor his dark henchman Lord Vader had any comprehension of Black Sun'sreach, the things
that werein its grasp aready or the onesthat its fist was about to close upon. For al of Palpatine's
vaunted claims of knowledge of the Force and its dark side, hewas till blind to the machinations and
maneu-verings taking place virtualy under hisnose. That was due, Xizor figured, to the old fool's own
greed and ambi- tion, and to his perpetua undervauing of any other creature'sintelligence. The Imperia
court of Palpatine, on the distant world of Coruscant, was stuffed with flunkeys and witless servants; their
master had made the mistake of assuming that everyone else was either adolt likethem or a
mysticism-addled thug like Vader.

The memory of the Dark Lord'sinvisible grip upon Xizor's throat, squeezing out the breath from his
lungs, was till sharp and humiliating; he didn't believein that

mysterious Force, not the same way that Vader and the Emperor did, but he had till been compelled to
ac- knowledge something of its cruel power. Mind tricks, brooded Xizor, that was all it had amounted
to. But that had been enough—more than enough—to reignite his hatred for Darth VVader. That hatred
had been born in the deaths of Xizor's family members, deaths for which he held VVader persondly
responsible. Behind dl his other ambitions, the gods of conquest and domination toward which hed
mercilessly driven Black Sun, therelay asmaler, more persond one: to make surethat Lord Vader paid
the ultimate price for his deeds against the blood of a Falleen prince.

That vengeance could not come soon enough to sat- isfy Prince Xizor.

And asmal piece of the machinery that would bring that vengeance about was on itsway here—or it
should be, if he had correctly gauged his understanding of the bounty hunter Boba Fett. For one such as
that, Xizor had decided, profit is everything. He had baited the trap with enough credits to ensure Boba
Fett's keen interest, firgt to bring about the destruction of the old Bounty Hunters Guild, and now to bring
the renegade Imperia storm- trooper Trhin Vosson't back to Kud'ar Mub'at's web, where the price that
had been put on VVosson't's head was supposedly waiting. The fool, thought Xizor con- temptuoudy.
Boba Fett had no idea of how he had been manipulated, amere pawn in Xizor's gambits. Perhaps he
would never learn, or learn too late to save himself, now that his usefulnessto Xizor had cometo an end.

The Falleen prince's eyelids drew partway down upon the violet color of his gaze asthe deep
intertwinings of his meditations continued. Beyond the curved trans-paristed of the Vendetta's great
viewport, thewaiting stars, ripe for the plucking, lay scattered in silence. So also with the pieces, both
visgbleand invisible, hisown and the other players, upon the squares of that game- board to which the
gdaxy had been reduced. If one pawn was about to be swept from the board, what did it matter?



There were plenty left with which the game could be played to its conclusion.

Prince Xizor folded hisarms across his chest, the mo- tion bringing the edge of his cape around his
boots. He felt sure now that Slave | would soon emerge from hy-perspace ... and into the trap that had
been so carefully prepared.

After all—athin smilelifted one corner of Xizor's mouth as he contemplated the Sars—where esewas
ittogo?

"Y ou don't know what you're getting yourself into.” On the other Side of the holding cage's durasted!
bars, the Imperia stormtrooper—former Imperia stormtrooper— dowly shook hishead. And smiled. "l
wouldn't want to be in your boots right now."

"Don't worry about that,” replied Boba Fett. He had come down from the cockpit and into Savel's
cargo hold to see how this particular piece of hard merchandise was enduring the rigors of thejourney.
The bounty placed on Trhin Vosson't's head by Emperor Papatine had stipulated live delivery—a
corpse was therefore use-less and, worse, unprofitable to Boba Fett.

If Vosson't's death had been dl that was required to collect that veritable mountain of credits, the job
would have been much easier. | wouldn't have needed that fool Bossk aong, thought Fett.
Partners—even temporary ones—were aways an irksome expedient, to be disposed of as quickly as

possible.

"Y our position here," continued Boba Fett doud, "is quite secure. Asis mine. I'm the winner, and you're
theloser. I'll get paid, and you'll get whatever Palpatine hasin store for you." Which wasn't likely to be
pleasant, Fett knew. Though that hardly concerned him—once abounty hunter collected hisfee, interest
in the merchandise's fate ceased.

"Think 07" The smile on Vosson't's scarred, hatchet- like face turned into an ugly smirk. "Thisgaaxy is
ful

of surprises, pal. There might just be onein store for you."



Boba Fett ignored the ssormtrooper's warning. Mind tricks, he figured. Vosson't was part of the usual
run of thugs and laser-cannon fodder that got recruited into the Empires fighting ranks. If not of the same
intellectua cdiber of the Imperid Navy'sadmiras, he was sill smart enough to have risen to those ranks
trained in ba-sic psychologica warfare techniques. And sowing doubt in the mind of an opponent wasthe
first, and most effec-tive, of such subtle weapons—one didn't have to be a Jedi Knight to useit.

Still—he had to recognize that VVosson't had a point. Treachery was an infinite substance in the gaaxy,
aswidely distributed as hydrogen atomsin space. And in getting involved in the Vosson't job, he had
become un- avoidably entangled with some of the most treacherous sentient creatures on or off any of
the galaxy'sworlds. Not just Papatine, but the arachnoid assembler Kud'ar Mub'at aswell.

It'salot of credits, thought Boba Fett as he gazed at the captive in the holding cage. He no longer saw
Vaossont asaliving thing, but smply as merchandise to be delivered for aprofit. It was the largest
bounty that Fett could remember hearing of in hisentire career. Thelengthsto which Emperor Papatine
would go to sat-isfy hislust for vengeance made alesser entity like the crimelord Jabbathe Hurt look like
apiker. But it was one thing for Papatine to offer that kind of bounty for the renegade stormtrooper; it
was another thing for him to actualy pay it out. Not that Palpatine couldn't af-ford to—he had the wealth
of uncounted systems at his command—~but because his greed was even greeter than that wealth.

And asfar as Kud'ar Mub'at was concerned—Boba Fett held zero illusions about that immense,
scuttling spi- der, with itswobbling, pallid abdomen and obsequious, conniving words. Kud'ar Mub'at
was presumably hold-ing the bounty for VVosson't, awaiting whichever of the

gdaxy's bounty hunters returned to its web with the merchandise. Boba Fett knew that the assembler
would love to have both the merchandise and the bounty wind up in its sole possession—and the best
way to do that would be to arrange for the sudden demise of whoever had actually done the work of
capturing the stormtrooper.

"I can seeyou thinking." Trhin Vosson't'sdy voiceingnuated itself into Boba Fett's consciousness.
"Even through that helmet of yours—I can hear thelittle gears meshing.”

"Y ou hear nothing except your own delusions.” Boba Fett defocused his hard, cold gaze upon his
captive.



"Think s0?' The ugly, lopsided smile still curled one corner of Vosson't's mouth. "Consider your
dtuation froma... military point of view." He gave another pity- ing shake of hishead. "Y ou're
outgunned, Fett. Ded withit."

Therewas il time remaining before Slave | was scheduled to emerge from hyperspace and within sight
of Kud'ar Mub'at's space-drifting web. Time enough to play alittle more of this menta game with the
hard mer- chandise. Boba Fett didn't need the amusement—nothing amused him except more credits
stacking up in hisac- counts. But there was at least one good reason for letting VVossont rattle on: it was
common knowledge that high- level stormtroopers, such as he had been before his de- fection, were
trained in sdf-annihilatory techniques, in case of capture by enemy forces. A sdf-willed shutdown of his
entire autonomic cardiovascular system would render Vosson't as unprofitable as any hot bolt from the
blaster dung at Boba Fett's hip would.

Standard bounty hunter procedure in a case like this, where the suicide of the merchandisswas a
possibility, would have been to render him safely unconscious with a steady-rel ease transdermal
anesthetic patch applied just above one of the main neck arteries. Boba Fett had done just that, many
times before, with other pieces of hard merchandise—it was rare when any one of them looked forward
to being handed over a the end of their journeyswith anything but total dread. And if Trihn'VVosson't
was asintelligent and rational as he appeared, he had no reason to be optimistic about the welcome that
he would receive from hisformer master, the Emperor Papatine. Death would be at the end of that
process aswdll, though it would be along—and

uncomfortable—time in com- ing. Pal patine had ways of making sure of that.

But Boba Fett's own bounty hunter's skills, his ability to seeinto the workings of his merchandise's
thoughts, had told him that V osson't was not going to take his own life. Once the former Imperia
stormtrooper had gotten over both the physical traumaof being captured— it hadn't been easy on
anyone; both Boba Fett and Bossk had nearly been killed in the process—plus the indignity of waking up
caged, ameasure of hisfighting spirit had reappeared, even cockier than before. Boba Fett had caught a
glintin VVosson't's narrow gaze of the samewill to survive—and even dominate—that burned like a.cold
fire under the jacket of hisown Mandaorian battle armor.

He actudly thinks he can win. The stormtrooper ceased being mere merchandise for afew seconds as
Boba Fett regarded him in the holding cage. He hadn't expected a combat-hardened veteran such as
Trhin Vosson't to beg and grovel for hislife, as so many previ-ous tenants of the holding cage had done.
What he had expected was ashow of snarling, raging defiance, the kind of ugly temper to which the
sadigtically violent were given when the tables were turned on them.

"Outgunned—and outsmarted, Fett." Thevoice of Trhin Vosson't was a centimeter away from sneering



laughter. "It's been red nice knowing you. I'm glad we had thislittle time together."

A quick chiming note sounded from the comlink in-side Boba Fett's helmet. That wasthe sgnd from the
monitoring computer in Save I's cockpit indicating that the final lockdown sequence had to beinitiated
before the ship could emerge from hyperspace. There wasn't much more to be done before he collected
the bounty, the

mountain of credits that had been posted for Vosson't's capture.

Hisfavorite part of the job was getting paid—but Boba Fett decided to postpone it amoment longer.
Asmuch ashewas aware that Vosson't was trying to warp histhinking, deflect it from its most logical
course like the gravitationd tug of ablack hole, another part of him was intrigued by the stormtrooper's
mocking display of confidence.

He wants me to think he knows something, thought Boba Fett, that | don't. Hardly likely—Boba Fett
hadn't survived thislong as atop-rank bounty hunter except by having better information sourcesthan his

prey did.

Another thought itched at adark corner of Boba Fett's cortex. Theré's aways afirst time. The problem
wasthat in thisbusiness, thefirgt time—outgunned, outsmarted, out-intelligenced—would adso be the last
time

"All right," said Boba Fett quietly. "So tell me." He leaned closer to the holding cage's bars, unconcerned
about bringing himsdf within reach of his captive. It would be ared mistake for Vosson't to try reaching
through the bars and grabbing him—his superior re-flexes would have V osson't down on the cage's floor
inlessthan asecond. "Y ou fed like talking so much—what do you mean, ‘outgunned'?"

"What, you blind?' Vaosson't scoffed a him. "Thisship'sfaling apart. Even if you hadn't told me about
that bomb your former partner hit the hull with, I would've been able to make the damage assessment for
myself, just from looking around here. Thelast time | heard so many structura integrity darms going off, |
was on an Impe- rid battle cruiser being attacked by an entire wing of Rebe Alliance sarfighters.”

"Tell me something,” growled Boba Fett, "that | don't dready know.” That Slave | wasin bad shape was
afact of which he was uncomfortably aware. Even before he had made the jump into hyperspace, away
from the colo- nid mining planet where VVosson't had been hiding out, he had to make a hard assessment



asto whether the ship

was even capable of standing up to the journey. If he'd had any option, he would have laid over at the
closest suitable planet for repairs. But with such avauable cargo as the former stormtrooper aboard, and
with every other bounty hunter in the galaxy eager to relieve him of this hard merchandise, the choiceto
make the jJump had been forced on him. It was elther that or wind up asitting target in the crosshairs of
too many laser cannonsto even have achance of surviving. "Thisship will comeout dl right,” Boba Fett
told his captive. "It might be just barely holding together when we get there, but well makeit.”

"Sureit will, pa—»but then what?' Vossontt tilted his head to one side, peering at Fett, an eyebrow
raised.

"Then | get paid. And therell be plenty of timefor re- pairs." He was even looking forward to thét.
There were some modifications to Slave |—some advanced weaponry systems, proximity and evasion
scan units—that he had been contemplating for sometime.

"Oh, you'l get paid, al right." Vosson't's smile widened, showing more of hisyelowed ivory and
stedl-capped teeth. "But maybe not in the way you're expecting.”

"I'll take my chances.”

"Of course—there's nothing €l se you can do. But if you're wrong about what's waiting for you ..."
Vaosson't dowly nodded. "Then your options are even more limited than they are now."

Boba Fett camly regarded the other man. "How do you mean?"

"Comeon. Don't be naive. Y ou have areputation for smarts, Fett. Try earning it. Y ou've got no
maneuvering ability in this ship, not in the condition it'sin now. All your weaponry won't do you any good
if you can't bring it to bear on atarget. And if that target isfiring at you instead— if theré'salot of targets
with you in their gunsights—then thereisn't going to be anything you can do, except takeit, for aslong as
you think you can hold out."

"Hardly my only option," said Fett. "I can aways jump back into hyperspace.”



"Sure—if that's your preferred method of dying. This broken-down tub barely made it through one jump
with- out disntegrating.” Vosson't's smile indicated how much he enjoyed the disma prospects hewas
describing. Y ou might be able to dam thisthing into hyperspace—but you won't be able to get it back
out." An evil glint ap- peared in one of the ormtrooper's eyes. "I've heard that's area unpleasant way to
go. Nobody even ever finds the pieces.”

Boba Fett had heard the same. A squadron of the an-cient Mandal orian warriors, a suit of whose battle
armor he wore as his own, was reputed to have been destroyed in just that manner by the now-vanished
Jedi Knights. "Y ou sound asif you've been analyzing thisfor awhile.

Vosson't shrugged. "It didn't take long. Just like it didn't take long to figure out your only other option.
The onethat leavesyou dive afterward.”

"Whichis?'

"Surrender,” said the smiling stormtrooper.

Boba Fett shook hishead in disgust. "That's some-thing | don't have areputation for doing.”

"Too bad," replied Vosson't. "Too bad for you and your chances of getting out of thismessdive. You
can either be smart and survive, Fett, or carry on with what you're doing, and wind up as atoasted
corpse. Y our choice."

Another chime signa sounded from Slave I's cockpit. He had dready wasted too much timewith this
creature. Boba Fett made a mentd note that in the future he should remember that all merchandise was
the same, givento trying to talk itsway out of ajam.

He dlowed himsdf one more question before he re- turned to the cockpit and began the fina
preparations for emerging from hyperspace. "Just who do you think it isthat | should surrender to?



"Why mess around any further?' Trhin VVosson't gripped two of the durasted bars and brought his hard-
angled face closer to Fett's. "1'm the only one who can get you out of this. | know what's waiting for you
onthe

other sde. And believe me, Fett, they're not your friends." The stormtrooper's fingers tightened on the
cage's bars as his voice dropped lower. "Let me out of here, Fett, and I'll cut you adeal.”

"l don't dedl, Vosson't."

"Y ou better start—because it'syour life that's on the bargaining table, whether you like it or not. Let me
out, and turn the ship over to me, and | might just be able to keep you from being blasted into atoms.”

"And what would beinit for you?"'

Vosson't leaned back and shrugged. "Hey—I don't want to go up in smoke with you, pal. Y our
Supidity isendangering me aswell. All thingsbeing equd, 1'd just as soon stay dive. If I've got control of
the ship and its comm units—in other words, let me do the talking—I'd have a chance of getting the ones
who aren't so well dis- posed to you to stand down."

The other's words provoked an instinctive response from Boba Fett. Inside the suit of Mandal orian
battle ar- mor, he could fed his spine stiffen. "Nobody," he said, *commands this ship but me."

"Haveit your way." Vosson't let go of the bars and took a step back into the center of the holding cage.
"I've a least got a chance of making it through. Y ou don't.”

The chime signd sounded again in Boba Fett's helmet, louder and more urgent. "'l have to congratulate
you," hesaid. "l thought I'd heard dl the scams, dl the wheed- ling and begging and bribery attempts,
that creatures were cgpable of . But you came up with something new." He started to turn away from the
holding cage and its oc- cupant. "I've never been threatened by my merchandise before.”

Vosson't's taunting voice followed after Fett as he strode toward the metal |adder |eading back up to the
cockpit. "I'm not your usud run of merchandise, pa.” A note of mocking triumph sounded in Vosson't's
words. "And if you don't think so now—believe me, you will. Red soon.”



All the way up to the cockpit, Boba Fett could hear the stormtrooper's laughter. Pulling the hatchway
shut behind him only cut off the distant, irritating sound, not the memory of it.

Boba Fett sat down in the pilot's chair, letting the work of his hands moving across and adjusting the
navi-gation controlsfill his consciousness. Victory in any combat, fought with weapons or words,
depended upon a clear mind. The former stormtrooper Vosson't had done his best to mire Boba Fett's
thoughts with hisdy in-sinuations of conspiracy and predictions of violence. Boba Fett was afraid of
neither of those; he had proved himself amaster of them on many occasions.

At the sametime, Vosson't's lies and mentd tricks had evoked a deeper sense of unease inside Boba
Fett. Hissurviva in the dangerous game of bounty hunting hadn't been based on coldly rationd
drategizing done. There were dements of ingtinct that he depended upon aswell. Danger had ascent all
its own that required no trace moleculesin the atmosphere to be detected by his senses.

His gloved hand hesitated for a second above the con- trols. What if Vosson't wasn't lying...

Perhaps the stormtrooper hadn't been playing mind games with him. Perhaps the offer to save Boba
Fett'slife from whatever might be waiting for him in rea space had been genuine, even if motivated by
Vosson't'sown sef-interest.

Or—Boba Fett's thoughts pried at the puzzle ingde his skull—the game was even subtler than it first had
ap- peared. Vosson't might not have wanted him to surren- der control of the ship at al. What if, mused
Fett, he knew | would refuse? And that was what hed been banking on. In which case, Vosson't dso
would have been angling for Boba Fett to disregard all doubts, suspi- cions, even hisown ingtinctive
caution, as having been planted in his head by Vosson't. The game might not have been to change Boba
Fett's course of action—but to make sure that he didn't abandon it.

He needn't have bothered, thought Boba Feit. A fa- miliar calm settled over him, which he recognized
and re- membered from other times, moments when held set hisfate in the balance. Between the thought
and the deed, between the action and its consequences, between the roll of the ancient bone dice and the
coming up of the number that would indicate whether onelived or died...

Lay infinity.



Bounty hunters held no faith, religions, creeds—those were for other, deluded crestures. Emperor

Pd patine could immerse himsdf in the shadows of some Force that the Jedi had believed in—but Boba
Fett didn't need to. For him, that moment, expanding to the limits of the uni- verse both insde and outside
him, was al the ungpoken knowledge of the infinite, risk balanced against power, that he required. What
more could there be? All dsewasillusion, asfar as he was concerned.

That smpletruth had kept him dive so far. His prof- its, the countersin the game he played, meant more
to him than hisown life. Y ou can't gamble, Fett reminded himself, what you're not prepared to lose...

All other consderationsfell away, like the dying sparks of dead suns. Only the holding cage below held
the former Imperia stormtrooper now; Boba Fett had dismissed even theimage of Trhin Vosson't from
hismind.

A computerized voice, as clear of emotion as Boba Fett's thoughts, spoke doud, breaking the cockpit's
deep S- lence. "Hyperspace preemergence lockdown completed.” Thelogic circuits built into Slave |
were as thorough as those of their master. " Current options are to activate fi- nal emergence procedures
or lower operational condi-tion to standby and minimal power drain.”

Without any further prompting from the ship's com- puter, Boba Fett knew that the latter was not much
of anoption at al. To remain much longer in hyperspace was merely a delayed—but certain—degth. In
the ship's pres- ent damaged condition, structural maintenance and life- support systemswould begin to
fal inamatter of afew minutes. Save | had to enter real pace soon—or never.

Boba Fett didn't bother making averbd reply to the onboard computer. In asingle, unhesitating motion,
he reached out across the cockpit's controls and pushed the fina activation trigger.

Even before he drew his gloved hand away from the contrals, the cockpit's forward viewport filled with
streaks of light that had been the cold points of stars amillisecond before. On the black gameboard
behind them, the die had been cast.

"There heis." The comm specidist placed ahand againgt the Side of hishead, listening intently to the
cochlear im- plant insde his skull. "Forward scout modules have spotted Save |, registered emergence
from hyperspace as of point-zero-three minutes ago.”



Prince Xizor nodded, well pleased with the dacrity shown by the crew of hisflagship Vendetta. The
discipli- nary measures he had initiated alittle while ago had ob- vioudy had a sdutary effect on the lower
Black Sun ranks manning the strategic operation posts. Fear, noted Xizor, isthe best motivator.

"I trust that we have afix on his projected trgectory.” Prince Xizor stood before the Vendetta's forward
view- port, itstransparisted scan of stars arching high above him. With boots spread apart and hands
clasped at the smdl of his back, he gazed out at the galaxy's distant worlds. He brought that same cold,
caculating gaze over his shoulder for amoment. "In other words, do we know where Boba Fett is
headed?"

"Yes, Your Excellency. Of course we do." The comm speciaist's words rushed out, amost tripping over
each other in their speaker's anxiety. Hetilted the Sde of hishead closer to hisfingertips, listening to the
words being relayed from outside the Vendetta. "Plotted trg ectory matches previous strategic andys's
coordinates, Y our Excellency.”

The forward scouts report brought a glow of pleased

satisfaction beneath Xizor's breastbone. The analysis had been hisaone, calculated by no computer
other than the flesh-and-blood one behind his dit-pupiled, violet eyes. Boba Fett has no choice, thought
Xizor, but to come thisway. A smile twisted acorner of Xizor's mouth. And to his degth.

Gazing upon the bright, cold starsin the viewport, Xi- zor gave adow nod without turning toward the
comm specidist. "And the estimated time of arriva at Kud'ar Mub'at'sweb is...?"

"That's.... alittle more difficult to project, Y our Excdlency.”

Xizor's brow creased as he glanced back at the comm specidist. He didn't need to speak aoud to get
his mean-ing across, aswell asthe degree of his dissatisfaction.

The comm specidist hurried to explain. "It's because of the degree of damage, Y our Excellency, that the
vessel being tracked has sustained. Boba Fett's ship isin consid- erably worse shape than we had
origindly anticipated. The hyperspace transt has weakened the ship's Struc- tural integrity, dmost to the

point of collgpse.”



A tinge of disgppointment madeitsef felt ingde Xi- zor. If Savel actualy did break apart in the vacuum
of space, agreat opportunity would be lost thereby. To be that creature known as the one who had
eliminated Boba Fett from the galaxy, to have arranged the desth of the bounty hunter who had profited
from so many other crea- tures misfortunes—that would add considerable glory to Prince Xizor's dark
prestige.

And to have brought about Boba Fett's degth, not through dumb luck or accident, or by asnarling,
flesh-rending, Trandoshan-like show of violence, but by hav-ing ensnared Fett in aweb of intrigue and
double and triple crosses—the exact same type of subtle machinations and conspiraciesthat the gdaxy's
most-feared bounty hunter had away's excelled in—that would only make the fina victory sweeter and
more rewarding.

Xizor could see his own reflection, ghostlike and

faint, in the glossy inner curve of the viewport. Beyond the image of hisown violet eyes, narrowed with
contem- plation, the stars seemed close enough to grasp. For amoment, the passing of a second, Xizor
fet atwinge of sympathetic feding for Emperor Papatine, asthough his heart had synchronized itsdow,
unhurried pulse with that of the distant old man on Coruscant. Old, but infi- nitely crafty—and greedy
beyond even that measure. I've come to understand him, mused Prince Xizor. He clasped his
strong-sinewed hands behind his back, in the folds of the cape whose lower edge brushed againgt the
hedls of hisboots. They were planted even farther gpart, as though the Falleen noble was dready
bestriding worlds under Black Sun's dominion.

That was the lure, and the danger, of |etting one's degpest meditations dwell upon the stars. Such aview
asthe one afforded from the Vendetta, and the expanse of dark sky and whedling constellations that
could be seen from the Emperor's palace, would only unlock the desire for power inside asentient
being's heart. Power both ab- solute and abstract, for he who possessed it, and hard and crushing asa
boot sole ground into a bloodied face, for those benegth. But the purity of the stars, the icy coldness of
their vacuum-garbed light—that was a splen- dor to be enjoyed, and endured, by only those great
enough to trandate their desiresinto action. And if those desires, and that action, were trandated into
fatal conse- quences for those foolish enough to have let themsalves become enmeshed in Xizor's
intricate schemes....

So beit, thought the Falleen noble. He gave asingle, meditative nod as he gazed at the waiting field of
gars. All had gone according to plan—his plan, and no other creature's. As his breast swelled with both
satisfaction and anticipation, one fist tightened insde Xizor's other hand, asthough it held and drew the
cords binding dl the far-flung worldsinto asingle woven net.



Another entity, smaler and nearer, d so stood by and waited. Behind Xizor, the comm specidist emitted
a

discreet but clearly audible cough. "Excuse me, Y our Excdlency—" The comm speciaist had obvioudy
sum- moned al hisremaining store of courage. He knew the risk involved in disturbing the meditations of
Black Sun'sleader. ™Y our crew," he reminded his commander as diplo- maticaly as possible, "awaits
their orders”

"Aswadl they should." Xizor knew that the crack of the whip, the dight but necessary touch of discipline
he had administered, would have every station aboard the Vendetta primed and ready for action, with
every crew member eager to demonstrate hisworth. A shame, mused Xizor, to waste dl that energy on
so small atarget. The Vendetta and its crew deserved more pyrotechnics— and the satisfaction that
came with both violence and victory—than would be provided by one broken-down bounty-hunting
hulk.

"Y our Excdlency?' The comm speciaist'swords gen- tly prodded him again.

Xizor answered him without turning around from the Vendettals greet viewport. "The crew,” said Xizor,
"will haveto wait awhilelonger.”

"But. . . BobaFett'sship ..." The comm specidist sounded genuinely puzzled.

There was no need to be reminded of Save I's ap- proach, the vector of its entry into this sector of
gpace. Xizor could fed it in the tautening nerves of his own body, an ancient predatory instinct
responding to the nearness of its prey. Even without that subtle, dmost mystical sense, Xizor knew that
the Vendetta's sensors would have hard confirmation of Save I's presence, well before Boba Fett
suspected that anything was amiss. A barrier of drifting structura debris, left over from the various ships
and other artifacts that the arachnoid as-sembler Kud'ar Mub'at had incorporated into its web, served to
effectively screen the Vendetta from long-range detection.

"Notify the bridge," instructed Prince Xizor. "I'll be there directly. Have them bring al weapons systems
to

full operationd capacity—immediately.” He didn't want to take any chances on not having enough



firepower for Boba Fett. "Have dl target-accessing controls keyed to my command.” Xizor glanced over
his shoulder, display-ing athin, cold smile to the comm specidigt. "Thisisonethat | wish to take care of
persondly.”

Thefirgt hit was nearly thelast one.

Boba Fett didn't even see it coming. Thefirst indica: tion that Slave | had come under attack wasthe
sudden burst of light that flared across the cockpit's viewport, as though the ship had struck the heart of
some hidden sun. He would have been permanently blinded if the optical filtersin hishemet's visor hadn't
flashed opague, pro- tecting his eyes. Fett's own quick ingtincts had snapped him away from the searing
glare, raising aforearm across the front of the helmet as he had twisted about in the pi- lot's chair, away
from the navigation controls and the obliterated view of stars he had seen only afraction of a second
before.

Theimpact of the laser-cannon bolt struck the ship's frame and his contorted spine smultaneoudly,
throwing him from the pilot's seaet and sprawling him out across the bare durasted floor of the cockpit, his
arms barely able to brace himself and catch the rush of the bulkhead near the hatchway. Past the roar of
the explosion shud- dering through Save I's hull and into the core beams run-ning from forward sensor
antennae to the shielded engine

compartments, Boba Fett could hear the high-therm welds of the bulkhead pandl s ripping free from one
an- other. A meta edge asvicioudy sharp as avibroblade's business end pedled upward from the
cockpit'sfloor, com- ing within a centimeter of dashing through the heavy collar of his Mandalorian baitle
armor and across histhroat. All that prevented a dashed jugular vein and sub-sequent death was atight
ducking of his head against one shoulder, so that the ripped durasted panel caught one side of his helmet
instead. The left Sde of the helmet blunted the cutting strike, adding another mark of vio-lenceto the
other dents and scrapes gathered in combat.

Rumbling downward in pitch, the sound of the laser- cannon bolt and its concussve hammer-blow
againg the ship faded enough that the wails and shrieks of the ship's darm systems became audible to
Boba Fett. He may have escaped death—for the moment—but Slave | had been mortally wounded; the
ear-shredding, e ectronic screech wasiits desth cry.

"Muteadams." Fett spoke the command into the microphone of his helmet. "Switch to optica datusre-
port." Asthe high-pitched notesfell to ominous slence, arow of minuscule lights appeared &t the limit of



Boba Fett's periphera vison. He knew what each glowing dot meant, which of the ship's sysemswas
represented by vertical rank order, and what conditions wereindicated by the lights colors. Right now,
they were dl red, with afew of them pulsing a various speeds. That wasn't good; the only thing that
could have been worse would be if one or more had gone to black and out, the indicator of acomplete
systemic failure. The topmost dot of light in the row wasfor Save I's structure-envelope integrity,
mesa-sured in atmospheric-maintenance capability. If that one blinked out—and at the moment it was
flickering faster than Boba Fett's own pulse rate—it would mean that the ship was breaking into
fragments, the hull's durasted sheeth delaminating away from the broken interna frame and scattering into
empty space like the slvery ashesfrom an extinguished groundfire. It would also be

asgght that Boba Fett wouldn't live to see; the loss of the ship'sair when the hull was breached would be
an event with asurviva rate of zero for any living creatures aboard.

Fett rolled onto his sde, away from the sharp edge of the bulkhead that would have at least given him a
quick desth, and pushed himself up onto his hands and knees. He shook away the last bit of dazing fog
from the blow to the battle armor's helmet. The now-slent darms hadn't informed him of anything that he
couldn't discern by other means. With the fragile condition that the ship had aready beenin, adirect hit
by a Destroyer-grade laser cannon was bound to have a significant—and close to catastrophi c—effect.
After the stresses of jumping in and out of hyperspace, Save | had barely been holding to-gether; that the
vesse could have taken another blow on top of that without disintegrating was atribute to the ex- tra
armor and structura reinforcements that Boba Fett had ordered ingtalled by Kuat Drive Y ards. But there
was alimit to how much damage those protective measures could soak up before collgpsing dong with
the rest of the ship. When they went, hislife span would be measurable in seconds; there was no
emergency escape pod in which he could bail out.

Getting to hisfest, the bounty hunter grabbed the back of the empty pilot's chair and pulled himsalf
toward the cockpit controls. The pand'sindicator signals and gauges were awash with pulsing red lights,
telling him the same story held dready surmised from the dots at the Side of his hemet, bright asthe ends
of severed arteries.

Quickly, Boba Fett punched a gloved forefinger at the manua override command pad, inputting the
code that would allow the ship's onboard computer to take over the navigational procedures.
"Randomize dl maneuvers" heingructed. " Cd culate and implement nonpredictive evasion pattern.” Even
before he took his hand away from the pad, Slave 7's docking-correction rockets burned on hard,
twigting the ship out of its previous dow course and damming Fett against the sde of the cockpit; another

burn, close to ninety degrees off the first one, would have sent him sprawling again if he hadn't kept a
tight hold on the back of the pilot's chair.



The evasive maneuver wasjust in time: a second laser- cannon bolt shot cometlike past the curve of the
forward viewport, coming close enough for Boba Fett to fed its heat through the clear transparisted.
Fading to adull red, the bolt trailed away, leaving a bright afterimage in Fett's vison, but without hitting
the ship'shull.

Another warning sound became audible as the stressed frame groaned from the transmitted force of the
rockets. No electronic sensors were needed to register what was happening; Boba Fett could fedl the
chill of faling tem- perature through his battle armor, and hear the shilant hiss of dwindling atmospheric
pressure. The reserve oxygen tanks emitters kicked in, attempting futilely to overcome thelossfrom the
ship'smain cabin areas. The evasive maneuver initiated by the onboard computer had wrenched some
part of the hull loose, aready weakened by the first laser-cannon hit. Slave | might be able to dodge
most, and perhaps even dl, of the coruscating bolts being aimed its way—Boba Fett had personally
programmed in the randomizing agorithms—but it would be a process equdly fatd, and rapidly so, as
the quick, darting shiftsin direction and acceleration tore at the ship's damaged fabric.

Boba Fett leaned over the back of the pilot's chair, scanning the forward viewport for any sign of the
enemy that had opened fire on him. It didn't matter who it might be—he figured that he had enough
enemies, from hisyearsin the bounty hunter trade, that at any given moment there would be someone
yearning to take ashot at him. For al he knew, it might have been possible that Bossk had aready found
some way to catch up with him; what the Trandoshan lacked in smarts, he made up in tenacity and the
ability to carry agrudge.

All that mattered right now was where the laser-cannon's bolts had come from. Slave | had adeep
arsend of long-range wegponry itsdlf; if Boba Fett could get afix

on the other ship, hewould be able to bring his own laser cannonsto bear on the target. That would be
acalcu- lated gamble on his part: setting up and holding position long enough to return fire would incresse
the enemy'star- geting ability, and the laser cannons drain upon Slave I'srapidly dwindling power
resources, aswell asthe struc- turd shock from firing the wespons, could very likely de- stroy rather
than save the ship and its occupants. Two shots, calculated Boba Fett as he looked out acrossthe field

of sars. Maybe three. Hisingtinctive connection with the ship he mastered told him that that would be the
limit of itsendurance. If he wasn't ableto take out his enemy that quickly, any further action, including the
resuming of evasive maneuvers, would leave him asalung-emptied corpse drifting amid hisown ship's
debris.

The main engines came on again, aquick burst thrust- ing Save | away from its previouslocation. A trall
of churning, fading light at the corner of the viewport indi- cated the effectiveness of the onboard
computer's ran-domizing program; the enemy's laser-cannon bolt had scorched past, only afew meters
away from the ship's hull. Boba Fett leaned closer to the cockpit's forward viewport, balancing himself
with one hand braced againgt the control pand's flashing red lights, scanning with a hunter'sintent gaze for
any sign of the opponent he faced. His enemy, whoever it might be, obvioudy was aware that its target



would be doing exactly that, trying to lo- cate the source of the bolts aimed toward him. That wasthe
reason why the other ship wasn't sending out asteady stream of rapid-fire laser-cannon bolts; their fiery
pas- sage would have been a dead giveaway, negating the ad- vantage it had at the moment, of mounting
its offensive from some undetermined hiding place.

Boba Fett's strategizing had been encompassed in mere milliseconds. Without warning, the computer's
evasion program kicked in again, twisting Save | into afull 360-degree looping spira, the side-mounted
rockets diverting the thrust of the main engines. It wasn't enough: Boba Fett's grip upon the back of the
pilot's chair was torn loose

as another laser-cannon bolt scored adirect hit upon the curved center of the hull. The impact sent him
flying backward, landing sprawled on his back halfway through the cockpit's open hatchway. A torrent of
sparks, blind- ing gnatlike miniatures of the laser fire that had filled the viewport, lashed againg his chest
and helmet visor asthe control pand's circuits overloaded and shorted out. The acrid smell of burning
hard-wireinsulaion and frying silicon mixed with the hissing steam of the fire-extinguisher cylindersletting
loose their contents beneath the panel's gauges and buttons.

Asthe cockpit filled with smoke, Boba Fett grabbed the side of the hatchway and pulled himsalf upright.
The louder hissin his ears was the sound of oxygen venting from the ship's hull; the last laser-cannon bolt
had done even more damage than thefirst that had hit Savel.

His hemet comlink had gone dead, aswell asthe red warning lights arrayed at the sde of the visor. Fett
pushed past the toppled pilot's chair, its pedestal stan-chion ripped loose from the buckling floor. The
pand was dick with combustion-retardant foam and wet ash as he punched the computer'sinput
microphone control. "Prepare to sed off cockpit area,” he commanded. The only way to obtain afew
precious minutes more of breathing time—and the chance, however dim, to sur- vive beyond that—was
to reduce the stress on Save I'slife-support systemsto as close to zero as possible. Letting every other
section of the ship go to complete vacuum would turn the cockpit into atemporary bubble of safety.
Onceit was set up, Boba Fett could override the com- puter's evasion program and turn the underside of
the craft toward the source of the laser-cannon bolts, so the inert metal would act asashield for the
cockpit's curve of transparisted..

Therest of the plan formulated itsdlf in Fett's mind. He had limited options at this point, but there was till
awaysthe chance of outwitting hisfoe. Play dead, hetold himsdlf. That could work. The damage that
Savel

had suffered would be obvioudy visible from the out- Sde; with the engines shut down and dl sgns of
onboard power switched off, his ship would look like alifdess hulk drifting in space. That might be
enough to get this unknown enemy to come close enough, imprudently within range of asudden,



unexpected volley from Boba Fett's own laser cannons. At that kind of distance, he could cripple or even
destroy the other ship; either way, held then have the time to head for the safety of Kud'ar Mub'at's web,
before the remaining store of oxygen aboard Slave | ran out.

" Atmospheric lockdown procedures concluded,” an- nounced the onboard computer's voice, il
emotionless though coarsened now with burring static. " Cockpit areaready to be sealed on your order."

"Maintain status,” said Fett. There were things he had to do before the cockpit's life-support systems
were secured. " Standby until | return to thisarea" He pushed himsalf away from the control pandl.

From the cockpit area, Boba Fett quickly descended the metd treads of the ladder leading down to the
main cargo hold. He still had hard merchandise aboard the ship that he intended to ddliver and be paid
for. Therene- gade stormtrooper Trhin VVosson't had to be divein or-der for that to be accomplished.

Theair pressure in the cargo hold had dropped to a dizzying, heart-accelerating level. As he stepped
from the last tread of the ladder, Boba Fett could see aswimming cluster of black dotsformin hisvision,
ateltae sgn of oxygen starvation. The spots quickly vanished as his bat- tle armor's reserve oxygen
supply kicked in. Asuseful asthose reserves were in emergencies such asthis, they were ill limited; Fett
knew that he would have to ac- complish hismisson herefast, and get back up to the cockpit with
Vaosson't before they ran out. All his strate-gizing would do him little good if he was lying on the cargo
hold's floor unconscious when the enemy ship approached.

"l was. .. wondering . . . when you'd show up." Gasping for breath, eyes reddened from the smoke that
filled the cargo area, Trhin Vosson't held himself upright with both fiststightly clenched upon the holding
cage'sbars. "Figured ... maybe you were dead aready ..."

"Lucky for you that I'm not." The miniaturized secu-rity key was implanted in the fingertip of Boba Fett's
gloved hand; the mere act of grabbing the pull-bar on the cage's door would unlock it and dlow him to
yank Vosson't out. He could fed the renegade stormtrooper's hard gaze bearing down on him like two
laser trackers as he stepped close and reached for the door. "Let's get going.”

Fett had aready caculated that he didn't have time to render VVosson't unconscious, or the strength,
given the depleted level of oxygen in the cargo hold, to drag the stormtrooper's limp body up the ladder
to the cockpit. It would be better just to get him up there, with whatever degree of threats or personal
violence was necessary, then knock him out so he wouldn't interfere with the rest of the operation.



"Why should I”?" Vosson't hunched over, hishead at alevel with his hands gripping the bars, chest
laboring to draw in enough breeth to support life functions. "What... do | get.. .out of it?’

That was one more thing he didn't have time for: one more argument from VVosson't. The stormtrooper
had never yet seemed to redlize that Boba Fett wasn't inter-ested in his opinions on what to do next.

"What you get," said Boba Fett as he pulled open the holding cage's door, "isachanceto go onliving a
littlewhile longer. If that's not important to you—too bad. Y ou don't get avote oniit.”

"I'll tell you... what'simportant to me..." Vosson't straightened up, pushing himsdf back from the
verticd bars. "Giving you ... alittle surprise ..." His voice was suddenly louder and more forceful, as
though he were now expending a carefully husbanded store of vitd en-

ergy. Taking one step backward to brace himself, he swung the single bar that had somehow come
loose from its mounting at both the top and bottom welded frames of the cage. The length of glistening
metal moved through aflat horizontd arc, its end striking Boba Fett directly in his abdomen. The blow
had dl of Trhin Vosson't'sweight and strength behind it, hitting Fett with enough velocity to lift him for a
moment off hisfeet and dam his spine back against the edge of the open cage doorway.

Stunned and doubled over from the blow to his gut, Boba Fett lay on the cargo areas grated metal floor,
one shoulder rolled benesth him. His own sudden flurry of motion revedled to his dazed and swimming
vision what had previoudy been concedled by the thick smoke gath- ered at the base of the cage: the
laser-cannon bolts from the hidden enemy ship had buckled the hold's floor enough to spring loose a
section of cage bars. The one with which Vosson't had struck him had come com-pletely free, and had
been held in place only by the stormtrooper'sfigt, giving the visud impression that he was il trapped
ingde the cage. In fact, and as Boba Fett had just painfully learned, he had been merely waiting for Fett
to unlock the door and come within striking distance.

"You should have ... listened ..." Vosson't's words came from somewhere in the blurred, red-tinged
distance above Boba Fett. "When you had... the opportunity..."

AsFett tried to push himself up from the floor, an- other blow from the metal cage bar to the base of his
battle armor's helmet sent him sprawling again. The hel- met's visor scraped across the cargo hold's
grating. His mouth filled with the taste of smoke as he gulped for bregth.



"Butyou...didnt..." Vosson't had planted his boots on either Side of Boba Fett, the better to raise
the cage bar high and aim akilling blow at the top of the bounty hunter's vertebrae. "Y ou don't get... a
second chance...”

Boba Fett heard the bar come whistling down through the oxygen-thinned air. But the broken weld of its
tip struck the hold's floor instead of his spine as his own arm grabbed hold of one of Vosson't'slegsand
jerked him off balance. Vosson't lost his grip on the metal bar as hefell backward, and it clattered
acrossthe floor and againgt the farthest bulkhead.

The butt of the holstered blaster pistol was aready clamped in Boba Fett's fist. Before he could draw it
and fire, Vosson't's close-combet training asserted itself: with his elbows braced againgt the floor, he
brought the hedl of his boot hard under Boba Fett's chin, snapping his helmeted head back. The blaster
went flying from Fett's loosened grasp. Before Boba Fett could recover, the renegade stormtrooper
dived for the weapon. Vosson't landed with his chest scraping across the edges of the grate,
outstretched hands clawing desperately for the blaster.

Fett didn't wait to seeif Vosson't came up with it. He scrambled onto his knees and snatched up the
cage bar that had falen from the stormtrooper's grasp before. In one fluid motion, Fett twisted about, the
bar poised javelinlikein one gloved hand; he saw VVosson't dso kneeling a couple of meters away,
turning with the blaster pistal gripped in his doubled fists. Behind the wegpon, and through the
eye-ginging hazefilling the cargo hald, the harsh angles of VVasson't's triumphantly grinning face could be
seen as he took aim and squeezed hisfinger upon the weapon'strigger.

The cage bar flew from Boba Fett's hand as he whipped his arm straight before him. A bolt from the
blaster pistol scorched an inch away from Fett's helmet as he dived to one side. Acrossthe hold, a
screeching intake of breath sounded from Vosson't' as the jagged tip of the cage bar ripped through his
deeve and tore ared wound through the flesh underneath. The force of the thrown bar was enough to
pull one hand away from the blaster—but the other hand tightened its grip.

"Good . . . shot . .." With his heart and lungslaboring

in hischest, Vosson't good up, hiswounded arm pressed tight againgt hissidein avain attempt to
stanch the flow of blood. Dark red ribbons wound past the hip of his grease-stained uniform trousers and
down histhigh. "But not... good enough...”

Boba Fett made no reply, but watched as the blaster pistol in VVosson't's shaking hand drew down upon



aninvisblelineto the center of hishdmet.

"I might've ... put you in the cage ..." Vosson't gri- maced with the effort of pulling in enough breath to
re- main conscious. Beneath the smoke and ash streaking his narrow face, the scarred and chiseled flesh
was as pallid white as a sheet of flimsiplast. "And kept you... dive..." He hed the blaster, unwavering
now, straight out in front of him. "But I've changed my mind."

Fireand ablinding glare erupted through Slave I's cargo hold, overwhelming the single bolt that shot out
from the muzzle of the blaster. Boba Fett felt himsdlf be-ing thrown backward as the hold's grated
flooring ripped into pieces from the explosion that pushed apart the ship's bulkheads as though they were
mere fluttering sheets of metdlic cloth. He knew what had happened, even ashefdl again, with one
forearm protectively shield- ing hishemet's visor. From somewherein the airless dis- tance outside, the
other ship, his unidentified enemy, had taken aim and fired itslaser cannon, scoring adirect hit on hisown
ship'shull.

Another explosion rumbled from deep in the bowels of Savel, in the main engine compartments. Fire,
laced with eectrical sparks, white-hot wasps swirling in dense clouds of oily smoke, legpt up through the
chasmsthat had been driven through the flooring and bulkheads. The blood that had aready been spilled
now hissed into red steam as the remaining aimospheric content shim-mered with the fierce heat from
below.

Thereheis—

Boba Fett spotted the renegade stormtrooper behind

awall of flame and black, coiling smoke. Stunned by the impact of the laser-cannon bolt and the
catastrophic sys- temsfailureit had triggered, Vosson't had falen to his knees and now-empty hands, his
head |owered as though to preserve the last flickerings of consciousnessingde his oxygen-starved brain.

At the same time, the ship's darm systems overrode the muting command that Boba Fett had given
them. A chorded dectronic wail sounded both inside his helmet and through the diminished air, asthough
the damage suffered by Save | had givenit ashrill, ululating voice, one with which it could keenitsown
desth.

Tendrils of smoke streamed past Boba Fett like €l on- gated ghosts as he strode through the flames; the



ship's hull had been breached in enough places that the vacuum outside had begun sucking out the
remaining oxygen in the cargo hold. Thefire from the main engine compart-ments had begun to diminish,
but till remained high enough that its bright tongues lapped past Fett's knees.

"Let'sgo." Boba Fett reached down through awash of smoke and grabbed V osson't underneath one
arm. He lifted the stormtrooper up onto hiswobbling legs.

Vosson't's head |olled back, as though the bones had been surgically extracted from his neck. Thefire's
heat had cauterized hiswounded arm, stopping the flow of blood, but a thinner red linetrickled from the
corner of his mouth. The closeimpact of the laser-cannon bolt had taken him closer to death than any of
Boba Fett's weap- ons could have.

"Go ahead ..." Vosson't's eyelids were barely able to drag back above his unfocused sight. Therewas
barely enough breath I€eft in hislungsfor hisvoiceto be emitted asadry, forcelesswhisper. "Finish ... me
off.."

"| told you before.” The other man wastaler than Fett; he had to lift Vosson't higher and brace him
againg his chest, then step backward to pull him away from the flames and smoke. "Y ou're too vauable
to let die." Boba Fett took one hand away from where he had clutched the torn front of the
sormtrooper'singgnialess uniform,

and prodded his gloved fingertips up underneath the edge of his own armor's helmet. He took onelast,
lung-filling inhaation from the hdmet's air supply, then tugged and ripped the breathing tube out beneath
the helmet'slower edge. The tube extended only afew inches from the helmet; Boba Fett had to bring
the stormtrooper's face up close to his own, foreheads separated only by the dark visor, in order the
thrust the end of the tube into VVosson't's mouth.

The minute flow of oxygen from the hemet'sair sup- ply triggered an automatic responsein Vossont.
Hisback arched as hislungsfilled reflexively, drawing deep from what little remained in the tiny canister
ingde the helmet. Vosson't coughed, expelling the tube.

Fett saw that the stormtrooper still had enough of hiswits about him, despite the battering he had taken
in the explosonsthat had ripped through the cargo hold, to clamp his mouth shut and hold in the
life-restoring breath he had been given. Bearing Vosson't up, with one arm wrapped around him, Boba
Fett dragged the unre-sisting figure through the smoke and toward the ladder |eading up to the cockpit
area.



Theladder still stood upright, though it swayed when Boba Feit put a hand upon one of the metal treads.
Looking past the threads of smoke sifting toward the hull's air legks, he could see that one of the upper
attach- ment points had been ripped loose by the laser-cannon bolt'simpact; the entire bulkhead behind
the ladder had buckled nearly in two, asthough crumpled in agiant fist.

A screech of tormented meta sounded, bardly audible through the dinning layers of syssem darms, as
Boba Fett mounted the ladder and began the laborious process of carrying the barely conscious
stormtrooper toward the cockpit. With Vosson't'sweight balanced precari- oudy againgt himsdlf, each
higher tread he stepped upon threatened to break the ladder's single remaining weld with the bulkhead
above. If the ladder was to come crashing down, once he and his awkward burden were at the halfway
point, thefal would be enough to send both

of them plummeting through the broken grating below and into the smoldering pit of the main engine
compart- ments. Boba Fett knew he wouldn't be climbing out from there. With that much letha hard
radiation going un-shielded, no one could.

The weld point broke just as Boba Fett reached for the top rung.

For asplit second, the ladder swayed clear of the bulk- head, overbaanced by the combined weight of
Fett and his hard merchandise. With Vosson't's chest pressed against one shoulder, Boba Fett bent his
knees into atense crouch. The edge of the hatchway to the cockpit areadrew farther away from his
upraised hand. Lungs burning, fingers straining clawlike, he pushed hislegs straight, leaping for the metal
ridge above him.

Hisfingertips caught hold of the hatchway's curved lower rim. The stormtrooper'sweight dipped in the
grasp of Boba Fett's other arm; dangling alongside the crumpled bulkhead, he squeezed his hold tighter
around Vosson't's chest, hisown fist locked under the edge of the other's shoulder blade, tight enough
that he could fedl the ends of the stormtrooper's broken ribs grind against one another.

The only device that Boba Fett had | eft that would be of any use was the wrist-mounted arrow-dart with
itstrailing, tethered line coiled along hisforearm. Right now, that arm was the one holding up Vossont;
he couldn't do thet, and aim and fire the dart. Even with his own carefully trained resources of strength
and will, Boba Fett's grip with his other hand upon the open cock- pit hatchway above was beginning to
fail, the sharp metd edge scraping dowly, centimeter by centimeter, across the fingertips of his battle
amor'sglove.



Therewas no timefor further calculation. Boba Fett loosened his grip upon the renegade stormtrooper.
Vossont'sweight did lower against him as Fett brought hisarm vertical and fired the arrow-dart toward
the cockpit.

The breath that V osson't had managed to hold now

escaped in an involuntary gasp of pain asthetip of the dart scored ared line across his shoulder blade
and neck. Historso wasjerked higher asthetrailing line, penetrat- ing the back of hisuniform jacket,
gathered up the heavy ail- and bloodstained fabric like ading beneath Vosson't'sarms, dragging him
amogt afull meter upward. Thetorn front of hisuniform jacket did acrossthe visor of Fett's helmet.

Boba Fett felt thetrailing line of the dart grow taut, indicating that the barbed metal had snagged onto
some anchoring point inside the cockpit. The dart's built-in circuitry was programmed to both spread its
barbswider upon target contact and dter itsfina trgjectory into atight loop, giving the head section of
thetrailing line the chance to magneticaly seize and fasten upon itsdlf.

Using the control studs at the base of his battle ar- mor's glove, Boba Fett hit the arrow-dart's retract
func- tion. The line reaching up into the cockpit went even tighter, asthough strung from the ends of a
primitive bow weapon. Boba Fett had to grip the line with his up-raised hand and strain his bicep muscles
againg itsten-son to keep his own weight and that of VVosson't's body from pulling hisarm out of its
socket.

The miniaturized traction engine embedded in the deeve of Fett's armor had been designed only to
handle one humanoid-sized burden, not two; he could sense awarning glow of heat againgt the flesh of
hisforearm asthe dart'strailing line reded back, drawing him and Vosson't dowly up toward the open
hatchway. The lad- der fell away from hisboot soles, itslength clattering against two angles of bulkhead,
then falling to the grated floor of the cargo hold. A swirl of red sparks burst up as the ladder dipped
through one of the jagged openings and tumbled farther into the ship's bowels.

A tendril of grey smoke, lighter than the dark, oily clouds from the fire in the main engine compartments,
leaked from atear in Boba Fett's deeve. The heat againgt his skin increased to awhite-hot burn asthe
retracting line brought him inches away from the metd ridge above

him. With nothing to push againgt from below, Fett had to wait until the line had dragged him high enough
to throw one elbow across the rim of the hatchway, then lever himsdf into position for pushing Vosson't
up onto the floor of the cockpit area.



Vosson't cameto, at least enough to realize what Boba Fett was trying to accomplish. The
stormtrooper's fingertips reached out and scrabbled ahold on to the cockpit flooring; with akicking
thrust, he managed to drag himself up and out of Fett's supporting grasp.

With both arms free now, Boba Fett threw his other elbow across the hatchway's lower rim and tensed
to pull himsdlf therest of the way up.

"Hey ... thanks..."

Fett heard the grating, smoke-harshened voice and looked up into VVosson't's grinning face. The storm-
trooper had rolled over and gotten himsdlf into a gtting position, his one good arm braced behind himsdif,
knees drawn up toward his chest. The narrowed eyes and an-gles features wore a black mask of
sweat-streaked ash and ail; hisleering smile broke through as though cut with adiagona swipe of a
vibroblade.

"Thanks," repested Vosson't. The cockpit'sair filters had cleared away enough smokefor the
ex-stormtrooper to draw in afull breath. "I appreciateit. Now you can go die."

One boot shot out, its sole catching Boba Fett directly in the visor of his helmet. The kick had enough
force to knock him back from where he had clambered onto the lower rim of the hatchway; only theline
tethered from hiswrist into the cockpit behind VVosson't kept Fett from falling back down toward the
cargo hold.

Boba Fett managed to grab the rim of the hatchway with one hand. He looked up and saw that
Vosson't had gotten to hisfeet, and now stood gazing down at him. In one hand, Vosson't held asharp
fragment of metdl, part of the debristhat the laser-cannon bolts had scattered through the cargo hold. His
ugly smile growing wider, Vosson't held the edge of the shard against the line run-

ning past him, from Fett'swrist to its anchor inside the cockpit.

"Thistime," said Vosson't, sneering, "it'sredly good-bye. For you, a least." As he pressed the cutting
edge of the metal fragment harder against the line, he raised one booted foot and prepared to smash it



down upon Boba Fett's hand.

Before the boot came down, Vosson't was thrown off baance by the tethered line going suddenly dack.
Press- ing the miniature control studs at the base of hiswrist, Boba Fett |et the arrow-dart's linered out,
until it had lengthened by severa meters. That was enough for him to cock hisfree arm back and snap it
forward again. The tethered line looped lassolike and snagged around VVosson't's neck. Fett hit the
wrist-mounted control studs again, retracting the line once more, into a choking gar- rote around the
other man'sthroat.

Vosson't staggered backward, fingertips clawing at the line digging under histhroat. The pull from the
taut line enabled Boba Fett to climb up into the hatchway.

With his eyes squeezed shut in pain, Vosson't didn't see the blow from Boba Fett's gloved fist that sent
the stormtrooper sprawling onto his back, head damming against the base of the pilot's chair. Boba Fett
reached over with his other hand and snapped the arrow-dart line free from his own wrist, pushed the
dazed VVosson't over, and used the loose end of the line to bind V osson't's hands together with ahard
knot. He pulled the rest of the line down to V osson't's ankles and bound them the same way. Then he
picked VVosson't up by thefront of hisjacket, hoisted the stormtrooper to eyelevel, and threw him into
thefar corner of the cockpit.

"Sedl off the cockpit area," Boba Fett spoke aloud. He was dready |eaning over the control panel as
Savel'sonboard computer executed the command; with ahiss, the hatchway door closed behind him.
With afew quick jabs at the contrals, he silenced the darm signas once again.

The silence was broken by Fett's own deep, ragged

breathing as his lungs refilled themsalves from the cock- pit's reserves of oxygen. Those were enough to
bring Vosson't back to full consciousnessaswell.

"Now... now what..." Hands tied behind himself, Vosson't lay on one shoulder and labored to speak.
"Areyou...goingtodo..."

Fett ignored him for amoment. With afew adjust- ments from the still-functioning navigationa rockets,
he had brought Slave | around to where he could at |ast see the other ship that had fired upon them. Even
from this distance, where the visible details of his enemy were little more ditinct than the stars behind it



he could recognize the vessel whose laser cannons had brought his own to the brink of destruction.

He knew aswell whose vessdl it was, and who had given the ordersto fire.

It's Xizor. Another adjustment to the controls brought the viewport's optical magnification into the circuit.
The outlines of the Falleen prince's flagship were unmistak- able—and intimidating. The ship was known
to be one of the deadliest and most thoroughly armored in the galaxy, the equivalent of anything matching
its gross tonnage in Emperor Papatinéswar flegt. If Slave | had gotten into afull-pitched battle withiit,
there wouldn't even have been this much of Boba Fett's ship left hanging together.

The mystery of why the Vendetta hadn't moved in for the kill was easy enough to determine. He's
holding back, decided Fett. Just waiting to seeif theré'sany sign of life. Prince Xizor was known to be
something of atro-phy collector; it would be entirely consistent for him to want the hard physical
evidence—the corpses—of those he had set out to kill rather than just blowing them into disconnected

atoms drifting in space.

The greater mystery waswhy Xizor had lainin wait and fired upon Save | in thefirst place. Fett had
been aware of no connection between Xizor and this high-stakes job of rounding up the renegade
stormtrooper for which Pal patine had posted such an astronomical price.

But there had to be some link—it was too much to be- lieve that it was mere coincidence or just random
malice on Xizor's part. The Falleen prince's mind was too coldly rational—smilar to Boba Fett'sownin
that manner— for anything like that to be the case.

Boba Fett lowered his gaze from the viewport and be- gan punching in new commands on the control
pand.

"What..." Vosson't'svoicewasaharsh croak. "Tdl me..."

There was neither time nor need to explain to the mer- chandise lying on the floor of the cockpit. "I'm
doing," said Boba Fett, "the same thing I've been doing al aong. Saving both our lives—whether you like
it or not."



With afind jab of hisforefinger, he hit the button to fire up the one main engine that was dtill functioning.
Savel shuddered, its hull threatened to tear loose from the battered structura frame benegth, as the
enging's convulsve thrust blurred the starsin the viewport.

"What's he doing?' The comm specidist leaned closer to the Vendettas forward viewport, scanning the
sector ahead. "It'samazing, Y our Excellency—he must be dill divel”

Prince Xizor wasn't amazed. Standing at the bridge's controls, with one hand still resting upon the laser
can-nons target acquisition module, he watched as, in the sar-filled distance, the ship known as Save |l
fired up itsremaining thruster engine and started to move. Another screen, smdler and mounted to the
Sde of the viewport, showed the damage-assessment scan that had been run on the target: a complete
schematic showed in glowing red the operationd systems that had aready shut down. Therewere only a
few—the one engine, basic naviga: tiona equipment, life support in the cockpit area—that till gppeared
in the green that indicated ongoing func- tions. Crippled, but dowly gathering speed, Boba Fett's ship had
someof itsown lifeleftinit yet.

"He'shard tokill," said Xizor with adow, admiring nod of his head. Heliked that in a sentient cresture;
it made thefind victory over one of them so much sweeter. Too many of the galaxy's denizens, on
whatever remote

systemsthey could be found or on the homeworldsin the Empire's center, gave up al too easily when
they per- caived the hand of the Black Sun about to set its grasp upon thelr throats. Deep within himsdlf,
Xizor possessed the characteristic Falleen disdain for those too weak to put up a struggle, even when
facing certain death. For a Falleen, that was the moment when the struggle should be at its keenest, when
there was no hope of extending one'slife even by asingle heartbest. Xizor had suspected for along time,
from when he had first envisioned the scheme in which Boba Fett was now fatally enmeshed, that the
bounty hunter would not disgppoint himin thisregard. "Hard to kill,"Xizor mused aoud once more. "A
very worthy prey. But then ..." He turned his head and smiled at the comm specialist standing beside him.
"A true hunter would be."

The comm specidist appeared nervous, with a sheen of sweat upon his brow. Aswith the rest of the
operations crew, arrayed at their postsin the Vendetta's bridge, he was understandably eager that his
magter'swishes, espe- cidly in something asimportant asthis, would not go unfulfilled. At the sametime
none of them had the same innate confidence in the outcome of the pursuit that Xi-zor himsdlf did. Which
isasit should be, thought Xizor with satisfaction. Keeps them on their toes.



"Excuse me, Y our Excellency"—the comm specidist raised ahand and pointed toward the high,
concave sur- face of the centra viewport—"but Boba Fett's ship— Save |—itsvelocity isincreasing.”
He glanced over at the readout numbers on one of the tracking monitors. "Rather substantidly, in fact.
Perhgpsit'stimeto finish him off. Otherwise ..." Thetech's shouldersrosein aticlike shrug. "He might
actudly get away."

"Cdm yoursdf." The corner of Xizor's mouth twisted in a contemptuous sneer. "Y our fearsare
groundless." That was one more emotiona response that provoked scorn in a Faleen noble. "Where
exactly do you think Boba Fett could run to?Y ou can seefor yoursdf that his ship no longer hasthe

cgpability of making ajump into

hyperspace.” Xizor pointed to the damage-assessment screen. "Even if he could—were he foolish
enough to try it—the stresswould blow that poor wreck into atoms. No ..." Xizor gave another dow
shake of his head. "There's nothing to worry about now. We may bring hisfutile struggle to an end at our
lesure™

He could tell that the comm specialist was uncon-vinced, aswell asthe others surrounding him on the
bridge. They did not possess the greatness of spirit to sa- vor amoment such asthis. A legend dies,
mused Xizor, and it means nothing to them.

For Boba Fett was precisdly that, adark legend. One whose exploits had been for so long a source of
fear and envy—and al the other spirit-lessening emotions that sentient crestures could inflict upon
themselves—in every shadowed corner of the galaxy. Even though Boba Fett's death had not been the
primary aim of al of Xi-zor's plotting and scheming, it was till an undeniable benefit to become the
author of hisdemise. In the unspo- ken rules of the gresat, deadly game played among hunters, no prize
was more desirable than the blood of an oppo-nent upon one's hands.

Xizor looked past the image of Boba Fett's ship to the stars beyond. And someday—the thought burned
within his breast—that blood will be from other opponents, even greater and more deadly than Boba
Fett. The time would come when he would place his boot sole upon the neck of another helmeted figure,
one who had long been the target of his hatred. If the web that Xizor spun had resulted in Boba Fett's
destruction, that was only aby- product of the scheme meant to crush Lord Darth Vader. And when that
vengeful god had been accomplished ...

After vengeance came ambition. Which for Prince Xi- zor was just aslimitless. It was something that
withered old fool Emperor Pa patine would discover too late to save himsalf. The mystical Force, which
Xizor had felt more than once squeeze the breath from his throat, would not be enough to forestd| that
day of triumph for Black Sun and its commander.



Some things, thought Xizor with athin smile, are more powerful than any Force. And over those
things— fear, vengeance, greed, and so much e se—his command extended aswell.

Even the most pleasant meditations had to end even-tualy. Xizor brought his thoughts back from that
future, glittering like light from a honed vibroblade, and re- turned it to those concerns over which his
underlings fretted. "L et us proceed,” said Xizor. He gestured to one of the weapons techs standing
behind him. "Reaccess previous target and prepareto fire.”

"Your Excdlency ..." The comm specidist sounded even more nervous than before. "That... that might
not be such agood idea..."

Fearful insubordination angered Prince Xizor asthor- oughly as any other kind. His heavy cape svung
out- ward from his shoulders as he whirled about to face the other man, aready cringing before the
ondaught of hiswrath. The violet tinge of his eyes darkened to acolor closer to that of spilled blood as
he pinned the comm spe- cidist with hisfiercely heated gaze. "Y ou dare," said Xi-zor, the lowered tone
of hisvoice more intimidating than any increase in volume could have been, "to question my orders?’

"No! Of course not, Your Excellency—" The comm specialist actually took a step backward, hands
raised as though to fend off ablow. A look of controlled panic swept around the faces of the other staff
onthebridge. "It'sjust thuh-that—" Stammering, the technician pointed with one hand to the viewport
behind Xizor. "The Stua- tion has changed somewhat... suh-since you last looked at it..."

Brow creased, Xizor turned back to the viewport. He saw immediately what the comm specidist was
refer- ring to, even before the other man could manage an explanation.

"You see, Your Excellency . .. Boba Fett has maneu- vered his ship so that it's directly between
ourselves and the web of Kud'ar Mub'at..."

The situation would have been obviousto any eye, let alone one as skilled in Strategic matters as Prince
Xizor's. Beyond the image of the ship Save |l in the viewport, the larger mass of the arachnoid
assembler's drifting, salf-constructed home and place of business could be seen, like a shabby, € ongated
atificid agteroid.



"Tofire off any laser-cannon bolts now, Y our Excd-lency, would be highly inadvisable." The comm
specid- ist had summoned up hislast reserves of courage; hisvoice sounded alittle less shaky. "Any
evadve maneu-vers on Boba Fett's part might result in the bolts striking Kud'ar Mub'at's web instead.”
The comm specidist shrugged and spread his hands, palms upward. " Of course, that would be up to you
to decide, asto whether to risk it or not. But given the ongoing business relations between Black Sun and
the assembler—"

"Yes, yes, refrain from explanation.” Xizor irritably waved off the underling. "Y ou don't need to remind
me about al that." Sending afew laser-cannon bolts through Kud'ar Mub'at itself, and not just the
assembler's messily conglomerated web, would not have been any causefor grief; Xizor had dready
decided upon the dimination of this business associate, whose entangling concerns had grown so
inconvenient. But to do so in thisway, with al the repercuss ons that would follow from it becoming
known throughout the galaxy that Black Sun had a short and fatal way with those that served them,
would cripple Xizor'sfurther plans. Beyond that, the new dly that Xi- zor had dated to replace Kud'ar
Mub'at was dso ingde the assembler's web—Xizor had no intention of losing so potentialy vauable a
cresture as Balanceshest, the crafty little accountant subnode that had declared itsindepen- dence fromiit
creator. "Hold your fire," Xizor ingtructed the weapons systems techs behind him.

The comm specidist had put one hand to his ear, lis- tening to a subaudible message being patched
through the cochlear implant insde his skull. ™Y our Excellency—" he said, looking up a Xizor. "Kudar
Mub'at has made

direct contact with us. He wishesto have aword with you.”

All'I need, thought Xizor irritably. "Very wdl—put it through.”

Helistened to Kud'ar Mub'at's high-pitched, nerve-grating voice through the speaker mounted above
the bridge's central control panel. "My so-esteemed Prince Xizor," came the assembler'svoice. "Of
course, asa- ways, boundlessis my trust in your wisdom and abilities. Never would | doubt the
propriety of any action that wasinitiated by your spotless hands—"

"Get onwithit," growled Xizor. The panel micro- phone picked up hiswords and relayed them on a
tight- beam connection to the web drifting in the distance, beyond Boba Fett's ship. "I've got more urgent
thingsto take care of than listening to you." He kept an eye on the viewport and the image of Boba Fett's

ship, il gather- ing speed.



"Very wel," sniffed the assembler. Xizor could imag- ineit on its nest in the web, folding multiple jointed
limbs moretightly around its pallid, wobbling abdomen. Y our display of temperament is perhaps
understand-able, but it does not diminish the admiration |—"

"Either say what you want of me or be silent.”

Thetone of the assembler's voice turned sour and sulky. "Asyou wish, Xizor. How isthisfor bluntness:
you must be an idiot to have begun firing upon Boba Fett in open space. Do Falleens have no capacity
for discre- tion? This entire sector is under constant observation be- cause of the presence of my web
here. Must | remind you that others are very likely watching? Some of those watchers are business
asociates of mine, or those with whom | might wish to do business at sometime. | redize that your
reputation would be enhanced by publicly eiminating the so-esteemed Boba Fett—but what about my
reputation?’ Kud'ar Mub'at's voice grew louder from the panel speaker. 1 certainly would prefer to have
crea tureskilled rather than pay the money | owe them—don't

mistake me about that—but | would prefer if it didn't be- come widely known that this sort of thing
happensto them. Pray tell, who's going to do businesswith meif they think they're going to wind up
dead?'

"Don't worry about it,” replied Prince Xizor. Only aportion of his attention was given to the conversation
with the absent assembler. ™Y ou can tell anyone you want that Boba Fett's desth had nothing to do with
you."

"Oh, but of course." The voice coming from the speaker was tinged with sarcasm. "It just happened that
he got blown to atoms while he was bringing a piece of hard merchandise to me, apiecefor which I'd
have to hand over apretty sum of credits. Creatures will believethat, dl right.”

"L et them believe whatever they will. Y ou've got more pressing concerns right now."

"What?' Kud'ar Mub'at sounded puzzled. "To what are you referring, Xizor?"

"Simple enough.” His own admiration for Boba Fett had increased, now that he could see what the
bounty hunter was up to. "Y our 'business associate,’ for whom you've expressed such concern—Baoba
Fert—he's headed right your way."



"Well, of course heis. He's got merchandise to deliver—"

"I'm afraid you don't understand.” Bestowing bad news on another sentient creature was aminor
diversion that paled next to murder and plunder, but it was one from which Xizor could till derive some
pleasure. "Or perhaps more likely, you smply have no awareness of what condition hisship Savel isin.
But we've dready done a complete damage assessment. So you can believe me, Kud'ar Mub'at, when |
tell you—Boba Fett's not go-ing to be able to stop.”

"But... but that's absurd!"

"No," said Xizor. "It'sactudly rather clever of him. He's burning up the last remaining thruster engine
aboard

his ship, and he's dready achieved a considerable ve- locity. It'satribute to hispiloting skillsthat he's
able to keep Slave |—what's | eft of it—on a steady course, at that speed. But what Boba Fett can't do
now—no one would be ableto—is bring Save | to ahdt beforeit crashesinto your web. From our
scanning of hisship, we know that al of hisbraking rockets are out of commis- son. Which, of course, is
something that he knows aswell."

A wordless, panicked shriek came over the comm unit speaker. The image that came to Prince Xizor's
inner eye wasthat of Kud'ar Mub'at dmogt literdly flying out of hisnest inside the drifting web, with his
pidery legsthrashing around him.

"How—" The absent assembler managed to regain ameasure of control, enough to sputter out a
desperate question. "How much timedo | have?!

"I'd say..." Xizor glanced over at the tracking moni- tor and the rapidly flickering numbers on the
readouts below it. "Y ou'd better brace yourself.”

Before any more annoyingly high-pitched sounds could come over the speaker, Xizor reached over and
broke the comm unit connection between the Vendetta and Kud'ar Mub'at'sweb. A monitor below the
main viewport showed the view from aremote scout module stationed on the other side of the web;
glancing a the screen, Xizor could seetheflaring jet of Save I'sremaining thruster en- gine. From this



angleit looked like astar going nova, al glaring flame, bright enough to sting one's eyes.

"Y our Excdlency." Standing beside Xizor, the comm speciaist spoke up. "Do you have ordersfor the
crew?'

Xizor remained slent for amoment longer, watching the bounty hunter's ship asit sped onitstrgectory
sraight toward Kud'ar Mub'at's web. His cold admira- tion of Boba Fert—and his appreci ation—went
up an- other notch. The game of death had just been made more complicated—and much more
interesting. There was no doubt about the eventua outcome; there never was

when Xizor played at it. But however sweet the bounty hunter's death would have been before, the
pleasure was enhanced far beyond that now.

"Track and pursuit,” said Xizor at last. "There's go- ing to be some pieces to pick up. Interesting pieces

Boba Fett emerged from Slave I—he had to step back and kick the exterior hatchway door open; its
opera- tiona power had failed and aloosened section of hull plating had wedged into one corner—and
stepped into absolute, screeching chaos.

He'd expected as much. Thisresult had been apart of his plan, from the moment he/d conceived the
notion of plowing his ship into Kud'ar Mub'at's space-drifting web. Hislong familiarity with the arachnoid
assembler, their years of doing business together, had enabled him to scope out the web's nature and
capabilities. Kud'ar Mub'at had designed and spun the web out of sdlf-extruded fila- ments, both
structura and neurd, so that it could incor-porate bits and pieces of ships and other artifacts made by
sentient creatures; both the web'sinside and outs de were studded with those segments of durasted, like
func- tioning wreckage mired in theirregular, scum-thick surf of afrozen sea. That physical incorporation
of such items had been due to Kud'ar Mub'at's greed—its desire to magnify and glorify itself with
trophies from those un-fortunates who'd found themsel ves enmeshed too deeply in its schemesto get
out—and to aneed to preserve the web itself. The web had no other defenses; its ability to quickly
incorporate and sedl itself around anything that penetrated it was the only way it could maintain a
life-supporting environment insdeits curved, matted, and tangled fibrouswalls.

With one gloved hand grasping the side of the hatch-way, Boba Fett scanned the scene around him. The
inte- rior of Kud'ar Mub'at's web was lit a shimmering blue-white by the phosphorescence of masses of
illumi- nator subnodes. The smple creatures clung to the upper



wadls by their tiny, scuttlings legs and radiated the soft glow from the bioluminescent compoundsin their
trandu- cent, distended abdomens, hardly more than the size of Boba Fett's doubled figts. All of the
dhrieking noise in the web came not from the living light sources, tethered by neurd filamentsto their own
creator, but from their subnode cousins, the faster-moving emitters of the sticky, viscousfluid by which
the web repaired itsalf and incorporated fragments of shipsinto the crudely shaped structure.

The emitters scuttled around the web's torn edges, where Slave | had broken through and mired itsalf.
Be-fore crashing into the web, Boba Fett had reoriented the ship from it usua verticaly oriented,
taill-downward po-sition; that would have brought the rounded curve of the cockpit like a blunt
hammer-blow againgt the web's exte- rior. At thelast second, aquick burst of one of the navi- gational
jets had brought the sharper, knifelike projection of the hull above the cockpit toward the rapidly
ap-proaching web. Once Save | had thrust itsway into the web, thick fibers entangling around it, afinal
burst from the opposite jet had brought it upright again, so that the wider surface of the cockpit against
theweb'sinterior brought it to ahalt. The smell of the fibers that had been scorched black by thejets
firing hung as an acrid mi-asmain theweb's palidly lit cavern.

More than the web's structure had been hurt in the ship'simpact. The web, aliving thing itsdlf, reacted to
the traumain its own pain-filled way. The din of shriek-ing that sounded in Boba Fett's ears came from
the other subnodesthat had aready been in this section of the web, rather than having scurried there to
contain the damage. Mogt of them had been torn loose from the neura-fiber strandsthat had tethered
them to their controlling par- ent Kud'ar Mub'at; some were mute, never having been given vocal
abilities, but the others now gaveidiot cries asthey dropped from the rough domed ceiling of the space.
The matted floor was thick with the scuttling forms, writhing in spasms of pain or scrabbling intight

little circles, their limited onboard cerebra functions com- pletely overloaded by the sudden
disconnection from the assembler on his nest in another part of the web. Spidery, crablike subnodes,
trailing their snapped connectors be- hind them, clambered over Boba Fett's boots as he stepped down
from Save I'shatchway. He kicked afew aside as though they were chitin-shelled rats, afew of the
smaller oneswere unavoidably crushed beneath his boot soles, their husks crackling like thin eggshells.

Fett looked up toward the prow of his ship and saw that the emitter subnodes had amost finished
sedling the web around the hull; only a section around the main thruster nozzles fill extended out into the
vacuum of space. The various high-pitched whistling noises that the web's atimosphere had made,
escaping through the torn structurd fibers, dowly died out as the emitters went about their work, filling in
the last of the gaps between the living biomass and the ship's curved durastedl hull. Around Boba Fett,
the blue-lit space grew steadily qui- eter, as more and more of the disconnected subnodes lapsed into a
quivering catatonic state, overturned on their backs like sea creatures stranded by some planet's receding
tide. The slence that dowly overcame the previ- ous hectic din was that of apartial death: asthe web
was strung with living fibers spun out from Kud'ar Mub'at's own cortex and cerebrospina system, to
stand in an ex- cised section such asthiswaslike standing in some crea- ture's grossy magnified brain
after an equally gigantic surgeon's scapel had cut away awedge of grey matter.



"Let'sgo." Boba Fett reached back insde Save I's hatchway and grabbed the front of Trhin Vosson't's

uni-form jacket, now hardly more than rags held together by its blood-tarnished meta fastenings. With a
sharp pull, he got the former ssormtrooper to his feet; another tug brought the other man stumbling out of
the ship. "Timeto get paid.”

Vosson't's eyeswere two burning nicksin his bruised, oil-stained face. The handstied behind his back
thrust his shouldersforward. "If you'rein such ahurry—" His

voice was raw from both smoke inhalation and barely controlled rage. He nodded toward his boots and
the segment of arrow-dart line that hobbled hisanklesto- gether. "Then you'd better untie these. Never
get there, otherwise”

"I've got a better idea," said Fett. With aswift hori- zontal arc of hisforearm, he clouted VVosson't
across the face, sending him damming back againgt the edge of Savel, then sprawling among the
twitching, dying sub- nodes that littered the space's floor. Blood streamed from V osson't's nose as Fett
looked down at him. "Let's leave you tied up just the way you are, and you can forget about any more
escape attempts.” Reaching down, he grabbed the rags of Vosson't'sjacket and hauled him up- right
again. "They're not going to do you any good now. And I've started to find them annoying.”

"Yeah, | bet." Vosson't sneered a him. His bound hands squeezed into white-knuckled fists, as though
he were imagining them around Boba Fett's neck.

The stormtrooper had been on the losing end of every exchange with Fett, going right back to the distant
colo-nia mining world where Fett and histemporary partner Bossk had tracked him down. Y et he il
displayed adeeply ingrained will to fight. It won't do him much good, thought Boba Fett. There would be
little difference in the outcome whether V osson't continued to struggle and scheme, or whether he findly
gave up and accepted hisfate. That being the case, Boba Fett didn't care which the stormtrooper wound
up doing. It was just amatter of convenience,

A darker, more venomous expression settled across Vosson't'sface. Y ou might be able to get paid,
bounty hunter. Y ou managed to get your merchandise thisfar, so anything's possible. But what are you
going to do when Prince Xizor shows up here?' Vosson't had seen the im- age of Xizor's ship on Save
I's cockpit viewport, and had been able to identify it just as readily as Fett had. "And that's going to be
any minute now."



"Y ou don't need to worry about that. I'll ded with

him then." A length of loose cord dangled from the knot around V osson't'swrists; Boba Fett used that
to pull him aong, twisted partway around and barely able to walk. Asthey progressed toward the
interior tunnel that would lead them to Kud'ar Mub'at itsdlf, Fett glanced over his shoulder at his captive.
"You didn't appear surprised by Xizor being in this sector of space, waiting for us. It seems areasonable
assumption that you knew hed be here.”

"Assume whatever you want." Vosson't leaned back from the tug of the line around hiswrigts. "Y oull
find out what the dedl is soon enough. And you want to know something? It's going to be ared surprise.”

Boba Fett maintained his own silence. And kept a hand on the butt of the blaster pistol strapped at his
sde.

"Ah ... my inimitable associate . .. the esteemed ... Boba Fett ..." A hdting voice, squesking like rusted
metal, greeted them as they emerged from the web's cen- tral tunndl. "How charmed ... | am ... to see
you once more..."

Standing in the center of the web's main chamber, with the stormtrooper tethered afew steps behind
him, Boba Fett gazed upon the arachnoid assembler. Or upon the crippled shell of what Kud'ar Mub'at
had been; Save I's crashing into the web had obvioudy had an effect for the worse upon its master as
well.

"Y ou're not looking too good, Kud'ar Mub'at." It was a statement of plain fact; Boba Fett felt no great
sympathy for the assembler. I'd better get my credits, thought Fett, beforeit dies.

"How ... kind of you ... to show such concern ..." The pneumatic subnode that had formed Kud'ar
Mub'at's cushioned throne was apparently dead, its deflated and flaccid membrane extending around the
assembler like agrey, waxen puddle. Kud'ar Mub'at itself was hunched down in the thicket of its spidery
black legs, the inverted triangular face lowered and tilted to one sde. Most of the compound eyes
studding its visage appeared lifel ess, the sentient spark gone out behind them, asthough a

gust of wind had blown out the guttering flame ingde alantern. Only the two largest eyes a the front
seemed able to focus upon the web's untimely visitors. "To be hon- est with you... thereve been times...



|'vefdt better..."

"Faceit, " BobaFett said bluntly. Y ou're dying."

"Oh,no...nota dl ..." Thetriangular head raised itself abit, digplaying ashakily lopsided imitation of a
humanoid amile. "I'll survivethis... asl've survived other things..." A twiglike fordimb lifted, itsend claw
twitching and pointing to Kud'ar Mub'at'shead. "Thisisno more. . . than theresults of ... aneurd
feedback surge.. . . fromthecrash . . . that'sdl ..." The claw tapped againgt the black shell of the
assembler's skull with adry little clicking noise. ™Y our sudden entry . . . into my humble abode ... most
unfortunate ... Kud'ar Mub'at tried to raise itsdlf alittle higher in its deflated net, but failed, collgpsing
once moreinto the broken tangle of itsarms. "But you shdl see ... dl things can be mended ..." A crazed
light shonein the largest of the as- sembler'seyes. "I've had so much practice. . . creating additionsto
myself . .. outsdemy body . . . that | can create anew cortex insde here ..." Theraised claw tip dug
harder at the skull behind the triangular face, as though dready getting down to therepair job. "To re-
placetheone... . that the circumstances.... of your ar- riva ... damaged.”

"Perhgps you can." Boba Fett shrugged. "It doesn't matter to me, though.”

"And what... precisdly ... does matter to you?"

"Getting paid.”

"Ah..." The assembler's head twisted about, as though trying to force its visitor into focus. "You, at least .
.. have not changed ..." Theraised claw tip shook asit pointed toward Boba Fett. "But you know the
rules... to be paid... one must first deliver... the merchandise...”

Boba Fett stepped to one side, at the same time yanking the end of the cord tied around the renegade
stormtrooper'swrigts. Trhin Vosson't fell forward, his head dmost striking the soft edge of the
assembler's

thronelike nest. Before he could rise up onto his knees, Boba Fett put his boot between the man's
shoulder blades and shoved him back down.



"Thereyou go," said Fett. "Good enough?*

"How could ... | ever... have doubted you?' Kud'ar Mub'at's gaze rested upon the bounty hunter for a
mo- ment, then lowered again to the merchandise sprawled in front of him. The oneleg's clawed tip
reached down and caught the point of Vosson't's chin, raising the storm- trooper's bruised and scowling
facetoward it. "Seems... very much.. . . like the desired object ..." The claw tip pushed at one side of
Vossont'sface, displaying its profile. "Though of course... verification... will be needed...”

"Don't play gameswith me." With one hand, Boba Fett reached out and grabbed the end of Kud'ar
Mub'at's raised forelimb. He pulled the assembler partway out of its nest, bringing the triangular face
closer to the dark vi- sor of hishemet. "If | say thisis Trhin Vosson't—then that's al the verification you
need." His gloved hand tossed the assembler back onto the deflated subnode. "I didn't goto all the
troublethat | did just to bring back the wrong piece of merchandise.”

"Of... course ... not..." Kud'ar Mub'at dowly dis- entangled itsalf from its own unresponsive limbs. The
effort caused atremor to run through the assembler's body, its globular abdomen pulsating visibly.
"Would | doubt you ... my esteemed Boba Fett?' The assembler's head dowly shook back and forth.
"My faculties are not S0 damaged... asfor that... to be possble.” The lopsided imitation smile showed
onceagain. "But | amn not... theone... who is paying... for thismerchandise ..."

"Y ou're supposed to be holding the credits.”

"And 0 ... | am ... but theres another involved ... and he decides when you get paid ..." Kud'ar
Mub'a's smile turned even uglier. "Andif... you do..."

Those words were not to Boba Fett's liking. His pref- erence was always for straightforward business
deds, ddivery of merchandise followed by prompt payment of

the bounty. Thisdeal had become far more intricate than that—though he dready had a notion about
who was behind these complications. That'swhy Prince Xizor showed up, decided Boba Fett.
Somehow, it must have been the Falleen's credits, rather than Emperor Papartine's, that got put up for
the return of Trhin Vosson't. And Xizor would rather kill me than pay me.

"It lookslike... you're starting ... to figure out afew things..." The hating words were tinged with Kud'ar
Mub'at's 9y laughter. The assembler had aknack for knowing what another sentient cresture was



thinking, even if it had to read those thoughts through the dark vi-sor of a Manda orian battle-armor
helmet. "About. . . what kind of job ... you took on..."

Another possibility occurred to Boba Fett. Maybe, he thought, the Emperor did put up the bounty.
Vosson't had been, after all, aservant of the Empire; the betraya of his stormtrooper's oath would have
been more of an &f- front to Pal patine than anyone else. But the bounty that Papatine had put up for him
might very well have tempted even a creature with the vast resources of the Black Sun crimina
organization at his command—such as Xizor. Or ese Xizor wasn't interested in the credits for bringing
back Vosson't, but was more concerned about currying favor with one of the few beingsin the gaaxy
more pow- erful than he. If Xizor was able to claim that he had tracked down and captured the renegade
stormtrooper, his prestige at the Imperid court on the planet of Corus-cant , and hisinfluence with

Pdl patine, would overshadow that of Lord Vader. Boba Fett was more than aware of the stories of bad
blood between Xizor and Vader; there wasllittle possibility of two such rivasfor the Emperor's favor
being anything other than enemies.

Whether Prince Xizor was after the bounty that had been posted for Vosson't, or something more
intangible and more vauable, made little difference to Boba Fett. If he plans on taking something from
me, then he's made amistake. One hell regret...

"All'l know," said Boba Fett adloud, "isthat I've done the job that was put up. | don't care whether it was
Em- peror Papatine or Prince Xizor who wasredlly behind it. I only work for myself. And | just want the
bounty that was promised me."

"Y ou poor fool." Kud'ar Mub'at's scorn appeared to reinvigorate the damaged creature. "Y ou have no
idea ... for whom you've been working... al along..." The one claw tip extended toward Boba Fett.
"Y ou've been part of Xizor's schemes... and mine... for along time now..."

From underneath Boba Fett's boot, the stormtrooper Vosson't turned a sneer upward at his captor.
"How doesit fed, bounty hunter? Y ou're not the winner in this game—you're the pawn.”

A thrust of the boot flattened and silenced VVosson't again. "What are you talking about, Kud'ar
Mub'at?'

"Vey ...ample..." Thearachnoid assembler fum- bled its sicklike legstighter around itself. "Our little
scheme... yours and mine.... to break up the old Bounty Hunters Guild ..." Kud'ar Mub'at shook its
narrow head. "That was Prince Xizor'sidea... | only went dong with it... because he made it worth my
while... but he's the one who wanted to break up the Guild . . . and you did that for him..."



"Then you lied to me." Boba Fett's voice was as emo- tionless as dways, but ingde him therewas a
spark of anger.

"A mere matter ... of business. . . my dear Boba Fett.” Inits crippled fashion, Kud'ar Mub'at imitated a
nonchaant humanoid shrug. "That'sdl..."

"What else did you lie to me about?"

"You'll find out... soon enough..." Kud'ar Mub'at's smile didn't diminish asit gazed at Boba Fett, then
turned toward one of the smaller fibrous corridors that branched off the web's central space. Another of
the assembler's subnodes, afully functioning one, scuttled out of the cor- ridor and onto thetip of its
parent'sfeebly extended fore- limb. "Tell me.... my deer little Balancesheset ..." Another fordimb tenderly
stroked the subnode's head, a

miniature verson of Kud'ar Mub'at's own. "Has our other guest... arrived ..."

Boba Fett recognized the subnode creature as the one that had always taken care of thefinancial details
from Kud'ar Mub'at's business dealings. More than once, the tiny scuttling Balancesheet had paid out the
bounty that had been held in escrow by its creator. The sharp intelli- gence that had always been
discernible in the subnode was il visible there, completely undiminished, asthough it had been
unaffected by the neura overload resulting from the crash of Savel into the web. That wasamys- tery,
but one that Boba Fett didn't have time to wonder about now.

"The Vendettais just now docking with us." Asthough to confirm Balancesheet's satement, a shudder
ran through the rough structure around them; some- where in the distance, the deek mass of Prince
Xizor'sflagship waslinking up with the larger subnodesthat a- lowed vistorsto transfer over. "'l have
been in communi-cation with Xizor," said Baanceshest, perched on Kud'ar Mub'at's raised forelimb. "He
informs methat heis grestly looking forward to our mesting.”

"l imagine... heis..." Kud'ar Mub'at's other limbs twitched and itslipless smile widened. "All creatures
of business. . . relish the successful conclusion ... of aproject...”



"Then heand | have something in common.” Boba Fett gave aquick nod. "Let's get this over with." He
took his boot from between Trhin Vosson't's shoulder blades and strode over to the mouth of the
corridor leading to the docking area. From its holster, he drew out his blaster pistal.

Head il tilted to one Side, Kud'ar Mub'at looked a him with darm. "What... are you doing ..." In front
of the assembler, Vosson't managed to scrabbleinto asilting position, aso watching Boba Fett. "This

iS... not necessary..."

"I'll tell you what's necessary and what's not." Care-fully and dowly, Boba Fett pointed the blaster's
muzze

a Kudar Mub'at and Vosson't inturn. "I you both want to live alittle longer, you'll stay quiet." He
raised the blaster up by the sde of hishelmet. "And not spoil thislittle surprise for Prince Xizor."

The footsteps againgt the web's resilient tangle of fibers, from severa creatures coming down the
corridor, were aready audible. Boba Fett flattened himsdlf againgt the side of the opening, blaster at the

ready.

"Waetch out—"

He had known that Vosson't would try to warn Xizor as soon as the Falleen prince appeared. A quick
bolt from the blaster pistal, hitting VVosson't in the shoulder and knocking him back against the base of
Kudar Mub'at's nest, served both to silence him and distract Xizor's at- tention. That gave Boba Fett the
microsecond he needed to get an arm around Xizor's throat and put the muzzle of the blaster againgt his
head.

"Tel your men to back off." Boba Fett used Xizor asashield, putting the Falleen between himsdf and
the two Black Sun guardsthat had been just behind in the web's corridor. "1 want their blasters on the
floor—now."

Xizor seemed more amused than surprised by what had happened. "Very well," he said camly. "Do as
the bounty hunter says." The two scowling guardslowered the blaster pistols they had so quickly

unhol stered, then tossed them into the center of the space. ™Y ou know—" Xizor turned his head, looking
back at Boba Fett. "The guards are only aformality. | could kill you in asecond. And I'd hardly haveto
moveat dl."



"Y ou don't have a second.” Boba Fett kept the blaster aimed straight at the prince's skull. " If you want
to test your speed against mine, go ahead. But right now you've got alot moreto losethan | do.”

"True enough,” replied Xizor dmaogt cordidly, but still maintaining his haughty nohility. "I regret having
backed you into this corner, Boba Fett. Desperate crea- tures seek desperate remediesfor their
gtuations. Whichisashamein this case, asyou and | have more interestsin common than you might
otherwise suspect.”

The Falleen prince's smooth words didn't impress Fett. With a shove against Xizor's back, Boba Fett
pushed him toward Kud'ar Mub'at and the stormtrooper still bound hand and foot on the central space's
floor. Boba Fett took astep backward, to where his blaster pistol had an angle on the others, including
the two Black Sun guards at the mouth of the corridor.

"Therésno need for that." Prince Xizor's cold haf smile dmost madeit seem asif he were somehow in
charge of the situation. "We can discuss these business dedlings like civilized creatures. Here—" He
gestured in command toward the two guards. "Return to the Ven- detta. Y our presenceis no longer

necessary here."

"But—" one of the guards protested.

"Y our presence was hardly of any vaue before; why should it be now?" Xizor repeated the gesture.
"Go. Leave us." Asthe Black Sun guards turned and disap-peared down the corridor, Xizor spread his
empty hands gpart. "Y ou see, Fett? | intend you no harm. Quite the contrary, in fact. Y ou are avauable
entity tome."

"Difficult to believe. "Boba Fett didn't lower the blaster pistal in hishand. " Given that you were so
recently trying to blast meinto atomswith your ship'slaser cannons.”

"A misunderstanding,” said Xizor soothingly. "These things sometimes happen in the course of business.
Just asit sometimes happens that a person such as mysalf might change his mind about what needsto be
done. And who needsto be iminated.”



"Glad to hear it," said Fett. "But | don't buy it."

"Y ou have aright to be skeptical. I'm sure our mutua friend and associate here has been telling you
someinter- esting things. Information that might not reflect too well upon me..."

"My most esteemed ... Prince Xizor ..." The arach- noid assembler'sforeimbs quivered. "Y ou mistake.

.. my intentions..." Kud'ar Mub'at's words stumbled out, as though the Falleen were holding the blaster
onhim. "l would never..."

"Don't waste our time," Xizor said coldly. "Thereare

matters that you need to beinformed of aswel, Kudar Mub'at." The edge of anger in Prince Xizor's

voice made his attitude of command even more apparent. "'Y ou de-celve yoursdlf if you assumethat |
have any continued need for your services."

"But..."

"Slence”

Boba Fett broke into the exchange between the two other creatures. "I'll say when anybody should talk
or not." Heamed the blaster pistol straight toward Xizor. "All right?”

Xizor gave athin smile and anod. "Asyou wish. For now."

"The assembler said you were behind the plot to break up the old Bounty Hunters Guild. Isthat true?

"Doesit matter?' Xizor looked at him dmost pity- ingly. "If there was something that | wished to achieve
through destroying the Guild—and I'll admit there was— that doesn't negate its vaue for you. Let'sface
it: many times, inits own crude, bumbling way, the Bounty Hunt-ers Guild got in your way. Asan
organization it was ari- val for those very same pieces of hard merchandise that you wished to procure
for their bounties. Now the Guild isno more, and you face any other bounty hunter as an individua, on



his own, without anyone to back him up. Thus your work is made that much easier and more prof-
itable." Xizor's cruely smiling gaze seemed to penetrate the visor of Boba Fett'shelmet. "So what isthere
for you to complain of 7'

"Being taken for afool. That'swhat." Boba Fett used the blaster pistol in his hand to point toward
Kudar Mub'at. "If there was something you wanted done—by me—then that's who you should've come
to. Instead of bringing in ago-between likethis."

"Perhapsyou'reright." Xizor gave ajudicious nod. "Perhaps | underestimated you, bounty hunter. There
might be even more in common between usthan | at first sugpected. I'll remember that—for our future
busnessdedings”

"Assuming you have afuture." The blaster pistol swung back toward the Falleen. "1 haven't decided
about that," said Boba Fett. "If | wasn't in the loop on thislittle scheme of yours, there must've been a
reason. The same reason that you had your ship'slaser cannonsfire on Slave | as soon as| came out of
hyperspace. Y ou didn't want meto sill be dive after al your plotting and scheming was finished.” Fett
raised the blaster higher, sghting down the length of its barrdl toward Xizor. "Why isthat?"

"Do you want the truth?" Xizor shrugged. "Y ou're adangerous individua, bounty hunter. Y ou havea
habit of coming out on top, no matter what kind of situation you find yourself in. That can be inconvenient
for other creatures. And very inconvenient for Black Sun. We're engaged in our own war with the
Empire, regardless of whether that fool Pal patine knowswho ison hisside and who isn't. But | intend to
win that war, bounty hunter, no matter what." The Falleen's voice hardened. "The situation has dready
been complicated by this doomed Rebellion, even though it'sto Black Sun's advantage that the
Emperor's attention is diverted by it." Xizor dowly shook his head. "But there can only be onewin-ner a
this game, however many players are sitting at the board.”

"And you thought it would be better for you—and for Black Sun—if therewas oneless.”

"Precisdly,” sad Xizor. "l admirethe precison of your andyss. And you can believethis, if nothing dse
that | tell you. If I had continued to want you dead, now that you've accomplished thejob | had for
you—the red one, that of smashing the Bounty Hunters Guild—then dl your vaunted surviva skillswould
have done you no good at dl. Crashing into the web here was a clever move, but it was the only one | eft
to you. How much time do you think it would have bought you if | hadn't changed my mind about the
desirability of your death?' The cor-ner of Xizor's mouth curled into asneer. "Thelife of some scheming
assembler and his assortment of scuttling



little subnodes wouldn't have stopped me from turning my laser cannons on thisweb and blowing it into
tat- tered shreds drifting in space.”

"Wuh-what..." Xizor'swords brought a startled re-action from Kud'ar Mub'at. Evenin its crippled
condi- tion, it managed to draw itself up higher in theflaccid nest. "You cant. . . meanthat..." Thenthe
assembler visbly relaxed, even managing asmile of rdief. "Of course ... you're only joking, my dear
Xizor ... if that weretrue. . . then you would have gone ahead . . . and destroyed my humble. .. abode
..." The narrow trian- gular head shook back and forth. "Buit... you didn'..."

"1 didn't refrain from blowing away thisfloating garbage pile because of any concern for you." Xizor
turned his head to give the assembler acold merciless gaze. "Y our value to me has long been margind,
Kud'ar Mub'at. And now it's zero."

A hissing shriek sounded from the assembler; itsfore-limbsflaled in rage. "Y ou think so... do you,
Xizor..." Rage was enough to bring the larger compound eyesinto focus. "After dl ... I've donefor you
.." Kud'ar Mub'at's head shook back and forth. "And all ... | con- tinueto do ... for you and Black Sun
.. Oneclaw tip trembled asit pointed a Xizor. "You survive... only aslong ... asyour affairsremain
secret..." With the same claw, the assembler pointed at itself. "I am the one. . . who keeps those secrets
for you ... | amtheone ... who acts as your go-between... everywherein the galaxy..." The narrow face
contorted with withering anger. "How will you keep Papatinein the dark ... without me ... to do your
dirty work for you ..."

"Simple enough,” replied Xizor evenly. "I have an- other business associate who will take your place.
Onewho hasdl your contacts, al your connections; one who knows your business better than you do."

"Impossible!” All of Kud'ar Mub'at's spidery limbs thrashed the stale air in the chamber. The accountant
subnode called Balancesheet had aready scurried onto the nearest wall for safety. "Thereis.... no such
crea

ture ..." The assembler's reedy voice spiraed into ahigh-pitched, fragmented scream. "Anywhere ... in
the gdaxy..."

With the blagter pistol till covering the others before him, Boba Fett watched the small drama play out
be- tween the Falleen prince and the arachnoid assembler. He already had an ideawheat the fina act was
going to be.



One of Prince Xizor's hands reached out, languid and graceful, yet possessed of untrembling power. He
held his open palm upward, and the subnode Bal ancesheet scuttled onto it. The miniature version of its
parent turned around in the small space and set its multilensed gaze upon Kud'ar Mub'at.

"Youoldfodl."

The subnode's words were no longer spoken in the tone, both efficient and obsequious, that it had
always used before. Now its voice was both degper and touched with anewly won authority. To Boba
Fett's eyes, the subnode even appeared dightly larger than before, asthough it were dready literaly
expanding into its new rolein life. Perched on Xizor's hand, Balancesheet raised itsown fordimbsina
expansve gesture.

"Thingswill be very different now," said Baance- sheet. Its brilliant glittering eyes glanced over a Boba
Fett. "For many of us. And yet, in certain ways, thingswill remain exactly the same. Therewill bea
member of our unique species, an arachnoid assembler, at the center of avast, invisible web spanning the
gdaxy." Thelittle subnodesvoice rosein volume and pitch. "Arranging delicate matters, pulling strings,
putting one creature in contact with another—all those ddlicate items of busi- nessthat one of our breed
is capable of doing so well. But there can only be one web like that, and only one assem- bler listening to
and making those little tugs upon its strands. And that assembler's name will no longer be Kud'ar Mub'at.
Y ou've had along time at the center, time in which you've grown old and fat and stupid. But that timeis
done now."

At the base of Kud'ar Mub'at's nest, the stormtrooper

Vosson't looked up at the small creature perched on the Falleen's hand. The grimace on Vosson't'sface
spelled both repugnance and incomprehension. It was obvious that he wasn't sure what was going on, but
had figured out that it wasn't going to do him any good.

"An excdlent demongtration, don't you think?" Prince Xizor smiled crudly as he held hisnew business
associate up at hisown eyeleve. "That a powerful entity may be housed within an unimposing physica
form. It should serve asareminder to al of usthat appearances can be deceiving.”

Boba Fett watched as the larger assembler twitched and shook uncontrollably inits nest. The revelation
had struck Kud'ar Mub'at dumbfounded. Its lipless mouth hung open, gaping at its own crestion, now
completely independent—and triumphant.



"Such athing . .. cannot be ..." Thetrembling in Kud'ar Mub'at's limbs grew even more pronounced and
ardtic, asthough it were trying to reassert itswill over the mutinous Balancesheet. "1 ... | made you!™

"And if you had not been so blind," replied Balance- sheet, "and besotted with your own cleverness, you
would have been able to detect that | was no longer merely an extention of your own neurosystem.” In
one of itsfore-limb claws, Baancesheet held up the thin, palid strand that had once linked it to the living
web around it. The broken end dangled from the former subnode's grip, afew centimeters from the palm
that held Balancesheet doft. "'l was free from you even before Boba Fett's ship crashed into the web."

Like abroken thing, Kud'ar Mub'at shrank back down into itsnest. "I... had... noidea..." The spidery
limbs folded around its abdomen, as though trying to preserve the fading warmth of life. "I trusted you ...
| needed you..."

"That was your mistake," said Balancesheet coldly. "And your last one.”

Prince Xizor extended his hand toward the chamber's curved wall; Balancesheet scuttled from hispam
and

onto the densely tangled structurd fibers. "I'm afraid,” said Xizor, "that the business rel ationship between
usisover now, Kudar Mub'at." The edges of Xizor's cape siwung forward as he folded his massive arms
across his chest. "While Black Sun still has need of a go-between for certain delicate matters where we
wish to keep our own participation as secret as possible, what we don't need is an associate who has
grown either too compla- cent or too senile to notice thissmall rebellion taking place under its own nose.
You'vedready lost awar, Kud'ar Mub'a, that you didn't even know was being fought. Black Sun can't
afford to be sentimenta about what you've donefor usin the past; we have to go with the winner."

Kud'ar Mub'at's voice wavered with fear. "What. . . what are you going... to do?'

"Youll find out soon enough.”

"Nobody's finding out anything,” said Boba Fett. He had listened to the exchange between the Falleen
prince and the arachnoid assembler with mounting impatience. The blaster pistol rosein his hand once
more, reassarting its hold on the others attention. "That is," he continued, "until my businessistaken care



"Of course. Xizor gave anod of acknowledgment. "But you see, bounty hunter—thisis your business.
My new associate Bal ancesheet was the one who convinced me that you should be alowed to go on
living. And that was after | had aready decided that you should be killed." Anindulgent though till cruel
smile showed on Xizor'sface. "Y oure afortunate cresture. Many in Black Sun will testify thet it'sarare
occason when | change my mind.”

"Then why did you?"

From its perch on the chamber wall, Balancesheet an- swered. "My analysiswas that you're worth more
to me dive than dead, Boba Fett. With the old Bounty Hunters Guild now dismantled, therésno onein
your chosen profession with your resources and skills. Black Sun—aswell asthe other clientswhose
accounts I've inherited—

will ill have need of an effective bounty hunter such as yoursdf. The congderation that had prompted
Prince Xizor's previous decision to kill you was based upon see- ing the need to reduce the number of
creatures who were aware—or who might become aware—that he and Black Sun had been behind the
anti-Guild operation from the beginning.” The former subnode spoke as matter-of- factly asif it had been
adding up along column of num-bersinitshead. "But as | pointed out to Xizor—we were having our
discussion viacomm unit the whole time you were talking here—getting rid of Kud'ar Mub'at
accom-plishes the same thing, and more. Not only do we eimi- nate the weskest link in the chain—after
al, an assembler buys and sdllsinformation al the time—but we a so leave amore va uable business
associate dive. Onethat would owe usafavor aswell.”

Boba Fett shook his head. "If you're expecting grati- tude, then I'm in short supply. And you're the ones
who owe me, remember? For him." He pointed with the blaster toward VVosson't. "Nobody |eaves here,
dead or dive, until the bounty getspaid out.”

"That'sright!" Kud'ar Mub'at unfolded hisfore- limbs, stretching their sticklike lengths out toward Fett.
"Don't... trust them," the assembler cried in agitation. "They're. . . they're trying to cheeat you." A pleading
tonefiltered into the high-pitched voice. "I'm.. . . the only one... who'son your side ..."

"Shut up." Boba Fett knocked the assembler's claws away with aswipe of the blaster pistal. "If there's
any- body on my side, | haven't found them yet." He turned his visor-shielded gaze, and the blaster,
toward Prince Xi- zor. " So how about it?'



"The bounty? Very well." Xizor gave adight nod, then turned and gestured with one hand toward
Baance- sheet. "Transfer the funds being held in escrow on Cor-uscant to the main operating and receipt

account of the bounty hunter Boba Fett." He glanced back at Boba Fett and smiled. "Y ou didn't really
think al those credits were being kept here, did you?'

"Doesn't matter where they were." Boba Fett kept the blaster pistol raised. "Aslong asthey wind up in

theright place.”

"The credits are dready there," said Balancesheet. "1 signaed for the transfer to be made before | had
my own discussion with Prince Xizor." Thistime atrace of sdlf- satisfaction sounded in the former
subnode's vaice. Its small compound eyeslooked toward the Falleen. "1 was confident that we would

wind up in agreement on this matter."

Xizor's eyes narrowed to dits. His courtly manner of just afew seconds before seemed to have
evaporated. "' Assumptions such as that might cause difficulties be- tween usin the future.”

"Perhgps.” Thetiny creature didn't appear intimi- dated. "Well deal with that when the time comes.”

Through his own comlink mounted inside his helmet, Boba Fett accessed the remote communications
func- tions aboard Save . It took only afew seconds to verify the sum that had been in the now-empty
escrow account, and that atransfer had gone through into his own ac- count. The bounty for Trhin

Vosson't was his now.

"Fine," said Boba Fett. The blaster pistol stayed raised in his hand. ™Y ou two can sort out your business
affairs any way you want. They don't concern me. The only other item on my agendais making surethat |
get out of heredive. All those credits don't mean much if I'm too dead to spend them.”

"I'll guarantee you safe passage.” Prince Xizor pointed down the web's central corridor, back toward
Save | mired in thefibrous structure. ™Y ou've got your bounty now. I'd suggest you return to your ship.
Y ou've deliv- ered your hard merchandise, and we don't have anything more to discuss. And frankly"—
Xizor glanced around the chamber with distaste—"I've spent enough time here dready.”

"That's one thing we agree on, then." Boba Fett re- garded the Falleen over the barrel of the blaster



pistal. "But for the rest—I have my doubts. How much do you

think | trust you, Xizor?'Y ou could be lying to me now, the same way Kud'ar Mub'at waswhen | got
involved in thiswhole business." Fett dowly shook his head. ™Y ou know that my ship isbarely capable of
traveling; | can nurseit dong to the nearest planet with an operating re- pair yard if | takeit dow. But I'm
not going to sit out there and be a sitting duck for you to fire off your laser cannons at again.”

"Y ou should weigh your words alittle more carefully, bounty hunter.” The crud smile had long vanished
from Xizor's harshly chiseled features. His violet-tinged eyes narrowed into dits that might have been cut
with the point of avibroblade. One hand shot out and grabbed the barrel of the blaster pistol being held
on him. Hisfist squeezed tighter on the wegpon, but made no moveto push it away; it remained aimed
directly at hischest. "I gave you the word of a Falleen noble; that should be enough to remove any
doubts concerning your fate. If not, think on what my associate Balancesheet hastold you: we have
determined that you are worth more to us asaliving bounty hunter than adead one. Don't tempt meto
change my mind once more on that point.”

"There's something | haven't decided, though." The blaster remained locked between Boba Fett and
Xizor, with the bounty hunter'sfinger tight againgt the trigger. "1 don't know," continued Fett, "if you're
worth moreto me aive or dead.”

"Don't beafool," said Xizor coldly. "I've humored you long enough, alowing you to keep thisthing
pointed a me. If it pleased you to talk business while waving ablaster around, then so beit. But if you're
planning on firing it, you'd better try doing it soon. I've just about run out of patience.”

"So havel."

"Believe me, bounty hunter—you'll run out of luck just as quickly. Y ou kill me, and what do you think
would happen next? Even if my guards didn't find out within minutes, where do you think you'd runtoin
your

crippled ship?1 can assure you, Black Sun would not take well to the loss of its|eader—and the life of
that as- sassn would be avery brief proposition.” Xizor's hard gaze drilled through the visor of the
Mandal orian battle- armor helmet and into Boba Fett's own. "It's not a mat- ter of sentiment, bounty
hunter; just business, pure and smple.” Hetook his hand away from the barrel of the blaster pistal. "Now
you haveto decide.”



Boba Fett weighed the other creatureswords. A few seconds of silence ticked away, then Fett nodded.
"| gp- pear to have no choice," he said. "Except to trust your word." He lowered the blaster and dipped
it back into its holster. "Whether | want to or not."

"That's smart enough.” The chill half smile regp- peared on Xizor'sface. "Y ou don't have to figure out
everything in thisgaaxy; just enough to survive will do." Heturned his gaze around to the former subnode
Bal- anceshedt, ill perched on the chamber'swall near him. " Send for my guards,” he ordered. "And
have them bring the others—the cleanup crew—uwith them. It'stime to bring this show to an end.”

The renegade stormtrooper had silently watched the tense exchange between the bounty hunter and the
Fall- een noble. Now, as Boba Fett turned away, Vosson't called after him, "Take care of yoursdf." The
words werefilled with mocking venom. "1 want you al in one piece, Boba Fett. For the next timewe
meet up."

Boba Fett glanced over his shoulder at the other man. "1 don't think there's going to be anext time. It
doesn't matter who wanted you returned to them, or who put up the bounty for you.” He dowly shook
his head. "It doesn't even matter if you were part of the scheme to break up the old Bounty Hunters
Guild." Boba Fett turned and walked back toward VVosson't, then grabbed the rags of his jacket front
and pulled him partway up from the chamber's matted floor. "Did you redly think | hadn't figured that
part out?' A raretinge of anger sounded in Boba Fett's carefully emotionless voice. "The bounty for

your return was far too much for astormtrooper'slife, no matter what he might have stolen. Emperor
Pd patine doesn't buy his vengeance at that high a price. There's al-ways something else he wants, some
other grand scheme involved. But I'm happy to take the credits, no matter the ultimate reason they were
padout."

"All right—" Vosson't's expression had gone from asneer to burning anger as he had listened to Boba
Fett. "So you're further ahead of the gamethan | thought. Y ou must fed clever, huh?"

"Clever enough,” said Fett. "Now let's see how clever you are." Helet go of Vaosson', dropping him
back to the chamber floor. "Didn't you hear what Balancesheet and Prince Xizor said just now? They
don't want any more creatures around than necessary who know the truth behind this scheme to break
up the Bounty Hunters Guild. They've aready decided to get rid of Kud'ar Mub'at. What makes you so
confident that they'll want to leave you gtill dive?"

Vosson't was taken aback by Boba Fett's words; it took him amoment to sputter out hisreply. "You're



... yourewrong! Y ou don't know anything about that! Everything | did... | did it in the service of the
Emperor!” Vosson't's eyes went wide, the tone of his voice growing more desperate. " The Emperor
wouldn't let anything happen to me now . . . not after al therisks| went through ..." He snapped his
beseeching gaze toward Xizor. "It wouldn't beright... it wouldn't befair..."

"You'regoing to discover,” said Boba Fett quietly, "that Palpatine is the one who decides what's fair and
what's not." He turned away and strode toward the chamber's exit.

"Wait! Don't..."

Another voice, a higher-pitched shriek, sounded after Boba Fett. At the mouth of the web's corridor, he
found himsdlf suddenly encumbered by the sticklike limbs of the arachnoid assembler Kud'ar Mub'at. It
had managed to scramble off itsflaccid nest and lunge after him. Boba Fett |looked down and saw the
assembler'striangular

face below, the compound eyes peering futilely for some sign of sympathy behind the helmet's dark
Visor.

"Take mewith you," pleaded Kud'ar Mub'at. "Youll see... | can dill be of some.... usetoyou ..."

Boba Fett peded the creature's limbs away from him- sdlf. "1 don't think so," he said. "Business partners
a- wayswind up getting in my way. Then | have to do something about them.” He shoved the assembler
back toward the center of the main chamber. "Y ou'rejust aswell off with your other business
associates.”

Before he turned and walked away, Fett caught aglimpse of Prince Xizor's guards; they had returned
and had pulled Trhin Vosson't up between them. The look of panic on the stormtrooper's face was the
last he saw be- fore he continued heading back to Savel.

The web started to die before he even reached the ship.

A shudder ran through the walls around Boba Fett, as though the heavy structurd fibers had suddenly
con- tracted in upon themselves. The smdler, entangled fibers that formed the shell of the web scraped



across each other, like rough woven fabric being pulled apart by in- visble giant hands. A sudden wind
came close to knock- ing Boba Fett off balance as the atmospheric pressure inside the web fell. The rush
of oxygen to the surround- ing vacuum tore the tattered rentsin the web open wider; Boba Fett felt the
chill of space seep through his Man-daorian battle armor as he clamped histeeth on the hel-met's
breathing tube, drawing initslast store of oxygen. Asthe tangled floor buckled beneath hisfeet, he fought
hisway toward Savel.

He knew that in the distance behind him, the assem- bler Kud'ar Mub'at was facing the Black Sun
cleanup crew. An operation such as that would be as thorough, and final, as Prince Xizor's commands
would dictate. When they were done, there would no longer be aKud'ar Mub'at, or the web that had
once formed the assembler's private little world.

The web's death throesintensified as the interwoven neura fibers reacted to their creator's agony. On dl
ddes

of the central corridor and above Boba Fett's head, the tethered subnodes thrashed and convulsed,
gtirred from their torpor by the inputs of pain overloading their own systems. A thicket of spidery limbs
rose up in front of Boba Fett, like animated twigs and the heavier, thicker branches of aleafless forest
caught in awinter planet's flesh-stripping tornado. Sets of compound eyes gazed upon him with
uncomprehending fear asthe subnodes claw tips fastened upon his battle armor, the larger ones seizing
hisarms and legs like chitinous hunting traps.

One of theimmense docking subnodes, its bulk ex- tending twice the length of Boba Fett's own height,
reared up beneath him, toppling him onto one shoulder. A swarm of hand-sized subnodes scurried in
panic acrossthe visor of hishemet; they clung to hisfist as he unholstered his blaster pistol and fired at
the docking subnode crashing down toward him. The subnode's shell burst apart, the blaster-charred
fragments swirling like black snow in the vortices of the web's aamosphere rushing through the
disintegrating structure. On his back, Boba Fett kept his outstretched fists locked together on the blaster;
the con- tinuous volley of white-hot bolts scorched through the docking subnode's reved ed soft tissues,
dividing them into smoldering gobbetsfaling on either sde of him.

In the thinned remainder of the web's air, the docking subnode's hollowed exoskeleton collapsed silently,
the trand ucent broken pieces thrust aside by Boba Feit's forearm. He got to hisfeet, kicking asde the
feeble claws of the smaller subnodes, just as a pulsing red dot at the Side of hisvison signaed the
exhaugtion of the hemet's store of compressed oxygen. With lungs aready begin- ning to ache, he
sprinted for Save 7's entry hatchway.

Boba Fett collgpsed in the pilot's chair as the ship's cockpit seded tight around him. The dizzying
congela- tion of dark spots, the forerunner of unconsciousness that had swelled in hisvison ashed



climbed the ladder up from the main cargo hold, now faded as he breathed in the flow of air from the
ship's minimized life-support sysems. A moment later he leaned forward in the chair,

eyesraised to the viewport as hisright hand reached for the controls of the few navigationa rockets sill
func- tioning on the ship.

It wasn't necessary to fire the rockets to get away from the web. As Boba Fett watched, the last of the
heavy structurd fibers broke free from one another, the inter- woven fabric unraveling into loose strands.
Where Kud'ar Mub'at's abode and place of business had blotted out the stars behind, the light-specked
black of empty space now stood.

In the distance, Prince Xizor's flagship awaited the ap- proach of the transfer shuttle bearing the Falleen
noble, his guards and the Black Sun cleanup crew, and whatever might be lft of the Imperial
stormtrooper Trhin Vosson't. It was of no concern to Fett whether the hard merchan- dise he had
worked s0 hard to ddliver in living condition might still be bresthing; once payment had been made, his
interest ceased.

A swarm of dead subnodes, the creations and servants of the arachnoid assembler, bumped against the
convex transparisted of the cockpit's viewport. The crablike ones were ensnared in the same pale
strands of disconnected neura tissue that tangled around the empty claws of the larger varieties.
Atmospheric decompression had burst open the shells of some of them, spreading apart their contents
like grey congtdllations of soft matter; otherswere il intact enough to appear asif they were merdly
adeep, awaiting some synapse-borne message from their parent and master.

Boba Fett gpplied aburst of rotational forceto Savel. The hull-mounted navigationd jet rolled the ship
onitscentrd axis, letting the loose, ragged net of subnodes dip past. A visua field clear of everything but
cold stars showed in the viewport.

At the edge of the viewport a brighter light glared, as though one of the stars had gone nova. Fett could
seethat it was Prince Xizor's flagship, maneuvering out of the sector and preparing for ajump into
hyperspace. Whatever business the Falleen noble was about, it was

likely far from this desolate area of the galaxy; it might very well be back at the Emperor's court on
Coruscant. | imagine, thought Boba Fett, that I'll encounter him again, before too long. The course of
eventsin the Em-pire was accelerating ever faster, spurred by both Pal pa-tineg's ambitions and the
Rebd lion's mounting chalenge. Xizor would have to movefast if he wasto have any chance of bringing
Black Sunto victory on that rgpidly shifting gameboard.



It didn't matter to Boba Fett who won. His businesswould stay the same.

Before he looked down to the control pand's gauiges to assess what kind of condition Slave | wasin,
another pallid strand traced its way across the curved exterior of the viewport. The rope of silent neura
fiber was linked only to the arachnoid assembler Kud'ar Mub'at, or what remained of it after the work of
Xizor's cleanup crew. The once-glittering compound eyes were empty and grey now, like smal round
windows to the hollows of the corpse that drifted dowly past. Around the assembler's globular abdomen,
Fplit open like alegthery egg, the spidery legs were drawn up tight, forming the last self-contained nest for
the once-proud, now-vanquished creature.

Careful...

Boba Feit indulged himsdlf for amoment, imagining awarning from the dead. The expressonlessface
turned dowly past the viewport.

Beware of everyone. If Kud'ar Mub'at's empty husk could speak, that was what it would have said. In
thisuniverse, thereare no friends. . . only enemies. The assembler's gaping mouth was asmdl black
vacuum, surrounded by the greater one of interstellar space. No trugt... only betrayal...

He didn't require advice such asthat, even from one whose withered corpse testified to the truth of the
slent words. Boba Fett knew dl those things dready. That was why he was dlive, and the assembler was
dead.

All his remaining concerns—for the moment—uwere technical ones. Boba Fett turned toward the
cockpit's

navicomputer. He began ng and inputting Save I's astrogationd coordinates, at the sametime
scrolling through the onboard computer's database of the sur- rounding systems and planets. What he
needed now was an advanced-technology shipyard, one without too many entanglements with either the
Empire or the Rebe Alliance, or scruples about working for payments made under the table, asit were.
Some of the wespons and tracking modules aboard Save | were technicaly re- stricted; agood deal of
his profits from past jobs had goneinto the bribery or commissioned theft necessary for getting
top-secret beta-devel opment tech out of the Imperial Navy's hidden research-and-devel opment labs.
Only ashipyard remote from the galaxy's center, and away from the prying scrutiny of Pal patine's spy



agents, would have enough nerve—and greed—to do the kind of work that ordinarily had the degth
penalty attached toit.

A list of possibilities gppeared on the computer's read- out screen. He was dready familiar with most of
the shipyards; hisline of work was hard on histools, from persona weaponsto navigable craft. Not
those, Fett de- cided, diminating with afew strokes of hisfingertip al of the planet-based yards. Inits

present fragile condition, Save | wouldn't survive ahard-gravity landing.

The remoter possihilities, those on the other Sde of the galaxy, were smilarly eliminated. Even if Boba

Fett tried to make it that fa—and if a hyperspace jump didn't wind up disintegrating Save I—the longer
he took to reach his destination, the greater the chances of attract- ing the attention of any number of his
enemies. They'd be ableto pick him off without much of a struggle. He had aready decided that speed of

service was asimpor- tant a consideration as the qudity. | need to get up and running, thought Boba Fett
as he studied the remaining short list on the computer's readout screen. And fast.

Before he could finish his caculations, a voice came over the comm unit.

"It was a pleasure doing business with you." The voice of the distant Balancesheet was not quite as
obsequioudy

formd asits parent Kud'ar Mub'at's had been. "Well doit again.”

The control panel's proximity monitors registered the presence of another ship in the sector; fromthe ID
pro-file, Boba Fett could see that it wasn't Prince Xizor's Vendetta. He scanned the viewport and
spotted it, near the drifting wreckage of Kud'ar Mub'at's web. Hitting the viewport's long-range mag
function brought up aclear image of astandard bulk freighter. Its registration was clear, but showed
former ownership by one of Xizor's— and Black Sun's—holding companies.

Boba Fett thumbed his own comm unit'stransmit button. "I thought you were going independent,
Badance- shedt.”

"l am," replied the voice from the comm unit spesker. "Thisfreighter, however humble, ismine done.
But then, my needs are not elaborate. And Prince Xizor did give me agood dedl on it—virtualy free.”



"Nothing'sfreewith him. Y oull pay for it, eventudly."

"| suspect you're correct in that." Balancesheet did not sound overly concerned. "But in the meantime, it
gives me abase of operations that is many degrees more suitable than Kud'ar Mub'at's shabby old web.
A ship such asthis aready has the required operational systems built in; I won't have to create and
extrude as many subnodes as my parent did in order to make it serve my needs. Thusthe chances of a
mutiny, such asthe one by which | cameto power, are gresatly lessened.”

"Smart." Boba Fett made amenta note that dealings with this new go-between assembler were likely to
be more dangerous than they had been with its predecessor.

"Itis, however, little more than alarge empty space, with aset of thruster engines attached to an
autonomic navigational system. | suspect that it was used for some of Black Sun's smpler smuggling
operations, out in the edge systems, and it's become too outmoded and dow for the organization's
current needs.” The voice of the smal assembler creature, donein the vacated freighter,

seemed to echo off the bulkheads around it. "'I'll have to spend a considerable amount to equip it the
way | wish."

"Save up your credits, then." Boba Fett |ooked back down to thelist of shipyard possibilities on the
computer readout. "That kind of work doesn't come cheap.”

"Oh, I've got the credits dready." Baancesheet's voice turned subtly smug. "More than enough.”

Something about the way the assembler's words had been spoken piqued Boba Fett's interest. "What
areyou talking about?

"Y ou might want to check the status of your transfer accounts on Coruscant.” Thesmilein
Baancesheet's voice was dmost audible. "Y ou forget that | do alot more financia business than you do;
that's what | was created to do. And | inherited, so to speak, al of my cre- ator's old friends and
associates—especidly the oneswill- ing to be bribed in exchange for certain small favors.”



" 'Favors... what kind of favors?"

"Merdy the kind that involves splitting atransfer of credits from an escrow account, and very quietly
divert- ing one haf into my receipt account rather than yours." Balancesheet's voice turned pitying. "You
really should have checked your own accounts after seeing that the transfer had been made; if you had,
you would have seen that you wound up with half the bounty that had been posted for VVosson'."

Boba Fett pushed himsdlf back from the control panel. His gaze locked upon the empty freighter visble
inthe distance. "That wasamistake," he said grimly. Without even checking further, he knew that what
the assembler had said was true. It wasn't the kind of thing a sentient creature would joke about; not with
him."A big mis- take, on your part.”

"I don't think s0." No gpprehension sounded in the voice coming from the spesker. "Theway | seeit,
you owed me at least that much. If it hadn't been for me, Prince Xizor would have gone ahead and
eliminated you. Permanently. Y ou might not care to show any gratitude

for that—I don't expect it, either. So let'sjust cal thisan- other little businessded .”
"Let'scal it theft." Boba Fett rasped out the words. "'I'm the wrong creature to steal from."

"Perhaps s0," replied Balancesheet. "But it'sin your interest for my go-between business to be up and
run-ning. Thereésalot of potentid clients out in the galaxy, who will only dedl with someone likeyou at an
arm's- length basis. Y ou need me, Boba Fett. So you can go on hunting down more hard merchandise
and collecting the bountiesfor it. Without a go-between to hold the credits, alot of this business breaks
down; it doesn't work anymore.”

The andysisdidn't sway Boba Fett. "I can take care of my own business.”
"Good for you. But I'm still keeping haf the VVosson't bounty. 1've got expenses aswell."

"Y ou don't have to worry about meeting them. Y ou won't live that long. Nobody doeswho steals from
r.rell



"Get serious, Fett.” The assembler's mocking words did out of the comm unit speaker; Balancesheet had
given up any semblance of maintaining the formaitiesand dy fawning in which Kudar Mub'at had
indulged. "What are you going to do about it? The condition your ship isin, you're not able to blow away
amidge-fly. Not without blowing yoursdf up. And asdow asthisfreighter might be, it's il faster than

you at the moment.”
"I'll catch up with you," promised Boba Fett. " Sooner or later.”

"And when you do, you'll have ether figured out how much you do need me, or I'll be under the
protection of Prince Xizor—Black Sun aso needs ago-between. Or I'll have some other surprise waiting

for you. It doesn't mat- ter; I'm not exactly worried.”

"Get worried." The thought of the stolen credits burned deep within Boba Fett's breast. " Get real
worried.”

"Until the next time," said Balancesheet. "I'll be wait- ing, bounty hunter."

The comm unit connection with the freighter broke

off, and slencefilled Slave I's cockpit once more. Boba Fett watched as the other ship's thruster engines
flared into life, then dwindled into fading, starlike points.

For amoment longer, he gazed out at empty space, his own thoughts as dark and brooding. Then he
turned again to the cal culations of the dow journey ahead of him...

NOW...



The story ended.

Or a least for now, thought Neglah. She had been sit- ting for along time with her back against the cold
dura- stedl bulkhead of the Hound's Tooth's cargo hold. Sitting and listening as the other bounty hunter
Dengar had fin- ished his account of Boba Fett's past, and al that had come out of the scheme to destroy
the old Bounty Hunters Guild.

"That'sit, huh?' Shewas glad she hadn't had to keep a blaster aimed at Dengar to motivate him to keep
talk- ing. Her arm would have gotten tired by now. It had been along story, though filled with enough
action and vio- lence to keep her from getting bored. With one hand she rubbed at the small of her back,
then unfolded her legs and stood up. "I take it that Boba Fett got everything sorted out after that."

"Good guess," said Dengar. He rapped his knuckles on the bulkhead behind himself. " Since you've been
on Savel, before we transferred over to this ship, you know it'sin fully functional shape now. There
were someinci- dents | heard about, though, that happened in the process of getting repaired. And
redesigned, from the bulkheads

to the engine core." Dengar pointed with histhumb to the cage. "Apparently, Fett decided that he
needed bigger quartersfor the amount of hard merchandise he was going to be ferrying around—so
things had to be shifted around to make room for it. Otherwise, the ladder wouldn't be necessary to get
to the cockpit. The whole refitting process took more than just credits, from al reports. And afew other
creatures wound up getting killed. But that's not unusual with the way Boba Fett works."

"I'll say." After hearing the story of the war among the bounty hunters, Nedlah found it awonder that
any- body who had ever come in contact with Boba Fett was till aive. Creatures he doesn't like, she
thought wryly, have ahabit of winding up dead. If Bossk, the Tran-doshan bounty hunter that Fett had
gtolen this ship from, was ill dive somewhere, it was atriumph of the same dumb luck that had gotten
him out of his previous scrapes with hisrival. "Too bad for those creatures, | suppose.”

And what about me? She had been warned by Dengar that the story wasn't going to answer dl of her
questions. It didn't matter how much she had found out about Boba Fett—as if she had needed more
confirmation about how cold and ruthless he could be—she till hadn't found out anything more about
hersdlf. | still don't know who | am, thought Nedlah glumly. Who | redly am. All the mysteries, dl the
questionsthat repested over and over insde her skull, were il infuriatingly present. They had beenin
there since she had found hersdlf in Jabba the Hurt's palace, back on that remote world of Tatooine.
Sincethen, little scraps of the past had dipped into her memory-scrubbed brain, tantalizing pieces of the
world from which someone, some dark entity, had abducted her. The only congtant, the only link
between that past world and this harsh, threatening one in which she was forced to fed her way likea
blind creature in avibroblade- edged corridor, was Boba Fett—of that, Neelah was cer-tain. She could



fed it inthetightening of her snews, the

white-knuckled clenching of her figts, that overtook her every time she found the reflection of her face
caught in the dark visor of Boba Fett's helmet. Even in Jabba’s pal ace, when she had seen his ominous
form across the Hurt's crowded, noisy throne room, Neglah had been certain of the connection between
hersdf and the bounty hunter. He knows, she thought bitterly. Whatever my true name is—he knowsit.
Her name, her pagt, dl that she had lost. But as of yet, she had found no way of forc-ing himto reved
those secretsto her.

She was beginning to wonder why she had bothered to save hislife,

Turning her head, Nedlah looked around at the con- fines of the ship's cargo hold. This part of the ship
that had formerly belonged to the Trandoshan Bossk was not much different from Boba Fett's own Save
|. Form and function, stripped bare metd, cages for hauling around a bounty hunter's unwilling
merchandise. It smelled differ- ent, though; the acrid, reptilian stench curled in her nos-trilswith each
bregth, reminding her unpleasantly of the blood-scented musk that had permeated the sSsonewalls of the
fortresdike palace where she had served as adanc- ing girl. And where | would've wound up, she knew,
asrancor bait. The same mix of odors from dozens of the galaxy's pecies, their bodies exudations and
hormonal secretions, that had hung in the palace's close, tifling air, seemed to have penetrated the very
meta of Bossk's ship. Save | had been cleaner and closer to texile, befitting the cold, preciselogic of its
owner. A clinica surgery, initsown way, with Boba Fett the doctor that took crestures spirits apart, the
better to convert them into the hard merchandise in which he traded. An involuntary shiver traced
Nedlah's spine as she saw in her mind's eye the scalpel that lay in Boba Fett's hidden gaze.

"Sorry it didn't do thetrick for you." Dengar's voice broke into her thoughts. "But if you didn't know it
be- fore, at least you do now. He's not anybody to fool around with. Not unless you don't care whether
youliveor die”

"I don't have that choice," replied Nedlah. "Believe me, if | could have avoided meeting Boba Fett, |
would have." She had the notion, unsubstantiated yet by any hard facts from memory, thet the life she had
led before had been one where bounty hunters, and al the sticky, spirit-corroding evil they brought with
them, were on the scarce Side. "'l could have done without the pleasure of his acquaintance.”

"Suit yoursdlf." Dengar had made up alittle palet for himself near the bulkhead where he had sat while
re- counting the story about Boba Fett's past. "Now for me, it'sareal honor, hooking up with him and
al. Being asI'min the bounty hunter business mysdlf. Not a the samelevel ashim, though." Hands
clasped behind his head, Dengar lay down on the thin nest of rags and pack-ing foam. "So for him to ask
meto come dong as his partner..."



Dengar didn't have to explain anything more than that. Good for you, thought Nedlah. Back on Tatooine,
intheir hiding place below the parched surface of the Dune Sea, Dengar had told her about his hopes of
actu-adly quitting the dangerous bounty hunter trade and set-tling down with his beloved Manaroo. The
couple had been betrothed for some time, but had put off their mar-riage until Dengar had found some
way of getting out from under the enormous weight of debt he carried. Fi-nancidly, it had dl been
downhill for him since held quit—at Manaroo's gentle prodding—his previous spe-cidity asa Grade One
Imperial Assassin. Hewas adif-ferent person now, and a better one—working for the Empire ate away
a one's spirit, sometimes fataly so, and he had Manaroo to thank for saving him from that fate. But it il
left the mountain of debt that had accumu-lated so swiftly upon his back. Creatures who owed creditsin
this galaxy, and who didn't pay up, also had agood chance of winding up dead; even with Jabbathe Hutt
dead, there were plenty of other hard lenders who operated that way. A partnership with the notorious
Boba Fett was the best, and maybe only, opportunity

Dengar had for clearing his accounts. If, Nedah figured, he doesn't get killed dong the way.

She looked down again at the bounty hunter on the makeshift pallet. Dengar was aready adeep, or
doing agood imitation of it. Telling stories—even true ones—was obvioudy not in hisusua repertoire of
skills. Any kind of action, no matter how strenuous or life-endangering, was more suited to him than
stringing words together.

A feding of acute digtaste rose insde Nedlah as sheraised her eyes again to the dull metal bulkheads of
the ship's cargo hold. She had only been able to stand being here aslong as the unreeling story had
diverted her aten- tion. Now, the close, stench-filled air formed achoking fist insde her throat, asthough
she could literdly taste the despair and anger of that other hard merchandise, the oneswho had falleninto
the hands of Bossk. They might not have been as profitable as those that Boba Fett tracked down and
secured, but their lives had been worth just as much to themsalves, if no onedse.

I've got to get out of here, thought Neelah desper- ately. She didn't know if her own words meant the
cargo hold, this ship that its previous owner had named Hound's Tooth, or the dark mystery that her life
had become. It didn't matter; there was only one exit before her, the metal |adder at the side of the hold
that led to the ship's cockpit area. Go on, Nedlah told herself, heditating as she set ahand on an eye-level
tread. Y ou've faced him be- fore. A wry smile twisted the corner of her mouth. And you're not dead yet.
She had even pulled and held a blaster pistol on Boba Fett, right there in the Hound's cockpit—how
many other creaturesin the galaxy could say they had done something like that and survived to talk about
it? Nedlah put her boot on the lowest rung and started climbing.

Boba Fett was at the cockpit's panel, making precise adjustments to the large, troughlike controls
designed for a Trandoshan's outsize claws. In the hatchway be- hind, Nedlah stood watching him, the
back of hisscarred



and dented helmet as enigmatic asthe dark, T-shaped vi- sor that hid his eyes. I've seen those aswell,
she reminded hersdf. And lived. Another accomplishment that un- doubtedly put her in atiny fraction of
the galaxy'sinhabi- tants, on dl the worlds and in every system. The helmet had been the one part of the
battle gear that hadn't been reduced to wet rags by the acidic digestive juices of the Sarlacc creaturein
the Great Pit of Carkoon, into which Boba Fett had fallen when Han Solo had been rescued by his
friends Luke Skywaker and Princess Leia. But Nee- lah and Dengar had till had to remove the helmet
from the unconscious Fett to feed and rehydrate him until he could fend for himsdf once more. Evenin
that condition, hovering between life and death, Boba Fett had <till seemed an intimidating figure. Anyone
with adegree less furious energy and survival ingtinct as part of his spirit would have been consumed by
the blind, gaping-mawed cresture that had swallowed him, rather than finding the meansto literdly
explode hisway out to the open air. It wasn't just Boba Fett's short way with other creatures livesthat
made him such alegend; it was dso the tenacity with which he clung to hisown.

The bounty hunter was either ignoring her as he went about his tasks on the Hound's control pandl, or he
hadn't been aware of her coming up the cargo-hold ladder to the cockpit's hatchway; he continued the
work of his gloved hands without remarking on her presence. He knows I'm here, thought Neelah.
There's not much he doesn't know...

Sheraised her eyesto the viewport in front of the con- trol panel just as Boba Fett dropped the Hound's
Tooth out of hyperspace. A vistaof sars, different from those left on the other side of the gdlaxy, filled
the viewport. Nedlah looked across the bright, cold field, hoping that the uncaring regard of the distant
stars would provide her someredlief from the cramped, claustrophobic quar- tersinside the ship. She
looked, and she saw—

The past.

Not her own, but Boba Fett's. It'sjust like the story, a part of Neelah marveled, amost childlikein its
reaction. The story Dengar told.

Floating in the vacuum outside the Hound's Tooth were the tattered fragments of Kud'ar Mub'at's web.

It had not been from any particular skill on Dengar's part that she had been able to so vividly imaginethe
image of the arachnoid assembler and its web, both before and af- ter Prince Xizor's cleanup crew had
torn it apart. There had been another tantaizing fragment of memory in- side her own head, something
that had somehow evaded the attempt to wipe it out of existence. Somehow, from out of her past and the
world that had been stolen from her, Dengar's account of Boba Fett's history had trig-gered that
remembrance; she had known exactly what Kud'ar Mub'at and hisflock of created subnodes had looked
like. I knew it, thought Nedlah. And now they were here, gently drifting, surrounded by strands of pd-lid
neurd tissue like dongated ghosts, bumping sound-lesdy against the transparisted of the cockpit's



forward viewport.

The dead subnodes |ooked both eerie and pathetic, their broken exoskeletons surrounded by thin,
twiglike limbs, claws curled up under the split abdomens. Smaller ones, seemingly no bigger than achild's
fist, were entan- gled with the giants that had been capable of tethering a ship to the now-vanished web's
docking area. All of them were hollow-eyed, with the unseeing gaze that blind, dead things turned toward
those fortunate creatures till aive. Or unfortunate, thought Neelah. Maybe the poor dead subnodes,
pieces of their defeated master and creator, were redly the lucky ones; they no longer had to wonder
about what would happen to them next. For them, al the galaxy's cruel uncertainties were over.

For amoment, the sight of the space-drifting sub-nodes evoked the disturbing sensation in Neelah that
she had fallen backward in time, pulling this ship and its contents dong, as though her empty memory
were atrue black hole, with itsown irresistible gravity. But some-

how the process had wound up landing them in Boba Fett's past, the moment just after the crude
dissection and desth of hisformer business associate Kud'ar Mub'at. But that was so long ago, thought
Nedah; it made her fed dizzy to even contemplateit. She closed her eyes, wondering if when she
opened them again, time would begin unregling on its proper course once more.

Her eydidsflicked open without her willing them to. | waswrong. She saw that now. The momentary
dis- placement in time had passed. Nedlah stepped forward and laid a hand on the back of the pilot's,
steadying her- self as she gazed out the viewport. "They've been dead along time," she said softly. "A

vay longtime"

"Of course." Boba Fett had raised his own gaze from the instrument gauges, now he looked out on the
same dark visaasNedah did. "Thelast timel wasin this sec- tor, these entities had just been
killed—aong with their crestor, Kud'ar Mub'at." He turned and |ooked over his shoulder at Nedlah. "But
you know al about that, don't you?"

A sudden redlization hit her. ™Y ou were ligtening in, weren't you? Over the ship'sinternd communications
system. All thewhile that Dengar wastelling me about what happened to you in the past.”

Boba Fett gave asingle dismissive shake of hishead. "I hardly needed to,” he replied. "Since Dengar
was act- ing on the exact indructions | had previoudy given him."



"What?' Nedah looked back at Fett in amazement. Y ou told him—"

"It's convenient for me to have you brought up to speed on afew matters of common interest. Having
Den- gar take care of it saves me the trouble—and it kept the two of you occupied while | wastracing
this sector's ex- act location and navigating us here. That took time, as we arrived here viaaroute that
would throw off anyone else who might have been spying upon my activities. Time, which you managed
to passin your own way." Boba Fett's voice sounded amost tinged by a partia

amile. "I'll haveto congratulate my colleague Dengar on his acting abilities—he kept his act going, even
when you pulled that blaster pistol on him.”

Her surprise faded quickly. He's been ahead of me be- fore, thought Nedlah. He probably will be again.
"So thisisthe location, huh?' She peered again toward the dark vista afforded by the viewport. "Where
Prince Xi-zor tried to eiminate you, then changed hismind and took out that arachnoid assembler
instead.”

"Precisaly.” Boba Fett pointed toward the viewport. "Asyou can see, everything Dengar told you about
theincident was the truth. Xizor's cleanup crew didn't leave much of Kud'ar Mub'at'sweb. Black Sun
operatives are known for their thoroughness.”

More of the dead subnodes, like the shed carapaces of ordinary crawling spiders, drifted past the
Hound's Tooth. Nedlah fdlt the skin of her forearms prickle into goose- flesh as she heard—or imagined
that she did—the light scraping and tapping of empty chitin againg the ship's hull. The sensation was
more dreamlike than anything to do with actua memory.

"Why did you bring us here?' The spirit-chilling un-canniness of the sight out of the viewport, the dead
crear tures tethered together by the strands of neura tissue, as much apart of one another now asthey
had been in their living existence, touched athread of anger insgde Nedlah. "Just to reminisce?’

"Theresvery little | do," replied Boba Fett camly, "that iswithout purpose. | came here for areason.
And you were brought here for the same reason.”

"How would | know that?' Neelah folded her arms across her breast. "Y ou haven't seenfit totell us
anything about where we were headed, or why." She glared at thefigurein front of her. "Or isthis
something elsethat you let Dengar in on, but not me?"



"Neither you nor Dengar were aware of our destina- tion, and there was a good reason for that as well.
If you don't know something, you can't be compelled to reved it. That'swhy I've made it a practice not
totell anyone,

even my own associates, if | can avoid it." Boba Fett pointed agloved fingertip toward Nedlah. "I don't
keep my silence for your sake, but it'sto your advantage, nevertheless. A good many of the waysto get
someone such as yoursdlf to talk are not pleasant. And some of them don't leave you dlive afterward,
ether.”

"Thanksfor your concern,” Nedlah said sourly. "1 ap- preciateit.”

"Y our sarcasm is pointless. When | decide to start caring about anyone €l se's opinions of my operating
methods, I'll let you know." Boba Fett |eaned back in the pilot's chair. "But you wanted to find out; you
merely had to wait, and the time has come.”

Likeflicking aswitch, the bounty hunter'swords trans- formed the anger inside Nedlah to sudden,
unreasoning panic. "l... I don't know ..."

"Y ou don't know if you're ready for that." Boba Feit's visor-shielded gaze seemed to penetrate to the
depths of her spirit. "Y ou've come dl thisway; you've waited so long and so impatiently; you've fought to
find out dl that's been hidden from you. And now you're afraid.”

"No—" She quickly shook her head. "No, I'm not."

"We shdll see @bout that," replied Boba Fett, even more quietly—and more ominoud y—than before.
"Because you don't have achoice. You never did.”

He'sright. Neglah squeezed her eydids shut once again; at her sides, her hands closed into figts, the
snewsof her forearms straining with tension. From the moment she had caught sight of this helmeted
figure, before she had learned his name, she had known that this moment would come. It had been fated
to do 0, if she could only stay alive long enough. She had done that much, escap- ing from the deeth that
would have been hersinside Jabba the Hutt's paace, then binding her destiny to one who had been only



ashadow's breadth away from death himself. Just to find out, Nedlah told hersdlf fiercely. To find out...

She didn't know. Whether it would be better to dis- cover what lay in that other world, the past that had

been stolen from her, or to go on in darkness, to leaveit hidden.

"Go tell Dengar to come up here.”

Neelah heard Boba Fett's command, and dowly opened her eyes.

| don't have a choice. She nodded dowly. About any

Boba Fett glanced over his shoulder at the dead, hollow- eyed creatures drifting in the emptiness outsde
the ship, then brought his gaze back around to her.

"We havealot to talk about,” said Boba Fett. "Wed better get started.”

He was dreaming.

Dengar knew he was, because he could see Manaroo right in front of him.

Turning with abunch of flimsiplast sheetsin her fist and aserioudy annoyed look on her face —though
that made her no less beautiful to him—M anaroo rapped the knuckles of one hand across the invoices.
"Those Jawas are undercutting us again,” she said. "We're going to have to do something about them,
onceand for al —"



"They undercut us because they sdll junk.” In the load-ing bay of amedium-tonnage cargo freighter,
surrounded by datacoded shipping containers and uncrated machin- ery still shiny with factory lubricants,
Dengar took hiswifein hisarms and kissed her on the brow. They had been married how many years
now, and the skip in his pulse was still the same asthefirst time he had ever held her soft warmth against
himsdf. Thetiny tattooed moons and stars on her wrists no longer glowed as brightly as before, but his
own love for her showed no sign of fad- ing. "That's their stock in trade; they're Jawas, right? So don't
worry about ‘em. They're not our competition.”

Manaroo fretted some more, looking over his shoul- der at theinvoicesin her hands. "They'relittle
chisding womp rats, iswhat they are.”

"Don't worry." Another kiss, Dengar smiled as he leaned back from her face. "The word's getting out
among the moisture farmers, about what kind of equipment we're saling. And what kind of long-term
percentage contracts we can offer. Hey —" With one hand he stroked her hair, only dightly darker than
the pae blue of her Aruzan skin, away from her forehead. "We're dready intheblack ..."

"You dimy bucket of nerf-waste." That wasn't Manaroo's voice. And thekick in theribs, ashelay on
the makeshift palet with his eyes closed, wasn't from hisbeloved, ether.

"I ought to kill you," continued Nedlah, from some- where on the other side of his closed eyes and the
sweet, dwindling remnants of hisdream. A blow from her small, rock-hard fist, right across the side of
Dengar'sjaw, pro- duced a congtellation of starsthat blotted out the image he was trying to hold, of
Manaroo wrapped in hisem- brace. "Asamatter of fact, maybe | will..."

He had been knocked far enough awake that he was able to roll with the next punch Neglah delivered
from where she stood above him. Getting onto his hands and knees, Dengar scrambled toward the
nearest bulkheed, then grabbed hold of it and pulled himsdlf upright to face her.

Definitely not dreaming, Dengar told himsdlf, not now. He found himself uncomfortably avake and
gtand-ing in the rank-smelling, close-quartered cargo hold of the Hound's Tooth. "What are you going on
about?' He crouched dightly, taking a stance with his empty hands outstretched to fend off another
attack from the anger-crazed femdein front of him. "What did | do?"

"What did you do ..." Nedlah echoed hiswords as she looked at him in disgust, her own hands planted
on her dim hips. "Tried to make afool out of me, that'swhat. All that time | was pressing on you to tell
me about



what'd happened to Boba Fett in the past, and you were aready under ordersto fill mein on exactly
that.”

"Oh." Dengar relaxed a bit, lowering hishands. "No big dedl.” Heimmediately raised them again when
he saw that her anger hadn't ebbed any. " Anyway—what're you complaining about? Y ou didn't have
somebody wav- ing ablaster in your face, wanting a bedtime story!"

The structural damage sustained by the Hound's Tooth had loosened the durasted bars of the holding
cage, with severa of them wrenched free of their upper sockets and splaying out into the cargo hold.
Neelah grasped one of the shorter bars from near the cage's door and pulled it free of the socket below.
It made aformidable if smplewegpon; with it cocked back over her shoulder, ready to swing, she took
astep closer to Dengar.

Fireflashed in her eyesfor a second, then just as quickly dimmed. "Let'sfaceit,” she said. The meta bar
clanged on the hold's floor as she tossed it away. "He ran anumber on both of us. Just so he could have
as much peace and quiet as he wanted while he navigated the ship.”

"Wdl, yeah, I'mwilling to let him haveit, if that'swhat he wants." Dengar dowly straightened from his
de- fensive crouch, ready to drop back into it if this femae showed any more signs of her murderous
temper. There was a big difference between her and Manaroo, it struck him. His betrothed could be just
astough if necessary, but so far she hadn't ever given any indications that she wanted to kill him. That
might change after they were married—if that ever happened—but he was willing to take the chance.
"He's not just the head bounty hunter around here. He's dso the pilot of the ship. | can wait un- til he gets
usto where he wantsto go."

"Y our waiting's over," said Nedlah. With her thumb, she pointed toward the cockpit above them.
"Wevearrived."

"Yeah?' Dengar rubbed his chin, warily regarding the femae. A hard knot of apprehension codesced in
his stomach. It was one thing to travel toward an unknown

degtination, but quite another thing to reach that myste-rious point. Whatever else Boba Fett might have
filled him in on—it didn't amount to much—there hadn't been any talk about the events that would go
down once they got there. "Now what?'



"That's the big question. But our intrepid captain has decided to break hissilence, at least. So get a
move on— Fett wants us both up in the cockpit for abriefing.”

Dengar nodded, then managed a hdf smile. "That oughtaimprove your disposition, at least.”

Hefollowed Nedlah up the ladder. But even as he mounted the metd treads, his mind dipped back to
the last fading vestiges of the dream he had been enjoying be- fore being so violently awoken. It had

been dl about the same fantasy in which he indulged even when awake, during those rdatively quieter
times when he wasn't try- ing to keep from getting killed. The partnership with Boba Fett had to pay off,
figured Dengar. Big time. Fett had to have something maor cooking, or he wouldn't have bothered taking
on a partner—gratitude wasn't asufficient motivation with ahard character like that. Save aguy'slife,
brooded Dengar, and what do you get for it? Not much, except for a chance to get killed in some
scheme of his. That wasthe easy part; the harder one would be turning this partnership gig into cold, hard
credits, the kind that would pay off his debt load and set him and Manaroo up in anew life. Something
like bro-kering the galaxy's high technol ogies to underdevel oped backwater planets, like that dump of a
world Tatooine. That was where the real profits were to be made, and alot more safely besides. Even
with paying out the bribes to keep acommercia operation going, either to the Em-pire or, if the wildest
imaginable possibilities came true, to whatever was put together by the Rebel Alliance, there would il
be the chance of him and Manaroo do-ing well together. All it took were the connections—I've got those
aready, Dengar told himself—and alittle bit of operating capitd. Actudly, alot of capitd; that waswhy
he'd agreed to hook up with Boba Fett in the first place.

As he stepped from the ladder and through the cock-pit hatchway, Dengar dowly shook his head.
Whatever was next on Boba Fett's agenda, he had the feding it might not lead to that pile of credits he
needed, and the new life they could buy.

"Let's get right to business,” said Boba Fett, turning around in the pilot's chair to face Dengar and
Nedah. "l don't care to waste any more time than we dready have." He pointed with histhumb over his
shoulder. "Thisiswhat'sleft of Kud'ar Mub'at's web—"

Dengar leaned forward, peering toward the viewport behind the other bounty hunter. Y ou'reright,” he
sad after amoment. The drifting corpses of the assembler's subnodes, tangled in ropelike strands of
neura tissue, were both eerie and impressive. "It must be ..."

"l hardly need to be told when I'm correct about something.” A trace of irritation sounded in Boba Fett's
otherwise emationlessvoice. "l rardly am not. And when | say that there is a considerable amount of time



pressure upon our actions here, you should believeit.”

"Y ou mean what's going on with the Empire and the Rebels?' Dengar shrugged, then shook hishead. "l
don't seewhat theworry is. The big battle they've got shaping up between them—that's way out by
Endor. That's prac- ticaly the other side of the galaxy; in any event, it'salong stretch from us. | don't see
how it could affect what we're doing here. If anything—" He pointed to the view- port. "Their problems
should make it easier for usto take care of whatever you brought us here for. Both the Empire and the
Rebed Alliance have pulled out most of their forces from whatever dispersed localesthey werein before,
to get ready for the confrontation between them. That leaves alot of systems and space just about empty
of them. We can do what we want, and neither the Em-pire nor the Rebelswill be any the wiser.”

"That kind of smplistic analyssiswhy you're the one taking orders, and I'm the one giving them." Boba
Fett laid hisgloved handsflat on the arms of the pilot's chair. " The battle that's likely to take place near
Endor might

be over, onceit's begun, in lessthan afew minutes. And it will have adecisiveimpact on thefate of the
ongoing struggle between the Empire and the Rebe Alliance. They've been building up to this
confrontation for along time. And it does matter which side wins, to creatureslike us. Pa patine wishesto
make absolute his control over the galaxy, and everything in it. Such agrasp would extend to you,
Dengar, aswdl asto mysdf. Our own ambitions, and what we do to pursue them, might no longer be
possbleif Papatine wereto achieve dl that he desires.”

"And what about mine?' Standing beside Dengar, the female Nedlah spoke up. "What happensto me,
and what | want?'

"Y ou don't even know what that is," replied Boba Fett. "But you can believe me about it—or not, just as
you choose. The past and the world that was stolen from you will belost forever if Papatinewinsthis
struggle with the Rebe Alliance. Therewill be no way for you to get it back then.”

"And if the Rebdswin?'

"Theré's no way they can." Boba Fett gave aflat, hard shake of his head. "My own career as a bounty
hunter should be proof enough that cunning and ruthlessnessinevitably triumph over dl the high-minded
idedsthat the universe can generate." The bounty hunter's scorn for the Rebels, for any creature
motivated by some-thing beyond profits, was evident. "But if the impossible should happen—the galaxy
has seen stranger events come about—then that would be bad for our businessaswell. The Rebdls
pretensesto a higher mordity would prevent them from paying the established rates for our services, and



they would a0 a the same time seek to ex-terminate those crimina operations which have been some of
my best customers. Let's face it—the best out-come, asfar as bounty hunters are concerned, would be
for this battle near Endor to wind up being adraw some-how, with neither force eliminating the other,

and the struggle between the Rebel Alliance and the Empire con-

tinuing. We can hope for that to happen—but we can't count on it."

Dengar had felt his own hopesfalling as he had lis- tened to Boba Fett's bleak prognosis. What a
universe, he thought glumly. Whether the war was won by the forces of good or by the greatest evil the
galaxy had ever known, somehow the results were the same, at least for him. | wind up losing, no matter
what. That longed-for future, with him and Manaroo and nothing to do with the bounty hunter trade,
seemed to recede at alight- speed pace. The only way for him to make the kind of credits he needed
was as a bounty hunter, hooked up with the notorious Boba Fett, but that same Boba Fett made it sound
asif it was soon going to beimpossible to even be abounty hunter. Wherewasthe fairnessin an ar-
rangement likethat?

The female Nedah didn't seem concerned by the dis- mal long-term prospects that Boba Fett had
described. "So what do you propose doing in the meantime? And why did you bring us here?'

"My plansare my own," said Boba Fett. "But some of them concern you, and it's now become
convenient for you to have some of your many questions answered. Y ou wanted the past—your
past—then so it shall be." He gestured with one hand toward the viewport behind him. "I hereby giveit to
you."

Dengar could see Nedlah scowling disgustedly at the viewport. Outside the ship, palid strands of neurd
tissue and their tethered, spiderlike corpses continued to drag their shapes past the transparisted.

"Isthissomekind of ajoke?' Nedlah's glare was even angrier as sheturned it toward Fett. "1 don't see
any- thing, that—"

Leaning forward in the pilot's chair, Boba Fett inter- rupted her. ™Y ou don't see, because you don't
understand. Not yet, at any rate. But if you listen to me, you will."

With ascowl still upon her face, Nedlah folded her arms across her breast. "Go ahead. I'm listening.”



From the corner of hiseye, Dengar glanced over at the

young woman. It wasn't the first time that he had heard that tone of command in her voice. She'sused to
giving orders, thought Dengar, and having cregtures obey them. It was the same haughty tone of voice
that Neelah had used on him, ordering him to continue telling the story of Boba Fett and the breakup of
the old Bounty Hunters Guild, and it had been more effective than any blaster pistol she could have pulled
on him. But to hear her talk that way to Boba Fett, as though barely able to control her impatiencewith a
dow-moving servant, was till star- tling. Who is she? wondered Dengar. And how did shewind up asa
memory-wiped dancing girl in Jabba the Hutt's palace? His own curiosity about Neelah's past a-most
maiched hers.

"This part of the story," said Boba Fett, "didn't begin here. And it happened alittle while before the
arachnoid assembler Kud'ar Mub'at met his demise. | had businessin one of the nearby systemsthat had
been successfully concluded—you don't need to know about that—and | was returning toward the
center of the gdaxy, where sev- erd potentialy lucrative opportunities were awaiting me. Of coursg, |
was aboard my own Save| at thetime, and not an under-equipped mediocrity like this ship. One of the
functions | had programmed into Slave I's com-puters was a compl ete database of the ships of al other
bounty hunters, both those affiliated with the Bounty Hunters Guild and the few, such as mysdlf, operating
asindependent agents. It rarely happens, but on occasion some other bounty hunter, or the Guild whileiit
till ex-isted, has managed to obtain information before | have, about some particular hard merchandise
to be rounded up for agood price.” Fett's shoulderslifted in adismis- sve shrug. "Some clients prefer to
employ less-qualified bounty hunters, hoping they'll be able to get what they want at alower price. That's
their choice, but it rarely works out that way."

True enough, thought Dengar. He had heard those other stories, al of which went to provethat it was
a-

most as dangerous trying to avoid doing business with Boba Fett as actually going ahead and getting
involved with him. In alot of ways, he was virtualy inescapable.

"So | sometimesfind it worthwhile," continued Boba Fett, "to keep an eye on what other bounty hunters
areupto. Andif Savel'sID scanners homein on abounty hunter's ship in anavigational sector that
should other- wise be empty of such activity, then | find that very inter- esting indeed. It's even more
interesting when the onboard computers read out the ID code of a ship belonging to abounty hunter
known for his unsavory business practices."

That description puzzled Dengar. It was hard to imag- ine any bounty hunter being more ruthless than



Boba Fett himsdlf. " So who was it that you came across?'

"The D codeidentified the ship as one known most often asthe Venesectrix. Rarely spotted anywhere
closeto the centra sectors of the galaxy; its owner preferred operations farther out into the border
territories. And of course, there was areason for that: the owner of the Ve-nesectrix was a certain Ree
Duptom." Pausing amo- ment, Boba Fett looked over at Dengar. "Perhaps you're familiar with the
name."

"Wait aminute..." It took amoment, but the namefinadly hooked up with amemory synapse ingde Den-
gar's head. "Ree Duptom—he's the only one who ever got booted out of the Bounty Hunters Guild!™
That took some doing, Dengar knew; there had been plenty of crea turesin the Guild whose ethical
standards had been way below his own. Hewasn't familiar with the exact details— Duptom had been
booted out of the Bounty Hunters Guild before Dengar had joined it—but there had been an unspoken
legend attached to him, as being the one creature that al other bounty hunters considered scum. "1 didn't
think he was till active, even out in the border."

"l guesshe'snot,” said Nedlah drily. "Pay attention, why don't you? He's obvioudy being discussed in
the past tense for areason.”

"True." Boba Fett gave an acknowledging nod of his

head. "When | came across the Venesectrix in open space, the ship's engines weren't powered up; it
was smply drifting. | attempted to establish communication with its pilot, but | received no response over
the comm unit. The reasonable assumption was that the pilot was either dead or had abandoned his ship.
To determine which was the case—and to find anything that might have been valuable aboard—I forced
entry through the Venesectrix'sairlock.” In the cockpit viewport behind Boba Fett, afew more dead
subnodes bumped against the curved transparisted. "And | found Ree Duptom, dl right.”

"Dead, | suppose.” The expression on Nedah's face was one of utter boredom. ™Y ou know, I'm till
waliting to hear the part that has anything to do with me."

Boba Fett ignored her impatience. "Duptom didn't make a good-looking corpse. He hadn't been the
hand- somest humanoid to begin with—his appearance matched his ethics—but being caught ina
hard-energy particle burst from a partial core meltdown of his own ship's en- gines hadn't helped any.
Fortunately, the burdt's letha ef- fects had been contained within azone just a couple of meters deep; he
had obvioudy been working in the en- gine compartment when the meltdown occurred, gotten the dose
of radiation, then staggered back up to the Ve-nesectrix's cockpit areato die. Which didn't take long."



The tory's detail s aroused Dengar's suspicions. " So did his ship's engines mafunction—or were they
sabo- taged?' From what he had heard in the Bounty Hunters Guild, Ree Duptom had made nearly as
many enemies for himself as Boba Fett had.

"I didn't investigate that question,” said Fett. "Once a competitor of mineisdead, | loseinterest in them.
How they wound up that way is someone el se's business; noth- ing to do with me."

Right, thought Dengar.

"Anyway, somebody like Ree Duptom was perfectly capable of killing himsdlf through hisown
supidity.” Boba Fett shook his head, asthough in disgust. "His ship

and dl of his equipment were poorly maintained; frankly, he was not a credit to the bounty hunter trade
inalot of ways. But Duptom was obvioudy ableto find certain clients, nevertheless. The evidence of that
was right there aboard his ship. And the uncompleted jobs that he had been working on were interesting
enough for meto take them over."

"What werethey?'

"There were two matters,” replied Boba Fett, "that Ree Duptom's untimely death had Ieft hanging. The
first onewasin the form of a deactivated cargo droid—or what had once been a cargo droid. Someone
had cleverly transformed it into an autonomic spy device, with not only built-in vid cameras and sound
recording equip- ment, but an olfactory detect and sample circuit aswell. The droid's hidden sensors
could pick up trace amounts of scent moleculesin the atmosphere and anayze them for biologic source
details"

"Why would anybody want information like that?' Thistime, Dengar was puzzled by the Sory, rather
than suspicious. "What's the good of knowing what some event smelled like, if you aready had the visua
and au- dio recording?’

"It al depends,” said Boba Fett, "on what you're looking for, and what the spy device had been
designed to catch. This converted cargo droid was capable of de- tecting evidence of something—or



someone—that would otherwise have remained hidden and undiscovered if vi-sud and auditory clues
were dl that had been processed. Whichiswhat it in fact had done; | found that out when | removed the
datarecord from inside the droid and ana lyzed it. The truth came out, concerning a certain indi- vidua
having been at a certain place, and a a certain important time, even though he had tried to conceal his
presence from anyone e se who might have been watch- ing and listening.”

"What place?' Nedah's tone was as demanding and impatient as before. "What time?"

"Back on Tatooine—for such a desolate, backwater

world, it has assumed agreat deal of importance for the rest of the galaxy.” Boba Fett gestured toward
the view- port, asthough indicating one of the bright points of light visible beyond the drifting subnodes.
"But that's something bounty hunters know ingtinctively—or at least the ones who survive and prosper.
The smallest, appar-ently insignificant speck of dirt can loom unexpectedly large one day. And you had
better be prepared for that. In this case, the speck of dirt was amoisture farm in the Dune Sea, some
distance away from the Mos Eidey space-port. A moisture farm owned by one Owen Lars—nobody
important—and operated by him and hiswife, Beru, as-sisted by ayoung nephew of theirs. Who just
happened to be someone very important—"

"Luke Skywaker," said Dengar. "That'swho you're talking about, isn't it?"

"Indeed." Boba Fett gave asingle nod. "Enough of the details have become known, about Skywalker's
transfor- mation from an insignificant, planet-bound nonentity with big and hopeless dreamsto amgjor
figurein the Rebe Alliance, to have already codesced into legend. And that transformation could be said
to have begun with araid by Imperia stormtroopers on that dreary little moisture farm, araid that | eft
Skywaker's aunt and uncle aslittle more than blackened skeletonsin the ruins.”

"So what's the big mystery about that? Darth \Vader ordered the stormtrooper raid on the moisture
farm—alot of creaturesin the galaxy know about that by now." Dengar shrugged his shoulders.
"Anybody who's had any contact at al with the Rebel Alliance has heard most of the story."

"Themystery,” said Boba Fett quietly, "hasto do with what | found in the deactivated cargo droid
aboard Ree Duptom'’s ship. The spy device's audio and video records documented the stormtroopers
raid; the droid must have been hiding and watching from behind a nearby sand dune. The details, when |
played back the files, were con- Sstent with the known accounts of the raid and its after- math. There
were only Imperid stormtroopersto be



observed, going about their lethal business. But the addi- tiond datathat the cargo droid's spy
recordings held— the olfactory information, taken from the atmosphere at the time and place of theraid
on the moisture farm— indicated somebody e se had been there, aswell as the ssormtroopers.”

"All right"—Needlah spread her hands gpart, waiting to hear— "who wasit?"

"In the analysis of the spy device's olfactory data were the unmistakable pheromones of amale of the
Falleen species” Boba Feit raised afinger for emphasis. " That much was easily determined. But usng my
own data- bases aboard Savel, | was able to narrow it down even further. The specific pheromone
traces could only have come from amember of the Falleen nobility; therésage- netic marker that is
uniqueto that bloodline.”

"A Fdleen nobleman?' Dengar's brow creased as he puzzled over the information. "But they're dl dead

now-

"Therewasone gill dive," said Boba Fett, "at the time of the sormtrooper raid on Tatooine. Before
that, the Falleen nobility had been virtudly wiped out by age- netic warfare experiment, one that was
initiated by Lord Vader. Of that family grouping, the only surviving mem- ber was Prince Xizor, who was
then the head of the Black Sun organization.”

"l don't get it." Dengar felt even more confused than before. ™Y ou're saying that Prince Xizor was part of
theraid that killed Luke Skywaker's aunt and uncle? But Xizor would've had to have been directing the
Imperid stormtroopers somehow, but keeping himself out of sight—"

"Not at dl." Boba Fett put his gloved hands flat on the arms of the pilot's chair again. "The spy device
into which the cargo droid had been transformed contained the evidence of Prince Xizor being present a
the raid on the moisture farm—but the evidence might not have been genuine.”

"Faked?Y ou mean somebody €l se created somekind



of phony evidence and planted it insde the cargo droid?" The possibilities were multiplying faster than
Dengar could keep track. "Or maybe Xizor himself did it for somereason." That didn't seem to make
sense, but then very little seemed to anymore. "But why? Why would anybody do that?"

"That," replied Fett, "is something | do not know. Or at least, not yet. But the chances of the evidence
having been manufactured, with the purpose of making it appear that Prince Xizor had something to do
with theraid that killed Skywalker's aunt and uncle, remain consderable.”

"l don't see why that should be." Armsfolded across her breast, Neelah seemed less than impressed
with Boba Fett's analyss. "Why make things more complicated than they need to be? Maybe this Xizor
creature redly did lead the raid, and somehow he got caught out at it, even though hed tried to keep
himsdf hidden."

"There's severa reasons for being suspicious about the evidence | found inside the cargo droid. Oneis
that Lord Vader and Prince Xizor were morta enemies, even asthey continued their roles as Papatine's
loyal servants. Of coursg, it served the Emperor's purposes to have Vader and Xizor at each other's
throats, just as | suspect it served his purpose to pretend he didn't know that Xi-zor was the leader of
Black Sun. The Emperor has adevi-ous mind—he derives more of his power from thet, | believe, than
any mystica Force—and it suited him for the moment to keep Xizor on along leash. Thetime came,
though, when the prince found atighter grip around his neck than he would ever have thought possi-ble.
Hewasn't clever enough to avoid being caught in the snare that he helped weave around himsalf—and
that cost him hislife. | don't intend to follow hisexample." Boba Fett leaned back in the pilot's chair, his
visor-shielded gaze regarding his audience. " The upshot of the enmity that existed between Xizor and
Vader isthat it would have been unlikely in the extremefor Xizor to have taken any part in the
stormtrooper raid without

Vader having known and, more, having approved of it— yet none of my information sources on the
Imperia planet of Coruscant, some of them close indeed to Vader, have ever indicated that was the
case. Smilarly, my con-tactsinsde Black Sun never reported their leader Xizor getting hooked up with
one of Darth VVader's operations. Therefore, the best analysiswould be that the evidence linking Xizor to
the raid had been created by somethird party, possibly asaway of drawing unwanted attention toward
Prince Xizor. That possibility isreinforced by Ree Duptom's own history, before he met his death aboard
his own ship: he had been involved on severd previous occas ons with various disinformation campaigns,
some of them actudly linking back to Emperor Pa patine's court. It had become something of aspecidity
with Dup-tom, the discreet spreading of liesin the various watering holes of the galaxy, so that they
would do the most good for whoever had hired him."

"That was how he got kicked out of the old Bounty Hunters Guild.” Dengar gave adow nod. "He got a
cou- ple of other bounty hunterskilled by circulating stories that they had been the ones responsible for
certain double crosses that went down. They weren't scamsthat held run, but shifting the blame let some
other well-paying, weesdlly creature get away."



"A time-honored tradition,” said Boba Fett drily. "And one which Ree Duptom had been making agood
part of hisliving at. Given his reputation for being ableto do that sort of thing, someone had obvioudy
engaged his servicesin some kind of schemeto falsaly link Prince Xizor with the ssormtrooper raid on
Tatooinein which Luke Skywalker's aunt and uncle were killed. But two other deaths put an end to that
plot: Duptom's own, when he was fried by the meltdown of his ship's engine core, and Xizor's. Whatever
the intent had been in trying to link Xizor with the sormtrooper raid, it was hardly worth following
through on it once he had been killed aswell. The only thing left from the plot was the fabricated

evidence contained in the cargo droid, and that was in my possession once | came across Duptom's ship
drifting in space.”

"For which, I'm sure, you'd find some good use." Un- folding an arm, Neglah held up two fingers. "But
you said there was something € se you found on that ship. What was the other item?”

"Perhaps this onewill compel more of your attention. Ree Duptom might have been dead—" Boba Fett
shrugged. "No grest loss; but there was still another creature dive aboard the Venesectrix. In the cargo
hold's cages, | found ayoung female human. Not in the best of physical condition—Duptom wasn't as
careful about maintaining hismerchandise as| am—but at least till breathing. She was il unconscious,
the aftereffect of arather thorough memory wipe that she had received ..."

Dengar heard a sudden gasp come from Neelah. He looked over at her, standing next to him, and saw
that her eyes had gone wide with surprise.

"Good," said Boba Fett. "1 seethat | have managed to pique your interest. That moment aboard Ree
Duptom's VVenesectrix was indeed our first encounter. Onethat still remains as mystifying to me asit
undoubtedly isto you. | could only assume that amemory-wiped femal e human had been in Duptom's
possession as part of his various business enterprises—though not, of course, as an item of hard
merchandise for which abounty had been posted. While it was possible that Ree Duptom might have
got-ten wind of some paying gig before | had, enough time had passed—as was indicated by the
advanced state of decomposition of his corpse—so that | would have heard of anyone offering abounty
for the return of a person matching your physical description. That was not the case, so obvioudy
Duptom had been involved in some other, probably less savory, type of business. But what that would
have been, | had no clue—when you regained consciousness, you couldn't even tell me your name.”

"l remember ..." Nedah's eyeswere even wider than before. She nodded dowly. "Not my name....
thet's il



logt... but | remember now, that wasthe first time | laid eyes on you. Not in Jabba the Hutt's palace, but
inaship out in pace." Nedah touched the Sde of her head with trembling fingertips. "It waslike | woke
up there ... and there were the bars of the cage, and | felt so cold ..."

"That was because you were dying. Whoever had done the memory-wipe job on you had been both
thor- ough and brutal." Boba Fett's voice was flat and unemo- tiond. "They didn't leave you in good
shape. Plus you had been unconscious for some time, without food or water, after Ree Duptom had
managed to get himsdlf killed. If | hadn't taken care of you and nursed you back to areasonable
semblance of hedlth, you would have died there aboard the Venesectrix—or on Slave | after | had
brought you over to my ship. So you might want to regard whatever you did for me, back in the Dune
Seaon Tatooine, asjust repayment in kind."

"But you didn't save me ... because you felt sorry for me..."

"And pity didn't motivate you either, when you found me near desth." Boba Feit regarded her coldly, but
with no tone of accusation in hisvoice. "It was asmple bus- ness matter for both of us. Y ou thought |
might be of some useto you, just aslong beforethat, | calculated the potentid for turning a profit from
you. And"—he turned his head dightly, as though studying her from another angle—"we both might be
correct yet. But at thetime | found you, that was an unknown quantity, just asit re- mainsnow. | have
my standards, though; no piece of possibly vauable merchandise has ever died while in my keeping,
other than when they've managed to commit suicide. That, | could tell, wasn't going to happen in your
case; even starving and dehydrated, suffering from atrau- matic memory wipe, enough of your inner spirit
remained, fighting to survive. Once you were out of physiologica danger, it was just amatter of sowing
you someplace where you'd be out of danger while | determined the best way of profiting from your
gtuaion."

"So you put her in Jabba the Hutt's palace?’ The

notion astonished Dengar. He stared at Boba Fett, eyes wide as Neglah's had gone. "That hellhole? She
could've gotten thrown to Jabbas pet rancor!”

"The dangers of Jabba's palace were well known to me," said Boba Fett. "While substantid, they were
nevertheless limited and predictable. And | would be on hand to circumvent them, in case Nedlah had
aroused any of Jabbas cruder desires—the Hutt, like al of his greedy species, might have been averse
to meeting my price, but he valued my services enough to have made astanding offer for meto stay on at
hispaacefor aslong as| cared to.”



" S0 you could keep an eye on me," said Nedlah. Her gaze narrowed as she dowly nodded. "But more
than that—you had aready come to adead end, trying to find out anything about me, who | redly was,
why somebody had done al those things to me. So you passed me off as amere dancing girl, bringing me
there to Jabbas pdace while | was ill too confused to even know what you were doing. But what you
werereally hoping for was that someonein that crowd of thugs and criminalsin Jabbals court would
recognize me for who | really was— and that would be how you'd find out how to turn a profit from me!"

"That possibility had occurred to me. Jabba's palace was a crossroads for al sorts of the galaxy's
lowlife; some of them had even been in businesswith Ree Duptom be- fore. There was dways a chance
that one of them might have had an inkling about what kind of scheme he had been engaged upon when
he met his desth—who he was working for, and what they were trying to accomplish.”

The corner of Neelah's mouth twisted in asneer. "'l guessit'stoo bad for both of us, then, that you didn't
find out anything.”

"Ah." A trace of amusement filtered into Boba Fett's voice. "But that's where you're wrong. | did
discover something. Perhaps not the whole truth—your red name and where you came from—but
enough to follow up on.

Enough that might lead usto that mutualy profitable truth."

Standing beside Nedlah, Dengar could see her handstightening into figts.

"Tdl me" commanded Nedah. "Now."

"I'll tell you becauseit suits my own purposes, and not for any other reason.” The amused tone
evaporated from Boba Fett's words. "There was aformer business associate of Ree Duptom at Jabbals
palace—his name doesn't matter—but what isimportant is that the two of them had been working
together until just before Dup-tom's death. As ameatter of fact, they'd had afalling out, the sort of thing
that happenswith low crimina mentdi-ties like that. It was aso the sort of thing that would lead one of
them to do a delayed-effect sabotage on the en-gines of the other's ship, resulting in aletha core
melt-down." Fett shook hishead. "No great loss—just as it wasn't any great losswhen | had to sneak
out of Jabba's court for a second, while the other dancing girl, the one named Oola, was giving her fina
performance. That was just long enough to set up arendezvous later with my in- formant. It wasn't until



after Princess Leia, disguised as an Ubese bounty hunter, had brought the WWookiee Chew-baccainto the
court that | had enough time to obtain the data that this certain creature had—and then | made sure that
he wouldn't be informing anyone elsethat | had been asking questions about your redl identity.”

"Heknew ... he knew who | am?' Nedlah leaned for- ward. "My rea name?"

"Unfortunately, the creature knew nothing of that. And you can rest assured that | used every means of
per- suasion a my disposal to make sure he told me every- thing that he did know. | didn't have to worry
about leaving traces of those techniques; in Jabba's paace, a corpse turning up in that kind of condition
was pretty much adaily occurrence. What he did tell me, though, before | returned to Jabba's court, was
that hisformer busi ness associate Ree Duptom had accepted two new

jobsjust before they had had their falling out with each other, and that one client would be paying for
both jobs. But he didn't know who that client was, Duptom hadn't told him that much.”

"Then theinformation'sworthless™ A look of furi- ous despair sparked in Nedah'sgaze. "It ill doesn't
tell uswho | redlly am, or what happened to me!"

"Cam yoursdf. You've waited thislong for the an- swers you want; you can wait alittle while longer.
Be- causethat may bedl that it takes."

"What... what do you mean?'

"Did you forget," said the bounty hunter, "that | brought you to this point in space for areason? Those
answers, if they're to be found anywhere, are here." Boba Fett pointed to the cockpit's viewport and its
unset-tling vista of dead arachnoid subnodes. "My late contact inside Jabba the Hurt's palace wasn't able
to tell me your name—he had never even laid eyes on you before coming there—but he was able to
providethe clue | needed.”

Dengar spoke up thistime. "So what wasthat?"

"Simple. Thetwo last jobs that Ree Duptom had taken on were obvioudy the ones | found aboard his
ship Venesectrix—whoever the person was who had hired him to do something with the fabricated



evidence about Prince Xizor's involvement in the ssormtrooper raid on Tatooine, that person must dso
have been the one that had arranged for the abduction and memory wipe of Neglah. But what my contact
in the palace told me was that the person who paid for those jobs hadn't hired Ree Duptom directly. He
had used an intermediary—a go-between.”

"A go-between . . ." Suddenly, Dengar understood. "It must have been Kud'ar Mub'at! The assembler
was the only creature who would have arranged that kind of job for Ree Duptom. But—"

"But it'sdead,” Nedah said flatly. "Kud'ar Mub'at is dead, remember? Y ou were here when it
happened.” She shook her head in disgust. ™Y ou've brought us dl the way out here for nothing. The dead
can't tel usany secrets.”

"That's where you're wrong." Boba Fett turned in the

pilot's chair and pointed to the viewport behind him. "L ook."

The Hound's Tooth had dowly moved farther into the tethered constellation of dead subnodes. Until it
had at last come to the center of the torn strands of neural tissue.

In the scan of space visible outside the ship, a spider-like corpse larger than al the others drifted, jointed
legs tucked up beneath what was |eft of its globular abdomen. The hollow, blind eyes of Kud'ar Mub'at
gazed back at the vistorsto the cold vacuum of itstomb.

"We only need to bring the dead back to life." Boba Fett spoke with calm assurance, just asthough
nothing would be easier. "And then ligen .."

A woman talked to atraitor.

"Y ou got what you wanted." The traitor's name was Fendd; in the dim, smoky light of the underground



wa tering hole, his smile was both unpleasant and knowing, like an animd toying with itsprey. "That's
what it'sal about, isn't it?'

Kodir of Kuhlvult tried to keep her cloak from touch-ing the damp walls of the establishment. She had
known there were such places on the world of Kuat, but she had never been in one before. Her life had
been spent in an- other world, one that was on the same planet but that might aswell have been
light-years away. That world contained dl the luxury and power of Kuat's ruling fami- lies; thisone
contained the planet's human dregs.

A candle stub'sinadequate light flickered from arough niche carved in the wall, merging her shadow and
Fenald'swith the darkness in which other figures sat hunched and brooding over squat mugs of
intoxicants. Even the air seeped rankly into Kodir's lungs, every molecule laden with the soot that lined
the low, crouch-inducing stone celling.

"I've got some of what | wanted." Kodir leaned for- ward, arms on the sticky-wet table, so that Fenald
would be able to make out her hushed words. "Theré's dways more.”

Fendd wasalittle drunk; he had obvioudy been wait- ing for her to show up for sometime. "Fraid |
can't help you much with therest. I'm not exactly in an influentia position these days, am 1?1 sort of spent
al that on thelast part of your plans.”

"Yes—" Kodir nodded inside the cloak'sloose hood that she had put on to concedl her identity from
any pry- ing scrutiny. "Y ou're quite an actor. Everybody was fooled. And they till are. So you did avery
good job for me. | gppreciate that."

"Good," said Fenad thickly. He regarded her from heavy-lidded eyes. "Because | need you to show that
ap- preciation. I'm alittle short on creditsthese days. . . what with having lost my job and dl. And since
you've got that job now—just what you wanted, hun>—then | think it'sonly fair if you pay alittle more
than what you did up front. Like on acontinuing basis. So | wouldn't be tempted into talking to anybody
about our little ... per- formance, shall we say. It'd be a shameto spoil the show, whileit's ill going on.”

"Youreright. It would be." Kodir reached acrossthe table and laid her hand on top of his. "But you
know—there's more than one way for me to show my appreciation.”

In his present state, it took Fenald afew seconds to understand what she meant. Then his smile grew



wider and uglier. "Fine," he said. "Buit that'll have to bein ad- dition to the credits.”

Shedidn't say anything in reply, but leaned farther acrossthe table, bringing her face closer to his. Just
be- foretheir lips met, her other hand emerged from inside the cloak with something bright and glittering
in her grip. Fenad's eyes went round with shock as he felt the object move across histhroat.

"No," said Kodir softly. She dropped the vibroblade onto the table, next to where Fenald had collapsed
face- down in awidening pool of hisown blood. "It'sinstead.”

Drawing the cloak's hood forward, Kodir turned and looked back across the watering hole's dim space.
None of its clientel e gppeared to have noticed that anything at al had happened. She did afew coins
onto the tabl€e's corner, then got up and waked unhurriedly toward the steps leading back up to the
surfacelevd.

A woman talked to agambler.

A different woman, and far from the planet of Kuat. But she too had wrapped herself in ahooded cloak
to prevent anyone from prying into her affairs.

"Busnessisdill alittle dow for meright now," said the gambler. His name was Drawmas SmaDa, and
he st at atablein aglittering, brightly lit pleasure den. The laughter of the galaxy'srich and foolish
denizens sounded from al sides of the establishment. ™Y ou have to under-stand, I'm not yet a the level
where | used to be—I had alittle, um, embarrassment afew weeks ago. | had to spend most of my
operating capitd getting out of that mess; you know, the usua bribes and payoffs and stuff. Believe me,
Palpatine's not the only greedy creature indde the Empire." Lacing his handstogether acrosshis
expansive belly, heleaned back in hischair. "So | can't cover any big bets at the moment. None of that
Alliance versusthe Empire stuff.”

"That'sfine." Thewoman kept her voice low. "1 want to place adifferent kind of wager. On a bounty
hunter.”

"Bounty hunters, hun?' SmaDas face darkened into ascowl. "I'll give you agood bet on acouple of
‘em. Y ou can bet that if | ever get my hands on apair named Zuckuss and 4-LOM, they're both dead
meat. They're the oneswho dragged me out of here, not too long ago



She shook her head. "'I'm not interested in them.”

"All right." SmaDagave her ajowly, cgoling smile. "Who do you want to bet on?"

Thewoman told the gambler.

"You got to bejoking." He looked at her in amaze- ment. "Him?"

"Will you cover the bet?'

"Oh, I'll cover itdl right." SmaDas shoulderslifted in ashrug. "Hey, that'smy business. And I'll give you
great odds, too. Because frankly—he's not going to makeit. | know just what kind of trouble he'sin. It
doesn't get any worse.”

The woman's gaze turned cold. "All the better for you, then."

When the wager was recorded and the stakes trans- ferred to a holding account at one of the galaxy's
bank- ing worlds, SmaDa offered to buy her adrink. ™Y ou should get something for your money," he
sad. "l hateto take credits from a pretty female, and not give them something in return.”

"Thereis something you can do for me." The woman rose from the table.

SmaDalooked at her. "What's that?"

"Just be ready to pay up when the time comes." She turned and strode toward the establishment's
ornately framed exit, the edge of the cloak trailing across the gold-specked floor.



Near the planet Kuat, other conversations were taking place.

"Believe me," said the leader of the Scavenger Squad- ron, "I don't like being here, either. I'd rather be
out near Sullust right now, getting reedy for the red baitle.”

Kuat of Kuat turned from hislab bench and looked over his shoulder at the figure standing, flight hel met
inthe crook of one arm, in the middle of Kuat's own private quarters. To one side of the space, ahigh,
arching bank of transparisted panes reveded stars and the immense,

intricate shapes of Kuat Drive Y ards construction docks. Against Kuat's ankles, the felinx rubbed its
slk-furred flank; glancing down at it for amoment, Kuat saw the creature turn ahostile, dit-pupiled glare
at theintruder.

"Then you should fed freeto leave," Kuat of Kuat said mildly. "The presence of your squadron hereis
en-tirely unnecessary.”

"The Rebd Alliance feds otherwise” Animpressive scar ran in an dmost perfect diagond across
Commander Gennad Rozhdenst's face, the result of surviving aprevi-ous skirmish with Imperid fighters.
"And | have my or- ders, directly from former Senator Mon Mothma, with the Alliance fleet near
Sullug.”

"So | understand.” Kuat had bent down and picked up the felinx; the anima now lay cradled in the
safety of hisarms. Itsyellow eyes closed in contentment as he scratched behind its ears. "But you must
aso bear in mind, Commander, that | have my dutiesto perform aswell.”

Right now, those duties weighed heavily on Kuat of Kuat's shoulders. Everything depends upon me, he
mused. The felinx might very well consider its comfort to be the most pressing concern of its master, but
therewas far more than that in histhoughts. The fate of Kuat Drive Y ards itsdlf, the corporation whose
ships and armaments spanned the galaxy and formed the bulk of the Imperia Navy—the leadership of
that enterprise was Kuat's hereditary legacy, just asit had been for hisfather and grandfather, and to
generations before them. When he gazed out upon the construction docks, with afleet of Destroyers and
heavy cruisers nearing completion in them, he felt as though their combined mass bent his spine. And
more: rising above Kuat Drive Y ards was the mottled green sphere of the planet Kuet itsdlf, an entire
world and people dependent upon the fate of the corpo- ration that funneled such alarge share of the
gaaxy'swedth into their coffers.



And | fought for this. Kuat's fingertips continued their ingtinctive caress of thefdinx'sslken fur. | fought
to

keep this burden mine, rather than let others usurp it from me. At times such asthis, when the weight of
his re- spongbilities trandated into bone-weary fatigue, he be- gan to question the wisdom of such a
struggle. There had been plenty of othersin the ruling families of the planet Kuat, nobles whose
bloodlines were by custom pre- vented from taking over the leadership of Kuat Drive Y ards, who had
been eager to conspire againgt him, over- throw their world's ancient wisdom, and place them- selvesin
this seat of power. Asmuch as Kuat of Kuat might have been willing to let them have their chance, he
had found himsalf unableto let go of histight grasp upon the corporation. Because | know—he closed
his eyes as he stroked the felinx—that they would never have been ableto prevail. Not against me, but
againg dl our other enemies. Kuat found it cruelly ironic that when death had removed the threat posed
by Prince Xizor, another potential opponent should arise, in the form of the Rebel Alliance.

"There's no conflict,” said Commander Rozhdendt, " between your duties and mine." The wintry blue eyes
in the hard-angled face seemed to have peered into and dis- cerned the careful workingsinsde Kuat's
heart. "The Rebd Alliance has no designs upon Kuat Drive Y ards. We would just as soon have the
corporation remain in your hands."

"I wish | could believe that, Commander.” Kuat's hand froze in its gentle motions upon the felinx's neck.
He could hear hisown voice turning cold. "But station-ing a squadron of armed Rebel spacecraft—even
onethat S0 justly meritsits'scavenger' descriptor—is hardly the action of those who seek friendship with
Kuat Drive Yards."

"The Rebd Alliance would be satisfied with main-taining aneutrd reationship with you. We seek no
more than that."

"Ah." Kuat of Kuat managed awry smile before dowly shaking hishead. "But you see,
Commander—that's what everybody says. Everybody who has ever done business

with Kuat Drive Y ards, back to my father's and my grand- father's times before me, has aways assured
usthat they had the corporation’'s welfare—and independence—at heart. And if we had trusted them on
that point, | doubt if Kuat Drive Y ards would even exist now. So you'll have to excuse my skepticism; |
know it's unseemly in even an unwilling host such as mysdlf. But | assure you that Em- peror Papatine
himsalf hasinformed me that he has no 'designs,’ as you put it, upon us. Don't be offended if | Sate that
thereliance | place upon hiswordsisjust about the same as| put upon those from arepresentative of the
Rebd Alliance"



The commander regarded him for amoment, then spoke. Y ou have away of putting things very bluntly,
Kuat."

"Ascribeit to my training as an engineer. | prefer to think of it as exactitude, rather than bluntness.”

"Then I'll speak to you just as... exactly.” Rozh-denst's voice grew eveniicier, like durasted exposed to
the vacuum of space. "My squadron and | were sent here on amission, and we intend to carry that
mission out. But you're correct in assuming that thereé's something that the Rebel Alliance wants from you.
I've been quite thoroughly briefed on the political and strategic analysis that's been made by our
leadership concerning the value of Kuat Drive Y ards. Not just to oursalves, but to Palpa-tine aswell.
When | say that your neutrdity is something that we vaue, | don't mean just toward the Alliance; | mean
toward the Empire.”

"Kuat Drive Y ards does business with the Empire. Nothing more than that. The armaments and fleet
pro- curement authorities of the Imperia Navy vaue what we do here—as they should; we have no
rivalswhen it comesto our military shipbuilding expertise—and they are capable of meeting our prices.
Thefeinx shifted lazily in the crook of Kuat's arm as his shoulderslifted in ashrug. "We sdll to othersas
well, if they can pay for the goodsthey desre. That, infact, isthe only distinction we

make between our customers and potential customers. whether or not they've got the creditsin their
accounts, for usto take an order from them." Kuat displayed athin, humorless amile. "Bdieve me,
Commander, if the Rebd Alliance was capable of paying, Kuat Drive Y ards would be happy to take
your credits. From the look of that motley collection of patched-together Y -wings you've got stationed
around our construction docks, they could certainly use alittle maintenance and retrofitting work."

A spark of anger showed in Rozhdendt's eyes, amus- ing Kuat even more. He knew that his comment
had struck home. The only reason that this particular collec- tion of Rebel Alliance craft was here rather
than on their way to Sullust to join up with the others preparing for the imminent confrontation with the
Imperial Navy was that they were too beat-up or outmoded to represent much of atactical threat against
awell-armed and prepared enemy. Most of them were old Y -wings, representing the
previous-generation technology that the Imperia Navy's advanced TIE fighters and Interceptors would
be capable of chewing up and dispersing into flaming shards within the first seconds of atactica
encounter.

"I have to wonder," Kuat continued malicioudy, "whether the Rebel Alliance command sent you and
your squadron here to accomplish anything at al, or whether patrolling Kuat Drive Y ardsisjust a
convenient excuse for getting you al safely out of theway, so you won't neediesdy interfere with the



actua fighters, once the bat- tle starts.” Thefeinx sensed its master's amusement and purred in happy
agreement. "'l imagine that Mon M othma has more important things to worry about than how to deploy a
so-called squadron that's redlly little more than laser-cannon fodder.”

The glower on Gennad Rozhdenst's face was nearly as deep asthe disfiguring scar. "My men and their
craft can take care of themselves.”

"I have little doubt of that, Commander. It'sjust a question of whether they can accomplish anything else.

Y our loyalty to them isimpressve, if not unexpected. And of course, the reasons that the Rebdl Alliance
com- mand put you in charge of them are perfectly under- standable. It speaks volumes about the
advanced moral nature of the Rebel leadersthat they would be concerned to find an assgnment suitable
for someone whose mili-tary career has not been crowned, so to speak, with con-spicuous amounts of

gory."

In Rozhdenst's eyes, the spark turned darker and smoldering. He made no reply.

"Bad luck can happen to anyone, Commander. | can attest that often that which makesoneaheroisa
smple matter of chance and fortune—though some would say that the true hero makes his own chances.
But that's alot to be asked of anyone. So your own history—your fail- ures, the crashes and the
dogfightsthat the other creature won—are certainly excusable."

Kuat saw that he had succeeded, though; it was clear that he had managed to goad the Alliance
commander into a barely controlled fury. Just what | wanted, he thought with satisfaction. He had never
been overly im- pressed with hoary old Jedi blather, but he did believe in the time-tested negotiator's
maxim that to anger some- one wasto own him.

That anger manifested itsdf in the form of Com- mander Gennad Rozhdenst striding right up to Kuat and
jabbing ablunt forefinger into his chest. "L et's get some- thing straight, Kuat. | got my ordersto come
here graight from Mon Mothma hersdlf, after | had rounded up this squadron that you think so little
of—and that was on her direct orders aswell. | scoured every system in this galaxy for every operationd
remnant, every shot- down fighter and support craft we could lay our hands on, and every orphaned
Alliance pilot who'd had to be left behind by his previous outfit. We got our Scavenger Squadron up and
flying without any help from techni- cianslike you, Snce your chasing after your own profits kept you just
alittletoo busy for something likethat."



Theforefinger poked harder into the front of Kuat's regulation KDY coverdls. "My squadron and |
were aready on our way to Sullust—on Admira Ackbar's orders—when he was overruled by Mothma
and the rest of the Alliance high command and instructed to send us here.”

"So I've dready heard." Kuat pushed the other man's hand to one side and away from himsdf. "It seems
that there are othersingide your Alliance who have amore discerning analysis, shal we say, of the
drategic vaue of your squadron.”

"What they have, Kuat, isapretty keen idea of what they can expect from somebody like you. They
know ex- actly how much business that your corporation has done with the Empire." Rozhdenst made a
dismissve gesture toward the congtruction docks visible through the arch- ing panels of transparisted.
"Thiswhole place would've probably gone broke and been dismantled for scrap if it hadn't been for
Palpatine and Vader steering SO many procurement contracts your way. Y ou've got alot to be grateful to
them for, don't you? That entire fleet that's nearing completion in your docksis acommission for the
Imperiad Navy—and the payment for it will put anice pile of creditsin your world's accounts. And that's
al that concernsyou, right?'Y ou've said as much your- sdf, just now."

"I'm glad to see you've been listening, Commander. That's the kind of observationa skill | wouldn't have
ex- pected from my previous investigationsinto your record.”

"Don't crack wisewith me." Rozhdenst had regained a small measure of self-contral. "It would've been
better for you—and for Kuat Drive Y ards—if we had been able to even pretend to be on afriendly
bass. But no amount of hostility on your part—and no amount of affection for the Empire that pays you
and your corpo- ration such a handsome wage—is going to stop my squad- ron and me from doing what
we were sent here to take care of ."

"Which s, exactly?' Kuat resumed his siroking of thefdinx's silken fur. "Neither the necessity for it, or
the de-tails, have been made clear to me."

"Very wel." Rozhdenst gave a curt nod. "Mon Mothma and the rest of the Rebel Alliance high
com-mand recognize the long-term strategic importance of Kuat Drive Y ards. Not just for what your
corporation is cagpable of doing in the future, but for the armaments and shipsthat are in your construction
docks at this mo-ment. None of usin the Rebel Alliance have any doubtsthat you arefully willing to shift
your alegiancesto whichever force emerges victorious from the coming bat-tle, and dl the onesthat shall
follow. Asyou'veindi-cated, you have Kuat Drive Y ards best interests at the center of your thoughts.
But if eventsgo as| believe they will a Endor—and how | wish | could be thereto seeit!—then the
Empireis going to need replacementsfor its operationa fleets as soon as possible, and taking ddivery of
what you've built for them here will be the fastest way of accomplishing that. The Empire knows that, you



know that—and we know it. Which is the whole reason were here. The Scavenger Squadron is going to
be keeping an around-the-chronometer vigil on everything that hap-pens here at Kuat Drive Yards,
there's not going to be much that we're going to miss. And | promise you"—the commander's jabbing
finger stopped an inch short of Kuat's chest—"when word comes from Endor about what's happened out
there, and the Imperia Navy triesto take possession of the completed shipsin your docks—" Rozhdenst
shook hishead. "It's not going to happen. The Rebd Alliance command may have decided that they've
got enough forces available, out at Sullust, that they can spare my pilotsfor thisdetail and till be ableto
besat whatever Pal patine and his underlings can come up with. Fine; that's a strategic decison and I'm
satisfied to go dong with it. But it aso meansthat Mon Mothmais confident that my raggedy,
patched-together outfit can take of business here.”

"Indeed.” Kuat raised an eyebrow. "Well, I'm sure you'll make avdiant attempt at it."

"Oh, wéelll do more than that. Since well be missing the action out at Endor, my squadron will be ready
to do some serious damage of their own, right here. If any Imperia forces show up and try to get hold of
those ships, or if any of your KDY trangport crewsthink they'll be able to pilot them out to some
rendezvous point and ddliver them, therell be hdll to pay. Y ou can bank on that."

"And what happensif the Rebel Alliance comes here and wants these ships? What gets paid out then?”
The temper in the other man's voice had disturbed the fe-linx in Kuat'sarms; he did his best to sootheit.
"Am | to assume that Mon Mothmaand the rest of the Al- liance command will be prepared to negotiate
afair— and profitable—ded for them?

"I'm not authorized,” said Rozhdengt, "to make those kinds of arrangements.”

"What that trandatesto isthat you don't have the means. The credits. And neither does the Alliance.
Other- wise, Mon Mothmawould have made the offer aready.”

A sneer twisted the corner of Rozhdenst's mouth. " And would you have accepted it? Not aslong as
you're S0 afraid of the reaction of your best cusomer, Emperor Pdpatine.”

"The deds| make," replied Kuat tiffly, "are for the best interests of my corporation.”

"And too bad for everybody e sein the galaxy.” The sneer remained as Rozhdenst nodded. "They're
fighting for their freedom—and their lives—and al you're con- cerned about is the amount of credits



rolling into your coffers. Fine; arrange your ethics however you want to. Y ou don't want to throw in your
lot with the Rebel Al- liance, that's up to you. But | think I'm clear in warning you what the Alliance's
‘offer' islikely to be for those shipsin your construction docks." Rozhdenst pointed to the view beyond
the trangparisted panels. "If the Alliance

decidesthat it needs the ships you've been building—and theré's ahigh possibility of that—I'm going to
be happy to take delivery of them from you whether or not you've agreed to sdll them to usinstead of the
Empire. And well worry about making compensation to Kuat Drive Y ards after thewar isover.”

"Y our language doesn't surprise me, Commander. | would have been more surprised if you had
persisted in maintaining a pretense of goodwill toward Kuat Drive Y ards. But now we know exactly
where we stand with each other, don't we?' Kuat turned and set the felinx down on top of thelab bench
besde him. "So | guess we have made some progress.”

Rozhdenst regarded him through eyes narrowed to dits. "As| said when | came here, Kuat—it would
be bet- ter if we could work things out on afriendly basis. I'd rather trust you than have to watch you.
But now wewill bewatching you."

"Asyou wish." Standing with his back turned toward the Rebel Alliance commander, Kuat picked up a
micro- insertion logic probe from hislab bench. With the back of his other hand, he kept the felinx from
investigating the ddlicate toal. "Now if you'll excuse me, | have work to do..."

He heard the commander's footsteps receding, and then the doors of his private quarters opening and
clos- ing once more. In the space's restored silence, he re- garded the thin, shining meta of the probe
resting in the curve of his palm, asthough it were a sharp-edged weapon. "They can watch dl they want,”
murmured Kuat. He addressed his soft words to the noncompre-hending felinx, confident that no one
else would over-hear them. Since having been betrayed by Kuat Drive Y ards former head of security,
Kuat of Kuat had person-aly overseen the ectronic security sweep of his private quarters. "They have
no ideawhat I'm doing here." A faint smile moved across hisface. "And they won't have much luck
getting their hands on those ships..."

"So what's the scoop?' Ott Klemp, one of the younger and |ess-experienced pilots in the Scavenger
Squadron, matched his pace to that of his commanding officer. "Are they going to cooperate with us?'

"Thereésno 'they' at Kuat Drive Yards,” replied Com-mander Rozhdenst. He had let Klemp bring him
downto the KDY construction docks from the squadron's mobile base-support ship mainly to get the
youngster some more, and much-needed, flight time near theimmense, system-circling facility. "There's



only Kuat of Kuat himself. He makes dl the decisons.” Rozhdenst continued his pur- poseful stride down
the high-ceilinged corridor, away from his unpleasantly terminated conference with Kuat Drive Y ards
chief. "And right now, he's decided to keep on be- ing 'neutra,’ as he putsit. That's not good.”

"Y ou think hell turn over this new fleet to the Impe-rid Navy?*

"What | think isthat hell do whatever hefedsisin the best interests of Kuat Drive Yards. | believe him
when he says as much. Which meansthat helll do it in asec- ond, soon as Pl patine forks over the
creditsfor the ships.”

The landing dock, with the Scavenger Squadron shut- tle waiting for them, was only afew meters away.
"Maybe we should do a preemptive strike," said Klemp. "Get our pilotsinsde those shipsimmediately,
so that if any Impe- rid Navy forces show up, we can keep 'em from getting their hands on the goods.”

Rozhdenst impatiently shook his head as he walked. "Negative on that. We'd be playing right into the
Em-pireshandsif we tried something like that. We don't have enough pilots and crew to fully man even
one ship out of afleet likethat. Getting them up and away fromthe KDY construction dockswould be
difficult enough, but trying to fight off an Imperid task force from in- Sde those ships, without enough
personnel to crew the onboard weaponry, would be suicide. No, we'd be bet- ter off—we'd have more
of achance, that is—by inter- cepting any Imperia ships coming from outside this

sector, and fighting them off with what we've dready got."

"Sir, that's not much of achance at adl." Klemp's face had paled with the contemplation of what the com-
mander had described. " Our squadron might be able to keep alid on abunch of KDY ship fabricators
and tech-nicians, but if the Empire routes any significant number of fighting craft here, we're donefor.”

"Tell me something," growled Rozhdengt, "that | don't dready know." The two men had reached the Sde
of the shuitle craft. Next to the extended landing gear, the commander turned to the younger man. "L et
mefill you in on something about our mission here. Y ou're ab-solutely correct: if the Imperia Navy's
forceswere to movein, there wouldn't be much we could do to stop 'em. There's only one reason we're
ableto stay up there—" He pointed toward the sealed landing dock's upper reaches, and the rest of the
Scavenger Squadron beyond it. "And that's because, right now, the Empir€'s attention—and its
strength—is turned elsewhere. En-dor, to be exact. With our beat-up, inadequate craft, we wouldn't be
able to stop the Imperiad Navy—but we can dow it down. Maybe, if we fight hard and smart enough,
dow it down to the point that we could contact the Alliance communications ship that'sin orbit near
Sullust, and get some kind of operationa task force or-dered out here. And that Rebel force could stop



the Imperia Navy from getting hold of these new ships.” Rozhdenst started to climb up the rungs of a
rolling ladder platform toward the shuttle€'s hatchway. "Of course" he said over his shoulder to Klemp, "if
that's what happens, we won't be here to seeit. Well be dead.”

"Maybe." Ott Klemp climbed up after the com- mander. "But that's only going to be after alot of them
aredead aswell."

Rozhdenst leaned forward and dapped the younger man on the shoulder. "Save it for when they get
here"

The landing dock's doors swung dowly open, reveal- ing the field of stars beyond, as Klemp fired up the
shut- tie'sthruster engine. A moment later, the craft traced ared arc away from Kuat Drive Y ards,
heading back toward the waiting squadron.

10

"l can't believe," said Dengar, looking around himself, "that this place was any more cheerful when it was
dive"

He and Boba Fett were surrounded by the tangled fi- brous walls of what had been Kud'ar Mub'at's
web. Enough structura integrity had been achieved that the main chamber and afew of the narrow
corridorsleading from it could hold a breathable atmospheric pressure. That made working in the
reconstructed spaces easier, if nowhere near enjoyable.

Boba Fett ignored his comment, just as he had ignored al of Dengar's previous grumbling complaints.
Standing several meters away, near the spot where Kud'ar Mub'at's thronelike nest had once been, Boba
Fett continued the application of the low-leve € ectrosynaptic pulse device that was dowly bringing the
web back from the dead. Behind the bounty hunter, thick cables snaked back toward the temporary exit
port that led to the web's ex- terior. The cables glossy black sheathing, like the skin of a planet-bound
herpetoid creature, shimmered with the effects of the energy coursing within. That energy, and

the parallel dataflow that shaped and adjusted it to the task of revivifying the web'sinterwoven neura
cdls, came from the Hound's Tooth, moored dmost within touch-ing distance of the heavier structura
fibersthat bound the mass of finer neurons together.



"That should hold." Dengar made the comment aoud, as much for the purpose of hearing a human voice
inthisdisma space asfor getting any reaction from his partner. Thewalls of the web's main chamber had
to be propped apart from each other, to keep them from col- lapsing in on him and Fett. From the
Hound's cargo hold, they had stripped out enough durasted beamsfor the job, transferring them over
from the ship and awk-wardly wrestling them into place among the sections of web they had previoudy
scoured from the vacuum and laboriously bound back together. Even doing that much of areconstruction
on the late arachnoid assembler's web would have been impossible if the Black Sun cleanup crew, the
henchmen of Prince Xizor that had de-stroyed it in the first place, had turned blasters or any other kind of
incendiary wegpons onit. But dl the pieces, the floating strands and knots of palid grey tis-sue, had till
been floating in the vacuum, waiting to be resurrected. " Any more of them?" Catching his breeth, Dengar
rested ahand on a horizontally mounted beam next to his head. "Might be able to scrounge afew more
out of the ship—"

Asif inreply, the durastedl beam groaned and creaked, echoed by the othersthat filled the chamber like
the ele- ments of athree-dimensional maze. The tangled walls pulsed and contracted, as though the two
men were caught in some giant creature's digestive tract.

It'slike the Sarlacc, thought Dengar. He gazed with both fascination and disgust at the motions of the
web's sructure. The effect had reminded him of the few details that Boba Fett had recounted, about
having been swa- lowed by the blind, omnivorous beast that had once formed the fang-ringed center of
the Great Pit of Carkoon,

back in the Dune Sea on Tatooine. This must be what it'slike, to be swallowed up and il be dive...

The pulsing motion ceased as Boba Fett drew the working tip of thetool in his hands away from the
intri- cate cluster of neura gangliabefore him. Across hisboots, the black cablelay, still shimmering with
the power relayed from the ship. The dark gaze of Boba Fett's hel- met visor glanced back over his
shoulder, toward Den-gar. "That was just atest,” he said. "Of the web's spinal connections.”

"Thanksfor warning me." The shiver that had tight- ened Dengar's shoulders now dowly ebbed away.

I'll be glad, he thought, when thisis over. Facing blaster fire, and every other hazard that seemed to come
with being Boba Fett's partner, were dl preferable to the task of restoring Kud'ar Mub'at'sweb to a
semblance of life.

Unfortunately, that was a necessary part of the plan. Without it—without the extended neura system of
the web being once more filled with the sparks of impul se and sensation—the quest that had led both
Dengar and Boba Fett, and Nedlah aswell, to this remote sector of space, and even remoter and more



isolated sector of the past, was over.

Fett had explained it al to them. How it was going to work, the only way it could: if the past held the key
to the present, then the past had to be broken into and ran- sacked, the same way the high walls of some
rich crea- ture's paace on afortified planet would be breached. Y ou found a crack in thewall and
widened it enough to enter, then went in and got what you wanted. Simple in the concept; difficult—and
dangerous, it seemed to Dengar—in the execution.

The crack in the wall of the past was represented by the memory of the once-living, now-dead
arachnoid as-sembler, Kud'ar Mub'at. Great, Dengar had said to Boba Fett. That endsit right there,
doesn't it? Talking to the dead, learning their secrets, wasn't ahard job; it was an impossible one. Kud'ar
Mub'at wasthelink to Nedah's

stolen past, and the key to Dengar and Boba Fett's profit- ing from that past—if it had been important
enough to sted from her, and hide the traces of the theft through a degp memory wipe of her brain, then
the chances would be good that it would be worth agood dedl of creditsto find it and restore it once
again. The scent of credits was even stronger with the other possibility connected to the theft of Nedlah's
past: finding out who—or what—it was that had been behind the failed plot to implicate the late Prince
Xizor intheraid by Imperia stormtroopers on amoisture farm on Tatooine, araid that had been thetrig-
ger, or a least part of it, for Luke Skywaker'stransfor- mation into aleader and legend of the Rebel
Alliance. As Boba Fett, with hiskeen ingtinct for profits, had pointed out, anytime atrail led that closeto
the center of mgjor eventsin the galaxy—uwith threads tangling around not only a creature who had been
the leader of the richest and most powerful crimind organization in dl the sys-tems, but adso around
Emperor Palpatine and his most feared servant, Lord Darth Vader—then the terminus of that trail was
likely to be buried under amountain of credits and influence.

Asmuch as Dengar might have felt that the quest was hopeless, he had to confess to himsdlf that al of
hisinner greed circuits had been fired up by his partner'stalk. Sure, he had thought, you can get killed,
poking into Pal-patine's and Vader's secrets. But you can aso get rich— or at least rich enough to get
out of the bounty hunter game. And back into the safe haven of hisbeloved Mana-roo'sarms, and alife
that didn't revolve around kidnap-ping and killing other creatures while trying to avoid getting killed
onesdf. That wasworth at least alittlerisk.

All it would take would be bringing a certain assem- bler back from the dead, so that its memory of
those events and plots and schemes could be riffled through. Dengar had gotten used to surprisesfrom
his bounty hunter partner, but the next revelation from Boba Fett had exceeded al that had gone before.

Bringing Kud'ar Mub'at back from the dead, Fett had explained, isn't impossible. Gathering together the
pieces of the puzzle—all the scattered strands and chunks of neural tissue that the Black Sun cleanup



crew had left drifting in space—would be the hardest part. But the pieces were dl there, floating around
the Hound's Tooth. The rest would be relatively easy, or at least according to Boba Fett. | knew more
about Kud'ar Mub'at than it knew about itsalf. In the cockpit area of the Hound, Fett had related to
Dengar and Nedlah the results of his previous investigationsinto the nature of such assembler creatures.

Knowing things about one's business associates d- ways gave one an advantage, especidly if they were
mat-ters of which the other creature wasignorant. And Kud'ar Mub'at had never shown any great
curiogty about its own genetic background or physiology, or whether other assemblers existed anywhere
eseinthegdaxy. Kudar Mub'at had been content to consider itsalf unique, with nothing elselikeit
anywhere in the known systems; it made negotiations with clients easier to have the confi- dence that
there was no other arachnoid assembler whose servicesthey could engage. If Kudar Mub'at had ever
encountered any other assemblers, it would probably have arranged for their murder, much asit had
eliminated its own predecessor, the assembler that had origindly created it as a subnode, then suffered
the consequences of an unforeseen rebellion. Just as Kud'ar Mub'at had suffered in turn, itsformer
subnode Ba ancesheet was now somewhere elsein the galaxy's empty spaces, taking care of the business
it had inherited from its own de-posed creator. But there are other assemblers, Boba Fett had told
Dengar and Nedlah. | found them. And even more important: | learned from them.

The location of the arachnoid assemblers home-world was something that Boba Fett wouldn't reved.
Y ou don't need to know that. Which was just as well with Dengar; the notion of awhole hidden world
some-where, populated by an entire species of spidery, schem-

ing assemblers gave him the cregps. But Boba Fett's knowledge of an aspect of their physiology was
some-thing he did share. Just as an individua assembler, such as Kud'ar Mub'at or Balanceshest, could
generate and extrude additional cerebro-neura tissue in the form of an extended nervous system running
through aweb big enough in which to live and in the tethered subnodes that filled the space, so could that
tissue be regenerated from the outside. A constantly monitored and adjusted stimulating pulse would
actudly restore the strands of dead tissue to functioning life, with the synaptic termi- nals seeking one
another out and knitting themsalves back together.

That basic rundown of assembler physiology had taken place in the cockpit of the Hound's Tooth.
Stand- ing now inside the reconstructed web, Dengar |ooked down at the black, shimmering cables
looped near hisboots. Nedlah was still back aboard the ship moored aongside, making sure that the
necessary energy and controlling data kept flowing from the onboard comput- ers. There was no danger
of her disengaging the Hound's Tooth and leaving them stranded inside the web; she was more intent on
breaking through to the past and its se- crets than either bounty hunter could have been.

Dengar looked up as another shimmering motion ran through the fibers of the web. The effect wasless
spas- modic and threatening than the previous one, and settled down to a barely discernible but constant
trembling in the curving structure. At the sametime, the vibration died in the black cables running out to
the ship; they be- came asinert asthe web itsalf had been when he and Boba Fett had commenced its



resurrection from the dead.

"That'sit," Boba Fett announced. He stood up from where he had been knedling beside the empty nest
at the center of the chamber and tossed the pulsator tool aside. "Now we're ready for the last step.”

Which was exactly what Dengar had been dreading. He had been able to reconcile himsdf to being
ingdetheliving web; it was at least without persondity or a

guiding intelligence, the revivified neurd circuits as empty of thought as some giant, hollow vegetation.
But for the past to beretrieved, with all its secretsintact and read- able, that idiot nervous system would
have to be linked to the brain that contained the necessary memories. And well beinsdeit, thought
Dengar. It struck him as being even worse, in some wayss, than the Sarlacc could ever have been.

"Come over here and give me ahand." Boba Fett ges- tured as he spoke the order. "We need to get it
into posi- tion for the hookup."

Reluctantly, Dengar ducked his head benegth the horizontal beam keeping the web's walls spread apart.
He threaded hisway through the maze of the other sup-portsthat had been so laborioudy installed,
mostly by him rather than Fett.

At the center of the chamber, the neura activity that Boba Fett had summoned up from the formerly
dead tis-sue was more visible, the pulsing of the structurd fibers overlaid with ashimmering network of
gparks racing across the synaptic connections. Dengar tried to main- tain his balance on the uneven floor
of the space, without laying ahand on any of the surrounding structura fibers. There was no chance of
recelving an eectrical shock from the bright circuits of light, but the thought of touching the now-living
meass unnerved him.

"Get on that Sde of it," instructed Boba Fett. He pointed toward the one thing insde the chamber that
was gtill part of the dead world they had found when they had come to this point in space. "Well need to
liftit al theway clear. | don't want the legs dragging across any of the neurd fibers.”

Hedid as Fett had told him, still trying to avoid con- tact with the dead object for aslong as possible.
Dengar's reluctance betrayed him; as he stepped gingerly toward it, the toe of one of his boots caught on
aloop of black cable, tripping him and toppling him forward.



His hands automaticaly caught hold of the object's

hard, chitinous exoskd eton, the siff hairs on the spidery limbs poking into his own flesh like tapering
needles. Dengar managed to push himsdlf away, just far enough that he found himsdlf looking straight into
the largest of the empty multiple eyes.

There had been no need to bring any of the dead sub- nodes here inside the web; the small corpses had
al been left outside, continuing to drift through the cold vacuum, their curled forms dragging across the
hull and cockpit canopy of the Hound's Tooth as before. But this one, the creator of dl the others, was
the most important element of the procedure.

Kudar Mub'at's narrow face, only an inch or so away from Dengar's, d most seemed to be smiling at his
dis- comfiture. In thissmdl, nightmarishly claustrophobic world, the dead found enjoyment in mocking
those il dive.

"Quit fooling around,” said Boba Fett with atrace of impatience. "Grab hold and lift."

Dengar did as ordered, hel ping the other bounty hunter settle Kud'ar Mub'at's corpse onto the waiting
re-ceptacle of the nest it had occupied in its previous exis- tence. He stepped back, wiping his hands
againgt the front of his gear, and watched as Fett picked up the pul-sator tool and went back to work.

He knew it wouldn't be long now before aflicker of life and intelligence appeared in the empty eyesthat
had gazed into his own. The prospect of discovering the secrets of the past, and finding the way to a
mountain of credits, didn't make him dread that coming moment any less.

It was her turnto gt inthe pilot'schair.

Neelah had stood in the hatchway of the Hound's Tooth cockpit area often enough, watching Boba Fett
as he had navigated the ship to this remote sector. Even when the bounty hunter had swiveled the chair
around



in order to talk with her, the difference between their positions had been irritatingly symbolic. Like
Jabbas court, it had struck Neelah, with him on histhrone and everybody e se petitioning for his
attention.

One of the metal panels beneath the cockpit's gauges and controls had been pried open by Boba Fett,
50 he could rig up the black cables that now snaked out through an airlock access port and across the
few meters of distance to the reconstructed web. All of the equip-ment aboard the Hound was inferior to
what Boba Fett had ingtalled aboard his own Save |; held had to impro- vise the necessary gear and
connections, to get the needed stream of dectro-neural pulsationsto apply to the dead fibers. Even now,
the onboard computer generating the control datawas unstable enough that Neelah had been assigned
the task of monitoring it, riding gain on its out- put to keep it within operationd limits.

That took only afraction of her attention, no matter how important the job might have been. Fortunately
S0; Sitting at the cockpit's control panel, with accessto the rest of the ship's computerized databases, she
could set about her own agenda. And without Boba Fett or Den- gar knowing anything about it—that
suited her to per- fection. They'll find out, she had told hersalf, when—and if —I want them to.

There were adready secrets she was kegping from the two bounty hunters. She had been keeping them
for awhile now, since the moment when Boba Fett had re-counted the story of what he had found
aboard the other ship, the one called the V enesectrix, that had belonged to the dead Ree Duptom. Little
doorsto the past had opened up inside her head, into chambers of memory; dark chambers, whose
contents she could barely make out, and with the doors to the chambers beyond still frustratingly locked
to her. Boba Fett and Dengar were over there in the assembler's web that they had so pains-takingly
woven back together, as though they had been primitive scientists stitching together adismembered

body,

hoping to animate it with lightning pulled down from some planet's sorm-wracked sky. Their cregtion,
with the formerly dead Kud'ar Mub'at installed as the brain atop its spine, might very well sit up and tell
them the se- cretsthey had come here to discover, as though the past were agolden key on its cold
tongue. But in the mean- time, Nedlah had alittle key of her own to use. There were some other doors,
outside her shadowed memory, and right inside the computers of the Hound's Tooth, that she was going
to unlock.

Hedidn't want to tell me, thought Nedlah. All the things that he knows about my past. She nodded with
the pleasure of anticipation. Boba Fett wasn't as smart as he dways pretended to be. The bounty hunter
had |eft her right where she needed to be, to find out all those se- crets on her own.

Neelah bent over the control pand, turning her atten- tion to the computer's main display pand. The
power and data flow through the black cables, out to the web tethered to the ship, was operating



smoothly for now; she could safely ignoreit while she worked on her own agenda.

The keypadsfor the computer were a the far end of the troughlike groovesin the pand, designed for
the use of a Trandoshan's heavy claws. Her own forearms disappeared in them, amost up to the elbow,
as she punched in command sequences, first laborioudy, then with increasing speed. Within seconds, a
screenful of information appeared in front of her that had been locked away beneath Boba Fett's own
persona secu- rity codes before.

She sat back inthe pilot's chair, bresthing out a deep sigh of rdlief. Satisfaction mingled with the previous
pleasure she had felt. Thelittle doorsinside her head, which had opened when she heard Boba Fett say
the name of the dead bounty hunter, had given her accessto akey more vauable than Fett could ever
have imagined. Not in the form of information, such as her redl name, or

the story of how she had come to be aboard Ree Dup-tom's ship—That would've been too easy,

Ned ah thought wryly—but as an ability, the skill and craft necessary to hack through the coded locks
that Boba Fett had installed on this ship's computers when he had transferred his own datafiles over from
hisSavel. Like digointed pieces of an archaic jigsaw puzzlefitting together, showing just abit of the
total picture, the name of Ree Duptom had connected with other fragments floating inside the vacuum that
her memory had been wiped into.

I know how to do this, she thought as she punched afew more commandsinto the computer. Whoever
she had been in the past, whatever her real name had been in that world stolen from her, that person had
not only been someone born to anoble bloodline, on aplanet and among people accustomed to taking
ordersfrom some-one of hereditary rank—her own growing impatience with the two bounty hunters, her
frustration at not being instantly obeyed, had aready indicated as much—but also was a person of
congderable technica expertise. Boba Fett, thought Neelah with a smile, should've known better than to
leave me here with his computer files. But then, the bounty hunter would have had no way of know-ing
just how easy it would turn out to be for her to break through his security codes and into his private data.

The hardest thing had been keeping her mask up, of showing just enough surprise at what Boba Fett had
told her and Dengar, while not giving away just how much buried memory it had restored to light inside
her head. She wasn't going to reveal any of that, until after she had found some more piecesto fit inwith
the others.

At leadt, thought Nedlah, 7 know the name of the piece I'm looking for. She had aready figured out that
Boba Fett had been holding back on her, not telling everything—or anything—of what he knew about the
one name, the one fragment of memory, that had gill been therein the darkness. She had said the name
Nil Posondum to him, long before they had arrived at this



point in space, and she had ingtantly known from the dight catch of silencein hisreaction that the name
meant something to Boba Fett aswell. Exactly what the connec- tion was to the bounty hunter, she was
about to discover. With her hands deegp within the Trandoshan-sized grooves on the cockpit's control
panel, Nedlah keyed in the name and initiated a core-deep search function.

It took only afew secondsfor the resultsto come up on the diplay screen. Whileit was still blank she
glanced down at the smaller display that monitored the flow of data and power to Dengar and Boba Fett
inthe web, saw that all was within operational parame-ters, and looked back up. Thistime, therewasa
face to go with the name.

Human, balding and aging, with anervous, fidgety quality to his eyes, apparent even in adill-frame
shot— both full-on and in profile, Nil Posondum was not par- ticularly impressve. Even worse, the sight
of hisface did nothing to trigger any more memory flashesinside Nee-lah. There was amost the opposite
effect: the conviction grew certain within her that she had never laid eyes on him before, inthislifeor in
the stolen past.

Below the man's unprepossessing image was asum- mary of persona data—nothing in its details caught
Nedah'seye. Until the very last notation, which indi- cated that the man had died in one of Savel's
holding cages, en route to being ddlivered by Boba Fett to the creatures who had put up the bounty for
him. Nedah dumped back in the pilot's chair, glaring at the display screen in frustration. The thought that
this piece of memory had led to nothing more than ablind dley sparked fury insde her. Boba Fett may
have found some way of wringing secrets out of a deceased arachnoid as-sembler, but getting anything
out of the late Nil Poson-dum was more likely to be alost cause.

Neelah glanced up at the control pandl's chronometer, gauging how long Dengar and Boba Fett had
been work- ing over in the reconstructed web. She knew she'd have

to shut down her investigations into Fett's databases be- fore the two bounty hunters returned to the
ship—and there would be no way of telling when she would get an- other chance at rummaging through
thefilesfor the clues she needed.

Feverishly, she punched in another string of com-mands, bringing up the last of the files associated with
the name Nil Posondum. A cursory autopsy indicating the cause of death as autoasphyxiation, a
statement of credits received by Boba Fett for turning over mer-chandise in adamaged condition, alist of
personal ef- fects owned by the late merchandise, mainly the torn and stained clothing he had been
wearing when cap- tured by Fett, avisud scan of markings that Posondum had managed to scratch into
the metd floor of the holding cage....



Wait aminute. Nedlah suddenly froze, cold sweat dampening her pamsinside the keypad grooves. She
leaned closer to the digplay screen, her nose dmost touching the transparent panel. Her heart began
pound- ing faster, the rush of blood amost dizzying her as she stared at the image before her.

Just some lines scratched into blank metd ... acir-cle, perhapsalittle lopsided; understandable, given
the circumstances that the man who'd made them had beenin ... and atriangleinsde the circle, the three
pointsjust touching theenclosing line....

And three stylized letters, in an archaic, pre-Basic language. Three lettersthat only aperson who had
seen them since childhood, and who had been taught their meaning, would recognize. Someone such as
Nedlah hersdlf, and any of her noble bloodline. A lineage that came from one of the most powerful
indudtria planetsin the galaxy, its ancestry reaching generations back in time. Boba Fett, for al his
cleverness and carefully groomed information sources, would never have been able to discern what was
meant by the image—not be-cause it was a guarded secret, but Smply because it was a symbol that had
falen out of use, supplanted by a

later one that could be understood by anyone in the galaxy. Only the old traditionalists, the memory-rich
families and their entourages, of the planet on which Nedlah had been born would have kept it as atoken
of aglorious past.

For amoment, agrest, caming peace descended upon Neelah, like the hand of anoble infant's nurse
drawing a blanket snug upon the smdll, cooing form; ablanket marked with the exact same image, only
embroidered with pure golden thread rather than scratched into the floor of a squalid holding cageon a
bounty hunter's ship. One by one, the locked doorsinside her head opened, spill- ing their pent-up light
into the depths of her spirit, chas-ing away the dark, obscuring shadows in which she had been wrapped
for solong.

She gazed upon the image awhile longer, not caring if anyone should discover her doing so. None of that
mat-tered now. The key she had found had not only opened the locks, but had burst them asunder.
Nothing could make her forget.

That's what the corporation used asits emblem, Nee- l1ah told hersdlf, along time ago. Before | was
born...



Theold, archaic letters spelled out theinitids KDY/, for Kuat Drive Y ards. Bound by atriangle, for the
art of engineering, and agreater circle that represented the uni- verse and everything iniit.

Anather key turned, in one of the farthest locks, as she looked upon theimage.

It turned, and she remembered her name.

Her red name...

The empty eyes opened, but were il blind.

Y et Kud'ar Mub'at—the hollowed thing that had been Kud'ar M ub'at—seemed to sense the presence
of other creatures.

Thejoints of the spidery legs creaked as though about to bresk into splinters. The broken abdomen,
edges of itswound frozen by exposure to the cold of the vacuum

surrounding the web, scraped against the remains of what had been its nest and throne of power, the
point from which it had drawn the strands entangling so many others of the galaxy's creatures. Slowly, the
smdl trian-gular head rose from where it had shrunk into the chitin-ous thorax.

"Isthere... business... to transact?' The assembler's voice, which had once been so gratingly
high-pitched, was now arasping whisper, as of dry stringstwisting againgt one another. "Business.... is
what | want ... al that | want..."

Dengar had the unnerving sensation that the assem- bler's gaze had fastened upon him. The narrow face,
with its clusters of unseeing eyes, turned in his direction and stopped for amoment, before moving likea
rusted mechanica apparatus toward the other bounty hunter in the web's central chamber.

"l won't say it's good to meet up with you again, Kud'ar Mub'at." Standing closer to. the arachnoid
as-sembler's withered form, Boba Fett held the black cable looped in one gloved hand. The cable's



surface shim-mered, seeming much more imbued with life than the greyed-out thing in the nest, asthe
power and control-ling data continued to stream from the ship tethered d ongside the web. "But then, |
never much cared for our little meetings.”

"Ah! You are so unkind." Thetriangular head gave atiny nod, imitating human gestures asit had donein
its previous existence. "Y ou were aways nearly as cruel asyou were greedy, Boba Fett—it is Fett, isn't
it? | can rec- ognize your voice, but it's so dark in here now ... | can't seeyou.”

"It'snot dark, you fool." From Boba Fett's hand, the black cable ran into the narrow cleft right behind
the as- sembler's head; ameta needle had been inserted into the knot of gangliainsde the thinly armored
skull that had functioned as the neuro-cerebral center for the creature. Y ou're dead. Get used to it."

"Believeme, Fett... | aready have." A lopsided smile opened on the narrow face. "There are
advantages... to my present condition." One thin forelimb withdrew from the cluster of legs curled
beneath Kud'ar Mub'at's abdomen, and wavered feebly intheair. "For one. . . death is much less painful
than dying... which | remem- ber in excruciating detail... not pleasant. And second... now | can say
whatever | please. . . without worrying about the consequences. What can | suffer now, any greater than
that which | dready have?' Laughter like breaking twigs came out of the angled mouth. "So let metell
you right now, Boba Fett ... | never cared for you, ether.”

"Then we're making progress,” replied Fett. " Since we can skip your usud line of empty flattery.”

Dengar stood back, watching the confrontation be- tween the former business associates. One's dead,
he thought, and the other's alive—but they gtill have some-thing in common. Neither one gave up essily.

"Very cever of you ... managing this" Thedry husk of the assembler shifted in the flaccid remains of the
nest, asthough its vacuum-blunted nerve endings were capa- ble of fedling discomfort. "1 didn't know
such athing was possible ..." One of its hind limbs scratched at the inserted cable, but was unable to
didodgeit. "I'm not sure | carefor it..."

"Don't worry. It'sonly atemporary condition.” Boba Fett didn't bother displaying to the creature's blind
eyesthe black cable he held. " Soon aswe're done here, I'll pull the plug. And you can go back to being
what you were afew moments ago. A corpse, floating in space.”



Thetriangular head dowly nodded. "Then you have at last, Boba Fett, that which | want... more than
any- thing else. Bargain withit, asyou will."

"I want information, Kud'ar Mub'at. Information that you have." Boba Fett's gloved fist closed tighter
upon the cable. "That you knew when you were dive, but you wouldn't have told me then.”

At Dengar's back, hefelt the dow pulsing of the web around him. He turned and saw brighter sparks
racing across the neurd fibers. Once more, the sensation of being insde aliving brain—or at least a
partly living one—assaulted him. The assembler's thoughts and ideas were like storm clouds, threaded
with éectricd dis- charges, ominous as adowly darkening horizon.

"What would you like to know, Boba Fett?!

Stepping closer to the assembler'srevivified corpse, Boba Fett brought his own visor-shielded gaze
closer to the blind one's. "1 want to know about a client of yours. A former client, | mean."

"Exactly s0." Thedry, rasping laughter sounded again. "1 understand that certain progeny of mine. . .
have taken over the family enterprise, asit were." The up-raised forelimb reached out and lightly tapped
the brow of Fett's helmet. " Perhaps you should go and talk to young Balanceshest. It keeps secrets very
well, though, as| learned so painfully. Y ou'd have to bargain hard to get what you want." Feebly, the
limb folded back in onitsdlf and scratched at Kud'ar Mub'at's chest, or what would have been the place
whereits heart had once functioned. "I don't fed sowell... | fed cold..."

Boba Fett shook hishead. "1 know enough about how you managed your affairs. Some things you let
your subnodesin on, and others you kept to yourself. There were certain matters—the shadier sorts of
dedlsyou arranged—that you preferred to keep just in your own private memory, rather than the one
shared through the web's neurd fibers. The client I'm inquiring about was one of those. His namewas Nil
Posondum—"

The deracinated laugh from Kud'ar Mub'at's mouth was even harsher and louder thistime. " Posondum!™
The noise from the hollowed-out form was like the claws of rats scuttling across crumpled flimsiplast. "A
client of mine!™ From beneath the dead assembler, severd of itslimbs thrashed about in aspasm of mirth.
"You are so rarely wrong, Boba Fett... but thistime you arel™



The mention of the human's name puzzled Dengar. He had heard it before, from Nedlah when she had
been musing aloud, away from Boba Fett, about the few scraps of memory Ieft to her. But even before
that, Den- gar had come across the name; he remembered it as apiece of hard merchandise for which a
standard bounty had been posted, sometimein the past. It wouldn't have surprised him at al to have
learned that Boba Fett had been the bounty hunter who had collected the credits on that one, like so

many others.

"Don't lieto me." Boba Fett seemed asif he were about to jerk the black cable like anoose around the
dead assembler's neck. "I know al about the money you received from Nil Posondum. | found the
record of it aboard Ree Duptom's ship Venesectrix.”

"Youmight . . . very well have," wheezed Kud'ar Mub'at's corpse. "And that isin fact thetruth; | did re-
ceive asubstantial sum of credits from our late friend Nil Posondum. But such atransaction ... does not
mean he was aclient of mine. Just as | was a go-between, an arranger of deals, when | was till dive....
S0 have other creatures served that oh-so-useful purpose. Perhaps not on the overarching scale ... at
which 1 did ..." The chi-tinous form paused, asthough it needed to catch its breath, or more likely, let the
pulsating energy from the black cable recharge its neuro-cerebral tissues. It hun-kered down lower in the
nes, thejoints of itsthin legs sticking above its head. " Posondum was merdy—what isthe term crimina
types use?—abagman. Yes... that'sright... that's the word." Two of Kud'ar Mub'at's fore-limbs dowly
wavered gpart in an expansve gesture. "He brought the credits hereto theweb ... tome. . . and
communicated certain important details ... of what his client desired. | then made certain other
arrangements on behdf of that third party . . . such asthe hiring of Ree Duptom to carry out two very
ddicate assgnments. Which, das, he never lived to do—and so much trouble and confusion has resulted
from that |aps!™

"I'll say." From behind Boba Fett, Dengar muttered his comment. Getting answers from the dead
assembler had seemed only to make things more confusing rather than less,

"Standard business practice," continued Kud'ar Mub'at's withered corpse. "I kept most of the credits ...
that the original client sent here with Nil Posondum. For atiny percentage of what was |eft over . ..
Posondum then delivered the fee | had arranged with Ree Duptom. Posondum then went about his other
scrabbling little busness affairs, one of which turned out badly enough for him to wind up as hard
merchandise in your holding cage, Boba Fett. Of course ... | dwaysknew that alittle hustling nonentity
such as Nil Posondum would end up like that... but I'm suspicious about what happened to Duptom. He
operated on alarge enough scale to have rea enemies... who would very much have liked to have seen
him deed..."

"I'm not interested in Ree Duptom's enemies." Boba Fett's words turned impatient. "1 want to know who
he was working for. Who hired him—through you—to transport fabricated evidence about Prince



Xizor'sin- volvement in an Imperia stormtrooper raid on the planet Tatooine? Wasit the same person
who paid for him to kidnap and wipe the memory of the young female hu- man | found aboard his ship?”

"Of courseit was, Boba Fett." The dead assembler tucked its forelimbs back around its abdomen. "Y ou
know that—it had to be, since one payment was made for both jobs. | got the client abargain rate that
way. | liketo keep my customers happy ... it makes for good business.”

Boba Fett dropped the black cable and stepped for- ward. With one gloved hand, he grabbed the dead
as-sembler's narrow, triangular head, dmost wrenching it from the stalklike neck as he turned the blind
eyestoward himsdlf. "Tell me," demanded Fett. "Who was the client? Who paid Ree Duptom for those
jobs?!

"A good question, my dear Fett." The dead assembler managed to sneer a him. "A very good question,
in- deed ... and how | wish | could answer it for you... and for mysdif.”

"What are you talking about?' Boba Fett took his hand away from the other creature. "Y ou know who it
was. You'd have to know—"

"Correction; | did know. When | wasdive." A macabre, tittering laugh came from within the assem-
bler's hollowed body. "But that was then, and thisis now. Y ou and your partner here have done avery
good job of reassembling my poor, sundered welbb—but not a perfect job. There were some parts of my
extended neura system that were too damaged for you to restore; | can fed them missing, as though
some of my actua physica limbs had been amputated. And when there are pieces missing in aweb, it
stands to reason that there must be holesin their place.” The claw tip at the end of the raised fordimb
tapped at the skull'senclosing chitin. "There are, | regret to inform you, large ggpsin my memory . . .
things | cannot remember. Though, of course, it would have been impossible for meto have ever
forgotten the inimitable Boba Fett . . . I'm afraid that Nil Posondum was not quite so memorable afigure.
There may have only been afew strands of my memory in which details about him were encoded... s0
you have to understand how they would be easily lost." The blind eyes seemed to regard Boba Fett with
amusement. "Y ou've comedl thisway for nothing ... how unfortunate.”

"I'll tell you what's unfortunate,” said Boba Fett. "Unfortunate is how you're going to fee when I'm done
with you. Y ou're not going to hold out on methistime.”



"What are you going to do about it?' The assembler'slaughter turned into agrating cackle. "A hundred
differ-ent ways of killing at your disposa—I can just see you standing there, bristling with al your
weapons, like awaking arsena—and all of them usaless now. Y ou can keep me dive aslong asyou
want... it merely delaysthe

moment of my falling once again into the sweetness of degath. Y ou were as much responsible as any
other crea- ture, Boba Fett, for my having discovered the pleasures of being dead—I redlize now that it
wasthe best dedl | ever made! But I've tasted it, and drank deep of that in-toxicating darkness ... deep
enough that | canwait for it again. And in the meantime .. . your threstsare of little avall..."

The assembler's words unnerved Dengar more than anything else that had happened so far, in this
roughly woven mausoleum floating in space. "Come on—" He stepped forward and grabbed Boba Fett
by the elbow. "It'sright. There's nothing you can do—"

"Just watch." Fett pulled hisarm away from Dengar's grasp. "Maybe the problem isn't whether you're
dead or adive, Kud'ar Mub'at." He stepped around to the side of the nest and the grey cresture hunkered
downinit. "Maybe you'rejust not alive enough.”" Boba Fett reached behind the assembler's jointed neck
and grabbed the con- trols of the pulsator device, leaving the gleaming meta needle till inserted up into
the cerebral cortex. "That can be changed.”

Looking down at the black cable, Dengar saw its sur-face shimmer with awildly increasing intengity.
Instinc- tively, he drew his boot back, asthough it had come too close to an exposed high-voltage
conduit. The cable seemed dmogt dive, twigting about on the fibrous floor of the web, like aglistening
serpent from the bogs of a swamp-covered planet.

At the same time, he heard a crackling and tearing noise from the center of the chamber. Dengar looked
up and saw the assembler's corpse thrashing convulsively, the jointed sticklike limbs pulled out from
benesth the torn abdomen and whipping in the air, as though awind- storm had animated the black,
|eafless branches of awin- ter forest. Kud'ar Mub'at's triangular face was contorted with the energy
surging behind the blind eyes, the angled mouth stretched open in asilent scream.

Boba Fett till had his hand upon the pulsator device's



controls, his durasted-like grip forcing the assembler's overloaded corpse to stay in the hollow of the
flaccid nest. "Now do you remember?”

The assembler made no answer. A couple of its smaler, weaker limbs detached themsalves from the
corpse, fly- ing across the chamber and striking the curved walls.

"Hey..." Dengar looked around himself with darm. The storm he had imagined tearing through the web's
confines now seemed to have become even stronger and more visible. Faring sparks ran through the
neurd fiberslike quick lightning, leaving behind the scent of ozone and burning tissue. "Maybe you'd
better back off on that—this placeistearing itsdlf apart!”

Echoing Dengar's words, the web shuddered, hard enough to knock him from his feet. He caught hold
of one of the horizontal durasteel beamsthat had been in- stalled to keep the unpressurized structure
from collaps-ing in on itsalf, and managed to keep himsalf upright. Though only for asecond: another
convulsive wave rolled through the web, the floor whipping high enough to throw him clear. Ashefdll
backward, Dengar saw the beam rip loose from its mooring point on one side of the tunnellike space; it
swung about from the other end, smashing loose the beams farther on in aclashing chain reaction.

He's gone crazy, thought Dengar. Through thefaling, colliding durasteel beams and the heaving of the
web'sfloor and walls, he couldn't even spot Boba Fett, up in the main chamber beside the corpse of
Kudar Mub'a. The frustration from coming al thisway, intent on infor-mation, and finding no answers,
must have unhinged the other bounty hunter's mind. Boba Fett was normaly so calm and caculating—he
would have to have been tem- porarily insane not to see how the drastically increased pulsator flow had
triggered a catastrophic agony in the assembler. The creature's diminished physica form and the attached
neurd fibers running through the length of the web were thrashing themselves to pieces, Dengar could
hear the racketing clatter of the spidery limbs, and

the shattering of the chitinous exoskeleton at their center. That was bad enough, but the web shook and
buckled at the same time; aready, great sections of the fibrous struc- ture that Dengar and Boba Fett had
so |laborioudy seded back together were now ripping gpart from one another, like rough cloth being
pulled by giant, invisible hands.

With speed born of desperation, Dengar scrambled beneath the tilted beam and dived for the black
cable. It seemed even more animated now, with the motion im- parted to it by the buckling and heaving
of theweb's floor. He grabbed hold of the cable with one hand while smultaneoudly reaching into his belt
pouch for hisvibro-blade . With one upward stroke, the 'blade diced through the cable, sparks of
short-circuited wires spitting out from the raw end.



He had thought that terminating the pulsing input from the computers back onboard the Hound's Tooth
would aso end the thrashing agony of the web. The remainder of the cable running to the pul sator
devicein-serted in the back of Kud'ar Mub'at's skull had gone dack and lifeless, the shimmering now
dissipated and in-ert. But for some reason Dengar couldn't understand, the web around him continued its
sef-destroying contor-tions. One of the largest structura fibers, thicker in di-ameter than hisown wait,
suddenly snapped, shredding gpart atangle of smdler strands, their palid grey shaftsflurrying across his
shoulders and hastily averted face.

Pushing himsdlf up onto his hands and knees, Den-gar |ooked through the maze of fallen durasted
beams. He could just barely make out the figures of Boba Fett and the assembler collapsed insdeits
nest. For some reason, Kud'ar Mub'at's corpse now looked as lifeless asit had when he and Boba Fett
had first dragged it into the reconstructed web. There wasn't time to ponder that mystery; before Dengar
could get to hisfeet, ablaze of light seemed to explode in the main chamber ahead of him. Initsglare,
Boba Fett was knocked back as the assembler disintegrated, its sicklike limbs flying through

tumbled arcs and away from the atomized fragments of its bodly.

The noise from the explosion had deafened Dengar for amoment. Shaking his head to cleear it, hewas
sud- denly aware of another, even more threatening sound: the ragged ends of the structurad fibers around
him flut-tered and streamed pennantlike, drawn by the dowly in- creasing roar of the web's atmosphere
rushing through an exterior breach.

Dizzied by the oxygen thinning in his nostrils and lungs, Dengar staggered forward and grabbed Boba
Fett's forearm, pulling the other bounty hunter to hisfeet. "What's. . . what's happening?..." With hisfree
hand, Dengar gestured toward the tattered remains of Kud'ar Mub'at. "It's dead again! It hasto
be—there's nothing left of it!" He gazed around in panic at the heav-ing walls of the surrounding web.
"Why isit ill—"

"Youidiot." BobaFett shoved him away from the as- sembler's nest and toward the web's main
corridor. "Can't you tdl? Were under attack!"

Dengar redlized that the other man was correct; asif in confirmation, another white-hot flash tore through
the chamber, inches behind them. He felt the heat of alaser-cannon bolt on his back as he ran through
the col-lapsing, disintegrating web. The transfer hatch to the Hound's Tooth was just meters ahead of
him...



It might aswell have been kilometers.

Anather bolt hit, bursting apart the curve of struc- turd fibers directly above him. Sparks and blackened
shards of tissue whirled around Dengar as he felt himself both rising and fdling into darkness.

She had been turning over the wordsinside her head. The words, aname, her true name. Neglah had
exited from the security-locked files that she had broken into—all the things that Boba Fett hadn't told
her, that he himsdlf didn't know the va ue of—and shut down that part of the ship's

computers. That had left ablank display screen infront of her as she had taken her hands and forearms
out of the Trandoshan-fitted control grooves on the cockpit pandl. She didn't care about that, or the cold
gars dowly whed-ing about in the forward viewport. In her mind's eye, she could il envison the
symbol she had found buried in Boba Fett's datafiles, the ones concerning the late Nil Posondum. As she
leaned back in the pilot's chair, eyes closed, the lopsided circle and inner triangle that Poson- dum had
scratched into the floor of the holding cage, so long ago, transformed itself into the ancient, gold-worked
emblem of the planet Kuat's noble families.

And one of them, she mused, ismy family. Nedah wasn't quite sure of al the details—parts of her
memory were till shrouded in obscuring mists—but she knew for certain that there were severd such
noble families, dl of them linked economicaly to the fount of wealth known as Kuat Drive Y ards. They
al had a onetime bornethe KDY emblem on their most dignified robes, and other items such asthe
heirloom blanket in which she had been wrapped as an infant. It had only been in later generationsthat
factionalism and bad blood be-tween the ruling families had given rise to separate clan indgnia

Though she didn't know everything—such as what had happened to have brought her so far from
home— she knew the name of that infant swaddled in the ancient emblem. My name, thought Nedlah.
My red name,

"Kated." She whispered the name aoud, as though calling softly to that person who had been lost and
now was found again. "Kated of Kuhlvult."

Then she samiled. Well, thought Nedah, it'sabegin- ning ...

Another sound—or slence, the absence of sound— broke into her contented meditations. Her brow



creased as she opened her eyes; it took amoment before she redl - ized what had happened. Looking
down, she saw that the black cable that Boba Fett had rigged from the ship's

computer, snaking out to the airlock’s exit port and then looped to the reconstructed web of Kud'ar
Mub'at, had suddenly ceased its pulsating shimmer. It lay like adead thing across the floor of the cockpit.

Perhaps the two of them, Dengar and Boba Fett, had finished their work over there. Neelah found it
hard to imagine that the pair of bounty hunters had found out anything from the arachnoid assembler, or
what part of it they had been able to reclaim from the dead, compa- rable in value to what she had
discovered while sitting in the comfort of the pilot's chair.

That guess didn't make sense, though; Boba Fett had expressly told her that the power and dataline
would have to run continuoudy, right up until he came back here to the Hound's Tooth and switched it off
himself. Her part of the entire process had been to watch and make sure that the improvised device had
kept insde the operationa parameters programmed by Fett. So if it stopped on its own —the realization
dowly crowded out the thoughts about her own rediscovered name—then something must have
happened to them ...

Neelah looked up to the forward viewport, and saw the web disintegrating into chaos and flame.

Barely a second passed before she was able to spot the source of the destruction. In the distance,
another ship had appeared, firing itslaser cannon. Another coruscat- ing bolt tore through the web, even
as she watched.

Ingtinctively, she grabbed for the navigational con- trols on the panel in front of her. Piloting the ship,
even acumbersomdly fitted-out one such as the Hound's Tooth, waswithin her abilities; manning its
weaponry and firing back at the attacking ship were impossible, though.

She shoved forward the main thruster engine control; its responding force shoved her back into the
pilot's chair. Another few quick adjustments brought the Hound about, away from the web and the
unknown ship, till firing itslaser cannon asit rocketed closer. Through the

ship'sframe, Nedlah had heard the conducted noise of the transfer hatch ripping away from whereit had
been sedled to the web.



Another push on the thruster control would send the Hound's Tooth on afull-power, blazing arc away
from this sector of space. An emergency escape vector was a- ready programmed into the hyperspace
navicomputer; she would only have to punch acouple of buttons to reach safety.

And then what? Nedlah sat frozen at the ship's con- trols, mind racing. Maybe I've found out enough,
shetold hersdf. Her name, her true name; there had been many times, al the way back to the palace of
Jabba the Hurt, that she had despaired of ever discovering even that much. She should be satisfied with
thet...

More words escaped her lipsthat came from the past and the memories she had found within hersalf.
They were adtring of expletivesin one of the planet Kuat's an-cient, pre-Basic tongues.

She dammed on the Hound's Side jets, and wasimme- diately swiveled about in the pilot's chair asthe
ship swung back toward the web and its attacker.

Thisisjust like the story | told, thought Dengar. About al those things that happened back then...

He struggled to remain conscious, knowing that death was on the other side of the blackness threatening
to engulf him. The swirling dark spotsthat signaed ter-mina oxygen starvation had codesced into one
annihi- lating wave, roaring down the length of the web's central tunnd. Any further drop in atmaospheric
pressure would be enough to kill both him and Boba Fett; the murderous vacuum of space would boil the
blood right out of their ruptured flesh and viscera. Dragging in as much fiery breath as he could, Dengar
saw the web clear and partly come into focus, once more, he saw the image from the story he had
related to Nedlah, of the Black Sun cleanup

crew tearing gpart the living web of Kud'ar Mub'at. Only thistime, there weren't any henchmen of Prince
Xizor going about their destructive business; the web seemed dmost to be ripping itself apart before his
red- misted eyes.

Then the image changed. Now that, he thought ddliri- oudy, wasn't in the story. The prow of abounty
hunter ship, the one called Hound's Tooth, tore through the exterior of the web. Great tangles of
sructurd fibersrolled across the curve of the cockpit's forward viewport; through the mired
trangparistedl, Dengar just barely rec-ognized Nedlah at the control pandl. Braking jets spat flame,
dowing the ship down beforeit could barrd over him and crush hisform to the web's tangled floor.



It'stoo late. That was hislast thought as the blackness exploded from inside his skull. I'll never—

Something grabbed him around his bursting chest, picking him up bodily and diving with him toward the
hull of the Hound's Tooth. But he didn't strike the ship's exterior; instead, hefelt himself land skidding

acrossthe leve flooring of the ship's open airlock.

A rush of oxygen filled hisaching lungs, and he was able to see ablurred vison of Boba Fett standing
justin- sdethe airlock door, smashing his gloved fist upon the smal control pad &t its edge. The door

sedled shut and the encl osed space repressurized itsdlf.

Dengar pushed himself up onto his knees and col- |gpsed against the curved metad behind him. He wiped
atrembling hand across his face, then looked at his pam and saw it reddened with the blood leaking

from his nose and mouth.

Theairlock'sinterior door hissed open. Boba Fett didn't bother to reach down and help Dengar stand
upright, but instead just stumbled into the ship's cargo hold. Even weaker, Dengar crawled after the other

bounty hunter, then used the bars of one of the empty cagesto pull him-sdif to hisfeet. He stood
clutching the bars as his heart dowly stopped hammering in his chest.

"All right..." Dengar managed to wheeze out afew painful words. "Now... were even..."

Boba Fett didn't seem to hear him. As Dengar watched, the other bounty hunter started climbing the
ladder up to the ship's cockpit.
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Thethruster engine controls were under Neelah's palm, ready for her to shove them forward and send
the Hound's Tooth bursting out of the remains of the entangling web. Before she could move, she heard
something from the hatchway behind her; she turned and saw Boba Fett stand- ing there. The only time
she had seen him looking worse had been back on Tatooine when he had been lying on the desert sands,
half-dead from the Sarlacc's digestive secretions.

Strands of Kud'ar Mub'at's extruded neural fibers were draped and twisted about Boba Fett's battle
armor as he pushed himsdlf from the hatchway and shoved Nee-lah away from the control pandl.
Pressing herself back into the pilot's chair, keeping out of hisway, she watched as he dapped row after
row of wegpons systems controls; their bright red lights pulsed on like bright, fiery jewels.

Once the Hound's own laser cannons had all been brought operational, Boba Fett hit the thruster control
on which Nedlah's hand had been poised only afew sec- onds before. One quick flare from the main
thruster en- gines, and the tattered fragments of the web broke apart and swirled away from the ship's
forward viewport. He quickly hit the braking jets, damming the Hound to adead stop in empty space.
The attacking vessdl was cen-tered in the cannon's targeting systems.

Fett snapped on the comm unit. Y ou can fire or you can try to run.” Theindicator light on the control
panel showed that the ship he had hailed was recaiving the transmission. "Either one won't do you much

Leaning past him, Nedlah peered through the view- port. From this close, the other ship didn't appear to
be much of athreat. Instead of the deek, threatening lines of afighting craft, it looked more likeadow
and bulky freighter vessd.

"What asurprise,”" came the voice over the comm unit speaker. It sounded amused rather than
angry—or fright- ened. "1 did not know it was you, Boba Fett. Believe me, if | had, | wouldn't havefired

upon you."

"Wait aminute." Nedlah looked up at the comm unit in amazement, then over to Boba Fett. "This
creature ... knows you} "

Boba Fett gave an acknowledging nod. "We go back abit, with each other. And you aready know
about it."



That last remark puzzled her even more. "Who isit? And does everybody who knows you just open fire
when they seeyou?'

"It happens often enough." He shrugged. " Just an oc-cupationd hazard. Especidly in thisline of
business." Turning from her, Boba Fett hit the comm unit button again. "Baancesheet—I could blow you
away right now, and I'd bejustified in doing that.”

"How fortunate for me then that you're so capable of controlling your wrath."

Another sound came from the cockpit hatchway. Nee-lah turned and saw Dengar—Iooking even worse
for his experiences aboard the reconstructed web—standing there.

"Baancesheet?' Dengar stared up at the comm unit speaker, then glanced over a Nedlah. "Y ou mean
the lit- tle assembler that used to be Kud'ar Mub'at's accountant subnode? That's who fired on us?"

"l guess s0," replied Nedah. "1 mean—how would | know for sure? Y ou're the one who told me about
it

"That doesn't mean | know it personally.” Dengar stepped closer and peered at the viewport. "'l was just
re- pesting the stuff Fett told me. But that must be the freighter that Prince Xizor gaveto it, after the web
was destroyed thefirst time. So .."

"It's Bdanceshet, dl right." Boba Fett turned away from the comm unit. "I've heard its squesky little
voice enough timesto recognizeit.”" He pressed the transmit button again. ™Y ou've got some explaining to
do, As- sembler. So presumably there's some accounting for what you're doing in this sector—since
therésnot alot of your kind of business going on here a the moment—and why you're o prepared to
fire on other creatures before you even know who they are.”

"Y eah—" Dengar scowled in annoyance as he wiped some of the dried blood from hisface. "Even
bounty hunters don't do that.”



"Very well," said the high-pitched voice from the comm speaker. "I agreethat | owe you an explanation
for these otherwise inexplicable actions. And it'sin my best intereststo give you one; I'd just as soon stay
inyour good graces, Boba Fett—or at least asfar asthat is poss- ble for any creature to do—plus|1'd
regret acquiring areputation for being, as you might say, trigger-happy. So please, by al means, let us
have a conference, asit were. But not like this, over acomm unit; it's o ... impersonal..”

"Right," Dengar muttered to Nedlah. "Like unloading a few laser-cannon bolts on uswas so warm and
caing.”

"Actualy,” continued Balancesheet's voice from the speaker, "it would give me greet pleasureif you
would ac- cept my hospitaity here aboard my ship. | amin fact the only living creature aboard it, o |
confessto experiencing bouts of loneliness when I'm between business mestings.”

"You'll haveto bring your ship longside," said Boba Fett. "Our transfer hatch suffered considerable
damage during thislittle fracas"

"Wait but amoment. And then well talk."

Fett reached over and broke the comm unit connec-tion. "L et's get ready to make our visit."

"What?' Nedah gared a him in amazement. "Y ou trust this creature?'

"About as much as| trust anyone. Y ou included.”

The last comment caught her by surprise. It wasn't thefirst time that Nedlah had felt his penetrating
glance, hid-den by the dark visor of his helmet, penetrate to some re- mote part of her spirit. She
wondered if he could somehow discern her thoughts, her secrets—was he aware that she had learned so
much of her own past while he and Den- gar had been over in the reconstructed web? There's just no
hiding from him, thought Nedah. In any way ...



"But we didn't find the answers we were looking for," continued Boba Fett. "We could bring the
dead—or at least one of them—back to life, but Kud'ar Mub'at didn't know anything. Or if it did, theré's
no point in trying to find out now; that assembler isgone for good. It was gone before the [aser-cannon
boltshit."

"So you think thisformer subnode of Kud'ar Mub'at knows something?' Dengar pointed with athumb
toward the dowly gpproaching freighter, visblein the viewport. "That the old assembler didn't?*

"Balancesheet wouldn't be hanging around in this sector if it wasn't important to him. And the only thing
that's hereisthe past, in the form of Kud'ar Mub'at's web, or what was | eft of it."

"Not much of that now," said Nedlah.

"So Balancesheet isour only lead." Boba Fett headed for the cockpit's hatchway. "So wetak toit."

By the time Nedlah had descended the ladder to the Hound's cargo hold, following after the two bounty
hunters, the freighter's transfer hatch had sedled onto the exterior hull. She noticed, asthey left the
Hound, that Boba Fett hadn't armed himself with anything more than he had aready been carrying. Then
again, shethought, that's quite a bit.

Thear ingdethe freighter smelled sterile and scrubbed by high-filtration recyclers, in contrast to the fetid
Tran-doshan odors that lingered about the Hound's Tooth. All of the spaces were less cramped aswell;
stepping from the transfer hatch, Neglah was able to tilt her head back and ook up at the curve of the
main container areds up- per limit, far above her. Whatever interior bulkheads the freighter had once
possessed, they had apparently been stripped out to make one large enclosed space, spanned with
retrofitted control circuits. In that much emptiness, even the brace of laser cannons—Ba ancesheet must
have picked them up from one of the Empire's military hard- ware suppliers—l ooked small.

And Baancesheet itself looked minuscule. Thetiny arachnoid assembler scuttled acrossthe freighter's
inte- rior girders and taut wiring networks, its multiple eyes glittering and largest fordlimbsraised in
greeting. "How ddlighted | am to see you herel” Baancesheet halted and perched on an eye-level meta
ledge near where Boba Feit stood. "Really—it's been too long.”

"Not long enough,” growled Boba Fett. "1 have ared good memory for creatureswho steal creditsfrom
rre.ll



"Oh, that." The assembler dismissed the comment with awave of atiny claw tip. "A different time—and
adifferent Stuation, my dear Fett. Given the exigencies of your present situation, 1'd hardly think it wise
of you to go on brooding about such matters.”

Neelah glanced over at Boba Fett. Even through the dark visor of the bounty hunter's helmet, the fierce
radia- tion of the glare directed at Balancesheet was discernible.

"Especidly since you brought more company with you!" Baancesheet tapped its clawstogether. "Let's
not spoil the occasion for them.”

It was the firgt time that Neelah had seen one of the creatures that had been described to her by Dengar.
The repulsveness of its spiderlike form was mitigated for her by itsrelatively small size; she could have
picked it up and held it in the palm of her hand. Well, thought Neelah,

maybe both hands. At any rate, there had been uglie— and moreimmediately dangerous—creatures
back in Jabbathe Hutt's palace.

"Let methink for amoment..." Baancesheet pointed one of its claw tipsat Dengar. "1 remember you;
one of my predecessor's customers, | believe.”

Dengar nodded. "Y eah, | did acouple of jobsthat'd been arranged through Kud'ar Mub'at.”

"And you survived—that's a credit to your skills. Not everybody in your position did.”

"Yeah, well ..." Dengar shrugged. "I didn't get rich from them, either.”

"Nobody did," said Balancesheet. "Kud'ar Mub'at was afool in many ways. Y ou can't do businesswith
creatures as dangerous as bounty hunters and the like, and just keep shortchanging them the way it did.
Eventu-dly, al that catches up with you."



Dengar glanced back through asmal viewport beside the transfer hatch. Through it, some of the
remaining fragments of Kud'ar Mub'at's web were visble, drifting in space. Y ou could say that, dl right.”

"Y ou, however ..." Balancesheet turned his bright multiple gaze toward Nedlah. "1 haven't met you
before. But you might be surprised at how much I know about you."

"Maybe not," replied Nedlah coldly. "Depends upon how much you know about Nil Posondum. And
Ree Duptom. And whoever it was that used your predecessor to hire Duptom to kidnap me and have my
memory wiped.”

"l see" Baancesheet nodded its small triangular head. "Y ou're avery clever young human female,
Nedlah— that'swhat you're cdled, isn't that correct?”

She hesitated a moment, then nodded in agreement. She had decided to keep afew of her secrets
awhilelonger, until there was away of knowing how much the small assembler knew.

"Y ou've come to some interesting conclusons.” Ba ancesheet continued to regard her. "But it might or

might not have been the late Ree Duptom who did al those unfortunate thingsto you." A tiny smile
showed on the assembler'sface. "Doen't redly matter, though, doesit? The effect islargdly the same,
my esteemed guest.”

She made no reply.

"It must be genetic,” said Boba Fett. "Y ou've gotten as bad as Kud'ar Mub'at ever was, with dl the
chegp pleasantries.”

"I was unable to speak as | wished while | was till part of old Kudar Mub'at. My rhetorical skills have
greatly increased since then.”



"Why don't we dispense with them and get down to the reason we came here.”

"But of course." Baancesheet turned itsjagged smile toward the helmeted bounty hunter. "And surely
that reason isthat you're looking for answers. But | don't think you've found any so far, have you?"

"Not the ones we wanted."

"Orany a dl, | imagine." The narrow triangular head gave asmall shake. "I could have told you that
your search would be pointless. Because, believe me, I've a- ready tried. That'swhy I'm herein this
sector, with this ship that's become such ahome to me. | had heard about your previousinquiriesinto the
possihilities presented by the nature of arachnoid assembler physiology, Boba Fett; | didn't think you
would be interested in the subject un- less there might be ause for that knowledge someday. And so |
found out afew things on my own. Enough to go rummaging through the scraps of Kud'ar Mub'at's old
web—my previous home, in its way—and through the memories of my predecessor. Of course, | didn't
need to go through as elaborate a procedure as you and your partner were forced to; but then, | am of
the same species asthe late Kud'ar Mub'at. | was able to merely integrate the various pieces of the web,
and even that withered husk that its pirit and mind once resided in, into an ex-trusion of my own
cerebro-nervous system, and | could access dl of itsresidua memories without even bringing Kud'ar
Mub'at back to momentary consciousness.”

"1 wish we had been able to do that." Dengar shook his head, too. "I could have done without that last
encounter.”

"Alas" said Balanceshest, "while my journey through the late assembler's memories might have been
more pleasant than yours, it wasto little more avail. There were many mysteries, various matters of
unfinished busi- ness, that it would have been most advantageous for me to have cleared up—including
the arrangements that Kud'ar Mub'at had made with Nil Posondum and Ree Duptom. Anyone who was
behind both the fabricating of evidence againgt Prince Xizor and this mysterious ab- duction of an
unidentified but seemingly important hu-man female—that unknown party was obvioudy after something
bigin hisplans. And as we both know, Boba Fett, those kinds of schemes can often have agreat dedl of
creditstied up with them. Sometimes to carry them out... and sometimes to keep silent about them.”

Boba Fett's shielded gaze held the smal assembler without moving. "And which one of those are you
inter- ested in, Balancesheet?'

"l don't redlly have achoice—since, asl said, | did not find the answers to those questionsin what |



could re- cover of Kud'ar Mub'at's personal memories. If I'm to get any share of profitsout of this
dtuation, | haveto join forceswith you, and assist you with your quest for those answers.”

"Opening fire on uswith your laser cannons didn't seem like much assstance.”

"Oh, that." Balancesheet made a dismissive gesture with one upraised claw tip. | told you before. | didn't
know that it was you, putting the web back together and—I had to assume—reviving the dead Kud'ar
Mub'at insdeit. You have to consder my position, after dl. | have taken over my predecessor's
business; I've estab- lished mysdlf with asdect list of clientsthat had previ- oudy been associated with
Kudar Mub'at. At the sametime, | was aware that Kud'ar Mub'at could be at |east partially restored to
life. Quite frankly, | don't need the competition from it, especialy considering the hogtility | could expect
him to bear toward me. And of course, many of my clients might consider it advantageousto have the
two of us operating smultaneoudly, so that we would be forced to undercut each other's prices. No—"
Ba ancesheet shook his head emphaticdly. "'l redly couldn't dlow anyone to set about bringing old
Kud'ar Mub'at back from the dead. It had been mere sentimen- tality on my part, and perhaps anotion
of generating aprofit from them in the future, not to have aready de- Stroyed its carcass and the
remainders of hisweb. I've d- ready made a menta note to finish that process once our little conference
isfinished.”

"All right," said Boba Fett. "I'm going to give you abreak thistime. Basicaly, because | need to do some
businesswith you. But if you try firing alaser cannon & me again, you're going to find yoursdlf looking
down the barrel of one. And there won't be any pieces for some- body else to glue back together.”

"I'll keep that in mind." The small assembler spread both of itsraised fordimbs apart. "Now let's get
down to that business you were talking about. Y ou want to find out who it was at the beginning of the
chain that led through Nil Posondum and Kud'ar Mub'at to Ree Dup- tom; you want to know who it was
that thought it so im- portant to plant fabricated evidence against Prince Xizor, and do the kidnap and
memory-wipe job on Neelah here. That seems reasonable enough. So, for apiece of the ac- tion, I'm
willing to help you out on that quest.”

"How?' Nedlah broke into the exchange between the assembler and the bounty hunter. After al, she had
told hersdlf, it'smethey're talking about. "Y ou dready said you hadn't found out any more than we did!"

"Cam yoursdf," said Baancesheet. "It'strue: you didn't find anything here, and neither did I. But dl of
you have made afaulty assumption from that fact. Y ou sm- ply believe there's nowhere e seto look, and
that's not the case.”



"So where dseisthere?' Boba Fett's voice sounded

neither impressed nor amused. "Everybody in the chain leading to Neelah is dead now."

"Y es, but certain evidence they left behind il ex- ists.™ One of Balancesheet'stiny claw tips pointed
sraight toward Boba Fett. "Y ou've stated that you found the fabricated evidence againgt Prince Xizor
insde acargo droid that had been transformed to a spy device. Whereisthat droid now?”’

"That's your idea of alead?' Boba Fett shook hishead in disgust. "That droid—if it till existsat dl—is
completely unavailableto us. Once | pulled the data records out of the droid's memory unit and stored
them on my ship's compuiter, | didn't do anything more with the droid itself. When | took over Bossk's
ship Hound's Tooth, the one that brought us here, | transferred that in-formation over to its computer.
But the origina cargo droid was Htill left aboard Slave |—and that ship isin the hands of the Rebel
Alliance now. A Rebd patrol found and confiscated it, where | had abandoned it in orbit above
Tatooine." Fett recited the eventsin his customary emotionless tone, though Neelah knew how greet the
at-tachment was between him and his own ship. "Whatever contacts I've still got insgde the Alliance,
they're preoccu-pied right now with other things, like what's shaping up to happen out near Endor.
They're not likely to go root-ing around through their storage units for some anti-quated cargo droid
found onboard an empty ship. Why should they? They wouldn't know that it might have any value,
except as scrap.”

"So you have arecord of the fabricated evidence against Prince Xizor—an incomplete copy, asit
were—hut not the fabricated evidenceitself. That isapity." Balance- sheet smiled. "Becauseif you had
the actua evidence, the origind that was inside the modified cargo droid, then you might be ableto
examine and andyze it further, for cluesthat you didn't have timeto find before.”

"Asl sad," growled Boba Fett. "The cargo droid isgone. Logt. It might aswell not exist, for al the
good it doesus.”

"Perhaps so. But that doesn't mean that the origina of the fabricated evidence, from which you took the
information you possess, islogt.” Thejagged smile on the assembler'striangular face grew wider. "In fact,
| know whereitis. Andit's not in the hands of the Rebd Alliance.”

For thefirst time, Neelah saw something take Boba Fett by surprise. The bounty hunter stepped back as
if from ablow, then he peered closer and harder at Balancesheset.



"What're you talking about? It hasto be ill inddethe droid. That'swherel leftit.”

"Let metell you something more,” said the smiling as- sembler. ™Y ou and your associates here are not
the only oneswho are interested in it. Some very powerful forces are searching for that same fabricated
evidence"

"Who?' Boba Fett's hand shot toward the smdller creature, as though he were about to seize
Baancesheet within hisfigt. "Who eseislooking for it?'

"While you've been making your way here, I've been in contact with my own information sources; that's
what | do. | hear dl sortsof interesting and potentidly prof-itable things. Only thistime, | was
approached directly by the other party involved; arepresentative from one of the most powerful menin
the gaaxy searched me out, to inquire whether | knew the whereabouts of that fab- ricated evidence
againg the late Prince Xizor, the same evidence that you found aboard Ree Duptom's ship Venesectrix.”

"It must have been somebody from Black Sun, then. From whoever took over that organization after
Xizor's desth—"

"Not at al." Balancesheet gave adow shake of his head. "From what I've been ableto find out, neither
Xi-zor nor Black Sun ever knew anything about whatever plot had been cooked up with this fabricated
evidence. Besides, even if somebody in Black Sun found out about it now, why would they care? Prince
Xizor isdead. Tying him to an Imperia stormtrooper raid on the planet Ta: tooine doesn't mean anything

“Then who—"

"Oh, but it gets even more interesting.” On the metal ledge, Baancesheet seemed to vibrate with the
pleasure of telling so many secrets. "The person who sent their representative here, looking for
information about the fabricated evidence's whereabouts, seemsto bear a con- sderable hodtility toward
you, Boba Fett. Or el se he sm-ply doesn't want to risk the possibility of you finding that fabricated
evidence before he does. Because he's the one who ordered the bombing raid on the Dune Sea, back on
Tatooine. The bombing raid in which you yoursdf came very closeto being blown to atoms. Y ou
managed to escape—obvioudy—but | wouldn't say that this very powerful individua has ceased wishing
you were dead. And he'd be happy to make that come about, given the op- portunity.” Balanceshedt,
multiple eyes glittering, leaned forward from its perch. " So you should gppreciate the fact that I'm betting
alot on our doing business together, Fett. Because | could sdll the information about your whereabouts



to that other party, for a handsome pile of creditsindeed.”

"That'd be more efficient, at least,” Dengar spoke up. "If al Balancesheet wanted wasto diminate us, it'd
be easer to do it that way rather than firing off its own laser cannons.” He shrugged. "Maybethelittle

guy'sgot apoint.”

"Maybe." Boba Fett appeared to mull it over for asecond. "It all depends upon who this other personiis,
who not only tried to kill al of us, but isaso looking for the samething we are.”

"Fine," said Balancesheset. "I'll tell you, and then you can make your own determination about what to
do. The person in question is Kuat of Kuat, the head of Kuat Drive Y ards.”

Nedah was unable to stifle agasp of surprise. I know him —the thought jumped unbidden into her mind,
com- plete with an image of the powerful Kuat. That faded away as quickly asit came; she blinked and
saw Boba

Fett glancing in her direction. He said nothing, but turned back toward the assembler on the metal ledge.

"How do you know it was Kuat of Kuat who did &l that?" Boba Fett's voice was tinged with suspicion.
"Why would the head of one of the largest engineering firmsin the gaaxy be interested in fabricated
evidence againg the late Prince Xizor? And why would he want me dead?'

"Questions, questions, questions.” Balancesheet shook its head in mock despair. "They wouldn't be
necessary if you trusted me more."

"I haven't dayed alive aslong as | havein thisbus- ness by trusting other creatures. So just answer
them.”

"Very wdll; | know it was Kuat of Kuat who ordered the bombing raid on the Dune Sea, because his



represen- tative told me so, on hisingtructions. Kuat wanted me to be assured of his desire to have you
dead, so that | would be confident of getting paid in case | came across any news of your whereabouts.
And asto why he'd want you dead, and why he'd be interested in this fabricated evi- dence against the
late Prince Xizor—" Balancesheet spread hisraised claw tips apart. "Of that, | have not the dightest
notion. But it does confirm in my mind that if we had what he waslooking for, and given the vast wedlth
of Kuat Drive Yards at his disposal, we'd be able to force him to pay a substantial sum for it. And let's
faceit: you and | have considerable experience at bargaining for that kind of thing."

"Then the only problem,” said Dengar, "is getting our hands on what he wants."

And what | want, thought Nedlah to hersdif.

"How fortunate then that the fabricated evidence isn't with the Rebel Alliance, but someplace where it
can be gotten a instead.” Baancesheet's jagged smile almost seemed to plit itstriangular facein half.
"And aso, that your new business associate—mysaf—knows whereit is." The assembler looked back

over toward Boba Fett. "We are in business together, aren't we?"

"All right," answered Boba Fett. "WEeIl work out the split later. After we get hold of the fabricated
evidence and figure out the best way to cashinonit.”

Bdancesheet laughed, a sound liketiny, mistuned bells.

"What's so anusng?'

"It'sso paradoxica." One of the claw tipswiped at the largest of the multiple eyes, in another parody of
hu-manoid emotiona gestures. "Y ou've come dl thisway, looking for the answers you want, and the only
means of getting those answers now isto find this phony evidence againgt the dead Xizor—and it's back

on Tatooing"

Nedlah and both bounty hunters were stunned into - lence for amoment. She found her voicefirdt.
"Tatooine? How ... how did it get there?!

"Simple." Balancesheet wrapped itsforelimbs around itsdlf, the better to contain its growing mirth. "It's



been there for quite awhile now. Y ou see, when our associate Boba Fett here'—the assembler gestured
toward the hel-meted bounty hunter—"managed, through hisimpressive persona skills, to chase Bossk
off Savel, the fabricated evidence went with him, inside the emergency escape pod he used to get
avay."

"And how do you know this?' Boba Fett regarded the assembler with skepticism.

"My friend, you've been out of the loop, thiswhole time that you've been making the journey to this
remote sector. If you were in contact with your own information sources, theway | am with mine, you
might have heard an interesting piece of news that's been circulating through some of the seedier watering
holes and meseting places of the galaxy. It seemsthat your fellow bounty hunter is holed up in the Maos
Eidey spaceport back on Tatooine, and he hasacertain ... item to sell. And he'slooking for theright
buyer for it. Theitem israther unique, as1'm sure you'll appreciate; it's the fabricated evidence against the
late Prince Xizor that supposedly linked him to the Imperia stormtrooper raid on acertain moisture farm
on that planet. Of course, Bossk's attempts to unload these goods are complicated by the fact that he
doesnt

know the phony evidence's significance, itsredl vaue, or that Kuat of Kuat isin fact trying to locateit. If
Bossk knew that, he could sl it in a heartbest, for avery good price. But das ... he doesn't know." The
assembler'svoicefilled with amocking sympathy for the absent bounty hunter. "That's what happens
when you try to do things yoursdlf, for which you should have contacted an expert like me.”

"Advertise on your own time," said Boba Fett irrita- bly. "So Bossk has got it..." He nodded dowly,
mulling over theinformation. "He must have found the cargo droid when he was aboard Save |, before |
caled it down to the Dune Seato pick us up. And he discovered the fabricated evidence about Xizor
ingdethe droid and removed it, without knowing its Sgnificance but hoping that held be able to find some
way of cashinginonit. | didn't have time to check the storage areasinsgde Slave | before abandoning it.
Soit seems| finaly underestimated Bossk; | wouldn't have thought he had the native intelli-gence to have
discerned any valuein that cargo droid's contents.”

"And then he must have shoved it inside the emer- gency escape pod.” Dengar had managed to keep up
with the others explanations. "Right when you were coming down on him. Either he got lucky with what
he decided to grab and take with him, or he's gotten alot smarter than any of uswould've ever have
taken himfor."

"What doesit matter?' With growing exasperation, Nedlah looked from one bounty hunter to the other.
"The only thing that'simportant is that this fabricated evidence fill exists. And if we can get our hands on
it—" The possihilities had dready legpt up in her mind, of finding the answersto the remaining questions
about her own past. "Then we might be able to figure out who cre-ated it in the first place, and why they



didit,and..."

"And that person's connection to you, of course." Boba Fett glanced over at her. "Don't worry; that
mys-tery might not have the same persond significance for

methat it doesfor you, but it ftill represents apotentia source of profit. That makesit important enough
tome"

"Soit'sback to Tatooine," said Dengar. The notion seemed to cheer him; Nedlah figured that was
because he would be able to see his betrothed, Manaroo, once again.

"If only it were as easy asdl that." Thejagged smile had vanished from Baancesheet'sface. "But I'm
afraidit'snot. My poor lumbering freighter, as comfortable ahome and place of busnessasit provides
for me, would never reach Tatooine before Bossk found abuyer for the item hel'strying to sdll.”

"So what's the problem? The Hound's Tooth is plenty fast enough—"

"Yes," interrupted Balanceshest, "and it's amarked ship. It's the one vessdl in which it would be adead
cer- tainty you'd never be able to reach Tatooine. Or, at least, not aive. Bossk has apparently kept silent
about losing his ship to his enemy Boba Fett, but Kuat of Kuat hasn't. After the bombing raid he ordered
didn't succeed at kill- ing you off, and after hisinformation sources had let him know that the Rebel
Alliance had confiscated the aban- doned Save |, Kuat was able to figure out that you must be aboard
the Hound. So Kuat has put out the word that he wants the Hound's Tooth found and intercepted— and
if that meanskilling whoever's aboard it, S0 much the better. Which meansthat there arealot of bounty
hunterslooking for it. Given that agreat many of them still bear agrudge againgt you, for what you did to
break up the old Bounty Hunters Guild, thisistheir perfect op- portunity to get paid asubstantia pile of
creditsand get their revenge, dl at the sametime." The assembler'stri- angular head tilted to one sSide,
regarding Fett. "lronic, isn't it? Y ou've been the hunter for so long ... and now you're the hunted.”

"If | «ill had Savel," said Boba Fett, "none of them would have a chance of stopping me.”

"But you don't. And Bossk's ship is nowhere near the equivaent of your own, even if you were
completely at ease with its wegpons systems. The other bounty hunters



would pick you off long before you got anywhere near Tatooine. There's probably not much time
remaining be-fore one of them finds you herein this remote sector. Soit'sno longer just amatter of
redlizing profits, or discov- ering the secrets of some stolen past.” Balancesheet's glit- tering eyestook in
the others, one by one. "For dl of you, it'sameatter of surviva now."

"Great," muttered Dengar. The lifted spirits he had shown just minutes before had now evaporated.
"We're dead. | knew this was going to happen ..."

"Come, come." Balancesheet sounded amost pitying. "Would | have thrown my lot in with yoursif | had
thought you were al doomed? I'm a better business-creature than that.”

"Thenyou've got aplan,” said Boba Fett. "What isit?"

"Very smple. You just need to find another way to get to Tatooine. That'sal."

"Eader said than done. It'salong walk from here"

"No need to, even if that were possible." The jagged smile returned to Balancesheet's narrow face. "'l
took the liberty of making other arrangements while you were on your way hereto my ship. I'vebeenin
contact with a cer- tain individuad, with whom you've done business before— in amanner of
speaking—and his ship is close enough to this sector, so that he can be here shortly.”

Boba Fett regarded the assembler with suspicion evi- dent even through the helmet's dark visor. "Who is
it?"

"Oh..." The assembler's smile widened even further than before. ™Y ou'll see soon enough ..."

"Wel, wel." A thin figure had emerged from the trans- fer hatchway, leaving hissmaler craft tethered to
the exterior of Balancesheet's freighter. From aface with youthfulness sharpened by ferd cynicism, his
gaze met with that of the helmeted bounty hunter. *Ba ancesheet told me he had asurprisein store. Thisis
agood one."



"1 knew you'd be amused,” replied Balancesheset. "For alot of reasons.”

With acocky swagger, the new arrival approached Boba Fett. "The last time we ran into each other,
you just about killed me. I'm still wondering why you didn't.”

Fett gazed back at him coldly. "Don't make me start wondering, Suhlak."

"Suhlak?' Dengar studied the youth for amoment, then glanced over at Balancesheet. "Asin N'dru
Suhlak? Y ou caled in ahunt saboteur?”

"Who better?' The assembler's response was mild and unruffled. "Heis uniquely qudified for the task
we need performed.”

"Yeah, but ..." Dengar's expression soured as he shook hishead in disgust. "I don't like dedling with this
kind of lowlife. It ... it just goes againgt everything | be- lievein."

"What?' Nedlah turned and looked at the bounty hunter standing next to her. "That's hard to believe.
Sincewhen did peoplein your line of business start getting mord attitudes?”

Suhlak smiled at her. ™Y ou'll have to excuse him, lady. But once abounty hunter, aways a bounty
hunter. That's hisjob. And my job isto messthings up for him, and for every other bounty hunter." He
made asmall, mocking bow. "That'sjust what | do.”

"You see, Nedah ..." From the metal ledge, Baance-sheet gestured toward Suhlak. " The existence of
specid-ized entities such as bounty hunters hasinevitably given rise to other, competing Specidlities. Such
asthisyoung— and very gifted—hunt saboteur. What he doesis get cer- tain individuasfrom point A to
point B as quickly and safely as possble; that in itself isnot so specia. But Suhlak here performsthis
servicefor individuals who have had bounties placed on their heads, and whom bounty hunters such as
Dengar and Boba Fett are seek- ing to capture. He, in essence, spoilstheir hunt. Y ou can hardly expect
bounty hunters to gpprove of someone like that."



"Yeah, andlike | care" Suhlak leaned his shoulder

againgt a bulkhead and folded his arms across his chest. "They do what they do for credits, and | do
what | do for the same. Which brings up the matter at hand. | take it you called me here for areason,
Baancesheet. That rea- son better be anice, high-paying job."

"| think it's one for which we can offer you satis-factory terms.” Baancesheet pointed aminuscule claw
tip toward Boba Fett. "Our mutual friend here needs to reach Tatooine as quickly—and as
unobtrusvely—as possble.”

"That'sgoing to be alittle bit difficult for him." Suh- lak aimed a smirk in Boba Fett's direction, then
turned back toward the assembler. "Therésalot of other crea- tures out there gunning for him. | mean,

he wasn't too popular before; now that theres apile of credits offered in exchange for hishide, his
chances have gone way down."

"We're aware of thedifficulties,” said Balancesheet. "And while of coursetheresacertain, shal we say,
irony that comes with asking ahunt saboteur to assst in con- veying abounty hunter past other bounty
hunters, we gtill think your services might be useful in that regard.”

"Useful 7' Suhlak gave adow nod. "Y esh—and expensve.”

"Therésasurprise,”" said Dengar sourly.

"Shut up.”" Nedlah hissed thewords at him. "Thisisthe only way weve got.”

Suhlak pointed toward Ba ancesheet. ™Y ou mentioned a certain sum of credits when you contacted me.”

"Yes—" The assembler nodded. "That wasto get your interest.”

"Oh, you got it, dl right. But now that | see exactly what you're talking about..." Suhlak made a show of
reluctantly shaking hishead. "I'm not sureit's enough. Given therisksinvolved, and al. And. . . certain



per- sond issues that have to be overcome.”

"What sum," asked Balanceshest, "would take care of those problemsfor you?'

"The figure you mentioned—up front. And then"— Suhlak's eyes narrowed to dits—"the same amount
again, when the job's completed.”

It was Balancesheet's turn to look doubtful. "That's a considerable amount of credits.”

"Y eah, and it'sa consderable amount of risk. Plus— you don't have any other optionsright now. So
takeit or leaveit.”

"Taken," Boba Fett spoke up. "Pay this creature, Balancesheet. | don't fed like haggling.”

"Y ou got yoursalf agood dedl." Suhlak barked out aharsh laugh. "Think about it. I've made alot of
deliveriesin my time—and you're the only one who ever succeeded at getting in my way. With you
aboard thistime, that'll be onething | won't have to worry about.”

" S0 you're going to be taking al of us back to Ta-tooine?' Neelah pointed to herself and the two bounty
hunters. "That'sthe ded?"

Suhlak shook his head. " Sweetheart, I've only got amodified Z-95 Headhunter—that'swhat | usein my
busi- ness. Fast, maneuverable—but alittle on the cramped side, even with the bubbled-out passenger
space | had added to it. Therésredlly just room for me and one other creature. Boba Fett's making this
trip, and that'sit."

"But ..." Anedge of panic, aglimpseinto the un-known, cut through Neelah's thoughts. Everything—all
the answers to the questions that remained with her— depended upon Boba Fett. "How do | know ...
how do we know... that you'll come back?"

"Don't worry," said Boba Fett. "Thiswill be atwo- way journey, dl right. How elseam | going to make



any creditson thisded ?*

"Hey, wait aminute." Suhlak pushed himsdf away from the bulkhead on which held been leaning. "No-
body said anything about getting back here. My price was just for getting you to Tatooine!”

Boba Fett turned his shielded gaze toward the younger man. "Takeit or leaveit, Suhlak. Or ese well
explore another option—namely, my killing you and then pilot-

ing your ship myself. The odds of making it to Tatooine wouldn't be as good, but at least | wouldn't have
to put up with you any longer."

For afew seconds, the hunt saboteur glared back at Fett. Then he nodded. "All right. Let's get going.”

12

"Wevefound them."

Those words came from the comm unit speaker in Kuat of Kuat's private quarters. The felinx watched
from its silken-lined basket beneath Kuat's 1ab bench as he turned toward the voice of the absent Kodir
of Kuhlvult, security head for al of Kuat Drive Y ards.

"I'm not so much concerned about ‘them.’ The person we need to locate is Boba Fett." Kuat regarded
the view of stars and congtruction docks visible from the curv- ing bank of transparisted panels near the
bench. "If you haven't found him, | don't even want to hear your report.”

"Don't worry," said Kodir. "I wouldn't have put the link through if | hadn't succeeded at the task given to
me"

Kuat made no reply. Even though Kodir wasn't physi- cally present at the Kuat Drive Y ards corporate
head- quarters, he had as clear an image of her asif she were standing before him. She had dl the
haughty bearing of amember of one of Kuat's ruling families, combined with the intimidatingly honed



athletic grace that had made her such asuitable candidate for the position she now held. That, plusa
sharp-edged mentd acuity equal to his

own, evoked asmall measure of unease in Kuat. In truth, held had a better personal relationship with
Fenald, his previous security head; the only problem being that Fen- ald had been atraitor, to both Kuat
and to Kuat Drive Y ards, by being part of the scheme to wrest control of the corporation away from him
and turn it over to the greed- iest and most ambitious factions among the ruling fami-lies. If it hadn't been
for Kodir of Kuhlvult, Fenadd and the conspirators held falen in with would very likely have succeeded in
their plans—and the corporation that Kuat of Kuat and his predecessors had treasured and protected for
S0 many generations would now be on itsway to utter ruin. No one from the planet Kuat's other ruling
families had the experience and cunning to cir- cumvent al of Emperor Palpatine's schemesto bresk
Kuat Drive Y ards independence and make it amere component of the Empire. So Kodir had earned
both Kuat's respect and histrust, no matter how much her tough, even brutal mannerisms grated against
hisown ingincts. It'sabruta universe, Kuat had told himself more than once. And he had certainly
played hisown hard game of surviva init. Perhaps what disturbed him about Kodir was acertain
essentia resemblance to his own ruthlessness in service to the corporation.

"So now we know where Boba Fett is." Kuat spoke into the comm unit mike on top of the lab bench.
"Is he till aboard the ship called the Hound's Tooth} ™

"That'show | found him." A tone of self-satisfaction was audiblein Kodir'svoice. "The Hound's Tooth
was spotted by one of our paid spies, at the edge of one of the remoter border systems. Then it vanished
again; obvi- oudy, Boba Fett was piloting a course designed to throw off any trackers. But the sghting of
the Hound's Tooth was close enough to a certain navigationa sector that had figured prominently a one
time in Boba Fett's activi- tiesthat | took a chance at keeping it under more inten- sive surveillance. And
sure enough, the Hound's Tooth showed up there.”

"Indeed.” Kuat nodded to himsdlf. That wasthe type

of work, both methodical and insghtful, that he had ex- pected from Kodir. "So whereisit?’

"It's out by where the arachnoid assembler Kud'ar Mub'at used to have its web, before it was destroyed
by Prince Xizor. And the fragments of the web had drifted a bit since then, so Boba Fett apparently had
to do some searching of hisown to find them. But he did; by the time my ship got close enough to do
some surreptitious moni- toring of his activities, he and his companions had recon- structed most of the
web."



"Interesting.” Rubbing his chin, Kuat wondered what that piece of information meant. The death of the
assem- bler Kud'ar Mub'at at the hands of Prince Xizor's Black Sun cleanup crew had previoudy been
something of are- lief to him. Kud'ar Mub'at had had too much knowledge of Kuat's own dedlings with
the assembler; those kinds of secrets were better kept by the dead than by any living creature, no matter
how well paid for sllence. If Xizor hadn't taken care of Kud'ar Mub'at, then the chances would have
been good that Kuat of Kuat would have been forced to, eventualy. "Were you able to discern ex- actly
what they were up to?"

"Negative on that," came Kodir'sreply. "1 ordered our ship to pull back from the sector when another
vessel was detected, approaching from directly opposite us. We did manageto ID that ship; it'sthe
freighter that Kud'ar Mub'at's successor Balancesheet is now using as its base of operations.”

"Do you think there was some kind of arranged ren- dezvous between Bal ancesheet and Boba Fett?"

"I'm pretty sure therewasn't." Kodir's voice sounded grimly amused. "Baancesheet has had that clunky
old freighter of his outfitted with some decent armaments;, it opened fire on both the reconstructed web
and the Hound's Tooth alongside. Things got alittle confused af-ter that, but right now it seemsasif
Baancesheet and Boba Fett have sorted it out; Fett and his associates are currently aboard
Bdancesheet'sfreighter.”

"Any way of finding out whét they're discussng?'

"Negative again,” replied Kodir. "Ba ancesheet va- uesits privacy as much asKud'ar Mub'at did. That
freighter is shielded against every distance-operationa spy gpparatus we've got. Short of cracking open
the hull with one of our own laser cannons, that meeting is com- pletely secured.”

"Too bad." For both mysdalf—and Boba Fett, thought Kuat. If there had been some way of determining
exactly what the bounty hunter was discussng and scheming with the arachnoid assembler, Kuat would
have been able to more accurately assess what kind of threat Boba Fett's continued existence
represented to him and to Kuat Drive Y ards. But asit was, held have to err on the Side of caution...

And diminate Fett.

"That'sthe stuation at this point." Kodir's voice brokeinto histhoughts. "I await your decision about
what to do next."



"Have you got this freighter of Balancesheet'sin your wegpon-sights?”

"Not yet," said Kodir. "We're out of range for that. But that problem can be corrected very shortly.”

"Then do s0." Kuat had dready made his determina: tion about the bounty hunter'sfate. "And when
you've locked on to the target, proceed with its destruction. | want complete annihilation of the freighter
and dl living creatures aboard it."

"We could be alittle more surgica in our gpproach. It wouldn't be too difficult to disable the freighter,
then board it and extract Boba Fett without harming the oth- ers. We could diminate him alone—that is,
of coursg, if there were some value to be placed on the lives of the others with him." Kodir expanded on
the option she had presented. "Ba anceshest, for instance; the assembler hasits usesfor us.”

"Not enough of them." Kuat shook his head, though there was no way that Kodir could see him. "Not
enough to outwel gh the disadvantages of having it remain as awitness to our actions against Boba Fett. |
don't want

any of thistraced back to Kuat Drive Y ards. So proceed as | indicated."

"Very well. I'll report back when the operation is con- cluded.” From the faraway ship, Kodir broke off
the comm unit connection.

In the resulting sllence, Kuat of Kuat could hear the felinx asking for attention, its voice amere guttural
whine. He reached down and scratched behind its ears.

"Bdieveme," said Kuat. "It'll befor the best..."

"Not so fadt,” said Suhlak. "There's a couple of other things that have to be taken care of before we go
any-where."



The hunt saboteur hadn't moved toward the transfer hatch that would have led both him and Boba Fett
to hiswaiting Headhunter. Fett and the others aboard Balance-sheet's freighter gazed at him impatiently.

"Now what's the problem?' Nedlah set her hands on her dim hips. "I thought we already figured out, we
don't havetimeto waste."

"Look, I'm just trying to help you out here. So you'll be like a satisfied customer and dll. I've got a
reputation to maintain,” Suhlak said tetily. "If all you wanted was for me to get this bounty hunter hereto
Tatooine, quick and quiet, | can take care of that for you. But you want aroundtrip; you want meto
bring Fett back here aswell. Now that's going to be kind of hard for meto pull off if thiswhole freighter
and everybody aboard it is gone by thetime Fett and | return.”

"Why would we be gone?' Puzzled, Dengar stared at the hunt saboteur. "Where would we go?'

"Y ou wouldn't have gone anywhere, pa, except up in flames." Suhlak shook his head in disgust. "None
of you even knowswhat's sitting out there, kegping awatch on your every move. But thereésalight
cruiser, top of theli ne, from the Kuat Drive Y ards, keeping surveillance on thistub right now. Matter of
fact, itsaKDY ship; | iden-

tified it when | snuck pagt it. It'sthe Kuat Drive Y ards main security enforcement vessd, and it'sarmed
and very dangerous.”

"It didn't spot you?' Boba Fett gestured toward the hull of the freighter and the empty expanses of space
out- Sdeit. "They don't know you're here?'

"Naw; I've got my ways of diding past something like that—especialy when thar attention isfixed on
some- thing esg, like thisfreighter here.”

Neelah looked over at Fett. "What do you think they want?"

"Given thefact that thelast time any KDY shipsgot this close to me, they unloaded enough bombsto



atom-ize afew square kilometers of the Dune Seg, I'd expect that this oneisn't going to be any
friendlier.”

The arachnoid assembler Balancesheet had scurried over to itsfreighter home's detect and tracking
screens. "It would appear,” it announced, “that not only is our young friend correct about the presence of
this other ship, but that we also have alimited timein which to de- termine what to do about it. It's come
within range of my ship's scanners, and is continuing to head thisway."

"All right," said Boba Fett with rapid authority, "herésthe dedl. | can get away with Suhlak, just likewe
planned, but this freighter won't be able to either outshoot or out-run that KDY ship. But the KDY
security forces aboard it undoubtedly are bearing down thisway, because they figure I'm aboard here."
He pointed to Dengar and Nee-lah. "Y ou two—get back aboard the Hound's Tooth and head out, full
thrusters, to open space and prepare for a hyperspace jump to the Oranessan system. They'll as- sume
that it's me aboard the Hound, and they'll follow after you."

"But then what?' Dengar pointed with his thumb toward the cruiser'simage on the screen. "If we go into
hyperspace, that KDY ship won't be able to follow us."

"They will, if they know your destination. Before you make the jump, fire off acomm transmission with a

minimum encryption level, giving the details of the ren- dezvous point. Suhlak and | will aready be out of
range, but the KDY ship will be ableto pick it up. When you come out of hyperspace, it'll be right
behind you. Then dl you'l haveto dois stay out of itsreach until I'm fin- ished with my businesson
Tatooine and can hook up with you again. Then we can lose them for good."”

Dengar shook his head. "1 won't be able to elude that KDY ship for very long, out therein the
Oranessan sys- tem. Wouldn't it be simpler to jump there, and then as soon asthe KDY ship shows up,
make another quick jump to some other point that we can use for aren- dezvous? That way, we'd
dready havelost them.”

"Only for aslong asit would take KDY security to tap their information sources and find out just where
you werewaiting for me. And if | were delayed getting back from Tatooine, you'd still have the same
problem of duding the KDY ship. In the Oranessan system, &t least, thered be a chance of pulling that
off." Boba Fett made aquick sharp gesture with theflat of his hand. "Maybe not forever—but then, dl
you haveto do is elude them for long enough. And that way, Suhlak and | would have an even better
chance of making it to Tatooine without getting intercepted.”



"Smart." Suhlak nodded in gppreciation. "1 dwayslikeimproving my odds."

"Oh, | approve aswell." Balancesheet had scuttled back onto the metd ledge alongside the larger
figures. Y ou can just draw the Kuat Drive Y ards ship away from here, and | won't have anyonefiring
laser cannons at me. Much better.”

"Right—and you won't be tempted to find some way of turning me over to them." Boba Fett gestured
toward the transfer hatchway. "Now it'sredly timeto get going.”

Moments later, Neelah and Dengar were back aboard the Hound's Tooth. In the forward viewport of its
cockpit, the smaler shape of Suhlak's modified Z-95 Headhunter had already shot away, detection by
the gpproaching KDY

cruiser blocked by the imposing bulk of Baancesheet'sfreighter. The flare from the Headhunter'smain
thruster engines dwindled to a stresk of light, then was gone.

"Hold on—" In the pilot's chair, Dengar grabbed the Hound's thruster controls. "'I'm not waiting around,
ather.”

Neelah braced hersdlf in the corner formed by the cock- pit's two rear bulkheads. The sudden
acceleration, as Den- gar dammed the controls, forced her spine and the back of her head against the
metd behind her. Another burst, from the ship's Side jets, threw her against the hatchway.

"What're you doing?' She had grabbed the back of the pilot's chair to keep from being knocked off her
feet. Past Dengar, she could see out the forward viewport; afew remaining scraps of Kud'ar Mub'at's
once-living web scattered to either sde of the Hound as it gained speed, heading for alarger shape
ahead. "Y ou're going straight toward the KDY ship!”

"If I'm supposed to be chased by something with guns,” said Dengar between gritted teeth, "1 want to
make sure I've got their attention!”



The combined accel eration of the two ships ate up the distance between them; at the last possible
moment, and asthe cruiser fired off abolt from its prow-mounted can- non, Dengar banked the Hound's
Tooth to one side and above the other ship's hull, clearing it by what seemed to Neelah to belessthan a
few meters.

Below the Hound, the cruiser's rear thruster exhausts shot past. Dengar kept the ship at full throttle,
taking them out into empty space, with nothing but stars ahead of them. Reaching into one of the
Trandoshan-sized grooves on the control panel, he toggled onto one of the display screenstheimage
from the stern viewport. Far off in the distance was Bal ancesheet's untouched freighter; closer wasthe
KDY cruiser, wheding itsdf around to fol- low them.

"Good." Dengar backed off the thruster controls afraction of acentimeter. "Now al we havetodois
fireoff our comm transmisson—"

Neelah watched as he picked up the comm unit mike, then listened as he gave the rendezvous
coordinates to the now-vanished Headhunter with Fett and Suhlak aboard. A moment later, the Hound's
Tooth wasin hyperspace aswell.

"Now weredl sat." Dengar leaned back, hands be- hind his head.

"Y ou think so, huh?' Neglah had managed to stay on her feet through the Hound's violent maneuvers.
Hands braced against the back of the pilot's chair, she leaned down closer to Dengar. "Did you ever stop
to think about what happens when we reach the Oranessan sys-tem? And if Boba Fett doesn't show up?
Then we're sup-posed to just hang around there and wait, | suppose. Seemsto me, that's a perfect
opportunity for thisKDY cruiser to eventudly catch up with us and sort us out into alot of little pieces.”

Dengar'sfacefdl. "You'reright ... | didn't think about that."

"Great." Nedah straightened up and shook her head. ""Boba Fett's the one with a clear shot right now,
and we've got the heavy artillery chasing us. That worked out, al right—for him. Too bad for usif
anything hap- pensto him—or he decides to change his plans again.”



"I guess..." Dengar had been hit hard by Nedah's words; he spoke dowly, histhoughts obvioudy turned
tothe KDY ship, heading for the same destination. "I guessweéll just deal with it when we get there ..."
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"Of course," said the a-foreman of the Kuat Drive Y ards construction docks, "we remain loya to you
per- sonaly. Even beyond our loyalty to the corporation itself."

"That means agreat ded to me." Kuat of Kuat was not surprised to hear the statement, though. He had
come down from the officein his private quarters, to which he normally would have summoned the
various supervisors one by one, the single alpha and the ranks of betateam supervisors below him. This
time—perhapsfor thelast time, Kuat knew—nhe preferred to meet with the crew leaders here among the
docks, the true heart of the corporation heled. To find adevotion equa to hisown was only fitting in
such aplace. "But you must remember,” continued Kuat, "loydty to meisthe same asloyaty to Kuat
Drive Yards. | wouldn't ask you to do anything that would not be best for it, and for al that weve
worked so hard to create.”

The men and women assembled in the meeting shed— there were probably close to ahundred of them,
repre-senting al of the corporation's divisions—looked back

at him with complete understanding in their collective gaze. They were asaware as hewas of dl the
enemies arrayed againgt Kuat Drive Y ards, the greedy and am-bitious who desired to consumethe
corporation whole, bring it entirely under their power, make it amere part of that greater entity known as
... the Empire. Palpartine and the underlings that he had come to dominate with hisinsatiable will, from
Lord Vader down through the ranks of admirasin the Imperid Navy—none of them could abide the
thought of any entity, from the last solitary Rebel to one of the most powerful corpo-rationsin the galaxy,
remaining independent. Thefaith-ful KDY employees standing before Kuat knew that their only options
wereto resist the Empire's encroachment with al their possible strength and will—or see them-sdves
crushed insde Palpatingsfi<, as he had crushed worlds with wealth grester than any possessed by the
planet Kuat.

One of the eldest B-supervisors stepped forward. Kuat recognized the man as the leader of the
shipbuild- ing team that laid down the enormous centrd frames of the shipsthat took forminthe KDY
construction docks. The B-supervisor had been alead operator, back in the days of Kuat's father, of one
of the massive cranes span- ning the docks, each nearly aslong—and powerful—as an Imperia battle
destroyer. Through the meeting shed's overhead skylights, the outline of one of them could be seen,
blotting out an entire swath of sars.



"Y ou'veled this corporation well, Kuat." Though white-haired, the B-supervisor was still afigure of im-
posing musculature, with arazor-sharp gaze in his age- seamed face. "And through times perhaps more
difficult than any faced by your predecessors; you've proven your- self to be the true heir of the Kuat
DriveYards hedm.”

A murmuring chorus of agreement sounded behind the man.

"Isit your intent, then, to be the final |eader that this corporation will ever see?" The B-supervisor peered

closdly at Kuat. "Perhaps you seek to ensure that Kuat Drive Y ards will never have aleader greater than
yoursdlf."

"That's not my intent,” said Kuat of Kuat. The ranks assembled in the meeting shed fdll absolutely slent
to hear his softly spoken words. "But if it turns out to be my duty, then | will accept it."

The grizzled figure standing before him dowly nod-ded. "A fine answer, Kuat. And aworthy decison.
I've heard that there are many, on the planet of Kuat that we orbit—" Aswith most of the KDY
workforce, the old man had spent his entire life in the construction docks and the attached dormitory
complex. "—and on worldsfar from here, who believe that from our work, our lives among the shipswe
build, we wind up with hearts as cold and precise as machines. So beit; perhaps those other crestures
spesk truly. But if suchisthe case, then you should fed certain of the judgment of the living ma- chines
you see before you." The B-supervisor turned and gestured with an outflung arm toward the other KDY
workers. "And that judgment is—as you accept your duty, however painful, so do we accept ours.”

The voices behind the man were louder thistime, but just as united in their assent.

Kuat looked away from hisfollowers for amoment, toward the bank of transparisted panesaong the
sde of the meeting shed. From here he had a closer view than from his persona quarters, high abovethe
construction docks, of the corporation'swork. Asfar as hiseye could see, and against aglittering
backdrop of stars, the mas- sive shapes of acompleted battle fleet were arrayed one after another. The
cranes and other heavy equipment that the shipbuilders used in their intricate craft arched over the ships,
asthough to protect them from hands that would defile their beauty and power. Kuat's heart, however
hard and machinelike it may have become, swelled in his chest. No matter what happened, however dark
the fate closing upon Kuat Drive Y ards, its accom- plishments would remain. We built these, thought
Kuat



as he gazed at the ships. They were ours before they be- came anyone else's. He nodded dowly to
himsalf. What became of them now was a matter for him to decide.

The B-supervisor had stepped back into the ranks of the othersfilling the shed. At the front of them was
the a-foreman of the Kuat Drive Y ards congtruction docks, as before. "Are there further ingtructions,”
sad the a-foreman, "that you wished to give us?'

"No ..." Kuat of Kuat brought himsalf back from his degp musing. "'Proceed with the plansas|'ve
outlined them. Let me know when weve reached operational stage, and then await word from my offices
before going any further.”

"Asyou wish." The aforeman turned back toward the others and made a single gesture with an upraised
am. "Let'sget towork."

After the workers had filed out, Kuat remained by himsdlf in the meeting shed for awhile longer. He
stood at the bank of transparisteel windows, looking out at the ships beneath the immense cranes but not
redly seeing them at al. In the distance, some of the bright points of light above the construction docks
weren't stars, but the small, armed craft of the Rebe Alliance that had been assigned to keep an eye on
whatever might happen to the new and vauable fleet waiting here. Those Rebd pi- lots were only doing
their own duty; Kuat held no grudge againgt them. But he couldn't et them stop him from hisown.

Hewas reluctant to return to his private quarters, and to the ongoing confrontation with the various
conspira: ciesencircling Kuat Drive Y ards. This conference with the various supervisors from the
construction docks had been amomentary break from all those pressures, and one that had been, he
knew, somewhat unnecessary. He could have been sure of hisfollowers loyaty with- out having to come
herein person; some of them had aready routed memosto his offices assuring him of that much.

Onetakes one's pleasures, mused Kuat of Kuat, where one can find them. Given what he knew about
the dark forces moving among the stars, and what he would have to do to keep Kuat Drive Y ards from
fdling into their hands, there were not many pleasures|eft to him.

Or time |eft to enjoy them...



"WEell soon be out of range," said one of the Kuat Drive Y ards security personne, "if wewish to
contact head- quarters and inquire asto any changesin our orders.”

Kodir of Kuhlvult, the head of security for the corpo-ration, stood in the command bridge of the cruiser,
with her hands clasped in the smdll of her back. Past the staff manning the cruiser's flight and weaponry
controls, the cruiser's forward viewport was visble. Locked in that center of the star-filled imagewasa
brighter flare, that of the main thruster engines of the ship known as the Hound's Tooth. The distanceto
that target had re- mained stable for the last severa minutes. Stable—and tantdizingly just beyond range
of the KDY cruiser's laser cannons.

"There's no need to contact Kuat, if that'swhat you mean." Kodir was aware that some of the members
of Kuat Drive Yards security divison had yet to accept her leadership asafact, and her decisonsas
find. "He'sau- thorized meto act as| seefit in this matter.”

Her words, crisply spoken, had an interesting effect on the underling, drawing his spine up straighter and
dtiffen "Kuat did more than just 'authorize your ac- tions," he replied in measured tones. "He gave all of
usthe same orders, that we were to fire upon and destroy the ship bearing Boba Fett at the earliest

opportunity.”

"So hedid." Kodir didn't turn toward the man, but remained gazing toward the viewport. "Y our point?"

upon

"My point isthat we had our weapons systems locked on this ship that we are presently following back
when

it left the sector a which wefirgt intercepted it. We could have diminated it at that time, if you hadn't
directly or-dered our crew to hold their fire."

Kodir glanced toward the man standing beside her. "Are you questioning my decison?"

"| fail to see how that decision corresponds with the orders and the mission that were given to us by



Kuat of Kuat. Hisauthority outranks yours, whether heis physi-cally present or not; heis, after dl, the
head of the Kuat Drive Y ards, and we dl serve under that command.”

"Very well put,” replied Kodir. "When | require alec- ture on the theory and practice of corporate
sructure, I'll be sure to remember that you seem to be unusuadly well versed on the subject. Inthe
meantime, my orders as head of the security divison remain as before. We will continue pursuing thisship
bearing Boba Fett, and we will forgo contacting Kuat of Kuat at the corporation's headquarters. Isthat
clexr?'

"Absolutely clear." The man's eyes narrowed to dits as he regarded her. "It ismy duty, when we return
to Kuat Drive Y ards, to make afull report to Kuat regard- ing your conduct in thisregard.”

"That'syour decison.” She smiled thinly at the man. "But | assure you, the head of the corporation
placesagreat ded of trust in me. That's how | became your superior. If there's anything that you think
you might be able to say that would dter Kuat's trust, you're more than free to speak up about it. But be
pre-pared for the consequences, if Kuat doesn't agree with you.”

The underling remained slent, dill glaring & her.

"Now that we understand each other," continued Kodir, "you may return to your other duties. As!'ll re-
turntomine."

With a curt nod the underling turned and strode away.

Severa other faces on the bridge had swiveled in her direction, watching and listening to the brief
atercation. Kodir gestured with one hand. "Carry on,” shesaid. "Un- less, that is, any of you wish to
question my command?’

A moment passed, then the security staff returned to their various tasks.

Kodir gazed past the heads bent over the gauges and display screens. Soon, shetold herself. A mere
matter of time...



"Y ou know, I'm beginning to think you're just plain bad luck." N'dru Suhlak glanced over his shoulder at
the fig- ure behind him in the Headhunter's cockpit. "Whether I'm going up against you, or whether we're
supposed to be on the same sde—there'sjust evil stuff that happens to me when you're around.”

"What's the problem?" Boba Fett grasped the back of the pilot's chair Suhlak sat in and pulled himsalf
for-ward, the better to see what was up ahead of the small craft. "'l thought we had just about reached
Tatooine"

" Sure—dead ahead.” Suhlak pointed to the forward viewport. In the distance was the buff-colored orb,
with little of its surface obscured by cloud cover benegath the radiance of twin suns. "Plus, | thought wed
aready got-ten past the worst we were going to encounter along the way. Without having to get into any
running dogfights— I'd much rather sneak past anyonetrying to sop me, in- stead of having to shoot my
way through.” He shook hishead. "I don't think were going to be able to do that with this customer.”

"Y ou've spotted someone?"

"Correction—someone's spotted us.™ A red dot of light was pulsing on the control panel; Suhlak pointed
toit. "I can't see him yet, but whoever it is, he's definitely got some kind of multifrequency scanning and
lock-on device. It'sgot red distance capability, too. None of my detect systems can even get afix on his
location; the sig-nal that got bounced off uswas |ess than a nanosecond in duration, and that's way too
smdl to cdculate off of .

The cockpit area of the Headhunter had been exten- sively modified, bubbled out to add alarger
carrying capacity for Suhlak's paying passengers. But the space

was still cramped enough that all Boba Fett would have had to do was turn away from the pilot'schair in
order to place his hands againgt the curved bulkhead, as though he might have been able to sensethe
approaching preda- tor in that way.

On the cockpit pand, the red light began pulsing faster, at an accelerating clip. "I takeit,” said Boba
Fett, "that were picking up more of this unknown indi-vidud's scanning sgnas?'

"You got it, pal. He's obvioudy trying to get enough vector dataon usto predict our path and speed.



Which means'—Suhlak dammed the navigationa controls hard to one side; the starsin the viewport
blurred horizontally as the Z-95 Headhunter banked at close to a ninety-degree deflection from its

origind course—"we go an-other way."

The sharp maneuver had dammed Boba Fett againgt the pilot's chair. He braced himself, widening the
stance of his boots and holding on tighter to the seat's back.

Suhlak glanced over his shoulder at his passenger. "Y ou better Sit back and strap yoursdlf in. Thismight

get alittle raucous.

"And leave you running this show by yoursdf?' Thelightsfrom the control pane glinted on the dark visor
of Boba Fett's helmet as he shook his head. "Don't worry— | can handleit.”

"Suit yoursdlf. Because it seems our friend has gotten in range of us." Suhlak pointed to the upper left
quad- rant of the viewport. "There heisnow. And it doesn't ook like he just wantsto say hello.”
Boosting the Head- hunter's main enginesto full throttle, Suhlak threw the smal ship into alooping spird,

piling on multiple g-forces. "Hold on—"

Thefirst shot fired from the pursuer struck the Head- hunter's exterior hull, to the rear of the expanded
pas- senger area. A burst of hot sparks rained across Boba Fett's back as a section of insulated circuitry
overloaded and caught fire. Both he and Suhlak ignored the black smoke that started to fill the cockpit as
the hunt saboteur pushed the thruster controls even farther forward, at the same time taking the craft into

awrenching counter-directiond dive.

"There. That should've taken care of him." Suhlak pointed to the diplay from the rear scanner. " See?
Wevelogt him." With one hand, Suhlak pulled back the en- gines throttle. "Kinda disappointing,
actudly. | was hop- ing for alot more fun from—" He suddenly fdll silent, leaning forward and peering a

the forward viewport. "What the..."

"Something wrong?'

"Yeah ... you could say that..." Suhlak dowly nod- ded, then raised his hand and pointed to the curved
trans-paristed in front of the control panel. "Thereheis..."



At the center of the viewport, the pursuing ship sat waiting in the distance, engines dropped to standby
asthough its pilot was confident of there being no escapefor its prey.

"Oh, great." Suhlak looked down at asmaller read- out on the control pand. "Wefinaly got an ID code
from thisguy. Bdlieve me, he'sthe last one | wanted to run into."

Boba Fett peered at the smdl bright image of the ship ahead. "Whoisit?"

"0Osss-10," said Suhlak, shoulders dumping. "Now I'm sure you're bad luck.”

"Never heard of him."

"Y ou wouldn't have." Disgust sounded in Suhlak's voice. "That's because you're an old story, and he's
thelatest thing. Don't you get it? Thisisal because of what you did when you broke up the old Bounty
Hunters Guild. The old rule book's been thrown out, and there's enough chaos in the bounty-hunting
environment for totally new onesto start up. New—and better." Suhlak pointed histhumb at the
viewport. "I've never even seen this Osss-10 guy face-to-face, don't know where he comes from, but
I've dready had some red unpleasant

encounters with him. Somebody with alot of credits must be bankrolling him: hesgot al the
date-of-the-art equipment, plushe'sareal genius a programming his onboard computers. HE's got some
kind of predictive a-gorithmswired into his gear that 1've never encountered before. The more
confrontations you have with him, the bigger operationa database he has to extrapolate from about what
your next moves are going to be—just like he did right now. If he gets much smarter, next he'sgoing to
be able to know what I'm going to do before | know!"

"So what are your plans?'

"What difference doesit make?' Suhlak dumped down in defegt. "1 dready threw my best stuff at this
guy. Theonly thing | canthink of todois... giveup.”

"Right—" Boba Fett leaned past Suhlak and shoved the main thruster engine controls forward. The Z-95



Headhunter shot forward, rapidly accelerating toward the other craft in the distance.

"What're you doing?' Suhlak struggled againgt the forearm restraining himin the seet. "Y oulll get us
killed!™

Fett said nothing, but pushed the thruster controls al the way to their limits.

The pursuer craft loomed larger in the center of the viewport as the Headhunter sped straight toward it.
Sud- denly, the prow-mounted laser cannons began firing. Bolt after coruscating bolt struck the
Headhunter, buf- feting the craft from sde to side, as more sparks and smokefilled itsinterior as though
it werein the middle of aplanetary lightning storm. Boba Fett kept his grip locked upon the thruster
controls. Shock and the force of accel e-ration were enough to keep Suhlak pinned where he was,
watching helplessy as Boba Fett made quick naviga- tional correctionswith his other hand, maintaining
their fiery course toward their opponent.

A find volley of laser-cannon fire burst across the viewport, blinding initswhite-hot glare. The
Head-hunter burst through it, finding the other craft now di-

rectly ahead. They were close enough to each other that Suhlak, opening his squeezed-shut eyes, had a
momen-tary glimpse of agrimly intent face behind a curve of transparisted—

That wasdl he saw of Osss-10. Suhlak braced himsdf for the annihilating impact of the two ships
crashing to-gether. Then suddenly he could see therear of the other craft encircled with the flare fromits
own engines at full throttle. The cockpit through which he had glimpsed the pursuer's face swept upward
and out of hisvision; the bottom of the other ship'shull filled the viewport, near enough that Suhlak could
have counted the thermal weld seamsin the durasted panelsif they hadn't gone by so fast.

A scraping noise, metd againgt metal, sounded through the smoke roiling in the cockpit areaasthe
underside of Osss-10's ship tore off one of the Z-95 Headhunter's sen- sor arrays. Then silencefilled the
gpace, broken only by the hissing of the automatic fire-control systems extin- guishing the burning
carcuitry.

Trembling, Suhlak leaned forward and checked the angle from his ship's rear scanner. The other ship
was no- where to be seen. He punched up the rest of his detection monitors. They dl told the same story:
Osss-10 had van- ished from the sector as quickly as he had appeared.



Boba Fett had pushed himsalf back from the con-trol panel, leaving the Headhunter at cruising speed. In
the forward viewport loomed the planet Tatooine, closer now.

"That... that wasjust insane ..." Suhlak shook his head, till seeing in his mind's eye the vision of the other
ship coming within millimeters of a shattering crash with hisown. "Wewerethat closeto being killed..."

"But weweren't,” said Boba Fett. "So much for your new breed of bounty hunter. He might be ableto
predict what you're going to do—but he can't predict what I'm going to do. Nobody can.”

Suhlak reached for the ship's controls and aimed toward the cloudless terrain of the Dune Sea.
Predictions, he thought. I'll give you predictions. He had aready de- cided, deep insde himsdlf, that
whatever amount of cred- its he was dated to get for thisjob— It wasn't going to be enough.

14

"I was wondering when you'd show up.” Bossk's un- pleasant amilelit up in the shadows of the rear
booth, the dim lights of the cantinaglinting off thefull array of hisfangs. "1 would've been red
disappointed if you hadn't. | mean—disappointed in you."

Boba Fett did into the opposite Side of the booth. A few inquisitive faces had turned hisway ashe
strode through the dimly lit space, but his visor-shielded glance over his shoulder had convinced them to
limit their at-tention to their own business. "Hope you haven't been waiting.” He set his gloved hands
down flat on the ta- ble's damp-ringed surface.

"Oh, I've been waiting, dl right.” Grimly brooding anger tinged Bossk'swords. "I've been waiting for this
moment for along time."

"Don't make abig dedl about this," said Fett. "I just came here to do businesswith you. That'sall.”



"Y eah, and that's the moment I'm talking about. The moment when I've got something that you want.”

Bossk leaned back in the booth's thinly padded seet and regarded—with growing satisfaction—the
other

bounty hunter stting across from him. The feding wasthe kind of satisfaction that came just before even
stronger, more pleasurable fedings: the savoring of tri-umph and the satiation of one's ppetite. He could
a-modt taste them, like the sweet saltiness of blood leaking through his fangs. Turnabout, thought Bossk,
isn'tjust fair play. It was the pesk of one's existence, at least for a creature like him. Trandoshans were
famous throughout the galaxy for their ability to carry agrudge.

"Not only that you want," continued Bossk. "But that you need.”

"Careful." Boba Fett's voice remained flat and un- emotional, asthough al of Bossk's taunting had had
zero effect on him. "Y ou might be overestimating the va ue of the goods.”

"l don't think s0." Bossk set his own massive claws down on the table. Y ou wouldn't have come dl this
way—and back to Tatooine, which ishardly full of pleasant memoriesfor you, isit?—if there hadn't been
apretty good reason for you to do so. Y ou especially wouldn't have risked coming here with the odds
stacked against you the way they are—what with every bounty hunter |eft over from the old Guild, and a
bunch of new ones, al gunning for you."

"For somebody who's asfar out of the loop as you are these days, Bossk, you seem to know alot
about what's been going down."

That remark got under Bossk's scales. "Look," he said, voice harshening, "I may not beworking asa
bounty hunter these days—" It gdlled him to have to make even that much of an admission of hisprior
defeats. "But that's dl because you stole my ship from me. If | till had the Hound's Tooth, believe me, I'd
be on top of thisgame.”

"I didn't sted the Hound from you," said Boba Fett mildly. ™Y ou abandoned it, and | took it over. A
piece of junk like that redly isn't worth stedling.”



"Junk!" His claws dug into the tabletop as he started to push himself up from the booth's seat. "That'sthe
best ship in the gdaxy—"

At the edges of hisdit-pupiled vison, Bossk was aware of the othersin the cantinalooking once againin
his and Boba Fett's direction, some of them glancing surrepti- tioudy from the corners of their eyes,
others more boldly. Bossk's raised voice had derted them all to the possibility of imminent violence,
which was dways one of the chief sources of amusement for this crowd. He had aways known that they
didn't come here just for the clattering and whining music from the jizz-wailer band, still setting up and
sound-checking their gear over in the corner.

"Junk," muttered Bossk sulkily. With an effort of will, he forced histemper below the boiling-over point
as he sat back down. Boba Fett was playing the usual round of mind gameswith him, just asthe other
bounty hunter had done so many times before. It was all part of Fett's usua negotiating strategy, away of
getting apsychologi- cd advantage over an adversary. Whoever angers you, owns you —that was one
of Boba Fett's operational mot- toes. Bossk had heard it before, and had fallen for it often enough, that
he knew it wastrue.

"It'sserved my purposes,” said Fett. "Well enough.”

Bossk raised one of hisscaly eyebrows. "It's not here with you, isit?' Hisvoicelifted with hope. |
mesan, herein the spaceport.”

"Of course not. | had to get here in something of ahurry. | didn't have timeto cregp aong in that pile
of..." Fett paused for amoment. "That valuablerdic.”

"Don't gart." Bossk let his shouldersSump. "I just thought. . . that maybe I'd gotten it wrong from my in-
formation sources. That you'd been detected as being aboard N'dru Suhlak’'s Headhunter." Bossk tried
turning his opponent's verbd tactic around. ™Y ou know, that's kind of anew low, even for you, Fett.
Using ahunt sabo- teur to ferry you around. | never knew anybody in the old Bounty Hunters Guild who
wouldve touched one with a gaffi stick, except to beat him to death withit."

Boba Fett didn't riseto the bait. "Circumstances, rather than desires, dictate my actions. That'swhy I'm
il abounty hunter, and you're not."



"Don't worry about that,” replied Bossk testily. "I'm going to bein the game again—and redl soon.
Arent 17" To be on the safe Side, hetilted his head back and scanned the crowd in the cantina, trying to
spot any crea- ture with whom Fett might be working. The chances of that were dim—most of the other
top-rank bounty hunters would have been out searching for Boba Fett in-stead, scheming on turning him
into the kind of hard merchandise for which Kuat of Kuat had posted such an impressive price. And Fett
himsalf, as Bossk knew from his own past experience, rarely took on partners, Bossk was still amazed at
having heard of him being in league with ardative second-rater like Dengar. "That's why you're here.

Y ou're going to make that al possible for me, huh? Even if you didn't bring the Hound back with you, so
you could return it to me.”

"Y ou can have your ship back—when I'm done with it." Boba Fett shrugged. "And if there's anything left
of it then."

Bossk ignored the comment, as being just another of Fett'sinfuriating verbal gambits. "Okay. So you
came hereto take care of some other business with me, right? Let's seeif we can make this mutudly
rewarding. Be-cause it's not going to happen unlessit is." Boss leaned acrossthe table, letting his eyes
narrow to dits. "How much you going to pay?"

"Y ou're mistaken." The other bounty hunter gazed right back at him. "1 wasn't planning to 'pay' anything."

"Plan again, pal." Bossk grated out the words. "1've got what you want—what | found inside that cargo
droid aboard your ship—and I've got area good idea of what it's worth. Because there are other
cregtures besides you looking for it, and they're offering anice high fee on ddivery.”

"So why didn't you sdll it to them? From the looks of it, you could use the credits.”

"Because. . ." Hisfangs ground together, as though they had seized upon Boba Fett'sthroat. "I figured |
could get even more out of you. And evenif | couldn't get

more—even if | couldn't get the same—I till wanted to get it out of your pockets. | wanted you to pay,
Fett. Be- cause | know that'sworsefor you than if | killed you."

"You'reright. | don't find that prospect at all pleas- ant." Boba Fett reached under the table. His hand



came back up with ablaster pistol init, which he pointed be- tween Bossk's eyes. "' So why don't you just
hand the goods over to me, and that way | won't haveto kill you."

"Areyou crazy?' The sight of the wegpon, hanging motionlessright in hisface, had frozen him aswell.
Glancing out of the corner of hissight, Bossk saw that dl the mingled hubbub of conversationsin the
cantina had suddenly died, with every cregture there turning and looking in the direction of the rear booth
inwhich he and Boba Fett sat. "1 thought you wanted to do business.”

"That'swhat thisis" Boba Fett raised the wegpon's muzzle afraction of aninch higher. "Congder it my
find offer.”

The show was too good to ignore; the cantina's other patrons had started buzzing and whispering,
excitedly pointing out details of the confrontation to one another.

"You are crazy." Theblood in Bossk's veins, never warmer than the surrounding atmosphere, had
suddenly chilled. "Look ... let'sthink about this."

"Thereésno need to,” said Fett evenly. "It'sa straight- forward proposition. Hand over the materia that
you found inside the cargo droid, when you were rummaging around in Slave |, and | won't kill you.
What could befairer than that? Mutually rewarding aswell: I'd have what | came herefor, and you'd ill
bedive"

"But. . . but look at the chance you'retaking." The gears of Bossk's thoughts dowly started moving
again. "l don't have what you're talking about right here on me. Y ou think I'd carry stuff like that around?
No way." Bossk shook his head vigoroudy. "I've got it well hid, someplace where nobody e sewould be
abletofindit.”

"Whatever's been hidden can be found again.”

"Maybe s0," said Bossk, "but not without alot of searching. And that would taketime. Timethat you

don't have right now." Hiswords started coming faster. "Y ou said yourself, just a couple minutes ago,
that you came here to Tatooine in ahurry. That must mean you've got to get your hands on that stuff redl



quick. You kill me now, and that's not going to happen. Y ou'll be stuck herein Mos Eidey, rooting
through every possible place | could have stashed the goods. And maybe you won't ever find it. Think
about that." Bossk gave aquick nod, his own fanged muzzle dmost brushing that of the blaster being held
on him. "Then what'll you do?Y ou won't be getting any help from me, if I'm aready dead.”

"Good point." The blaster pistol remained where it was, unwavering in Boba Fett's grip. "But not good
enough. Do the math, Bossk. If | kill you now, | might in- deed have only asmall chance of finding what |
came herefor. But al your chanceswill be over. What'sincon- venient for me will be termind for you."
Boba Fett'sfin- ger rested upon the trigger, a centimeter away from unleashing itsfire. "Therés nothing
|eft to discuss. So what'sit going to be?!

The darkly shining metal in the other bounty hunter's hand mesmerized Bossk. He had looked straight at
death before—in the bounty hunter trade, it was aregular occurrence—but never with as much certainty
asnow. The pulsein hisveins seemed to stop, along with timeit- sdf; dl therest of the cantina faded
away, dong with its whispering voices and watching eyes. The universe seemed to have contracted,
down to the width of the booth'sta- ble, holding nothing but himself and the helmeted figure across from
him, with the blaster asthe pivot of gravity between them.

"All right ..." BossKk'sthroat had gone as dry as the Dune Sea, somewhere out in that vanished world
sur- rounding the booth. "I'll...." The next words caught in histhroat, as though they weretoo big to
didodge. "I'll go ahead and ..." His hands drew into fists, claws dig- ging ragged parald groovesin the
table's surface. For amoment longer, Bossk remained parayzed, then he found

himsalf dowly sheking hishead. "No, | won't," hesaid flatly. "I won't do it."

"What did you say?' The blaster didn't move, but aminute fraction of surprise sounded in Boba Fett's
voice.

"Y ou heard me." Bossk's heart was racing now; his vi- sion blurred with the increased pressure for a
moment, then he managed to bring Boba Fett'simage into focus again. "'I'm not going to do it. I'm not
going to give you the stuff | found insdethat droid." Heraised his hand from the marks his claws had dug
into the table and spread them wide, making an additiona target out of his chest. "Go ahead and fire. |
don't care" A certain exhila-ration came with those words, Bossk felt absolutely freefor thefirst timein
hisexistence. "You know ... | just redlized something. That's how you awayswon before,” he marveled
aloud. "It was because you didn't care. Whether you lived or died, or whether you won or lost. So you
awayswound up surviving, and you alwayswon." Bossk dowly shook his head, admiring hisown
suddeningght. "That'samazing.”



"Spare me." The dark-visored gaze remained as steady as the blaster in Boba Fett's hand. "1 won
because | had more firepower—and brainpower—than you or anyone ese did. That's what matters.
Nothing dse"

"Y eah, well, not thistime." Bossk found himself smil- ing with genuine pleasure, even though he knew he
might very well be enjoying the last few seconds of hislife. Y ou know, | redlly should've figured this out
be-fore. I've been in plenty of tight spots, where | was|ook-ing death straight in the face—like when
Governor Desnand was planning on pedling my skin right off me— and | aways managed to fight or
bribe my way out of them. | even managed to stedl the Hound's Tooth back from Tinian and
Chenlambec, and that took some doing, believe me. And then to have you stedl the Hound away from
me..." Bossk dowly shook his head. "Crazy busi-ness, huh? Not surprising that | never figured out what
it al meant. At least until now." Bossk gestured at the

blaster in Boba Fett's hand. " So you got the firepower, al right, for al the good it'll do you. Go ahead.
Shoot.”

A shadow fell across the table. The cantina's bar- tender had pushed hisway through the crowd, right
up to the side of the rear booth. "Hold on, you two—" The man's lumpish face was shiny with swest.
"We don't want any trouble here—"

"It'salittlelate for that." Boba Fett swung the muzzle of the blaster around toward the bartender. "Isn't
it?"

"Now . .. wat aminute..." The bartender held up his hands, pams outward, as though they were
capable of stopping ablaster bolt. "1 wasjust ... trying to help you work things out. That'sal..."

"And so you can." With hisfree hand, Boba Fett reached into one of the pouchesin his battle armor and
drew out adata-transfer chip. "Does this establishment have a verify-and-tranamit connection with the
local banking exchange?'

"Sure—" The bartender nodded and pointed toward the opposite side of the cantina. "Back in the office.
We useit for our own accounts. We get alot of credits, from alot of different syslems, moving through
here"



"Fine." With histhumb, Fett punched in afew quick commands on the chip's miniaturized input module.
"Takethisand have the balancein my loca cache account deposited in the name and identity scan of this

individua here." Heindicated Bossk with anod of his helmet. "Keep the five-percent service fee for
yoursdf. Got that?"

The bartender nodded again.

"Thendoit."

Bearing the transfer chip in hishandslike a preciousrdlic, the bartender turned and hurried toward the

can- tina office. The crowd parted before him, to let him pass. Then their wondering faces al turned back
toward the scene in the booth.

"All right," said Boba Fett. He tucked the blaster back into its holster. "There. Y ou've won.”

Bossk stared at him uncomprehendingly for amo-ment before he could spesk. "What did you say?'

"You'vewon." A note of impatience tinged Fett'swords. "lsan't that what you wanted?!

A tiny bell note sounded from a pouch on one of the straps crossing Bossk's scale-covered chest. He
fumbled out the small readout card with his own account bal ance encoded on it. A few minutes ago, the
numbers had been pitifully smal. But now the transfer of funds had gone through, as Fett had instructed

the cantina's bartender. The resulting changein the readout figure widened Bosk's eyesinto dmost
perfect circles.

The crowd in the cantina had heard what Boba Fett had said. The volume and buzzing urgency of their
com- ments to each other went up several notches.

"I won?' Bossk lifted his gaze from the readout to his own reflection in the dark visor of Fett's hemet.

"Look," said Boba Fett. "I don't have timeto ether kill you or argue with you any further. I've paid



you—" He pointed to the readout in Bossk's claws. "And that's more than you would've gotten from
Kuat. So that's my haf of the busnesswere doing here. So work with me on this, dl right? Y our turn.
Wheré'sthe stuff you took from my ship?'

Bossk il fdt dightly stunned. "It's... not here ..."

"Y ou told methat dready. So whereisit?'

"Back at the hovd-gtack... where I've been staying..." Bossk gave him the directions, the exact route
down Mos Eidey'stwisting dleys. "Movethe pdlet... and there's ahole undernesth, covered with a
board ..."

"That's your hiding place?' Boba Fett shook hishead in disgust. "I could have saved my credits.” He did
out from the booth. "Makeit lat," he said, pointing to the readout in Bossk's hand. "Might be dl you'll
seefor awhile." Fett turned and strode away, the crowd quickly shifting to either sSide of the cantina.

Bossk sat staring at the display for afew moments|longer, then tucked it away again. He stood up from
the booth and immediately hated in place.

The cantina crowd was massed solid in front of him, eyes of the galaxy's various shapes and colors
regarding

him, with none of the creatures saying aword. Then— dowly—the silence was broken, asfirst afew
individu- as, then the entire crowd, began agpplauding and raucoudy cheering.

A drunken harf, with shining red, goggldike eyes and an elongated snout, put amassive arm around
Bossk's shoulders. "We don't like you any more than we ever did,” said the creature. "We just never saw
anything like that before. Not with Boba Fett, thet is...."

"Sure..." Bossk nodded in appreciation of the other'swords. "It meansalot to me, too." Back in the
game, he thought dizzily. He didn't need the Hound's Tooth anymore; with the credits he had now, he
could buy awhole new ship. And a better one....



Ideas and desireswhirled through Bossk's head. He pushed hisway through the noisy crowd, heading
for thelight outside,

"Must've been one of those days." On aleve stretch of plain outside Mos Eidey, N'dru Suhlak looked
up from the access pand on his Headhunter's exterior hull. He had been keeping himsdf busy with
necessary repairsto the craft; after the encounter with Osss-10 above Tatoo-ine's atmosphere, the
Headhunter hadn't been in optimum shape. Reaching into histool kit for alarger hydrospan-ner, he had
spotted Boba Fett returning from his"busi- ness meeting” in the spaceport's cantina. "Couple of folks
came by alittle while ago; they told me some of what happened.”

Fett had asmall parcd, wrapped in unmarked flimsi-plast, tucked under hisarm. " Creaturestalk. You
should ignore them.”

"Don't know about that." Suhlak wiped his hands on agreasy rag, then dammed the access panel shut.
"Sounded kind of interesting. | mean, abig roaring blaster fight like that, and al those other creatures
getting killed. Must have wiped out half the 'port's popul ation.”

"Nowhere near,” said Fett drily. "These things get ex-

aggerated when they get told over and over." He reached up and stowed the package in the
Headhunter's bubbled- out passenger area. "Isthisthing ready to go? Just be- cause | got what | came
herefor, that doesn't mean I'min any lessof ahurry."

"We're outta here." Suhlak picked up histool kit. "Sooner you're off my handsand | get paid, the
happier I'll be."

In afew minutes, the Z-95 Headhunter was beyond Tatooine's atmosphere again, heading for deeper
gpace and the rendezvous point with Dengar and Neelah aboard the Hound's Tooth. From the pilot's
chair, Suhlak glanced over his shoulder and watched as Boba Fett un- wrapped the package and began
examining its contents.

| don't even want to know, thought Suhlak. He turned back to the controls and the forward viewport.
What- ever the package might hold, it was Fett's business and none of hisown. Let him get killed over it.



Suhlak started punching numbersinto the navicom-puter , getting ready for the jJump into hyperspace.

15

"How long do you think well have to wait around here?' Dengar turned from the Hound's controls and
glanced over his shoulder. "Before he shows up?' "I don't know," said Nedlah. "Hopeit'ssoon ..." They
had dropped out of hyperspace and into the Oranessan system, followed by the KDY security cruiser,
just as Boba Fett's scheme had predicted. Since then, Dengar had kept the Hound's Tooth at the precise
Speed that their strategy called for: just fast enough to stay out of reach of the pursuing cruiser. The
mottled orb of Oran-u, the system'slargest planet, filled the forward viewport as the chase continued.

All that Nedlah and Dengar needed now was for Boba Fett to have successfully completed his mission
on Tatooine and then rendezvous with them here, asthey had agreed upon back at Balancesheet's
freighter. Nee-lah had haf expected Fett to already be here waiting for them; that sort of thing was
exactly hisstyle. But in- stead, when the Hound's Tooth had reached its destina- tion, they had been
greeted with the disgppointing redity of empty space, with no sign of the smdler Head-

hunter craft, with its hunt saboteur pilot and bounty hunter passenger.

"Theway | seeit,” fretted Dengar, "isthat there's a couple of thingsthat could go sour right about now.
"Either something happened to Boba Fett and Suh-lak on the way to Tatooine or on the way here—like
them getting intercepted and blown away by one of the other bounty hunters gunning for ‘em—in which
case they're not going to be showing up here at al. Or Boba Fett had some other plan of hisown all
along, and he's double-crossed us, which would mean that he never intended to meet up with us here at
al." That notion made Dengar grit histeeth while giving adow shake of hishead. "Then wed be waiting
around herefor nothing."

"I don't think that last one'stoo likely," said Nedlah. Leaning back againgt the cockpit hatchway, she
crossed her armstight across her breast, as though that were the only way to keep her jangling nerves
under control. "He's got reasons for hooking up with us again. Not be-cause he's got any grest affection
for either one of us, but because held il be thinking theréd be some way of gen-erating a profit from
me"

"Maybe s0." Dengar didn't seem convinced. "It'sjust that he's got such adevious mind. But then, | knew



that before | ever became partners with him."

"There's another possibility.” It was one that had been gnawing away for awhile now, even before they
had caught sight of the Oranessan system gpproaching in the distance. "The worst one.”

"What's that?"

"Just this," said Nedlah grimly. "That nothing hap- pened to Boba Fett on the way out to Tatooine, and
nothing happened to them on the way here. And nothing happened on Tatooine, ether.”

Dengar's brow creased with puzzlement. "What do you mean?"

"Don't you get it? What if Boba Fett gets al the way

to Tatooine, findsthis Bossk creature—and Bossk doesn't have this fabricated evidence that was taken
out of that cargo droid, back on Fett's ship." Nedlah's voice tight- ened in her throat. "Maybe it doesn't
exist anymore. Maybe Bossk got rid of it; maybe he decided it wasn't worth anything, and he destroyed
it somewhere dong theway."

"Y ou're forgetting something,”" said Dengar. "Bossk has aready put the word out that he's Sitting on this
suff, looking for abuyer for it."

"That doesn't mean he hasit." Nedlah shook her head in disgust. "Boba Fett isn't the only bounty hunter
with adevious mind. Bossk couldve gotten rid of, or lost track of it in a hundred different ways, be- fore
he had any idea of its value. Then when he heard that Kuat of Kuat was looking for it and was ready to
pay ahigh pricefor it, he might have decided to seeif he could scam the money for it from Kuat, without
actudly ddivering it. Or Bossk might have thought thet if it was so valuable, the prospect of getting it
back would be a perfect enticement for luring Boba Fett within striking range—you know what kind of a
grudge Bossk has againgt Fett. This might've been Bossk'sway of finally settling up old scores—or at
leadt try-ing to.”

"Yeah. .. maybe s0." Dengar dumped inthe pilot's chair, looking deflated. "1 hadn't thought about
anything likethat. But | guessyou'reright. It'spossble.”



Nedah had been doing plenty of thinking like that. All the way from Ba ancesheet's freighter and the
drifting fragments of old Kud'ar Mub'at's web, her mind had been ceaselesdy turning over one bleak idea
after an- other. All of them processed out as the complete dashing of her hopes, of any chance of
answering the remaining questions about her past. Those hopes had been raised from the dead, more
thoroughly than Dengar and Boba Fett had revived Kud'ar Mub'at, by the assembler's suc-cessor and its
surprise about the fabricated evidence be- ing back on Tatooine. Whether that was true or not, it

had at least renewed Nedah'sfaith in there being still one more dender thread that would lead them out
of theblind aley to which dl their searching up until now had brought them.

But if, as she couldn't keep hersdf from fearing, the last possible clue no longer existed—if it had been a
fool's errand on which Boba Fett had gone to Tatooine— then she had no idea of where she would be
ableto turn next. In agadaxy consumed with the struggle between the Empire and the Rebd Alliance, the
chances were dim for someone with only aname asthe key to the mysteries of her past, aname and its
connection to the ruling families of the planet Kuat. For al she knew, it might have been the powerful
Kuat of Kuat who had ordered the wiping of her memory and the abduction from her homeworld. And
she'd already seen evidence enough, in the bombing raid on the Dune Sea, that Kuat was not someone
who would forgo murderous violence to achieve hisends. If shewere to blithely show up on the planet
Kuat, seeking whatever position in itsranks of noblesthat had been stolen from her, she might well be
placing hersdlf in the hands of those who had sought to eliminate her once before. Kuat might indeed be
the one place where the answers could be found to the mysteries surrounding her—but it could just as
eadly be where certain death awaited her. With-out Boba Fett returning from Tatooine with the
fabri-cated evidence that had been hidden in the cargo droid aboard his ship, she had no chance of
knowing which would be the case.

He either meets up with us here, she thought, gazing above Dengar's head toward the viewport, and has
the evidencewith him ...

Nedah |eft the thought uncompleted in her mind. It was something she didn't want to contemplate any
further.

And—sheredized—she didn't haveto.

"Look." Nedlah pointed to the viewport. "Right there...”



Dengar had been monitoring the relative position

of the KDY security cruiser behind them, on the dis-play from the Hound's rear scanner. He looked up
and saw the bright spot of light in the midst of the field of stars. Bright and growing brighter, straight
aheed of them.

"It's pretty small, from the looks of it. And fast. Maybe ..." Quickly, Dengar punched up the
approach-ing craft's ID profile. "1t'shim," said Dengar, dropping histensed shouldersin rdlief. "It's that
Headhunter ship of N'dru Suhlak's. So Boba Fett has to be aboard it, right?* Smiling, Dengar glanced
over hisshoulder a Neglah. "1 mean, it stands to reason—Suhlak wouldn't have come hereto
rendezvous with us without Fett, would he?'

"No—" Nedah shook her head. "He wouldn't have any reason to." So that set of possbilities, of the
total that she had been obsessing over, was ruled out. At least Boba Fett hadn't abandoned them; she
and Dengar were il part of whatever plans he was pursuing. "Now al we have to seeiswhether he
found what he went to Tatooine for."

"WEell haveto do arunning transfer, in order to get him aboard.” Dengar pointed to the image from the
rear scanner. The cruiser from the Kuat Drive Y ards security division was till the same distance behind
the Hound's Tooth. "'If we cometo a hdt, even for acouple of min-utes, they'll be on top of us."

"Canwedo that?"

"It'stricky, but possble." The comm unit mike was dready in Dengar's hand. " Suhlak's Headhunter is
com- ing within range. I'll get the details worked out with Boba Feit. Y ou'll need to run the controls here
in the cockpit while | man the transfer hatchway."

Shelistened asfirst Suhlak's, then Boba Fett's voice came over the cockpit speaker. As Dengar and
Fett quickly calculated the necessary matching velocitiesfor the ships, Nedlah fought theimpulseto
ask—demand, rather— what had been found and brought back from Tatooine.

Y ou've waited thislong, she scolded herself. Y ou can wait afew moments longer.



Left by herself in the Hound's cockpit, Nedlah kept her hands poised on the thruster engine controls.
Suhlak had brought the Z-95 Headhunter up alongside the Hound's Tooth, carefully modulating his speed
and nar-rowing the gap between the two ships hulls. A muted thump sounded through the frame,
followed by the sharper vibrations of the transfer hatchway locking into place.

The three men showed up in the cockpit areaat last, with Suhlak trailing behind the bounty hunters. |
got agtakein thisnow," Suhlak said to Nedah with agrin. "I didn't want to missany of the show."

"You found it," said Neelah. She had spotted the ob- ject, ablack rectangle afew inchesthick, in one of
Boba Fett's hands. The data recording unit trailed afew loose connectors, as though Fett had been
working on it while en route. "Y ou got it from Bossk."

"That poor guy." Dengar shook his head pityingly. "1 hope Bossk was smart enough not to put up too
much of afight. What kind of condition did you leave himin? Or ishe even il dive?'

"When | left him," said Boba Fett, "he till was. And not in too bad a shape.”

"Who cares about him?' Nedlah could conceal her impatience no longer. "Y ou got it—that's al that
metters.”

"Correction.” Suhlak pointed to the rear scanner dis-play. "Y ou've still got aKDY security cruiser on
your tail. And"—he leaned toward the control panel, peering at the image—"it'sgaining on us."

"I'll take care of that." Boba Fett took over the pilot's chair from Neelah. She stood back and watched
asthe bounty hunter's hands fastened onto the thruster engine controls. With his handsinsde the
Trandoshan-sized grooves on the pand, Fett dammed the controls to their maximum—

And nothing happened.

"The engines have cut out,” said Dengar. Reaching past Boba Fett, he tapped aforefinger againgt the
power consumption gauges. "Take alook at that." The glowing red digits had dwindled to zero. He
pointed to the indicator lights for the navigationd jets. ""Every-thing's gone down. This ship'snot going



anywhere.

"What's happening?' Nedlah looked from the image on the rear scanner display, showing the KDY
cruiser rgpidly gpproaching, to the bounty hunters faces. "What's gone wrong?"

"Good question,” said Boba Fett. "If it was just the main thruster engines going dead, or the navigationd
jets by themselves, it could be asimple systlems malfunc- tion. But for al of them to go out a
once—something ese did that to them. And ddliberately.”

"Likewhat?'

"Right now, | don't know—hbuit let's take alook at the comm unit log." With a couple more commands
tapped out inside the control grooves, Boba Fett brought a dif- ferent set of data scrolling acrossthe
gmaller display screen. "Theré's part of the explanation.” He pointed to the last line of digitsand letters.
"A coded pulse was re-ceived from the vector directly behind us—obvioudy, fromthe KDY cruiser. We
didn't hear anything on the comm unit speakers because the pulse didn't include atransceive request. So
the pulse was picked up and acted upon by some other part of the Hound's operationa circuitry.”

"Hey—don't worry about it." The hunt saboteur Suhlak's voice brokeinto the discusson. "I canfix it."

"You can?' Standing next to Suhlak, Dengar looked a him in surprise.

"Sure." Before Dengar could react, Suhlak reached over and plucked the blaster pistol out of Dengar's
belt. Suhlak took a quick step backward, covering the others with the weapon raised in his hand. "At
least asfar as1'm concerned.”

Nedlah glanced up from the blaster to Suhlak'sface. "What're you doing?"

"Figureit out." Suhlak backed toward the cockpit areals hatchway. "That KDY cruiser has obvioudy
got some way of keeping this ship stuck here—but it can't do it to my Headhunted So I'm outta here.
And you peo- ple can ded with whoever's aboard the cruiser.” Still keeping the blaster trained on them,
Suhlak set hisfoot on the top tread of the ladder down to the Hound's cargo area. "Don't bother to ask if
any of you can come adong. I'm not going to risk having that cruiser chasing after me.”



Boba Fett watched as the hunt saboteur started down the ladder. "'If you think you're going to get the cut
we agreed on, you'rewrong."

"Chances are good that there won't be anything to get ashare of oncethat KDY cruiser finisheswith
you." Suh- lak's head and the uprai sed blaster were just visble above the lower rim of the hatchway. "I'd
rather cut my losses and keep my skin intact, if you know what | mean.”

A few moments after Suhlak had made his exit, they heard the noises through the hull, of the Headhunter
dis- engaging from the transfer hatch. In the forward view- port, the smaler ship could be seen, speeding
away from the Hound's Tooth and then disgppearing among the sars.

"That's one person who's managed to save himsdf." Dengar dowly shook his head. "Now what happens
to therest of us?'

"We're about to discover that," said Boba Fett. "The KDY cruiser has dready come within targeting
range, and it didn't fire on us. So they must have something elsein mind, other than just blowing us
avay."

"Somebody must want to talk, then." Dengar pointed to the viewport. "Were moving; they've got a
tractor beam locked on us."

A voice came over the comm unit speaker: "Thisis

Kodir of Kuhlvult, head of security for Kuat Drive Yards." A femaéesvoice, crisply articulating. "Am |
cor-rect in assuming that the bounty hunter Boba Fett is aboard this ship?”

He hit the transmit button on the panel. ™Y ou're spesking to him now."

"Then I'll be transferring over with acouple of my people. | want to have ameeting with you. And |
don't want any funny stuff.”



"What do you think I'm likely to try," said Fett, "with acruiser dtting on top of me?'

"Just keep that in mind." The comm unit connection broke off.

"What do you think she wants?' Neelah glanced from the overhead speaker toward Fett.

"Could be anything. But given that I've returned here from Tatooine with exactly what her boss Kuat of
Kuat has been looking for, the chances are dim that it has much to do with anything other than that.”

There wasn't time for Neelah to question Boba Fett about what held brought back with him. The hull of

the Hound's Tooth had aready come up againgt the larger ship's grappling mechanisms and been seized
by them. "Let's get down to the cargo area.” Boba Fett pushed himself up from the pilot's chair. "Wedll
might aswell hear what this person's got to say.”

Kodir of Kuhlvult, flanked by two KDY security operatives, proved to be an arrogantly impressive
figure, with afull cape faling back from her shoul- ders and brushing the hedls of her outspread boots.
Nedah found hersdf gazing intently at the woman'sface, searching for any clue that might be reveded
there.

" S0 you're the bounty hunter that 1've heard so much about.” Kodir's gaze had swept across all three of
them and then locked upon Boba Fett's dark-visored helmet. ™Y ou have a considerable reputation for
surviving in stuations where otherswould have died. Isthat luck or intelligence, Fett?!

"Creatures who depend upon luck,” replied Boba Fett, "don't survive.”

"Well spoken." Kodir nodded in gppreciation. "Be- lieveme, | bear you noiill intent; | would just as
soon have you alive as not. So whether it'sluck or brains, your string doesn't have to be broken now—if
you don't want it to."

"All right." Boba Fett folded hisarms across his chest. "So what isit that you do want?'



"Please” A amilelifted one corner of Kodir's mouth. "Let's not make this any more difficult than
necessary. You're aware, | imagine, that Kuat of Kuat seeks certain things—"

"Including my death.”

"Only asanincidenta matter. And that merely asaway of preventing acertain item from faling into the
wrong hands." Kodir's gaze narrowed, the smile turn- ing cruder and more knowing. "Now, if that certain
item wereto be placed in Kuat's hands, then | can as- sure you that he would have no interest in your
desth et dl."

"And what makesyou believe | havethis. . . ‘cer- tainitem,’ asyou put it?' The gaze from the dark-
visored helmet remained level with hers. "If you're referring to the fabricated evidence purportedly linking
the late Prince Xizor with Imperia stormtrooper raids on Tatooine, then | can give you equa assurance
that at the time Kuat of Kuat tried to kill me before, it wasn't in my possession.”

"Ah ... but that was then, and thisis now. It doesn't matter what the situation used to be; it only mattersif
you have that fabricated evidence with you now." The smile disgppeared from Kodir'sface. "And don't
bother saying that you don't haveit. Y ou were brought to this rendezvous point by a ship that was
re-ported having been seen recently at the planet Tatoo-ine; weve aso just heard that your fellow bounty
hunter Bossk was seeking to find a buyer for exactly that item we've been seeking. 1t'd be too much of a

coincidence for your journey to Tatooine to be un-related to what Bossk had for sale. And in fact"—

her smile regppeared, more unpleasantly—"1'm some-what grateful to you for having goneto Tatooine
and acquired theitem for us; you've saved me thejourney and the potential unpleasantness of dealing
with a creature like Bossk. He doesn't have the same reputa-tion for being alevel headed businessman

that you do, Boba Fett."

"I'm enough of abusinessman,” replied Fett, "to lis-ten to agood offer.”

"Then I'll make you an excdllent one." Kodir of Kuhlvult sgnaled with one hand to her accompany- ing
KDY security operatives, they immediately drew blaster pistols from the holsters on the belts and cov-
ered the two bounty hunters and Nedlah with them. "And it's an offer open to everyone: hand over this
fab-ricated evidence and you won't be killed." She spread both her hands gpart. "What could be a better
offer than thet?"



Dengar broke the resulting silence. "It's up in the cockpit. Stashed by the pilot's chair.”

"Youidiot." Nedah glared a him. "Now well

never-

"Don't betoo hard on him," said Kodir. "Y our associ- ate's acceptance of my offer, while appreciated,
merely saves metime and effort. Even if you had gone to some effort to hide the desired item, we would
have found it soon enough after you were dl... gotten out of the way, s0 to speak. Even if we'd had to
take this ship gpart bolt by bolt; I haven't gone to this much effort not to get my handsonit.”

One of the KDY security operatives had dready climbed up the ladder to the cockpit. He returned car-
rying in one hand the object Boba Fett had brought back from Tatooine. Pulling his blaster fromits
hol-ster again, the operative resumed his position flanking Kodir.

"Perfect.” Kodir looked at the object that the opera- tive had just given her. Sheturned it over and
examined the code marks on the underside. "Exactly what | camefor.” Kodir looked up a Boba Fett.
"It's been a plea- sure doing business with you. I've enjoyed it so much that I'm actually going to keep my
end of our bargain. After dl ... you've been useful to Kuat Drive Y ardsin the past; there's no saying
when we might find you handy to have around again. Plus, you're not going anywhere soon in this
ship—are you? So that should keep you from interfering with any of my immediate plans.”

Kodir sgnaed tothe KDY operatives. They began backing toward the transfer hatch, while still keeping
their blasters pointed at the Hound's occupants.

"Sorry thingsdidn't go aswell for you as you might have hoped.” Holding the black data recording unit in
the crook of one arm, Kodir smiled even less humoroudly than before. "But I've had a very good
day—surprisingly so. | not only got whet | origindly wanted, but | found an unexpected bonus aswell.”
She gestured to Nedlah. Y ou—you're coming with us.”

Nedlah gtiffened, regarding the other woman with suspicion. "Why should 1?7



"Oh, | could give you al sorts of reasons. But there'sredly just one important one, asfar asyou're
con-cerned.” Kodir of Kuhlvult tilted her head to one side, studying Nedlah'sreactions. Y ou've got
questions, don't you? Questions that you want answers for—I know you do. Well, I've got the answers
to them. That should make it asimple decison for you.”

A moment passed, then Nedlah dowly nodded. She stepped away from Dengar and Boba Fett, and
followed thefirgt of thetwo KDY security operativesinto the transfer hatch. Behind her as she stepped
toward the other ship, she could hear Kodir give one last taunting farewell to the two bounty hunters.

"Good luck," said Kodir to Dengar and Fett. "When you're outsmarted and outgunned, that's the best
you

can hopefor."

Glancing over her shoulder, Nedlah saw the transfer hatch seal shut.

Kodir pushed her forward. "L et's get going. We've got an appointment to keep."

16

" il don't understand how they were able to stop us." In the cockpit of the Hound's Tooth, Dengar
shone a handheld worklight through the access panel. "What did they do to make the engines cut out like
thet?"

"It'sobvious." Boba Fett's voi ce came muffled from beneath the control panel. He lay on his back,
shoulders and helmeted head deep within the maze of circuitry ca-bles. "This ship wasn't built at the Kuat
Drive Yards, but Bossk must have taken it in there a some point for some custom retrofitting. Probably
an updated wegponry tar- geting syslem—that's one of the first modifications that a bounty hunter gets
done on his ship when he'safew credits ahead.”

That was accurate, Dengar knew—there had been atime when he had been planning on getting the



same job done on his craft, back before he'd met up with his be-trothed, Manaroo, and other, more
desirable gods had been put on hisagenda. And Kuat Drive Y ards, the top in the shipbuilding and
engineering field, had been where hed wanted to go for it.

He knelt down beside Boba Fett's outstretched legs, angling the light source up to where the other
bounty

hunter's gloved hands were working. " So you think Bossk took it in there, and they put in some hidden
cut-out de- vice that he didn't know about?'

"Exactly,” replied Fett. "Nothing too elaborate, just asmple override that could be triggered by a coded
pulse from aremote transmitter. Which, of course, they had aboard their own security divison vessd.”

"Y eah, but why would they do that to Bossk's ship? | mean, KDY would've had to have doneit awhile
back; they wouldn't have known it would come in handy like this someday.”

"They didn't do it against Bossk specifically.” With aneedle-tipped logic probe, Boba Fett traced the
intricate wiring benegath the control pand. "KDY probably doesit to every ship that comesinto their
docksfor retrofit work—just so they'd have a backdoor system in place, in case they ever needed to
disable one of their customers ships. It'd be an insurance policy for KDY —and shutting down the
Hound's Tooth was one of the timesthey cashed it in."

"Yeah, but ..." Dengar shook hishead. "I can't be- lieve they'd put something like that in the shipsthey
build for the Imperia Navy—or in your ship. | mean, Kuat Drive Yards built Save, didn't they?!

"Of course KDY wouldn't try putting a cut-off deviceinto my ship, or anything they built for the Empire.”
Boba Fett peered upward at the circuits, concentrating on histask. "There would be too much at risk if it
wasfound. And KDY knowsthat the Imperid Navy has a standard practice of thoroughly checking out
all thework done on new vessdls, and on any retrofits, for pre-cisaly that reason, to make sure that any
kind of delayed or optiond sabotage device hasn't been smuggled in. Asdo |; when | accepted ddlivery
of Savel, | went over the ship with afine-tooth comb, just as| had told them | would. So naturaly, |
didn't find anything amiss. A cus- tomer like Bossk, though, isn't quite asthorough— whichiswhat KDY
was counting on." Boba Fett tilted his head to one side. "Bring thelight in alittle closer; | think I've found
it



"Canyoufixit?" Leaning forward on his knees, Den-gar tried to see in through the access pandl.

"It'l take somework. Typical KDY job; very well en- gineered. It's not just asmple bresk in the circuit
with a pulse-reception activator. They wired in aparale micro- filament of somekind of high-temp
pyrogenic; when it went off, it vaporized the entire Sgnd-relay subsystem, out to the main engines and the
navigationd jets." Boba Fett pulled himsdf out from underneath the control pand and sat up. "Well need
to strip out the circuits from most of the cargo area servo-mechanisms, just to get the materidsto patch
inhere

"Okay—" Dengar stepped back as the other bounty hunter got to hisfeet. "I'll get started pulling out the
bulkhead sheaths." He reached down and picked up a clench-awl from the open tool kit on the cockpit's
floor. "But | got another question.”

Boba Fett didn't look at him, but continued examin- ing asection of charred wiring from beneath the
controls. "What'sthat?"

"When we get this ship up and running—what hap- pensthen?'

"Then we head for the planet Kuat," said Boba Fett. "1 don't let anyone—not even Kuat of Kuat—take
thingsfrom me. Without paying for them.”

"Wevegot alot to tak about,” said Kodir of Kuhlvult. "Don't we?'

Neelah gazed back at the figure seated before her, in the security head's private quarters. The other
woman had dismissed the rest of the ship's personnel, leaving her and Nedlah by themselves. She had
heard the door hiss shut behind her, asthough it were sealing them both into a space inviolable enough
for thereveding of secrets.

But | don't know if that iswhat will happen here,

thought Nedlah. For all she knew, there would be noth- ing but more lies and mystery, darkness and
words whose only meaning was to conced.



And worst of al—some of those words would be her own.

"l supposewe do." Nedah remained standing, even though Kodir had offered her achair. "I've got alot
of questions. That | think you might have the answersto.”

"That's not how it works." Kodir gave asingle shake of her head. "Kuat of Kuat put mein charge of
security for Kuat Drive Y ards, not because | was good at giving information away, but because | know
how to keep alid on it. People—even you—find out things when | want them to, not the other way
around.”

"Perhaps | shouldn't have come dong for theride, then.”

"You didn't have that choice." Kodir stood up and stepped toward her. The edge of the other woman's
cape swirled close to Nedah's feet as Kodir reached out and gently stroked the side of her head.
"Choices have been in short supply for you, | know. So much has been lost to you..."

"Those arethethings" said Nedlah, "that I'm look-ing for." She didn't draw away from the other's hand,
though it felt cold and dien asthe fingertips drew down to the curve of her jaw. "ThethingsI'velost: my
pagt, and my name."

"And you've had no luck. What ashame." Kodir smiled sympathetically at her. "Perhaps you should
have chosen your companions more wisely. Onerardly profits by hanging out with bounty hunters.”

Neelah didn't correct her, though she could have. My name, she thought to hersdlf, is Kated. She had
discov- ered that much in the fragments of her memory. And that the name belonged to one of Kuat's
ruling families. Nee- |ah had remembered that as well, when she had seen the record in Boba Fett's
datafiles of the emblem that his hard merchandise Nil Posondum had scratched into the

floor of the holding cage. There had been other things she had remembered, little bits of light penetrating
the mists, when she had seen Kodir of Kuhlvult'sface...



She had seen the woman long before Kodir had stepped through the transit hatch and boarded the
Hound's Tooth. Of that, Neelah was sure.

That certainty had given riseto caution inside her. In that past, whose shapes were il frugtratingly
vague, things had happened between this Kodir of Kuhlvult and herself—and they hadn't all been
pleasant. She wanted me to do something—Neelah couldn't remember what yet, only that it had been
important, and that agreat many other creatures fates besides her own had de-pended upon her answer.
Which had been arefusd; she hadn't gone along with Kodir's plans back then, what-ever they had been.

There had been a spark between her gaze and Kodir's when the other woman had come aboard the
Hound; Nedlah had seen her eyes widen, areaction that had been swiftly caught and controlled, as
though Kodir had un- expectedly recognized her. She didn't expect meto be there, mused Nedlah. It
was a shock to her. But one that Kodir of Kuhlvult had made a considerable effort to hide. Why?

Another question without an answer; they multiplied rather than lessened the more she discovered about
her- sdlf, asthough she were trapped in agaaxy composed of infinite and expanding darkness.

But there was one other thing of which Nedah was sure: if this Kodir of Kuhlvult, with al of her
connectionsto the planet Kuat and to the mysterious figure Kuat of Kuat, was going to play it cagey
about reveding what she knew ... then she would, too. Nedlah had spent too much time with crafty and
scheming creatures such as the bounty hunter Boba Fett not to have some of thelr survival-oriented
mind-set seep into her own. Boba Feit didn't tell al he knew; and he had won so many times be- fore,
just asin the goriesthat Dengar had told her while

they had both been down in the cargo hold of the Hound's Tooth, the whole history of how Fett had
come out on top of the wreckage of the old Bounty Hunters Guild. He won those wars, thought Nedlah,
by being smart. Sheld have to do the sameto win hers.

Which meant—for now, at least—concealing exactly how much she had remembered of her own past.
Until she could be sure of Kodir's connection toit.

"Y ou're better off here with me." Kodir had taken her hand away; she turned and walked back to the
chair."It's... safer that way."

Safer for whom?wondered Nedlah. "Where are we going?' She asked that question aoud, watching as



Kodir rested one hand on the chair's curved back and raised her gaze to the private quarters ceiling, as
though deep in thought.

"Where?' Kodir glanced over her shoulder. " Shouldn't you have guessed that by now? We're going to
that place that you most want to arrive at, the place where dl your answers are waiting for you."

"Y ou mean, were going to Kuat?' The words dipped out of Neelah's mouth before she could stop
them.

Kodir's brow creased as she studied Neelah for amo- ment. Then she smiled. "Very near there," said
Kaodir. "So close, you'd amost be able to reach out and touch the world of Kuat—if that's what you
meant. But there's another Kuat—a man, Kuat of Kuat—and we won't be seeing him just yet. Therésa
little more business that needs to be taken care of before that can happen. And then both of you will bein
for ahbit of asurprise.”

Nedlah listened, but did not reply. But inside her, the twin strands of caution and suspicion grew and
knotted around each other.

"Y ou were correct in your suspicions, Sr." The comm speciaist made hisreport to Kuat of Kuat. "There
has been another person added to the Rebel Alliance fleet currently above our facility. Nonmilitary, but of
consid-

erably high rank, from what weve been able to deter- mine; possibly of negotiating attache leve.”

Kuat sat near the bank of transparisted overlooking the KDY construction docks. Stroking the silken
fur of thefelinx curled in hislap, he had listened to the report without turning to look at the comm
specidig. "When did this attache arrive?’

"About sx minutes ago, Sr. Commander Rozhdenst personally smuggled in the attache—or attempted
to, but our spy units managed to penetrate their operation without them knowing. Both Rozhdenst and
this attache— the name is Wonn Uza g, from what we've been able to determine—are currently aboard
the base gtation unit.”



"Indeed,” said Kuat. The felinx murmured benegath his gently moving hand. "And do we have accessto
wha's going on in there?'

The comm specidist smiled. "Excdlent access, Sr. From this close arange, we had no problem sending
out amicro-probe unit with stealth auguring capabilities. It's already penetrated the base unit's hull and
tapped into the interior monitoring circuits. We can hear everything that's said in there."

"Very good; | commend you and your staff on the quaity of your work." Kuat gave no compliment
beyond that, but he felt an undeniable measure of gratitude toward the comm specidist, and to the other
personnd of Kuat Drive Yards. Their loyaty was till unques-tioned. "And what isbeing said at this
moment?'

"Not much," admitted the comm specidist. "Or at least nothing that our security andystsfed is
sgnificant. Both Rozhdenst and this attache Uzalg appear to be waiting for the arriva of another person,
with whom they'll be having some kind of meeting.”

"And do we know," said Kuat of Kuat patiently, "who that ‘other person’ is?' Both his gut instinct and
logic told him it had to be someone important; the Scav-enger Squadron's commander wouldn't have
goneto the effort of snesking in aRebd Alliance attacheif the indi-vidud in question was some nonentity.

"That'sthe critica part, sr." The comm specidist ood with his hands clasped behind the back of his
sandard- issue, indgnia-less overals. "And that'swhy | thought it best to make thisreport to you
persondly, rather than routing it through the usual security division channds™ He hesitated nervoudy for a
moment. "It's poss ble—but unlikely—that Rozhdenst discovered the bug device we've managed to place
aboard their base station, and that he and Uzalg are using it to feed usfalse information. As| indicated,
our own analystsfed ther€'slittle chance that the micro-probe has been found yet; it didn't trip any of the
base unit's perimeter darms. So there's a definite probability that Rozhdenst and the Rebd Alliance
at-tache are indeed waiting for the person whose name we've overheard in their conversation so far.”

Kuat swiveed the chair about and regarded the comm specidist. "And what name isthat?'

Another fraction of a second passed before the comm specialist spoke. "It's Kodir of Kuhlvult, Sir.
That'swho it appearsthey're waiting for. And she's on her way; we've picked up the approach signals
from the cruiser she's aboard.”



"Kodir?' One hand froze where it had been scratching behind the fdinx's ear. "That'simpossible. Our
analysts must have misunderstood what Commander Rozhdenst and the Rebel Alliance attache said ... or
there's some- thing wrong with the bug you've planted.” Kuat shook his head firmly. "Therés smply no
way that Kodir could be rendezvousing with them. Not without notifying mefirg.”

"I'm sorry, ar." The comm specidist stood his ground. " The facts remain. Our andysts did athorough
spectral breakdown of the signals we recorded from the base sta- tion probe. And there's no other
interpretation of the data: the person that Rozhdenst and the attache said they're waiting for is Kodir of
Kuhlvult."

"And her cruiser is presently on itsway here?' "Either here, sr—or to the Scavenger Squadron's base
dation."

"Establish acomm unit hookup with her. Immedi- ately,” ordered Kuat of Kuat. "1 need to speak with
her now."

"I'm afraid that's not possible, air.”

“And why not?"

"Weve dready atempted raising Kodir's cruiser on both the secured and unsecured transceiving
bands." The comm specidist gave an gpologetic shrug. " The communications equipment seemsto be
working—we know that the cruiser received our signals—but Kodir has apparently given ordersto her
own crew not to re- spond. They're effectively maintaining link silence—or at least they have been since
their last transmission, which we just managed to detect before the micro-probe bug was activated. That
transmission was to the Scav- enger Squadron base station.”

The fdinx stirred beneath Kodir's hands; it could senseits master's tension.

"Sir?" A few moments had passed in silence. "Do you have ordersfor us?'

Deep insde Kuat, his brooding thoughts had grown darker. "Yes" he said dowly. "I'll need to speak to
the a-foreman and B-supervisors out in the construction docks. It'stime..."



The comm specidist frowned in puzzlement. "Sir? Time for what?*

"Dont worry." Kuat closed his eyes as he siroked the soft fur of the felinx. "Everything will be dl right.
Youll see...”

17

"Thisisvery serious," said the Rebel Alliance attache. "We're indeed grateful that you brought it to our
atten- tion."

"Sometimes,” replied Kodir of Kuhlvult, "one hasto do what's right. No matter what the cost might beto

onedf."

Thethree figures—Kodir, the attache Wonn Uzalg, and Commander Rozhdenst—szt circling an
improvised conference table aboard the Scavenger Squadron’s mo-bile base unit. The table wasllittle
more than adurasted access pand that had been taken off its hinges and laid flat acrossapair of plastoid
shipping crates that had once held foam-wrapped weaponry fuses. In the center of the bare metal sat a
glossy black, rectangular object; its contents had been extracted as well, and run through the portable
data scannersthat Uzalg had brought with him from Alliance headquarters. A hard-copy printout on
severd sheets of flimsplast detailed the atmospheric sampling and olfactory bio-analysisthat had been
bro-ken out of the spy device that had originaly contained the evidence.

"Of coursg, it's obvioudy fabricated.” Uzag's hairless skull was reflected in the black container's sheen.
"Theré's no question about that."

"What the attache is saying"—Commander Rozh- denst made adismissve gesture a the items on the
con- ference table—"is that there's no way anybody in the Rebe Allianceis going to believe thet the late
Prince Xi-zor had anything to do with thisImperia stormtrooper raid that this thing caught.” One corner
of hismouth curled downward as he shook his head. "The respons- bility for that particular raid has been
established be- yond a shadow of adoubt. It dl came direct from Darth Vader's persona command.

Our own information sources, both within the Empire and the Black Sun, have con- firmed that. Xizor



had nothing to do with it."

"That does seem to be the case." Uza g spoke much more calmly and soothingly than the Scavenger
Squadron commander; Kodir could understand how he had risen to ahigh diplomatic position insde the
Alliance. "Never- theless, this evidence—no matter how fraudulent it isin essence—till has some
sgnificancefor us"

"l don't see why we're even bothering with it." Rozh-denst's sneer grew even more pronounced. "Weve
got other, more important business to take care of—like keeping an eye on what's going on down in the
KDY congruction docks. This stuff isold news; Xizor's been dead for along enough time now. There
isn't going to be any trouble coming from that direction. Let's concen- trate on our living enemies, all
right?’

"Y ou're missing the whole point,” snapped Kodir. Her gaze tightened into dits as she regarded the com-
mander. She hadn't come all thisway, back here to apoint just above Kuat Drive Y ardsitself, to wind
up dedl- ing with some one-track military mind. "It doesn't mat- ter whether Prince Xizor isaive or dead.
All that'simportant is knowing who had an interest in creating this phony evidence againgt him, and why

they did it."

Uzalg reached out and touched the commander's

deeve. "She'sgot an excdlent point,” Uzalg said softly. "After dl, that'swhy | came here. On an
emergency ba sis, aswell—given what's shaping up out near Endor, there's agreat many other things|
could be taking care of right now."

"Y ou and me both, and everybody esein my squad- ron.” The commander's temper flared even higher.
"L ook, the Alliance wants to put us out where there's nothing happening, that's the high command's
decison, and theré's nothing | can do about it. But you can bet that my men and | would s&ll our own
visceraon the black market if there was away of buying into that battle at Endor. We'd rather diein the
action than fal adeegp baby-stting some fancy dry-dock facility likethis."

"Rest assured, Commander, that the value of your service here will become apparent before too long.”
Uzalg took his hand from the commander's deeve and tapped with aforefinger on the spread-out data
before them. "Y ou are a creature of action—your caling de-mandsthat of you—but it makesyou
understandably impatient with the dow sifting of the past's remnants, the gleaning of the small grains of
truth. Asour friend Kodir here has spoken, it is not the surface gppearance of thisfabricated evidence
that matters. Itiswhat lies undernesth.”



"All right," grumbled Rozhdeng. "So what isit?

Kodir watched as the attache leaned closer to the other man. "Someone,” said Uzalg darkly, "wanted
the Rebd Alliance to believe that Prince Xizor and the Black Sun organization were involved in some
way with araid by Imperia stormtroopers on a moisture farm on the planet Tatooine. It'slogicd to
assumethat the target of that disinformation would have been the Rebel Alliance, and more specificaly
Luke Skywaker himsdlf. As heinous asthat sormtrooper raid was, its significanceis pri-marily for us.
Skywalker has become both an inspiration and a charismatic leader for our forces; at this point, it might
very well be said that hisjoining the Rebelswas a crucia turning point for the Alliance, a one of our
dark-

est hours. As Skywaker has shown us, one brave indi- vidual can turn the course of battle. And bravery
can be contagious: right now, there are many ready to fight at Endor whose hearts have been
srengthened by Sky- waker's example. Asyou've said, Commander, you would give agreat deal to be
with them. But the mord strength that has flowed into the Alliance was largely shaped by apurity of
vison aswell; Skywalker knew that the raid in which hisfamily died was the work of the Empire. HE'S
known since then exactly what he's had to fight against. What would the consequences have been, both
for Skywalker and the Rebd Alliance, if that vision had been confused and muddied by evidence
showing that Prince Xizor and Black Sun had somehow been in- volved in that stormtrooper raid?
Skywa ker's attention might well have been diverted at some crucid point while hetried to unravel this
mystery, the clues of which were dl liesto begin with. He very likely would have found that out, and seen
through thelies, but at a price of criticaly lost time—and the Alliance would have paid that price with
him."

The sneer had vanished from Rozhdenst's face. "I see your point.”

"It'sexactly why | wanted the Alliance to have thisin-formation,” said Kodir. "As security head for Kuat
Drive Yards, I've discovered somethings I'd rather not have found. My sympathies are with the Rebe
Alliance, gentlemen—but apparently my fedings are not shared by everyone here. Most importantly,
they're not shared by Kuat of Kuat, the leader of Kuat Drive Y ards. HE's made it plain to methat he
fears and distrusts the Al-liance. Of course, it's bad enough that he has not sup- ported you in your
struggle against the Empire—but it turns out that he's been actively seeking your defeat.” She paused a
moment, gauging the two men'sreactionsto her words. "For it was Kuat of Kuat who created thisfalse
evidence, and who sought to have it planted where Luke Skywaker would have eventudly learned of it,
and been deceived by it."

"I'm not completely sure of your interpretation of Kuat's actions." Uzalg frowned and stroked hischin
with hisfingertips. "I've dealt with Kuat of Kuat in the past, before you became head of security for Kuat



Drive Yards. At that time, | implored him to throw the re-sources of his corporation behind the Alliance,
and he refused—~but | was convinced that he bore the Alliance no ill will, but was smply concerned with
the corpora-tion'sfate, should Emperor Pal patine defeat and destroy us. Such a decision on his part was
prudent, but regret-table. Of course, he may have deceived me on that point; Kuat of Kuat isan
undeniably clever individua whose wits have been sharpened by dedling on aconstant basiswith

Pd patine and hisadmiras. Or Kuat may have changed his position regarding the Rebel Alliance; we can
expect that Pdlpatine has brought great pressure on him. Or ..." The Alliance atache nodded thoughtfully.
"The scheme in which this fabricated evidence was to have played a part might not have been directed
againg the Rebdsat dl. It might have been considerably more devious than that; the target might have
been Prince Xi-zor himself, while he was dill dive. Rumors had circu-lated for sometime concerning
Xizor and Black Sun's own designs on Kuat Drive Y ards; greed and ambition are qudities hardly limited
to Emperor Pdpatine. By en-tangling Xizor with Luke Skywalker and the Rebel Al-liance, Kuat might
very well have been getting one enemy off hishands, leaving dl of hisattention intact in order to fight off
Emperor Pdpatine.”

Sitting across from the attache, Kodir said nothing, but tried to concedl her own reaction to Uzalg's
words. He's even smarter than | expected, thought Kodir. Maybe too smart...

"Wedon't havetimeto sort out al the possibilities.” Commander Rozhdenst laid ahand down flat on the
im- provised conference table. "The question is, what're we going to do about it?"

"True," said Uzalg. "Whether Kuat of Kuat was con-

gpiring againgt the Alliance directly, or whether he was attempting to use the Alliance against another
enemy such as Prince Xizor, isimmeaterid at this point. The bat- tle between the Alliance and the Empire,
which we've been anticipating for so long, might aready have begun; communications from that sector
have been effectively silenced. We have no way of foreseeing what the out- come of the events out near
Endor will be—the Alliance has a prime gtrategic opportunity in front of it, a chance to destroy the
Imperial Navy's new Death Star whileit isstill under construction, with its wegpons systems not yet
activated. Our andysisisthat the Death Star isrelatively unprotected, with most of the Imperia forces
scattered about the galaxy attempting to engage with Rebel ships wherever possible. But theres till no
way of accurately predicting just what kind of losses our forceswill indeed suffer in their attack upon the
Death Star, or what the Empire's response will be to such an action. In the after- math, the relative
balance of forces between the Alliance and the Empire may be absolutdly critica—that's where Kuat
Drive Yards comesin.” The Alliance attache's words had become more clipped and efficient. "If the
Imperial Navy can take possession of the fleet replacements sitting hereinthe KDY construction docks,
they might still be able to administer akilling blow to the Rebels”

"Or the other way around.” Rozhdendt's eyes gleamed with anticipation. "If we could get our guysinto
those ships. . . it'd take more than my Scavenger Squadron, but till ..." He drew his breath in through
clenched teeth. "Wed beinlineto finish off the Imperial Navy!"



"That would depend on agreat many things." Uzag's reponse was spoken in quieter tones. "But the fact
re- mainsthat the ships here at Kuat Drive Y ards would be valuable to both the Empire and the
Alliance—perhaps decisvely s0. We need to make sure that they don't fall into the hands of the Imperid
Navy. And"—he glanced over at Kodir—"we aso need to make sure that Kuat Drive Y ardsis on our
Sde, not just now but in the future.

The Empireis gtill powerful; the struggle againgt it might continue for alot longer. It would be best for
both the Al- liance and Kuat Drive Y ardsif we were united in that struggle. But given the evidence weve
seen ..." One hand gestured toward the items on the conference table. "Unfortunately, we can't depend
upon Kuat of Kuat to seeit that way."

"Y oure talking about diminating him," said Rozh-denst .

"Or at least removing him from his position of con- trol over the corporation. In which case, Kuat Drive
Yardswill need someonedserunning it.”

Both men looked over at Kodir of Kuhlvult.

"Isthat what you're offering me?' She kept her face a carefully composed, expressonless mask, hiding
thethrill of triumph shefelt at the moment. At last, thought Kodir. Everything | wanted . . . everything for
which I've been scheming and plotting for solong. . .

"Exactly,” said Uzag. "Weve dready been in com- munication with the heads of the ruling families down
on the planet Kuat. Given the circumstances, amgjority of them have agreed with what the Alliance has
recom- mended concerning your taking over Kuat Drive Y ardsif something wereto, shal we say,
happen to Kuat of Kuat. They might be alittle surprised about it coming around so soon—but that
doesn't matter."

It was all hers now. Handed to her by the Rebel Alliance.

"It isagreat responsbility,” Kodir said quietly. "I'm not sure I'd be up to the task."



Uzalg studied her for amoment in silence. "'Y ou have no choice" he said findly. "Nor do we. Y ou must
doit."

"Very wdl." Kodir felt her hands squeezing into fists, as though they were aready grasping the very
circuits of unlimited power. "I accept the burden you have offered She couldn't stop athin smile playing
about her lips. "Y ou are now looking at the new head of Kuat Drive Yards."

The a-foreman and B-supervisors made their report.

"All the systems you requested arein place," said the a-foreman. He stood with the others behind him,
just in- sde the high doors of Kuat of Kuat's private quarters. "Just say the word and welll ..." Theman
hesitated amoment. "WEell put them into operation.”

"That won't be necessary,” replied Kuat. He had been gazing out at the construction docks as he listened
to the men, with the felinx sdling around his ankles; now he turned and looked at the corporation's faithful
employ-ees. "l thank you for the work you've done; I'm sureit'sall a your usua high standard of
accomplishment. But your job isover now. I'll take care of therest.”

"But ..." Theaforeman's brow furrowed, as though he doubted his own hearing. "We have served under
your leadership in so many things. Do you not believe that we would wish to see thisthrough aswell?"

"I have no doubt of that. It's not even an issue. But most of you have families and loved ones; | have
neither of those, except for Kuat Drive Y ardsitsdlf. There are places for you to go to, when dl of thisis
over—the de-mand for workmen with your skillswill dways be high, no matter who winsthe distant
battlesin which the gdaxy isembroiled. But thereisno place sefor meto go." Kuat looked at hisown
empty hands for amoment, then back up at the gathered men. "Therefore, the price to me of finishing this
jobissmaler than any that you could pay ... and what is bought by that priceis great to me." Peace,
thought Kuat. That'swhat it buys. Some- thing I've never known. "My own decisions, however well
meant they were—and my own failures—have brought this day upon us. It'snot only my desireto finish

thisjob by mysdf. It'smy duty.”

"But it'sour duty aswell, Technician." One of the B-supervisorsraised hisvoice. "The corporation
belongsto us as much asit doesto you."



Soon, Kuat mused, it will belong to no one.

"He speakstrue,” said the a-foreman, tilting his head toward the B-supervisor in the ranks behind him.
"We placed our faith in you, but we did so willingly. The re-gponsibility for your decisonsis shared
among usdl."

"Ah." Kuat of Kuat dowly nodded. "But you see—I am till the head of Kuat Drive Y ards. No matter
what others outside this room might think, that is still the case. So the decisions are mine to make, and
yoursto obey. To do otherwise on your part would be the withdrawa of your faith in me. Do you wish
to do that?'

The men remained silent. Kuat knew that he had caught them in the trap formed of hislogic and their
loy- dty. It was perhaps the last machine he would ever de-vise, but it had worked aswell as any before
it.

"Asyou wish, Technician." The a-foreman bowed his head in defeat. "And asyou order. We leave you
now, indl but spirit.”

There was no further need to thank the men who had worked for him, and for Kuat Drive Y ards. Kuat
stood watching as they turned and dowly filed out through the high, arched doorway. Aslong asthey
were gtill employ- ees of the corporation—and in some ways, they would be even after Kuat Drive
Y ards had ceased to exist—they functioned as precisdy and predictably as the tools upon which they
had laid their hands.

When the footsteps of the men had faded down the corridor outside his quarters, Kuat of Kuat turned
back to hislab bench. A smple audio recording device was plugged into the signd relay from the
micro-probe spy device that listened to those other voices far above the construction docks. Those
voices—Kodir's, and the Scavenger Squadron commander's, and that of the nego-tiating attache from
the Rebel Alliance—had aso talked of the fate of Kuat Drive Y ards.

18

"You know," said Kodir, "we redly should have had thislittle talk along time ago."



Neelah stood with her arms folded across her breast, watching the other woman as she stepped away
from the door and into the center of the tiny room. The door had been locked from the moment Neelah
was shoved inside by apair of KDY security operatives, she had expected as much, even before she
tried opening it.

"I've been waiting." Nedlah made sure that no emotion was gpparent in her voice. That was some-thing
she had picked up from Boba Fett, away of mask-ing one'sintent as completely as though behind the
dark visor of ahdmet. "Weve got alot to talk about, don't we?!

"Therésenough.” With athin smile on her face, Kodir halted afew steps away from Nedlah. "But
dways—so littletime.”

"So | canimagine." Nedlah warily regarded her. "Y ou must be busy right now. What with that stuff you
man-aged to take off of Boba Fett, and everything you could do with it."

The smile shifted to a puzzled frown. "What do you know about that?"

"A lot," said Nedlah. "More than you might think 1'd know. I've got agood ideawhy you'd want a pile of
fab-ricated evidence againgt a dead Falleen, and who you've been talking to about it." Neglah couldn't
help letting athin smile of her own show. "And I know things about you, Kodir. | know you like keeping
secrets. Wdll, thisis one that's gotten away from you.”

Surpriseflickered at the center of Kodir's gaze. "What do you mean?"'

"Come on. Theré's no sensein trying to create any more lies, any more mysteries. Y ou've been talking to
somebody from the Rebel Alliance. Haven't you? Some- body important, who can get you what you
want, what you've been after for along time."

"How do you know that?"

Needlah stepped to one side, in adow, circling dance with Kodir, their gazes locked tight with each



other.

"That part'seasy," shesaid. "l could see the Rebel ships up above the construction docks as we came
in. And | know that we didn't land on the planet Kuat." Nedlah tilted her head for amoment toward the
sur- rounding bulkheads. "And you can't pass off something likethisasthe KDY headquarters. Y ou see,
| know what those headquarters are like. I've been there before. | re- member them.”

Kodir's eyeswidened. "Y ou remember ..."

"Everything”

Both women stood still, the wary circling ended. Nee- 1ah now had her back to the small room's door.

"That changes ... agreat dedl ..." Kodir studied the figure standing before her. "Depending upon what it
isthat you think you know."

"It's not amatter of thinking,"replied Nedah grimly. "Next time you try something like this, you should
hire better people to do your dirty work for you. Spend the credits; get the best. Not some incompetent
like Ree Duptom—" That name produced a quick, Sartled reac-

tionin Kodir that Neelah was pleased to see. "Because if amemory wipeisn't done correctly—and
thoroughly— then theres alot of little, disconnected pieces|eft over. Scraps of memory, right around the
edges of the dark. And bit by bit, those memories can link up with each other, and with things that can
bring back even more memories from the shadows. And then—like| said"— she gave asingle, dow
nod—"everything comes back."

"That fool." Kodir's voice turned bitter. "I paid him enough so that whatever go-betweens and intermedi-
arieswere used, the end result would be to get just such aspecidist, one that had formerly worked for
the Em-pire itsef—they're avail able, but expensve. | wasn't pleased when | found out later that some
cheap hustler had pocketed the credits and done the memory-wipe job himsdlf."

"Lucky for me, then, that he wasn't very good at it." Nedlah tapped the side of her head with one finger.
"Be- cause | had aready remembered my real name—Kated of Kuhlvult—before you ever showed up



at the Hound's Tooth; | had already found the cluesthat brought back that part of my memory. But when
| saw your face— again—then dl the rest came back." Nedlah's hand low-ered and clenched into a
trembling, white-knuckled fit. " Everything—including why my own sister had tried to get rid of me.”

"] got rid of you"—asneer curled one corner of Kodir's mouth—"because you were afool.”

"Because | wouldn't go along with the schemes you had worked up to overthrow Kuat of Kuat and take
con- trol of the corporation.”

"Still afoal, | see" Kodir shook her head in disdain. "It's not amatter of ‘overthrowing' anyone. As|
told you long ago, it's smplejugtice. Kuat and his predecessors have run Kuat Drive Yards for
generations—and they've kept dl the other ruling families frozen out. Kuat and his bloodline have never
had the right to do that. But if you had joined forces with me, dl of that would have cometo an end. The
othersin theruling familieswho had tried

to force Kuat from the leadership—they were nothing but a diversion, too stupid to even conced their
inten- tionsfrom himas| have.

"Y ou confuse justice with ambition, Kodir. That was your first mistake. And then you mistook me for
some- one as greedy as yoursdlf.”

"Oh, | admitted that | was wrong—that's why | had to do something about you, before you could let
Kuat of Kuat know that | was plotting against him. | had to have you abducted from the planet Kuat, and
have your memory wiped, so you'd no longer present athreat to me." Kodir's expression darkened into a
venomous scowl. "But when | found out that the ones | had trusted—and paid—to do my ‘dirty work'
for me, asyou cdl it, had failed me, | redlized that | should have taken care of these things mysdif.”
Kodir's smile was hardly less ugly than the scowl had been. "And that's exactly what I've done, isn't it?
After al—I tracked you down before you could do any damage to my plans. And believe me, it wasn't

"You werelucky," said Nedah. "'l had just enough clues—enough little pieces of my memory left—to try
and find out what had happened, and try to make my way to someplace where | could find out those
answers. | didn't redize that what | was doing would make it possi- ble for you to sumble across me."

"How ironic." Kodir'swords were edged with sar- casm. "The thingswe do to try and save



oursalves—they so often put usright in harm'sway. Aswhen | offered to make you part of my plansto
get rid of Kuat of Kuat; if | had known how stupid and blindly loya you were, I'd never have done that.”
She spread her hands apart, pams upward, in amocking, blase show. "But that's why it's so important to
learn from our mistakes. 1an't it? Y ou made your mistakes—and I've made mine. And we've both gotten
what we wanted. Y ou wanted the truth about the past, about what happened to you—and now you
know. And | wanted the leadership of Kuat

Drive Y ards. Guesswhat? That's just what |'ve been given.”

" S0 you convinced the Rebd Alliance to get rid of Kuat, so you can take over the corporation.
Congratula-tions. For however long it lagts.”

"That'll befor quiteawnhile,” said Kodir. "It doesn't even matter which side wins the battle out near
Endor. Now that I've got control of the corporation, | can deal with the Alliance or the Empire—it makes
no differenceto me."

"l can seethat.” Nedlah gave adow nod. "Maybe if the Empire winsthe battle, Palpatine will find that
you'rejust the kind of servant he prefers. Greedy and saf-serving, but smart enough to recognize just
who's got the upper hand.”

"Don't bother trying to insult me." Kodir'slaugh was quick and harsh. "Aslong as|'ve gotten whét |
want, | redly don't care about your moral opinions.”

"I'm sure you don't. But that makes me wonder about just onething." Nedlah peered closer at the figure
stand- ing before her, the woman whose bloodline she shared. "If getting what you want isall that matters
... why were you o tenderhearted about my fate? If dl that wor- ried you was my interfering with your
plans, wouldn't it have been more effective—and find—to have smply had mekilled, rather than
abducted and memory-wiped?"

"As| said: we need to learn from our mistakes. And that's one I'm not going to repeet again." Kodir
reached to the section of her belt that had been concedled by the flowing cape, and pulled out asmall but
efficient-looking blaster pistol. Sheraised and pointed it straight at Nee- 1ah. "I'm sorry that | don't il
have the same ssterly fedingstoward you that | once did. There was atime when my foolish
sentimentdity made methink that | could spare your life. I've gotten over it, though. The Rebel Alliance,
on the other hand, has shown a depress- ing tendency to let mere ethics guide its decisions; that very
likely meansthat after this coming bettle at Endor, |



will be dedling with the Empire rather than the Rebels. Palpatine, though, has avindictive siresk that's
just asworrisome. And he doesntt like plotting and scheming that's not his own: if anyone was going to
get rid of Kuat of Kuat, the Emperor would have wanted to be the oneto do it. So you see'— Kodir

raised the blaster afraction of an inch higher—"therésno way | can afford to let you remain dive, and
risk having you tell what you've re- membered.”

"You'reright,” said Nedah. Shedidn't flinch from the wegpon poised in her direction. "And you redlly do
seem to have learned from your mistakes. There'sjust one problem with that.”

A thin smile showed on Kodir'sface. " And what would that be?"

Neelah didn't bother to reply. Instead, she stepped forward toward the blagter; at the sametime, she
brought one forearm up and smashed it against Kodir'swrit, faster than the other woman could react.
Theblaster pis- tol went flying, its high arc broken by the nearest bulk-head. With her other hand,

Nedlah grabbed the collar of Kodir's flowing cape; with aquick, sharp tug, she pulled her off balance. As
Kodir fell forward, Nedlah brought her raised knee into the other woman's solar plexus, knocking the air
from Kodir'slungsin apain-filled gasp. Nedlah stood back and let Kodir fal, forearms clutched
ingtinctively to her gut; another blow to the back of the head laid her out flat on the room'sfloor.

A few seconds later, Kodir managed to twist hersalf onto her back. She blinked at finding the muzzle of
the blaster pistol set right between her eyes.

"The problem with learning from our mistakes'— Neelah leaned down to keep the weapon aimed
point-blank at her sster—"isthat sometimeswe learn alittletoo late."

Face pale with shock and pain, Kodir gazed up at her in disbelief. "You ... didn't used to be able... to do
suff likethat..."

"I've been hanging out with atough crowd." Keeping

the blaster muzzle fixed on Kodir's skull, Neglah reached down and grabbed the front of the cape, using
it to draw Kodir to her feet. "If you can stay divelong enough, thereésalot you can pick up from
somebody like Boba Fett. Especialy when you've got nothing to lose.”



Before Kodir could manage areply, another sound pulsed through the room, so deep and low that
Neelah could fed it through the soles of her boots. Both she and Kodir looked up, as though storm
clouds could have been seen through the durastedl bulkheads surround-ing them.

The noise sounded like distant thunder. But she knew it was something €l se.

News from adistant world arrived dmost smultane- oudy with the shock wave from the explosions.

Commander Rozhdenst had been personaly moni- toring the link to the Rebel Alliance communications
ship near Sullust. When word came at last that the at- tack on the uncompleted Desth Star had turned
into afull-scae battle between Rebel and Imperia forces, he closed his eyesfor amoment, letting his
chin snk down upon his chest. The desireto bethere, to be in any fight- ing craft no matter how
antiquated or unwieldy, aslong asit wasin the thick of the action, rose with tidal force through his heart.

He heard the door to the officers quarters open. Opening his eyes, Rozhdenst |ooked up from where he
sat at the comm unit controls and saw Ott Klemp. "It's started,” said Rozhdenst smply. He didn't haveto
ex-plain what he was referring to. " And we're stuck here, in the middle of—"

Hiswords were cut off by the first explosion shiver-ing through the frame of the mobile base. A dull,
low- frequency rumble made the air in the room suddenly tangible upon both the commander's and
Klemp's skin. The younger man, muscles visbly tensing, looked up toward the celling. “"What was that?*

Before an answer could be ventured, indicator lights burst red across the comm unit panel. The voice of
one of the Scavenger Squadron's forward scouts crackled over the speaker. "Commander! Something's
going on down & the KDY congtruction docks—something big!”

Rozhdenst had dready switched on the scanners for the base's viewport array. Acrossarow of display
screens, from multiple angles, flame and churning smoke billowed up from the angular masses of
equipment be- low. As both he and Klemp leaned toward the screens, another explosion was suddenly
visible, uprooting one of the gigantic cranes at its base and sending it toppling down across the docks
central access corridor. The crossed durasted struts of the crane's framework crum-pled and bent upon
one another with the force of their crashing impact; cables several metersthick snapped like string, their
broken ends whipping through ranks of load shifters and rail trucks, scattering them as though they were

toys.



The noise from the explosions couldn't pass through the surrounding vacuum to the Scavenger
Squadron's mobile base above, but the shock wave and expelled meta debris were enough to conduct
the rumbling and clattering sounds from the hull to the interior afew seconds after the bursts of glaring
light on the display screens. AsKlemp put out an dl-craft command to pull back from the inferno
erupting beneath them, the com- mander punched in the highest levels of surveillance magnification from
the scanners.

"It'snot the ships—" Rozhdenst laid a broad fingertip on the closest display screen. "The fleet isn't what's
going up.” The eongated ships of the cruisers and Destroyers could be seen through the smoke, harshly
lit by flames and the hard-shadowed light of another series of explo- sions. "It'sthe docks and all of the
major shipbuilding equipment.” As both he and Klemp watched, a durasted -jawed magna-hoist lurched
forward like adying saurian, its blind head bursting through awall of fire and plowing into arack of
gructurd girders. "Thewholefacility's been

suffed with high-thermal explosives, from the looks of it."

"Yeah, but ..." Klemp shook hishead. "That whole fleet is going to be scrap aswell by thetimeit'sal
over." Another impact shook the mobile base. Y ou think Kuat of Kuet did this? What's he
after—sabotage or suicide?"

"Who cares—"Rozhdenst reached for the comm unit mike. "Weve got to get those ships out of there."

"Sir, that'simpossible. There's nobody aboard any of those ships. Who's going to bring them out of the
docks?'

Rozhdenst glanced over his shoulder. "Who do you think? Our guyscan do it."

"That'scrazy. | mean... it justis, gr." Klemp pointed to the image of the flames billowing up on the
display screen. ™Y ou want our squadron to fly into that} The condition that most of our Y-wingsarein,
they can just bardly avoid getting hit—and you want them to go into that kind of amess? They'll get torn
to pieces”



"If they'rein such rotten shape, then it won't be much of aloss, will it?" Rozhdenst locked his gaze with
that of the younger man. "L ook, if you or any of the other mem- bers of the squadron don't want thisjob,
then fine— you can stay out here at the base and watch. But I'm going in.”

Klemp was slent for only afraction of asecond. "And I'll be right behind you, sir. Along with everybody
d"

"Good." Rozhdenst gave asingle, quick nod, then handed the microphone to Klemp. "Therésno time
for plotting aformation attack; this show isgoing to be over in minutes. Give the squadron full operationa
initiative— everyone's on their own for vector, gpproach, and target. Total scramble, eye and comm unit
contact to avoid tak- ing each other out." The Scavenger Squadron com- mander stood up from the
controls. "Let'sget going.”

"They must have seen us coming,” said Dengar. " So they decided to blow the whole place up.”

The explosions had filled the forward viewports as soon as the Hound's Tooth dropped out of
hyperspace. Both Dengar and Boba Fett, in the ship's cockpit, could see the fiery cataclysm taking place
inthe Kuat Drive Y ards construction docks.

"Don't be stupid,” snapped Fett. He pointed to the display screen. Thetiny dark shapes of Y-wing craft
could be seen silhouetted by the roiling masses of flame. "Those Alliance fighters are obvioudy goinginto
try and pull out what they can of the ships moored there. The docks are being blown up from within;
there's only one person who could have arranged it, and that's Kuat of Kuat."

"He's blowing up hisown facility?* Dengar frowned in puzzlement. "Why would he do that?'

"Because held rather destroy it," said Fett, "than let it fal into anyone el sg's hands. I've dealt with him
before; Kuat Drive Yardsisal that mattersfor him. Something must have happened—yprobably with the
Rebd Alliance and that fabricated evidence hishead of security took from us—that would end his control
over the corpora: tion. So he's taking the whole thing with him."

"You mean . .. he'sinthere? Y ou don't think he escaped?’



Boba Fett shook his head. "There's no place for Kuat of Kuat to escapeto. Or at least no place that has
Kuat Drive Yardsinit. Surviva doesn't mean the samething for him that it doesfor you and me; for

Kuat, it'sjust desth without peace.”

"Thisisthe end of the road, then." Dengar stood back from the pilot's chair and folded his arms across
hischest. "Y ou're not going to get any answers out of him now."

"Don't bet onit." Boba Fett reached for the naviga: tional controls.

A sharp current of darm raced up Dengar's spine. "What're you doing?"

"I'mgoingin. Tofind Kuat."

"You're crazy—" The main thruster engines had a- ready kicked in. As Dengar watched in mounting
horror, the explosions bursting up from the Kuat Drive Y ards construction docks swelled in the forward

viewport. The black shapes of collapsing cranes and hest-warped gird-ers becamevisible. "You'll get us

killed!"
"Maybe," said Fett. "But I'm willing to take the chance.”

"Y eah, well, you might be willing, but I'm not." Standing behind Boba Fett, Dengar clutched the back of
the pilot's chair to keep the Hound's surging acceleration from throwing him off hisfeet. "I can live
without every question in the gaaxy being answvered.”

"l don't care about every question. Just the onesthat ded with me."

The shock wave from another explosion, larger than the ones before it, buffeted the Hound's Tooth. In
the forward viewport, a gaping hole could be seen in the cen- ter of the KDY construction docks large

enough to fly aship through and ringed with twisted, smoldering metd.



Dengar, with sudden desperation, tried to reach past Boba Fett and grab the controls. "We're supposed
to be partners—" Hisfist locked on to one of the main thruster engine throttles. "And | say we don't get
our- selveskilled—"

With aquick swing of hisforearm, Boba Fett knocked Dengar back against the cockpit's rear bulkhead.
"You're outvoted on thisone," said Fett.

Sumping down to the floor and squeezing his eyes shut, Dengar could il seethe bright glaring light of
the explosions, asthough they were about to shatter the viewport and annihilate everything in the cockpit.
Alarm signals shrieked from the control panel as the Hound's Tooth bucked and spirded through an
engulfing bloom of shrapnd-filled flame.

Not agood idea, thought Dengar as he ground his teeth together and scrabbled for any hold he could
find. Theworst one yet—

The commander of the Scavenger Squadron had been within afew meters of Ott Klemp's wingtip,
matching velocity with him al the way to the inferno consuming the KDY congtruction docks. But hed
had to bank hard to one sde to avoid another firebal and whirling tangle of girders and cables; by the
time Klemp pulled back on course, any visual contact with the rest of the squadron was cut off by roiling
measses of smoke and flame,

A gap appeared in front of the Y -wing through which Klemp could just make out a moored
Lancer-classfrigate. Aswith the other newly constructed shipsin the docks, atug module was
magneticaly clamped to the bridge. The tugs were not much bigger than the fighter craft swarming
through the explosions and white-hot shrapnel; they had no thruster engines of their own, but were
designed to be wired through the cruisers and De-stroyers data-cable ports, using the larger craft's
enginesto maneuver out of the docks and into open space. At the moment, the tugs were still enclosed in
the ball oonlike atmospheric-maintenance shrouds in which the Kuat Drive Y ards had worked while
routing the contral lines. The durasted-laced shrouds had a programmed viscous layer between theinner
and outer membranes, with near-instantaneous resedling capabilities to prevent fatal air-lossduring
routine industrial accidents. Without those shrouds, Klemp knew, there would be no chance of the
Scavenger Squadron's pilots pulling any of the fleet out of the cataclysm engulfing the construction docks.

He could see the bridge of the frigate now, with the shroud's bubble on the section of hull immediately
be-hind. The sequenced explosions hadn't reached the ship yet, though its flanks were tinged with the
churning red and orange of the gpproaching flames. Klemp rolled the Y-wing into adiving arc, straight



toward the shroud.

TheY-wing's prow ripped through the shroud's fab- ric; Klemp could hear the sharp ping of the
durasted

threads snapping against the leading edges of the wings. At the sametime, he was blinded by the thick
semiliquid smearing across the cockpit's canopy. That wouldn't be enough to dow the Y -wing down;
within afraction of a second of penetrating the shroud, he dammed on the craft's braking rockets, their
maximum force nearly enough to cut the pilot seat's restraining straps through his chest, and snapping his
head forward hard enough to momentarily dizzy him.

A tangle of broken durasted threads, embedded in the shroud's viscous reseding layer, pulled away
from the Y -wing's hull as Klemp popped the canopy. There wasn't timeto check if therewas any
atmospheric pressure left in the construction shroud; he gulped in the thin oxygen and looked back along
theinner curve of the bubble be-hind the Y-wing. The fighter's rear section was mired in the rapidly
Seiting substance, with fluttering tatters of the white fabric sucked into the dwindling gaps. Klemp didn't
wait to seeif the new sed would hold, but instead ran dong the frigate's upper hull toward the tug
module.

Within seconds, he was inside the tug and damming the exterior hatch shut behind him. The controlson
the pand before him were the minimum necessary for lifting the frigate out of the dock in which it had
been built; even before Klemp hit the tug modul€'s pilot's chair, he had engaged the controls running to
the cruiser's aux- iliary thruster engines. There was aresponse lag of nearly a second before the ship
responded; with adow surge of power, its enormous mass began ponderoudly risng from the dock. The
power cables and mooring conduits that were still connected to the hull's various ports now taut-ened
and snapped free when they had stretched to their limits,

He hadn't rescued the ship amoment too soon. A burst of firefilled the tug modul€s viewportsasa
sudden crashing impact struck the frigate from below. The shock wave of an explosion ripping apart the
empty dock jolted the frigate's stern. Klemp struggled with the navigational

controls, fighting to keep the ship from toppling end over end and the prow out of the churning debris
that welled up toward it.

The nearest dock cranes still towered above the frigate, like immense durasted -strutted gallows. Even
with the thruster controls pushed to their maximum, the ship seemed to be only inching toward the clear
gpace where Klemp would be able to hit the main thrusters and bring it out of danger. The fierce hest



from the explosions seeped through the tug modul€s thin hull, evaporating the sweet asit beaded on his
brow.

A sharp blast ripped through the base of the nearest crane. Glancing toward the side viewport, Klemp
saw the tapering metal structure begin to topple toward the frigate. There would be no way he could get
the ship be- yond the reach of the crane's top-mounted arm as it swung scythelike into the hull. If the
cranesweight struck midship, it would bresk the frigate in haf, send- ing the pieces tumbling back down
toward the exploding construction docks. Klemp knew he would be dead be-fore the ship's remnants hit
the twisted metdl rubble be- low it.

He quickly caculated the chances of abandoning the tug module, sprinting back toward the Y -wing, and
fly- ing it out through the entangling congtruction shroud and into the clear. Possible, hetold himsdlf. But
you wouldn't have done the job you came here for—

Cursing, Klemp reached for the navigationd controls. The frigate hdted itsdow rise as he diverted dl
available power from the auxiliaries to the stern's sde thrusters. With increasing speed, the ship pivoted
about on its ver-ticd axis.

Thetoppling crane hit, its mass shearing along the flank of the frigate, grinding and tearing away any pro-
truding structura dements; inside the tug module, the impact of meta shearing away againg metd
sounded louder than any of the explosions below. Wincing againgt the stabbing, deafening noise, unable
to take his hands away from the controlsto shield his ears, Klemp saw ajagged piece of the crane snag
the construction shroud's fabric. Asthe crane continued to topple away from its shattered base, it ripped
away the shroud and the Y -wing fighter mired in it.

No great loss, Klemp told himself as he looked over his shoulder and saw the Y -wing breaking apart,
dragged toylike across the topside of the ship's hull. With alast, shuddering impact, the crane hit the stern
and then top- pled away.

The ship was clear—at last. Klemp expdlled his pent- up breath in one gasp, then dammed on the main
thruster engines. The Lancer frigate seemed to hesitate for afraction of asecond, then heaved its bulk
toward the stars.

"All right. That doesit." Dengar picked himself up from the floor of the Hound's Tooth's cockpit. On
wobbling, unsteady legs, he confronted Boba Fett. " The partner- ship's over.”



He reached over to the nearest bulkhead and steadied himself against it with one hand, watching as Fett
me- thodically checked out the weaponry strapped across his Manda orian battle armor. Lucky we're
even dive, thought Dengar. Though how long that was going to last, he had no idea. Their ship had barely
managed to survive the high-velocity plunge from open space into the thick of the construction docks
roiling explosions. More of the blasts, approaching in sequence, shook the Hound's shock-loosened
frame, the metal of itshull grat-ing againgt the rubble-strewn area.on which it had crashed.

"Suit yoursdlf," said Fett. "I owed you for saving my life back on Tatooine. Y ou decideif that debt's
repaid by now."

"Oh, it'spaid, al right." Trembling with anger and accumulated shock, Dengar stepped back as Boba
Fett

approached the hatchway. " A few thousand times over. Y ou haven't managed to get me killed yet—but
| don't fed like giving you any more chances.”

"Fair enough.” Boba Fett started down the ladder to the Hound's cargo hold. "I've got businessto take
careof."

From the cockpit hatchway, Dengar stared a him in amazement. He's going looking for Kuat. The
redlization caused Dengar to dowly shake his head. There's no stop- ping him.

"Y ou go your way," Dengar shouted into the smokefilling the hold. "And—"

The explosons out in the construction docks grew louder, mounting on top of one another and blocking
hiswords.

And I'll go mine, he thought to himself. Dengar turned from the hatchway and dived toward the controls.

He didn't bother plotting atrgectory, but smply dammed maximum power to the main thruster engines.
Holding on to the controls insde the Trandoshan-sized forearm grooves, Dengar heard and saw atangle
of cables, their insulated sheaths charred and smoking, drag across the forward viewport. The hull's



underside scraped across the warped freight tracks benesth as it ac-celerated; the explosions that had
been marching across the docks findly caught up with the Hound's Tooth, lift-ing the stern as though it
were caught and thrown by agiant hand. Dengar hung on desperately as the ship spun end over end,
directly toward the side of one of the tow-ering cranes.

The sequence of explosions was faster than the tum- bling ship. Before the Hound's Tooth struck the
crane, the dizzying image through the viewport was blotted out by pure white light, asif Dengar had
caught aglimpseinto the searing heart of anovadar.

Meta ripped gpart from metal asthe crane dissolved in the blast, its massive struts flaring outward and
then spiraing into the vacuum. Through the flames and smokefilling what had been the explosion's center,
the Hound's Tooth spun into the clear.

Dengar gaped at the cold, bright starsfilling hisvi- son. Madeit... | madeit...

A few quick adjustmentswith the navigationd jets steadied the ship to alevel course. Panting, and with
his pulse beginning to dow, Dengar let afragile smile form across hisface. He hadn't been expecting to
survive a dl; hisred intent, he realized now, had been only to keep his corpse from being crushed and
incinerated in the wreckage of the Kuat Drive Y ards construction docks.

Pulling his hands from the grooves on the control pand, he laughed in amazement. "After dl that,” he said
doud. "And I'm the onewho's il dive—"

Thewordsinside his head were wiped out by another blinding burst of light. Dengar shielded hiseyes
with aquickly raised forearm. Asthe glare faded, helowered his arm and squinted through the forward
viewport. In the distance, another, larger ship—one of the fleet that the Rebel Alliance pilots had been
trying to rescue from the construction docks—had not been as lucky as he had been. The other ship's
stern had been engulfed by flamesjust asit lifted away; one main thruster engine had been destabilized in
the blast, and had gone into core overload. The resulting explosion had blown agaping holein the ship's
hull, stranding the ship close to the Hound's Tooth.

Dengar watched, then ducked reflexively as another one of the larger ship's thruster engines went off.
Weak- ened by the first engine's explosion, the ship disinte- grated, one fireball after another ripping the
Sructural frame to pieces.



He watched, then froze in place, held by what he saw in the viewport. A massive section of the other
ship'shull, larger than the Hound itself, shot away from the fragmented wreckage, itsjagged edgestrailing
white-hot streaks and quick sparks of debris. The hull section spun and swelled in the viewport, heading
directly for the Hound's Tooth.

| guess | spoke too soon ...

There wasn't time to either dodge or swing the ship about and try to outrun the doom heading for it.
Dengar didn't even bother to brace himsalf as the broken section of the larger ship raced toward him.

It hit, and he was thrown through sparks that stung his face and armslike aswarm of angry insects, into
adarknessfilled with the shrieks of alarm systems and the even louder clash of meta being ripped apart.
For amo- ment, Dengar felt weightless; then heredlized, as hisarmsflailed behind him, that he had been
knocked through the cockpit hatchway and was falling to the cargo hold below. Theimpact of its grated
floor againgt his spine and the back of his skull brought him right to the point of losing consciousness. He
held on, dazed and unable to move, listening as the Hound's Tooth's deflec- tor shields collapsed, and the
ship began to come apart around him.

He had the cold but genuine comfort that he had at least gotten away from the exploding construction
docks. That'sdl | wanted, Dengar thought once more. Just so my body could be found... somewhere, by
someone...

Another realization struck him. | must be dready dead. 1t couldn't have happened while he was il dive,
that ahand was reaching for him and taking hisarm, pulling him up as though from hisown grave. And
that there would be light, and aface looking down at him; the one face he wanted to see more than any
other.

"Dengar!" The vison spoke hisname. "It's me—it's Manaroo—"

"I know." Drifting closer to unconsciousness, he smiled up at her. "I'm sorry, though . . . I'm sorry I'm
dead..."

"Youidiot." A red hand, not a hadlucination, dapped him acrossthejaw, jolting him fully aware. "I'll let
you know whether you're dead or not."



And then he knew he waan't.

"How did you know I'd be here?' Kuat of Kuat turned and regarded the figure that had entered the
bridge of the moored Star Destroyer.

"Where else would you be?" Boba Fett's battle armor was blackened with ash from the fires consuming
the con-gtructions docks wreckage. "It suits you; thisisthe biggest ship in the fleet. That makesfor a
suitably grandiose cof- fin. Plus—the construction shroud had been obvioudy torn away before the
explosions started. So there wouldn't be any risk of the Rebel Alliance pilots dropping in.”

"Very astutely observed." Kuat gave ajudicious nod. "But | redlly believed that I'd be done, right to the
end. | didn't think that even you would try to track me down here."

The ship's bulkheads trembled as another series of explosions went off. From the viewports of the
bridge, masses of dark clouds, shot through with reddening flame, mounted up toward the gtars.

"It'sworth making the effort,” replied Boba Fett. "I've got questions that | want answersto.”

"Ask away, then." Kuat of Kuat smiled gently. "It'stoo late for meto try and conced anything from
you."

Boba Fett stepped closer, across the floor buckled with heat and through the smokefiltering into the
bridge. "Why did you want me dead?"'

"Nothing persond,” said Kuat. ™Y ou mean zero to me. But | knew you had in your possession certain
itemsthat could prove rather embarrassing to me. And fatal to Kuat Drive Y ards. There's an ancient
piece of wisdom that advises anyone taking a shot at a powerful cresture to be sureto hit him. That's
very good advice; | knew therisks | wastaking when | created that fal se evidence againgt Prince Xizor.
But if my scheme had worked, | would have eiminated amgor enemy—or at least given him something
elseto ded with, rather than con- spiring to take over my corporation. But the one thing happened that |
was unable to foresee: that both Xizor and avital eement of my scheme would be killed before



the blow could be struck. Which |eft a considerable messto clean up. Getting rid of you would have just
been part of that cleanup process. Regrettable—but necessary, in the course of business.”

"| aready figured out that much. A long time ago." Boba Fett had come within arm's reach of the other
man. He pulled out his blaster pistol fromits holster and aimed it at Kuat's chest. "What | need to know
now iswhether thet'sthe end of it."

Kuat looked with amusement at the weapon in front of him. "Rather late for that kind of threet, isn't it?1
al- ready consder myself asgood as dead.”

"Y ou can die here, the way you want—or | can drag you out of here and hand you over to Palpatine or
the Al- liance, or whoever e'se would be interested in settling some old scores with you. Y our choice.”

"Very persuasive, Fett. But unnecessary. I'll be happy to tell you the truth—since | have nothing to lose
now by doing s0." Kuat reached out his hand and pushed the blaster muzzle away from himself. "All the
congpiracies end here. There's no one else involved, no other forcesto deal with, once these particular
loose ends are taken care of . Y ou don't have anything to be concerned about. Once I'm gone—and I've
taken Kuat Drive Y ards with me—there won't be anyone else coming after you. Or at least not in regard
to the evidence | fabricated againgt Prince Xizor. Y ou'll just have your usud run of enemies, and al the
various creatures with agrudge against you, to deal with." Kuat peered more closely at the bounty
hunter. "But you knew that aready, didn't you?Y ou said as much, that you had figured it dl out. You
wouldn't have comeall thisway, and risked this much—even your life, which you seem to value so
highly—just to make ab-solutely sure of what you knew. So there must have been something else on
your mind—tight? Some other ques-tion you needed to ask of me. What isit?"

Boba Fett hesitated amoment before speaking. "There's afema e named Nedlah that's been traveling
with me”"

Hisvoice lowered dightly. "But that's not her real name. She doesn't know | found out that she's actudly
Kated of Kuhlvult. She'samember of one of the ruling families of the planet Kuat."

"Very interesting." Kuat raised an eyebrow in sur-prise. " She would a so then be the sister of Kodir of
Kuhlvult, the head of security for Kuat Drive Y ards. And someone that Kodir had been extremely
interested in locating.”



"Did Kodir tel you why?'

Kuat shrugged. "The love between one sister and an-other, | suppose—that's within the range of normal
hu-man emotions. But whatever the reason, it was enough for Kodir to force her way into becoming
security head so she would have the resources to find this sister who had vanished.”

"“Then herere the questions." Boba Fett's dark-shielded gaze |ocked upon Kuat's eyes. "Y ou've heard of
aman named Fenad?'

"Of course. He was head of security for Kuat Drive Y ards, before Kodir of Kuhlvult was given the
position." "So naturdly," continued Fett, "you would've given asendtive, important job—Ilike making the
arrangements for the planting of fabricated evidence againgt Prince Xizor—to him."

"True enough." Kuat nodded. "That's exactly what | had him do. But how do you know about Fenald?"

"There was encoded materia attached to that fabri- cated evidence when | found it insde the freight
droid that had been converted to aspy device. | didn't have time to break the encryption sedl then, but
when | was coming back from Tatooine, where | had retrieved the evidence from another bounty hunter
named Bossk, | managed to crack it. The encrypted material was Fe-nald's own identity code, including
his connection to Kuat Drive Y ards. He probably put it there so held have the ability to blackmail you by
threatening to reved to Xizor—or Palpatine or the Rebd Alliance—exactly where the fabricated
evidence had come from, and who had been responsiblefor it."

"l wouldn't put it past him."

"Here'sthe other question,” said Boba Fett. "Did you aso order Fenald to make arrangements for
Kated of Kuhlvult to be abducted and memory-wiped?’

"Of coursenot,” said Kuat iffly. "That's dbsurd. What motivation would | have for wanting something
like that done?"

"Then this Fenald could have been following some- one else's orders when he contacted a go-between



named Nil Posondum and made those arrangements?”

"Very likey." Kuat smiled ruefully. "I know from per- sonal experience that Fenald was capable of
working for another at the same time he was my head of security. Loyalty, as| found out, wasa
negotiable item with him; he double-crossed me when members of some of the other ruling families
conspired to take over Kuat Drive Y ards.”

"Fenad'streachery might have been even more com- plicated than that. Apparently he was
double-crossing Kodir of Kuhlvult a the sametime.

Kuat's brow creased. "What do you mean?"

"What better way for Kodir to have gotten your confidence—and the security head position—than to
ex- pose Fenald as atraitor to you? And the best way to do that would be to arrange for it with Fenald
himsdf. Especialy since Fendd had dready been working for Kodir while he was till your security head.
In fact—" Boba Fett's voice drew taut as adurasted wire. "Fenad was working for Kodir—following
her orders—when he set up Kodir's sister Kateel to be abducted and memory-wiped.”

"Interesting,” said Kuat, "if true."

"It'strue, dl right. The only thing | needed to find out was whether or not you had ordered the acts
committed againgt Kated of Kuhlvult—and as you've pointed out, you're beyond having any interest in
lying about the

matter. So that leaves Kodir asthe only one who could have given that job to Fenald to take care of ."
"How do you know that?"

"Simple,” replied Boba Fett. "When Kodir intercepted me with the KDY security divison cruiser, she
also found her sster Nedlah—or Kated, her real name—aboard the ship | had been using. Y et Kodir
deliberately concedled any reaction to seeing Neglah there; in particular, Kodir showed no surprise at
Neelah's not recognizing her in re- turn. So Kodir knew that a memory wipe had been done on Nedlah.
If Kodir hadn't found that out from you—be- cause you had been the one who ordered it—then logi-
cdly, it must have been done on Kodir'singtructions. It's easy enough to figure out what Fenald did: he
had or- dersfrom you for one job to be taken care of on the dy, and he had orders from Kodir for
another, different job that had to be kept quiet. So he put more creditsin his own pocket by using the



go-between Nil Posondum to hire just one lowlife, Ree Duptom, to take care of both jobs. Fenald must
have gotten agood rate that way. The only problem was that when Duptom was accidentally killed, it left
amessfor both you and Kodir of Kuhlvult to worry about, without either one of you knowing that the
other wasinvolved. But it took getting information from both you and Kodir to figure out what must have
happened back then."

"I'mimpressed.” Kuat regarded the bounty hunter thoughtfully. ™Y ou're a creature of considerable intelli-
gence; ashame that you found no better use for it than being a bounty hunter.”

"It suitsmy persondity.”

"Perhaps s0. But that makes me wonder about some- thing else.” Kuat's gaze grew sharper. "You've
goneto alot of trouble, not to find out what you needed to know— becauise you aready knew that.
Y ou've risked your life coming hereto find out what someone else, thisfemale named Nedah,
desperately needsto know. That kind of tenderheartednessisn't exactly your style, Fett. Unless...”

Kuat managed athin smile. "Unless you've devel oped some other interest in her besides just business.™

"Guess again,” said Boba Fett. "'l owe her afavor. And | always pay my debts. But I've got better
reasons than that for what | do."

"Widll, you're going to have ahard time | etting this person know what you found out. Listen." Kuat raised
ahand. Outside the Star Destroyer, the rumbling, percus- sive sounds of the explosions advanced closer
and closer. "l saw the ship, the one that brought you down here to the construction docks, take off; there
must have been somebody aboard it with an even sharper sense of self- preservation than your own. So
theré's no way out of here now."

"Yes, thereis" Fett gestured with the blaster pistal. " Get away from the controls.”

"Don't beridiculous. One man can't fly aship thissize; it takesatrained crew. The only way it would be
possibleiswith the tug module, and you can't get to that with the atmospheric pressure shroud gone.”

"| said—qget away from the controls. If you want to stay here in the docks, go ahead. But thisshipis



leaving.”

"Asyou wish," said Kuat. "Every man should pick hisown way of dying. And I've dready chosen mine.”
He turned and walked toward the bridge's hatchway and the corridor beyond that would lead to one of
the ship's main exit ports.

The explosions hadn't yet torn away the narrow con- nector to the pressurized equipment shed next to
the Star Destroyer. Kuat sedled its hatch behind himsdlf, then sat down on a crate marked with the
emblem of Kuat Drive Y ards. Hefelt tired and glad a the same time; tired from hislong work, glad that
it would soon be over.

His eyes closed for amoment, then snapped open when something soft and warm jumped into hislap.
He looked down and saw the golden eyes of the felinx gaz-ing back a him.

"So you'refaithful, too." Kuat stroked the creature's silken fur. “In your own way." Somehow, it had
gotten

out of his private quarters and followed him thisfar, through all the chaos and noise of the corporation's
fiery death. "Just aswell," he murmured. "Just aswdll..."

He picked up the felinx and held it to his chest, bend-ing his own head down low, so that the pulse of its
heart drowned out everything that was to come.

"How many did we get out?' Commander Rozhdenst stood at the mobile base's largest viewports,
gazing at the conflagration sweeping across the distant construc- tion docks.

"Four of the Lancer-classfrigates, Sr." From the center of the room, Ott Klemp made his report. "Those
were our top priority. The rest that we extracted were Zebulon-B frigates.”

"And how many men did welose?' The commander glanced over his shoulder.



"Only two. Onein thefrigate that got caught in the explosions, and ancther il in hisY-wing, goingin.”
Klemp carried his helmet in the crook of hisarm. Both he and Rozhdenst were till in their flight gear. "l
think, sir, you'd have to consider this asuccessful operation.”

"Perhaps," said Rozhdeng. "But | only consider it worth losing good pilotsif something worthwhileis ac-
complished. Until we hear what's happened out at En- dor, we don't know whether there's even going to
be an Alliance that can make use of these ships.”

Klemp looked toward the control panels. "We're till under comm unit sllence?’

"You gotit." Thecommander nodded. "Right now, therésno signasgoing in or coming out of that
sector—"

Hiswords were interrupted by asudden, brighter flare of light from the Kuat Drive Y ards facility. Both
men turned toward the viewport.

"What's going on?" Rozhdenst's brow furrowed. "Those aren't explosives.”

"It'sthe Star Destroyer,” said Klemp, pointing out the flame-engulfed shape. "The big one at the end of
the docks that we couldn't get any of our men into. Some- body's giving its enginesfull power. It's
moving!"

Klemp and the commander watched asthe Star De- stroyer, larger than any of the rescued ships nearing
the base, dowly began to rise from the dock in which it had been moored. The ship suddenly veered to
one sde, theflank of its hull crashing against the warped and broken towers of the cranes arching above
it.

"Whoever's aboard that thing—they've lost control of it." Rozhdenst shook hishead. "They'll never get it

The commander's assessment appeared to be true. The Star Destroyer's stern had dewed around
horizon- taly, bardly meters above the dock. Metd collided with metd, asthe rear thruster portsflared
through the base of the crane. The impact was enough to send the already |oosened tower crashing down



upon the upper length of the ship'shull.

"If hetriesto pull out of there," said Rozhdeng, "hell tear that ship to pieces.”

Klemp peered closer a the image in the viewport. "It lookslike ... hes got another idea...."

The Star Destroyer's thruster engines had throttled back down. There was amoment of stillness at the
end of the congtruction docks, lit by the encroaching flames, then the ship wasit suddenly brighter by the
smultane- ousflash of itsarsend of high-powered laser cannons going off. The bolts weren't aimed, but
achieved an im-pressive amount of damage despite that, ripping through the weakened structure of the
docks and the twisted meta of the fallen crane. Another volley of flaring white bolts followed the first.

Now the two men at the viewport could see the crane and the surrounding docks dowly disintegrate, the
girder beams and grest, torn masses of durastedl collgpsing across one another and into aloose tangle
over the Dreadnaught. Once more, thruster engineslit up; thistime, the awkward forward course of the
ship sent the metal fragments scattering like straws.

Rozhdenst nodded in appreciation as he watched the Star Destroyer move away from the burning
wreckage of Kuat Drive Y ards and into open space. "Too bad ..."

"Too bad that's not one of our guys.”

19

A woman talked to a bounty hunter.

"You know," said Nedlah, "you could be a hero. If that was what you wanted.”

"Hardly." Boba Fett's voice was as flat and unemo- tiond asit had aways been. "Heroes don't get paid
enough.”



"Think about it, though." A thin smileraised a corner of Nedlah's mouth. With one hand, she tugged
higher upon her shoulder the strap of the bag she carried. " Or at least savor theirony. Y our blasting your
way out of the KDY construction docks did the Rebe Alliance more good than their own Scavenger
Squadron was able to achieve.”

She and the bounty hunter were standing in the bridge of the Star Destroyer that Fett had managed to
extract from the docks inferno. The massive ship was silent and empty, except for them.

"How do you figure that?"

"Simple," replied Nedah. "Kuat of Kuat had wired up enough sequentialy linked explosivesto blow up
dl of Kuat Drive Y ards. If he couldn't have it under his con-

trol, he didn't want to leave anything but smoking rubble behind. But this Star Destroyer was one of the
critical linksin the chain; the detonator circuits ran right through its main thruster engine compartment.
And when you pulled the ship out of the docks, the chain was broken. Kuat himself didn't livelong
enough to see what hap- pened, but the result isthat over eighty percent of the KDY construction docks
survived intect.”

Fett shrugged. "That's not my concern.”

"Perhaps not." Nedah regarded the bounty hunter. She'd had no expectation of what would come from
this secret rendezvous with him. The comm message had cometo her at the Scavenger Squadron's
mobile com- mand post, giving the coordinates of where she was to meet up with an unnamed entity; she
had known ingtinc- tively that the message was from Boba Fett. She hadn't told Commander Rozhdenst
about that, though, but had convinced him to let her go aone and unescorted, as the comm message had
directed. It was her own deci- sion to pilot the battered Hound's Tooth to the ren- dezvous. "But," she
continued, it might be my concern. If | want it to be"

"Of course." Asaways, Fett was way ahead of her. "Kuat of Kuat is dead. That means Kuat Drive
Y ardsisgoing to need anew leader. The other ruling families can see how things stack up now—if the
Rebd Allianceindi- catesthat it wants you running KDY/, they'll undoubt- edly fall into line."



"I'm not sure about that." Neelah shook her head in disgust. "I know the Kuatese ruling families better
than you do, and alot better than anybody in the Rebd Al- liance. | was born into those families,
remember? My Ss- ter Kodir isn't the only one of them for whom treachery and scheming come eesily.
There are plenty of ruling family memberswho would just as soon back the Em-pire, if they thought it
would servether purposes.”

"And you don't want to do anything to oppose them?"

"I'm not sure | want to." Nedlah could see her own re- flection in the dark visor of Boba Fett's helmet.
"Or that | even care what happensto Kuat Drive Y ards. After al that's happened, I'm not exactly close
to anyone on the planet Kuat. Kodir isthe only direct blood relation | have, and she's aready being
shipped down to face atri- bunal of edersfrom the ruling families. Thereésalot of charges being made
againg her: conspiracy, murder, kid- napping . . ." Neglah dowly shook her head. "Loyaty doesn't seem
to run thick in the Kuhlvult bloodline. | don't fed it, at least. And maybe Kuat of Kuat was right; maybe
Kuat Drive Y ards deserves something more than that.”

"Suit yourself," said Fett. "But | have other businessto take care of . That'swhy | told you to come here.”

"All right. Let's hesr it."

"I'll makeyou atrade." Fett gestured toward the bulkheads of the ship surrounding them. "Heresanew,
completely operational Star Destroyer, fresh out of the KDY construction docks. It's yours. Y ou can
signal the Scavenger Squadron commander to come out here and pick it up. That should make you even
more popular with the Rebd Alliance."

Neelah glanced around the ship's bridge. "Or maybe | could sl it to them. It'sanice piece of
hardware." She looked again at Boba Fett. "So what do you want in exchange?'

"Two things. Firs, the Hound's Tooth—"

"The Hound'sin pretty bad shape." Nedlah shook her head. " Certainly not worth as much asa ship of
thelinelikethis™



"Il get mewhere | need to go," said Fett. "And second—your silence.”

"What about?' Nedlah peered at the bounty hunter.

"Me. | takeit that you didn't tell anyone from the Rebe Alliance that you've been traveling with me.”

"I didn't think it was advisable. Creatures tend to judge you by the company you keep."

"Fine" said Fett. "So go on that way. And don't tell them about me.”

“Why?

"I have my reasons. Right now, it's more convenient for meif everyone goes on bdieving I'm deed. If
any of the creatures who might've spotted me at the Mos Eidey cantinawant to talk about what they
sawv—" Fett shrugged. "There aren't many who'll believe lowlifeslike that. And if the Rebel commander
back at the KDY con- struction docks has an idea about who it was that pulled out this Destroye, |
imaginethat hell keep it to himsalf. Why would he want to let the rest of the galaxy know that a bounty
hunter was able to do what he and his squadron couldn't? So being dead—or being thought dead—isa
rea opportunity for me."

"Asyou told me—suit yoursdlf." Nedah's gaze turned tighter and harder. "But this ship isn't enough to
buy that kind of slence. | want something alittle more.”

Fett's spinevisibly stiffened. “Likewhat?"

"Like some answers. | want to know why you really went down to have your little confrontation with
Kuat of Kuat while the congtruction docks were blowing up al around you. | can't believe it wasrealy
out of any concern for me, and finding out the truth about whether there was some big conspiracy of
which | wasthetarget.”

A second passed, then Boba Fett nodded. "Y ou'reright,” he said. "None of that is of any consequence



tome. Your life, your death—it means nothing. All that mattersis my life and my business—and that's
what | wastaking care of when | confronted Kuat of Kuat."

"Y ou wanted the truth from him," said Nedlah. "Did you get it?"

Fett nodded. "Enough of it. Now that I'm certain that the conspiracy didn't extend any further than Kuat,
| can go ahead and deliver the fabricated evidence—to those who want it.”

Hiswords puzzled Nedlah. "Who would want it

now? Prince Xizor is dead. Kuat fabricated the evidence against him—so what use would it be now?"

"Asyou say, Xizor isdead. But Black Sunisn't. And Black Sunis till avery powerful—and
dangerous— organization. And since Xizor's degth, the leadership of Black Sun has been amatter of
some dispute. A power struggle between those who had been most loyd to Xi- zor and the otherswho
had been plotting againg him even while hewas dill dive."

"Who'swinning?'

"For the moment, the Xizor loydists have the upper hand. But dl that could change very quickly.
Especidly when | ddliver the fabricated evidence into the hands of the usurper faction. They can useit to
break the hold on power of the Xizor loyalists by showing the Black Sun ranksthat the late Prince Xizor
had been foolishly—and traitoroud y—involving the organization in the affairs of the Empire and the Rebd
Alliance. Even though it wouldn't be true, it might be enough to tip the scalesin the usurper faction's
favor."

"l don't get it," said Nedlah. "Why would you care who wins control of Black Sun?"

"It'sdl the sameto me. But what | do care about,” said Boba Fett, "is staying alive. And the usurper
faction has made it clear to methat | stand agood chance of dying—in as painful amanner as
possible—if | don't hand over the fabricated evidence to them. Through their own information sources,
the usurpers had learned about the evidence and that | wasin search of it. They figured—correctly—that
| could find it before they would be able to. While you were listening to Dengar tell about my past, | was



in the cockpit of the Hound's Tooth re-ceiving a comm unit transmission from the usurper fac-tion ingde
Black Sun, with the detalls of the offer they were making me. An offer that | wasin no postion to refuse.”

"Wouldn't it have been smpler to have just offered you creditsfor the fabricated evidence? After
dl"—Nedah

showed athin smile—"aren't you willing to do anything, aslong asyou get paid?’

"That would have worked for me," replied Fett, "but not for these particular creatures. The problem with
pay- ing mefor the goods wasthat it would leave atrall that could be followed. Anytime credits change
hands, theresalink that can be traced. And the usurper faction didn't want this matter being traced back
to them. Killing me— or threatening to do so—is much smpler. If | got hold of the fabricated evidence
and turned it over to them, there would be no exchange of creditsto link us. And if | failed to do so, then
I'd be dead, and there would be no way | could divulge the usurpers scheming to the Xizor loya- ists.
All very neat and tidy. Especidly since Black Sun— even just asmall faction of the organization—isthe
only thing that could make athreat against me... and pull it off. Anybody else I'd have achance againgt.
But not Black Sun. Killingisone of its specidities.”

"I'mimpressed,” said Nedlah. "'l didn't think you were afraid of anything.”

"Thisisnt fear. It'sredity."

She nodded; it had all started to make sense, thelast pieces of the puzzlefitting together. " So when you
told us, when we were aboard Balancesheet's freighter, that getting hold of the fabricated evidence was
just amatter of potential profits—you were lying to us." Nedlah peered closer at the bounty hunter. "It
wasn't credits you were fter. It was surviva.”

"Credits are usdlesswhen you're dead.”

"Then | takeit that thisis part of the dedl aswell." Nedah pulled the shoulder bag in front of hersdlf and
extracted the flat black parcel insde. She held the fab-ricated evidence, the other item that Boba Fett
had told her to bring, in both hands. "The deal between you and me."



"Thispart isn't negotiable," said Fett. "I'm taking the fabricated evidence with me whether you hand it
over or not."

"Since | don't have any usefor it—" Nedlah shrugged and held the parcel out. "Go ahead.”

Boba Fett took the parcel with no word of thanks. She hadn't expected any, either.

"Wait aminute." Neelah spoke up as Feit turned away. The dark gaze of his visored helmet looked
back at her. "Youredize" she said quietly, "that you're being a complete fool about this. Don't you?'

A moment passed before Fett spoke. "How so?"

"Come on. Useyour brains." Neglah pointed to the parcel in Boba Fett's gloved hands. Y ou're going to
be carrying that stuff into a pretty dangerous place. Sure, this Black Sun usurper factionisgoing to be
happy to get it, but that doesn't mean they're going to keep their end of the deal. They want to keep
things quiet, about what they're up to? Then they're more likely to take the fabri- cated evidence from
you, say thanks very much, and then drill ablaster bolt through your skull. There wouldn't be any trail
linking them to you, after that."

"Of coursenot," replied Fett. "But I've dready thought about that. And I've got afew tricks up my
deeve, in casethey try anything.”

"Trickswhich might not work. Not on some Black Sun faction. Asyou said, killing isone of their
Specidities”

"True." Boba Fett gaveasinglenod. "But asit is, if | don't ddliver the fabricated evidenceto the
usurpers, | have very little chance of surviving. If | do ddiver it to them—then my chanceswill beup to
m"

"Doit, then." Neelah stepped back and gestured toward the bridge's exit hatchway. "Good luck.”



"It's not amatter of luck. Not for me." Fett turned and walked toward the hatchway. He stopped and
looked back at her. "Y ou can trust in your luck, if you care to. When you came here, did you stop to
think what your chances would beif | had decided to tie up afew |oose ends by diminating you?'

"Sure." Nedah reached into the shoulder bag and pulled out a blaster pistol. She held it with both hands,
amed straight toward Fett. "That'swhy | came prepared.”

Fett gazed at her and the weapon for amoment, then dowly nodded. "Good," he said. "I'm glad you
learned afew thingsfrom me."

"Oh, | learned lots." Nedlah kept the weapon pointed at him. "More than | wanted to.”

She lowered the weapon only when she could hear the echo of his boot steps fading away in the
corridor be- yond the hatchway.

A few moments |ater, Nedlah glanced toward the bridge's main viewport. What was visible there was
thefiery trace of the Hound's Tooth, battered but still capa- ble of traveling toward its hidden destination.
But when Neeglah closed her eyes, what she saw were the heat- shimmering expanses of the Dune Seaon
Tatooine, and anearly dead figure, skin and battle armor eroded, face- down in the sand.

She dill couldn't decide whether it might have been better if she had just Ieft him lying there,

A woman talked to a bounty hunter.

Though maybe, thought Dengar, I'm not one any- more. It didn't matter to him now; he wasjust glad to
bedive.

"You cameadl that way, and found me." Both he and Manaroo sat in the cockpit of hisship, the
Punishing One. "Andjugt intime."

"It took some doing," said his betrothed. "Y ou weren't easy to track down."



She couldn't have cut it any finer, either. Punishing One had shown up near the KDY congtruction docks
just as Bossk's former ship Hound's Tooth was hit by the ragged chunk of meta that had come whirling
toward it. Manaroo had witnessed the Hound shuddering from the impact; without a second thought, she
had hit the Pun- ishing One's thruster controls to maximum, swooping into the debris and managing to

grapple and lock on to the other ship's cargo hold before it lost its remaining atmospheric pressure. They
had both been aboard the

Punishing One when she dapped him back to full consciousness.

Therdief at finding himsdlf aive, and in the arms of the woman he loved, ebbed alittleinsde Dengar.
"I'msorry," hesaidto her. "l failed you. | failed us both."

"What are you talking about?"

"Wereright back where we started." He shook his head ruefully. "We needed credits, alot—and |

didn't get them. With everything | did, risking my lifedl that time being partners with Boba Feit, and we

gtill can't pay off that debt load I'm carrying.” Helaid his head against Manaroo's shoulder. "Were no
closer to the life we want than we were before.”

"Youareanidiot." Shelaughed and pushed him back to where she could look a him full in the face.
"None of that mattersaslong asyouredive."

"That's sweet of you to say s0."

"No, redly; | meanit." Manaroo's expression turned earnest. "Y ou don't redlize what you've done just
by reemaining dive. Y ou've won; wevewon."

Helooked at her in puzzlement. "What do you mean?"

"Before | cameto find you," said Manaroo, "l wa gered on you. Every credit | could scrape up, every



one | could borrow—I took us even degper into debt in order to get the stake together. Then | went to
the gambler Drawmas SmaDa; he agreed to cover the wager | pro- posed. A wager on the surviva of a
bounty hunter. Y our survival." Her smile brightened her face. "Bdlieve me, | got great odds on you.
Nobody expected you to be ableto live through being partners with Boba Fett. But you did!”

"But that would mean ... you and |..."

"Yesl" Manaroo grabbed him by both shoulders. "I've dready contacted Drawmas SmaDaand claimed
my winnings—our winnings. | only made the bet; you won it for us. The credits have been transferred
into our holding account. It's more than enough to pay off your debt load. Pay it off, and start usin
whatever busnesswe

want." Sheleaned forward and kissed him, long and happily, then looked into hiseyes again. "It's our
new lifetogether. It'scomeat lagt.”

"Yes..." Dengar nodded dowly. "You'reright..." An unbidden chill touched his heart as ashadow fell
acrossthe joy he knew he should fed. "If only ... every- thing el seworks out..." He could hear the
echoes of the dire warnings that Boba Fett had given him. "Therés ill the Empire to worry about. How
can anyonein the galaxy be happy with that looming over us?'

Manaroo kissed him on the brow thistime, then leaned back and shook her head, till smiling. "You
don't know," shesaid, "what | heard. Just afew minutes ago. | intercepted acomm unit transmisson from
the Rebel Alliance headquarters out at Sullust to the Scav-enger Squadron’'s commander here. The
battle's over." Her voice dropped dmost to awhisper. "And the Rebelswon. It's the Empire that was
crushed ... to abillion pieces...." Shewrapped her arms around him and laid her head on his chest.
"Everything will be different now."

He could hardly believeit, yet he knew it wastrue. Everything, thought Dengar. All their plansand
hopes— those could come true now. And he wouldn't be a bounty hunter anymore ...

In the midst of his happiness, there was athread of re-gret. It seemed a shame, after having survived and
even profited from a partnership with Boba Fett—how many other creatures could say the same?—for
him to turn his back on dl that. Plus, there had been a certain excite- ment to dl that had happened, from
the moment when he first sumbled upon an amost lifeless Boba Fett, lying on the hot sands of Tatooine's
Dune Sea.



Maybe, thought Dengar, | could till keep my hand in. Just alittle. His business enterprise with Manaroo
might not beimmediately successful; it might require afresh in- fuson of credit now and then. Right at the
beginning...

Hed haveto think about that some more. But for the moment, Dengar wrapped hisarms around his be-
trothed. He turned hisface away from hers and looked out the cockpit's viewport at al the stars
cascading in stately progression to the galaxy's edge.

Everything ...

The stars were so bright, even as he closed his eyes and held his betrothed closer to himself.
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