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PROLOGUE

The bounty hunter stalked the corridors of the Super Star Destroyer.

Thewals of the enormous battleship gleamed. The floors had the shine
of brand-new, recently polished durasted. Starship officers and
white-armored stormtroopers-the cream of the Imperid crop-hurried past.
They walked with the arrogance of men who knew they were serving aboard the

newest and largest of the Emperor's ships. Thiswasthe Super Star Destroyer



Executor, flagship of the Imperia Fleet, and the command ship of the

Emperor's most ruthless servant, Darth Vader.

The bounty hunter couldn't have cared less.

Hisface was hidden by agray hemet. Otherwise, the Imperias would
have seen the hard, disinterested expression on hisface and the cold look
of akiller in hiseyes. He wasn't impressed by shipsor uniforms. He only

cared about one thing: the job.

A set of massive doors hissed open, and the bounty hunter stepped
insgdealarge, dark chamber. If the bounty hunter had had any emotions
left, he might have fdt afraid. But hed left hisfedings behind in bits
and pieces, scattered among the bodies of countless victims on hundreds of

worlds. So hedidn't fed anything.

A figure stepped out of the shadows. Tall. Covered in black armor. Face

hidden behind a skull-like mask. Bregth rasping like a degth rattle.

Darth Vader.

The Dark Lord of the Sith acknowledged the bounty hunter's presence

with anod. "Boba Fett."

"Lord Vader," the bounty hunter replied. Then he waited. He knew Vader

would get right to the point.



"l have an assgnment for you," the Dark Lord said. "I havejust put a
large bounty on the heads of three individuals. Two humen children and a

male Shi'ido."

The bounty hunter's helmet dipped forward dightly. "I've never hunted

aShi'ido before. But human children-that doesn't sound interesting. Or

profiteble.

"Fifty thousand creditsfor each of the two children. Alive. One

hundred thousand for the Shi‘'ido. Alive. Seventy-five thousand dead.”

Boba Fett paused. "Then it's profitable. But till not interesting.”

Vader held up one gloved hand. "These three have eluded capture severa

times. Thereis more to them than meetsthe eye.”

The bounty hunter said, "I have another job. I'm hunting for a killer

named Malloc. It paysmore. A lot more."

Vader closed one gloved hand into afig. "Congder thisjob a

diverson until you find him." It was more of an order than a suggestion.

Boba Fett weighed his options. He didn't want the job. He didn't need

the credits. But even he did not ignore the wishes of Darth Vader. Findly,



the bounty hunter said, "Done."

Vader handed him a datadisk. Without another word, Boba Fett turned to
leave. The moment he did, he forgot about his reluctance. He forgot that
Vader had just threatened him into accepting the task. He forgot about

everything but the job.

Hewouldn't stop until hed finished it.

CHAPTER 1

"Don't move, or I'll shoot the boy," sad the greasy-haired human,

pointing hisblaster a Zak.

Zak Arrandas eyes widened, but the blaster-widding human wasn't
looking at him. Thekiller had hiseyes fixed on Zak's unde Hoole. He
didn't bother to look at Zak or at Zak's sister, Tash, who stood next to

him.

They stood in adark dley in the grimy spaceport of Nar Shaddaa. The
man, grinning at them through amouthful of broken teeth, had practicaly
melted out of the shadows the moment they turned off the man street and

intotheadley.



"What isthe meaning of this?' Hoole demanded in a cam, coal voice.

"Y ou have no right to threaten us."

"Thisgivesmeal theright | need,” the men said, brandishing his
wegpon. " That and my bounty hunter'slicense. And you three have a price on

your head | couldn't ress.”

"A bounty hunter?" Tash said, surprised.

Beside her, Zak was stunned. He knew that he and his sister and therr
uncle Hoole were wanted by the Empire. They'd been on the run for months,
ever sncethey'd sumbled upon a horrifying Imperia science experiment and
helped to destroy it. He knew the Empire wanted to arrest them. But he'd had
no ideathe Imperias wanted them badly enough to put a price on ther

heads.

That meant not only that they were wanted by every Imperid agent in
the gdaxy but aso that there could be dozens, maybe even hundreds, of
bounty hunterstracking them aswell. Any bounty hunter who captured them

and turned them over to the Empire would receive afortunein credits.

Zak saw Hoole pretend to be confused. "I do not know what you are

talking about. Y ou must be mistaken.”

"l don't think s0," the bounty hunter laughed. He recited facts as



though reading off a datapad. "Two humen children. A gl named Tash
Arranda, blond, about thirteen standard years. Her brother, aboy named Zak

Arranda, about twelve, dark hair. Traveling in the company of a Shi'ido."

The bounty hunter continued to glare at Hoole ashe said, "Never seena
Shi'ido before. Y ou look amost human, except for thet gray skin." The
killer snarled. "But | done my homework. I know you Shi'idos can change
shape. So you twitch onemuscleand I'll use the boy's head for target

practice.”

Zak looked at Uncle Hool€'s face. What the bounty hunter sad was
true-Hoole could change shape. But even Hoole wasn't fast enough to stop the
killer from firing hisblaster. Zak saw alook of frudtration pass across

hisunclesface.

L ooks like we came to the wrong place, Zak thought. Again.

Nar Shaddaa was a spaceport moon orhiting the planet Na Hutta
Buildings rose dozens of kilometersinto the sky and were connected by
bridges, decks, and balconies that crisscrossed like streets suspended in
midair. Thewalkways of Nar Shaddaa werefilled with grime, greffiti, and
shady-looking characters. Most of them looked tough enough to scare the

wrappings off a Tusken Raider.

Zak, Tash, and Uncle Hoole had flown to Nar Shaddaaiin their ship, the

Shroud, severd days earlier. They needed to resupply the ship, and while



Nar Shaddaa wasn't the most wholesome place in the gdaxy, it suited their
needs. Nar Shaddaa was known for its smugglers, gangsters, and bounty
hunters. The spaceport was dangerous, and athough the Empire had agarrison

here, theloca Imperiasdid little to keep the Streets sife.

Which was exactly why Hoole and the Arrandas had come.

Sincethe Imperids never bothered to patrol the streets of Nar
Shaddag, it was a safe enough stop for two humans and a Shi'ido wanted by

the Empire.

Or so they'd thought.

Asthough he were reading Zak's thoughts, the bounty hunter said, "I
bet you figured you'd be safe from the Empire here on Nar Shaddaa. Figured
maybe the Imperials wouldn't look around this black hole of a spaceport.
Wil you were wrong. There are plenty of bounty huntersthat'd love to turn

you in. Lucky for me, | spotted you first."

"Whatever the bounty is" Hoole said, "wewill pay you double if you

letusgo."

The bounty hunter laughed. ™Y ou ant got those kinds of credits.
Besides, word in the space lanesisthat some of the biggest bounty hunters

in the gdaxy are after you three. Hauling you in before any of them could



send my reputation into lightspeed.”

Asthe bounty hunter and Hoole spoke, Zak noticed how quiet Tash was.
Sheld hardly said aword, and she hadn't moved a musde since the bounty
hunter appeared. Glancing at her out of the corner of hiseye, Zak saw that
his sster had focused her gaze on the bounty hunter's blaster. A calm look
hed fallen across her face. For an instant-a fraction of a second-Zak felt

something like awarm breeze pass through him. He knew what she was doing.

Tash was caling on the Force.

"Please put the blaster down,” Hoole said. "I don't want the children

to get hurt. | promise | won't cause you any problems.”

"Oh, | know you won't," the bounty hunter said with another
jagged-toothed smile. ™Y ou're worth admost as much dead as dive. And snce
| get thefeding you'd jump mefirst chance you got, | figure Il just

shoot you now and save myself aload of trouble.”

With asnap of thewrigt, the bounty hunter turned the blaster from Zak

to Hoole. Zak felt the warm breeze turn into ablasting wind.

Just asthe bounty hunter pulled the trigger, the am halding the

blaster jerked upward, and the blaster bolt sizzled over Hoole€'s shoulder.

Before Zak could move amuscle, the Shi'ido had shape-shifted into the



bulky, snout-nosed form of a Gamorrean and pummeled the bounty hunter into
unconsciousness with afew powerful blows. By thetime Zak had taken two
steps, Hoole had shifted back into his own shape and was tucking the bounty

hunter's blaster into the folds of hisrobe.

"Tash," the Shi'ido said camly, "'l assume you caused that shot to

miss?'

Tash nodded. "Yes. I'm garting to get the hang of the Force, | think.

| still can't do much, but .. ."

Hoole nodded. ™Y our power is becoming most impressive.”

Tash shrugged. "Y ou did theredl work."

Zak frowned, suddenly aware that he hadn't done anything to help.

"We must get back to the Shroud,” Hoole said. "Nar Shaddaais obvioudy

not going to be as safe aswe had hoped. In fact, if that bounty hunter is

telling the truth, then Nar Shaddaa is one of the most dangerous places in

the galaxy for usto be"

"But every placeisdangerous,” Zak said weily. "Everywhere welve

gone, the Empire hasfound us."



It felt to him asthough they'd been on the run forever. In fact,
they'd only been with Uncle Hoolefor alittle over a year. Almogt twelve
standard months ago, the Empire had destroyed Tash and Zak's home planet of
Alderaan, killing their mother and father and dl their friends in one
terrible blow. Zak and Tash had survived only because they'd been offplanet
at thetime. Hoole, their uncle by marriage, wastheir only living relétive.
So they'd goneto live with him. And they'd hardly had a moment to caich

their breath since.

"There's got to be someplace safe we can go," Tash said.

"No place I've ever heard of," Zak grumbled. Hooleraised an eyebrow.

"Aninteregting idea."

"What do you mean?' asked Zak.

"A placethat no one has ever heard of," the Shi'ido said thoughtfully.
"We should find a planet that has not been charted. That would be safe from

the Empire.”

Zak shook hishead. "But if it'saplanet no one's ever charted, how

arewegoing tofind it?'

Hoole led them out of thedley. "Thereisaway. Asyou both know, my
anthropology work hastaken me to many different planets. Whenever an

exploration party has discovered a new planet, they send data to our



research facility on the planet Koaan. Sometimes, it takes months for this

datato be studied. And since the Empiretook over . . ."

Zak snorted. "'I'll bet since the Empire took over, things have dowed

down even more."

"Precisaly,” Hoole said. "The data banks at the research fadlity are

filled with planets that have been located but never studied or colonized.”

Tash'seyeslit up. Y ou're saying we could use the information stored
on Koaan to find a planet that no one else has bothered to study, a planet

that hasn't made it onto the officid charts."

"Precisdly,” Hoole said again. "We shdl go to Koaan."

They had been lucky to escape thefirst bounty hunter, and thar luck
held out as they hurried through the Streets of Nar Shaddaa. If they did
pass any other bounty hunters, the killers didn't recognize them. The three

fugitives reached the Shroud with no trouble.

A few minutes later they received clearance to depart, and the starship

roared out of the atmosphere and into space.

"Once we reach Koaan," Hoole said when they were dl seated inthe

ship's cockpit, "we must find Deevee. | am sure he will be ableto help us"



"Deeveel” Tash said with alaugh. "We haven't seen that droid in ages!™

D-V9, or Deevee for short, had been Hool€'s servant droid, and hed
accompanied Hoole and the Arrandas on severa of their adventures. However,
after being severely damaged by stormtroopers on the planet Kiva, he had

retired to aquieter life as aresearch assistant on Koaan.

"Deeveeisill doing work at the Galactic Research Academy,” Hoole

sad. "l am sure he will have accessto the-"

An darm bleeped softly on the control board. Hoole studied the

scanners and frowned.

"What isit?' Zak asked.

"Thereisaship behind us" Hoole said. "It left Nar Shaddaa just as

wedid, and it seemsto befollowing us."

"An Imperia ship?' Tash asked tensdly.

Zak looked at the scanner, which gave agenera outline of the ship

behind them. "Doesn't look likeit. It'stoo amdl. And-this is

weird-according to the scanners, there are no life-forms aboard.”

"Then how can it be following us?' Tash wondered.



"l do not know," the Shiido said. "However, it makes little
difference. We are ready to make the jJump to hyperspace. No one will be able

tofollow usthen."

With afew quick motions, Hoole entered the proper commands, and the
Shroud lurched forward. The stars turned into white streaks as the ship

thundered into hyperspace.

"There," Hoole said, getting out of the pilot's seet. "We are safe. The
coordinates are set and Koaan is not far from here. Let's go to the lounge

and get something to eat.”

Zak and Tash followed their uncle into the central room of the Shroud.

It was asmall common room with several seats wherethey ate their medsand

where Tash and Zak played hologames.

Asthey entered the room, the door to asmall storage closet did open

and an armored figure stepped out. Tash, Zak, and Hoole recognized him

ingantly. They'd met him before.

It was Boba Fett.

CHAPTER 2



The bounty hunter moved smoathly and efficently, with incredible
speed. Before they could blink, athick cable lashed out from a device on

Fett'swrist and wrapped itself around Hoole, pinning hisarmsto hissides.

In the same motion, Fett brought his other hand up. A flagh of light
blinded Zak and Tash, and Zak felt hisarmsand legs go limp. Ashe hit the
floor, Zak thought he was dying. Then he redlized that he could sill see-he

just couldn't move.

Boba Fett had hit him with some kind of stun bolt.

The bolt must have missed Tash, because shewas still on her feet. She
jumped behind alounge chair as Fett fired again. The sun bolt sputtered

againg the seat and vanished.

By that time Hoole had recovered from hisinitia shock. The Shi'ido
started to quiver, and shape-shifted into a creature that looked like a
serpent with acollar of bright feathers. The serpent dithered away, and
Fett's capture cable fell limply to the floor. Fett swung his blaster around
to shoot Hoole, but the feathered serpent had dipped down the corridor that

led to the deeping cabins.

Fett took one step down the corridor, and something smdl and hard

ricocheted off the back of his hdmet. Fett whirled and fired as the amdl



object was till bouncing away in midair.

A drinking cup, struck by Fett's blaster bolt, shattered into a

thousand pieces.

Another drinking cup leaped off ashdf and flew toward the bounty

hunter. Thistime, Fett smply swatted it asde with the back of his hand.

Tash was using the Force again. Zak knew she couldn't do much against a
killer like Boba Fett. She wasn't srong enough in the Force to throw
anything redlly heavy a him. But a least she was doing something. He, on

the other hand, felt totally usdess.

Fett's helmeted head swiveled from the corridor where Hoole had
disappeared, to the chair that Tash was hiding behind. The bounty hunter was
trying to decide which prey to capture first. He never bothered to look at

Zak, who had aready been taken out of action.

Finaly, Fett spoke. " Surrender now and | won't kill you," his hard,

cold voice rasped. "Y ou're worth more to me dive. Fight, and you'l die.”

"Leave usdone!" Tash ydled from behind her chair.

Fett ignored her. "Surrender. Y ou are unarmed.”



Asif to prove him wrong, ablaster bolt sizzled out of the halway and

glanced off the bounty hunter's armored shoulder. The force of the blow spun

Fett around, and immediately the bounty hunter dove for cover. He pressed

himsdf againgt onewall, out of sight of the corridor.

"Armed," Fett muttered to himself. "Not in the profile.”

Zak would have amiled if hismuscles hadn't been frozen by the sun

bolt. Hoole was using the blaster he'd taken from the other bounty hunter.

"Last chance," Fett shouted down the corridor. " Surrender or die."

"Leavethe ship!" Hoole ordered back from hishiding place.

"Y ou've made your choice," Fett replied.

Still holding his blaster in one hand, the killer pointed his other arm

down the hallway. There was awrist rocket attached to his glove. The rocket

flared and then shrieked asit hurtled down the corridor.

"Uncle Hoole!" Tash shouted.

The smdl rocket hit the back of the ship and exploded. Hames and

smoke blasted down the corridor and continued to pour out of the hdlway.

Cautioudy, the bounty hunter started down the blasted hall.



Zak'sarms and legstingled asfedling began to return to them.

"Zak," Tash whispered, appearing beside him. "Are you okay?'

"Shhtunnd," he durred out of his haf-frozen mouth. Tash helped him

gt up.

"Where did he come from?' Tash whispered.

"He must have spotted us on Nar Shaddaa and sneaked on board the ship,”
Zak guessed. "I'll bet aHutt's treasure that's his ship following us, on

autopilot.”

"What do we do now?" Tash asked. They both stared down the hallway.

Zak felt hisjaw start to work better asthe stun bolt's effects wore

off. "Escape pod. Weve got to get off the ship.”

"But where will we go?" Tash whispered back. "Werein the middle of

hyperspace!”

Tash had barely spoken when the ship lurched and dowed. The soft hum
of the hyperdrive engines died, replaced by the sudden churning of the

sublight drive. The Shroud had dropped out of hyperspace.



Tash and Zak heard someone shout from the back of the Shroud, and
another explosion rocked the ship. A cloud of smoke rolled toward them from

the engine room-and something rushed toward them out of the cloud.

It was Uncle Hoole.

The shoulder of hisrobe had been torn away and blood trickled down his

deave

"Uncle Hoole, you're hurt!" Tash cried.

"We haveto get off this ship before Boba Fett killsus dl," the

Shi'idosad grimly.

"The escape pod!" Zak said.

"Yes," Hoole agreed. "Wejust |eft hyperspace. We should be over the

planet Koaan."

A blaster bolt ripped through the wall abovetheir heads. "Come!" Hoole

ordered.

Together, they staggered toward the escape pod and jumped indde. Zak

strapped himself into a seet, gparing aquick glance out into the hall.

Boba Fett was stalking toward them, blaster in hand.



Hoole dapped the controls, closing the emergency blast doors just as
the bounty hunter fired. They heard the energy bolt dam into the heavy
crash door. The Shi‘ido glanced around to make sure Zak and Tash had both
safely strapped themsalvesinto their crash webbing; then he pulled a large
red handle. Safety bolts exploded, and the escape pod hurled itsdf away

from the ship.

"Look at the damage," Zak whispered, staring at the Shroud through a

viewport.

Smoke and flames poured out of the ship's engines.

"Yes," Hook explained. "l tried to trap Boba Fett in the engine rooms,
but he was too careful to be tricked. Hefired his wrig rocket into the
enginesto flush meout. If | had not shapeshifted into a fireresstant

Gregonian salamander, | would have been killed."

Tash checked the escape pod's smdl control pandl. "According to these
readings, were dropping into Koaan's gravity field. We should be able to

land with no trouble. Will we find help there?!

"1 do not know," Hoolereplied. "But | will try to land usasclose to

the research center aspossible.”



"And asfar away from Fett aswe can get," Tash added.

"1 wouldn't worry about him,” Zak said. "It lookslike the Shroud is

headed for an explosion or acrash landing. Maybeit'l take Fett with it."

The escape pod wasn't designed for long flights. It was programmed to
find the closest planet and land there as softly as possible-which proved to

be not very softly at al.

Koaan's gravity grabbed hold of them, pulling the small pod faster and
fagter toward the surface. Entering the planet's atmosphere, the pod began
to heat up until the outside flamed like ameteor. Theinsde grew hotter,
too. Hoole fired the landing rockets, trying to dow their descent, and the
pod rattled and bumped through the air. Just when Zak thought he couldnt
take the heat or the rattling any longer, the pod hit the ground with an

enormous thud! that jolted him from his feet to the top of his head.

They had landed on K oaan.

Hoole opened the hatch and all three of them crawled from the smoking
escape pod onto sandy ground. They had landed on the edge of alake. Zak got
theimpression of green hillsin the distance, warm sun, and a brilliant
blue sky. But like Hoole and Tash, he was exhausted and quickly collapsed

facedown on the ground. He closed hiseyeswith asigh.

The sound of afootstep made him look up.



Lying there, he could see along shadow creeping aong the ground. It

was the shadow of abeing covered in hard, smooth armor.

The shadow fdl acrosshim.

CHAPTER 3

"Look out!" Zak shouted, scrambling away from the helmeted figure. He

expected to feel another of Boba Fetes stun bolts.

Instead, a mechani cal-sounding voice spoke: "Thereisno need to panic,

Zak."

Zak blinked. The figure standing before him wasn't Boba Fett. In fact,

itwasn't aliving creature a al. It was adroid. "Deeveel" Zak shouted.

The slver droid took another step forward. He was built to look as

much like ahuman as possible, but the movements of his mechanica arms and

legswere tiff and jerky.

"Deeaved" Tash shouted after Zak. Shethrew her arms around the droid.



"It'sgood to see you both again,” Deevee said to the two Arrandas,

then he turned to their uncle. "And Master Hoole. Welcome back to K oaan."

Hoole, who rardly smiled, dmost grinned to see his old companion.

"Thank you, D-V9. | am glad you received my transmission.”

"Indeed," the droid said. "Although | expected you to arrive by ship,

not by lifepod.”

"Sodidwe," Zak said. "But Boba Fett had other plans.”

"Boba Fett!" squawked the droid. Deevee had been with them on their

first encounter with the bounty hunter months earlier. "What does that

killer want?'

"Us," Tash answered. "The Empire has put a price on our heads."

"Which bringsusto our vist," Hoole added. "Deevee, do you have

access to the research center's unprocessed data files?!

Deevee nodded. "Of course, Master Hoole. I'm now the assstant to the

chief anthropologist. | have accessto the entire facility.”

"Good," Hoole said. "Because hereiswhat weneed . . "

On the way to the research facility, Hoole-interrupted often by Zak and



Tash-told Deevee everything that had happened to them over the lagt few
months. After they had helped the Rebd Alliance destroy aterrible
scientific experiment created for the Empire, Zak, Tash, and Hoole had
searched for asafe place to hide. But trouble and terror seemed drawn to

them the way light was drawn down a black hole in space.

"It soundsterrible,” Deevee said as they came near the research

center. "Y our Situation has become worse since we last parted company.”

"That'swhy we need aredly safe placeto hide," Tash said. "Not just

adistant planet. We need a planet no one has ever heard of."

"I'msureyoull finditin the dld catdogs" Deevee sad. "That
information isn't classfied, so no one will question your presence as long
asyou are with me. However, Master Hoole, your face is very well known here

from your days as an anthropologi<t. Y ou will surely be recognized.”

"That isnot aproblem,” the Shi'ido replied. He closed his eyes. His
gray skin seemed to wriggle across his bones for amoment-and then Hoole was

gone, replaced by avery average-looking human with brown har and brown

eyes.

"Excdlent,” Deevee sad. "1 wouldn't want anyone to recognize you with

all the ssormtroopers about."



"Stormtroopers!” Hoole said through his new shape. "There have never

been stormtroopers on Koaan."

"Therearenow,” the droid said with a hint of sadness in his
mechanica voice. "Ever sncethe Rebellion, the Empire has sent military
forcesto control every scientific facility it owns, no maiter how smdl.

But they shouldn't trouble us."

Deevee wasright. The Gaactic Research Academy was a place of learning
and a storehouse of information gathered by scientists and scholars from
acrossthe galaxy. Because it contained no military secretsand stayed out
of palitics, it wasn't consgdered very important by the Empire or the
Rebdlion. Aslong asthe Academy didn't bregk any Imperid rules, it didn't
get much attention. The few Imperias on the planet were there to make sure

no one spread any information that would show the Empirein abad light.

Although Hooles familiar face might have caused a tir, the sight of a
droid escorting one human adult and two human children made no impression at

al.

Deevee led them through a courtyard where afew scholars, mostly human,
hurried here and there on Academy business. They then followed Deeveeinto a

large building severd dtoriestal.

"All the floors above us contain the main library,” the droid explained

asthey reached abank of turbolifts. "It's one of the most complete records



of gdactic knowledge anywhere. But we are going down."

A turbolift arrived and they entered. The lift descended with a gentle
hum. A moment later the door opened and they found themsdves fading a
sour-looking man in an Imperid uniform. His skin was pale and sckly from

gtting inadingy office belowground every day.

Zak tensed on seeing the Imperid uniform, but Deevee merdy shuffled
out of the turbalift, leaned forward, and spoke so that his voice would be
picked up by a microphone on the Imperia’s desk. " Greetings, Deputy Strey.
D-V9 requesting access to raw datafiles. | have three researchers from

offplanet with me."

The Imperia, Deputy Strey, glanced at a screen. "V oice authorization

confirmed. Go ahead,” the Imperia sad.

Deputy Strey didn't even look at them again asthey continued down a
dimly lit halway, past several unmarked doors. To Zak, dl the doorslooked

dike. But Deevee knew where he was going. He opened one of the doors and

stepped insde.

They werein alarge room lined with rows of shelves. Each shdf was
piled high with containers, and each container held hundreds of datadisks.

In the corner was acomputer termind.



"Thisplaceissomethrill," Zak said sarcadtically.

"It may look boring to you, Zak," said Hoole. "But every one of those
disks containsthe records of a team that discovered and explored an
uncharted planet. Who knows what dangers they faced, or what treasures they

discovered?"

"Well, no one knows," Deevee answered. "These records have been sitting

herefor years."

"Why?' Tash asked, staring wide-eyed a the gdaxy of information
around her. Tash was areader, and the thought of al that knowledge made

her head spin.

"Everything we record has to be gpproved by the Empire fird," the
droid explained. "All these disksarejust copies. The originds are on
Coruscant, the Imperial capital. Once afileis approved, we can send it
upstairsto the main library. Luckily for us, with nothing elseto do, the
Academy scholars have been copying and cross-referencing thefilesinto this

computer. Thus, we don't need to search through the disks themsalves.”

Zak looked at the stacks of datadisks that reached the ceiling. "Good.

There are enough disks here to smother a bantha.”

As Deevee activated the computer termina, Hoole, who had shifted back

into his own shape, said, "Go back years, Deevee. Look for something that



was discovered before the Empire took over."

"Why?" Tash asked her uncle.

"If a planet was discovered under the Empire, it was probably
discovered by Imperids. We do not want to go anywhere they have been. We

want a place that was discovered along time ago, and then forgotten.”

"I think I'vefound just the planet," Deevee sad, after a short
search. "This planet was discovered by an exploration team dmog forty

years ago. It-"

The door hissed open behind them. Startled by theintrusion, they dl

whirled around to see Deputy Strey standing in the doorway. His pae face

had gone even whiter. He looked like desth itsdlf.

Deputy Strey gagged, asif trying to speak. Then he fdl face fird

into the room and did not move again.

CHAPTER 4

While Zak and the others were garing down a Strey, eight beings

charged into the room, stepping over the Imperia's body. The fird was a



woman with long, thick hair, ablaster in her hand. Behind her came a
Twi'lek with two thick tentacles growing out of the back of his head. They
were wrapped around his shoulderslike a scarf. Four men followed, dl

dressed in doppy flight uniforms, al heavily armed.

Thewoman glared at Hoole, Zak, and Tash. Then she pointed her blaster

a them. "Who are you?' she demanded.

Hoole returned her gaze camly. "We could ask you the same question.

What have you doneto that man?'

The Twi'lek looked at the woman and said, "We don't havetime for this,

Hlatt."”

The woman, Platt, looked a the motionless Imperid and answered
Hool€es quegtion. "Hell live. He's just stunned.” Platt raised an eyebrow.
"Two human kids, a Shi‘ido, and adroid. I'm just making a guess here-you

aren't the local stormtrooper patrol, are you?"

"We are not Imperias,” Hoole admitted. ™Y ou can put away your blaster.

We are smply hereto gather some information; then wewill be on our way."

"Ustoo," Platt said. She holstered her blaster, and her companions put

theirsaway aswdll. "You, droid,” she said to Deevee. "Y ou work here?'

Deavee sad, "l an aresearch assstant to the-"



"Good. Thisiswhat we need," Platt interrupted. "I've heard you've got
billions of data bits of information on unregistered planets. We need one.

Now."

Hoole raised an eyebrow. "Curious. We are here for asimilar reason.”

By thistime Platt had dready moved to the computer termind. She
scanned the information on the screen and muttered, "Yeah .. . yeah. . .

thisll dofine. Thisis perfect.”

"Y ou can't havethat planet,” Zak said. "That oné's ours!”

Platt laughed. "L ook, no offense, kid, but we'rein kind of ahurry. We

think someone spotted us breaking into this place, and if we don't get out

fast, well-"

"Freezel" someoneydled.

Every eyein the room turned toward the door, where a white-armored

stormtrooper stood, a blaster riflein hishands.

Matt didn't freeze. She drew her blaster at lightspeed and fired from
the hip. The bolt struck the trooper in the chest and sent hm staggering

backward.



"They got herefaster than | expected,” Platt muttered.

"What do we do, Platt?' the Twi'lek asked.

"Guard the door while | download theinformation,” shereplied. Platt's

companions went to the door, blasters at the readly.

"I'm afraid you can't just bargein herelikethis,” Deevee ingsted.

"Thereareregulationd”

Platt shook her head. " Something tells me you four aren't too concerned
about regulations.” She connected asmall handheld datapad to the computer

and downloaded the information on the planet Deevee had found.

"Stop that!" Zak inssted. "We don't want anyone to know about thet

planet!"

"That makestwo of us" Platt said. She finished downloading the

information, then punched in acommand on the computer. The information

Deevee had found vanished, replaced by the words "File Deleted.”

The sound of heavy blagter firefilled the hallway outsde. They could

hear more stormtroopers calling for them to surrender.

"Platt, we can't hold them off for long!" the Twi'lek shouted.



Platt looked at Deevee. "Isthere another way out of here?!

Deevee pointed to a cargo door at the back of the room. "That leads to
afreight turbolift used for heavy items. But I'm afraid | don't have the

access code that-"

"No problem,” Platt snapped. Out came her blaster again, and she poured

energy boltsinto the door until it burst into pieces. The turbdlift was

visble on the other sde.

"Comeon, Tru'eb!" the woman ydled to her Twi'lek friend. "We're

taking the back door!"

"Wait," Hoole said firmly. "Y ou will haveto take uswith you."

The woman paused. "Sayswho?"

Hoole met her gaze evenly. "Y ou've just stolen information we went to

grest trouble to get, and you have attracted Imperid attention that we do

not want. If you leave, the ssormtrooperswill throw us into a detention

block."

Matt shrugged. "That's your problem.”



"And it would be most unfortunate," Hoole continued, "if we were forced

to tell the Imperids where you were going."

Platt scowled. She knew she was stuck. *Come on then. Just don't dow

usdown."

Zak, Tash, and Hoole started for the turbalift, then redized that

Deevee hadn't moved. "Deevee," Zak asked, "aren't you coming?"

Thedroid shook his head. "I'm afraid not, Zak. My placeis here now."

"But the stormtroopers will turn you into scrap!™ Tash said.

"Why should they?| work here. I've done nothing wrong."

"But-" Zak started to protest.

"Zak," the droid brokein, "I am not programmed for philosophy, but

I've seen enough to know that you and Tash are in for more excitement than

my circuitry can handle. | belong here."

"Very well, old friend,” Hoole said. "Thank you for your help.”

"Comeon, or get |eft behind!" Platt shouted from the turbolift. Her

companions were dill a the door, firing thear blasters down the

now-smoking hallway. One by one, they backed away from the door and broke



for the turbolift.

Asthe sound of blaster fire grew deafening, Hoole and the two Arrandas
hurried into the lift with the lagt of the myderious intruders. The

turbolift rose out of Sght just as the stormtroopers charged into the room.

A ghort time later, nothing remained in the basement computer room but
athin cloud of smoke from the earlier blaster fight, and the smell of metdl

burned by energy beams.

Boba Fett dipped quietly into the room.

He had aready learned from the stormtroopers what had happened. He
knew that a group of unknown intruders had broken into the Galactic Research
Academy and accessed information from the computer. They had then dipped
away from asquad of stormtroopers, reached a waiting ship, and blasted

their way into space. That was all the scormtroopers knew.

Boba Fett knew more. He knew that his targets had been here, too, and
that they had |eft with the mysterious intruders. He knew that the droid had
hel ped them, but he didn't tell that to the authorities. Let them do ther

own dirty work.

All Fett cared about was the job.



The bounty hunter went to the computer termina and removed a sl
device from hisbelt. The device had cost him thousands of credits, but it
helped him do hisjob, so it was worth the price. Once it was attached to a
compuiter, the device began to search the filesfor anything that had been
erased. I used quickly enough, the device could recover datathat had been

deleted.

After amoment, the device begped and began to collect information that

had been erased.

Fett had found what he was looking for. He studied the data for a

moment and nodded in satisfaction. Now he knew where they were going. They

were headed for aswamp planet called Dagobah.

The hunt was on.

CHAPTER 5

Zak, Tash, and Hoole were on board Platt's starship, the Last Chance.
Sincethe Imperid presence on Koaan was very smdl, they'd had no
difficulty reaching her ship, and once they were in degp space, there was no

way for the loca authoritiesto follow them.

It wasn't long before afew questions and afew guesses gave Zak and



Tash apretty good ideaof who their new acquaintance was.

Her name was Platt Okeefe and she was a smuggler. Zak aways thought of

smugglers as crude, unlikesble characters who worked for ganggters like

Jabbathe Hutt. But Platt seemed friendly enough. She laughed when she

noticed Zak giving her asuspicious glance.

"Y ou've got a problem with me, kid?' she asked.

Zak shrugged. "Y ou're asmuggler. What am | supposed to think?"

Matt shrugged. "Think anything you want."

Zak frowned. "Do you ever work for the Empire?

Thesmuggler laughed. "I might, if the pricewasright. But modly |

carry stuff the Empire saysisillega to people who want it anyway. So |

guessyou could say | work for the other sde.”

Zak's eyes brightened. "Do you ever work for the Rebellion?!

"Sometimes. | don't mind doing ajob for them now and then, when they

can pay. | consider it abonusto be ableto stick it to the Imps.”

"Imps?' he asked.



"Imperias” Platt sad. "l don't redly take sides, but if | had my

way, dl the Imps could jump into hyperspace and never jump back."

That was good enough for Zak.

Platt, the Twi'lek cdled Tru'eb, and the rest of thar gang were
trying to set up anew base of operations. Because of dl the Imperid
activity in every corner of space, not to mention competition from other
smugglers, they wanted to find someplace unknown to the rest of the galaxy.
Platt had heard of the information stored a the Research Academy and

decided to make use of it.

Tash and Hoole had been reviewing information about Dagobah. They found

Zak and Platt and brought them up to date on what they had learned.

"Dagobah is covered by swvamps," Tash said. " The research team that went
to Study it never returned. We found only afew of their recorded entries.
It looks like they started having trouble after acouple of months on the
planet. They sent out adistress signal, but no one answered it, & least

not by the time they made their last entry.

"It gppears that the automatic distress Sgnd was picked up years
later by apassing freighter,” Hoole said. "They recovered the team's

research logs, but found no survivors.”



ZaK's jaw dropped. "And this is where we're going? It sounds

dangerous.”

Patt yawned. "Rdax, kid. Those science teams are usudly a bunch of

pinheads who spend al their timelooking at bugs and not watching where

they're going. Besides, | want someplace no one else wantsto go.”

"So dowe" said Tash.

"Y eah, well, I've been meaning to ask you," the smuggler said. "Why are

you looking for a deserted planet? Are you in some kind of trouble?’

Hoole answered her question. "We need to avoid the Imperids. Let's

leaveit at that."

"Soyou'reon therun,” Platt said. "Y ou're welcome to come with us to

Dagobah for now. Once weve laid low for awhile and checked the place out,

we can think about what to do next."

Zak knew Hoole would accept Platt'sterms. What choice did they have?

They didn't have aship of their own anymore.

"Very well," Hoole said.

Thetrip to Dagobah took lessthan a standard day. The planet was



fairly closeto normal space routes-it was just that no one ever bothered to

stop there.

The Last Chance dropped out of hyperspace, and Platt made one orbit
around the planet, scanning it with the ship's sensors. "I'm getting mgor

life-form readings,” she said. "There's something dive down there.”

"A lot of somethings,” Zak said. Platt had dlowed her passengers to

gt inthe cockpit during the landing. Zak stared through the viewscreen a

the glowing green ball that was Dagobah.

Tash, who had been studying the planet intently, suddenly whispered,

"Theré's something weird there."

"What wasthat, Tash?' Hoole asked.

Tash blinked as though coming out of atrance. "1... I don't know. |

just got afeding.”

"Perhaps we should reconsider landing here," Hoole said to Platt.

The smuggler laughed. "What, because your niece hasacase of nerves?

Happensto kids during space travel sometimes. Forget it.”

"We have learned to trust Tash'sfedings," Hoole explained. "They have

saved our lives severd times.”



"Isit abad feding, Tash?" Zak asked, wishing he had her intuition.

She aways seemed to know what was going to happen before it did.

Tash shrugged. "No, not abad feding. A good feding. Well, no, not

exactly good either . . ."

"Well, no matter what you're feding, we're landing now, so strap

yoursavesin," Platt said.

The ride down into Dagobah's atmosphere rattled their bones. The ship's
frame groaned and squedled. Platt and Tru'eb had to scramble to keep from
crash-landing. Asit was, their ship hit the ground alittle too fast and

plunged into the swampy surface of Dagobah.

"Everyonedl right?" Plait called out.

"| fed likedl my teeth got knocked loose," Zak said.

Matt grinned. "Firgt rule of piloting: If your passengers can answer

the question, then the landing was good. Let's seethe sights.”

She popped out of her crashwebbing and hurried to the hatch. Tru'eb and
the rest of the smugglersfollowed. Zak, Tash, and Hoole brought up the rear

of thesmdl party.



The moment Plait opened the hatch, athick odor flooded into the ship

from outside.

"Ugh!" Zak dmost gagged. "It smellslikerotting leaves.”

"Rotting something, anyway," Plait said, wrinkling her nose. "Come on,

let'sgo.”

Zak, Tash, Uncle Hoole, and the smugglers stepped out onto the world

caled Dagobah.

The atmosphere was dark and wet. The ground was covered with pools of
water, sometimes ankle-deep, sometimes much deeper. Even the higher ground
was muddy and squished under their boots. Gigantic gnarled treesrose up all
around them, reaching into a dark roof of branches and leaves so thick they

blocked out the sun.

"They're called gnarltrees” Tash said, pointing to thetrees. "That's

what the records say."

Zak grimaced, irritated that, as usual, Tash knew more than he did.

"Whatever they're called, they sure makeit dark down here."

"Weve got glowrods," Platt said. She pulled ashort tube from a pack

on her shoulder and activated it. The other smugglers lit more glowrods,



cadting acircle of pdeydlow light around them.

Migt drifted through the trees. Unseen creatures skittered across
branches or splashed in puddles. They could hear distant shrieksand cdls,
whigtles, and long, sp0oky moans. Zak heard something flap its wings over

his head, but by the time he looked up, it was gone.

"| see something through those trees,” Hoole said, pointing. "A smdl

structure of some sort."

"Good," Platt responded. "I landed as close to the explorers camp as|

could."

The group trudged through knee-deep water until they reached what had
once been the explorers camp. Zak was impressed with Plait's piloting

skills-sheld landed within fifty meters of her target.

The camp was a collection of one-story buildings bardly tall enough to
stand in. Most of them had been overturned, and years of rain and floods had

sunk them into the disma swamp.

"Jug as| thought,” Platt said. "They set up flimsy shelters, and |
bet they didn't even use energy shieldsto protect the camp. They were more

interested in studying the planet than staying safe.”



"They were scientists,” Hoole said. "They were very brave.”

"And stupid,” Platt said. "Bravery doesn't count if you're dead.”

"Look at this," Tash caled out. She had crossed to the other Sde of

the camp. "I think | found somekind of path.”

The smugglers carried glowrods over to Tash for a better view. In the

paelight, they could see aline of moss-covered stones leading away from

the old camp.

They were stepping-stones.

Pait studied the stones for amoment. "The explorers must have built

this path when they landed here."

Hoole wasn't convinced. "That ssems unlikely. The camp structures have

all collapsed or been swallowed by the svamp. If this path wereforty years

old, it wouldn't have survived."

"Then that means someone has been here more recently,” Zak pointed out.

Patt drew her blaster. "If that'strue, thiswill be alousy secret

base. Let's have alook."

Boldly, shejumped out to thefirst stepping-stone. It sank allittle



under her weight, but held. Tru'eb went next, with Hoole and the Arrandas

behind. The others brought up the rear.

The stepping-stones led straight through adark, fetid svamp. As they
waked, Tash pointed out various plants and small animals she had read about

in the records.

Why does she always seem to know everything? Zak said to himsalf.

He thought back to Nar Shaddaa, when Tash had hel ped Hoole defeat the
bounty hunter while he had done nothing. And then, later, when he had been

stunned by Boba Fett, Tash had tried to fight the killer off.

Now she was flaunting how smart she was.

It wasn't fair. He didn't have the Force. How could he hope to match

hisager?

Now and then a stone was missing and they each had to make along jump
to the next step. At one particularly long gap, Platt had to shift hersdf
to the back edge of her stepping-stone and use arunning start to reach the
next one. Tru'eb made the jump, and Hoole hopped across easily on his long
legs. Tash gathered herself and legped. Her feet just reached the edge of
the next stepping-stone. She dipped on the mossy surface, but Hoole grabbed

her and pulled her up.



"Can you makeit, Zak?"' the Shi'ido asked.

If Tash can makeit, | can makeit, he thought. "Surel" he said doud.

Zak backed up to the edge of his stepping-stone, took two small steps,

and launched himsdf into the air.

Theingant hisfeet left the ground he knew he wasn't going to make

He came down a half meter short, fdling chest-deep into the cold,

murky swamp water. Hefdt hisfeet stick in the ooze at the bottom. But he

didn't care about the cold or the dimy water. His cheeks flushed red with

embarrassment as the others started to laugh.

But the next moment, all the color drained from Zak's face.

Two figureswererising up out of the water besde him. Zak saw two

human heads covered with stringy hair, two sets of pae eyes, two gaping

mouths missing severa teeth, and two sets of bony arms. The skin hanging

from those arms looked old and dead.

They were corpses. Human corpses.

And they were reaching out to grab him.



CHAPTER 6

Shouting infright, Zak tried to scramble up onto the stepping-stone,

but he dipped on the moss.

Hefdt acold, wet hand close around hisarm.

Before he could cry out again, Plait was kneding beside him. She
jabbed her blaster over Zak's shoulder and fired. The corpse screamed and

let go, fdling into the water with asplash.

Asfriendly hands pulled Zak up to safety, Plait swiveled her blaster
tofire at the other corpse. But this one threw its hands up in front of its

face and wailed, "No, please!"

Platt'sfinger eased off the trigger. The corpse continued to back away
through the wai st-deep water. Its pale, frightened eyes looked from the
newcomersto the body of its companion, now floating on the surface, and

back again. "Don't hurt me."

"Why not?' Platt said in ahard voice. Y ou were going to hurt one of

us.



"Wait," Hoole said firmly, putting one hand on top of the smuggler's

wespon.

From the safety of the raised stepping-stone, Zak took a second look at
his attacker. It obvioudy wasn't a corpse-it was ayoung human mae. But
his skin was so pae that Zak was sure the man had never spent any time in
the sun. And he wasincredibly thin, like a living skeleton. His sunken

cheeks and eyes gave his head the look of a skull.

"Why did you attack us?' Hoole asked.

The pae man shook his head, his stringy hair flopping around his neck

and face. "Did not attack. Tried to help. Boy fdl into water. Tried to

hep."

"That's not what it looked like from here," Platt muttered.

"Tried to hep,” the skeletd man inssted. He glanced agan a his

dead companion.

"Who areyou?' Tash asked.

The man's eyes narrowed. "l live here. Who are you? Y ou are not from

Dagobah.”



"No," Hoole answered before anyone el se could. "We're here to explore

this planet.”

The skeleton's eyeslit up. "Explorers? The parents were explorers™

"What in space doesthat mean?' Zak asked.

"Platt, let's help him up out of the water." Hoole gestured & the

corpsdlike man. "Heis undoubtedly freezing.”

Reluctantly, the smuggler reached out ahand and hauled the soaked mean
up to one of the stepping-stones as the others moved farther down the path
to make room. The pale man was dressed in dime-coated rags, and stood only

alittletaller than Zak and Tash.

"Now," Hoole asked, hisdark eyes staring into the man, "if you were

not attacking us, why were you hiding under the water?'

"Wewere hunting,” The pale man said. "We saw you come down the steps.
Didn't know what you were. Camefor acloser ook, when that onefdl in the

water. Tried to help.”

The story sounded suspicious to Zak, and he could see doubt in everyone

elsg's eyes, t0o. But this stranger was no danger to them at the moment.



"We thought Dagobah was uninhabited,” the Shi‘ido said. "What is your

name? And who are these parents you speak of ?'

"l am Gdlt," the skeleton man explained. "The parentswere. . . the

parents were the parents of the Children. Us. They were the explorers. We

arethe Children."

"Y ou mean the explorerswho came to Dagobah forty years ago?' Tash

asked.

Gat nodded. "That iswhen the explorers came here.”

"How many of you are there?' Hoole asked.

"Thismany," Gdt said. He hdd hishand up to show five fingers. He

did that fivetimes.

"Twenty-five people?' Platt groaned. "So much for our uninhabited

planet.”

"How can that be?' Tash asked. "According to the records, there weren't

that many people on the origina expedition.”

"The records are incomplete," Hoole pointed out. "Maybe they are
flawed. At any rate, Gdlt is proof that someone survived herelong enough to

have children. Gdlt, where are your friends? Can you take usto them?”



Gadlt agreed to lead them to his home, but heinssted on bringing the
body of his companion with them. Some of Platt's smugglers helped him lift

the body out of the swamp, and Galt hefted the corpse over one shoulder.

Despite hisfrail appearance, Galt seemed quite strong. Even with the
added weight of the body, he jumped easily from stone to stone, and soon

they were hurrying aong the path.

"We should go fadt," Galt said. "Ther€s a dragonsnake nest around

here. We don't want to be here when she gets hungry.”

Zak was glad of the path, and not just because it kept hisfeet out of
the dimy water. The swamp seemed to go on forever, and it wasimpossibleto
tell one part from another. The massive trees, the moss-covered mud, and the
endless pools of water dl looked dike. Without the path, they would have
gotten lost in minutes. And Zak had afedling that getting logt in this

swamp was not agood idea.

Ggggagrrrrrrrr D,

A deep growl, long, low, and menacing, rose from the swamp water.
Ingtantly, Gdt dropped to his hands and knees, cowering on the
stepping-stone where held stopped. He froze so quickly that Platt sumbled

over him and amost fell. To keep her balance, she hopped to the next



seppingstoneintheline.

"What in space are you doing?' she demanded, turning back. "Y ou nearly

made mefal right into that-"

Another deep growl cut her off. Suddenly, the stone on which she stood
started to rise. The water benegth it churned, and Z&k redlized thet
something was rising up from under the water, lifting the Sone asit came.
Platt shouted in darm and jumped from the stone, faling into the murky

swamp.

The cresture that rose out of the water was enormous. Its head towered
at least five meters above them, and Zak saw that most of its body was still
hidden beneath the water. Its skin was sickly white and its huge eyes glowed
ydlow. Two thick antennae grew out of its head, quivering as the creature
swayed back and forth. A gigantic mouth opened and shut dowly, as though

tagting the air.

"Swamp dug!" Gat shrieked, not moving.

"Shoot it!" Platt sputtered from the water. " Shoot it!"

Her smugglers opened fire. Severd shots went wild as the shooters

panicked. But even the blaster bolts that hit their mark seemed to do

nothing but vanish in the giant dug'sdimy flesh. It gurgled and lurched

toward its attackers, pushing itsdf through the water dongside the stone



path. Terrified, the smugglers dove into the water.

Zak saw Hoole start to shape-change, but he was too dow. The swamp

dug lunged a him, its mouth open, and the Shi'ido had to jump aside to

avoid being swalowed.

Only Zak and Tash were | eft tegtering on the steppingstones. "Run!”

Tashyelled.

"Where?' Zak asked.

There was nowhere to go.

Zak saw Tash pick up atree branch that was floaing in the water.

Following her lead, he grabbed arock. They raised their little weapons as

the swamp dug reared to its full height, towering over them.

Suddenly, aloud shriek filled the air. The swamp dug paused and

growled, its antennae quivering in the direction of the scream.

Another huge creature pushed itsway out of awadl of bushes and

dipped into the water. Zak caught aglimpse of along black tal covered

with scales, splashing across the surface.

"Weve got more company,” hesaid Tash. "I bet that's the dragonsnake



Gdt wastaking about!"

The swamp dug seemed to forget about Tash and Zak. It turned toward
the dragonsnake as it surfaced, teeth sngpping. The two swamp creatures

lunged at each other.

Zak fdt ahand on his shoulder. "Hurry," Hoole said.

He and the smugglers had managed to dimb back onto the
stepping-stones. For ahalf second, they al watched the two beasts thrash
about, churning up the dark swamp water. Then they pulled Galt to his feet
and hurried on. The growls of the swamp dug and the screams of the

dragonsnake could be heard long after they'd | eft the battle behind.

Soaking wet and shivering with cold and fright, they reached their

degtination ahaf hour later.

The Shdlter, as Gdt cdled it, wasasmall idand of dry ground, large
enough to hold twenty to thirty smal huts. Thewalls of the huts were made

of dried mud, and the roofs were gnarlwood branches coated with dime.

As Zak and the others followed Galt onto the littleidand, two dozen
pale-skinned figures came out of the huts, their eyes wide with
astonishment. Galt trotted ahead and whispered to them. They all seemed most
interested in the body of Galt's companion. Severa of the others took the

body from Galt and hurried away with it.



All their whispering seemed to make Platt nervous. "Tru'eb," she said
to the Twi'lek, "take two of the boys and go back to check on the ship. |
want to make sure none of these walking skeletonsis planning to stedl our

ticket home."

"Right,"” Tru'eb said, and turned back down the path just as Gdt

finished hiswhispering.

Gdt amiled. "The Children agreeto | et you into the Shelter.”

"Thank you," Hoole said respectfully. "Gdlt, do you have any records?

Anything that you saved from the explorers?'

Gt nodded. "Our parentsleft usastory.”

In the center of thelittle village good asmdl shelter. It had no

walls, just four poles that supported aroof of gnarlwood branches. Benegth

it wasasmall box. Opening it, Galt removed a mud-crusted datapad and a

tiny holo-projector. "Thisisthelog. It'sbroken," hesaid. "Nolife left

init"

"Here, let'stry this" Platt offered.

She popped the power pack out of her glowrod. Taking the holoprojector



from Gdlt, she connected it to the power supply and hit Play.

The holoprojector crackled to life. A smdl, three-dimensiond image of
awoman appeared over the projector. She looked exhausted and thin. Her

voice sounded weak and defeated as she spoke.

"The datgpad's power supply isamost gone, 0 | have ressted meking

an entry for dmogt ayear. Thismay bethelast.

"Qur entiretrip to Dagobah has proved to be adeadly failure. Eventhe
distress signal we sent out hasfailed. A passing cruise ship picked up our
signa and tried to rescue us, only to crash-land as wel. Now there are
forty of usstuck here, with little hope of escape. Most of my origina team

has been killed by swamp creatures or by disease.

"We are trying to make the most of our new home. We've found an idand
and erected anew set of shelters. Some even tak about raisng families

here. But | don't know how long wéll survive.

"Dagobah has beaten us. It's dmog as if the planet resents our
presence. If anyone finds this recording, get away from here asfast as you

can. Dagobah isadesth trap.”

The hologram faded out for amoment. When it powered up again, they saw
an image of the same woman. Now she was lying on abed of damp moss. Her

eyeswere only half open. Her lips barely moved. It was obvious that she was



on her deathbed.

Sherasped: "It's been ayear sincemy last entry. . . . We've found
hardly anything to eat and most of the creatures that we might hunt spend
their time hunting us. Welve managed to make ahome here. Jugt afew mud
huts. Some of the survivors went ahead and started families They've had
children. That'sthe worst. We're dl on the edge of starvetion . . . and
now we have children to feed. We've gotten so hungry . . . the children
crying from hunger . . . that weve-" The woman on the hologram shuddered
and garted to cry. "May the starsforgive us. . . weve fed them meat

from-" Zzzzkkzkkk!

Therecording fizzled out.

"She must have lost power at that point,” said Platt.

Hoole nodded. "It is quite surprising that Galt and the others have

survived for so long. Without food, and in this hogtile environment . . .

itsamazing, redly.”

"I'm starting to think we should get out of here, and set a course for

safe space lanes,” Platt said.

"l agree" saild Hoole. "We should leave immediately.”



"Then I've got bad newsfor you," Tru'eb said. The Twi'lek hed just
come trotting up, nearly out of breath. "We went back to check on the ship
like you asked, Platt. No one'stouched, it, but it looks like the Last
Chance was too heavy for the swamp. It's sunk about three meters into the

mud, and the engineswont kick in."

Matt gritted her teeth. "Areyou tdling me what | think you are?’

"Yep," the other smuggler said grimly. "We're suck here."

CHAPTER7

A short whilelater, Zak, Tash, and Hoole sat ingde one of the
primitive shelters. Platt had gone back to the starship with the rest of her

crew, hoping to find away to free it from the swamp.

Hoole and the Arrandas, meanwhile, had offered to tak with the
survivors-the Children, asthey caled themselves. Hoole hoped that Galt and
the others might have salvaged more equipment from ther parents. Maybe

there was something that could be used to bresk the ship out of the muck.

Before discussion began, one of the other Children cameto offer them
some food-afew thin strips of meat. 1t looked disgusting and smelled worse.

Gdlt looked delighted when they turned it down, and he gobbled ther



portions eagerly. Once Gdt had eaten, Hoole and the Children started to

talk.

But Hoole was disappointed to learn that whatever technology had been

left behind had been discarded. The survivors had no way to power up the

equipment, and they tossed each piece into the swamp as soon asit died. The

survivors had amost no mechanica knowledge.

"Didn't your parents explain how the equipment worked?' Zak asked Galt.

Theman blinked. "Almogt dl the parents died when we were young. I'm

the oldest of the Children. Thelast parent died when | was seven.”

"Whet killed them?' Hoole asked.

"Different things," Galt answered. "Dragonsnakes. Insect bites. Svamp

fever killed many. It wastheworg."

"But it didnt kill you,” Tash said.

Gdt nodded. "All the Children caught the fever, but none of us died.

Only the parents died.”

"Sometimes children can be more resistant to disease than adults,”

Hoole said. "Y our bodies probably adjusted to Dagobah's environment better



then theirsdid.”

"Wdl, | can't wait to get off this planet and go somewheredse" Zak

sad.

Galt looked confused. "What is 'somewhere el s¢?"

"Another planet,” Zak said. When Galt looked even more confused, he

added, "There are other planets out in space. Out among the ars.”

"What are'stars?' Galt asked.

Zak'sjaw dropped. Then heredlized that the Children could never have
seen the stars. The canopy of trees was 0 thick that it hid the sky

completely. They had never felt the sun on their skin, either.

"Gdt, how have you Children survived dl this time?* Hoole asked,
changing the subject. "How did you avoid the swamp crestures? What do you

ed?'

"Eat." Gat whispered theword asif it were asecret, magic spell. His
eyesboreinto Zak but seemed to look through him. "We est what we can. We
eat when we can. Always hungry. Always," he said. Then helicked hislips

"Mogly we est fungus.”

No wonder they're so thin, Zak thought. "What wasthat meet you just



ae?' he asked.

"Thatwas. ..," Gdt sad dowly, "that wasalucky find." Then he

added, "Will your friends bring food?"

Hooletold him that Platt had promised to bring food from the ship.

That news made an eager light burn in the eyes of dl the Children.

"Can't you hunt animas?' Tash asked.

"It isdangerousto hunt," Galt answered. "There arethe spiders. And

dragonsnakes. And theimp."

"Imp?" Zak asked, remembering his conversation with Platt. Do you mean

Imperids?’

"l don't know that word," Galt said. "Theimp lives out there. In the

swamp. It has strange powers.”

Hoole said, "Gdlt, have you ever seen thisimp?Isit human?'

Galt shook hishead. "I never saw it. But the parentstold us. It's out

there. Somewhere."



"All right, I've got good news, and bad news, and more bad news," Platt

announced when she returned from the ship.

Zak, Tash, Hoole, and the Children had met the returning smugglersin

the center of thelittlevillage.

"The good newsis, we can use the ship's repul sor lift to break free of

the muck."

"Great!" Zak exclamed.

"The bad newsisit's going to take usacouple of days to rig the

repulsorsup todoiit.”

Hoole looked concerned. "'l am relieved we will be able to leave. But

thisisarather inhospitable environment. This may be along two days."

"What's the other bad news?' Zak asked.

Platt frowned. "We were carting the food supply back here when two of
my men dipped. The food containers ended up in the swamp. Before we could
get to them, some sort of scavenger creatures swarmed over them. There was

nothing we could do."

Zak's heart sank. Two more days on this planet with no food. They were

going to get awfully hungry.



"Anyway, well get sarted on the ship in the moming,” the smuggler
sad. "It's getting darker, and something tells me there will be even more

creatures stirring around here at night. We should dl find a place to

deep.”

"Shouldn't we deep on the ship?' Hoole said.

"You can, if you want to degp inamud pit," Platt shorted. "The Last
Chanceissunk up to her latera stabilizers, and ooze poured into dl the

compartments. It's going to be amess when we finaly take off."

"Thereisan empty hut,” Gat offered. "Some of you can deep there"

They agreed. At Hoolesinsstence, Platt posted a sentry. The smuggler
grumbled but did as hewastold and sat in the middle of the village with a
blaster across hislap. Everyone e se bedded down on the floor of the hut.
They dl rolled up indgde therma-blankets Platt had given them, and soon dl

were fast adeep.

All except Zak.

Zak feltitchy. Not itchy on the outside. It was more like something

wastickling him insde. Something was bothering him.



He heard Tash's soft, regular bresthing beside him.

She even deeps better than | do, he thought. It'sjust not fair. Why
does she have to be so good at everything? Zak searched for aword to

describe what he was feding. Then hefound it: Jeelous.

He'd never been jed ous of Tash before. In fact, held fdt sorry for
her. She was away's reading books and studying while he was outsde having
fun, or taking gpart machinesto learn how they worked. Zak preferred action

to thought.

But somehow, lately, Tash had managed to put the two things together.

She thought more than he did, and she seemed able to do more, too.

Isit the Force? Zak wondered.

He wanted to think so. But he wasn't sure.

Maybe shewasjust better than he was. Better at fadng dangers like
the bounty hunter on Nar Shaddaa. Better at studying planets like Dagobah.

Better at everything.

A muffled voice drifted through the heavy swamp ar. Zak thought he
heard a second voice respond, but it was hard to tell. Even & night, the
swamp creatures of Dagobah kept up a constant chatter of chirps, whistles,

and croaks.



Then he heard ashort grunt, and something heavy shuffling dong the

ground. Curious, he unrolled himsdlf from his therma-blanket and stood up.

Outside the hut, the night was pitch-black. Neither moons nor starslit

the swamp. In the center of the village, Zak could see the sentry's smdl

glowrod. As he approached, he saw that the glowrod was lying on the ground,

fantly illuminating the sentry'sface.

Zak chuckled. Some guard! He must have falen adeep on thejob.

I'll just go wake him before he gets into trouble with Plait, Zak

thought.

He reached the glowrod and froze.

The glowrod lit up the sentry's head, but not the rest of his body.

The rest of hisbody was gone.

CHAPTER 8

"Swamp dug,” some of the Children said.



"Dragonsnake," said others. "They can crawl acrossdry land.”

"Giant spiders,” argued dtill others.

But most agreed with Galt's conclusion. Staring at the horrible Sght

inthe middle of their little village, Gat whigpered, "It'stheimp.”

"Imp? Imp?* Platt said, pacing back and forth, her blaster held tightly
in her hand. She had been more angry than frightened since Zak had awakened
everyone with hisgruesome discovery. The smuggler had been under her
command, and she felt responsible. "I've seen adragon-snake. And I've been

attacked by a swamp dug. But what'san imp?"

"It might be Imperids" Zak started to say.

"A cregturethat is supposed to livein the swamp,” Hoole interrupted.
"The Children say it has strange powers. But | think," he said, lowering his
voice, "that it ismerely animaginary cresture. Remember, these survivors
have had no parentsto guide them since they were smdl. They redly are
gtill children, and | suspect that thisimp is merely aleftover creetion of

childlikeminds™"

Patt was ill fuming. "Well, it's not asif we need made-up creatures

to go dong with the red ones. Anyway, something killed one of my men.”



Hooleremained cam. "It isatragedy. But what shdl we do? Take
revenge on the entire swamp? Platt, | suggest you put your blaster away

before you hurt someone.”

Grimacing, Platt reluctantly holstered her wegpon.

"Now," Hoole continued. "The sooner we can free the ship, the sooner we

will be out of here. Until then, we shall have to keep our eyes open.”

"Unde Hoole" Zak sad inggently, "we can't just St here.

Something'swrong. | canfed it."

Hoole looked at Tash. "What do you fed ?'

"I'm the one with the bad fedling!" Zak protested.

Hoole put ahand on Zak's shoulder. "We have dl cometo rely on Tash's

ingtincts, Zak. Y ou know that."

Tash cast asympathetic glance Zak'sway. "Sorry, Zak, | just don't
fed the sameway. | mean, there's definitely something dangeroushere. . .
but | think that's just the swamp, and theanimals. They'redl . . . wdl,
| get thisfedling that everything around usis hungry. It'slike the whole
place wantsto swallow uswhole. But | don't fed as though something is

wrong.



"This place reminds me of D'vouran,” Zak grunted. Tash shuddered, and
even Hoole gave adight twitch at the unpleasant memory. Over ayear ago-it
seemed like alifetime now-Zak, Tash, and Hoole had been trapped on aliving
planet that fed itsdf by absorbing the creaturesthat lived on its surface.

They had barely escaped with their lives.

"Thefeding of danger isonly asmdl part of it," Tash went on.
"There's something good here, too. Uncle Hoole, I'm sure we're safe here. |

don't know why. But | know we are.

Patt sghed. "And that's good enough for you, Hoole?' Hoole nodded.

"Yes itis"

Zak bit hislip and thought, Tash iswrong. And we're dl going to pay

for it.

Frustrated, Zak turned away. He saw Gat walking toward one of the huts
on the edge of the village and ran after him. He wanted to ask the skeleta

man more about the imp.

As hereached Gdt, he stepped over asmall clump of grass sprouting
from the mud. Out of the center of the grass stretched a Sngle thick,
yellow flower about the size of hisfist. Zak bardy noticed the flower

until, to hissurprise, it bit him on the ankle!



CHAPTER9

Zak screamed. He shook hisleg, but the yellow flower hdd firm. He

fet smdl razor-sharp teeth digging into hisflesh. "Help!"

Gt rushed over and snatched at the flower, ripping it off. Zak felt a

few bitsof hisskin pull off with it. Galt tossed the strange plant away.

"What wasthat?' Zak asked, checking thewound on hisleg. Therewas a

row of small punctures on hisshin. "Isit poisonous?

"Medt flower," Gat said. "It's not poison, but the bite hurts. Big

ones can swallow aperson whole."

Zak winced as he dabbed at the blood on hisleg.

"Thejuice from the mest flower'sleaves makesit fed better,” Gdt
sad. "It stopsthe bleeding.” He plucked afew leaves and started to rub

them againgt the wound.

Almost immediately, the pain started to recede. Zak let out ahuge sigh

of reief.



Then he blinked.

He had been staring out into the swamp, focusing on nothing, when a

movement caught hiseye.

Was something out there?

Helooked again. For just an ingant, he thought he saw someone

beckoning to him. "Hey, theré's someone therel”

Galt jumped to hisfeet and looked around. "But everyone's in the

village"

"Wdl, someonesthere," Zak ingsted. "'l saw them."

Gdt looked genuindly frightened. "It istheimp.”

"Redlly?' Zak sid.

A rush of excitement filled him. If there redly was animp, thiswould

be his chance to do something important. Hed been letting Tash and Unde

Hoole take control for too long. Now it was histurn to be a hero.

"Comeon," Zak said, garting forward.

"No, no!" Galt said, holding him back. "It's not safe.”



Zak snorted, thinking of the smuggler'shead. "It's not very safe here

dther, isit?'

"But it'sawaste of-"

Zak didn't hear the end of Galt's statement. He was splashing through
puddles and jumping over fallen logs. Somewhere in the back of his mind he
knew that what he was doing was dangerous. The next puddle could swalow him
whole, or hisnext step could land him in the mouth of some swamp beast. But

none of that mattered. He felt an irresstible urge to move forward.

Zak didn't think he had run very far, maybe ahundred meters. His legs
weren't tired. But suddenly, the urge to run left him. The moment it did, he
fet drained, like apower cdl with al the energy sucked out. And into the
gpace left behind poured al the fear he had ignored for the past few

minutes.

He was aonein aclearing in the swamp where one person had aready

been killed. He couldn't see the Children's village. He wasn't even sure in

which direction it was.

"What am | doing?' he asked aoud.

"Stepping on me, you are," said athroaty voice a hisfest.



Zak nearly jJumped out of his skin. He ssumbled backward and fell into a
muddy puddle. Propping himself up on hisarms, hefound himself a eyeleve

with one of the strangest beings held ever seen.

The creature was less than one meter tall. Its skin was the color of
the Dagobah mud, dry and cracked with age. Tufts of gray hair, grew in
little bushes around itslarge, pointed ears. But its eyes were youthful and

bright.

Those eyes were round, and soft, and deep, and they reminded Zak of

nothing he'd ever seen before, except maybe the feding he had when he

looked up at night and saw the whole galaxy spread out across the sky.

"Deaf aswell asblind, are you?' the creature said. It poked himin

theribswith alittle caneit held in one hand.

"Wh-What?' Zak sammered.

"Asked aquestion, | did. Where are my seeds?' Zak was utterly

confused.

"My seeds, my seeds. Ah, here! Hiding with you, they are!™

The creature struggled to push Zak aside and get at something benegath

him. Zak rolled away, and the creature started to gather up apile of round



seedsit had been collecting, humming, "Good for the soup. Good for the

bones, mm-hm."

"Y ou eat those?' Zak said doubtfully, staring at the seeds. Each one

was about the Sze of hisfingernail, but they all looked as hard as rocks.

"Eat them? Eat them, no," the cresture said. He looked a Zak and

gmiled. "Plant them, | do. Grow and besr fruit, they will. That isthe way."

"Who areyou?' Zak asked.

The creature dropped the seedsinto alittle pouch at hisside. Then he

jabbed the stick into Zak's ribs again. "Not important who | am. The

guestion you should be asking is, Who are you?"

"l know who | am,” Zak replied.

"Do you?' asked the creature.

Zak wanted to laugh. The creature sounded dlly and looked even

sllier. But something about the way he asked the question made Zak pause.

If there was one thing held learned after dl his adventures with Unde

Hoole, it was that appearances could be deceiving.

"A good lesson!" the creature cackled, asthough reading histhoughts.



Not knowing what elseto do, Zak said, "My nameisZak Arranda. What's

yours?'

The creature cackled again gleefully. "l am Y oda." Zak shook his head.
"For aplanet that's supposed to be uninhabited, Dagobah sure is getting

crowded."

Y odamade agurgling sound in histhroat. "Uninhabited, do you say?'
Thelittle creature spread his small amswide. "Have you no eyes? No ears?

Lifeisdl around."

"Oh, right," Zak said, surprised by the little creature's suddenly

serioustone. "'l just meant, you know, intelligent life."

"Intelligent, huh!" Y oda said with agrunt of disgust. "What isthis

intelligence?!

Zak opened his mouth to speak, then stopped. He thought of the most

intelligent people he knew-Tash and Uncle Hoole,

"Intelligence meanslearning. Being ableto figure things out. Knowing

how the universeworks,” Zak findly said.

"Ahhh," the little creature said, nodding meaningfully. "Come here" he

said, shuffling toward anearby tree. When Zak hesitated, Y oda waved his



gtick. "Come, come, come!™

Not knowing whether to be amused or frightened, Zak followed. Y oda
stood next to arotting log. With his stick he poked the log, and a chunk of
dead wood fell away. Insde, hundreds of worms as thick as Zak's finger

wriggled and squirmed.

"Yuck," Zak sad.

"Rotworms,” Y odasad. "Arethey intdligent?

"No," Zak answered, trying to explain. "Y ou see-"

Y oda spoke again as the exposed rotworms burrowed into the soft,
decaying wood and disappeared. "Rotworms learn that dead |ogs make the best
homes. They figure out how to burrow into the wood. Burrowing, they help the
log to rot, and the bits of dead wood enrich the soil, meking good ground
for new treesto grow." Thelittle creature stared at Zak. "That is how the

universe works."

Zak blinked. A moment ago this strange creature had seemed like a

clown. Now hewasn't so sure. "Who are you?' he asked again.

Y oda nodded mysterioudy. " Someone you will meet again. Now go. Others

awatyou."



Zak started to ask another question, but Y oda chattered, "Go, go, go.

Away with your questions!”

Thelittle creature turned to leave. His movementswere awkward, more
like awaddle than a walk, but he was gone so quickly that Zek was

half-convinced that Y odahad smply vanished into the misty air.

"That was prime,” Zak said doud. "Weird. But prime.”

He turned to go. He felt confident about his directions now. In fact,
the way back was so obvious, he wondered why he'd been worried. He Started
tojog. But hisfeet dowed down as he caught the dull glint of metal inthe

gloomy swamp.

Curious, Zak approached the metal object. Ashe did, he redized that
it was very large. Creeping nearer, he saw that it was aship. And when he

was only afew dozen metersfrom it, heredized that it was a ship he

recognized.

He'd seen it on the Shroud's scanners.

The ship belonged to Boba Fett.

CHAPTER 10



"Boba Fett!" Platt spat the name out like a curse. "Thisis getting

worse dl thetimel”

Zak had brought the news back to the village as fast as he could run.

Firgt, he had told Tash and Uncle Hoole, adding everything that had happened

with the strange character called Y oda.

"Yoda," Tash had replied. "There's something about that name. . ."

"Intriguing," Hoole had agreed. "There seemsto be yet another being on

this supposedly empty planet. But our first concern isthe bounty hunter.”

So Hoole had gone immediately to tell the others. The smugglers had

gathered in the center of the village to discuss Zak's news, but the

Children were nowherein sight.

Apparently, they had managed to catch something in the swamps, and were

esgerly preparing arare feast. They had even converted Galt's hut into a

kitchen to cook the food they had found.

"How could Fett have followed ushere?' Tash said in dishdli€f.

"l don't know," Platt growled angrily. "But if I'd known thet killer



was after you, 1'd have dropped you off on the nearest asteroid and let you

dedl with him yourselves."

Hoole tiffened dightly. "We thought Boba Fett had been diminated. We

had no intention of placing youin hislineof fire”

"Y eah, wdl, we're there anyway, aren't we?' Hatt sad. "And he's

dready killed one of my men."

Zak was surprised. "How do you know it was him?"

"lan't it obvious? Right now the odds are six blastersto one in our

favor. He's trying to whittle us down before he comes in for the kill."

Matt kicked at the soggy ground in frustration. "He's probably out there

right now, watching us. Waiting to make his next move."

Zak scanned the surrounding trees, but dl he saw was the endless

swamp, moss-covered trees, vines hanging from gnarled branches, and the mist

that drifted formlessy across Dagobah's landscape.

"How long before the ship isready to fly?" Tash asked. Platt scowled.

"Twenty-four hours."

"Long enough for Fett to take us dl out,” Zak said.

"Right," the smuggler agreed. "So werenot going to wait for him.



We're going to go out there and get him."

Tru'eb and the other smugglers were startled.

"Go after Boba Fett?' Tru'eb growled. "Have you come down with svamp

fever or something? Hell pick us off likefleason anerf.”

"And what do you think helll do if we stick around here?' the smuggler

snapped back.

When Tru'eb had no answer, Platt started organizing her smal gang into

hunting parties.

"We could useyou, Hoole," Plat sad to the Shi‘ido. "With your

shape-changing power, you might be able to spot the bounty hunter before he

Spotsyou.”

"Out of the question,” Hoolereplied. "My firgt respongbility isto my

niece and nephew.”

Tash spoke up. "'l want to find this Y oda."

Zak felt apang of sudden jedlousy and bit hislip to sop himsdf from

saying "No!" He didn't want Tash to meet Y oda. He wasn't sure why, but he

felt aconnection with the little creature. He didn't want Tash barging in.



So hewas rdieved when Hoole said, "No, Tash. Remember thereisa

price on your head, too. Y ou should stay here."

"And do what?' Tash replied. "Wait for Boba Fett to knock on the door

while the smugglers are out hunting?'

"Tash, it seems-"

"Actudly,” Platt interrupted, "it'snot such abad idea I'm curious
about thislittle creature myself. Hesawild card, and | don't like wild
cards. Why don't | send two of my boys aong with your niece and nephew to

look for him? This creature talked to Zak once. Maybe he will again.”

In the end, Hoole relented. He knew his powers were best used in the
hunt for Boba Fett. And with two armed smugglersfor guards, Zak and Tash

were as safe as they were going to get.

"Becareful,” Hoole said. Helooked a Tash. "Listen to your ingtincts.

And do not do anything rash. | will seeyou back here shortly."

The smugglers broke into two parties. Platt and one of the smugglers
went off in one direction, while Hoole, Tru'eb, and another smuggler went
the opposite way. That left Zak, Tash, and the two remaining smugglers in
thevillage just as Galt and some of the bony Children appeared, carrying a

large pot pounded out of scrap metal.



"Where are you going?' Gdt asked. "Thefeadt isjust about to begin!”

He held the pot under Zak's nose. It was full of abubbling brown broth
inwhich floated ribbons of fat and large chunks of meet. The ddicious
smell rising out of the pot made Zak's sscomach rumble, and he redlized that

he hadn't eaten dl day.

"Comeon," Tash sad, tugging a hisarm. "We can eat when we get

"Maybejust ataste," said Zak, reaching to dip his finger into the

broth.

"Let'sgo!" Tash urged, pulled him away. Zak cast onelonging look back

at the untasted food and then turned away.

Heled Tash and the two smugglers in the same direction hed gone
before. At least, he thought it was the same. Therewas no stone path to
guide them, and the ground seemed to shift and drift in the murky swamp
water. The plants-especially the giant gnarlwood trees-al looked exactly
aike. Thetrees had massive roots that grew above the surface. The roots
were tdler than the smugglers, and looked like pillars holding up the giant

frees.



Not pillars, Zak thought asthey waked right under one of the huge,
curving roots. Morelike lots of twisted, knobby legs. Did that mean the

trees could walk?

"So what'sthislittle creature look like again?' one of the smugglers

asked, resting hisblaster rifle on his shoulder.

Zak described Y oda's wrinkled, greenish skin, pointed ears, and tufts

of wiry gray hair.

The other smuggler laughed. " Sounds like your mother-in-law, Traut!”

The smuggler with the blagter rifle grunted. "This Y oda sounds

better-looking."

"You're married?' Zak asked. "'l didn't think smugglers got married.”

"Sure," Traut said. He held up hisleft hand. On the second to last

finger wasadlver ring. It was caled apromise ring, and meant he had

promised himself to someone specia. He amiled at Zak. "Y ou think smugglers

cantfdl inlove?'

Zak was about to respond when Traut's eyes went wide, staring in sheer

terror at something over Zak's shoulder.

Zak forced himsdf to turn around. Then he saw it, too.



Therewas agiant spider standing right behind him.

CHAPTER 11

The spider was white and dmost four meterstall. Its eight knobby legs
were bent into vicious hooks. It bobbed up and down on those legs, then

lunged forward to pounce on its prey.

Zak jumped back just in time and the spider's pincerlike mouth bit into

the soggy ground.

"Therédsmore of them!" Traut yelled.

All around them, giant white spiders crawled out of the shadows beneath
the gnarltrees. Their hundreds of scurrying fet made an eerie
thudathudathudathudathuda sound on the carpet of moss that covered the

ground, and their jaws clacked hungrily.

The smugglersfired their blasters. Chunks of white flesh blew off the
nearest spider, and thick green liquid, almost like sap, splashed out of the

wound. The spider squedled, but instead of backing off, it charged forward.



"Blow off itslegd" Traut yeled.

The two smugglers poured blaster fire at the oncoming cregture. The
firestorm was so loud Zak and Tash clapped their hands over their ears to
shut out the scream of energy bolts and the shrieks of the wounded spider.
Bitsand pieces of spider legsflew indl directions, and with a fine

squed the spider fel to the ground.

At least adozen more scurried forward.

"Back up!" Traut ordered. He pushed Zak and Tash behind him and moved
away from the spiders. But after only afew steps, Zak felt his back pressed

againgt the cold bark of agnarltree.

"So much for our retreat,” Traut groaned. He looked at the tree. There
was a hole in the bark large enough for asmall human to pass through. Some
tree-dwelling creature had carved ahome in the gnarltree. "You two!" He

pointed at Zak and Tash. "In there!”

The smugglerslifted Zak and Tash and did them one a atimeinto the
hole. But as soon as the two armed men had turned their backs, the spiders
charged. Through the open hole, Zak saw the smugglersturn and open fire
The nearest spider blew apart, and aknobby leg flew through the air toward

the hole. Zak ducked as spider pieces spattered againgt the tree.

Zak and Tash huddled together in their dank hiding place as the sound



of clacking spider jaws, blaster fire, and screams continued outside.

Then dl sound stopped with terrible suddenness.

Zak and Tash looked at each other in the gloom of their hiding place.

"Arethey-?' Tash Sarted to ask.

A voice camefrom outside. It was Traut's voice, ragged and tired.
"Who'sthere? Who are you?" he shouted angrily. Then hisvoice camed down.

"Oh, it'syou. We were just-agghhh!™

Traut'sfind screamfilled theair. A flying creature, sartled by
thislast sound, flapped away into the distance. When the sound of itswings

faded, true silence settled over the swamp.

Zak scrambled up and out of the hole. He dropped to the ground. All
around him was the aftermath of agory battle. Spider parts were everywhere.
Green spider blood ran down the bark of the trees. Nearby, one giant spider
flopped around on itstwo remaining legs, then sagged down into the mud and

lay ill.

Traut's body lay on the ground nearby, bleeding from an ugly wound to

the head. The other smuggler was gone.



Tash dropped down beside her brother. "Did the spiders. . . did they

takehim?"

"l don't know," Zak whispered. He pointed to awide, shalow line that
had been drawn through the mud. "It looks like something dragged him off in

thet direction."

"Traut'sdivel" Zak rushed to the smuggler's Sde. His eyes were
closed, and half hisface was covered in blood. His mouth struggled to work.

"F...Fe..."

"Fett?' Tash guessed. "Maybe that's who he saw just now.”

Zak wasn't so sure. "Traut sounded like he knew the person he saw. And

if it was Fett, why wouldn't he take both bodies?!

Something rustled through a nearby bush and asickly white form pushed

itsway forward. "More spiderd” Zak hissed. He and Tash started to back

avay.

The figure that stepped through the bushes was as pale as a spider, but

it walked on two legs. It was Gdlt, followed by another of the Children.

Galt looked completely surprised to see Zak and Tash standing in the



middle of the battle scene. "Why are you here?' he asked.

Tash explained hurriedly, "Wewere hiding in that tree. The spiders
attacked. Someone, or something, dragged the other smuggler away. But

Traut'sill dive. We have to get him some help.”

Zak remembered how easily Gdt had carried the body of his dead
companion out of the swamp before. "Y ou two have to carry him back to camp!”

hetold the skeletd man.

"Wewill,"” Gat said smply. He and his companion lifted the wounded
man by his shoulders and feet. Traut's eyesfluttered, and he reached out,
clutching Zak'sarm s0 hard that Zak felt the man's promisering press into

his skin. He tried to speak, but swooned again.

"Hurry!" Zak said. "Uncle Hoole or Platt may be ableto help him."

Thetwo Children started off through the swamp, moving faster than Zak
would have thought possible. A lifetime of hard livinginthedisma dimate
of Dagobah had strengthened them until they weredl musde-thin and hard
like wire cable. Zak and Tash had a hard time keeping up as they dogged

their way through the mud.

They were both concentrating o hard on keeping up with Gat and his

companion that Zak dmost missed it-asmall figure, dtting serenely on a



log, with agentle smile on hisface.

"Yodal" he caled out.

The two Children were so startled they nearly dropped Traut.

"Theimp!" Galt shouted in pureterror. "It'sthe imp! Run! He will

kill usdl!"

CHAPTER 12

Zak pointed at Y oda. "That's the imp you were talking about? But he's

harmless. He'sjust-"

"Run! Run!" Gat screamed. Still holding Traut, he and his companion

bolted through the mist.

"Wait!" Zak cdled.

"Y ou could not catch them,” Y odasaid gently. "They know the swamp too

wdl."

"Soyou are Yoda. Zak told us about you," Tash said. "I'm Tash.”



"Yes, you are," Y oda agreed.

Zak wiped at hisface where mud, or something worse, had stuck to his

skin during the spider battle. "Areyou redly theimp that Galt has been

talking about?' he asked.

"Come with me," Y odasaid. He hopped off hislog and waddled away.

Watching him move away thistime, Zak sensed that Y odawasold. Very, very

old.

"Where are we going?' Tash asked.

"Not far," Yodasad. "Just around this tree."

Once again moving with surprising speed, the little creature

disappeared around the bulk of agiant gnarltree. Zak and Tash hurried to

catch up. Asthey rounded the tree trunk, they saw Y oda standing beneath a

clump of itsroots.

Then they realized that they weren't tree roots.

They werethe legs of agiant spider.

No, no, no! Zak thought. Galt was right. Y odawas evil. He had lured

them into the spider'sjaws.



But the spider didn't attack.

Even o, Zak didn't trust it. He backed away, and Tash followed his

example. After they had taken afew steps, they stopped. The spider remained

whereit stood, and Y oda squatted benesth it, an amused twinklein hiseye.

"Why isn't the spider attacking us?' Tash asked findly. "Or you?'

"Why should it?" thelittle creature said.

"The spiders attacked us before," Zak replied. He took a nervous step

closar.

"Because they thought you were food," Y oda said. Tash, too, edged

forward.

"What's different now?"

Y oda spread hislittle hands. "1 have taught them otherwise.”

Zak noticed something strange. The closer he got to Y oda, the more a

ease hefdt. It waslike edging toward afire, except that instead of giving

off heat, Y odagave off afeding of peacefulness and safety. Something told

Zak that the giant spider wasfeding exactly the samething.



"Will it bite?" he asked, dill eyeing the spider nervoudy. "Is it

ppoi sonous?'

Y oda chuckled to himsdf. "Still he worries! No, no poison in the

spiders. Come, come! Timeisshort.”

Tash'sjaw dropped in utter dishdlief. Softly, she said, "Youre a

Jedi. A Jedi Madter. | canfed it."

Y odas smilewidened. "Y our fedings serve you well.”

"But...But.," shesammered, "there aren't any more Jedi!"

"That will betrue, if the Emperor hashhisway,” Y odareplied. Then he

shrugged. "We shdll see”

"What are you doing on Dagobah?' Zak asked. " Shouldn't you be hdping

the Rebdlion?'

"What would | do therethat | do not do here?' Y oda asked.

Zak was flabbergasted at the question. ™Y ou could help them fight! You

could use the Force against the Emperor!™

Y oda closed his eyes briefly and muttered to himsdlf. " So young, this



one." Then he opened hiseyes. "1 am here because you are here. Y ou are here

because | am here. | have something to give each of you."

Zak fdt hisheart leap. Each of you. Y odawas a Jedi and he was going

to give them each something. Not just Tash.

"Tash," the Jedi said, "you must walk with me. Y ou have searched long
for answers to questions about the Force. Some you mud learn in later

years. But somewill | answer for you now."

Y oda summoned her forward.

"And me?' Zak asked eagerly.

Y oda paused, asif held forgotten something. Then he pointed to the
ground, where afamiliar bright yellow flower grew out of aclump of grass.

"Zak, pick that flower."

Zak drew back. "But that's ameet flower. I've dready been bitten by

one of those, and it hurts!"

Y oda sighed. He shuffled forward and reached down, digging into the
dirt around the mesat flower until held freed the plant and asmall patch of
mud that surrounded its roots. He scooped it up, roots, soil, and al. It

did not bite him.



"Recently fed, hasthis," Yodaexplained. "So it has no reason to

hite"

"BlJt'"

"Themest flower islikedl thingsthat livein the Force. It bites
only to egt. It estsonly to survive. Thisisyour reminder.” Y oda handed

the meat flower to Zak.

Bewildered, Zak accepted the flower, careful to keep the roots encased
intheir little globe of mud. Y oda kept staring at him, so, not knowing what
to do, Zak carefully lowered the flower into the wide pocket of histrousers
asthough planting it there. He felt totdly ridiculous, but Y odanodded at

him.

"Good," the Jedi said. He turned away. "Tash, come.”

"Can't | come?' Zak asked.

"No, no," Y oda said matter-of-factly. "Back to the village mugt you

go.

"What!" Zak squeaked, ashamed at how gvill his voice had suddenly

become. "Why? 1 want to come with you!"



"Because these words are not for your ears.” Y odaturned back and gave
him one more glance. "For everything thereisareason. Go to the village

Hurry home."

Then Y odatugged at Tash's deeve and pulled her into the mig,
chuckling quietly. Tash looked back over her shoulder & her brother. Her

face was a mixture of wonder, confusion, and sympathy for Zak.

It'snot my fault, her expression seemed to say.

Then shewas gone.

And Zak was alone.

CHAPTER 13

The wak back to the village was cold, wet, and miserable. Zak trudged
forward, not caring where he stepped or what sort of creature crossed his
path. He barely noticed when an armor-backed dragonsnake swam through a
water channel half ameter from hisfeet. He walked right benegath the cails

of atree snake, its body as big around as both hislegs.

Hefdt crushed.



Zak had thought he had some sort of connection with Y oda. When the Jedi
Master had said they'd meet again, Zak had thought something specid would
happen. But al he/d done was serve as Y oda's errand boy, bringing Tash to

mesat him.

Tash! She got everything. She got to be older. She got to be smarter.

She got to use the Force.

Feeling worthless and abandoned, Zak made hisdow way back into the

village

Clomping unhappily into the collection of mud huts, Zak saw no one but
the painfully thin Children huddled around afire in the village center.
Warm, pleasant smells cut through the rotten-wood odor of Dagobah, causng

Zak's tomach to growl.

Hewasvery hungry.

Gdt stood up from the fire, where the pot of stew still bubbled. "Zak,

areyou dl right?' he asked earnestly. "I was scared the imp had stolen you

"He's not dangerous,” Zak replied. "How is Traut?'

"We put mesat-flower grass on hiswounds. Heisresting."



Zak sniffed the food smells. "For people who don't est much, you've

certainly had alot to cook lately."

Gdt grinned. "Weve been able to find food lately."

"l guesswe brought you good luck," Zak said absentmindedly.

"Yes, you did." Gat handed Zak the bowl of stew he was holding. "Would

you like some? It will make you hedlthy and strong.”

"Yeah, I'm starved." Zak took abowl. His mouth was dready watering.

But then he handed it back. "In aminute. | want to check on Traut first."

"Heisresing," Gdt sad again.

“I'll just look inon him quickly. He saved my life. Which hut?"

Gdt glared into the bowl of stew. "That one” he said a lag,

pointing to a hut acrossthe village Zak started toward it with Galt

fallowing him. "But heisdegping.”

"I'll bet heis" Zak said asthey reached the hut. "That bang on his

head must have knocked him out."

"And hisarm," Gdt added.



Zak stopped in the doorway. "What about hisarm?"

Galt shook his head sadly. "The spider wound was very bad. There was

nothing we could do for it."

"What are you talking about? Hisarm wasfine." Zak ducked his head and
peered into the hut. In the gloom he could see Traut lying unconsciouson a
moss bed. The Children had pressed awad of damp grass againgt his forehead
to help the cut there hedl, but that was hardly noticesble. What caught
Zak's attention was a compress of rags, grass, and leaves that had been

wrapped around the smuggler's | eft shoulder.

Benegth the homemade bandages, Traut's left arm was missing.

"We had to take it off," Galt sighed. "We had to do it before the

Spider's poison reached the rest of hisbody."

Zak was horrified. "Spider . . . poison?"

"Itkills" Gdt sad. "We saved hislife."

Zak started to say that the spiders weren't poisonous Y oda had said

so-but he held histongue. He didn't want to have to explain Y oda to Galt.

But why would Gat say the spiders were poisonousiif they weren't?



"Will you egt now?" Galt asked.

The sight of poor Traut was enough to make Zak lose his appetite. But
his body was gtill hungry. Hefdt asif he hadn't eaten in years. With his
stomach growling, Zak dlowed Galt to lead him to the open fire, where
severd of the Children were till huddled on the ground, licking the lagt

drops of stew from crude bowils.

The pot was almost empty, but Galt scooped the last hdping of stew

into the bowl. The bowl came out dmost full, with chunks of meat and brown

sauce dripping down the sides.

Zak took the bowl and awooden spoon. He sat down and stirred the stew,

then brought up aspoonful and opened his mouth to savor thefirst bite.

The spoon stopped halfway to his mouth.

Then the spoon fell out of histrembling hand.

In the center of the spoon, swimming in brown sauce, wasasmall meta

circle. Liquid did away fromit, reveding itsdesign.

It was Traut's promise ring.



CHAPTER 14

Zak flung the bowl of stew away, its contents splattering across the

ground. The Children shouted in horror a hiswastefulness.

"What iswrong with you?' Gat screeched, legping to his feet. "That

was the last bowl!! Food is not to be wasted!"

"Look!" Zak said, pointing and trying not to gag. The promisering lay

on the ground nearby. "How did that get into the stew?"

Galt picked up the promise ring and wiped the sauce from it. "What is

it?'

"It's Traut'spromisering,” Zak said, his stomach churning. "It wason
hisleft hand-on the arm that you cut off. But how did it end up in my

Sew?'

Gt blinked like anight cresture caught in the sun. "1 took it," he
admitted. "When we had to take the arm off, | noticed thering. | knew it
wasimportant, so | put it in my pocket. It must have falen out just now

when | served your stew.”

Zak had been standing next to Galt when he filled the bowl, and he



hadn't seen anything fal into the pot.

But how else could the ring have gotten in there?

"What isthe problem?' acam voice asked. It was Hoole.

The Shi'ido and the smugglers had just returned to the village They

were muddy and miserable, with frustrated frownswrinkling their faces. They

had spent the day |ooking for signs of Boba Fett but had found nothing.

Platt's eyes brightened when she saw the cooking pot. "Hey, smdls

great! What'sfor lunch?"

"Nothing now," Galt said. "It'sall gone. But we could cook something

else up for you." He nodded to two of the other Children, who trotted away.

"That would be great,” Platt said. "Were sarved.”

Hoole glanced Ieft and right. " Zak, whereis Tash?"

Zak grunted. "She's il out there with Y oda."

The Shi'ido frowned. "Y ou left your Sster out in the swamp with a

strange creature?"

"And where are my men?"' Platt asked.



Quickly, Zak told them what had happened in the forest. But when he got

to the part about Y oda, he did not mention that the little creature was a

Jedi. Jedi Knights had been hunted down by the Empire, and Zak didn't want

to reved thisoneto agroup of smugglers he bardly knew.

Platt wasn't interested in Y odaanyway. "1'd better go check on Traut.”

"Tashisntin any danger, UncleHoole" Zak said after the smuggler

wasgone. "Yodais"

"Y ou don't know that," the Shi'ido said. "One person has dready lost

hislife out therein the swamp, and another is wounded."

"But she wanted to go with him. She had agood feding about him, and

she'sawaysright.”

Hool€esface was dark. "Why didn't you at least stay with her?"

Zak looked down at hisfeet. "They didn't want meto."

"And you alowed that to separate you from your sster?!

"But you said so yoursdlf. She'sdways right about thingslike-"



"Zak," hisuncleinterrupted. " Tash may have some connection with the
Force, but sheisonly thirteen yearsold. | expect you to look out for

her."

"Me, look out for Tash?' Zak was taken aback. "But she's older, and

she's got the Force, and-"

"And you are quite capable of keeping her out of trouble, just as |
would expect her to keep you out of trouble,” the Shi'ido sad irritably.

"Zak, you must stop acting as though you are nothing but atagalong.”

Zak didn't know what to say. He fdt embarrassed that Hoole was
scolding him. But hewas dso thrilled by what Hoole was saying. That he
should take care of Tash. That he was capable. Zak was till struggling with
his conflicting emotions when Platt returned to speak with Hoole. He barely

heard their conversation.

"How isyour companion?’ Hoole asked.

"Alive, but bardly," Platt said. "These Children used somelocad plants

to stop the bleeding, but he'sin shock. | would betoo if I'd lost an am

andaleg.”

"1 need your help, Platt,” Hoole said. "I need you and your men to help

me find my niece. Sheisdill out in the swamp.”



"Let'sgo,” Platt said.

"Zak, stay here. Do not leave the village untl | return,” Hoole

ordered, then turned and strode off with Platt.

It was only asthey departed that Zak redized what Platt had said.

He'sin shock. | would betoo if I'd lost an arm and aleg.

Anam...andaleg?

"Ready for lunch?'

Zak hadn't noticed Galt approach. "What?"

"Food. The smugglers asked for more food, but now they're all gone. Do

you want some more?"

A heavy weight settled into the pit of Zak's somach. "More stew?”’

"Wdll, therés more stew cooking,” Gat said. "But we have something

better."

The skeletd man licked hislips. "A nice, beefy leg.”



"A leg!" Zak shrieked.

Galt stepped back. "Y es. We found a dragonsnake nest and killed one of
the young ones before the mother returned. It is cooking in my hut now. If

you want some, well bring it out in just aminute.”

"Um, no," Zak said. "No thanks."

Gadlt put ahand on Zak's shoulder and squeezed. "Are you sure? You
haven't eaten since you and your friends arrived. Y ou'll get asthin as me

if we don't fatten you up.”

Chuckling to himsdlf, Gat walked away.

Zak shuddered. What he was thinking couldn't be true. But he hed to

find out.

Ascasudly aspossble, Zak waked through thelittle village. Gdt's
home was just at the edge of the gathered huts, shadowed by gnarltrees. When
the Children found food, the hut was converted into a kitchen. Smoke rose
from ahole cut into the roof. Pale-skinned Children wandered in and out of

the hut, licking their lipsand carrying bowls of food.

Zak didn't want to be seen.

He turned aside and walked out of the village dearing and into the



swamp. As soon as he was among the trees, he splashed through a shdlow,
dimy poal, scrambled over the roots of athick plant, and found himself in

back of the cooking hut.

Zak scrambled up the thick roots of agnarltree, then shinnied his way
out on a branch that hung over the hut. His weight caused the branch to
bend, carrying him closeto the roof, and he dropped off as gently as
possible. The roof, made of gnarlwood branches and leaves, sagged under his

weight, but held.

Carefully, Zak inched toward the hole in the roof. Holding his breath
and blinking against the smoke that rose out of the hole, Zak peeked over

the edge and looked down into the hut.

He was |ooking down on apot of bubbling stew, just like the stew Galt

had offered him. One of the Children acted as cook, standing over it and

dtirring and adding things to the mix, as Galt looked on.

"Food," the cook was crooning. "I've never eaten so muchinmy life.”

"Noneof ushave" Gdt sad. "We haven't eaten this wdl snce the

parents died.”

The cook patted her ssomach. "'I've thought of that last medl for years.

But thisis even better. Our luck has changed.”



"Thanksto the strangers,” said Galt.

"Isthe stew ready?’ Galt asked. "Check it."

The cook used alarge wooden spoon to scoop out ataste of broth. She

held it afew centimeters away from her face, blowing to coal it. As she

blew, something swirled around in the spoon. Zak squinted to see it more

clearly. Then hefdt his ssomach heave up into histhroat.

Floating in the broth was a human finger.

CHAPTER 15

The finger bobbed up and down asthe cook brought the spoon to her lips

and sipped the broth.

"Perfect,”" said the cook. "This one tastes much better than the firs."

"Hewastough," Galt agreed. "But maybe that's why they chose him to be

the guard that night. He was even hard to kill "

The cook sighed. "It'stoo bad we couldn't get hishead. | think thet

would have tasted good.”



Zak'sknuckleswere white. He clenched histeeth together, trying to

keep from throwing up.

He suddenly redlized why the Children had started finding food just

diter their arrival.

The smuggler on guard duty had been killed, and soon the Children hed

prepared afeast.

The next smuggler had gone down in the spider battle. Then the Children

had cooked more food.

Traut had been wounded. His arm had been cut off, and then hisleg.

Each time, the Children had cooked more food.

The Children were eating people.

Zak tried to remember the first time Galt had offered him food. Thet
had been before the first smuggler's death. The Children had mest then,

didn't they? But no one had died.

Wrong, Zak remembered. None of the newcomers had died. But one of the

Children had been killed by Platt. Zak recalled how Gdt hed licked his

lips, staring at the body.



They had eaten one of their own people.

Zak gared in horrible fascination at the two cannibals. When he fdt

something wriggling closeto hisskin, he nearly jumped.

Something bit him on the hip and he cried out in pain. It wasthe meat
flower that hed put in his pocket. Lying down on the roof had nearly
crushed it, and the flower was biting him. Zak struggled to freeit from his

pocket.

His movements were too much for the roof. It creaked. He heard branches
sngp amoment before the roof gave in; then he plunged down into the hut. He
hit the muddy floor right at Galt's feet and the impact knocked the wind out

of him.

Gdt looked down at him, his pae face changing from fear to pleasure

as he spoke: "Dinner.”

A few minuteslater, Zak found himsdlf locked inside a makeshift cage
againgt onewadll of the hut. There were other cages next to his. He couldn't
tell how many-the room was it only by the cooking fire, and that was on the
other side of the hut, casting shadows on hisend. Zak grabbed hold of the

wooden bars and shook.



Gadlt laughed. "The cage is made from gnarltree roots. Not strong enough
to hold dragonsnakes, but strong enough to hold you. Now | have to make sure
your friends are ill out looking for the girl. Il be back." Sill

laughing, Gdlt left the hut.

Zak moved dowly. If hemoved too quickly, the meet flower, dill

crammed into his pocket, would bite him again. He had tried to pull it out,

but it had nipped at hisfingers. Aslong as he didn't jerk around too much,

it didn't bother him.

Sowly, Zak reached for the bars and gave them ahard shake.

"It won't do any good."”

The voice was|ow and rough, and came from the shadows of the cage next

to ZaK's.

"Who'sthere?' Zak asked. The voice wasn't Hool€'s, nor did it belong

to Platt, Tru'eb, or any of the other smugglers. But it was familiar

somehow. He could see someone crouching in the back of the cage, modly

covered by shadows. "Whao'sthere?' he asked again.

No response.

Zak leaned closer, but he till couldn't make out the prisoner’'s face.



He looked around, and spotted something tucked in afar corner of the hut.
It was agray helmet, battered and worn. Zak had seen that hdmet severd

times before. Only one person in the galaxy wore ahemet like that.

"Boba Fett," he whispered.

The prisoner did not respond.

Zak shook his head in disbelief. He tried to see through the gloom to
look at Boba Fett's face, but the shadows were too thick. "I can't believe

they caught you."

The shadowy prisoner spoke. "Who are they?!

Zak said told Fett what he knew-about the origina survey team, and the

crashed rescuers, and the children they had tried to raise on the swamp

planet.

"How did they catch you?" he asked the bounty hunter, sill barely

believing he was actudly speaking to Boba Fett.

A grunt came from the shadows. "I arrived on Dagobah. | was tracking

you. A dragonsnake was tracking me. Difficult to kill."

Zak didn't know if the bounty hunter meant himself or the dragonsnake.



Fett continued. "L ost consciousness. Woke up in here.”

"The Children must have found you in the swamp and brought you here.

Y ou know they're cannibals, right?"

Fett shrugged.

"Y ou don't look too concerned,” Zak said. "They'll eat you, too."

Fett shook his head.

Zak snorted. "Why not? Y ou'rethe onein the cage.”

Fett's voice was hard as durasted!. "Before they eat me, they have to

comein hereand get me."

Asif answering his chdlenge, Gdt and the cook returned. ™Y our

friendsare dtill gone," Galt said happily.

"Gdt, let me out of here," Zak said, rattling his cage again. "You

can't dothis"

"Why not?" Galt's face looked completely innocent.

"You can't just eat other human beings. That's cannibdism!™



"Itisfood,” Gat sad amply. "And we are hungry.”

"There's other food! Well help you catchiit.”

Beside Galt, the cook patted his stomach. "Not food like this Food

that saved our lives. Food like the parents gave us."

"What?'

Gdt nodded. "Wewere dl very young. For along time, we ate the food

saved from the crashed ship. But the parents were dying from the swamp

fever. The machines that kept the food fresh lost power, and the food

gpoiled. Then it was gone. We were hungry.”

"Very hungry," the cook said.

"1 remember crying for food. Any food. We cried for days. The parents

cried, too. Then they found food for us.”

Zak shuddered. He knew what Galt would say next.

"They fed usflesh from the parents who were dying from the swvamp

fever"

Zak felt his ssomach turn over again. He recaled the holographic video



they'd seen. He remembered the sick, dying woman, crying asshe said, "Weve

gotten so hungry..."

The Children were eating the same flesh they'd esten when they were

young, when their parents had |ast fed them.

"You can't dothis" herepeated. "Cannibaismis"

"I don't know that word," Gdt said. "The words | know best are
'hunger’ and 'food.' | am hungry,”" he said as he opened the door to Zak's

cage, "and you arefood."

CHAPTER 16

Galt and the cook grabbed Zak by the shoulders and dragged him from the
cage. The meat flower, disturbed by the jerky movement, lashed out again,

and Zak winced, doubling over in pain.

The Children, thinking he wastrying to resst, hauled himto his fest

agan.

"Remove hishead," Gdt sad. "Then we can drain the blood before

cutting the dices"



The cook let go of Zak to reach for the sharp piece of ship's hull they
used asaknife. Asshedid, Zak pulled his hand free and jammed it into his
pocket. The meat flower bit into his hand, but Zak was counting on that. He
ripped his hand back out of his pocket with the meat flower il attached,

and flung it toward Galt.

As he snapped his hand, the meat flower came loose and dapped into
Galt'sface-flower, roots, and mudpack al at once. The mesat-egting plant

sank itsteeth into the man's cheek.

Zak moved without thinking. He turned to the cook and shoved her. The

cook stumbled backward and crashed into the bubbling pot of stew.

Zak dovefor the corner where Boba Fett's armor was stacked. He
scrambled to hisfeet holding the bounty hunter's blaster just as Gdlt tore
the meat flower off hisface and the cook regained her feet, the knife ill

clutched in her hand.

Zak frantically searched the weapon. He found the power sdtting and
adjusted it for stun just asthe cook charged. The sun bolt caught her
squarely in the chest and she crumpled. The second blast dropped Galt in his

tracks.

In the momentary silence that followed, Zak heard Fett's cold voice.

"Y ou wasted time setting for stun. Y ou should have killed them.”



Zak looked down at the two skeletal figures. He thought he ought to
hate them. They had killed at least two people and had tried to kill him.

They were cannibas.

But dl Zak fdt was pity.

The Children had survived for yearsin the dangerous, desolate svamp.

They had eaten fungusto survive. Their last memory of their parents was a

nightmarish med.

But it wasdl that they knew.

"They deserveto die," the bounty hunter said from the shadows.

"No," Zak said, speaking the words Y oda had spoken. "They thought we

werefood. | taught them otherwise."

"Givememy amor.”

Zak hesitated. Considering how Boba Fett had tried to kill them,
returning the bounty hunter's armor and weapons might be the most dangerous
thing Zak could do. But he needed help and right now Boba Fett was his only

choice.



Zak gathered up Boba Fett's gear and carried it over to the cage. Fett
stretched one arm out from the shadows and grabbed his weapons bdt. A
moment later, asmal fusion cutter glowed brightly and cut cleanly through

the wooden bars.

"Hemet."

Zak pushed the helmet and armor through the hole in the cage, and the

bounty hunter pulled them into the shadows.

A moment later, Boba Fett stepped into the half-light cast by thefire.

Without asking, he pulled the blaster rifle from Zak's hands.

The other Children had heard the struggle. Zak could hear footsteps and

shouting from outside the hut. "Now what?' he asked Fett.

"Tacticd retreat.” The bounty hunter raised hisarm and pointed his
wrist rockets at the back wall of the hut. There was a crackling sound and a
spark shot out, Ssgnding ashort circuit. "Moisture damage,” Fett muttered.

He made a quick adjustment and fired again.

Thistime thewrist rocket blasted through the back of the hut. Not

waiting for the smoketo clear, Fett grabbed Zak around the waist and

plunged through the opening into the swamp.

"Wegpons mafunctioning,” the bounty hunter said. He dropped Zak, who



ran at his sde through ankle-deep pools of water. "Need a place to hole up

until | can run acheck."

"Your ship?' Zak asked.

"Too far. These Children know the swamp too well."

Fett wasright. Already the Children werein pursuit. Some of them were

closing in from behind. Zak had the sense that others weretrying to sorint

ahead on ether sde.

"l know somewhere we can go," Zak said.

"Lead," Fett ordered.

Zak swerved to hisleft. Twice before, hed met Y odawhile traveling in

that direction. With any luck, the third time would be the charm.

Zak was no more certain of his path thistime than the lagt-until he

found himsdf running through the remains of the spider battle.

"It'saround here somewhere," he said, dthough he didn't know exactly

what hewaslooking for.

"There" Fett said. The bounty hunter pushed hisway through a curtain



of hanging vines.

Onthefar 9de, Zak saw atiny round hut. Not far from the hut, he
could see Tash and Y oda. They were sitting at the base of a huge, dark

gnarltree. Among the thick roots of the tree, Zak saw alarge hole.

Y odalooked up asif held been expecting them dl dong. "Welcome.”

Zak ran forward. Fett strode up behind, his helmeted head scanning the

area. He peered down into the hole to make sure nothing was hiding there,

then turned toward the others as Zak wastdlling Tash about the Children.

"They're cannibals, Tash! They're eating peoplel”

"What?' Tash said in anazement. "Wheres Uncle Hoole?'

"Yes, whereisHoole?' Boba Fett demanded. "When | find him, dl three

of you are coming with me."

Faster than alaser beam, the bounty hunter grabbed Zak by the hair,

pinning himin place. Then heleveled hisblaster at Y odaand fired.

CHAPTER 17

"No!" Zak cried.



But the blagter fizzled and didn't fire.

"Moisture damage,” Fett grunted again.

"Away with your wegpon!" Y odasaid, cringing. His cdm Jedi demeanor
was gone. Curled up on the ground, hugging his little walking stick, he

looked foolish and frightened. "'l mean you no harm!™

"l hate loose ends.”" Fett pulled asmall holdout blaster from his boat,

but found it covered with swamp dime.

Fett tossed the blaster aside and aimed his capture cable at thelittle
creature. As hefired, Y oda squawked and threw hisarms up in sheer panic.
The capture cable accidentaly snagged thewaking stick, wrapping itsdf

around the cane and jerking it from Y oda's hands.

Boba Fett sscumbled backward as the cable went dack and the stick came

flying back into hisface. He dipped and vanished.

He had falen down the hole at the base of the tree. The momeant the

bounty hunter disappeared, Y oda composed himsdf with agentle sigh.

"Y ou were only pretending to be afraid,” Tash said.



"Gave him what he expected to find, | did," replied Yoda. "Sometimes

that isthe best way to fool people.”

"That cave," Zak said. "There's some sort of wind coming from it. What

isthat?'

"Strong isthat place, with the dark sde," Y odawhispered. "It is not

aplacefor the weak."

"What's down there?' Zak asked.

Y oda blinked. "Only what you take with you."

"We can't leave him down there, can we?"' Zak asked.

The Jedi Magter sudied Zak thoughtfully. "Find hisown way, he mug.

Unlessyou wish to go down and find him."

Zak's answer wasinterrupted by bloodcurdling screams. A horde of
Children swarmed over tree roots and through puddles, charging toward them

out of the misty swamp.

Therewas no time to react. Zak saw Gdlt's face, wide-eyed and
screaming, just before the man dammed into him. He was knocked down and

stumbled into the entrance to the cave.



Zak fdl backward into the dark.

CHAPTER 18

Zak didn't remember hitting bottom. He barely remembered staggering to
hisfeet. Hisfirst real moment of awarenesswas standing in near darkness

and shivering with cold.

Gat was sanding next to him. Nearby, severd other of the Children

who had dso fdlen into the cave were climbing to their feet.

But the Children seemed to have forgotten Zak. They were garing into

the darkness, looking at something that Zak could not see.

And then he could.

Smdl lightslikefireflies swirled in the darknessand mist. Sowly,
they grew into images spinning around in the misy cave. Zak rubbed his
eyes, wondering if thefdl had rattled hisbrain, but the images remained.
It waslike looking at holograms, only these visions weren't coming from any

machine

"That'sus" Gat whispered, staring at the largest of the images.



"That'sme."

Frightened and amazed, Zak watched as the visons played themsalves out

like aholovideo.

Zak saw the village, but it was smaller and cruder, as it mugt have
looked when the survivorsfirst started to carve alife out of the swamp. He
saw the survivorstrying to grow food out of the driest ground they could
find, only to have their gardens flooded by the treacherous swamp. He saw
the humans hunt swamp creatures, only to be eaten by swamp dugs and
dragonsnakes. Defeated, the survivors continued to scavenge food from the

wreckage of aship.

The vison shifted, and Zak sensed that time had passed. The survivors
looked thin and worn, but they had built huts. Some of them sat inthe
village cuddling tiny babies to ther bodies to keep them warm. Zak
recognized the woman hed seen in the earlier hologram. Some of the
survivorstinkered with a storage machine that preserved the last of ther

food.

Thevision shifted again, and Zak saw the familiar-looking womean pull
the last container of food out of the storage unit. The children now
outnumbered the parents, and they were dl screaming from hunger. In the
vision, Zak watched the desperate parents weep as, day by day, thar
children grew hungry and thin, begging for food. Starving, they ate mossand

fungus, but it wasn't enough.



Thelast vison wasterrible. Zak saw the survivors, starved into
madness, turning on acorpse. He and Gat and the other Children could
clearly see how horrified the parents were by their own acts. What they had
done was alast, desperate attempt to save their children. It wasthe act of
beings so hungry they had logt their minds. As the parents fed their

garving children, they cried.

Thevison faded.

The crying continued. Galt was sobbing. One of the other Children

hugged hersdlf and shuddered.

The Children had relished the thought of edting humean flesh because
they remembered it from their childhood. But thisvision had shown them how
desperate their parents had been, and how horrible their find act redly
was. With afind shudder, Gat and the other Children skulked away into the

darkness.

Once again Zak recdled Y odas words: They thought we werefood. | have

taught them otherwise.

Thevisonin the cave had taught them. Y oda had taught them.

"Yoda?' Za&k called out. "Tash?"



No answer.

Zak looked around for the hole that led out of the cave. He must have
fdlen farther than held thought, because it was nowhere in ght. He
darted to walk blindly through the darkness, holding his hands out to keep

from bumping into things.

"Tash?Yoda" he cdled again, but no voice answered. Had they

forgotten about him? Had they been captured by the Children?

Zak shivered. The cave was as cold asice. And darker than he had ever
imagined any place could be. He was sure he would freeze to degth if he

didn't find hisway out soon.

But how?

If Tash were here, she would use the Force. But Tash wasn't here. Zak

had only himsdlf to rely on-unless he could use the Force, too.

The thought seemed s0 ridiculous Zak dmost laughed at himself. He had

never even thought about using the Force, let lonetriedit. | don't even

know what the Forcefedslike.

But that waan't true.



He had fdt it twice dready. When Tash had used the Force on Nar
Shaddaa, hed felt atingling sensation rush through him. Then, in Y oda's
presence, Zak had felt the calm, peaceful feding of the Force gathering

around the Jedi Master.

That'swhat the Force fedslike, Zak thought.

Remembering, hefdt it again. A warm tingle passed over hisskin, the
feding of agentletouch. But what was touching him, he redlized, was
everything. That was the Force-the energy that connected dl living things.
That must be how Jedi used the Force to move things and to find things. If
the Force touched al objects, it could lead him from one place to another.

Even out of the cave.

Before Zak knew it, hisfeet were moving. He no longer held his hands

out in front of hisface. He knew he wouldn't bump into anything.

In moments, the darkness thinned. Zak saw ashaft of gray light ahead.

Hed found the entrance to the cave.

But before he could reach it, a heavy hand clamped down on his

shoulder.

Boba Fett had found him.



CHAPTER 19

"Don't move. Don't shout,” the bounty hunter ordered.

"You'redill here?' Zak said. Somehow, he had thought Boba Fett was

gone for good.

"Still here" Fett said. "Thejob isn't done.”

"But..." Zak tried to find words. "Did you see anything? Here in the

cave. Didyou. . . seeanything?'

“Nothing"

"] thought-1 thought maybe you had avison-"

"Nothing," Fett repested. "Now move."

The bounty hunter shoved Zak forward into the light. Together, they

scrambled up and out of the caveinto the gray gloom of the swamp.

The Children were gone, but Y odaand Tash were waiting for them. Fett
indicated that Zak should stand next to Tash and Yoda. He hefted his

blagter, growling, "No more mafunctions. Sit."



They sat. Tash and Zak looked frightened. Y oda smiled asif he didn't

understand what the blaster could do. "Now we wait for Hoole."

n I lm ha.e.u

Hool€'s voice came from the | eft. Boba Fett whipped his head around and
saw Hoole standing there, done. Sensing atrap, the bounty hunter launched

himself backward as blagter fire peppered the ground-from hisright.

Fett rolled into a crouch and sent three shots shrieking into the swamp

brush to hisright, then dove behind anearby log.

Platt, Tru'eb, and the remaining smugglers appeared from behind a
gnarlwood tree, blasters blazing. Energy bolts shattered the log,
disntegrating it. But as wood dust floated to the ground, they saw thet

Boba Fett had vanished.

"Tactica retreat,” Zak guessed.

"Areyou dl right?' Hoole asked, reaching Zak and Tash in an indant.

Heglared a Y oda. "If they are hurt, | will-"

Y odadipped into hisfool act, cackling likeanidiot. "Hurt? Hurt? It

is| that ishurt. My home, thisis. My home, you trample! Go away!"



"UncleHoole, werrefing" Tash said.

Platt scanned the area. "Tru'eb, run aquick perimeter search. Let's

make sure Fett's redly on the run.”

Asthe smugglersturned away, Tash whispered, "Uncle Hoole, we have a

lot totdl you."

"Tash," Zak asked. "All that time you spent with Yoda Did he. . . Did

he teach you to be a Jedi ?'

"This creature?' Hoole asked, pointing & Yoda. "A Jedi?'

Tash looked at the Jedi Magter. "Can | tdll him, Y oda?"

Thelittle creasturé's eyes grew soft. "Yes."

Zak swallowed, expecting to hear that Tash had learned some great

secret, that she was going to become a Jedi and leap light-years beyond him.

Hewondered if they would still be friends after she had mastered the Force

and hewas dtill just Zak.

"Hetold me" Tash said, "absolutely nothing."

Za'sfacefdl. "What?'



"Nothing," Tash said again. "We talked about the Force alittle, but
mostly he told me about Dagobah, and the plants and animasthat are on it.
He told me how the Children had survived, and what they needed to learn. But

he didn't teach me anything about being a Jedi."

"Thenwhy?' Zak asked Y oda. "Why did you ask her to stay with you?”

Y oda put agentle hand on Zak'sarm. "A chance, you needed. To do

something for yoursdf."

Tash shrugged. "He told me he wanted you to go back to the village

aone, to see thisthrough without me. And without Uncle Hoole."

"A step, you have taken,” Yodasaid to Zak. "Y ou need not be the best

at everything to succeed at somethings. Thisisasit was meant to be."

"Y ou spesk asthough al thiswas planned,” Hoole said.

Y odalooked at Hoole as though he, too, were achild. "The Force moves

usdl dong our paths."

Zak shook hishead. "Wdll, our path has been pretty crazy lady. |

wish we could find somepl ace to settle down for awhile.”



"Yoda," Tash asked nervoudy, "could we. . . could we Say here? |

want to learn to be a Jedi. Can you teach me?'

The Jedi Master looked up and away for amoment, asif seeing through

thetrees, out into the sky and the stars beyond. "That isnot my dedtiny.

Another sudent comes. Await him, | mus.”

"But will | ever learn?"' Tash asked desperately.

"While the Emperor lives, no," Y odasaid. "But thefuture is hard to

see. Thetime may come. For both of you."

"Both of us?' Tash asked.

"Both?" Zak repeated.

"The Force connects you. Together will you grow. The path chosen for

you has been dark.” He looked meaningfully at Zak. "But remember the cave.

Even in the dark, the Force will dways be with you."

EPILOGUE

The bounty hunter's ship made another orbit, scanners sweeping over the

swamp one last time. But there were too many life-forms on the planet. Fett



could not isolate the ones he wanted.

He had decided the planet itself wastoo difficult a hunting ground.
The siwamp was too treacherous, the ground too uneven for him to bring down
Hoole and the two children. He would wait until they tried to lift off. Then
he would blow their engineswith histurbolasers and use atractor beam to

haul them to the nearest Imperia outpost.

The comm unit blegped. The call came on a private frequency, known to

very few. Fett flipped aswitch.

Thevoice of Darth VVader came over the speaker. " Abandon your misson.

| have anew task for you."

"Thejobisn't done" Fett said.

"It isfor the moment," the Dark Lord replied. "I'm sure youll find

this new task even moreintriguing. | want you to track down a ship caled

the Millennium Facon."

Beneath hishemet, Boba Fett amiled ahard, crud smile. He knew the

ship. Heknew itspilot. "On my way."

Fett reached for the switch that would break the connection. He

hestated, wondering if he should tell VVader about this strange planet hed



discovered, about the three fugitives he had amaost caught. It never

occurred to him to mention the strange little cresture.

But if hetold VVader, the Dark Lord might send others to track the

three fugitives. Fett would |ose the bounty, and the pleasure of bringing

themin.

He shut the comm off and set a course for the Imperia Fledt.

As Boba Fett's ship tore into hyperspace, the smugglers ship lifted

out of Dagobah's atmosphere and into space.

In the cockpit, Platt was setting a course for the Suis system. "You

can hitch arideto just about anywherein the gadlaxy from there."

"Thank you," Hoole said.

"But what should | do with the Children?' Patt asked.

After leaving Y oda, Zak, Tash, and Hoole had taken time to gather up

all the skeletal survivors. It had taken many gentle words and comfort, but

a last they'd gotten dl the Children aboard Platt's ship.

"WEell find ahomefor them,” Hoole said. "Though I'm not sure where."



Platt hestated, then said, "I may have some contacts that can hdp
you. People I've worked for in the Rebellion. Rebels have a soft spot for

hard-luck caseslike them."

"Maybe they'd have a soft spot for cases like us, too," Tash asked.

"l can put you in touch with the right people, if you want,” Platt

offered. "But the Rebdlion isn't exactly aholiday star cruise.”

Hoole consdered. "I amtired of running from the Empire. Perhapsitis

timeto stop running.”

Zak looked out of the viewport and into space. Thewhole galaxy seemed

to stretch out before them. It was dark, and dangerous, and ful of feer.

But it wasaso full of stars, and the stars burned brightly.

"Okay," hesad. "Let'sgo."



