Book 3 of THE BOUNTY HUNTER WARS
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NOW...

Two bounty hunters sat in abar, talking.

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

Being aRebd didn't pay.

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

"Here he comes—"

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



He had the satisfaction of seeing the gambler's eyes

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

"Sueme"

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

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

C'aram gave apuzzled nod.



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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



stowed

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

Serves himright, thought Zuckuss.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



enaure

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He wondered where Bossk was now ...



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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I'm doing fine," said Bosk.

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



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

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

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

"Whichis?'

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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



never seen him before.

That wasthe way heliked it.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

"Figurethat? How s0?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



"Planstake money. Y ou got?'

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

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

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

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

Figh smiled unpleasantly. "Not you."

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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



Though now, it appeared as if somebody ese had

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

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

Thekind of disappearance that Otondon had under-

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

If Bossk had Htill

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



showed. "Guess proved right, just now."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

"Whet'sthat?'

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

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

"Said before. Doesn't look likeit."

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

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

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

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



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

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

Bossk was impressed. "Y ou got that?"

"No. But can get.”

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

Nojudticeat dl...

She had just about decided to kill them both.

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Nedah felt ahot spark of anger igniting insde her,

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

partners.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



"Sure about that?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

"But then you'll never know."

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

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

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

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

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

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



Nedlah pulled the blaster from her belt—the weapon

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

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

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

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

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

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

visor. "Nobody

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



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

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

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

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

"What do you mean?"

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

thet."

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

AND THEN...



Oust after the events

of Star Wars. A New Hope)

"Where's Boba Fett?’

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

responsetime.

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

possible.

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

prey did.

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

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

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

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



asto whether the ship

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

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

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

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

"I'll take my chances.”

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

"Whichis?'

"Surrender,” said the smiling stormtrooper.

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

"And what would beinit for you?"'

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Lay infinity.



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

The forward scouts report brought a glow of pleased

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

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

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

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

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

point of collgpse.”



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

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

Xizor could see his own reflection, ghostlike and

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

Thefirgt hit was nearly thelast one.

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



aninvisblelineto the center of hishdmet.

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

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

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

Thereheis—

Boba Fett spotted the renegade stormtrooper behind

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

"Hey ... thanks..."

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

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

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

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

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

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



down upon Boba Fett's hand.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

atoms drifting in space.

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

cgpability of making ajump into

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

ship, il gather- ing speed.



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



|'vefdt better..."

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

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

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

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

"Getting paid.”

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

"What else did you lie to me about?"

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

iS... not necessary..."

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

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

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

ready.

"Waetch out—"

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

necessary here."

"But—" one of the guards protested.

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"But..."

"Slence”

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

"Youoldfodl."

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Youll find out soon enough.”

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



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

"Then why did you?"

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

theright place.”

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

wind up in agreement on this matter."

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

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

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

Vosson't was his now.

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

"So havel."

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

"Wait! Don't..."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

Careful...

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

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

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

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

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



agents, would have enough nerve—and greed—to do the kind of work that ordinarily had the degth
penalty attached toit.

A list of possibilities gppeared on the computer's read- out screen. He was dready familiar with most of
the shipyards; hisline of work was hard on histools, from persona weaponsto navigable craft. Not
those, Fett de- cided, diminating with afew strokes of hisfingertip al of the planet-based yards. Inits

present fragile condition, Save | wouldn't survive ahard-gravity landing.

The remoter possihilities, those on the other Sde of the galaxy, were smilarly eliminated. Even if Boba

Fett tried to make it that fa—and if a hyperspace jump didn't wind up disintegrating Save I—the longer
he took to reach his destination, the greater the chances of attract- ing the attention of any number of his
enemies. They'd be ableto pick him off without much of a struggle. He had aready decided that speed of

service was asimpor- tant a consideration as the qudity. | need to get up and running, thought Boba Fett
as he studied the remaining short list on the computer's readout screen. And fast.

Before he could finish his caculations, a voice came over the comm unit.

"It was a pleasure doing business with you." The voice of the distant Balancesheet was not quite as
obsequioudy

formd asits parent Kud'ar Mub'at's had been. "Well doit again.”

The control panel's proximity monitors registered the presence of another ship in the sector; fromthe ID
pro-file, Boba Fett could see that it wasn't Prince Xizor's Vendetta. He scanned the viewport and
spotted it, near the drifting wreckage of Kud'ar Mub'at's web. Hitting the viewport's long-range mag
function brought up aclear image of astandard bulk freighter. Its registration was clear, but showed
former ownership by one of Xizor's— and Black Sun's—holding companies.

Boba Fett thumbed his own comm unit'stransmit button. "I thought you were going independent,
Badance- shedt.”

"l am," replied the voice from the comm unit spesker. "Thisfreighter, however humble, ismine done.
But then, my needs are not elaborate. And Prince Xizor did give me agood dedl on it—virtualy free.”



"Nothing'sfreewith him. Y oull pay for it, eventudly."

"| suspect you're correct in that." Balancesheet did not sound overly concerned. "But in the meantime, it
gives me abase of operations that is many degrees more suitable than Kud'ar Mub'at's shabby old web.
A ship such asthis aready has the required operational systems built in; I won't have to create and
extrude as many subnodes as my parent did in order to make it serve my needs. Thusthe chances of a
mutiny, such asthe one by which | cameto power, are gresatly lessened.”

"Smart." Boba Fett made amenta note that dealings with this new go-between assembler were likely to
be more dangerous than they had been with its predecessor.

"Itis, however, little more than alarge empty space, with aset of thruster engines attached to an
autonomic navigational system. | suspect that it was used for some of Black Sun's smpler smuggling
operations, out in the edge systems, and it's become too outmoded and dow for the organization's
current needs.” The voice of the smal assembler creature, donein the vacated freighter,

seemed to echo off the bulkheads around it. "'I'll have to spend a considerable amount to equip it the
way | wish."

"Save up your credits, then." Boba Fett |ooked back down to thelist of shipyard possibilities on the
computer readout. "That kind of work doesn't come cheap.”

"Oh, I've got the credits dready." Baancesheet's voice turned subtly smug. "More than enough.”

Something about the way the assembler's words had been spoken piqued Boba Fett's interest. "What
areyou talking about?

"Y ou might want to check the status of your transfer accounts on Coruscant.” Thesmilein
Baancesheet's voice was dmost audible. "Y ou forget that | do alot more financia business than you do;
that's what | was created to do. And | inherited, so to speak, al of my cre- ator's old friends and
associates—especidly the oneswill- ing to be bribed in exchange for certain small favors.”



" 'Favors... what kind of favors?"

"Merdy the kind that involves splitting atransfer of credits from an escrow account, and very quietly
divert- ing one haf into my receipt account rather than yours." Balancesheet's voice turned pitying. "You
really should have checked your own accounts after seeing that the transfer had been made; if you had,
you would have seen that you wound up with half the bounty that had been posted for VVosson'."

Boba Fett pushed himsdlf back from the control panel. His gaze locked upon the empty freighter visble
inthe distance. "That wasamistake," he said grimly. Without even checking further, he knew that what
the assembler had said was true. It wasn't the kind of thing a sentient creature would joke about; not with
him."A big mis- take, on your part.”

"I don't think s0." No gpprehension sounded in the voice coming from the spesker. "Theway | seeit,
you owed me at least that much. If it hadn't been for me, Prince Xizor would have gone ahead and
eliminated you. Permanently. Y ou might not care to show any gratitude

for that—I don't expect it, either. So let'sjust cal thisan- other little businessded .”
"Let'scal it theft." Boba Fett rasped out the words. "'I'm the wrong creature to steal from."

"Perhaps s0," replied Balancesheet. "But it'sin your interest for my go-between business to be up and
run-ning. Thereésalot of potentid clients out in the galaxy, who will only dedl with someone likeyou at an
arm's- length basis. Y ou need me, Boba Fett. So you can go on hunting down more hard merchandise
and collecting the bountiesfor it. Without a go-between to hold the credits, alot of this business breaks
down; it doesn't work anymore.”

The andysisdidn't sway Boba Fett. "I can take care of my own business.”
"Good for you. But I'm still keeping haf the VVosson't bounty. 1've got expenses aswell."

"Y ou don't have to worry about meeting them. Y ou won't live that long. Nobody doeswho steals from
r.rell



"Get serious, Fett.” The assembler's mocking words did out of the comm unit speaker; Balancesheet had
given up any semblance of maintaining the formaitiesand dy fawning in which Kudar Mub'at had
indulged. "What are you going to do about it? The condition your ship isin, you're not able to blow away
amidge-fly. Not without blowing yoursdf up. And asdow asthisfreighter might be, it's il faster than

you at the moment.”
"I'll catch up with you," promised Boba Fett. " Sooner or later.”

"And when you do, you'll have ether figured out how much you do need me, or I'll be under the
protection of Prince Xizor—Black Sun aso needs ago-between. Or I'll have some other surprise waiting

for you. It doesn't mat- ter; I'm not exactly worried.”

"Get worried." The thought of the stolen credits burned deep within Boba Fett's breast. " Get real
worried.”

"Until the next time," said Balancesheet. "I'll be wait- ing, bounty hunter."

The comm unit connection with the freighter broke

off, and slencefilled Slave I's cockpit once more. Boba Fett watched as the other ship's thruster engines
flared into life, then dwindled into fading, starlike points.

For amoment longer, he gazed out at empty space, his own thoughts as dark and brooding. Then he
turned again to the cal culations of the dow journey ahead of him...

NOW...



The story ended.

Or a least for now, thought Neglah. She had been sit- ting for along time with her back against the cold
dura- stedl bulkhead of the Hound's Tooth's cargo hold. Sitting and listening as the other bounty hunter
Dengar had fin- ished his account of Boba Fett's past, and al that had come out of the scheme to destroy
the old Bounty Hunters Guild.

"That'sit, huh?' Shewas glad she hadn't had to keep a blaster aimed at Dengar to motivate him to keep
talk- ing. Her arm would have gotten tired by now. It had been along story, though filled with enough
action and vio- lence to keep her from getting bored. With one hand she rubbed at the small of her back,
then unfolded her legs and stood up. "I take it that Boba Fett got everything sorted out after that."

"Good guess," said Dengar. He rapped his knuckles on the bulkhead behind himself. " Since you've been
on Savel, before we transferred over to this ship, you know it'sin fully functional shape now. There
were someinci- dents | heard about, though, that happened in the process of getting repaired. And
redesigned, from the bulkheads

to the engine core." Dengar pointed with histhumb to the cage. "Apparently, Fett decided that he
needed bigger quartersfor the amount of hard merchandise he was going to be ferrying around—so
things had to be shifted around to make room for it. Otherwise, the ladder wouldn't be necessary to get
to the cockpit. The whole refitting process took more than just credits, from al reports. And afew other
creatures wound up getting killed. But that's not unusual with the way Boba Fett works."

"I'll say." After hearing the story of the war among the bounty hunters, Nedlah found it awonder that
any- body who had ever come in contact with Boba Fett was till aive. Creatures he doesn't like, she
thought wryly, have ahabit of winding up dead. If Bossk, the Tran-doshan bounty hunter that Fett had
gtolen this ship from, was ill dive somewhere, it was atriumph of the same dumb luck that had gotten
him out of his previous scrapes with hisrival. "Too bad for those creatures, | suppose.”

And what about me? She had been warned by Dengar that the story wasn't going to answer dl of her
questions. It didn't matter how much she had found out about Boba Fett—as if she had needed more
confirmation about how cold and ruthless he could be—she till hadn't found out anything more about
hersdlf. | still don't know who | am, thought Nedlah glumly. Who | redly am. All the mysteries, dl the
questionsthat repested over and over insde her skull, were il infuriatingly present. They had beenin
there since she had found hersdlf in Jabba the Hurt's palace, back on that remote world of Tatooine.
Sincethen, little scraps of the past had dipped into her memory-scrubbed brain, tantalizing pieces of the
world from which someone, some dark entity, had abducted her. The only congtant, the only link
between that past world and this harsh, threatening one in which she was forced to fed her way likea
blind creature in avibroblade- edged corridor, was Boba Fett—of that, Neelah was cer-tain. She could



fed it inthetightening of her snews, the

white-knuckled clenching of her figts, that overtook her every time she found the reflection of her face
caught in the dark visor of Boba Fett's helmet. Even in Jabba’s pal ace, when she had seen his ominous
form across the Hurt's crowded, noisy throne room, Neglah had been certain of the connection between
hersdf and the bounty hunter. He knows, she thought bitterly. Whatever my true name is—he knowsit.
Her name, her pagt, dl that she had lost. But as of yet, she had found no way of forc-ing himto reved
those secretsto her.

She was beginning to wonder why she had bothered to save hislife,

Turning her head, Nedlah looked around at the con- fines of the ship's cargo hold. This part of the ship
that had formerly belonged to the Trandoshan Bossk was not much different from Boba Fett's own Save
|. Form and function, stripped bare metd, cages for hauling around a bounty hunter's unwilling
merchandise. It smelled differ- ent, though; the acrid, reptilian stench curled in her nos-trilswith each
bregth, reminding her unpleasantly of the blood-scented musk that had permeated the sSsonewalls of the
fortresdike palace where she had served as adanc- ing girl. And where | would've wound up, she knew,
asrancor bait. The same mix of odors from dozens of the galaxy's pecies, their bodies exudations and
hormonal secretions, that had hung in the palace's close, tifling air, seemed to have penetrated the very
meta of Bossk's ship. Save | had been cleaner and closer to texile, befitting the cold, preciselogic of its
owner. A clinica surgery, initsown way, with Boba Fett the doctor that took crestures spirits apart, the
better to convert them into the hard merchandise in which he traded. An involuntary shiver traced
Nedlah's spine as she saw in her mind's eye the scalpel that lay in Boba Fett's hidden gaze.

"Sorry it didn't do thetrick for you." Dengar's voice broke into her thoughts. "But if you didn't know it
be- fore, at least you do now. He's not anybody to fool around with. Not unless you don't care whether
youliveor die”

"I don't have that choice," replied Nedlah. "Believe me, if | could have avoided meeting Boba Fett, |
would have." She had the notion, unsubstantiated yet by any hard facts from memory, thet the life she had
led before had been one where bounty hunters, and al the sticky, spirit-corroding evil they brought with
them, were on the scarce Side. "'l could have done without the pleasure of his acquaintance.”

"Suit yoursdlf." Dengar had made up alittle palet for himself near the bulkhead where he had sat while
re- counting the story about Boba Fett's past. "Now for me, it'sareal honor, hooking up with him and
al. Being asI'min the bounty hunter business mysdlf. Not a the samelevel ashim, though." Hands
clasped behind his head, Dengar lay down on the thin nest of rags and pack-ing foam. "So for him to ask
meto come dong as his partner..."



Dengar didn't have to explain anything more than that. Good for you, thought Nedlah. Back on Tatooine,
intheir hiding place below the parched surface of the Dune Sea, Dengar had told her about his hopes of
actu-adly quitting the dangerous bounty hunter trade and set-tling down with his beloved Manaroo. The
couple had been betrothed for some time, but had put off their mar-riage until Dengar had found some
way of getting out from under the enormous weight of debt he carried. Fi-nancidly, it had dl been
downhill for him since held quit—at Manaroo's gentle prodding—his previous spe-cidity asa Grade One
Imperial Assassin. Hewas adif-ferent person now, and a better one—working for the Empire ate away
a one's spirit, sometimes fataly so, and he had Manaroo to thank for saving him from that fate. But it il
left the mountain of debt that had accumu-lated so swiftly upon his back. Creatures who owed creditsin
this galaxy, and who didn't pay up, also had agood chance of winding up dead; even with Jabbathe Hutt
dead, there were plenty of other hard lenders who operated that way. A partnership with the notorious
Boba Fett was the best, and maybe only, opportunity

Dengar had for clearing his accounts. If, Nedah figured, he doesn't get killed dong the way.

She looked down again at the bounty hunter on the makeshift pallet. Dengar was aready adeep, or
doing agood imitation of it. Telling stories—even true ones—was obvioudy not in hisusua repertoire of
skills. Any kind of action, no matter how strenuous or life-endangering, was more suited to him than
stringing words together.

A feding of acute digtaste rose insde Nedlah as sheraised her eyes again to the dull metal bulkheads of
the ship's cargo hold. She had only been able to stand being here aslong as the unreeling story had
diverted her aten- tion. Now, the close, stench-filled air formed achoking fist insde her throat, asthough
she could literdly taste the despair and anger of that other hard merchandise, the oneswho had falleninto
the hands of Bossk. They might not have been as profitable as those that Boba Fett tracked down and
secured, but their lives had been worth just as much to themsalves, if no onedse.

I've got to get out of here, thought Neelah desper- ately. She didn't know if her own words meant the
cargo hold, this ship that its previous owner had named Hound's Tooth, or the dark mystery that her life
had become. It didn't matter; there was only one exit before her, the metal |adder at the side of the hold
that led to the ship's cockpit area. Go on, Nedlah told herself, heditating as she set ahand on an eye-level
tread. Y ou've faced him be- fore. A wry smile twisted the corner of her mouth. And you're not dead yet.
She had even pulled and held a blaster pistol on Boba Fett, right there in the Hound's cockpit—how
many other creaturesin the galaxy could say they had done something like that and survived to talk about
it? Nedlah put her boot on the lowest rung and started climbing.

Boba Fett was at the cockpit's panel, making precise adjustments to the large, troughlike controls
designed for a Trandoshan's outsize claws. In the hatchway be- hind, Nedlah stood watching him, the
back of hisscarred



and dented helmet as enigmatic asthe dark, T-shaped vi- sor that hid his eyes. I've seen those aswell,
she reminded hersdf. And lived. Another accomplishment that un- doubtedly put her in atiny fraction of
the galaxy'sinhabi- tants, on dl the worlds and in every system. The helmet had been the one part of the
battle gear that hadn't been reduced to wet rags by the acidic digestive juices of the Sarlacc creaturein
the Great Pit of Carkoon, into which Boba Fett had fallen when Han Solo had been rescued by his
friends Luke Skywaker and Princess Leia. But Nee- lah and Dengar had till had to remove the helmet
from the unconscious Fett to feed and rehydrate him until he could fend for himsdf once more. Evenin
that condition, hovering between life and death, Boba Fett had <till seemed an intimidating figure. Anyone
with adegree less furious energy and survival ingtinct as part of his spirit would have been consumed by
the blind, gaping-mawed cresture that had swallowed him, rather than finding the meansto literdly
explode hisway out to the open air. It wasn't just Boba Fett's short way with other creatures livesthat
made him such alegend; it was dso the tenacity with which he clung to hisown.

The bounty hunter was either ignoring her as he went about his tasks on the Hound's control pandl, or he
hadn't been aware of her coming up the cargo-hold ladder to the cockpit's hatchway; he continued the
work of his gloved hands without remarking on her presence. He knows I'm here, thought Neelah.
There's not much he doesn't know...

Sheraised her eyesto the viewport in front of the con- trol panel just as Boba Fett dropped the Hound's
Tooth out of hyperspace. A vistaof sars, different from those left on the other side of the gdlaxy, filled
the viewport. Nedlah looked across the bright, cold field, hoping that the uncaring regard of the distant
stars would provide her someredlief from the cramped, claustrophobic quar- tersinside the ship. She
looked, and she saw—

The past.

Not her own, but Boba Fett's. It'sjust like the story, a part of Neelah marveled, amost childlikein its
reaction. The story Dengar told.

Floating in the vacuum outside the Hound's Tooth were the tattered fragments of Kud'ar Mub'at's web.

It had not been from any particular skill on Dengar's part that she had been able to so vividly imaginethe
image of the arachnoid assembler and its web, both before and af- ter Prince Xizor's cleanup crew had
torn it apart. There had been another tantaizing fragment of memory in- side her own head, something
that had somehow evaded the attempt to wipe it out of existence. Somehow, from out of her past and the
world that had been stolen from her, Dengar's account of Boba Fett's history had trig-gered that
remembrance; she had known exactly what Kud'ar Mub'at and hisflock of created subnodes had looked
like. I knew it, thought Nedlah. And now they were here, gently drifting, surrounded by strands of pd-lid
neurd tissue like dongated ghosts, bumping sound-lesdy against the transparisted of the cockpit's



forward viewport.

The dead subnodes |ooked both eerie and pathetic, their broken exoskeletons surrounded by thin,
twiglike limbs, claws curled up under the split abdomens. Smaller ones, seemingly no bigger than achild's
fist, were entan- gled with the giants that had been capable of tethering a ship to the now-vanished web's
docking area. All of them were hollow-eyed, with the unseeing gaze that blind, dead things turned toward
those fortunate creatures till aive. Or unfortunate, thought Neelah. Maybe the poor dead subnodes,
pieces of their defeated master and creator, were redly the lucky ones; they no longer had to wonder
about what would happen to them next. For them, al the galaxy's cruel uncertainties were over.

For amoment, the sight of the space-drifting sub-nodes evoked the disturbing sensation in Neelah that
she had fallen backward in time, pulling this ship and its contents dong, as though her empty memory
were atrue black hole, with itsown irresistible gravity. But some-

how the process had wound up landing them in Boba Fett's past, the moment just after the crude
dissection and desth of hisformer business associate Kud'ar Mub'at. But that was so long ago, thought
Nedah; it made her fed dizzy to even contemplateit. She closed her eyes, wondering if when she
opened them again, time would begin unregling on its proper course once more.

Her eydidsflicked open without her willing them to. | waswrong. She saw that now. The momentary
dis- placement in time had passed. Nedlah stepped forward and laid a hand on the back of the pilot's,
steadying her- self as she gazed out the viewport. "They've been dead along time," she said softly. "A

vay longtime"

"Of course." Boba Fett had raised his own gaze from the instrument gauges, now he looked out on the
same dark visaasNedah did. "Thelast timel wasin this sec- tor, these entities had just been
killed—aong with their crestor, Kud'ar Mub'at." He turned and |ooked over his shoulder at Nedlah. "But
you know al about that, don't you?"

A sudden redlization hit her. ™Y ou were ligtening in, weren't you? Over the ship'sinternd communications
system. All thewhile that Dengar wastelling me about what happened to you in the past.”

Boba Fett gave asingle dismissive shake of hishead. "I hardly needed to,” he replied. "Since Dengar
was act- ing on the exact indructions | had previoudy given him."



"What?' Nedah looked back at Fett in amazement. Y ou told him—"

"It's convenient for me to have you brought up to speed on afew matters of common interest. Having
Den- gar take care of it saves me the trouble—and it kept the two of you occupied while | wastracing
this sector's ex- act location and navigating us here. That took time, as we arrived here viaaroute that
would throw off anyone else who might have been spying upon my activities. Time, which you managed
to passin your own way." Boba Fett's voice sounded amost tinged by a partia

amile. "I'll haveto congratulate my colleague Dengar on his acting abilities—he kept his act going, even
when you pulled that blaster pistol on him.”

Her surprise faded quickly. He's been ahead of me be- fore, thought Nedlah. He probably will be again.
"So thisisthe location, huh?' She peered again toward the dark vista afforded by the viewport. "Where
Prince Xi-zor tried to eiminate you, then changed hismind and took out that arachnoid assembler
instead.”

"Precisaly.” Boba Fett pointed toward the viewport. "Asyou can see, everything Dengar told you about
theincident was the truth. Xizor's cleanup crew didn't leave much of Kud'ar Mub'at'sweb. Black Sun
operatives are known for their thoroughness.”

More of the dead subnodes, like the shed carapaces of ordinary crawling spiders, drifted past the
Hound's Tooth. Nedlah fdlt the skin of her forearms prickle into goose- flesh as she heard—or imagined
that she did—the light scraping and tapping of empty chitin againg the ship's hull. The sensation was
more dreamlike than anything to do with actua memory.

"Why did you bring us here?' The spirit-chilling un-canniness of the sight out of the viewport, the dead
crear tures tethered together by the strands of neura tissue, as much apart of one another now asthey
had been in their living existence, touched athread of anger insgde Nedlah. "Just to reminisce?’

"Theresvery little | do," replied Boba Fett camly, "that iswithout purpose. | came here for areason.
And you were brought here for the same reason.”

"How would | know that?' Neelah folded her arms across her breast. "Y ou haven't seenfit totell us
anything about where we were headed, or why." She glared at thefigurein front of her. "Or isthis
something elsethat you let Dengar in on, but not me?"



"Neither you nor Dengar were aware of our destina- tion, and there was a good reason for that as well.
If you don't know something, you can't be compelled to reved it. That'swhy I've made it a practice not
totell anyone,

even my own associates, if | can avoid it." Boba Fett pointed agloved fingertip toward Nedlah. "I don't
keep my silence for your sake, but it'sto your advantage, nevertheless. A good many of the waysto get
someone such as yoursdlf to talk are not pleasant. And some of them don't leave you dlive afterward,
ether.”

"Thanksfor your concern,” Nedlah said sourly. "1 ap- preciateit.”

"Y our sarcasm is pointless. When | decide to start caring about anyone €l se's opinions of my operating
methods, I'll let you know." Boba Fett |eaned back in the pilot's chair. "But you wanted to find out; you
merely had to wait, and the time has come.”

Likeflicking aswitch, the bounty hunter'swords trans- formed the anger inside Nedlah to sudden,
unreasoning panic. "l... I don't know ..."

"Y ou don't know if you're ready for that." Boba Feit's visor-shielded gaze seemed to penetrate to the
depths of her spirit. "Y ou've come dl thisway; you've waited so long and so impatiently; you've fought to
find out dl that's been hidden from you. And now you're afraid.”

"No—" She quickly shook her head. "No, I'm not."

"We shdll see @bout that," replied Boba Fett, even more quietly—and more ominoud y—than before.
"Because you don't have achoice. You never did.”

He'sright. Neglah squeezed her eydids shut once again; at her sides, her hands closed into figts, the
snewsof her forearms straining with tension. From the moment she had caught sight of this helmeted
figure, before she had learned his name, she had known that this moment would come. It had been fated
to do 0, if she could only stay alive long enough. She had done that much, escap- ing from the deeth that
would have been hersinside Jabba the Hutt's paace, then binding her destiny to one who had been only



ashadow's breadth away from death himself. Just to find out, Nedlah told hersdlf fiercely. To find out...

She didn't know. Whether it would be better to dis- cover what lay in that other world, the past that had

been stolen from her, or to go on in darkness, to leaveit hidden.

"Go tell Dengar to come up here.”

Neelah heard Boba Fett's command, and dowly opened her eyes.

| don't have a choice. She nodded dowly. About any

Boba Fett glanced over his shoulder at the dead, hollow- eyed creatures drifting in the emptiness outsde
the ship, then brought his gaze back around to her.

"We havealot to talk about,” said Boba Fett. "Wed better get started.”

He was dreaming.

Dengar knew he was, because he could see Manaroo right in front of him.

Turning with abunch of flimsiplast sheetsin her fist and aserioudy annoyed look on her face —though
that made her no less beautiful to him—M anaroo rapped the knuckles of one hand across the invoices.
"Those Jawas are undercutting us again,” she said. "We're going to have to do something about them,
onceand for al —"



"They undercut us because they sdll junk.” In the load-ing bay of amedium-tonnage cargo freighter,
surrounded by datacoded shipping containers and uncrated machin- ery still shiny with factory lubricants,
Dengar took hiswifein hisarms and kissed her on the brow. They had been married how many years
now, and the skip in his pulse was still the same asthefirst time he had ever held her soft warmth against
himsdf. Thetiny tattooed moons and stars on her wrists no longer glowed as brightly as before, but his
own love for her showed no sign of fad- ing. "That's their stock in trade; they're Jawas, right? So don't
worry about ‘em. They're not our competition.”

Manaroo fretted some more, looking over his shoul- der at theinvoicesin her hands. "They'relittle
chisding womp rats, iswhat they are.”

"Don't worry." Another kiss, Dengar smiled as he leaned back from her face. "The word's getting out
among the moisture farmers, about what kind of equipment we're saling. And what kind of long-term
percentage contracts we can offer. Hey —" With one hand he stroked her hair, only dightly darker than
the pae blue of her Aruzan skin, away from her forehead. "We're dready intheblack ..."

"You dimy bucket of nerf-waste." That wasn't Manaroo's voice. And thekick in theribs, ashelay on
the makeshift palet with his eyes closed, wasn't from hisbeloved, ether.

"I ought to kill you," continued Nedlah, from some- where on the other side of his closed eyes and the
sweet, dwindling remnants of hisdream. A blow from her small, rock-hard fist, right across the side of
Dengar'sjaw, pro- duced a congtellation of starsthat blotted out the image he was trying to hold, of
Manaroo wrapped in hisem- brace. "Asamatter of fact, maybe | will..."

He had been knocked far enough awake that he was able to roll with the next punch Neglah delivered
from where she stood above him. Getting onto his hands and knees, Dengar scrambled toward the
nearest bulkheed, then grabbed hold of it and pulled himsdlf upright to face her.

Definitely not dreaming, Dengar told himsdlf, not now. He found himself uncomfortably avake and
gtand-ing in the rank-smelling, close-quartered cargo hold of the Hound's Tooth. "What are you going on
about?' He crouched dightly, taking a stance with his empty hands outstretched to fend off another
attack from the anger-crazed femdein front of him. "What did | do?"

"What did you do ..." Nedlah echoed hiswords as she looked at him in disgust, her own hands planted
on her dim hips. "Tried to make afool out of me, that'swhat. All that time | was pressing on you to tell
me about



what'd happened to Boba Fett in the past, and you were aready under ordersto fill mein on exactly
that.”

"Oh." Dengar relaxed a bit, lowering hishands. "No big dedl.” Heimmediately raised them again when
he saw that her anger hadn't ebbed any. " Anyway—what're you complaining about? Y ou didn't have
somebody wav- ing ablaster in your face, wanting a bedtime story!"

The structural damage sustained by the Hound's Tooth had loosened the durasted bars of the holding
cage, with severa of them wrenched free of their upper sockets and splaying out into the cargo hold.
Neelah grasped one of the shorter bars from near the cage's door and pulled it free of the socket below.
It made aformidable if smplewegpon; with it cocked back over her shoulder, ready to swing, she took
astep closer to Dengar.

Fireflashed in her eyesfor a second, then just as quickly dimmed. "Let'sfaceit,” she said. The meta bar
clanged on the hold's floor as she tossed it away. "He ran anumber on both of us. Just so he could have
as much peace and quiet as he wanted while he navigated the ship.”

"Wdl, yeah, I'mwilling to let him haveit, if that'swhat he wants." Dengar dowly straightened from his
de- fensive crouch, ready to drop back into it if this femae showed any more signs of her murderous
temper. There was a big difference between her and Manaroo, it struck him. His betrothed could be just
astough if necessary, but so far she hadn't ever given any indications that she wanted to kill him. That
might change after they were married—if that ever happened—but he was willing to take the chance.
"He's not just the head bounty hunter around here. He's dso the pilot of the ship. | can wait un- til he gets
usto where he wantsto go."

"Y our waiting's over," said Nedlah. With her thumb, she pointed toward the cockpit above them.
"Wevearrived."

"Yeah?' Dengar rubbed his chin, warily regarding the femae. A hard knot of apprehension codesced in
his stomach. It was one thing to travel toward an unknown

degtination, but quite another thing to reach that myste-rious point. Whatever else Boba Fett might have
filled him in on—it didn't amount to much—there hadn't been any talk about the events that would go
down once they got there. "Now what?'



"That's the big question. But our intrepid captain has decided to break hissilence, at least. So get a
move on— Fett wants us both up in the cockpit for abriefing.”

Dengar nodded, then managed a hdf smile. "That oughtaimprove your disposition, at least.”

Hefollowed Nedlah up the ladder. But even as he mounted the metd treads, his mind dipped back to
the last fading vestiges of the dream he had been enjoying be- fore being so violently awoken. It had

been dl about the same fantasy in which he indulged even when awake, during those rdatively quieter
times when he wasn't try- ing to keep from getting killed. The partnership with Boba Fett had to pay off,
figured Dengar. Big time. Fett had to have something maor cooking, or he wouldn't have bothered taking
on a partner—gratitude wasn't asufficient motivation with ahard character like that. Save aguy'slife,
brooded Dengar, and what do you get for it? Not much, except for a chance to get killed in some
scheme of his. That wasthe easy part; the harder one would be turning this partnership gig into cold, hard
credits, the kind that would pay off his debt load and set him and Manaroo up in anew life. Something
like bro-kering the galaxy's high technol ogies to underdevel oped backwater planets, like that dump of a
world Tatooine. That was where the real profits were to be made, and alot more safely besides. Even
with paying out the bribes to keep acommercia operation going, either to the Em-pire or, if the wildest
imaginable possibilities came true, to whatever was put together by the Rebel Alliance, there would il
be the chance of him and Manaroo do-ing well together. All it took were the connections—I've got those
aready, Dengar told himself—and alittle bit of operating capitd. Actudly, alot of capitd; that waswhy
he'd agreed to hook up with Boba Fett in the first place.

As he stepped from the ladder and through the cock-pit hatchway, Dengar dowly shook his head.
Whatever was next on Boba Fett's agenda, he had the feding it might not lead to that pile of credits he
needed, and the new life they could buy.

"Let's get right to business,” said Boba Fett, turning around in the pilot's chair to face Dengar and
Nedah. "l don't care to waste any more time than we dready have." He pointed with histhumb over his
shoulder. "Thisiswhat'sleft of Kud'ar Mub'at's web—"

Dengar leaned forward, peering toward the viewport behind the other bounty hunter. Y ou'reright,” he
sad after amoment. The drifting corpses of the assembler's subnodes, tangled in ropelike strands of
neura tissue, were both eerie and impressive. "It must be ..."

"l hardly need to be told when I'm correct about something.” A trace of irritation sounded in Boba Fett's
otherwise emationlessvoice. "l rardly am not. And when | say that there is a considerable amount of time



pressure upon our actions here, you should believeit.”

"Y ou mean what's going on with the Empire and the Rebels?' Dengar shrugged, then shook hishead. "l
don't seewhat theworry is. The big battle they've got shaping up between them—that's way out by
Endor. That's prac- ticaly the other side of the galaxy; in any event, it'salong stretch from us. | don't see
how it could affect what we're doing here. If anything—" He pointed to the view- port. "Their problems
should make it easier for usto take care of whatever you brought us here for. Both the Empire and the
Rebed Alliance have pulled out most of their forces from whatever dispersed localesthey werein before,
to get ready for the confrontation between them. That leaves alot of systems and space just about empty
of them. We can do what we want, and neither the Em-pire nor the Rebelswill be any the wiser.”

"That kind of smplistic analyssiswhy you're the one taking orders, and I'm the one giving them." Boba
Fett laid hisgloved handsflat on the arms of the pilot's chair. " The battle that's likely to take place near
Endor might

be over, onceit's begun, in lessthan afew minutes. And it will have adecisiveimpact on thefate of the
ongoing struggle between the Empire and the Rebe Alliance. They've been building up to this
confrontation for along time. And it does matter which side wins, to creatureslike us. Pa patine wishesto
make absolute his control over the galaxy, and everything in it. Such agrasp would extend to you,
Dengar, aswdl asto mysdf. Our own ambitions, and what we do to pursue them, might no longer be
possbleif Papatine wereto achieve dl that he desires.”

"And what about mine?' Standing beside Dengar, the female Nedlah spoke up. "What happensto me,
and what | want?'

"Y ou don't even know what that is," replied Boba Fett. "But you can believe me about it—or not, just as
you choose. The past and the world that was stolen from you will belost forever if Papatinewinsthis
struggle with the Rebe Alliance. Therewill be no way for you to get it back then.”

"And if the Rebdswin?'

"Theré's no way they can." Boba Fett gave aflat, hard shake of his head. "My own career as a bounty
hunter should be proof enough that cunning and ruthlessnessinevitably triumph over dl the high-minded
idedsthat the universe can generate." The bounty hunter's scorn for the Rebels, for any creature
motivated by some-thing beyond profits, was evident. "But if the impossible should happen—the galaxy
has seen stranger events come about—then that would be bad for our businessaswell. The Rebdls
pretensesto a higher mordity would prevent them from paying the established rates for our services, and



they would a0 a the same time seek to ex-terminate those crimina operations which have been some of
my best customers. Let's face it—the best out-come, asfar as bounty hunters are concerned, would be
for this battle near Endor to wind up being adraw some-how, with neither force eliminating the other,

and the struggle between the Rebel Alliance and the Empire con-

tinuing. We can hope for that to happen—but we can't count on it."

Dengar had felt his own hopesfalling as he had lis- tened to Boba Fett's bleak prognosis. What a
universe, he thought glumly. Whether the war was won by the forces of good or by the greatest evil the
galaxy had ever known, somehow the results were the same, at least for him. | wind up losing, no matter
what. That longed-for future, with him and Manaroo and nothing to do with the bounty hunter trade,
seemed to recede at alight- speed pace. The only way for him to make the kind of credits he needed
was as a bounty hunter, hooked up with the notorious Boba Fett, but that same Boba Fett made it sound
asif it was soon going to beimpossible to even be abounty hunter. Wherewasthe fairnessin an ar-
rangement likethat?

The female Nedah didn't seem concerned by the dis- mal long-term prospects that Boba Fett had
described. "So what do you propose doing in the meantime? And why did you bring us here?'

"My plansare my own," said Boba Fett. "But some of them concern you, and it's now become
convenient for you to have some of your many questions answered. Y ou wanted the past—your
past—then so it shall be." He gestured with one hand toward the viewport behind him. "I hereby giveit to
you."

Dengar could see Nedlah scowling disgustedly at the viewport. Outside the ship, palid strands of neurd
tissue and their tethered, spiderlike corpses continued to drag their shapes past the transparisted.

"Isthissomekind of ajoke?' Nedlah's glare was even angrier as sheturned it toward Fett. "1 don't see
any- thing, that—"

Leaning forward in the pilot's chair, Boba Fett inter- rupted her. ™Y ou don't see, because you don't
understand. Not yet, at any rate. But if you listen to me, you will."

With ascowl still upon her face, Nedlah folded her arms across her breast. "Go ahead. I'm listening.”



From the corner of hiseye, Dengar glanced over at the

young woman. It wasn't the first time that he had heard that tone of command in her voice. She'sused to
giving orders, thought Dengar, and having cregtures obey them. It was the same haughty tone of voice
that Neelah had used on him, ordering him to continue telling the story of Boba Fett and the breakup of
the old Bounty Hunters Guild, and it had been more effective than any blaster pistol she could have pulled
on him. But to hear her talk that way to Boba Fett, as though barely able to control her impatiencewith a
dow-moving servant, was till star- tling. Who is she? wondered Dengar. And how did shewind up asa
memory-wiped dancing girl in Jabba the Hutt's palace? His own curiosity about Neelah's past a-most
maiched hers.

"This part of the story," said Boba Fett, "didn't begin here. And it happened alittle while before the
arachnoid assembler Kud'ar Mub'at met his demise. | had businessin one of the nearby systemsthat had
been successfully concluded—you don't need to know about that—and | was returning toward the
center of the gdaxy, where sev- erd potentialy lucrative opportunities were awaiting me. Of coursg, |
was aboard my own Save| at thetime, and not an under-equipped mediocrity like this ship. One of the
functions | had programmed into Slave I's com-puters was a compl ete database of the ships of al other
bounty hunters, both those affiliated with the Bounty Hunters Guild and the few, such as mysdlf, operating
asindependent agents. It rarely happens, but on occasion some other bounty hunter, or the Guild whileiit
till ex-isted, has managed to obtain information before | have, about some particular hard merchandise
to be rounded up for agood price.” Fett's shoulderslifted in adismis- sve shrug. "Some clients prefer to
employ less-qualified bounty hunters, hoping they'll be able to get what they want at alower price. That's
their choice, but it rarely works out that way."

True enough, thought Dengar. He had heard those other stories, al of which went to provethat it was
a-

most as dangerous trying to avoid doing business with Boba Fett as actually going ahead and getting
involved with him. In alot of ways, he was virtualy inescapable.

"So | sometimesfind it worthwhile," continued Boba Fett, "to keep an eye on what other bounty hunters
areupto. Andif Savel'sID scanners homein on abounty hunter's ship in anavigational sector that
should other- wise be empty of such activity, then | find that very inter- esting indeed. It's even more
interesting when the onboard computers read out the ID code of a ship belonging to abounty hunter
known for his unsavory business practices."

That description puzzled Dengar. It was hard to imag- ine any bounty hunter being more ruthless than



Boba Fett himsdlf. " So who was it that you came across?'

"The D codeidentified the ship as one known most often asthe Venesectrix. Rarely spotted anywhere
closeto the centra sectors of the galaxy; its owner preferred operations farther out into the border
territories. And of course, there was areason for that: the owner of the Ve-nesectrix was a certain Ree
Duptom." Pausing amo- ment, Boba Fett looked over at Dengar. "Perhaps you're familiar with the
name."

"Wait aminute..." It took amoment, but the namefinadly hooked up with amemory synapse ingde Den-
gar's head. "Ree Duptom—he's the only one who ever got booted out of the Bounty Hunters Guild!™
That took some doing, Dengar knew; there had been plenty of crea turesin the Guild whose ethical
standards had been way below his own. Hewasn't familiar with the exact details— Duptom had been
booted out of the Bounty Hunters Guild before Dengar had joined it—but there had been an unspoken
legend attached to him, as being the one creature that al other bounty hunters considered scum. "1 didn't
think he was till active, even out in the border."

"l guesshe'snot,” said Nedlah drily. "Pay attention, why don't you? He's obvioudy being discussed in
the past tense for areason.”

"True." Boba Fett gave an acknowledging nod of his

head. "When | came across the Venesectrix in open space, the ship's engines weren't powered up; it
was smply drifting. | attempted to establish communication with its pilot, but | received no response over
the comm unit. The reasonable assumption was that the pilot was either dead or had abandoned his ship.
To determine which was the case—and to find anything that might have been valuable aboard—I forced
entry through the Venesectrix'sairlock.” In the cockpit viewport behind Boba Fett, afew more dead
subnodes bumped against the curved transparisted. "And | found Ree Duptom, dl right.”

"Dead, | suppose.” The expression on Nedah's face was one of utter boredom. ™Y ou know, I'm till
waliting to hear the part that has anything to do with me."

Boba Fett ignored her impatience. "Duptom didn't make a good-looking corpse. He hadn't been the
hand- somest humanoid to begin with—his appearance matched his ethics—but being caught ina
hard-energy particle burst from a partial core meltdown of his own ship's en- gines hadn't helped any.
Fortunately, the burdt's letha ef- fects had been contained within azone just a couple of meters deep; he
had obvioudy been working in the en- gine compartment when the meltdown occurred, gotten the dose
of radiation, then staggered back up to the Ve-nesectrix's cockpit areato die. Which didn't take long."



The tory's detail s aroused Dengar's suspicions. " So did his ship's engines mafunction—or were they
sabo- taged?' From what he had heard in the Bounty Hunters Guild, Ree Duptom had made nearly as
many enemies for himself as Boba Fett had.

"I didn't investigate that question,” said Fett. "Once a competitor of mineisdead, | loseinterest in them.
How they wound up that way is someone el se's business; noth- ing to do with me."

Right, thought Dengar.

"Anyway, somebody like Ree Duptom was perfectly capable of killing himsdlf through hisown
supidity.” Boba Fett shook his head, asthough in disgust. "His ship

and dl of his equipment were poorly maintained; frankly, he was not a credit to the bounty hunter trade
inalot of ways. But Duptom was obvioudy ableto find certain clients, nevertheless. The evidence of that
was right there aboard his ship. And the uncompleted jobs that he had been working on were interesting
enough for meto take them over."

"What werethey?'

"There were two matters,” replied Boba Fett, "that Ree Duptom's untimely death had Ieft hanging. The
first onewasin the form of a deactivated cargo droid—or what had once been a cargo droid. Someone
had cleverly transformed it into an autonomic spy device, with not only built-in vid cameras and sound
recording equip- ment, but an olfactory detect and sample circuit aswell. The droid's hidden sensors
could pick up trace amounts of scent moleculesin the atmosphere and anayze them for biologic source
details"

"Why would anybody want information like that?' Thistime, Dengar was puzzled by the Sory, rather
than suspicious. "What's the good of knowing what some event smelled like, if you aready had the visua
and au- dio recording?’

"It al depends,” said Boba Fett, "on what you're looking for, and what the spy device had been
designed to catch. This converted cargo droid was capable of de- tecting evidence of something—or



someone—that would otherwise have remained hidden and undiscovered if vi-sud and auditory clues
were dl that had been processed. Whichiswhat it in fact had done; | found that out when | removed the
datarecord from inside the droid and ana lyzed it. The truth came out, concerning a certain indi- vidua
having been at a certain place, and a a certain important time, even though he had tried to conceal his
presence from anyone e se who might have been watch- ing and listening.”

"What place?' Nedah's tone was as demanding and impatient as before. "What time?"

"Back on Tatooine—for such a desolate, backwater

world, it has assumed agreat deal of importance for the rest of the galaxy.” Boba Fett gestured toward
the view- port, asthough indicating one of the bright points of light visible beyond the drifting subnodes.
"But that's something bounty hunters know ingtinctively—or at least the ones who survive and prosper.
The smallest, appar-ently insignificant speck of dirt can loom unexpectedly large one day. And you had
better be prepared for that. In this case, the speck of dirt was amoisture farm in the Dune Sea, some
distance away from the Mos Eidey space-port. A moisture farm owned by one Owen Lars—nobody
important—and operated by him and hiswife, Beru, as-sisted by ayoung nephew of theirs. Who just
happened to be someone very important—"

"Luke Skywaker," said Dengar. "That'swho you're talking about, isn't it?"

"Indeed." Boba Fett gave asingle nod. "Enough of the details have become known, about Skywalker's
transfor- mation from an insignificant, planet-bound nonentity with big and hopeless dreamsto amgjor
figurein the Rebe Alliance, to have already codesced into legend. And that transformation could be said
to have begun with araid by Imperia stormtroopers on that dreary little moisture farm, araid that | eft
Skywaker's aunt and uncle aslittle more than blackened skeletonsin the ruins.”

"So what's the big mystery about that? Darth \Vader ordered the stormtrooper raid on the moisture
farm—alot of creaturesin the galaxy know about that by now." Dengar shrugged his shoulders.
"Anybody who's had any contact at al with the Rebel Alliance has heard most of the story."

"Themystery,” said Boba Fett quietly, "hasto do with what | found in the deactivated cargo droid
aboard Ree Duptom'’s ship. The spy device's audio and video records documented the stormtroopers
raid; the droid must have been hiding and watching from behind a nearby sand dune. The details, when |
played back the files, were con- Sstent with the known accounts of the raid and its after- math. There
were only Imperid stormtroopersto be



observed, going about their lethal business. But the addi- tiond datathat the cargo droid's spy
recordings held— the olfactory information, taken from the atmosphere at the time and place of theraid
on the moisture farm— indicated somebody e se had been there, aswell as the ssormtroopers.”

"All right"—Needlah spread her hands gpart, waiting to hear— "who wasit?"

"In the analysis of the spy device's olfactory data were the unmistakable pheromones of amale of the
Falleen species” Boba Feit raised afinger for emphasis. " That much was easily determined. But usng my
own data- bases aboard Savel, | was able to narrow it down even further. The specific pheromone
traces could only have come from amember of the Falleen nobility; therésage- netic marker that is
uniqueto that bloodline.”

"A Fdleen nobleman?' Dengar's brow creased as he puzzled over the information. "But they're dl dead

now-

"Therewasone gill dive," said Boba Fett, "at the time of the sormtrooper raid on Tatooine. Before
that, the Falleen nobilit