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We Don't Do Weddings The Band's Tde
By Kathy Tyers

Jabba the Hutt's cavernous, smoky Presence Room stank of
spilled intoxicants and sweaty body armor. Guards and henchmen,
dancers and bounty hunters, humans and Jawas and Weequays and
Arconalay where they'd toppled, crumpled under arches or piledin
semiprivate cubicles or sprawled in the open. The inner portcullis
yawned open. Just another dl-nighter at Jabba's palace.

That portcullis bothers me-what if wewant to leaveina

hurry?-but it keeps out the worst of theriffraff.

Let merephrasethat. The worst of theriffraff, Jabba himself,

paid uswel. Crimelord, connoisseur, critic; hishairless,

blotchy tail twitched in rhythm when we played. Not our rhythm.
His

We are Figrin D'an and the Modal Nodes, membersin good
gtanding of the Intergdactic Federation of Musicians, and we
are-or were-Jabba's full-time resident entertainers. I've never
spotted his ears, but Jabba appreciates a good swing band. He also
likes controlling credit and inflicting pain, and he finds either

more therapeutic than our music.

Huddled on the back of the stage, we put away our hornswhile
Jabba's guests snored. My Fizzz-you symphonic ridgebrows would
cdl it aDorenian Beshniqud, but thisisjizz-dipsinto athin
caseinlesstimethan it takesto roll an Imperid inspector and
check his pocketsfor credit vouchers.

We are Bith. Our high hairless craniums manifest asuperior
evolutionary level, and our mouth folds pucker into asplendid
embouchure for wind instruments. We perceive sounds as precisay
as other species perceive color.

Our band leader, Figrin Dan, was wearily swabbing hisKloo

Horn (there's ajoke there, but you'd have to speak Bithian to get
it). It'salonger double-reed than my Fizzz, richer in paste
harmonics but not so sweet. Tedn and Ickabel were arguing over
their Fanfar cases. Nalan had started disconnecting the horn bells
from his Bandfill, and Tech-we look alike to non-Bith, but you
might've picked out Tech by the glazed gleam in hiseyes-sat
dumped over his Ommni Box. Plaster chipsfrom amidnight blaster
skirmish littered the Ommni's reception dish. (The Ommni clips our
peaks, attenuates the lows, reverbs and ampsthe total sound.
Playing it takes even aBith'sfull genius. Tech hates Figrin.

Figrin won the Ommni last season in a sabacc game.)

"Hey, Doikk." Figrin's head glistened. It was going to bea

typica Tatooine scorcher, and Jabba's temp exchanger needed



repair.

| cinched down my Fizzz. My Fizzz. "Wha?' | had ashot "lip,"
ashumanscdl it. | wasin no mood for foolishness.

"Timefor afriendly hand of sabacc?'

"l don't gamble, Fgrin."

Figrin brushed the sheen off his head with one knobby hand.
"Youretherma, Doikk."

And you're compulsive. "All musciansaretherma..”
"You'rethermal for amusician. Who ever heard of a bander that
didn't gamble?’

I'm the band's insde outsider, the straight man. I've carried

that sweet little Fizzz through Six systems. | peg it whenit

cracks and lube it when the keys click. | carve my own reeds. |
wasn't betting it on any sabacc match. Not even to placate Fiery
Figrin Dan, abandleader who criticizes every missed note, owns
everybody (else)'sinstruments, and isn't shy about giving orders.
"l don't gamble, Figrin. Y ou know th-"

A smoky slhouette ralled in through the main arch. "Figrin,” |
mouthed, "turn around. Slowly."

The droid's wasp waist, huge shoulders, and squared-off head
had scalded my memory shortly after Jabba gave us our exclusve
contract his vintage E522 Assassin. Eefive-tootoo had saved my
neck when one of Jabba's human sail-barge tenders accused me of
munching out of Jabbals private snack tank of live freckled toads.
Luckily for me, Eefive-tootoo gave mean dibi. I'd vowed never
again to have more to do with humans than necessary.

But Jabbad been hot to feed someone to the rancor. Justice
wouldve suggested throwing in my human accuser, but Jabba and
Justice are not on speaking terms. They dropped E€five, liberally
smeared with mest juice, through the rancor's trapdoor in front of
Jabba's throne. By the time Jabba's huge, davering mutant spat
him out, he was beyond repair.

Or o0 I'd thought. Was he back for revenge?

Hewore no restraining bolt. Rolling around a

blaster-scarred column, he headed toward us. Frantically |
looked around. Nobody showed signs of waking up to rescue us.
Thedroid raised his upper limbs. Both ended at elbow joints.
Somebody'd disengaged his business parts -but that didn't leave
him helpless. Assassin droids carry backup.

"Figrin Dan?' heasked in abrassy greentreble.

"What wouldyoudo. . . if you found him?' Figrin sdled

closer to me, trying to sound colorless. I've never carried a
blaster. | wished | had one then, for dl the good it would've
done.

"Message delivery," honked the droid. "Do not fear. My

assass nation programming has been erased, and as you can see, my
weapons are gone. My new employer saved me from deconstruction by
usng methisway."

"He doesn't remember us,” Figrin whispered in Bithian. "His
memory's been erased, too."

As| dowed my bregthing, my longstanding attitude about



n droids resurfaced Never worry about one you can see. He
hadn't fired before we spotted him, so we were safe. And I've
aways gotten aong better with droids than with most sentients.
Particularly humans. i But asfor stripping E€five of hisweapons,
that would belike. . . like saving my life by cutting off al my
fingers

"Who's your new owner?' | asked.

Thedroid hissed, shushing me with white noise.

| dropped my voice. "Who?" | repeated sotto voce.

The answer came softly. "MidressVdaian."

Oh, ho. Vd to her friends, Jabba's chief rival inthe

gpaceport town of Mos Eidey, atusk-mouthed Whiphid recently
arrived on Taooine. Gambling, weapons running, information for
sde, theusud . . . but she'd thrived. No wonder she sent a
recycled envoy.

Now that I'd processed the lack of immediaterisk, | leaned
back against the stage. "What does she want?"

"Shewishesto hire your servicesfor awedding, to behedin
Mos Eidey at her Lucky Despot Hotdl "

I'd heard of the Lucky Despot. Figrin puckered hislip folds.
"We don't do weddings," we answvered in unison.

Please understand. A wedding gig wastes two days (three days,
with some species, plusthetimeit takesto learn new music).
You'retrested like arecording, told to repeat impossible phrases
and lengthen the usua processional, and ordered to play afina
chord as the nerve-wracked principals arrive center stage ... if
they arrive. Someone away's brings a screaming neonate. Then the
reception, where they inebriate themselves until no one hearsa
note. All thisfor haf pay and full satisfaction Y ou've helped
perpetuate a species.

Eefive swiveed hisflat head toward Figrin. Obvioudy his
recognition circuits still functioned. "Mistress Vaarian procured
amate from her homeworld," he declared.

Good thing | wasn't drinking. I'd've choked. The only thing
uglier than aHutt isaWhiphid. | tried to imagine another
gargantuan, rank-furred, yellow-tusked Whiphid arriving on
Tatooine. Vdarian had probably promised luxury accommodations and
good hunting. Wait'11 he saw MosEidey.

The droid continued. "Thisjob isfor their reception only.
Mistress Vdarian offers your band three thousand credits.
Trangport and lodging provided, and unlimited meals and drinks
during your stay. Also five breaks during the reception.”

Three thousand credits? With my share, | could start my own
band-livein the finest habitats-

Figrin hunched forward. " Sabacc tables?' he asked.

Too late, | recovered from my greed attack. Jabba had given us
an exclusive contract. He wouldn't like our performing for
Vaarian, and when Jabba frowns, somebody dies. No, Figrin! |
thought

"Except while performing, certainly,” the droid answered.

| buzzed my mouth foldsfor Figrin's attention, but hissublime



vison didn't dea mein. Figrin set down his deck and commenced

negotiaing.

Weflew into Mos Eidey during first twilight, with one of the
sunsdipping behind adull, murky horizon. Our cramped little
trangport skimmed through the decaying southern sector,
chauffeured by an orange service droid. He, like the former
assassin, wore no restraining bolt, which predisposed meto like
their owner. Sentient shadows dipped into darkening corners aswe
drove past. The byword in Mos Eidey, which looks like acluster

of populated sand dunes, is camouflage. If nobody seesyou, nobody
shoots you. Or testifies against you in what passesfor loca

courts.

Three stories above one of Mos Eidey's nameless streets, twin
beacons blinked like ship lamps, and brilliant yellow beams glowed
out of awide-open entry hatch. The droid maneuvered uscloser. A
long curving ramp and straight stairs swooped up from street level
to the elevated main entry. Beneath the stairway, | spotted the
hotel's most notabl e feature three large porthol es.

A group of investors crazy enough to sink their creditson

Tatooine had towed a beat-up cargo hauler here and sunk a quarter
of it under the sand. Debrisblown in by arecent dust sorm lay
clumped along its near side, which had been starboard. Antenna-
cluster wreckage drooped over what must've been the cockpit. |
mentally saluted the Lucky Despot with the spacer's traditional
appraisa of somebody else's ship What a piece of junk.

Our speeder sttled at the foot of the long ramp. "Disembark

here, gentles,” droned the droid.

We unloaded our gear from the airbus's cargo compartment onto a
repulsor cart. We'd only brought one change of clothes and our
performing outfits, and left the rest of our belongings at Jabbas
palace. Mos Eidey's odors-ship fuels, rancid food, low-tech
indugrid

haze, and the sheer desengtizing smdl of hot sand- hung in
llenar.

Onceingdethelobby, We blinked while our eyes adjusted. An
orange-suited human security guard douched at one corner. No sign
of Lady Va. Mentaly | recategorized her. She might trust droids,
but she equated musicians with kitchen help.

"Thisway." Our droid led us past an extremely attractive front-
desk person, species unknown to me, whose multifaceted eyes
glistened prettily. A long, vast roomfilled athird of the ex-
ship'stop deck. Reflective black bulkheads and a shiny black

floor enveloped several dozen sparsely populated tables, but more
than one table tottered over damaged legs, and here and there
white strips showed through the pedling black bulkhead. In

here-the famous Star Chamber Cafe- we set up and started a number
to get the room's acoustics. Early diners clapped, clicked their
claws, or snapped their mandibles. Satisfied, we repacked our gear
and grabbed an empty dinner table. Within minutes, the show began.
A comet whizzed past Figrin's head. Congtellations appeared



benesath the celling and reflected in my soup.

Holographic sabacc spreads flickered into existence over

severa tables. Now | remembered the rest of what I'd heard Jabba
had made sure the Despot never got her gambling license from loca
Imperid bribemeisters, so Vaarian had to hide her gaming
equipment until dark. Reportedly Jabbawarned Lady Va of planned
policeraids. . . for aprice.

Figrin ate rapidly, pulled out his deck, and wandered away.
Tonight he would lose. On purpose. My other comradesjoined alow-
stakes Schickele match.

| found a bored-looking Kubaz security guard and struck up a
conversation. Kubaz make excdllent security staff. Their long
prehensle noses discern scentsthe way Bith distinguish pitch and
timbre, and a Kubaz's greenish-black skin blendsinto every
shadow. In exchange for my persond stats, which he probably knew
anyway, and amug of mildly intoxicating lum, | found out that the
green-caped Kubaz's name was Thwim, that he was born on Kubindi,
and that Mistress Vaarian's prospective bridegroom, D'Wopp, was
an expert hunter-common enough profession on their homeworld.

| also spotted afamiliar triangular face. Not friendly, but

familiar. Kodu Terrafin pilots Jabba's courier run between paace
and town house. He's Arcona Dressed in a spacer's coveral, he
looks like adirt-brown snake with clawed legsand arms and a
large, anvil-shaped head.

| kept up my conversation with Thwim as Kodu minced from table
to table, swiveling the anvil head. | watched sdelong. Abruptly |
spotted the yellow-green gdlitter of hiseyes.

Immediately he dithered in my direction. HE's got me mixed up
with another Bith, | thought wearily. Thwim pushed back, lifting
one edge of his cape, and made room for Kodu.

"Figrin, ihssit?" The bulbous scent organ between Kodu's

faceted eyestwitched.

"Not quite,” | mumbled.

"Oh, Doikk. Hssorry." At least he knew my voice. "Information

for hssale. Want to find Figrin?’

| glanced toward Figrin's glimmering hol ographic sabacc table.

Our leader hunched crookedly over his cards, feigning

intoxication. Not agood time to interrupt. (Who made Doikk Nalts
the band manager? | wondered.)

Kodu pushed closer. "I don't want to hsstay," he hissed. "Do

you want to buy? Y ou'd hbetter." He smiled smugly.

"Ten," | offered. Figrin would cover that, if the newswas

worth hearing. Thwim waiched the Uvide whed sudioudy. His
prehensile nose quivered as a cluster of Jawas hurried by,

jabbering rapidly.

"A hhundred," Kodu answered without hesitation. Within three
minutes we'd settled on thirty-five. He dligned his cred card with
mine and we effected the trandfer.

"Jabba." Kodu clicked hisfingerclaws. "Hessangry.”

"Angry?' | glanced around. "Who, thistime? Why?'

"Y ou hsskipped out on your contract.”



My stomachs knotted around each other. "We got another band to
cover for us! Not as good as we are, but-"

" Jabba notissed."

It was the worst compliment imaginable. Who'd have guessed the
big dug paid atention?"What'd he do?'

Kodu shrugged. "Fed two guardss to the rancor and promissed
... He shrugged again, skinny shouldersrising aong hisbrown
neck.

Promised to pay well if someone hauled us back to the palace.
Good-bye, IFM retirement home. "Thanks, Kodu." | tried to sound as
if I meant it. I'd left asentimental mother at the bubbling pink
swamps of Clak'dor VI1I. She missed her musical son.

Kodu touched his blaster. "Good-bye, Doikk. Good luck."

Luck. Right. Either we dipped out of Jabbasrangefadt, in

which case Kodu wouldn't see me again,

| weaseled through the crowd to Figrin'stable. Fortunately,

Figrin had just lost big-time. A Duro shuffled the sabacc deck,
scattering and regathering card-tiles with a deft gray hand. |
tugged Figrin'scollar. "Finish up. Bad news."

He excused himself droopily and arose. It takestwice aslong

to cross aroom when you're looking over your shoulder every other
step. Jabba payswell for mayhem.

Wefound an empty spot at the bar. "What?' Figrin's eyes seemed
to have shrunk spicing dready, or faking it well.

| dropped the news on him. "Weve got our instruments and two
changes of clothes" | finished.

"But I'mlosing. I'm behind.”

| flicked my mouth folds. Wewould aso need this gig money to
buy food till we could get another job- or Jabba recovered from
histemper. | explained that to Figrin.

Barlight reflections wobbled back and forth on his head ashe
shook it. "Well get offjplanet,” he said.

"What about your . . . stash, back at Jabba's?"

"Nothing irreplaceable. Well |eave tomorrow afternoon, after
thewedding. I'm ready for bigger crowds again.”

| agreed. "Evenif gigsaren't so regular, out therein the
competition." Weve dways had afollowing, but you can't egt
"esoteric.”

"Richer tables, t0o," he added, gilding his voice. " Somebody'd
better stay awake tonight. Did | hear you volunteer?'

So the spicing act wasjust that . . . an act. "I'll take the

firg shift,” | said.

Our band set up bleary-eyed the next morning in the Star
Chamber Cafe. After bregkfast, wedding guests started prancing,
00zing, and staggering into the Lucky Despot'slounge. Waitingin
the cafe, wetuned. | tried to imagine a Whiphid wedding (Did they
osculate, lock tusks, or shout battle cries at the climactic
moment?). I'd spotted two turbalifts, akitchen entry, the main
entry, and asmall circular hatch that must've once been an
emergency arlock. My caped, long-snouted friend Thwim staunchly
held up one end of the bar. Around ten banqueting tables, Lady



Vat's staff laid out food, programmed bartend droids, and hung
garlands, making the Star Chamber as classy asit could be, given
its State of disrepair.

Beyond the big tableslay adozen little ones. | could dmost

fed Fgrin's mouth foldstwitch, anticipating awedthy crowd in

the mood to celebrate.

A red-raucous cheer erupted in the lounge. "They must be
married,” Figrin mumbled. Beings sireamed out into the cafe.
Figrin swung into our opening number. Before wefinished, I'd
started to Swest . . . and not from the heat. Several of Jabba's
toughs had ridden the wave of that stream into the cafe. Were they
invited guests? Or had Jabba set us up aone-way trip to the
Gresat Pit of Carkoon?

Onemoretime, | looked around at Vaarian's security. Eefive-
tootoo stood beside her back hatch, gleaming new blasters and
needlersretrofitted for the occasion . . . and ashiny new
restraining bolt dead center on his massive chest. Evidently she
only trusted droids so far.

A young human tottered up to our stage, wearing clean,

unpatched clothing and adouch. "Play Tearsof Aquanna' " He
tugged Figrin's pant leg where it gathered above hisboot. Figrin
pulled hisleg free.. The human repeated his request, then headed
toward,, me.

| didn't want my pants stretched. "Got it," | said toward him,

then took afast breath and hit my E flat entrance.

How were we to know that aloca gang had adopted one of our
numbers astheir officia song? The douch and severd friends
huddled at the foot of our stage and caterwauled lyricsthey'd
obvioudy invented.

Severd other humans lurched toward the stage, glaring. |

elbowed Figrin. He took an unorthodox cut to the coda. Wefinished
playing before the gang finished Singing. Severd of them

glowered.

One newcomer, adarkly tanned femae, shoved anonsainging
bystander aside. "Now play 'Worm Case," " she growled in avoice
that matched the shade of her skin. "For Fixer and Camie."

"Got it," sad Figrin. | have asix-bar intro into "Worm Case."

| cutittofour.

When you've played a piece sx hundred times from memory, you
losetrack of where you are during the ix hundred and first. This
time through, it became a crazy game of cut-and-patch. | don't
remember having so much fun with that moldy jump tune. Thisgroup
didn't try to sing.

Thwim and another security guard accompanied both gangs away. |
rechecked Jabba's toughs. They'd gathered near the bar, just
killing time.... for now.

At the end of that set, Figrin headed for a sabacc table. |

lingered onstage, up out of the congealing smokes and odors.

One of the ugliest humans I'd ever met, with adiagona sneer

for amouth, sauntered over carrying two mugs. "You dry?' he asked
inasurly black tone. "Thisone'slum, that one's wedding punch.”



"Thanks." Despite my distaste, | seized the mug of punch and

put down half of it.

"Yourewecome." My plug-ugly sat down on one edge of the
reflective bandstand, then stared out over the crowd. Not wanting
to turn his back. Probably anative. | wondered if he'd consider

it politeto ask hisname, or if held take aswing a me. "Good
band," he muttered. "What're you doing on Tatooine?"

| set down my mug beside the Ommni. "Good question,” | said
diffly. "Weve played the best pdladiumsin six systems.”

"I believeit. Y ou're excdlent. But you haven't answered my
Question.”

| began to warm toward him. "Y ou're looking at it." | nodded
down toward Figrin's gaming table. "We were passing through and
got stuck. Y ou work around here?"

"Yah." Sounding blue-gray, he picked up my mug. "I tend bar up
the street. Rough living, but somebody's gotta keep the droids
fromtaking over."

| hissed softly in arange humansfind inaudible. Droids

improve life. | was getting ready to remind him when he said "Keep
your reed wet, my friend,” and hustled away.

Was he one of the rare, approachable types? Had that been a
warning? | looked for Thwim by his green cape and twitching snout,
but | couldn't spot either.

Soon Figrin rgoined us on the bandstand. "Losing?' | murmured
ashe pluggedin hishorn.

"Naturdly. Give mean A." We swung back to work. At thetable
just below us, something changed handswith infinitesma, micron-
per-minute movements anorma Mos Eidey businessded.
Something e se-something huge-lumbered into

view. Two gargantuan Whiphids-two and ahaf meters of tusk and
claw and pale ydlow fur, lashed together with agarland of
imported greenery-danced toward our stage with their long furry
arms draped around each other. | stood on a platform, but their
heads towered over mine.

D'Wopp stared rapturoudly into the broad, leathery, tusk-
bottomed face of hisbride. Without seeing the surreptitious
traders aready occupying the closest table, the Despot's owner
and her professond hunter sank onto empty chairs. They started
untwigting greenery.

| held my head at an angle that made it ook asif | were

staring out over the dance floor, but actudly, | waswatching one
of Jabbas toughs, an anemic, gray-skinned Duro, glidein our
direction . . . done.

A trio of Pappfakstwirled past, entwining their turquoise
tentaclesin something that looked like a prenuptiad embrace of
their own. They nearly tripled over amouse droid whedling toward
Lady Va. Seeing the droid, our hostess bride excused hersdlf from
D'Wopp with afond pat of hislumpy head. She followed the droid
toward her kitchens.

The Duro'sred eyeslit. He edged aong the dance floor,
approached D'Wopp, paused, and bowed. " Gooood hunting, Whiphid?'



Jabba's Duro shouted, gargling through rubbery lips. He extended a
thin, knobby hand.

D'Wopp's massive paw closed on the Duro'sarm, dangling a
ribbon of leaves. "Explain that remark, Duro, or | shdl serve

your roasted ribsto my lady for breakfast."

"No-0, no-0." The Duro rocked his head, cringing. "I do not
sgnify your lo-ovely mate. | am addressing D'Wopp, bounty hunter
of greet r-repute, am | not?"

Placated, D'Wopp released the gray arm. "I am he." Hetilted

his head back. "Is there someone you want splashed, Duro?’

| breathed alittle easier, too. Playing by memory means
occasional boredom and backflashes, but sor times it saves your
neck. | kept listening and playing. 1

"Hasthe lovely br-ride offered any game yet?' asked the Duro.
D'Wopp flicked one tusk with aforeclaw. "What is your point?'

| strained to hear the Duro answer. "Thereisabigger-r boss

on Tatooine, excellent one. Lady Vdarian pays him protection
money. A Whiphid who truly looves the hunt doesn't settlefor
smdl bait. My employer just offered ar-record bounty. Y ou're
probably not looking for work at the moment, but opportunities
likethiscomer-rarey."

So the toughs were baiting Lady Va through her bridegroom-and
not usl Goggle-eyed, | hit astring of offbeats and reminded
myself that Jabba had plenty of time to comefor us.

D'Wopp clenched his paws over thetable. "Bounty?Isit a

fierce bait?'

The Duro shrugged. "Hisnameis Solo. Smdl-time smuggler-r,

but he made the boss big-time mad. Jabba has man-ny more enemies
than Lady Valarian has, reputable D'Wopp." The Duro'sred eyes
blinked. "May | sponsor-r you to the mighty Jabba?"

The Whiphid's leathery nose twitched. "Record bounty?"

At last the Duro dropped hisvoice. | missed the numbers that
clinched the dedl, but D'Wopp sprang up. "Tell your employer that
D'Wopp will bring in the corpse. | shal meet him then."

Solo . . . Figrin had mentioned him as atolerable sabacc

player, for ahuman. Now he was my fellow bait on Jabba's short
list. The Duro whined, "Ar-ren't you staying for the celebration?”
"Later," said D'Wopp. "My mate and | shall celebrate my
gloriousreturn. Sheis Whiphid. Shewill understand.”

Lady Val reappeared out of the crowd. Jabba's Duro melted back
into it like anice cube on asand dune. | held my breath. Figrin
counted off another song, onel

didn't know so well. | had to concentrate. Something rumbled at
thefoot of the stage. A deep voice shouted “fickle' in Basic. A
gruffer one cdled "dishonorable.”

My reed squesked. Two bellows boomed out in an unidentifiable
language. Our loving couple attacked each other tusk and claw,
right below the bandstand. | stepped back and almost tripped over
Tech's Ommni. Figrin missed tipping the Fanfar by millimeters,

A crowd gathered ingtantly. Mos Eidey beingwhat it is, and

with Jabba's brutes cheerleading, this brawl would spread like a



sandstorm. | took advantage of afive-beat rest and blurted out

the danger sgnd. " Sundown. Sundown, Figrin."

"I'mdill losing,” Figrin hissed. "We can't leaveyet.”

At thefoot of stageleft, Lady Va careened Sdewaysinto a

knot of onlookers. Regaining her balance, she dragged three of
them back into the multicolored melee. D'Wopp whistled twice. Two
young Whiphids charged in. Jabbas toughs stampeded their side of
the onlookers from behind. Lady Val shrieked. Every off-planet
gangster in town, and every passerby who'd had too much of Jabba,
rushed in on Lady Va'ssde. Chairsflew. One crashed into the
bulkheed, offstage | €ft.

Figrin bent over the Ommni. "End of s&t, thank you very much,”

he announced vainly over the bedlam. Tech, wide awake for once,
broke down the Ommni. | couldn't find my Fizzz case. Glancing
franticaly around, | spotted white armor at the grand entry.
Stormtroopers? Not even Vdarian could've called in Enforcement
that quickly! All sabacc projectors shut down simultaneoudy, but
the gang at the uvide table got caught with itswhed spinning.

Just thisonce, | guessed, Jabba hadn't tipped off Lady Val.

I'd've even bet that he sent the Stormtroopers himself, but |

don't gamble.

"Back door!" Figrin legped off one end of the stage, barely

missing abulky human's murderous backswing. We followed Figrin
aong the bulkheed, clutching our instruments-our livelihood. |
spotted my new friend Thwim bashing heads. "Help usl Were
unarmed!” | shouted.

His nose swiveled toward us. He leveled his blaster into the

midst of us and fired. Tedn shrieked and dropped his Fanfar case.
Appdled, | ducked. "Get the instruments!" Figrin cried. Nalan
doveinto ascrum and emerged carrying one arm at an odd angle-and
two Fanfar cases. | grabbed Tedn's unwounded arm and pulled him
closer to the hatch, mentally promising anything and everything to
any dety listening, if only | could escape with my fingers

unbroken and my uncased Fizzz undamaged.

Eefive stood his post, camly blasting every being that

approached him. Figrin stopped running so suddenly that Tech
amost bowled him over.

| glanced back over my shoulder. No use heading that way.
Imperia and unlicensed weapons popped off al over the Star
Chamber Cafe.

Well, | reminded mysdlf, I've dways had better relationswith
draids than with sentients. | marched straight toward Eefive.
"Doikk!" Figrin cried. "Get back herel Get avay-"

Eefive didn't shoot. Just as'd figured, he till had uson

his recognition circuits. "Let usout,” | pleaded. Something
whizzed'over my head from behind.

" Shut the hatch behind you," he honked.

"Go!" | shouted a Figrin, motioning him past me.

Figrin ducked under my arm and cranked the hatch open. | stood
rearguard. As daylight appeared through the hatch, beings of dl
shapes and sizes charged at it. | spotted the dash-mouthed hu man



bartender among them.

| hesitated. If nothing else, | owed him for a sweet mug of

punch. "Comeon!" | shouted, then | ordered Eefive, "Don't shoot
that human.”

Eefive may have recognized me, but he didn't take my orders. He
pointed his needier straight at the bartender. Plug-ugly dropped

to the floor, surprisingly agile for such abig human. "High
register,” hecried. "Do adide!”

It sounded crazy, but | raised my uncased Fizzz and let out a
squed, pushing it higher with al the breath | could muster.
Somewhere along the squed, | must've hit the control frequency
for that brand-new restraining bolt. The droid shut down.

The barman sprang up and rushed past me. We squeezed into the
arlock together. "Stinkin' droids," he muttered, wiping blood off
hisnose. "Stinkin', lousy droids."

| emerged on anarrow duracrete ledge, three storiesup. The
bartender leaned back, sandwiching my Fizzz between his gray-
belted bulk and a pitted bulkhead. "Careful! That'smy horn!™ |
cried, teetering as | glanced down. Figrin jumped off the foot of
aprecipitous sted escape ladder and dashed away, dodging filth
and legping sandpiles.

An anvil-shaped Arcona head poked out the airlock. Clutching my
Fizzz in one hand, | backed down the ladder. The human dmost
somped my head in hishurry. "Comeon," he grumbled. "Move." The
ladder swayed from hisweight. | barely held on, wishing I'd never
met the guy. As more escapees piled on, the ladder's sway became a
terrifying osaillation.

| kept dropping. Once down, | spotted another half-dozen
stormtrooperstrotting up the main ramp in formation.

Another hot morningin MosEidey.

Ignoring the trickle of escapees behind us, we ran. "Now what?'
wailed Naan, cradling hisarm againgt his chest. "Without the
creditsfrom that job, how are we going to get offplanet?’

"Three thousand credits," Tech moaned, wagging hislarge, shiny
head. "Three thousand credits."

| glanced down to examine my Fizzz. 1t looked undamaged. "Not
only that, but Figrin gambled away our reserves, seeding the table
50 hed win today. Didn't you, Figrin?'

The barman changed directions without even dowing down, and |
amog got left. "Thisway," he called.

"We can't pay you for abolt hole." I hustled to catch up.
"Thanks, but we're broke.”

"Thisway," he repested. "I'll get you ajob."

Heled us up street and down dley. | followed, thinking, I'll

do anything - shove sand, polish bantha saddles - but | won 't
work for humang

But his boss wasn't human. The cantinaowner, abeige and gray
Wookiee named Cha mun, offered us a two-season contract.

No, | thought across the Wookieg's office at Figrin. It'stoo
public, and that's too long. Jabbawill find usfor sure.

"Sounds good,” Figrin answered. In Bithian, he added, "Once we



find away offworld, the Wookiee can keep our severance pay. Say
yes”

| dmost walked back down the back stairs, but loydty is

loydlty.

Wefound crash space at Ruillias Insulated Rooms. We emerge
daily to play in the cantinawhere my only human friend, Wuher,
tends bar. Solo beat Figrin at sabacc yesterday, so he's il

aive, but D'Wopp was shipped homein pieces. Lady Va issingle
again and looksto stay that way.

And every timewe tune up, | check the crowd. Just now, |
spotted Jabba's swivel-eared green Rodian... Greedo. He's not
bright, but he'sarmed.

I'm watching him.

A Hunter's Fate Greedo's Tde
By Tom Veitch and MarthaVeitch

1. The Refuge

"Oonagoota, Greedo?'

The question, spoken fearfully, was answered by the mocking
cries of luminous bo-toads hidden in the mountain cavein the
dripping green jungle. Pgweeduk scratched the insect bite on his
tapirlike snout and made a brave hooting noise. He listened asthe
sound echoed with thewind in the dark hole that had swallowed his
older brother.

Paweeduk's spiny back shivered. He flicked on his hand-torch
and the suckers of hisright hand fastened tightly to the shiny
hunting knife Uncle Nok had given him for histwelfth birthday.
Paweeduk stepped into the yawning cave.

But the cave in the jungle was not a cave, and afew metersin,

the rocks and packed earth ended at an open steel door!
Poweeduk |eaned through the rectangular opening and flashed his
torch upward. Hewasin adomethat filled theinsde of the
mountain. Theyoung Rodian saw three gregt Slvery ships squatting
dlently inthe vastness.

"Greedo?'

"Nthan kwe kutha, Pgweeduk!" That was his brother'svoice.
Paweeduk saw Greedo's hand-torch signaling and he walked toward
it. Hisbare feet felt asmooth cold floor.

Greedo stood in the open hatch of one of the big ships. "Come

on, Paweeduk! There's nothing to be afraid of! Come on inside and
check it out!"

Their bulbous multifaceted eyes, dready large, grew even

larger asthe two green youths explored the interior of the Silver
vessd. Everywhere were strange and unfamiliar metallic shapes
that glittered and flashed in torchlight or presented dark angular
slhouettes full of hidden purpose. But there were also placesto

St, and bedsto lie on, and dishesto eat from.

Greedo had afunny feeling held been here before. But it was

only afeding, without any memories attached.



Indeed, the only memories he possessed were of lifein the

green jungle where his mother harvested Tendril nutsand his
uncles herded the arbored Tree-Bottsfor milk and mesat. About two
hundred Rodians lived together under the grand Tendril trees. They
had dways lived here, thiswasthe only life he knew, and dl his
fifteen years Greedo and hisyounger brother had run wild in the
forest.

The Rodians had no enemiesin this place, except for the
occasiona Manka cat, wandering through on itsway to the distant
white mountains during Manka mating season.

The younger Rodians stayed close to home during that part of

the year. The Mankas savage roaring warned everyone of their
coming, and the Rodian men would take weapons out of secret
keeping places, and stand guard at the edge of the village,

waiting for the Mankasto passin the night.

During Manka season, Greedo would hear the guns scream, ashe
lay in bed, unable to deep. The next morning the carcass of abig
Mankawould be hanging for al to see, from cross-treesin the
village center.

Except for the Mankakilling, the Rodians led aquiet sdif-
contained existence. The olders never spoke of any other life-at
least not in front of the children. But Greedo overheard them,
when they thought he was adeep, tak of things happening out
among the gars.

He heard the olders use words like "Empire,” "the clan wars,”
"bounty hunters,” "starships," "Jedi Knights," "hyperspace.” These
words made strange images in his mind-he couldn't make sense of
them at dl, because the only life he knew wasthejungle, the

trees, the water, and endless days of play.

But the olders secret talk filled him with fedlings of

unexplainable longing. Somehow he knew that he didn't belong to
this green world. He belonged somewhere else, out among the stars.
The slver shipswere the proof. He knew with uncanny certainty
that these were the "starships' he had heard his mother and uncles
gpesk about. Surely his mother would tell him why the shipswere
hidden under the mountain.

Paweeduk isn't old enough to know . . . but | am.

Greedo's mother, Nedla, was Sitting on the ground in front of

their hut, by firdight, peding Tendril nuts. Her hands moved
rapidly, ditting the thick huskswith a bone knife and pedling

them back. She hooted quietly to herself as she worked.

Greedo crouched nearby, carving a piece of white Tendril wood
into the shape of adlver starship. When the ship wasfinished he
held it up and admired it, making sure his mother could seeit.
"Mother," he asked abruptly, "when are you going to teach me about
the slver shipsin the mountain?'

The rapid movement of his mother's hands stopped. Without
looking at her son, she spoke, in avoice that betrayed emotion.

"Y ou found the ships" she said.

"Y es, Mother. Pqweeduk and me- "

"l told Nok to fill in the opening in the mountain. But Nok



loves the past too much. He's dways sneaking up there to look at
the ships." She Sghed and resumed pedling the leathery skins off
the big nuts.

Greedo moved closer to her. He sensed that she was ready to
tell him things he wanted to know . . . things he needed to know.
"Mother, please tdl me about the ships.”

Her moist faceted eyesmet his. "The ships. . . brought usto
thisplace. . . thisworld . . . two years after you were born,
Greedo."

"Waan't 1 born here ... inthe jungle?'

"Y ou were born out there" - she pointed at the evening sky,
visblethrough thetal Tendril trees, where thefirs sarswere
appearing - "on the world of our people, the planet Rodia. There
was much killing then. Y our father waskilled, while | was
carrying your brother. Wehad to leave. ... or die."

"| don't understand.”

She sghed. She saw shewould haveto tell him everything. Or
amost everything. He was old enough now to know the facts.
"Our people, the Rodians, were dways hunters and fighters. The
love of death was strong in us. Many years ago, when the meat-game
was gone, we learned to raise dl our food. But our people began
to hunt each other, for sport.”

"They . .. killed each other?'

"Yes, for sport. For deadly sport. Some Rodians thought it was
foolishness, and refused to participate. Y our father was one of
those. A great bounty hunter was he ... but he refused to join the
foolish gladiator hunts”

"What isabounty hunter, Mother?" Greedo felt achill in his
pine, waiting for the answer.

"Y our father hunted criminals and oudaws ... or people with a
price on their heads. He was highly honored for hisskills. He
mede us very wedlthy."

"Istha why he died?'

"No. An evil clan leader, Navik the Red, named for thered
birthmark that covers hisface, used the gladiator gamesasan
excuse to make war on the other clan leaders. Y our father was
murdered. Our wesalth was taken, and our clan, the Tetsus, were
nearly wiped out.

"Fortunately, some of uswere ableto escape thekilling, in

the three slver shipsyou'vefound.”

"Why did you never tell Pgweeduk and me about the ships. . .
and about our people?’

"We have changed. There was no need to dredge up the dark past.
We have become peaceful here. The guns are only brought out when
the Manka cats are prowling. We made avow, in our council, that
the children should not know of the terrible past, until they were
full grown. | am bresking that vow now, in telling you these
things. But you are.. . . dmost astall asyour father now."

His mother's eyes seemed to envelop Greedo. He loved the way
shelooked at him. Her skin exuded a pleasing perfume, astrong
Rodian scent. He gazed at her wonderingly. Suddenly there was so



much more to know. He wanted desperately to learn. . . . every
thing.

"What isthe Empire, Mother?"

She frowned and wrinkled her long flexible snout. "I'vetold

you enough, Greedo. On another day perhaps | will answer al your
questions. Go to bed now, my son."

"Y es, Mother." Greedo touched his hand suckersto his mother's
inthetraditiona al-purpose greeting and good night. He went to
his straw-filled bed in their little hut, where his brother was
aready adeep.

Greedo lay for hours, thinking of slver ships, of hisfather

the bounty hunter . . . and the greatness of life among the stars.

2. Red Navik

A month and aday after Greedo and Pqweeduk found the silver
sky ships, Navik the Red, leader of the powerful Chattzaclan,
found the Tetsus.

Greedo and his brother were climbing high in the Tendril trees
when they saw a bright flash in the sky. They watched with quiet
curiosity asthe flash flowered and became a glittering red shape
that grew larger and larger, until they could seeit wasa sky

ship, twenty timeslarger than the smdl slver shipsinthe cave.
Anxious voices called from below. Greedo hooted with excitement
and began to dide rapidly down the smooth tree, using his suckers
to skillfully brake his descent. His brother was right behind him.
Below they could see the people coming out of their hutsand
pointing at the big sky ship. Uncle Nok and Uncle Teeko and others
were running to get the weapons. Greedo sensed their fear.
"C'mon, Pgweeduk!" Greedo shouted, as hisfeet hit the ground.
"We have to save Mother! We can't let them kill her!™

"What are you taking about, Greedo? Nobody's killing anybody!"
Paweeduk dropped to the ground and obediently followed his older
brother.

Asthey ran through the trees, the red ship swooped lower,
uncoiled itslanding gear, and settled in acloud of fiery smoke

at the edge of thevillage.

Twin hatches hissed open. Greedo stopped and turned and gaped
in awe as armored Rodian warriors poured out of the giant
ship-hundreds of them, each wearing bright ssgmented armor and
each carrying avicious-|ooking blaster rifle.

The sght of these killerstransfixed the young Rodian. It was

afull minute before he fdt his brother tugging fearfully at his

deeve. And then he heard his mother's voice, urging him to run.
The last thing Greedo saw, before he turned hisface to the

forest, wasthefigure of atall, imposing Rodian with abloodred
mark that stained mogt of hisface. The marked warrior shouted an
order, and the othersraised their weapons.

The scream of laser fire mixed with the dying shrieks of the

people, as Greedo and his brother and mother fled into the jungle.

Uncle Nok and Uncle Teeku and twenty others made it to the cave



ahead of them. Therewas agreat grinding noise and theroar of a
landdide, asthetop of the mountain opened, throwing off its
burden of earth and stones.

Greedo caught his breath asthe three silver shipsgleamed in

the light of the midday sun. Powerful engines aready whined
awake.

Uncle Nok greeted Greedo's mother as he urged everyone to get
aboard asfast as possible. "Neda-now you know why | was aways
vigting the shipdl | was keeping them in repair for thisvery

day!”

Greedo's mother hugged her brother Nok and thanked him. Then
they al rushed aboard, followed by a stream of refugees coming
out of the forest.

Two of theslver shipslifted easily on columns of repul sor

energy, their fisson-thrust engineswhining up so high that the
sound vanished beyond the range of Greedo's hearing. The third
ship waswaiting for the last stragglers. . . the last survivors

of the massacre.

A portly Manka hunter named Skee charged out of the forest,
screaming that everyone behind him was dead-"L eave! Take the ships
away, whileyou still have achance!”

Thethird ship never got its hatch closed. A single bolt of ion
energy fused its stabilizersinto amolten mass, and a split

second later a powerful |aser blast blew the power core.
Asthefirg two ships shot skyward, a bright sphere of fusion

fire blasted back the jungle, mocking the midday sun. Thethird
ship was no more.

Greedo never heard the explosion. He was in the cockpit of The
Radian, gawking at the sarlines, asUncle Nok's slver ship
vaulted into the unknown.

3. Nar Shaddaa

Planning for this emergency, Nok had programmed the Rodian
shipsto jump to a heavily trafficked region of the galaxy, where
the survivors of hislittle tribe could lose themsalves among the
myriad alien races engaged in interstellar commerce.

So it was they cameto Nar Shaddaa, a spaceport moon orbiting
Nal Hutta, one of the principa worldsinhabited by the wormlike
Huitts,

There was a continua buzz of space traffic between Nar Shaddaa
and the far-flung systems of the galaxy mighty transgalactic
transports and bulk cargo vessdls, the garish yachts and caravels
of the Hutt ganglords, the battle-scarred corsairs of the
mercenaries and bounty hunters, the pirate brigantines, and even
the occasional commercid passenger liner, packet starjam-mer, or
massive migration arks. And, of course, the ever-present star
cruisers and deek patrol vessals of the Imperia Navy.

The surface of Nar Shaddaawas an interlocking grid of miles-
high cities and docking stations, built up over thousands of

years. Leve upon level of freight depots and warehouse and repair
facilitieswerelinked by gaudy old thoroughfares that spanned the



globe, bridging canyons that reached from the upper Strata,
swarming with life, to the glowing depths where severd forms of
subspeciesthrived on the refuse thet fell continuoudy from the
towering heights.

Greedo and his brother and mother and al the pilgrims on those
two slver ships cameto Nar Shaddaa, merging with thelife of the
great spaceport moon, finding ahome in the huge sector controlled
by Cordlian smugglers

The Corellians kept things reasonably under control in their

part of the moon. Gambling was an important source of income for
them. All races were invited to wander the brightly lit avenues

and gawk and eat and drink and throw away money in the sabacc
joints. A gun duel or abounty killing now and then wasto be
expected, and petty thievery was largely overlooked. But there was
an unwritten law in the Cordllian Sector, enforced by Port

Control If you want to make big trouble, do it somewhere else.
The Rodian refugees merged with the denizens of the dingy
warehouse digtricts on Level 88. Over the next months they found
work asfreight handlers and house servants, and went about their
lives

Nok ordered everyone to stay away from the public levels, the
thoroughfares, and the casinos, on the chance they'd be recognized
by a Chattza hunter. Nok assured them their stay on Nar Shaddaa
was atemporary one, until he could locate another jungle world
where they could dwell in peace.

For the adult Rodiansit was not a happy time-they deeply

missed the lush green world they had left behind. But for Greedo
and Pgweeduk, awhole universe of excitement began to reved
itdf.

Four yearslater Greedo's people were still on Nar Shaddaa,
working and surviving. Greedo was nineteen, his brother was
sixteen. The green youths had merged with the boundless spectacle
of the Galaxy.

4. Bounty Hunters

"Jactanin cheeyja, Greedo!" Greedo |leaped back asthree
repulsor bikes whipped past, jumped a broken retaining wall, and
disappeared into one of the crowded concourses that had been de
clared off-limits by Uncle Nok.

He watched his brother and friends swerve their bikes among the
landspeeders, antique whedled cabs, Huit floaters, skillfully
dodging the strolling gamblers, dien pirates, spice traders,

street hawkers, ragtag homeless. . . and bounty hunters.

"Grow up, Pgweeduk!" Greedo douched againgt awadl, waiting
for hisfriend Anky Fremp, a Siona Skup biomorph who had taught
him the secrets of the Street.

Greedo, on the edge of adulthood, had |eft the games of

childhood behind. Hed traded his repulsor bike for afine pair of
boots. He had stolen a precious rancor-skin jacket. He had learned
how to girip therm pumps and shield regulators off Hutt floaters



whiletheloca crimeordswere lounging in the Corellian bath
houses, making dealswith their interstellar counterparts.

Anky Fremp had shown Greedo the ins and outs of the black
market-who paid the most for stolen hardware . . . and who had the
best price on glitterstim, skin jackets, and Y erk music cubes.
Fremp and Greedo were ateam, and had been ateam for two
years. Pqweeduk was gill adumb kid, playing mindless street
gameswith hispas.

"Ska chusko, Pgweeduk!" Grow up, Paweeduk!

While he waited for Fremp, Greedo watched the street. Every

kind of life, human and aien, passed through Nar Shaddaa. Maybe
half were legitimate traders and freight haulers, working for one

or another of the great transgalactic corporations. The rest were
operating somewhere beyond the outer edges of the law.

One group that fascinated Greedo didn't seem to be chasing gold
and excitement, and you amost never saw them on the street. They
were the so-caled Rebels- political outsiders who had taken a
stand against the despotic rule of Emperor Palpatine and his cruel
military dictator, Darth \VVader.

There were Rebels on this spaceport moon-Greedo knew. They hid
out in an old warehouse on Levd 88, the same level wherethe
Rodian refugees lived. The Rebeswere stashing al kinds of
weapons there-wegpons that arrived hidden in exotic cargos of
precious metals and spice . . . and left in the darkest hours of

the night, on blockade runner ships destined for far-flung

outposts among the stars.

I'U bet the Empirewould pay alot to know what the Rebelsare
doing on Nar Shaddaa. But how would | give the Impsthat
information? | don't know anybody who worksfor the Empire,

Just then Greedo heard the shrill sting of laser shotsand he
ingtinctively ducked, crouching down behind the crumbling
retaining wall his brother had repul sor-jumped afew minutes
before.

Peering carefully over thetop of thewall, he saw amanin the
digtinctive green uniform of an Imperia spice ingpector emerge
from the shadows and run through the crowded thoroughfare. More
laser shots echoed, and the crowd began to rapidly disperseinto
the surrounding aleys and gambling saloons.

Greedo saw bright bolts of energy smashing off buildingsand
vehicles. The running man was hit and went down, not three meters
from Greedo's hiding place.

Two imposing figures stepped out of the shadows onto the

brightly lit concourse. With deliberate steps they approached the
fdlenman.

The larger of the two figures, who was dressed in arusted
skull-shaped helmet and full 1thullan armor, nudged the victim

with hisboot. "He's dead, Goa."

The shorter figure bent over to inspect the victim, and Greedo

got aglimpse of amottled brown wide-beaked face squatting on a
disarrangement of leather and iron and bandoleers. "Too bad,
Dyyz," said the short one. "l only tried to wing him. He wasworth



twiceasmuch dive"

Bounty hunters, thought Greedo. They've taken their prey... now
they'll be collecting the reward. I'll bet it'salot. I'll bet

they'rerich.

The big one, whom the other called Dyyz, bent over and picked
up the dead spice inspector and dung him easly over his
shoulder. "All inaday'swork, hey, Goa?| gave this scum abribe
or two mysdlf, over theyears. . . but when the Imps put aman on
the bounty roster, there's only oneway to go! Let's bag and stash
him and go for adrink.”

"Finewith me. I'm thirsty asa Tatooine farmboy.”

Greedo noticed for the first time that the one called Goa had

an oversized blagter rifle dung on hisback. HEd never seena
blaster that large. It was cased in scrolled black metal and

layered with tubing and eectronics. A custom job, Greedo thought.
Look at the sghtson that thing! I'll bet that's one bounty

hunter who dways gets his man.

Greedo expected the two bounty hunters to disappear back the
way they came, but instead they walked straight toward him.

The closer they got to the retaining wall, the more frightening

their appearance became. The big one, Dyyz, wore a corroded
parastedl helmet that covered ahis entire head. The face mask -
narrow eyeditsin astylized desth's-head - communicated deadly,
inexorable threst. This one wore the armor of the extinct Ithullan
race - Greedo knew the warlike Ithulls had been wiped out hundreds
of yearsago, their civilization crushed and annihilated by

another, equally warlike race, the Mandaore. From -the looks of
his armor, thought Greedo, he must have stolen it from an Imperia
museum!

The other bounty hunter, Goa, was ouitfitted in a hodgepodge of
gear that suggested he never changed it or took it off - he had
smply added new pieces over the worn-out ones, until he became a
walking collection of military costuming and equipmern.

The most fascinating aspect of Goawas his head obvioudy an
intelligent species of bird - or descended from birds. Mottled
brown leathery skin, featherless, with tiny intense eyes buried
behind a broad scarred beak.

Dyyz and Goareached the retaining wall and Greedo ducked down.
The next thing Greedo heard was arthird voice, rasping and cruel
"Well, wdll, if it ain't Dyyz Nataz and Warhog Goa- whereya
been, boys? Y ou should know betier'n tagiff an' old friend!"
"Ease up, Gorm. You'l get your share. Fact is, Warhog and me
aretakin' in this blacklisted spice inspector. The Impsl| pay us
plenty and well be more than happy to cut you in on the dedl!"
"Hell wewill, Dyyz." That was Godsvoice. "Therestwo of us
and one of Gorm. He can wait for the credits we owe him."

"One of meisworth six of you cage cleaners"

Blaster fire spanged and red bolts of energy shot over Greedo's
head. He ducked lower and the sounds of afierce struggle cameto
hisears. Suddenly Goasbig blaster rifle came flying over the

wall and clattered on the pavement next to Greedo.



Asheimpulsively reached out to touch the wegpon, Greedo heard
the one called Gorm directing the one called Dyyz to hand over the
body of the spiceinspector. "Give'imup ... and I'll let yalive
another day-"

Finding the courage to again peer over thewall, Greedo saw a
most awesome figure, two heads higher than Dyyz Nataz, clothed in
heavy plated armor and full helmet. The eyes of the face mask were
glowing red eectronics. Must be adroid, Greedo thought. I've
heard of renegade n droids taking up the bounty trade. Or
maybeitisntadroid. ..

Greedo suddenly had an idea. Taking the huge blagter riflein
trembling suckers, Greedo hefted the weapon as quietly as he could
into firing position. He checked for a safety switch-found it and
armed the gun.

Then, surreptitious as Uncle Nok waiting for aManka cat, he
hoisted the nose of therifle over the edge of theretaining wall.

It pointed straight at the back of Gorm.

Greedo saw Goas eyes go to therifle and then flick away.

Greedo sgueezed the trigger.

The weagpon whistled and roared and the bounty hunter called
Gorm toppled forward with agrunt, ablackened blaster holein the
center of his back.

As Greedo stood up, Goa emitted amaniaca cackling noise and
lunged for therifle. But Greedo swung the barrel a Goals head.
"Whoa, kid! Easy there! That'sahair-trigger yer pinching!"

Dyyz snorted and laughed. "Thanks, kid. Y ou saved our skin.
We're eterndly in your debt. Now if you'l just give my partner
back hisweapon, well be on our way."

Greedo clambered carefully over the wall, keeping the blaster
rifletrained on Goa. Moving closer to the pronefigure of Gorm,

he looked into the hole hed made in the big bounty hunter's back.
Fused wires, exploded dlectronics. "Ishe adroid?’ asked Greedo.
"Y ou might say that,” said Goa. "Now about the gun -how about
we cut you in on the reward for thisingpector? Y ou've earned it."
"I've got abetter idea," said Greedo. "I think | can help you

guys makealot of money."

5. The Smuggler and the Wookiee

"Spurch Warhog Goa?' Why do they call him Warhog?

Anky Fremp, Greedo's street friend, sat on the edge of a

parking platform, with his short legs dangling over amiles-deep

city canyon. Anky was a Sionian Skup, a near-human race with small
closaly spaced eyes, hair as brittle as glass, and skin the color

of dianoga cheese. Anky pitched one bottle after another into the
abyss.

The distance from the spaceport's highest tower to the surface

of the Nar Shaddaa moon was so great, they never heard the bottles
hit. But sometimes the bottles collided with acab or freighter
repulsing up the shaft, and that wasfun.

"What you doin' that for?' Greedo said with disdain. "That's

the kind of stupid game my kid brother plays. If Cordlian Port



Control catchesya, we can be conscripted to work on an ore
heuler."

"Yeah...youreright. I'm gettin' too old for this stuff.

Ohwell, there goesthe last one.”

A hangar scow emerged into the shaft seven levels down, and
Fremp's missile hit the scow pilot square on his protective
helmet. The man looked up, screaming, and shook hisfigt.

When the scow lifted rapidly toward them, Greedo and Fremp
decided they'd been edge-gitting long enough, and began walking
fast toward Ninx's garage -one of their favorite hangouts.

"Okay, so tell methe dedl, Greedo. These bounty hunters you

m et are going to make you rich?'

"Yeah, | told 'em about the Rebd s runnin’ guns through Level

88. The Empire pays abig bounty for that kind of information.
Dyyz and Warhog said they'd cut mein on the take.”

"Wow. Will yashareit with me?'

Greedo sounded superior. "Yeah . . . I'll throw afew credits
your way, Fremp. But most of it I'm going to use to buy me my own
ship. Ninx has got a cutelittle Incom corsair hélll let me have

for fourteen thousand. All she needsis new power couplings.”
"That's nothing. We can stedl the couplings!™

"Right. | can stedl the power couplings.” Greedo gave his eager
friend the Rodian's version of a condescending look, asthey
arrived at the secret door to Ninx's garage. Fremp doesn't need to
think any part of my new ship isgoing to belong to him.

Shug Ninx's assistant was an ambidextrous Cordlian hyperdrive
mechanic named Warb. Warb recognized the two youths on the entry
monitor.

"Hey, Anky . .. Greedo. Got any hot therm pumpsfor rne
today?"

"Sorry, Warb. Tomorrow well have something.”

"Okay, see yatomorrow. Shug ain't around and I'm busy.”

"I want to show Anky that little Incom corsair I'm going to

buy.”

"Hmmm. . . okay. Cmonin. But if any tools show up missin'

I'm gonnaknow who to vaporize."

Warb buzzed them into Ninx's garage and went back to.work
helping asmuggler overhaul the lightdrive on abeat-up Y T-1300
freighter he'd won in asabacc game.

The cavernous repair shop was a confusion of dismembered ships
and the greasy clutter of alifetime- parts everywhere, whole
assemblies hanging from lifts and cradles-and bright flashes of

ion flow welding from technician droidsworking high on
scaffolding surrounding amassive Kuat Starjammer-1ZX fast freight
hauler that seemed to take up haf the garage.

Greedo and Anky wandered through amaze of packing cratesto
where the Incom Corsair sat on her landing skids, gleaming like an
Arkanian jewel. She looked amost new!

"Theresheis," said Greedo proudly. "I'm going to cdl her The
MankaHunter. Nice, huh?"



Anky gulped. "Only fourteen thousand creditsfor this? | don't
believeit! Shug's probably going to substitute some broken-down
clunker once he's got the money.”

"Not my pal Shug. He knows I'm going to be a bounty hunter. He
knows a bounty hunter has to have agood ship.”

"Y ou're going to be a bounty hunter?"

Greedo puffed out hischest. "Y eah. My friend Warhog Goa said
he'd teach me the trade. He said some of the best bounty hunters
are Rodians”

Anky became an ingant believer. "Do you think held teach meto
be a bounty hunter, too?'

Greedo hooted. "I don't think the Skups were ever known to do
much in theway of bounty killing."

Anky looked cregtfalen. The Sionan home world was noted mostly
for the master thieves it had produced.

"Comeon, Anky. Let'slook at theingde of my ship.”

But the Corsair's hatch was locked. Since Shug wasn't around,
they'd have to ask Warb to unlock it. They made their way back
through the packing crates and clutter and headed toward the YT-
1300 where Warb and the smuggler were working. They were dmost to
the freighter when Greedo spotted a pair of Dekfc-6 power
couplings sitting on aworkbench, next to Shug's milling machine.
Greedo knew right away they were Dekks. Dekk-6's were the best.
Modog couplings used to be the best, but starship technology was
advancing very rapidly, thanksto the Empire and itsinsatiable
military needs.

Fremp spotted the Dekks too, and both youths stopped to admire
the gleaming components. A pair of Dekk-6's could cost twenty
thousand credits-that's how advanced they were.

"I'll bet Warb is planning to put thesein that junk hesp he's
workin' on," said Greedo. "He's going to have to mill the casings,
to fit the converter flanges on that old freighter.”

"These are just what we need for your new Corsair,” said Anky,
fingering the expensve hardware. "They'll drop right in.”

Y es. Greedo had dready felt an impulseto stedl the Dekks.

They were brand-new, they were beyond beautiful, and he would
never find thelr like stripping Hutt caravels.

A bounty hunter needs afast ship. My ship will bethe best. |

will replace every part of my ship with the most advanced
components | can buy or stedl. No one will outrun The Manka
Hunter.

Greedo looked around casualy and scanned the garage. Warb and
the smuggler were floating aheavy power cdll up the gangway of
the YT-1300. They disappeared through the hatch.

No one was watching.

Greedo dipped off hisrancor-skin jacket and wrapped it around
the fist-sized couplings.

"Comeon, Anky. Let'sgo. | gottameet Goain twenty minutes."
"Right. Let'sgo.”

Suddenly Greedo felt powerful shaggy paws grip him around the
waist and hoist him into the air. He dropped the skin jacket ashe



kicked and struggled, and the Dekk couplings clattered onto the
floor.

"HNUUAAKRN!"

"Tekayajkrek, grullawoskal" Put me down, yahairy heap!

The Wookiee turned Greedo with his paws so he could look into
the snouted green face. "NNHNGR-RAAAGH!" Greedo saw bared teeth
and angry eyes, and he wilted. Anky Fremp was dready heading for
the door.

"What'sgoin on, Chewie?' Thetdl Cordlian smuggler

appeared, with Warb a hissde. The smuggler had hisright hand
on abolstered blaster.

"HNNRRNAWWN. " The Wookiee's groans were just terrifying noise
to the youth, but the smuggler seemed to understand them

perfectly.

"Steding our Dekk-6's, huh? Great. What kind of shop you guys
running, Warb? Do you know what | had to pay for these Dekks?"
"Sorry, Han. | told Shug | didn't trust these street kids, but

he took aliking to thegreen one. .. You know therules,

Greedo. I'm goin' to haveto tell Shug about this. If you know
what's good for ya, you'll get out of here and never come back . .
.that is, if the Wookiee don't break yer neck first!"

The big Wookiee was ill holding the terrified Rodian ameter

off thefloor, asif waiting for asignd from hisfriend the

snuggler.

"Wait aminute," said the smuggler. "Don't hurt him, Chewie.

I'm going to teach thelittle sneak alesson . . . Where'd you put
those burnt-out Modogs, Warb?'

The Wookiee lowered Greedo to the floor, but kept his hairy paw
on him as Warb fished around in abig trash barrel next to the
workbench. A second later Warb emerged with two blackened and
corroded Modog power couplings. He gave them to the smuggler and
the smuggler handed them to Greedo.

"Here. The kid wants power couplings, he can have these. | took
‘em off the Millennium Falcon. They've got ared pedigree, kid.
And dl I want for 'em isthisrancor-skin jacket. What do you

say? Even trade?’

The smuggler grinned and the Wookiee squeezed Greedo's
shoulder.

"T-tejacta I'll get you for this.

"Did he say what | think he said?" asked the smuggler.
"Hesadit'saded," laughed Warb.

"Good. Thekid knows abargain when he seesone." The smuggler
held out his hand for ahandshake, but Greedo ignored it. Instead
he made a popping noise with his hand-suckers and threw the burnt
couplings on the floor. Then he turned and ran for the door.
"HWARWNUNH."

"Y eah, Chewie, | was probably alittle rough on him. But you

got to set punks straight while they're till young. Otherwise no
telling wherethey'll end up . . . Here, Warb, yawant this

jacket? It'sabirthday present.”

"Thanks, Han. How'd you know today's my birthday?'



6. The Teacher

Spurch Warhog Goawas sitting by himsdlf, counting a pile of
credits, in acorner of the Mdtdown Cafe. He waved his arm when
he saw Greedo comein. "Hey, kid -over herel"

Greedo was gtill nuraing his anger and resentment, but hetried

to look like a seasoned spacer as he moved through the noisy
gathering. He started to fedl better when one grizzled old Twi'lek
actualy jumped out of hisway.

"Hello, Spurch.”

"Have aseat, kid. Yawant somethin' to drink?... Don't Sit too
close. You Rodiansdon't smell right toaDiollan.”

Greedo took a place opposite his new mentor. Goa ordered up a
bottle of Tatooine Sunburn for Greedo.

"T-that'salot of money, Spurch.” Greedo eyed the pile
nervoudy. He hoped Ninx would till sdll him the Corsair, after
what happened.

"Cdl me Warhog, kid. | don't carefor that other name. My
mother thought it was cute 'cause it means 'brave bug catcher' in
our language." Goa snorted. He took astack of chits off the pile
infront of him. "Here, kid. For you. Thanksfor the tip about the
Rebels. It paid off . . . big-time."

"Cthn rulyen stkawen!" Wow, that's great! Greedo picked up the
bills and flipped through them. They were smal denominations....
far lessthan he had expected. Visons of piloting hisown fast
Corsair began to evaporate.

"Uh. .. two hundred credits. . . uh, thanks, Warhog."
"Whatsamatter, kid?Y ou look disgppointed.” Goa surveyed his
new protege with abright bird eye.

"Uh ... I thought there would be more, | guess.”

"Hey, kid. Y ou want to be abounty hunter, right? Didn't | say
Rodians make the best bounty hunters? Didn't 17?7

Greedo nodded solemnly. / do want to be abounty hunter. But a
bounty hunter needsa ship.

"'Now, you think | train bounty huntersfor free? Huh? Do ya?

... Drink your Tatooine Sunburn, kid, it'sdelicious.”

Obediently Greedo picked up the bottle and swallowed the thick
fluid. It tasted bitter. He felt embarrassed. Warhog was right.

"Uh ... | guessl| ... uh, never th ought about thet," he said.

"Right. It never crossed your greedy little mind. Goa gets paid

for teaching young punks how to hunt! Now look here-" Goa reached
into one of the many pouches strapped to hisbody and pulled out a
much larger roll of credits. "Thisisdl yours, if you want it -
twenty thousand. That's one-third of what the Imps paid for the
intelligence on the Rebdls.”

Greedo's eyes watered, and a profound hunger rippled in his

guts as he stared at the mound of credit notes. Visons of The
MankaHunter started to re-form.

Goaleaned forward and fixed Greedo with his beady eyes. "But
if you take thismoney, that'sit, ya understand? | never want to
Seeyou again. Y ou gottamake up your mind, kid. Do you want to



learn the trade from an expert ... or do yawant afew nightson

the town and the down payment on ahot rod you'll probably crash
in aweek? Warhog Goa can make you the galaxy's second-greatest
bounty hunter, kid . . . Warhog Goa being thefirg."

Greedo let God'swordsrall around inside his head for a

minute, and they connected with his degpest desires. He wanted
that Corsair more than anything, but he felt a degper need to hunt
... aneed to be like hisfather. And the trade of bounty-hunting
wasaway of making lots of money. A rich bounty hunter might own
his own moon and lots of ships - doops, cruisers, cutters. . .

even warships.

"Youll really teach methe secrets?' asked Greedo diffidently.
"Teach ya?I'll shove the stinkin' secrets down your stinkin'

throat! We got aded, kid? Believe me, | wouldn't do it for
anybody. But you saved my life. Y ou cut me and Dyyz in on your
first capture . . . and by the Cron Dirift, you're aRadian. | tell

ya, Rodians are born bounty hunters.”

Greedo felt waves of pride sweep over him. Born bounty hunter.
Rodians are born bounty hunters. Yes, | can fed it, I've dways
fdt it. My father was abounty hunter. | will be abounty hunter.

| am abounty hunter.

"Ded, Warhog." Greedo hooted and held out his hand.
Goalooked at the suckered fingers and alook of disgust

cros=d hisface. Even the kid's hand smélsfunny. He carefully
touched Greedo's hand with hisown. "Dedl, "he said. "C'mon, I'll
buy yaanother Sunburn at the bar . . . introduce yato some of

the boys."

Fool kid fell for it, thought Goa, as he pushed hisway toward
thebar. | get to keep hisshare, and dl | got todoistel him

afew "secrets’ and most likdly hell get himself aced inamonth

or two . . . Anyway, who knows, maybe he will make agood bounty
hunter . . . Tho | never saw a Radian good for anythin' except
killin" unarmed Ugnaughtd

7. Vader

Fifteen thousand kilometers out from the spaceport moon, in the
shadow of the luminous Hutt planet, the starry void cracked open
and amighty triangular warship emerged from hyperspace.

Star Degtroyer.

Asthe massive vessd moved into sationary orbit over Na

Hutta, Imperia shocktroops answered the assembly klaxon, buckling
on white body armor and pulling energized blagter riflesfrom
charging sheeths.

The troopers boots resounded in the main launch bay asthey

ran to formation next to the two camouflaged Gamma A ssault
Shuttles that would carry them to the spaceport moon.

High above, on the quarterdeck of the Star Destroyer Vengeance,
the Misson Commander recaived find instructions from an imposing
figure entirely encased in black armor. The figure's deep voice
resonated through an electronic breath mask.

"l want prisoners, Captain. Dead Rebels won't tell mewhere



they're shipping those wegpons." The menacing hiss of the
grotesque bresth mask underscored the threat implicit in the voice
and the words.

"Yes, Lord Vader. It shal be asyou request. The incident on
Datar was unfortunate, sir. The Rebe s fought usto the last man.”
"We had lost the element of surprise, Captain. Vice Admira

Senn paid with hislife for that mistake. Thistime there won't

be amistake. Thistime the Rebelswon't know we're coming. Are
the assault shuttles reedy?!

"Yes, Lord Vader. I've had them camouflaged aslight

freighters, Sr. Our agents have obtained the necessary priority
docking codes from Port Control. We're free to enter the Corellian
Sector of Nar Shaddaa at any hour of our choosing.”

"Good. Leave at once, find the enemy enclave, and capture as
many Rebdsasyou can. | will follow the moment the Stuation is
secure.”

"Very good, gr. Themisson will launchimmediately.”

When Rebel SpecForce senting Spane Covis saw the two
wegtherbeaten stock freighters drop past him down the flight shaft
and enter Level 88, he didn't think anything about it.

From his post in arented viewroom in Port Tower One, Coviswas
supposed to dert his cadre commander if any unusua ship traffic
entered the vicinity. It was a boring job. Nothing out of the
ordinary happened. Covis's attention was operating at about thirty
percent.

Then it hit him The sheething'sal wrong. The cargo doors are

too small. The cooling towers are in the wrong place. I've never
seen freighters configured like those.

Covisgrabbed his comlink and yelled. " Stardog One, thisis
Dewback!"

"Go ahead, Dewback, what's the problem?"

"Watch your tail, Stardog. Two rancorsin the house!"

"Got it, Dewback."

Twenty Rebel commandos had aready taken up positionsingde
the warehouse, their surveillance sensors scanning the strest,
when the camouflaged Gammas rumbled into view.

Intherear of the cavernous building, other SpecForce

infantry loaded the hold of amassve Z-10 transport, clearing the
warehouse of as much ordnance as they could before the firefight
began.

In the very center of the warehouse, behind a heavy blast

shield, aC4-CZN ion field gun wasrolled into position.

The eement of surprise the Imperials hoped for was gone.
Thefirefight on Level 88 was very fierce and it hap pened very
fadt.

Greedo's mother Negla heard a shuddering roar and ran to the
window of the reconstructed ventilation flue where she and her
sonslived, in thewarren of structures crammed into one end of



the warehouse digtrict.

At that moment one of the Gamma Assault Shuttles transformed
into flaming vapor, becoming a sphere of light and energy that
expanded in aflash, igniting both sides of the Street. The green
fireball seared Nedaslarge eyes, and she turned and bolted
screaming into the back of the apartment.

The other Gamma unleashed twin turbos, and the front of the
Rebd warehouse shattered and split. The shuttle crew ramps came
down. Imperia shocktroops emerged blasting.

Another round from the C4 ion gun, and the second Gammawas
history. A rain of blaster shots were exchanged, sixty shocktroops
went down, and the fight was over. The rest surrendered.

Greedo was hanging around with Goaand Dyyz and abunch of
other bounty hunters on Level 92. The hunters had newsthat a
wanted list had been released by atop Hutt ganglord. The Hutt was
assigning collection jobs on afirg-come basis, complete with
signed contracts.

Suddenly emergency sirens began to blare and Greedo saw
Cordlian firefighting scows plunging down the flight sheft, red
srobesflashing.

"Looks like the Imps got our message,” said Warhog, giving
Greedo aknowing wink.

Greedo tried to sound nonchaant. ™Y eah - maybe so. Could be
just another fire started by the Gloom Dwellers.” Then smoke began
to pour up the shaft and Greedo started to worry.

It hadn't occurred to Greedo until after he'd told Goa and Dyyz
about the Rebd gunrunners that there might be danger for his
people. The Rodian refugees lived and worked on Level 88- they'd
bein the path of any attack by Imperia stormtroopers.
"Uh...guessl'll....uh, seeyalater, Warhog. Y ou too,

Dyyz. Got some businessto take care of "

Goaraised an eyebrow. "Sure, kid. Me and Dyyz are most likely
jumpin' to Tatooine tonight - so if | don't seeya, good luck!"
Tatooine! The Hutt contracts! Greedo walked away feding angry
and betrayed that Goa hadn't invited him to go with them. So far
Goa had given him very little training. And he took my share of

the reward.

Greedo started to turn back, to beg Warhog and Dyyz to take him
to Tatooine. Then his mother's screaming face suddenly flooded
his mind. Instead of turning back, Greedo began to run for the
nearest repulsor lift.

Greedo stepped into the lift and hit the stud marked "88." The

lift dropped like astone, stopping smoothly afew seconds later

a Leve 88. An darm sounded and thelift door refused to open.
Automatic sensors had locked out thelift at thisleve.

L ooking through the transparent door, Greedo saw why - the
Street was amass of smoke and flame. The Cordlian firefighting
scows were working the blaze with chemical sprays, and making
rapid headway.

Greedo tried to peer through the smoke to seeif hisfamily's



dwelling complex was on fire. The Rodians lived back near the
refuse core. Greedo couldn't see that far, but he guessed
everything was okay. Only the Rebel warehouse and the buildings
across the street were burning.

Greedo relaxed and began to enjoy the scene before him. He
recognized Rebels hdping thefirefighters, and he began to wonder
exactly what had happened here. The only stormtroopersvisible
werelying on their backs, helmets shattered.

Just then Greedo heard the sound of rending metal and he saw
thefirefightersal turn toward the flight shaft, which was out

of hislineof vison. Thefirefight-ers faces changed to fear,

and asecond later amassive black war machine hovered into view,
pewing laser fire from ten different points on its convoluted
surface.

The machine was amonstrous engine of degath, shaped likea

crab, with ripping claws left and right, a phalanx of blast

weapons fore and aft, and a command cockpit secured behind heavy
shilding in the center, about where acrab's mouth would be. It
floated on repulsor energy, it moved very swiftly, and it killed
everythinginitspath.

Greedo pounded on the lift door. It still wouldn't open. Part

of him was glad it wouldn't open. Part of him wanted to leave.

That part of him punched the button for Level 92. My family will

be okay. Only the Rebelsare going to die.

Asthelift rose away from the carnage, Greedo got alast

glimpse of the Death Engine asit pewed athick stream of white-
hot energy into the Rebel warehouse. Then he was moving between
levels and his vison was blocked.

A moment later the whole sector shook asif it had been hit by

an aseroid.

Greedo stumbled out onto the Level 92 thoroughfare and promptly
fell on hisface. The street heaved and shook, and aterrifying
rumblefilled the air. People ran or grabbed onto vehicles asthey
careened past, heading for the flight shaft. As he dragged himsdlf

to hisfeet, Greedo saw the bounty hunters moving together toward
the reserved parking platform where they had dl stashed their

ships. He saw Dyyz Nataz, but he couldn't make out Warhog Goa
A gloved hand grabbed Greedo's shoulder. He looked up into the
broad-beaked face of hisfriend.

"If yaknow what's good for ya, kid, you'll come with me and

Dyyz. The Impsarein abad mood about somethin'. | think the Rebs
gave 'em more of afight than they expected.”

"My folks... | can'tleavemy family ... my people.”

"Don't worry about the family, kid. If you'regoin’ to bea

bounty hunter, you're going to have to kiss off the family, sooner

or later. Now'sasgood atimeasany . . . Besides, they'll

probably be okay."

Warhog Goa gave Greedo a questioning look and then walked away,
following Dyyz toward their ship.

Greedo stood and watched Warhog go, trying to make up hismind,



trying to decide what he redly wanted.
He wanted to be abounty hunter.

The deek cruiser Nova Viper lifted with the swarm of bounty-
hunter craft that headed out of port, lining up for jump
clearances.

No clearances came. Port Control was preoccupied.

So the shipsjumped anyway.

The last thing Goaand Dyyz and Greedo saw was the collapse of
an entire quarter of the Corellian Sector, floor upon floor, with
ameagnificent flash and rumble and roar.

"Wheez! Mustatook out twenty leveld" shouted Dyyz. "A lot of
good peoplejust died, Goa."

"Andweredive. . . right, Greedo?'

Greedo didn't answer. He just stared at the swelling
conflagration, the successon of firebdls, the billowing black
clouds.

The navicomp clicked in for Tatooine.

They jumped.

8. MosEidey

A massive armor-plated figure stood in the entrance of the dim
and noisy canting, surveying the motley crowd with glowing red
electronic eyes.

"Hey - ain't that Gorm the Dissolver? What's the doin' here? |
thought we killed him!"

"Sure. .. my buddy Greedo decimated his motivator. But

there's biocomponents from six different diensin Gorm. The only
way to kill himisto vaporize the whole assembly.”

Dyyz Nataz groaned. "Why didn't yatell methat, Goa? 1 would
have finished him. Now we got to worry about him hittin' usfor
the creditswe owe him!"

"Takeit easy, Dyyz. Jodo Kagtjust told megjabba gave Gorm the
sweetest hit on the wanted lit - fifty thousand creditsto bring
inZardra"

"You'rekiddin'. Zardras abounty hunter. What's Jabba got
agang her?'

The three were Stting in the smoky shadows of the Mos Eidey
Cantina, Spping green Pica Thundercloud and watching the bounty
hunters drift in from around the galaxy Weequays, Aquaish,
Arcona, Defds, Kauronians, Fneebs, Quill-heads, Bomodons,
Alpheridians - and the inevitable Ganks. Greedo even saw acouple
of Rodians. They nodded in hisdirection, but he didn't return the
greeting. Hed learned long ago that unknown Rodians could be
dangerous.

A cocky Cordllian and abig Wookiee entered and stood on the
lobby stepsfor aminute, surveying the crowd. Greedo recognized
the smugglers hed come up againgt in Ninx'srepair barn on Nar
Shaddaa. He felt hatred roil up insde him at the Sight of the

two.

Then the Cordllian turned and | eft the cantina, and the Wookiee



followed him. Dyyz Nataz snorted "Right, Solo. You'reinthe
wrong place, buddy."

"Han Solo? Ishe here?' Warhog Goa swung around in his chair
and looked around the room.

"Y eah. Solo and hisWookiee pa Chewbacca camein and looked
around and left. Solo's on Jabbaslist, yaknow. If | was him,

I'd make like a space frog and hop to some other galaxy!" Dyyz
took adeep swallow of Thundercloud. "Now, what's this about
Zardra? What did she ever do to be worth fifty to of Jabba?'
Goaturned back to histwo companions and hoisted his glass.

For abone-dry planet, Tatooine sure brewed some of the best
beveragesin the galaxy-expensive, but very tasty. "Heresto
Zadra" he said, and he drank, then wiped his mouth with his
gloved hand.

"Zardraand Jodo Kast were on ahunt in the Sten-ness System,
lookin' for apair o' spicgackers named the Thig Brothers. The
Thigswere armed to the gillswith Imperia blastersthey'd stole
from amilitary supply depot. Jodo saysto Zardra, "Why don't we
split up? I'll put the word around the ports that I'm following

the Thigs. . . and you Stay out of sight. The Thigswill be

itchin' for afight-1 know those guys. They'll comelookin' for

me, I'll sage alittle face-off, and you sting 'em from the

shadows. Just stun ‘em, you know. Well take'em dive.'

"Jodo knew he could count on Zardra. She's asfearless asthey
come-and acrack shot with astun-laser.”

"Y eah. I've seen her in action. The best. So then what

happened?’

All thistime Greedo wasn't saying anything. He was savoring
Dyyz'sremark that Solo was on Jabbaslist. Half-formed images of
revenge flickered through his mind. He was content to sit and
listen to hisfriends and watch the crowd of bounty hunters. I'm
one of them, he thought. I'm a bounty hunter. Spurch isgoing to
take meto meet Jabba . . . Jabba needs good huntersright now . .
. lots of 'em. Jabba needs me.

Just then Gorm the Dissolver stood up at histable and scanned
the room with his electronic red eyes. Greedo ducked and shielded
his face with his hand. Squinting between two suckered fingers, he
watched the big bounty hunter turn and swagger toward the |obby.
"There goes Gorm," said Greedo, derting hisfriends.

"Oh. .. yeah? Good riddance, | say. Hell be on hisway to

find Zardra. | hope shemdtshimtadag!”

"Maybe we ought to warn her, Warhog."

"Don't worry, sheknows. She'sgot alot of friendsin our line

of work. I'll wager agood krayt steak Jodo's dready told her."
"You're probably right . . . So what'sthe rest of the story?

Why is Jabbathe Hutt payin' Gorm fifty thousand to Mil Zardra?'
"Easy. Shekilled aHutt, that'swhy! When the Thig Brothers
camelookin' forjodo, they found himwaitin" in the Red
Shadow-that's a bistro on Taboon, a dag heap of a planet where
nobody but ‘'Nessieswould ever live. Trouble was, aHutt named
Mageye was passin' through, on hisway tacut adea with ol'



BolBal, another Hutt who practically ownsthe Stenness System.”
"Oh, | get it. Mageye gets caught in the crossfire?' Dyyz made
ayawning noise under his blastmask.

"Worse. Mageyeis carried into the bistro on apalanquin, ya

see, by thesefive strong Weequays. The excitement starts, the
Thigsare shootin' a everything that moves, two Weequays get hit,
they drop the palanquin, and the worm rolls off . . . right on top

of Zardral"

"Hah! Poor Zardral"

"Poor Mageye. Zardraswearin' full armor, but she's il

gettin' crushed and the dime and stench is about to suffocate her

... S0 she pulls agauge-six therma detonator out of her pocket
and popsit into the Hurt's mouth!"

Goa paused for effect, letting hislisteners form an image of

what happened next. Greedo made a soft hooting noise. Dyyz emitted
achoking sound. Goa picked up his Thundercloud and swallowed.
"It took 'em amonth to clean up the mess, boys." Goaswigged
more Thundercloud, and hisfoam-covered beak made a satisfied
clacking noise.

"Uh. .. great. Good story, Warhog," said Dyyz, laughing. "So
when's our turn to meet with Jabba?’

Goalooked at his chronometer. "Actudly, werelate" he said.
"Let'sget moving.”

9. Jabba

Jabba the Hutt, gangster preeminent, was receiving petitioners

at hisMos Eidey town house, a short walk from the cantina

A violent windstorm brewed in the surrounding desert, whipping
clouds of grit over Mos Eidey, The narrow streets of the
spaceport were dust-choked and dim. The three bounty hunters
pulled protective cloaks across their faces asthey hurried to

their audience with the notorious Hutt.

"Don't know how they can keep droids functioning on a place
likethis" said Dyyz. "My visor's dready got three centimeters

of sand under it."

"Moisture farmers use up alot of droids," said Goa. 'S and
saizesjoints and clogs cooling fins, and the 'ironies burn out.

Half the population thrives off the junk that's the main product

of thishot and dusty planet.”

Two stout Gamorrean tuskers blocked the heavy iron grid that
protected the courtyard of Jabba's town house. The piglike brutes
made threatening grunts and brandished battle-axes as the bounty
hunters appeared out of the darkening streets. But Warhog Goa
didn't hesitate, roaring out the password he'd been given earlier.
The Gamorreansimmediately stepped back.

The spear-tipped gate rose with the grinding of hidden gears,

and Goa sauntered under the menacing points with a cocksure gait.
Dyyz and Greedo held back, waiting to see what happened to their
friend. Goaturned and cackled. "What's the matter, Dyyz? Y ou
afraid of ol' Jabba? He's the hunter's friend! C'mon, Greedo, I'll
show you how to get rich!™



Suddenly four vicious-looking Nikto emerged from the shadows of
the courtyard and leveled blaster-prods at Goa. "Nudd chaal
Kichawajoto!" one of them shouted.

"What do you know - were just in time! Jabba's ready to see

ugl" Goaignored the prods and strode fearlesdy toward the
glowing aperture of Jabbas domicile. The Nikto lowered their
wegpons and snarled something unintdligible.

Dyyz and Greedo followed, cautioudly.

The raucous babble of the gdactic riffraff that crowded

Jabbal's audience chamber was deafening. Alien and human, ahundred
different species, faces contorted with greed and depravity,
wearing amotley assortment of spacers costumes and military

gedr.

All eyesturned to the three newcomers. Greedo surveyed the
grotesque gathering and wondered-it seemed asiif he recognized
only afew speciesfrom hisyears on Nar Shaddaa. "Arethese dl
bounty hunters?' he shouted to Goa.

"Nah. Maybe about half of ‘'em. Therest arejust the dimy

bottom feeders that enjoy being around Jabba's stench and
corruption.”

Goawasn't just kidding. Greedo noticed arancid odor permeated
the room, and in afew seconds he guessed its source the great
worm himself, Jabba the Hutt, ensconced on aplatform to his

right, puffing on a convoluted water pipe.

Greedo had seen many Huttsin the streets of Nar Shaddaa. But

he had never been in a closed space with one. His ssomach churned
and twigted at the sight and smell of the miasmic mass of the

great gangster, fawned over by unctuous Twi'leks and Squidheads
and... Rodians. Y es, the two Rodians they'd seen in the cantina
were before the great Jabba, bowing davishly, like supplicantsin
the palace of a Paladian Prince. A silver protocol droid was
trandating their groveling remarks for mal odorous Jabba.

"Maybe they're bending over to throw up," said Dyyz, reading
Greedo's thoughts.

"How would a Rodian know the difference?’ said Goa. "The green
goons stink almost as bad as Jabba."

Greedo gave Goa a startled look. Why did he say that? Am | just
a"green goon" to him? He decided Goa was trying to make a crude
joke.

Asthe two Rodians faded back into the crowd, ma-jordomo Bib
Fortuna cast a suspicious eye toward the new visitors. With an
amost imperceptible nod, he sgnaed for Goa, Dyyz, and Greedo to
step forward.

The rabble quieted as the three hunters moved to positionin

front of the great worm. Everyone wanted to see if adeath
sentence was about to be executed. When it became apparent that
these were just another team of rapacious bounty hunters, the
hubbub resumed.

"Vifaakaribu uta chuba Jabbal" began Goa, speaking perfect
Huttese. He knew that Jabba himsdf spoke many languages fluently,



and used his protocol droid for the severa million other forms of
communication. But he wished to honor the crimeord in every way
possible.

"Mojgjpo chakula chaasubuhi!" rumbled the Huitt, gpparently
pleased to be treated with respect by scum.

"What did he say?' said Dyyz. "What did you say?'

"| told 'im he'sthe most disgudtin’ pile o' swamp dudgein

the galaxy. He thanked mefor groveling before his bloated dimy
putrid body."

"R-redly," whispered Greedo. "Y ou said that?'

"Goas pullin' yer snout, kid. Wed be rancor bait if held said

any of that suff.”

Goaturned hisfull attention to the Hutt, hoping Jabba hadn't

heard the whi spered exchange.

If he had heard it, Jabba gave no sign. He proceeded to laugh
quitejovialy and popped a squirming sand maggot into his mouth.
Greedo dmost retched at the sight of the swollen tongue, dripping
with daver. At thisdistance, of not more than ameter and a

half, the malignant smell of Jabbal's bresth was overpowering.

The Hull's lardaceous body seemed to periodically release a
greasy discharge, sending fresh waves of rolten stench lo Greedo's
sendtive nodtrils

"Ne subul Greedo, pombo gek fultrh baddawangal" Goa put one
hand on Greedo's shoulder as heintroduced his protege to the
illustrious gangster. Greedo bowed nervoudy, asthe huge eyes
turned on him and reduced him to space dust.

Jabba and Goa exchanged afew more phrases, and then Jabba
proceeded to deliver along soliloquy that ended with the words
"... kwabo noodta du dedbeeta Han Solo?"

Goaturned to Greedo and Dyyz. "The worm has seen fit to offer
us the opportunity of hunting one of his most notorious
debtors-that pirate Han Solo. Solo claims he lost aload of spice
when he got boarded by Imps. But Jabba thinks Solo sold the spice
and kept the money. Thisis a collection job-Jabba wants that

"l an't messin' with Solo,” said Dyyz. "He's got too many ways

of gettin' revenge. . . even after hesdead.”

"l can handle him,” said Greedo. "He'sjust asmdltime

Cordlian spicerunner who thinks he's big stuff. He stole arancor-
skin jacket off me. I'll take Solo.”

Warhog Goalooked at Greedo for amoment and then dapped him
on the back. "Okay, kid. That'swhat | liketo hear! Thisll bea
good assignment to cut your baby teeth on, ‘cause Solo'son
Tatooine! We saw him today in the cantina, remember?I'll even be
ableto give yasome backup. If he's got the money on him, you'l
Oet it essy.”

Dyyz snorted. "Great-you help thekid. | don't want nothin' to
dowithit ... Now what about us? Y ou gonna set up a couple of
dedsfor us, or you gonnawaste the whole trip on the kid?*
"Right. I got that covered." Goa exchanged afew more words
with Jabba, and then Fortuna handed the bounty huntersthree



scralls, the officid contracts assgning them exclusive "hunting

rights’ for the period of two Tatooine months. The Solo scroll was

for amuch shorter period, due to the fact that Jabba was .anxious

to clean up adebt that had remained uncol-lected far too long.
Onasignal from Fortuna, the three bounty hunters bowed
ceremonioudy and moved back to make room for the next team of job
gpplicants-an unsavory human named Dace Bonearm and his 1G-model
assassin droid.

Greedo found himsdf separated from Goaand Dyyz, asthey were
swallowed up in the crowded audience chamber. Greedo made hisway
to an open spot in a corner, next to the bar. Without being asked,

the Aqudish bartender did abrimming glass hisway. Greedo felt
proud of himself as he leaned back against the wall and sipped the
syrupy Tatooine Sunburn.

Acrosstheroom he could see Dyyz, standing next to a hunter

named Dengar that Greedo remembered from Nar Shaddaa. They were
both examining their scrolls and comparing notes.

Warhog Goa was deep in conversation with one of the Rodians.
Greedo fdt atwinge of jedlousy, seeing his mentor talking to

another Rodian bounty hunter.

I'm abounty hunter, he thought. I'm going to stalk my prey and

I'm going to collect the reward and I'm going to start building a

rep. I'm going to be the toughest Rodian bounty hunter that ever

was.

| wonder what that Rodian and Goa are talking about? He saw Goa
look toward him and then the Rodian's eyes met his, and Greedo
redlized they were talking about him. At first.he felt uneasy

being noticed by the strange Rodian. Then Goa waved and the Rodian
held up his hand, suckers out, in agesture of brotherhood.

Greedo beamed with pride. Okay, they're talkin' about me-Greedo
the Bounty Hunter.

10. Solo

"RRUUARRRNN!"The Wookiee dammed a shaggy fist down on the
Millennium Falcon's shield generator and pushed back hiswelding
mask.

"Takeit easy, Chewie. | wannaget off thisdirtball as much as

you do. But without deflectors were easy game for spicgackers
and nosy Imps.”

"Hwuarrn? Nnrruahhnm?"

"Right. Jabbas throwing the biggest bounty-hunting bashin the
sector - and you just know our names are gettin' bandied around
over dessert. That's another reason to blow thisjoint. But like |
say, if the ship had been undercover during the sandstorm, we
wouldnt bein thismess."

Han Solo finished vacuuming sand out of the dluvia dampers

and wiped his brow on hisdeeve. Why does afree and unfettered
guy like me dways end up on wasted planetslike this, when he
could be basking in the oceanside breezes of any gambling resort
intheuniverse?



Because I'm not very good at sabacc, he thought. Lucky
sometimes, yeah. Rut not that lucky. Unlike some people | know, |
gottawork for aliving.

Chewbacca made a soft warning growl and Solo raised his head
and looked around. Two bulbous faceted eyes were staring at him
out of spiny green bals of flesh. Theleather-garbed humanoid
body beneath the head held ablaster in multisuckered fingers.
"Han Solo?" The voice from thelong green snout spoke through
an eectronic trandator.

"Who wantsto know?' Han knew who wanted to know. A Rodian with
ablagter isaways abounty hunter ... or abill collector.

"Greedo. | work for Jabbathe Huitt."

"Greedo ... oh yeah, | remember you - the kid who tried to

steal my power couplings. Okay, good for you, So now you're
workin' for Jabba. By the way, | understand Rodian, so you can
turn off the squawk box."

Han jumped down from the scaffolding as casualy as he could
and picked up arag to wipe hishands. Hidden intherag was a
amadl Teltrig-7 blagter, carefully placed therefor just this
eventuaity. Fortunately he didn't have to use it-his mouth was

his best wegpon

"Ligten. . . tel Jabbathetruth-I cameto Tatooine for only

one reason to pay him."

Greedo turned off the trandator. Goa had suggested he use it

to make surethe "client” fully understood the gravity of the
stuation. But if Solo redly understands Rodian, |11 be ableto

use untrandatable Rodian thrests.

"Neshki Jba klultantuz tch krast, Solo." Jabba doesn't

believe dorsa-spine parasitestd| the truth, Solo.

"Y eah, wdll, what does that overfed vermiform know? Do you
redly think I'd come anywhere near thisplaceif | didn't have

the money?"

Greedo's hand tightened on hisgun. He wasn't sureif insulting
one's employer required specid action on the part of abounty
hunter. What Solo said about being on Tatooinewaslogica,
though. If somebody was after your hide, would you fly into his
back pocket? Thisis going to be easy.

"Skak, trn kras kanoota, Solo." All right, then give methe
money, Solo. "V nu sna Greedo vorskl ta." Then Greedo will be on
hisway.

"Yeah, tell yawhat, Greedo . . . tdl yawhat. It's not quite

that smple. Theloot isbolted into the frame of the Falcon here.
Secret hiding place. Understand? Why don't you come back tomorrow
morning and I'll hand it right over, easy as pie. How's that

sound?”

"Nvtuta bork te ptu motta. Tni snato.” No, get it right now.

I'll wait.

I'm not letting this gulleyfish dip out of my grasp, Greedo

thought . . . especidly with Warhog watchin' me from the shadows.
"I can't getit right now. Listen, if you can walt till

tomorrow, I'll throw in alittle bonus-a couple thousand credits



just for you. How's that sound?”

That sounded good.

"Prog mnete enyaz ftt save shuss." Makeit four thousand

credits.

"Four thousand? Are you crazy-? Oh, dl right, yagot me over a
barrd, pd. Well do it your way. Four thousand for you, first
thing inthe morning. Itsaded.”

Without another word, Solo turned his back on the bounty hunter
and began cleaning a spanner. He pamed the little blaster, just

in case the green kid changed hismind. But aminute later Chewie
gavehis"dl clear” grunt and Solo relaxed.

"Great, Chewie. Can you believe the nerve of that guy? Now we
got to finish prepping the ship tonight. When that punk comes
around tomorrow morning, al hesgoing to find isabig grease
spot on the hangar floor!™

Warhog Goa sipped a Starshine Surprise and glanced around the
Mos Eidey Cantina. The bounty-hunter crowd was thinning out. A
lot of hunters had gotten their contracts and jumped. Some of ‘em
were probably aready stalking targetsin the streets of citiesa
thousand parsecs away. " Solo doesn't plan to pay you," he said,
looking at his protege. "Don't you get it? It'sadal.”

Warhog noticed the two Rodians sitting in the booth near the
entrance lobby. They nodded to him and he nodded back. ™Y ou ought
to meet those two Rodies, Greedo. They're good hunters. I'll bet
they can teach yastuff even | don't know. Want meto introduce
you?"

Greedo looked down at his drink. Goawouldn 't know about the
clanwars. | never told him. He wouldn't know about the time the
ships came, hunting the Tetsus refugees. Tetsusjust don't talk to
strange Rodians. He wouldn't know that, because | never told him.
Y eah, but what's the point? I'm a bounty hunter now, that's the
important thing. Bounty hunters hang together, drink together,
trade war stories, help each other out of jams. So after | take my
first bounty, after Solo pays me and | hand the money over to
Jabba, after the word startsto get around . . . then I'll make
friendswith those guys. They'll respect me and welll have adrink
together and they'll tell me some great storiesand Il tell them
about how | saved Dyyz and Goa by blasting Gonn right through his
electronic guts.

"... 90, likel say, Greedo, theré'stwo sidesto every ded

with Jabba. That's my lesson for today. If you collect the debt,
you'll bein Jabbas good graces. But if you let Jabba down,
you're as good as dead.”

Greedo tried to sound scornful. "Don't worry, Warhog. Solo will
pay. First wefind out for sureif he's got the money with him.
Then, if hedoesn't hand it over, I'll kill him and taket. ...

Y ou still going to work backup-in case the Wookiee tries
anything?”

"Sure. That'sthe plan, an't it?"

"Wknuto, Goa." Thanks, Goa.



Han Solo's ship, the Millennium Falcon, was il Sttingin

the docking hangar When Greedo walked in shortly after sunrise the
next morning.

Han Solo was nowhere to be seen. Greedo tried to open the
Facon's hatch, but it was code-locked.

Greedo and Goafindly found Solo and the Wookiee having
breakfast at alittle outdoor cafe behind the dewback stables.
Greedo kept his hand on his bolstered gun, but didn't bother to
turn off the safety because Goa had arifle trained on the quarry
from the dley acrossthe Strest.

"Rylun pagetpagushu, Solo?' Enjoy your breskfast, Solo?

Greedo tried to sound tough and relaxed, but in fact he was

wound up tight. If Solo stiffed him today, he wouldn't know what

to do. Jabbawouldn't be happy if he killed Solo without

collecting the debt. The contract was for the money, not a corpse.
"Greedo! I've beenlooking all over for you! Decideto degpin
today?' Han chortled to himself and took another bite of dewback
steak. Chewbacca raised an eyebrow and cocked his head. He had his
bowcaster leaning againg hisleg, loaded and ready.

"Fnaho koru gep, Solo. Kraskanoota." Don't be funny, Solo.
Give methe money.

"Sure. The money. Happy to oblige. Y ou want something to eat
first?'Y ou look like you could use agood med."

Greedo redized Solo was putting him on, and sudden anger

flared in hisveins. Impulsively he reached down and grabbed
Solo's shirt. "Kanootal Grot pleno ka Jabba spulta?' The money!
Or would you like to explain to Jabba personaly?

"NNRRARRG!" Ingtantly Chewie was on hisfeet, one huge shaggy
arm around Greedo's neck, the other gripping the bounty hunter's
blaster hand.

"Nfuto-!"

"Thanks, Chewie." Han stood up and casudly wiped his mouth
with anapkin. He reached over and took Greedo's weapon, snapped
open the chamber, and removed the power cell. He handed the
useless blaster back to Greedo.

"Y ou know, kid, I was amost starting to like you. Now I'm not

so sure. Let me give you some sage advice. Stay away from dugs
like Jabba. Find an honest way to makealiving . . . Let him go,
Chewie"

"Hnnruaahn!™ Chewie released hisgrip, and Greedo tumbled
forward. Han stepped out of the way and Greedo fell against a
table, sending dishware crashing.

"Nice. Where does Jabba find these punks? What about the guy in
the dley acrossthe street, Chewie?'

"Hwarrun!"

"Disappeared, huh? Another haf-baked bounty creep, probably.

Y ou'd think Jabba could buy the best to track aguy like me!™
"Hurrwan nwrunnh.”

"Yeah, | agree. Were playin’ with fire hanging around here.

The Fa con's prepped-we could have jumped this morning if Taggart



had kept his promise. If he doesn't show by tomorrow with that
load of glitterstim he wants transferred, we're history, okay with
you?'

"WNHUAREN!"

"| thought s0."

Jabba the Hutt was not amused.

"Kubwafunganajibo! Y ou said thisinexperienced dime-wart
could collect from Solo! | ought to toss you both into my private
dungeon and let you rot!"

Or wordsto that effect. The great worm huffed and rumbled and
oozed foulness. On ether sde of histhrone platform, Weequays
and Nikto brandished their weapons ominoudy. Asusud, Jabbas
audience chamber was crowded with the dregs of ahundred galactic
cvilizations,

Warhog Goa was abject. He groveled shamelessly before the
bloated drooling crimelord. Ashe did so, he regretted bringing
Greedo back here without the prize. But he had to seek another
audience, to persuade Jabbato let Greedo kill Solo without
collecting the debt. That was the key. Now the words tumbled out
in one breath-he had to say it dl before Jabba pronounced their
desthd!

"Oh, mogt incomparable Jabba, as you are well aware, Han Solo,
that worthless piece of dianogadung, isavery difficult

customer. May | suggest that you alow my protegeto smply kill
Solo, and take his ship as payment for the debt he owes you?"
Jabba grunted and puffed hiswater pipe thoughtfully. Then he
seemed to brighten, if that were possible. "Ne vootakinja. Jabba
likes your suggestion. He will spare the superfluouslife of your
protege.”

Helooked straight at Greedo before he spoke again. At asigna
from Jabba, the silver protocol droid, K-8L R, stepped up and
trandated Jabba's every evil word into the Rodian tongue™Y ou
may bring me Solo so that | may kill him-or you may kill him
yoursdlf and deliver his ship's papersto me. Jabbahas seenin
hiswisdom that this must be s0."

Greedo bresthed asigh of relief and bowed davishly. "Thank
you, great Jabba. Y our wisdomis-"

"Nakungo! But you had better work fast! | now declare an open
bounty on Han Solo. And | raise the price for his head to one
hundred thousand credits!”

"One hundred thousand!" said Goa. "Every bounty hunter in the-"
"Yes. Sotrue. If your protege can't get Solo, somebody else
mogt certainly will!"

Then Jabba leaned forward and once again fastened his
maevolent eyeson Greedo. "And if you do not fulfill our bargain,
you had better start running, little green insect. Bring me
Solo-dive or dead!"

11. The Cantina
Therewaslive music today. The patrons werein an ugly mood.



Greedo and Goa sat in the booth next to the lobby entrance.

When Solo and the Wookiee came in, Solo pretended not to see them,
but Chewbacca articulated alow growl! as he passed Greedo. -"They
know we're here, Warhog."

"Yeah. That'stheidea. Areyou ready to execute the plan?’
"Nchthazno ta. Fnrt pwusko vtullapa. I'm not sure. I'm

getting abad feding.

"Well, if you're not ready, | suggest we head for hy-perspace,
before Jabba finds out. I've got work to do.”

"WherésDyyz?'

"Heleft thismorning. Hitched aride with 4-Lom and Zuckuss.
Dyyz has arich contract-awarlord who decided to evict the Hutts
from the Komnor system.”

"Sounds like adifficult job."

"Very difficult. But Dyyz Nataz isthe manto do it. And you're

the right hunter for the Han Solo hit, Greedo my boy. Areyou
reedy?’

Just then there was a disturbance at the bar. Shouting, a

scuffle, then the sudden flash and drone of alightsaber. A
dismembered arm flew through the air, landing near Greedo's chair.
The music stopped.

Greedo and Goa had noticed the old man and the boy comein, and
they had heard the bartender gect the droids. Goa had noted the
quiet intensity of the old man, and the thought had crossed his
mind He'sold, but | wouldn't want to test mysdlf against himin
d'blagter fight.

The room was deathly silent. Greedo sucked in his bresth and
hooted softly. "Nice piece of work for an old man,” he said.

"Must beaJedi," said Goa. "I thought their kind were long

gone.”

Greedo had never seen a Jedi.

The room cameto life again, the band resumed tootling, the
bartender's helper removed the mutilated arm. Somebody ordered a
round of drinksfor the house.

"Check it, Greedo. The old man and the kid are talking to Solo
and the Wook. Y ou're going to have to wait your turn.”

Greedo didn't respond. His veins were pumping excitement at the
sudden carnage.

The two Rodian bounty hunters strolled in, and Goa motioned
them over to the table. Greedo looked at his beer, concentrating
on what he was going to say to Solo.

"Boys. .. I'dlikeyou to meet Greedo . . . my apprentice.

Greedo, thisis Thuku and Neesh, two fine bounty killers.”

Greedo looked up and saw two pair of huge eyes studying him
with detached curiosity. Did he detect hodtility glinting in those
multifaceted orbs? The one called Thuku held out a suckered hand.
"Watetu dat oota, Greedo."

"Taceko uransha," said Greedo, alowing his suckersto

briefly engage Thuku's. The three Rodians entered into a short
conversation, while Goalooked on, amused. Neesh told Greedo he'd
heard that Jabba had awarded him Han Solo asaquarry. Neesh



seemed impressed. Thuku warned Greedo that Solo "has dready
killed two of Jabbas hill collectors ... Be careful, brother. You
could bethe next."

"Thanksfor the advice," said Greedo, with bravado. "I'm not
worried. I've got Warhog for backup, in case Solo or the Wookiee
try anything stupid.”

The two fellow Rodians exchanged glances with Goa, and Greedo
thought he detected they were silently laughing a him. Y eah, of
coursethey think I'm ayoung fool. Well, that'stheway it is

when you'rejust starting out. I'll show ‘em!

Imperid stormtroopers entered the bar, and aminute later,

when Greedo looked across the room, Solo and the Wookiee were
sitting done. The old man and the boy had disappeared.

After the Imps passed their table, Goa unhitched his blaster

and placed it in front of him. "Okay, lad. Thisisyour chance. If

the Wook triesto interfere, I'll blast him to red smoke.”

The moment had come. Greedo felt amixture of fear and
excitement. He closed his eyes and gathered his energies. Suddenly
hismind filled with abright image of ajungleworld, dripping

green neon leaves, agathering of little huts and busy half-naked
green bodies. He saw himsdlf, and his brother Pgweeduk, running
under thetal Tendril trees, running toward the village. He saw

his mother standing in the clearing waiting for them. He saw

himsalf and his brother run to her and she held out her aams and
hugged them both. Then he was insde the vision, looking up into
her huge eyes. Shewas crying. "What's the matter, Mother? Why are
you sad?' "l am sad and | am happy, Greedo. | am sad because of
what must happen. | am happy because you are coming home.”
Greedo snapped out of histrance and afeding like an eectric
shock went through him. What wasthat ? he thought.

Goawas staring at him with an annoyed look. "C'mon, kid. Are
you gonna make your move? Solo and the Wook are startin' to
leavel”

The Wookiee, Chewbacca, passed their table and disappeared into
the lobby. The perfect moment had arrived. Greedo stood up, hand
on hisblagter.

"Oonagoota, Solo?' Going somewhere, Solo?

"Yes, Greedo, infact | wasjust going to see your boss. Tdll
Jabbal've got the money."

"Sompeetalay. Vere tan te nachtvakee cheeta. Jabbawarin cheeco
warush anye katanye wanaroska." Greedo snickered. "Chaskin yanee
ke chusko!" It'stoo late, you should have paid him when you had
the chance. Jabba's put a price on your head so large every bounty
hunter in the gdlaxy will belooking for you.

"Y eah, but thistime I've got the money.”

"Enjayakul aintekun kuthuow." And | found you firg.

"l don't haveit with me. Tell Jabba"

"Tenahikikne. Hoko ruya pulyana oolwan spa steeka gush shuku
ponomathreepe.” If you giveit to me | might forget | found you.
Jabbas through with you. He has no use for smugglers who drop



their cargo at thefirgt sign of an Imperid cruiser.

"Even | get boarded sometimes. Y ou think | had a choice?’
"Tlok Jabba. Boopagopakne et an anpaw.” Y ou can tell that to
Jabba. He may only take your ship.

"Over my dead body."

Goasaw the blaster coming out of Solo's holster under the
table. He relaxed and leaned back, sipping his Sunburn. Poor
Greedo, he thought.

"Ukle nyuma cheskopokuta klees katlanko ya oska" That'sthe
idea. I've been looking forward to thisfor along time.

"Yes, I'll bet you have.”

With atremendous explosion of light and noise Solo's blaster
propelled abolt of energy through the wooden table. When the
smoke cleared there was very little left of Greedo.

"Sorry about the mess,” said Solo, flipping the bartender a
coin.

Spurch Warhog Goa met with the two Rodians on Docking Bay 86,
as he made ready to board his ship, the Nova Viper.

Thetdl one, Thuku, handed Goa a chest of newly minted Rodian
coinage, pure gold, each coin embossed with theimage of Navik the
Red.

"The Rodians thank you, Goa. We would havekilled him

oursalves, but we cant let it be known we are hunting our own
kind."

"Hisclan are all sentenced to die," said Neesh, making a

snorting noise with his green snouit.

Goa picked up one of the coins and watched it glint in the
bright-hot Tatooine sun. "Yeah . . . but tel yathe truth, boys,
thisisone bounty | ain't too proud of. Least | didn't haveto

kill him mysdlf. | knew Solo would take care of that."

Hammertong The Tde of the"Tonnika Sisters
by Timothy Zahn

"It'sadilemma, redly, that'swhat itis" Dr. Kellering sad

inthat precise Imperid Prime University voice of histhat went

so well with his young, upper-class-pampered face. And so poorly
with the decidedly |ow-class tapcafe he and the two women were
gtting in. "On the one hand there's the whol e question of secu

rity," Kellering continued. "Especidly with al the Rebd

activity inthissector. And | can assure you that Dr. Eloy and |
aren't the only persons within the project who are concerned about
it

Hisforehead wrinkled in upper-class-pampered perplexity. "But
on the other hand, Captain Drome is extremely hot-tempered in
regard to what he considers his personal territory. If he knew |
was even talking about this matter outside the compound, he'd be

terribly angry. Especidly with peoplelike - well, likeyou.”



Seated across the table from Kellering, Shada D'uka took asip
from her cup, the wine carrying with it ahint of remembered
bitterness and shame. Like most girls growing up on their war-
devastated world, the Mistryl shadow guards had been the focus of
all her hopes. They had been the last heroes of her people, the
enigmatic cult of warrior women il fighting to force justice

for her world from uncaring, even hogtile, officiads of the

Empire. She had begun her training as soon as they would take her,
studying and working and sweeting her way against the odds until,
at last, she had been deemed worthy to be called aMistryl.
Assigned to ateam, she had headed out on her first mission.

Only to learn that the Mistryl were no longer the valiant

warriors of legend.

They were mercenaries. Nothing more than mercenaries. Hiring
out to usdess, ingpid peoplelike Kelering.

She spped a her wine again, listening with half an ear as

Kélering prattled on, letting the memoriesfade. Now, ayear and
seven missions later, the shame had faded to adull achein the
back of her mind. Someday, she hoped, it would be gone atogether.
Beside Shada, Team Prime Manda D'ulin lifted ahand, finaly
putting an end to Kdlering' sramblings. "We understand your
problem, Dr. Kellering," she said. "May | suggest that you've
aready made your decision. Otherwise the three of uswouldn't be
gtting here"

"Yes, of course.” Kellering sighed. "'l suppose I'm till - but
that'sfoolish. The Mistryl may be somewhat - but till, you
certainly come highly recommended. When my cousin wasteling me
about you, he said you had-"

"Themisson, Doctor,” Mandainterrupted again. "Tell us about
themisson."

"Yes. Of course." Kdlering took adeep breath, his eyes

darting around the crowded tapcafe asif wondering which of the
humans or diens at the other tables out there might be Imperia
spies. Or maybe he wasjust wondering what he was doing outside
his pampered little academic world. Consorting with mercenaries.
"I'm connected to aresearch project called Hammertong,” he said,
hisvoice so low now that Shada could barely hear it over the
background noise. "My superior, Dr. Eloy, is senior scientist of

the group. A couple of weeks ago the Emperor's representative to
the project informed us that we were dl going to be moved to some
new location. We'reto leave in three days.”

"And you don't think Cgptain Drome is handling security
properly?' Manda asked.

Kédlering shrugged uncomfortably. "Dr. Eloy doesn't. The two of
them have had severd arguments about it."

"So what exactly do you want from us?'

"I suppose-well, | redly don't know," Kellering confessed,
throwing hooded looks back and forth between the two women. "l
suppose | thought we could talk to Captain Drome about you
bringing in some peopleto help guard usenroute.. . ." He

trailed off, gpparently finally noticing the expresson on Mandas



face.

"L et me explain something about the Mistryl, Dr. Kdlering,"
shesad, her voice sl polite but with an edge of chromed
mullinineto it. ' "Y our cousin probably told you we were just
your standard group of fringe mercenaries. We're not. He probably
told you we sl our servicesto the highest bidder, no questions
or ethicsinvolved. We don't. The Mistryl arethe warriors of a
forgotten cause; and if we hire ourselves out as temporary
security to people like you, it's because our world and our people
require money to survive. Wewill not work with Imperid forces.
Eve."

Strong words. But that was al they were. There was agreat

ded of Immering hatred toward the Empire among the Mistryl,
anger for their suspected complicity during the war and for their
complete indifference since then. But with the remnant of their
people living on the edge of survivd, the smple cold truth was
that the Migtryl couldn't afford to turn down anything but the
most odious of offers from the most odious of people. Manda could
sound as high-minded as she wanted to, but in the end she and the
team would accept Kdlering'sjob.

And as she had seven times before, Shada would do her best to
help them fulfill the contract. Because the other smple cold

truth was that she had nowhere dseto go.

But of course, Kellering didn't know that; and from the look on
hisface, Mandamight have just dropped alarge building on him.
"Oh, no," he breathed. "Please. We need you. L ook, we're not
redlly with the Empire-were funded by them, but were actudly a
completely independent research group.”

"l see," Manda murmured, frowning thoughtfully. Making ashow
of the decision-making process, probably in hopes of tifling any
protest on Kellering's part when shefindly named her price. With
an Imperid-funded project, that price was likely to be high.

It was. "All right,” Mandasaid at last. "We can bypass your
Captain Drome entirely and run you aforward screen net that
should flash out the sort of ambushes the Rebd Alliancelikesto
stage these days. Y ou said three daystill departure; that'll give
ustimeto bring afew other teamsin. We should be ableto field
aminimum of ten shipsin the screen, plusatwo ship &t guard in
case the Rebelstry something cute.” She lifted her eyebrows
dightly. "Thefeewill bethirty thousand."

Kédlering's eyes bulged. "Thirty thousand?' He gulped.
"Yougotit," Mandasad. "Takeit or don't.”

Shadawatched Kdlering's face asit went through the run of
shock, nervousness, and discomfiture. But as Manda had pointed
out, if he hadn't aready made his decision they wouldn't be here.
"All right,” he sighed. "All right. Dr. Eloy can cut you a credit
when we meet with him this afternoon.”

Manda shot Shada a quick glance. "Y ou want us to meet with Dr.
Eoy?'

"Of course." Kellering seemed surprised by the question. "He's
the one most worried about security.”



"Yes, but . . . where would we meet him? Here?!

"No, at the compound,” Kellering said. "He dmost never leaves
there. Don't worry, | can get youin."

"What about Drome?* Manda asked. "Y ou said yoursdlf he was
pretty touchy on the subject of outsiders.”

"Captain Dromeisn't in charge of the project,” Kdlering said

with precisefirmness. "Dr. Eloy is™"

"Such details seldom bother Imperid military officers,” Manda
countered. "If he catches usthere-"

"Hewon't," Kellering assured her. "He won't even know you're
there. Besides, you need to see how the Hammertong's been loaded
aboard the ship if you're going to know how to properly protect

it

Mandadidn't look happy, but she nodded nevertheless. "All

right," she said, her hand curling.into asubtle sgnd asshe did

0. "l have a couple of mattersto attend to here first, but after

that I'll be happy to come with you. Shada can go offplanet in my
place and get the rest of the team assembled.”

"Understood.” Shada nodded. The team didn't need any
assembling, of course-dl six of them wereright hereinthis

tapcafe, with their two disguised fighters, the Skyclaw and

Mirage, parked in separate docking bays across town. But it was as
good an excuse as any for Shada to disappear from sight. Backups,
after al, weren't supposed to be seen.

"Good," Mandasaid briskly. "Have the others here in Gorno by
nightfall. In the meantime-" She gestured Kéellering toward the

door. "WEll go ded with acouple of details, and then go meet

your Dr. Eloy."

"They're gpproaching the gate,”" Pav D'armon’'s voice murmured
from one of the two comlinks fastened to Shadas collar. "Two
guardsvigble, but | see movement in the gatehouse behind the
fence. Could be as many assix or seven morein there.”

"Copy," Shada acknowledged, stroking afinger restlessy across
the Sde of her sniper's blaster rifle and wishing Pav wouldn't

get o chatty ontheair. Mistryl comlinks were heavily encrypted,
but that wouldn't stop the Imperiasfrom pinpointing the
transmissionsif they took it into their headsto do so. And this
closeto amgjor base, that was adistinct possibility.

The base. Lifting her eyesfrom the section of road winding
through the hills bel ow-the road Manda and Kdlering would be
traverang in afew minutesif they madeit through the gate-Shada
studied the waves of rolling hillsthat stretched into the

distance beyond the innocuous security fence cutting across her
view. It certainly looked like the agricultura test ground the
sgnson thefence clamedit to be, not at dl like the weapons-
brigtling popular image of an Imperia military research base. But
its strategic location, within fifty kilometers of the Gorno
spaceport and four major technica supply and transport centers,
made itstrue identity obvious.

Perhaps too obvious. Perhaps that was why they were moving



everyone out. She wondered how they would handle it subtly with
freighters, or blatantly with Imperid Star Destroyers. Kdlering
had implied this Hammertong thing had already been loaded for
trangport; alook at the ship they were using should give Mandaa
clue asto how they were going to go about it. That would affect
how their screen net would be put together-

"They'rethrough,” Pav reported. "Gate's closing. They're

headed your way."

"Copy," Shada said, frowning. There was something in Pav's
voice. .. "Trouble?'

"l don't know," Pav said dowly. "It al looks okay. But

there's something here that feels wrong, somehow.”
Shadatightened her grip on her blaster rifle. Pav might bea
chattercase on the com, but she hadn't survived long enough to
become Manda's team second without good combat ingtincts. "What do
you mean?'

"I'm not sure,” Pav said. "They got through just alittle bit

too quick-"

And abruptly, Pav's voice dissolved into an earsplit-ting

ghriek of jamming datic.

With a curse, Shada ripped the comlink from her collar with her
left hand, throwing it asfar away from her as she could. So much
for Kellering's naive assurances of safety. In the plit of ahair

the thing had suddenly gone sour . . . and Manda and Pav were
right inthemiddleof it.

With Shada hersdlf about to comein aclose third. Beyond the
fence, from over the next line of hills, the gleaming white

figures of a dozen stormtroopers on speeder bikes had suddenly
appeared. Headed her way.

Shada cursed again, lining up her blagter riflewith her right

hand as she groped for the switch on her backup comlink with her
|eft. If they were lucky, they'd have a minute before the

Imperias found that frequency and locked it down, too. She
located the switch, flicked it on-

"-trap-repeat, atrap,” Pav was saying, her voicetight.

"They've got Manda-she's down. Probably. And they're coming for
me"

"Pav, it's Shada," Shada cut in, squinting through the sight

and squeezing off a shot. The lead storm-trooper's speeder bike
exploded into a shower of sparks, pitching him to the ground and
nearly doing the same to the two on either sde of him. "I can be
there to back you up in two minutes."

"Negative," Pav said. Thetenson in her voice was gone,

leaving a sad sort of resignation that sent acold chill up

Shada's neck. "They're already too close. I'll dowhat | canto
keep them busy - you and Karoly had better get back to the ships
and get out of here. Good luck, and good - "

Therewas abrief crinkle of sound, and then silence.

Ahead, the speeder bikes had shifted into evasive maneuvers.
Shada fired four rgpid shots, catching another of the
sormtroopers with the third of them. "Karoly?' she called toward



her comlink. "Karoly? Areyou there?"

"They're gone, Shada," Karoly D'ulin said, her voice dmost
unrecognizable. "They're gone. The sorm-troopers- "

"Sngp out of it," Shadasnarled, keying the Viper grenade
launcher attached to her blaster rifle barrel. The recoil kicked

the gun hard into her shoulder asthe dender cylinder blasted out
toward the approaching stormtroopers. "'Can you get to your
Speeder?'

There was ashort pause, and Shada could imagine Karoly's
earnest face as she pulled hersdlf together. "Yes," shesad. "Are
we retresting?’

"Not achance," Shada said through gritted teeth, getting

halfway to her feet and heading at a crouch toward the bushes
where her speeder bike was hidden. "We're heading in. Get moving.”
The approaching stormtroopers, findly presented with atarget,
opened fire-

Just asthe grenade hit the ground ten metersin front of them,
exploding into abillowing cloud of green smoke.

"Weregoing in?' Karoly echoed in dishdlief. " Shada"

"I'm clear." Shadacut her off, dinging therifle over her

shoulder and kicking the speeder biketo life. Over theroar of

the engine she could hear the thuds of her erstwhile attackers
fdling out of the sky asthe specialy formulated smoke burned
into the speeder bikes power connectors. "Call Cai and Sileen -
tell them to bring the shipsin for backup.”

"But where arewe going?'

Shada swung the speeder bike around. Manda and Pav were gone,
and she knew that eventually the pain of that losswould catch up
with her. But for right now, she had only enough room for asingle
emation.

Rege.

"We're going to teach the Imperialsalesson,” shetold Karoly.
Kicking thethrottle to full power, she jumped the fence, curved
around the edge of the green cloud, and headed in.

It was alittle over ten kilometers from the outer fence to the

main base areq, and for thefirg eight of them Shadaflew low
over theralling hills and wondered where in blazes the vaunted
Imperia defenseswere. Either they hadn't thrown this ambush
together until Kdlering's ground car pulled up at the gate, or
elsethey'd assumed their quarry would run for it and hed
concentrated their forces out beyond the fence.

Or dsethey were concentrating on Karoly. Blinking against the
wind pounding againgt her face, trying not to think about what she
might have gotten her teammate into, Shada kept going.

She was two kilometers out when the Imperids seemed to findly
wake up to the fact they had an intruder in their midst . . . and
those two kilometers more than made up for the preceding eight.
Three Mekuun hoverscouts rose from nowhere to meet her, bolstered
by two more squads of speeder-bike storm-troopers. Off to the
Sde, sections of two hills opened up, reveding apair of what
looked like Comar an-tiatmospheric guns. The air around her was



suddenly thick with blaster and laser bolts, some missing, the
rest deflected by shidldsthat hadn't redlly been designed with
thiskind of al-out attack in mind. Clenching her teeth hard
enough to hurt, Shada kept going, maneuvering and returning fire
on pure reflex. Off to her |eft, she could see another whirlwind

of Imperid activity near where Karoly should be coming in-

And then, suddenly, the hoverscouts and speeder bikes seemed to
scramble out of her path. The Comar guns shifted their aim away
from her -

And with ascreaming roar the Skyclaw shot past overhead,
gpitting awithering fire of laser blasts at the Imperids.

"Kan s manis per tarn, Sha," Sileen'svoice blared from the
Skyclaw's bdly loudspegker. "Mi nazh ko."

"Shakae," Shada shouted back, shifting fifteen degreesto her
left as per Sileen'singructions and permitting herself aflash

of cold satisfaction. The Imperials might be able to jam comlinks
and dice sophisticated encrypts, but she would bet starshipsto
groundworms they wouldn't have the faintest ideawhat to do with
Midiryl battle language. To her left, she could see Cai and the
Mirage now, running cover for Karoly, and she made aquick
estimate of their intersect point. Just over the next row of

hills, she decided. Dropping alittle lower to the ground, she
braced hersdlf for whatever Sileen had sent her toward.

She topped the hills; and there, nestled in awide valley, was
acomplex of perhgpstwenty buildings, ranging in Szefrom flat
office blocksto asingle win-dowless structurethe size of a
capital ship maintenance hangar. The Hammertong base, without a
doulbt.

Andlying inthe middle of it al, dominating the scene by the
sheer unexpectedness of its presence there, was the long deek
shape of aLoronar Strike Cruiser.

"Sharere som kavanatalae," Sileen'svoice boomed again
from above her. Without waiting for an answer, both fighters
veered off to theright.

A moation to her left caught Shada's eye, and she turned as
Karoly's speeder bike did into formation beside her. "Y ou dl
right?' Shadacaled.

"Yes," Karoly shouted back. She il looked ner- , vous, but

at least shedidn't look asif she were going to freeze up again.
"What did Silleen say?| didn't catchiit.”

"More Imperias coming,” Shadasaid. "She and Ca aregoing to
intercept.”

"What about us?'

Shada nodded toward the Strike Cruiser. "Were going to make
the Imperids hurt alittle. Bow hatchway's open-let'stry to get
there beforethey get it sedled.”

They found out immediately what two of the smadler buildingson
the periphery of the complex werefor, as sections of wall fell
away and four more Comar guns opened fire. But it wastoo little
too late. Between the harassment from the two fighters and the-
gmal sze and maneuverability of the speeder bikes themselves,



Shadaand Karoly made it past the hot drive nozzles at the Strike
Cruiser's stern and into the relative shelter of itsflank with no
damage apart from burned-out shields.

"Pretty rotten security they've got here" Karoly huffed as

they headed toward the bow hatchway. An ingtant later she nearly
had to swallow those words as, from the ground beside the landing
ramp, adozen Imperias opened fire with blagter rifles. But the

two speeder bikes had the edge in both firepower and targeting
accuracy, and they'd covered no more than haf the Strike
Cruiser'sfour-hundred-fifty-meter length before that nest of
opposition had been silenced.

"Now what?' Karoly asked asthey braked to ahalt at the foot

of theramp.

"We do some damage," Shada said, haf standing up on her
speeder bike and taking aquick look around. There was till some
resistance, mostly from the Comars and the handful of speeder-bike
stormtroopers that hadn't yet been blown out of the sky. She and
Karoly should have enough time to make their way to the Strike
Cruiser'shbridge, drop a canister or two of their corrosive green
smoke where it would do the most good, and get the blazes out
agan.

And then, over the distant hills ahead, anew group of Imperia
forces appeared, burning through the air toward them like scorched
mynocks. "Uh-oh," Karoly muttered. "I take it back about their
security. Maybe wed better get out while we still can.”

Shadatook a deep breath, her last views of Mandas and Pav's
facesfloating up from her memory. "Not until we've hurt them,”
shesaid, swiveling around and pointing her speeder bike at the
ramp. "Stay here long enough to give me atwo-minute warning, then
you can teke off."

Karoly hissed between her teeth. "Get moving,” she gritted out

as she dropped her speeder bike into the limited protection of the
ramp and undung her blagter rifle. "I'll cover you. Makeit

fedt."

"Bet onit," Shadaagreed tightly, trying to visudize the

standard Strike Cruiser layout as she headed up the ramp. She
would have to go forward about ten meters along the exit corridor,
then starboard to the centra corridor, then forward another

twenty metersto get to the bridge. Standard Strike Cruiser
complement was something over two thousand crewers; if there was
even afraction of that number aboard who fdt like getting in her
way . . . but shewould just have to do what she could. She
reached the top of the ramp, swerving to the side as she passed
under the hatchway arch to avoid the exit corridor bulkhead-

And lurched to an brupt halt. "Mother of-"

"What?' Karoly's voice snapped from the comlink on her collar.
"Shada? What isit?'

For amoment Shada was too stunned even to speak. Stretched out
infront of her, where the command rooms, crew quarters, and
combat stations should have been, was avast cavern of open space,
three hundred meterslong and nearly fifty in diameter, running



al the way from the bow to the main drive section. A heavily
reinforced deck had been built across the bottom of the huge room,
connected to the outer hull by an intricate spiderwebbing of
support linesand bracing struts.

And extending down die center of the chamber for at least three-
quarters of itslength was athree-meter-diameter cylinder sudded
with thousands of pipe connections and multicol ored power and
control cable linkages. Carefully wrap-protected, just as

carefully static-fastened to the deck, al ready for travel.

The Hammertong.

"Shada?' Karoly called again.

Shada swallowed, glancing around. The chamber seemed to be
deserted, its crew or workers probably those who'd been shooting
at them from the foot of the ramp. To her |eft, a the far forward
end of the chamber, the standard Strike Cruiser bridge had been
replaced by asmplified freighter-style cockpit, also unmanned.
And from the looks of the status displays- and the way those drive
nozzles had been humming when she and Karoly had passed them-it
looked asif they'd been running an active status check on the
flight sysems when the Mistryl attack had interrupted them.

Which meant the ship should be pretty much ready tofly ...
"Change of plans," shetold Karaly, swiveling around and

gunning the speeder bike forward toward the cockpit setup. "Get in
here. And sedl the door behind you."

She was running the start-up procedure at the Strike Cruiser's
helm by the time Karoly joined her. "Mother of space and time,"”
Karoly breathed, backing up to the copilot's seet, her eyes
goggling at the room behind them. "Isthat the Hammertong thing
Kélering wastaking about?"

"l don't know what elseit could be," Shadasaid, mentaly

crossing her fingers as she eased in the repul sorlifts. A ship
thissze wasn't redlly designed to come thisdeep into agravity
well ... but it seemed to belifting okay. The Imperids must

have added more repulsorlifts while they were gutting the

interior. " Get the comm adjusted to our frequency, will you?"
"Sure." Still kegping haf an eye behind them, Karoly sat down

and busied hersdf with the comm. "What's the plan?’

"The Imperidswent to alot of work to build that thing and

modify aship to transport it," Shadasaid, giving the displaysa
careful scan. For dl their arrogance, the Imperials weren't

stupid, especidly when it cameto hardware asimpressive asthe
Hammertong. If their ground defenses had been low-profile, they
were bound to have some heavy space-based weaponry nearby to back
it up.

But if it wasthere, it wasn't showing up on the displays.

Hiding around the horizon? Or could the Mistryl counterattack have
caught the whole bunch of them by surprise?

Either way, there was no percentage in waiting around for them

to get their seats under their rears. "Y ou got Cai and Sileen

yet?' she asked Karoly.

"Almogt,” Karoly said, her hands busy on the board. "I'm



running asplit-freqmix . . . therewe go."

"Shada? Karoly?' Sileen 'svoice came over the speaker. "What
in blazesare you doing?'

"We're giving the Empire abloody nose," Shada said. The Strike
Cruiser had cleared the boundary of the base now and was starting
to pick up speed, leaving what was |eft of the speeder-bike force
behind them.

"Shada - look, we're al upset about Manda and Pav," Sileen

sad carefully. "But thisisjust crazy. Y ou're going to bring the
whole Imperid fleet down on top of us™"

"They need to know they can't just go around killing Mistryl,"
Shadaretorted. "Not without paying dearly for it. Karoly and |
can handleit oursdvesif youwant to leave."

Therewas ahissing sigh from the spesker. "No, wed better

stick together,” Sileen said. "Anyway, what can the Empiredo to
usthat hasn't dready been done?’

"I'min, too," Cai said. "One smdl question Now that weve

got the Hammertong, what are we going to do with it?"
Shadaglanced back at the long silent cylinder behind her, the
enormity of what shed gotten them into belatedly starting to sink
in. What were they going to do with the Hammertong? She and Karoly
could nurse the Strike Cruiser dong for ashort flight by
themsdves, but that wasiit. Anything beyond that - fancy maneu
vering, combat, even basic running maintenance - was out of the
question. "WEell have to ditch the ship,” shetold the others.
"'Someplace close by. Find away to hideit, then seeif we can
disassembl e the Hammertong into pieces we can put aboard one of
our own freighters.”

"Soundstricky," Karoly said. "Y ou got someplace in mind?'
"We've got company,” Sileen cut in before Shada could answer.
"Imperid Star Destroyer, coming out of hyperspace aft.”

"Got it," Karoly said, swiveling around to the sensor section

of the board. " Confirm one Imperid Star Destroyer. Launching TIE
fighters™

"The base probably caled for help,” Shada said, keying the
navcomputer. Thiswasit no second thoughts, no chance of
grounding the Strike Cruiser and escaping aboard the fighters.
They were committed now. "Cai, Sileen, here comesyour course
feed- code Bitterness. Make the jump to lightspeed as soon as you
can; well beright behind you."

Therewasabrief pause. "Y ou sure thisiswhere you want to
go?' Sileen asked.

"l don't seeushaving alot of choices" Shadasaid. "It's

close, it hasn't got much of an Imperia presence, and thelocals
don't ask alot of questions." She could imagine Sileen gazing out
at the Strike Cruiser and wondering just how far thelocals
indifference was going to stretch. But-

"All right," wasal Slleen said. "Y ou want both of usto come
with you, or should | head out and try to scare up afreighter?”
"That'sagood idea,” Shadaagreed. "Go ahead. Cai and Karoly
and | can handlethisend.”



"Okay. Good luck."

The Skyclaw flickered with pseudomotion and vanished into
hyperspace. "Herewe go," Shada muttered, keying in their course
and hoping fervently that the Imperids hadn't torn the hyperdrive
gpart as part of the ship's preflight check. Those TIE fighters

back there were getting uncomfortably close, and there wasn't much
margin for error here. "Everything set there, Karoly?*
"Lookslikeit," Karoly said, checking over her own board. "Y ou
going to let mein on the big secret of where we're going?”'

"No secret,” Shada said, reaching for the hyperdrive levers.

"Just ausdesslittle hole in space. Caled Tatooine.”

It was not so much alanding asit wasamargindly controlled
crash; and by the time the Strike Cruiser had skidded to ahalt
againg one of therippling sand dunes, it was clear to Shada that
the ship would never leave there again. Not without a great dedl

of assgtance.

"Terrificlanding,” Karoly commented, her breath coming a

little heavily as she shut down the drive. "l presumeit's

occurred to you that we stick out here like a Wookiee wearing
landing lights"

"Not for long wewont,” Shada said, checking the displays.

"That cloud to the west is the leading edge of a sandstorm.
Another hour and no one's going to find us. Come on, let's go take
alook at our new toy."

They had the wrap-protection off the first couple of meters of

the Hammertong by thetime Cai joined them. "Any trouble?' Shada
asked.

"Not redly," Ca sad, sepping up to the Hammertong and
peering closdly at it. "I'm not sure they even picked me up coming
in. They suredidnt hail me."

"Usudly no one botherswith shipsthat aren't coming into the
spaceport at Mos Eidey,” Shadasaid. "A lot of contraband comes
through Tatooine, and everyone pretty much looks the other way."
"I'm glad one of us keeps up with these things,” Cai said

dryly. "So thisisthe Hammertong, huh? Any ideawhat it is?'

"Not yet," Shada said. "How's your astromech droid doing these
days?"

"Deefour? Erratic but functiond. Y ou want meto go get him?"
Shada nodded. "Well want to get atechnical readout at the

very least. Isthe Mirage ready for that sandstorm?”

"Asready asit'sgoing to be" Ca said, heading back toward

the hatchway. "I tried to position it to keep a passage clear to
both ships, and we can put the hatchway deflector shields up just
to make sure. I'll be right back.”

Thefull force of the sandstorm hit about ten minutes after Cai

and the droid returned; and it took |ess than ten minutes more for
Shadato wonder if thiswhole ideamight not have been abig
mistake. Even through the thick hull they could hear the drumming
of the sand againgt the ship, adrumming that was growing louder
with each passing minute. The plan had been to hide the Strike



Cruiser from probing Imperia eyes; it would be arather costly
victory if they al wound up entombed ingdeit.

Ca was gpparently thinking along the samelines. "That's dl

die bolts down there,” she said, climbing out from under the
Hammertong and han ding her hydrospanner to Karoly. "I'm going to
go check on the storm. Make sure we're not getting buried too
deep.”

"Good idea," Shada said, returning her attention to her own

line of bolts. She finished them, waited as Karoly finished hers,
and then together they eased the massive access pand off.

The Hammertong's inner workings weren't nearly as complex as
the number of pipe and power connections poking through the
surface would have suggested. Most of the power and control cables
seemed to run to aseries of multihelix prismatic crystadsand a
group of unlabeled but identical black boxes; the piping seemed
mostly connected to coolant lines and deeves. "Maybeit's some
new kind of power core," Shada suggested. "It'samodular
design-see how the pattern of connectors repesats every five meters
down the side? We ought to be able to take it apart at those
Spots.”

"Maybe," Karoly said, prodding thoughtfully at one of the black
boxes with the end of her hydrospanner. "Deefour, seeif you can
find aplacetotiein. Might aswell gart pulling atechnica
readoutr-we're going to want everything we can get on thisthing.”
"Hey!" Cai called from the cockpit area. " Shada, Karoly-you'd
better come seethis”

Shewas hunched over the main display, fiddling with thefine-
tuning, when the other two reached her. "What isit?' Shada
demanded.

"I'm not sure,” Cai said. "Hard to tdll through al the sand,

but | think there's a battle going on up there. An Imperia Star
Destroyer against something about the sze of abulk freighter.”
Shadaleaned over the display, heart pounding. If Sileen had
been unexpectedly fast at bringing in transport for them . . .

"Can you scrub the image any more?' she asked.

"I'm at thelimit dready,” Cal said. "It'sthe sandstorm-wait
aminute, there'sabresk. It'sa Corellian Corvette."

Shadalet out aquiet Sgh. Not one of the Midiryl's ships,

then. "I wonder what's going on."

"l don't know," Cal said dowly. "Wait aminute. Two more Star
Destroyers coming in from hyperspace.”

"That'salot of firepower for aplanet like Tatooine," Karoly

sad. "They only had one Star Destroyer guarding the Hammertong.”
"Unless one or more of these were supposed to have been there,
too," Shada suggested. "Could be they got pulled away to help
chasethat Cordlian.”

"Either way, the Corellian must be pretty important to them,"

Ca sad. "We could bein the middle of something redly big
here"

Shadalooked 'back at the Hammertong and the diminutive droid
working alongsideit. Cai wasright . . . and suddenly shewas



feding very short ontime. "Cai, do you think we could get one of
those modules off the Hammertong?'

"We could try. Probably take a couple of dayswith just the
three of usand Deefour. Why?!

"l don't think we're going to be ableto wait for Slleento

bring back aship,” Shada said. "If she hasn't madeit in by the
time we get one of those modules off, we'd better take what we've
got and get out of here"

"You'l never get one of those modulesinto the Mirage," Karoly
objected. "It'sway too big."

"I know," Shadasaid. "That'swhy, if it comesto that, you and

| will goto Mos Eidey and hire oursdves afreighter. Come on,
let's get Sarted.”

"Over there," Shada said, pointing toward a dilapidated

building across the sandy Mos Eidey street and double-checking
her datapad. "That's the cantina.”

"Doesnt look like much," Karoly said, swinging the Mirage's
antique speeder over toward it. "Y ou redly think we're going to
find agood pilot in there?"

"Someone in the Mistryl thought so." Shada shrugged. "It was
the top name on the contingency list for Tatooine.”

"| doubt that's aredly telling recommendation,” Karoly
grumbled, letting the speeder coast to agtop. "'l don't likethis,
Shada. | redly don't.”

"Brea, not Shada," Shada corrected her. "And you're Senni.
Don't forget that insde or thiswholething could fall apart.”
"It'sgot agood chance of doing that dl by itsdlf,” Karoly

shot back. "L ook, just because a couple of stormtroopers on
traffic duty bought this charade’- she gestured sharply at the
dinky jumpsuit and hived-hairdo wig she was wearing-"doesn't mean
anyonewho actudly knowsthe Tonnikasstersisgoing to fdl for
it. They'renot.”

"Wadl, we certainly can't use our own names and IDs," Shada
pointed out, trying to hide her own nervousness about this
masquerade. "This placeis crawling with sormtroopers aready,
and if they haven't got listings on us yet, they will soon. The
Mistryl have been running this camouflage prematch syssem for a
long time now, and I've never yet heard of it falling. If it says

the two of us can pass as Breaand Senni Tonnika, then we can.”
"Looking like them and acting like them are two very different
things" Karoly countered. "Besides which, pretending to bea
couple of criminasisnot my ideaof keeping low."

She had a point, Shada had to admit. Breaand Senni Tonnika
were professiona con artists-good ones, too-who were said to have
separated an impressive amount of wealth from an equally
impressivelist of the gdaxy'srich and powerful. Under normal
circumstances, borrowing their identities would indeed not be a
smart way to stay inconspicuous.

But the circumstances here were far from normal. "We don't have
any choice," shesad firmly. "Complete Strangers autometicaly



draw attention, and a place like Mos Eidey isaways crawling
with informants. Epecialy now. Our only chance of keegping the
Imperiasoff usisto look asif we belong here. To everyone.™

She looked out at the cantina. Karoly was right; the place didn't
look very inviting. "If you'd rather, you can stay out here and
waich thedoor. | can find apilot by mysdif.”

Karoly sighed. "Were going to have to talk someday about these
sudden surges of recklessness. Come on, were wasting time.”
Shada had held out the hope thet, like certain other crimina

dens she'd heard of, the cantina's interior would be a marked
improvement over itsexterior. But it wasn't. From the dark, smoke-
filled lobby and flickering droid detector to the curved bar and
secluded booths aong the walls, the cantinawas as shabby as some
of the less choice tapcafes on their own world. Karoly had been
right Being number one on Tatooine wasn't saying much.

"Watch the steps,”" Karoly murmured beside her.

"Thanks," Shadasaid, catching hersdlf intime not to trip over

the steps leading down from the lobby to the main part of the
cantina. She hadn't redlized until then just how much her eyes
were having to adjust from the bright sunlight outsde to the
dimness of theinterior. Probably deliberately designed to give
those aready inside a chance to check out any newcomers.

But if any of the patrons were overly curious about her and

Karoly, they weren't showing it. Around the room, humans and
diensof dl sortswere Sitting or squatting at the tablesand

booths or leaning againgt the bar, drinking a dozen different

liquids and chaiting. in adozen different languages and not

paying the least bit of atention to the new arrivals. Apparently,

the Tonnika asters were familiar enough to the clienteleto be
known on sight.

Or dse minding one's own business was the genera rule here.
Either way, it suited Shadajust fine,

"What now?' Karoly asked.

"Let'sgo over to the bar," Shada said, nodding to an empty

spot against one side. "We can see the room better from there than
from atable or booth. Well get adrink and seeif we can find
anyonefromour lisings."

They made their way through the generd flow of bodiesto the

bar. Across the room, a Bith band was belting out some bouncy but
otherwise nondescript tune, the music not quite able to drown out
the mix of conversations. Partway around the bar atall not-quite-
human was smoking from an oddly shaped loop pipe and gazing off
broodingly into space; beyond him, an Aqualish and abadly scarred
man were drinking and glaring around at other customers; beyond
them, another tall human was holding aquiet conversation with an
even taller Wookiee.

"Whet'll you have?' asurly voice asked.

Shada focused on the bartender standing there in front of them.
The expression on hisface matched hisvoice; but there seemed to
be some recognition behind the indifference in hiseyes.

Enough to risk an experiment. "WEell havethe usud,” shetold



him.

He grunted and busied himsdlf at the bar. Shada glanced at
Karoly's suddenly aghast expresson, winked reassuringly, and
turned back as the bartender put two dender glassesin front of
them. He grunted again and walked away.

Shada picked up her glass, willing the tenson to flow out of

her. "Chears" she sad, lifting the glassto Karaly.

"Areyou crazy?' Karoly hissed back.

"Would you rather | had ordered something way out of character
for us?' Shada asked, taking acareful sp. Somekind of Sullustan
wine, she decided. "L et's get started.”

Stll glowering, Karoly pulled the dender cylinder of their

Spies scanner/datapad from her jJumpsuit and flicked it on. "All
right,” she muttered, glancing back and forth between it and the
cantina's patrons. "The fellow with theloop pipe. . . never

mind, he's an assassin. Those two Duros over there ... nolisting
herefor them.”

"Thelr flight suitslook too neet for smugglers, anyway," Shada
said. Acrossthe bar, an old man with white hair and beard and
dressed in abrown robe stepped up to the Wookiee and histall
companion. There was a short conversation between the two humans,
and then the tall human gestured to the Wookiee and wandered away.
"What about that Aqua-ish over there?!

"l wasjust checking him," Karoly said, peering down at theend
of the scanner. "Name's Ponda Baba, and he's definitely a
smuggler. That scarface beside him-"

"Hey!" the bartender barked.

Shada tiffened, her hand reaching reflexively for her hidden
knife

But the bartender wasn't looking at her. "We don't serve their
kind here," he snapped, gesturing sharply.

"What?' came avoice from behind her.

Shada turned around. At the top of the steps stood a boy about
her own age, dressed in loose white clothing and frowning in
puzzlement at the bartender. Beside him were two droids, a
protocol droid and an as-tromech unit smilar to Cai's Deefour
modd. "Your droids," the bartender growled. "They'll have to wait
outside-we don't want them here.”

The kid spoke briefly to the droids, who turned and scurried
back out. Continuing down the steps aone, he moved over to the
bar and gingerly wedged himself in between the Aqudish and the
old man in the brown robe.

"The scarfaceisnamed Dr. Evazan,” Karoly said. "I've got ten
desth sentenceslisted here for him."

"For smuggling?" Shada asked, frowning at the brown-robed old
man. There was something about him; some sense of quiet dertness
and sdlf-control and power that set the hairs tingling on the back
of her neck.

"No," Karoly said dowly. "Botched surgica experiments.

Yecch."

"WEll keep himin mind asalast resort,” Shada said, her eyes



and thoughts till on the brown-robed man. Whoever he was, he
definitdly didn't fit inwith therest of the clientele. An

Imperia spy, perhaps? " That old man over there-do a check on
him," shetold Karoly. The kid was till standing on his other

sde, gawking around like atourist. Were they together?
Grandfather and grandson, maybe, in from the countryside to see
thebig city?

And then, gbruptly, the Aquaish gave the kid ashove and

snarled something a him. The kid looked a him blankly, then
turned back to the bar. Stepping away from the bar, smiling rather
like apredator preparing himsdf for lunch, Dr. Evazan tapped the
kid on the shoulder. "He doesn't like you," he said.

"Sorry," the kid bresthed, starting to turn away again.

Evazan grabbed a handful of the kid's clothing and yanked him
back around, "1 don't like you, ether,” he snarled, shoving his
mangled face close to the kid's. Around them, conversations came
to ahalt as headsturned to look. "Y ou just watch yoursdlf,”
Evazan continued. "We're wanted men."

"Uh-oh," Karoly said quietly.

Shadanodded silently. The kid wasin for it now - shed seen
enough tapcafe fights to know a setup when she saw one. "Were
gaying out of it," she reminded Karoly.

"But if they get arrested -

Shada cut her off with asharp gesture. Smoothly, gracefully,

asif hed been fully aware of the stuation from the sart, the

old man had turned away from his conversation with the Wookiee.
"Thislittle ones not worth the effort,” he said soothingly to
Evazan. "Come, let me get you something.”

It was, Shadaredlized, as neat aface-saving gesture as shed

ever seen. Evazan and the Aqualish could now accept adrink, maybe
snarl and posture alittle more, and then move on with whatever
passed for persona honor intact.

But unfortunatdly for the old man, Evazan wasn't interested in

a peaceful setdement. For a split second he glared at the old man,
his predator look hardening into something ugly and vicious.
Conversation at the bar had al but ceased now, every eyeturned
toward the -violence about to break. From their acove the band
played on, oblivious to what was happening.

And then, with aroar, Evazan shoved the kid violently to the
Sdeto crashinto one of the tables. His hand swung up, a blaster
gripped init. Beside him, the Aquaish dso had hisblaster out,

an urgent "No blasters - no blasters!” from the bartender going
completely unnoticed. The wegpons siwung up, targeting the old man.
They never got there. Abruptly, the old man's hand exploded

into brilliant blue-white light, aflickering hard-edged fire that
dashed with surgical precision across histwo attackers. There
was ablaster shot that ricocheted into the celling, a scream and
gurgling roar -

And then, as abruptly asit had begun, it was over. Evazan and
the Aqualish collgpsed out of sight beyond the bar, their moans
showing they were at least temporarily ill dive. From where she



stood, Shada could see the Aqudish's blaster lying on the floor,
gtill clutched in ahand no longer attached to its owner.

For another moment the old man remained as hewas, hisglowing
wegpon humming, his eyesflicking around the cantinaasif
asessing the possibility of more trouble. He could have saved
himsdf the effort. From the casua way the other patrons were
turning back to their drinks, it was obvious that no one here had
any particular affection for the downed smugglers. At least not
enough to take on the old man over it.

And it wasin that second's worth of pause that Shadawas
findly ableto identify the wegpon the old man had used against
his attackers.

A lightsaber.

"Y ou il want to know who heis?' Karoly asked dryly from
beside her.

Shadalicked at her lips, afresh tingle running dirough her as

die old man closed down hisweapon and helped the kid back to his
feet. A Jedi Knight. A redl, living Jedi Knight. No wonder shed
sensed something odd about him. "1 doubt he'sfor hire," shetold
Karaly, taking a deep breath and forcing her mind back to die
business at hand. If the Jedi Knights of the Old Republic had

gtill been in power when their world was destroyed ... "Well, that
eliminates Evazan and the Aqudish,” she said to Karaly. "Keep
looking."

They spent the next few minutes Spping their drinks and
surreptitioudy scanning the room, then spent afew minutes more
talking to three of the most likely prospects. But to no avail.

Two of the smugglers were dready under contract, though one of
them offered with aleer to take them aong as passengersif they
wereniceto him. Thethird smuggler, an independent, waswilling
to talk, but madeit clear that he wasn't planning to move his

ship until this sudden Imperia focus on Tatooine had camed down.
"Greet," Karoly grumbled asthey returned to their previous

spots at the bar. "Now what?"

Shadalooked around. A few new faces had comeinto the cantina
since they'd begun their search, but most of them had the ook
about them of men who didn't want to be disturbed. Shelooked in
turn a each of the booths lining the walls, wondering if they

might have missed someone.

And paused. There, right behind them, were the Jedi Knight and
the kid. Talking to the Wookiee and a man she hadn't seen comein.
"Check him out," she said, nodding toward the | atter.

Karoly peered at the scanner readout. "Name's Han Solo," she
sad. "Smuggler. Doesalot of busness with Jabba the Hutt- ™
"Put it away," Shadainterrupted her, looking toward the
cantinalobby. "Quick."

Karoly followed her gaze, and Shadafdt her siffen. Striding
down the steps toward the bar, heavy weapons held at the ready,
wereapair of scormtroopers. Who clearly weren't here for a
drink.

"I wonder if theré'saback door out of here," Karoly murmured.



"I don't know," Shada said, running afinger dong her dender
wineglass as the Imperid's summoned the bartender over. Thrown
againg the face of a storm-trooper helmet, it ought to dow him
down long enough for her to dide her knife bladeinto acritical
junction ...

The bartender pointed somewhere behind them. Shada frowned,
then understood. " They must be asking about the Jedi Knight," she
said, turning to look at the booth. A knot of aliens brushed past,
momentarily blocking her view. They continued on -

The old Jedi was gone. So was the kid. The storm-troopers
stepped up to the booth, eyed Solo and the Wookiee a moment, then
moved on. For amoment, asthey looked around, their armored masks
seemed to pause on Shadaand Karoly. But they said nothing, and
continued on their way toward the rear of the cantina.

Karoly nudged her. "Now's our chance," she said. "Let'sgo talk
tohim."

Shada turned back. Solo and the Wookiee had | eft the booth now,
Solo heading for the lobby while the Wookiee went in the direction
the stormtroopers had gone. Probably where the back door was,
which would explain how the Jedi and the kid had disappeared.
"Right," Shada agreed, taking one last 9p from her glassand
putting it back on the bar. She turned again -

To find that Solo was no longer walking toward the lobby. He
was, instead, backing into a booth at the wrong end of a blaster
held by adirty-looking Rodian. "Uh-oh," Shadasaid. "Friend of
his?"

"Doubt it,” Karoly said, palming the scanner. "Hang on ... his
name's Greedo. He's a bounty hunter.”

For along moment Shada stared at the quietly tense discussion

in the booth, trying to decide what to do. Taking action would
jeopardize her cover as Brea Tonnika, and certainly there was no
shortage of smugglersin the cantina. But there was something
about the way Solo carried himself that she liked. Or maybethe
fact that he'd been talking widi the Jedi Knight . . .

"I'm going to take him," shetold Karoly. "G et ready to back me
up.”

Shereached for her knife; but before she could draw it, Solo
solved the problem on his own. From the booth came aflash of
muffled blaster fire, and the Rodian dumped over onto the table.
Warily, Solo did out of the booth, bolstered his blaster, and
continued on toward the lobby, flipping acoin to the bartender as
he passed.

Karoly let out abreath. "Good thing we weren't interested in
Greedo. Thisisn't avery hedthy placeto hang around.”

"No kidding," Shadasaid. "Let's go catch Solo before he gets
away."

And then, from behind her, a sweaty hand closed on her wrigt.
"Wdl, wdl, wel," avoicesad. "What have we here?'
Shadaturned. The sweaty hand belonged to a sweaty Imperia
colonel, hisuniform streaked with sandy dust, amalicioudy
pleased look on hisface. Behind him were the two stormtroopers



who'd comethrough earlier. "Breaand Senni Tonnika, | do

believe," the colond went on. "How nice of you to drop back into
sght again. Y ou can't imagine how brokenhearted Grand Mdff Argon
has been since your departure. I'm sure helll be pleased to see

you again." Helifted an eyebrow. "Aswell asthe twenty-five
thousand you stole from him."

Smiling sardonically, he gestured to the storm-troopers. "Take

them away."

The police station cdl was cooler than the cantina had been,

but that was about dl it had going for it. Small, sparsdy
furnished, streaked with Tatooine's ubiquitous sand, it had all

the charm of a used transport crate.

"Did you catch when they'd be moving us out?' Karoly asked,
leaning againgt awall and gazing dolefully at the door.

"Didn't sound asif it would be anytime soon,” Shadasaid. "The
colond said something about finishing up the search before
getting ustransferred to hisship.”

Karoly'slip twitched. Clearly, she was a so appreciating the
irony here The Imperias search had aready ended, only
they.didn't know it.

Or maybe they did know it. Maybe the colonel wasjust playing
aong with the masquerade while he sent out for the proper
interrogation equipment.

Shadalooked around the room. A single bunk, areading lamp
fastened to thewall over one end, primitive refresher facilities,
abarred door, and a one-way observation window opposite it.
Limited resources, and no privacy to use them.

Which left only their combat training. And the possibility thet

the Imperidsdill didn't know they were dedling with Mistryl. "1
just hope they feed us before then," she commented to Karaly. "I'm
daving."

Karoly's eyebrow twitched. "Soam 1," she said, looking around.
"Maybe | should beat on the bars and seeif | can get someone's
atention.”

"Go ahead,” Shada said, stretching out on the bunk and letting
her hand rest idly on the reading lamp above her head, examining
it with her fingertips. It was fastened to the wall over the bunk,
but alittle work with her belt buckle ought to get it off. Behind

it would be power cables. , . "On second thought, you might want
to try that mirror instead,” she said to Karoly, nodding back at
the spy window. " Someone's probably watching it.”

"Okay," Karoly said. She stepped over to the window and pressed
her face againgt it, blocking the view into the cell. "Hey! Anyone
there?'

Quickly, Shada pulled off her buckle and got to work as Karoly
kept up the noise. She got one of the three fasteners |oosened;
did the second; started on the third-

"Shut up the noise!™ someone snapped.

Shada paused, palming the buckle, asaman in afaded uniform
appeared at the door. "We're hungry,” she complained.



"Too bad,” he growled. "The meals comein two hours. Now shut
up or I'll have you strapped down and muzzled."

"Two hours?" Shada repeeted. "WEell never makeit that long.
Can't you get us something to tide us over?'

"Please?’ Karoly added, smiling encouragingly.

The guard'slip twisted; and he wasjust opening his mouth for
what would probably have been a memorable comeback when ayoung
man in civilian clothing stepped into view. "Problems, Happer?"
"Always," the other growled. "I thought you were off till

tonight.”

"l am," the younger man said, peering thoughtfully a Shadaand
Karoly. "Heard you were drowning in prisoners, figured I'd comein
and take alook. Who do we have here?’

"Breaand Senni Tonnika." Happer threw a glower at the two
women. "Very specid prisoners of Colond Parg. And none of our
business, if you ask me. If the Imperialswant to lock up half of
MosEidey, theleast they could do is provide their own holding
tanks."

"And do their own 1D checks?'

"Dont remind me." Happer grunted. "I've got fifteen of them
running right now, with about thirty morein the hopper.” He
glared again a the prisoners. "L ook, Riij, do meafavor, will

you? Go down to Stores and pull a couple of ration barsfor these
two. I've got to go down to the check room - the Sifter's been
needing alot of babysitting today, and those stormtroopers are
darting to get snotty.”

"Il handleit,” Riij assured him. "Havefun."

Happer grunted again and disappeared down the corridor. "So,"
Riij sad, gazing a them again. "Breaand Senni. Which iswhich?"
"I'm Breg," Shada said carefully. There was something about the
way hewaslooking at her that shedidn't a al carefor.

"Ah," hesad. "I'm Riij - Riij Winward. Y ou know, | could have
sworn | heard you two had gotten on a transport heading out toward
Jabbathe Hurt's three hours ago.”

Shada's heart seemed to seize up insde her. The Tonnika
ssterswere here? On Tatooine? "We came back," she said through
suddenly dry lips. "'l guesswe shouldn't have."

"l guessnot.” Riij paused. "'l heard something e seinteresting

too, just after thisbig Imperia droid search came down al over
Mos Eidey acouple of days ago. It ssemsthe Empire's also put
out an urgent search-and-detain order for astolen Strike

Cruiser."

"A Strike Cruiser?' Shada repested, putting as much scorn as

she could into her voice. "Oh, I'm sure. People sted Strike
Cruisersdl thetime."

"Y eah, | thought that sounded pretty strange mysdif,” Riij

agreed. "So | went over and talked to apa of mine at the control
tower to seeif that was even possible. Y ou know what he told me?’
"I'm dying to hear."

"He said held picked up something sneaking in toward the Dune
Sea an hour or so before that Star Destroyer showed up and all



these Imperias dropped in on us. Something just about the size of
aStrike Cruiser.” Riij lifted hiseyebrows. "Interesting,

wouldn't you agree?’

"Tremendoudy," Shada said, fighting to keep her sudden dread
out of her voice. So they had spotted the Strike Cruiser, after

al. And Ca wasin big trouble. "Were the Imperias pleased to
hear this?'

"Actudly, he hasn't told them yet," Riij said, eyeing her

closdly. "Hewas going off duty at thetime and didn't fed like
holding a question session with abunch of stormtroopers. 'Course,
once they came down in force and took over the tower, hewas even
lessinclined to remember stuff like that. That hgppenson
Tatooine"

"l see," Shadamurmured. They were ill introuble, but at

least they il had alittle breething space. "Y ou'll forgive me

if lost Imperid property isn't high on my list a the moment. We
have more pressing problems of our own.”

"I'm sureyou do," Riij said solemnly. "Number one being how to
get out of here before Happer finds out you aren't Brea.and Senni
Tonnika"

Shadafet hersdlf tense up again. She'd suspected he knew, but
had been hoping fervently that she waswrong. "That'sridiculous.”
"It'sdl right,” Riij sad. "The microphonesin thiscell

haven't worked in three months. | popped out the circuit fusea
few minutes ago too, just to make sure.”

Shada glanced at Karoly. She looked as puzzled as Shada felt.
"All right," she said, looking back &t Riij. "Fine. Let's cut

through the smoke here and tell uswhat you want."

Riij seemed to brace himsdlf. "I'll let you out,” he said. "In
exchange for some of whatever'sin that Strike Cruiser,”

Shada frowned a him. "What are you doing, running asmuggling
sarviceonthesde?!

"Not smuggling." He shook hishead. "Information. To certain
interested parties.”

"What parties?"

"It'snot important.” Riij smiled faintly. "On Tatooine, one
normally doesn't ask that question.”

"Yes, well, we're new here,” Shada countered, thinking hard.
This could be an Imperid trick, she knew away to get her and
Karoly to tell them where they'd hidden the Hammertong. But
somehow that seemed alittle too subtle for people who owned
interrogator droids and normaly had no compunction about using
them. "All right," she said. "But only if you canfind usa

freighter that can handle something three by five meters.”

Riij frowned. "Three by-?"

"Hey, Riij!" Happer's voice called from down the corridor.
"Gotta go-something big brewing over at Docking Bay 97. The
Imperids have caled the whole duty forcein to run backup. Can
you wetch things here awhile?"

"Sure, no problem,” Riij assured him.

"Thanks"



Happer ran off, hisfootsteps cut off by the boom of aclosing
security door. "Wel?' Shada prompted.

"| can get afreighter,” Riij said, forehead wrinkled in

thought. "The problem’s going to be getting it fast enough.

There's asandstorm sweeping in across that part of the Dune Sea-a
big one. It'l hit in acouple of hours, and there's agood chance

it'll bury you r ship for good."

"Then we haven't got much time, have we?' Shadasaid. "Get us

out of here, and let'sgo.”

The wind was dready picking up across the sand dunes as Riij

st the transport ship awkwardly down at the edge of the makeshift
tunnd leading to the Strike Cruiser. "How long have we got?'
Shada asked, shouting to be heard over the wind as the three of
them haf walked, haf did their way down the sand to the hatch
way.

"Not long," Riij caled back. "Haf an hour. Maybe less.”

Shada nodded back, keying the panel open and stepping inside.
On the deck just insde the hatchway lay the segment of the
Hammertong they'd removed, itsloadlifters fill attached. Across
the huge empty room Deefour was warbling to himsdlf as he poked
around the rest of the huge cylinder, searching for any last-

minute bits of data he could add to his extensve technica

readout of the device. Therewasno sign of Cai. "Cal?' Shada
cdled. "Damadadci tri sor keha."

"Shamati,” Ca replied, emerging from hiding behind one of

the support struts and bolstering her blaster. "1 was starting to
think you weren't going to make it back intime.”

"We may not have," Shadasaid grimly. "Weve got another
sandstorm breathing down our necks. There's atransport
outside-you and Karoly get that Hammertong segment aboard.”
"Right," Ca said. "Karoly? Grab theliftson that end.”

Together they got the Hammertong segment off the floor and out
the hatchway as Shada went forward to the Strike Cruiser's
cockpit. Asit had before, the flying sand was interfering with

the sensors, and she had to adjust the fine-tuning severd times
before she was able to get agood view. Asfar as she could tell,
there were no longer any Star Destroyers over Tatooine. They must
have assumed their escaped prisoners had aready madeit
offplanet. Keying off, she headed back to where Riij was crouched
beside the end of the Hammertong cylinder, hisface pressed close
to one of the openings. "So thereitis" shesad. "What do you
think?'

Helooked up at her, hisface pasty-white. "Do you know what
you have here?' he whispered. "Do you have any idea?'

"Not redly,” shesad warily. "Do you?'

"Look here," he said, pointing to aplate. "See?'D.S. Mark

Two. Module Seven, Prototype B. Eloy/ Lemdlisk." "

"l seeit,” Shadasaid. "What doesit mean?

Riij sraightened up. "It meansthisis part of the prototype
superlaser for the Death Star.”



Shada gtared a him, a shiver running up her back. "What'sa
Death Star?

"The Emperor'slatest grab for power. Like nothing you've ever
seen.” Riij looked back aong the Ham-mertong's length. "And weve
got apiece here of its main wesgpon.”

"A piece?" Shadafrowned, following hisgaze. A solid two
hundred meters of laser- "Y ou mean thisisnt al of it?'

"l don't think s0," Riij said. "Module Seven, remember?' He
looked at Shada sharply. "I've got to have that piece you cut off.
Itsabsolutdy vitd."

"Forget it," Shadasaid. "If thisreally isaweapon, my people
can find a better usefor it than you can.”

"WEell pay you anything you want."

"| said forget it,” Shadasaid again, brushing past him. Cai

was going to need help-

And abruptly, she was spun back around by ahand on her arm.
Reflexively, she reached up to break his

anp-

Shefroze, staring at the blaster that had appeared from
nowherein Riij's hand. "Isthis how you keep your bargains?' she
demanded.

"You haveto let ushaveit,” hesaid, hisvoicelow. "Please.

We need to know everything we can about the Death Star."
"Why?"

He swalowed hard. "Because we're likely to beitsfirst

target.”

Shada stared at him. Tatooine was going to be the first target?
Ridiculous,

And then, suddenly, it fell into place. "Y ou're with the Rebel
Alliance, aren't you?"

Henodded. "Yes."

Shadafocused on the blagter in hishand. "And thisthing is
important enough to you to kill mein cold blood?*

Hetook adeep breath, let it outin ahissing sigh. "No," he
conceded. "Not redlly."

"] didn't think so," Shada said. "Mish kom.”

Andintheblink of an eye, it wasdl over. Cai, comingin

from behind the Hammertong, had Riij's blaster. And Riij. "What do
you want me to do with him?" she asked, handing the blaster to
Shada

Shadalooked at Riij, half bent over in Cai'sgrip. "Let him

go," shesaid. "He can't stop us now. Anyway, he's sort of on our
Sde”

"If you say s0," Cal said, releasing her hold on hisarm.

"We're ready to go as soon asyou are.”

"All right." Shadapursed her lips. "Riij, can you best the

storm in that airspeeder you had aboard the transport?”

He nodded. "If | can get going in the next few minutes.”

"Fine. Ca, get it unloaded. And then you or Karoly get Deefour
aboard and get the shipsready to fly."

"Gotit." With onelast look at Riij, Ca headed for the



hatchway.

Riij was il standing there, looking at Shada. "'I'm sorry the
ded'sfdlen through,” shetold him, trying to ignore the pang of
guilt twisting through her somach. He'd risked alot for them,
and it looked asif he were going to wind up with nothing. "L ook,
if you can get back in here after the storm, you're more than wel
cometo what's left of the Hammertong."

"Let me make you acounteroffer,” Riij said. "Joinus. You've
aready said were on the same side.”

Shada shook her head. "We're barely making it ourselves. We
don't have the time or the resources to take on the galaxy's
problems. Not now."

"If you wait too long, there may not be anyone I eft to fight
withyou," hewarned.

"l undergtand,” shesaid. "I guessit'sachance well haveto
take. Good-bye. And good luck."

The sand was shaking the transport's hull by the time Shada
finished double-checking the Hammertong's restraints and made it
back up to the bridge. "Wedl set?' she asked Karoly as she
strapped hersdf in.

"Yes Riij get off dl right?'

Shadanodded. "Looks asif just in time, too."

Karoly threw her asidewayslook. "I'm not sure it was such a
good ideato let him go."

"If we gtart killing anyone who getsin our way, we're no

better than any other mercenaries,” Shada said. "Besides, he
doesn't like the Empire any more than we do."

The comm pinged. "I'm ready,” Cai'svoice came,

"Same here," Shadatold her. "Is Deefour al settled in?"
"Deefour?’ Cai echoed. "Didn't Karoly take him?"

"| thought you had him," Karoly said.

For along moment she and Shada just stared at each other.
Then, with amuttered curse, Shada jabbed at the comm pandl.
"Riij?Riij, comein."

Therewas ahiss of sand-driven static; and then the other's
voice came faindy over the spesker. "ThisisRiij," he said.
"Thanksfor theloan of your droid. I'll leave him with the Bothan
shipping company on Piroket; you can have him back when you return
thefreighter.”

Anodier crackle of static and hewas gone. "Y ou want meto go
after him?' Cal asked.

Deefour, with acomplete technicd readout on the Hammertong .
.. "No," Shadatold her, smiling in spite of hersdf a Riij's
ingenuity. "No, it'sdl right. We owe him that much. Andif he's
right, he and hisfriends are going to need dl the help and
information they can get.”

Her smilefaded. "D.S. Mark 2" the plate on the Hammertong had
said. Desth Star, Mark 2, perhaps? A second generation of this
thing Riij was so afraid of ?

It could be. And if so, the Migtryl might have to serioudy
consder that offer to join up with the Rebd Alliance.



And if not al of the Mistryl, perhaps Shadawould do so on her
own. Maybe there she would find something she could truly believe
in.

But in the meantime, she had a packageto ddliver. "Fire up the
repulsorlifts,” shetold the others. "L et's go home."

Pay It Again, Figrin D'An The Tale of Muftak and Kabe
by A. C. Crispin

Muftak whiffed the chilly, moigt air with his short, tubular
proboscis, testing it, trying to determine whether it was safe. As
he sniffed, the huge four-eye searched the street for infrared
afterimages with his night-eyes, thelarger, lower pair in his

furry visage. Here, in the older part of Mos Eidey spaceport, the
darknesswas nearly absolute, only lightened by thetiny gray half-
moon scuttling overhead.

Gesturing to hissmall companion, Kabe, to stay behind him, the
shaggy giant crept forward to a better vantage point behind a
large garbage receptacle. As he scanned, hisfour black ball-
bearing eyes gleamed in the darkness of hisface. Automaticaly,
his olfactory organ filtered out the stench of therotting

garbage, the rankness of unwashed bodies, both aien and human,
and the sharp, musky scent of his Chadra-Fan friend and
accomplice.

No one here recently. He waved amassive, fur-covered paw at
his companion. "Come on,” he rumbled, "the sandtroopers are gone."
K abe scampered out, her fanlike ears and little snout twitching
indignantly. "I could have told you that long ago!" she scolded,

in her squeaky, double-time voice. "Y ou are so cursed Sow,
Muftak! Slower than abantha, that'sfor sure. Well never reach
home before daybreak! And I'm tired.”

Muftak gazed down at her, patiently enduring her tirade. Kabe,
despite dl her streetwise sophidtication, was till achild. Hed
adopted her when held found the baby Chadra-Fan wandering the
dreets. "We must be extracautious,” he reminded her. "Imperid
troops are everywhere. The sooner we reach hom e, the safer welll
be. Let'sgo.”

Kabe subsided sulkily, and tarted after him. "Why're they

here, that's what 1'd like to know. Do you know, Muftak?" She
didn't wait for areply, and the four-eye held his peace. Muftak
knew agreat deal about the comings and goingsin Mos Eidey, but
generdly, he only divulged what he knew for aprice. "Ships
landing dl night!" she complained. "Whet the hell isgoing on,
anyway? The Hutt's hiring them, that'swhat it is. HES going to

cut us out completely. And if he won't take us back, well haveto
beg!"

Muftak emitted an exasperated buzzing sound. "The Bloated One
isn't part of this. ThisisImperid business.”

Kabe's sharp little face blazed in Muftak'sinfrared vison,

and he saw her expression change. "Can't we go to the cantina



today?"' she demanded, changing the subject. " Spacers go there,
drunk spacerswith fat pockets. Last time we were there we ate for
aweek onwhat | lifted. Please, Muftak?"

"Kabe" Muftak sighed, afaint humming noisein the stillness.

"I'm not so stupid asdl that. | know you never missagood

pocket, but the real reason you want to go to the cantinaisfor

juri juice" Absently, the four-eye inspected the twisty aleyways
that opened onto the street. "Two cupsand I'll haveto carry you
home. . . theway | dwaysdo."

Kabe's only response to this truism was an audible sniff.

Dawn came rapidly on Tatooine, and the desert sky was aready
taking on the faint Slver sheen that presaged therising of the

suns. Muftak lengthened his, strides, tempted to pick Kabe up
bodily and redlly hurry. It was hisfault they were so late.

Expert thieves though they were, neither Kabe's skill with
electronics nor Muftak' s grest strength had prevailed against the
new time-lock devicesthat dl the Imperia hangars now bore.
Worse, one of the sandtroopers had spotted them ... but humans had
very poor night vison, and, to them, all exctic alienstended to

run together. In the dark, Muftak hoped, he could Ve been mistaken
for aWookiee or one of the other large bipeds. Kabe was about the
samesizeasaJawa

Stedling Imperia property was extremely risky - but these

days, therewaslittle e se they could do. Any pay off would have
judtified their effort, given them the wherewithd to buy back

their burglary franchise (lost dueto anill-advised bit of
pickpocketry by Kabe) from the Hutt. Everything of vaue that
didn't belong to the Empire either belonged to or had been
declared off-limits by Jabba - and nobody was crazy enough to
cross the Hutt crimelord.

In order to reach "home" - atiny cubicle in asection of

abandoned tunnels beneath Docking Bay 83- they had to pass through
the marketplace. Risky, but they had no choice.

Kabe bounced as she waked, haf skipping, her restless energy
undepleted despite their night'slabors. Muftak shuffled rapidly,
though he felt dmost too weary to place one huge, padded foot
before the other. Suddenly, the tops of the whitewashed domes
gleamed; moments later, everything was splashed with gold. The
fird sun wasrisng. Muftak ingtinctively switched over to his
day-eyes, obscuring some details, revealing others. They passed a
Street vendor setting up for the day, then another.

Mos Eidey was ahellhole at best, and recent changes made
surviva even more uncertain. Theincreasing Imperia presence
added an unpleasant new dimension to Jabba's corrupt regime.
Muftak's and Kabe's lives had never been easy; the two of them had
scrabbled for yearsto eke out aliving. Now, with the Senate's
inaction, things were growing worse. Previoudy, the four-eye had
shared hislittle friend'sindifference to palitics, not caring

who wasin power, aslong asthey let him aone,

But the sandtroopers were even worse than the Hutt's thugs.

Cold, crud, bruta, they werelike killing droids. Hundreds-maybe



thousands-had been arriving during the last two daysto enforce
thewill of that ancient, rotting Emperor who lived far, far awvay.
Tightening the Empirésgriponmy world . ..

Bzzzzz. Muftak's remote laughter echoed in hishead likea
dancing bee. My world? Ridiculous! Bzzzzz . . .

Since there were no other creatures on Tatooine even remotely
like him, Muftak knew only too well that thiswas not hishome
world. When heéld awakened that day long ago, standing beside his
shredded cocoon, he'd figured that his people had originated on
another world-which one, he had no idea. Hed spent alifetime
searching for information about himsdlf, and, in the process, had
learned much about Tatooine, its deserts so different from the
lush paradise of his dreams. Knowledge, the four-eye found, was
power, of sorts. Denizens of Mos Eidey knew that if you wanted
information about almost any activity or person on Tatooine, you
went to see Muftak.

Since held "adopted” Kabe, an orphan like himsdlf, the big
alien'shazy dream-memories had receded into the background. For
all practical purposes, Tatooine was hisworld.

The second sun wasrising as they made their way through the
main square of the marketplace. It was already getting hot, and
Muftak felt his dew-wet, digphanous fur drying out. Reaching the
main street, the pair turned west, toward their little burrow,

trying to hurry without looking suspicious. The fences were sst
ting up quickly and efficiently, displaying freshly stolen booty.
Muftak glanced nervoudy at severd blasters, priced well beyond
his means, trying to look as though he had nothing better in the
world to do than shop. Kabe skittered about, muttering to herself,
whiffing thear, then squinching up her muzzle with disdain.

"Look at that trash." She snorted. "If you'd let me rob Jabba's
town house, I'd give them somerea stuff to fence. It'd bea

snap, and we'd be set up for life."

Thiswas such an old argument Muftak didn't bother to reply.
The Hutt was currently occupying his desert paace, but his
resdencein Mos Eidey was il fully guarded. The four-eye
lengthened his stride. Sanctuary lay just aheed ...

Suddenly amechanica-sounding voice barked, "Y ou there, Talz,
hat!" The voice belonged to an Imperia soldier.

Hadtily, Muftak obeyed, then turned, dowly and ponderoudy, to
face, the sentry. Ashe did so, he was careful to conceal Kabe's
small form with his huge body. Knowing the plan, she darted off
and ducked behind a public dew callector. Sgnaing to her behind
his back to stay out of sight, Muftak faced the white-armored
humen.

Only then did it strike him ... the word the trooper had used.
"Taz" What wasaTdz? Sowly hefdt thetruthsnk in, like
moisture in the desert. The Imperia trooper must have recognized
his species! Theword "Talz" reverberated through Muftak's mind,
hisheart. Tdz. . . yed It was part of the meaningless

vocabulary he had found in hisbrain after his"birth." Taz means
me.l anaTaz



Muftak shook hishead, pushing thisreveation to the back of

his mind. There was amoreimmediate dilemmato face. The
sandtrooper, blaster drawn, was staring at him, waiting. Muftak
let the air filter out dowly from his proboscis, humming a

little. "Yes, Officer. What can | do for you?"

"We are looking for two droids, one bipeda and the other
wheded, traveling unaccompanied. Have you seen them?”

Not looking for us, no, by the Force, not looking for us.

Looking for thosetwo droids, like dl the others. . . "No, sir.

| haven't seen any droidsthismorning. But if | do, Officer, I'll

let you know."

"Seethat you do. All right, Talz, on your way." Asthe trooper
began to turn away, curiogity overcame Muftak's caution. "Excuse
me, dr," he began, scratching hishead nervoudy. "I noticed that
you seem to recognize-"

There was awhooshing sound and an aircar appeared from around
acorner. Asit approached, Muftak saw two Imperia troopers, one
dressed in the blue uniform and short-billed cap of an officer.

The Talz took a cautious step back, but resisted the urgeto run.
The sentry snapped to attention as the aircar stopped.

The officer, apae, sagging man with asuperciliousair,

inclined his head briefly and commanded, ™Y our report, Trooper
Fdth." Hiswords sounded lifeless, barely different from the
mechanicdly filtered voice of Felth.

"Nothing to report, Lieutenant Alima. It's been very quiet,

ar." Muftak tensed. He recognized that name. His friend Momaw
Nadon had told him about a Captain Alima, the butcher who'd
decimated the hammerhead's home world. Could this be the same man?
Hisrank was different, but . . .

"Interrogate everyone you see, Felth. Don't take any chance

with thislocal scum . . . and keep your blaster ready. These
bastards will as soon kill you aslook at you."

"Yes, Lieutenant.”

"What about that one?' Alimadrew hispistol and pointed it at
Muftak. "Anugly bug . . . has he seen the droids?'

"No, gr."

Muftak gathered his courage. Things were becoming very
interesting. Worth alittlerisk. " Sir, repected representative

of our beloved Empire, | am well connected inthemore. . . shal
we say, obscure. . . sectionsof Mos Eidey. It would be my
pleasure to uncover thisinformation for you, if 1 can.”

The officer's eyes were very dark as he stared hard at the

Taz. "Seethat you do, four-eyes. Now get on about your business.
Don't dawdle. . . off with you!"

Kabewasonly alittle distance away, till hiding behind the

dew collector, and Muft ak walked in that direction without looking
back. As he passed, the little one joined him, chattering happily.
"They let you go! | thought they had us, didn't you? What
happened?’

"They weren't looking for us, Kabe. Just two unlucky droids.

But something very . . . important happened. A chance encounter.



That trooper knew who ... what ... 1 an. | anaTalz! Kabe. ..
thismay be the clue I've been looking for."

The Chadra-Fan looked up at Muftak, squinting her little eyes
againg the morning sun. "But, but . . . you're not going away,

now, are you? Y ou can't go. We need each other. We're partners,
arent we?'

Muftak gazed down at hisfriend, feding astrange emotion, a
distant tugging that he had never felt before. Gigantic hanging
purple flowersfilled hismind's eye. He scraped aclaw across his
domed forehead. "Don't worry, little one. I'd never leave you
alone. Right now, we're going back to get some deep. Then | have
someinquiriesto make. . . and before evening, | must go to
Momaw Nadon's house, find out if he knows anything about the race
cdledthe Tdz. And perhaps. . . give him someinformationin
return.”

"But what about the cantina?' Kabe wailed. "Y ou promised,
Muftak!"

The Taz ignored this papable untruth. ™Y ou will get your

wish, little one. Well go tomorrow.”

Chairman's cantinawas, as dways, bursting with disreputable

life. Momaw Nadon was dready at their usud spot, and Muftak took
the seat opposite, against the wall. The hammerhead pushed adrink
acrossthetable. "Wecome, my friend." From the position of his
eyestalks and the tone of his grayish skin, Muftak deduced that

the Ithorian was glad to see him, but a so apprehensive-not
unexpected, in view of their meeting yesterday.

The Talz picked up hisdrink, apolaris de appropriately

tepid, and thrust his proboscisinto the liquid, drawing deep.
"Thingsare going well, Momaw. Last evening | planted the seed
that you desired. Alimanow thinks you know the whereabouts of the
droids"

"Planted the seed."” Momaw Nadon blinked dowly. With hiseyes
squinched shut, al semblance of aface vanished. "A good way to
expressit. If al goes as planned, the 'seed’ will cometo

fruition beforethisday isover." One eyestak swiveled. "Did
Alimapay wdl?'

Muftak buzzed with amusement. "Five hundred. The -Imperid chit
he issued proved worthless, of course.”

"Not surprising,” Nadon said.

Muftak ran aclaw through his hair, scratching nervoudy.

"Momaw . . . what will become of you? Alimaisruthless. Now he's
looking for you."

"He hasfound me," Nadon admitted, his dua voice aharsh
whisper. "Do not worry, my friend. All isunfolding asit mugt.”

The Talz took another Sp of ale, reluctant to pursuethis
depressing subject.

"No matter what happenstoday,” the Hammerhead continued,
"things herein Mos Eidey are changing. Y esterday you learned the
name of your species. Soon you will discover the name of your
world, and whereit islocated. Then. . . what? Will you go

home?'



Muftak let out atiny buzz, rigng in pitch. "Home. It issuch
asmpleword. In my native language, theword is'pzil.' " He
paused, unwilling to reveal such intimate detaillsevento a

friend. "If | have dreamed truly, it isacool, wet world, with

wide, rich jungles benesath a deep indigo sky. My dreams arefull
of huge flowers shaped like giant bells, al colors, hanging high
inthelush foliage. | climb to those flowers, treading dong a
strong ridged petd. Deep in the center darknessliesarich
reservoir of nectar. | drink, marvelousrippling flavors..." He
dghed. "Thisaeisonly apdereflection.”

The Ithorian bobbed his eyestaksin understanding. "Those
dreams aretrue, my friend. Raciad memories, no doubt, to guide
you when you emerge from your cocoon. Just asyou were born with a
knowledge of your native language. | have never heard of such a
people asthe Taz, but they are obvioudy unique and of great
vaue. Y ou must return and join your essence with that of your
people. Itisthe Law of Life."

"I haven't thought that far, I'm afraid,” said Muftak. "1 don't

have the creditsto pay for such atrip. And . . . what about
Kabe? Thegdaxy isin turmail. Evenif | could obtain safe
passage for us, | can't trust her. She only thinks of hersalf. How
can | take her with me?’

Momaw Nadon closed his eyesfor along moment. "1 may not live
out the day, so | cannot help you. But you will think of

something. Let usdrink - "

Suddenly Kabe bobbed up at Muftak's sde. "He won't serve me
agan!" she sputtered angrily. "Damn that Wuher. And damn Chamun!
I'll feed the Sarlacc with them both. They won't sell me any

juice, Muftak. My credits are good, damnit! Damnthem dl! You
know that | - "

Muftak interrupted her with aloud buzz. "Cam down, little

one. What did Wuher say?'

"He said he wanted no tipsy Ranats robbing his customers. Me, a
Ranat! Muftak, can you go tak to him? Please?’

Muftak stroked his proboscis dowly, thinking. "His reaction

isn't surprising, considering what happened last time we were
here, Kabe. But . . . I'll speak to him." Heraised hisglassto
Momaw Nadon. "After all, thisisacelebration . . . of sorts.”

Kabe's earstwitched with distaste as Figrin D'an's sextet

swung into yet another off-key, off-tempo number. Thelittle
Chadra-Fan's hearing was as senditive as M uftak's sense of smell,
and this"music"’ was particularly jarring. But Chamun's cantina
was the cheapest source of juri juice around, so she endured it.
She guzzled the dregs from her cup, fedling the pleasant rush of
theliquor.

Licking the last drops from her whiskers, she held up her

tumbler. "More, Wuher. Morejuri juice! I'mthirsty!” The
bartender glanced across the room at Muftak, muttered something
under hisbreath, then grudgingly took the glassand refilled it

with the ruby brew. Kabe grabbed it eagerly.



Suddenly, the bartender straightened, scowling angrily. Was he
getting ready to summon the bouncer? Kabe stood poised, ready to
run to Muftak, but al Wuher did was order some moisture boy to
get histwo droids out of the cantina.

Relaxing, Kabe studied the customers closest to her, scanning
expertly for pocketsto pick. With alittlejuri jukein her, she

was twice asfast and twice as clever. No one was safe.
Theidentity of the two customers on either sde of her gave

her pause; Dr. Evazan and Ponda Baba weren't good prospects. It
was one of Kabe's secret prides that she'd once managed to pick
both their pockets, dropping afew trinkets from the good doctor's
purse into Baba's pocket at the same time - but they'd been very
juiced then . . . which they weren't a the moment. High, perhaps,
but not enough to tempt her. Therisk wasn't worthiit.

The two prospects beyond Evazan were definitely more promising.
The grungy moisture boy who'd been dumb enough to bring the droids
inwas standing on her immediate right. The man held entered with
was an old fellow with abeard the color of Muftak'sfur, wearing
acoarse brown cloak with ahood - no doubt made by a Jawartailor,
K abe thought, amused. She recognized neither of them, which meant
they weren't from Mos Eidey. Good! Wide-eyed desert dwellers usu
aly presented easy pickings. Beyond them was the contraband
runner Chewbacca, but she dismissed him without a second thought
Not only did he not possess pockets to pick, but everyone knew it
wasn't wise to upset a Wookiee.

Muftak was till in degp conversation with Momaw Nadon. Damn
him, too. Suppose he finds his home world, what then? He''ll
probably want to go there ... and then, by the Force, wherett

that |eave me? Kabe had abrief vison of hersdlf, stuck in Mos
Eidey, with no one to make Wuher serve her juri juice ... no one

to protect her from outraged victims when her fingers weren't

quick enough. . .

Sheld be all done. Kabe took a deep draft of juice, thinking

of her small, secret hoard - so secret that even Muftak didn't

know about it. It wouldn't last long . . . atenday, maybe. And

then what? No doubt about it, trouble was coming, unless she found
away todigtract the Taz.

A tal, thin humanoid down the bar was puffing avay on a

hookah. Expertly, shelocated his credit pouch. Easily accessible

... but something, she wasn't sure what, held her back. Ears
twitching, she strained to pick up hisvibrations. For some reason
she couldn't define, he sounded wrong. When his gaze brushed hers,
the fur on the back of her neck crawled suddenly, asif someone
had draped something limp and dead across her shoulders.

Not him, Kabe thought, shuddering. Definitely not him.

The boy, she decided. He was obvioudy nervous, but not redlly
dert. And then the old man. There was something about the old man
that betokened a quiet competence, despite his shabby clothes.
Sheld haveto be extra careful with that one.

Suddenly Kabe sensed movement on her |eft from Ponda Baba. She
ducked back, barely intime to avoid avicious elbow ashe



deliberately shoved the boy. "Out of my way, human excrement!” he
bellowed in Aqud-ish. Oh no, she thought, here we go again.
Whiskers twitching, Kabe scurried behind the old desert dweller,
then peeked cautioudy out, carefully putting her haf-empty glass
on the bar.

The boy obvioudy didn't understand the big dien'slanguage.

He glanced up, startled, then silently moved away and went back to
hisdrink. Kabe p oised hersdlf for action; when Evazan and Ponda
Baba's newest victim lay charred and smoking, shed have only amo
ment to snag his purse before he was dragged away.

Maybe, she thought, now would be agood time to do the old one.
His attention was fixed on Ponda Baba. Perfect. Now, if she could
only find hispurse ... "I have the death sentence on twelve
systemd!" Evazan's|oud voice hurt her ears. Hmm. That wasa
promising little bulge. Just alittle closer ...

The old man stepped forward-and his pocket did away from her
fingers. Cautioudy, Kabe followed. There was a sudden exodus away
from the bar, and Kabe redlized the fight was about to start-but

she was determined to snatch the credits before she too retreated.
"Thislittle oneisn't worth the effort,” the old human was

saying, his soft, pleasant voice carrying an undercurrent of true
authority. "Come, let me buy you something.”

Ponda Babaroared in inarticulate rage, Evazan let

out abelow, and the young human flew pagt her, landingin an
ignominious heap beneath anearby table.

"No blasters! No blasters!" screamed Wuher.

There was asound like tearing silk, and Kabe shrank closer to

the old desert dweller, cowering until she was amost covered by
his cloak. Ponda Baba shrieked, Evazan howled with pain, and
something dropped to the floor with an ominous thud.

Kabe peered out, to see that the thing on the floor was Ponda
Babasarm, fingers till twitching asthey tried without success

to fire the blaster again. The old man stepped back gracefully,

and the searing blade of light that was his wegpon (awegpon Kabe
had never seen before) flicked out. Abandoning al thought of
robbery, she scampered back. Asthe old man hel ped the youngster
up, the boy staggered, staring in disbdief at the fill-twitching

am.. .. and hished crunched down on Kabe's toes.

She squesked shrilly a the sharp pain. Damn! Humans are heavy!
Whimpering, limping, Kabe retreated into the darker recesses of
the room, waiting for them to clean up. Luckily, they hadn't

spilled her juri juice...

"Y ou mean you'll hep me?' Kabe stared up at her friend,
amazed.

Muftak nodded. "Therell never be abetter timeto take the
town house. The Hutt isaway at his pdace and the city isin
chaos™

The little Chadra-Fan gazed a him goggle-eyed, the

aftereffects of juice dowing her thoughts. Suddenly, she dropped
her half-esten falatil fruit to the dusty floor of their lair,



jigging ecdaticdly. "I knew you had it in you, Muftak!"

He nodded, wishing he were as confident. The Hutt's vengeance
would beterribleindeed if they were caught, but the store of
treasures in Jabbas town house, deliberately displayed to tempt
the greedy, would be easy pickingsif Kabe's"secret” entrance
panned out. The Taz had made his decision on the way home from
the cantina, carrying the unconscious Kabe in the crook of his
am.

Muftak looked around the dwelling they'd shared for dmost five
years. Kabeslittle nest, his deeping perch, atrunk holding

their few possessons. Nothing, redlly. And the future would only
be worse.

"WEell be ableto leave thisdump,” said Kabe, asif shed read
his thoughts. "Maybe buy our own cantina. Liveinred style."
Disdainfully, she scratched acrumbling wall, sending alittle
avaanche of dirt onto the floor. "The creditswill beworth a
littlerisk, you'll see.”

The Tdz scratched his head, buzzing softly. "Therésno sense
inwaiting. Tonight."

Kabe nodded happily.

Nighttime. Muftak, surprisingly agilefor hissize, pulled

himsdf, over thelip of the roof, until he was crouched on the

main dome of Jabba's town house. Cautious as always, he drew his
ancient blaster, scanning the rooftop for signs of life. Themoon
was heading down, losing itsluster among distant clouds, leaving
them in near-total darkness.

Ahead of him, Kabe was dready hafway up the dome, moving
quickly. She stopped suddenly, and Muftak made out alarge,
crescent-shaped orifice just below the dew-collector array.
Replacing the wegpon in the ding across his back, he climbed,
claws scrabbling, up the rough pourstone surface.

"See, Muftak," the Chadra-Fan whispered, knotting the climbing
rope she'd carried to the dew-collector base, "it'sjust likel

said. It hasn't changed since | discovered it. Just the standard
security net. Hear that? Air currents singing along the edges of

the metal door. One good shove, and it'll give."

Muftak crouched beside the portd. "Hard to believe,” he said.
"Can you hear anyoneindde?"

Kabe listened, earstwitching. "Just snores on another floor.

No one moving around.”

"Then here goes." The Tdz got agood hold on the sill and

pushed. The access portal dowly gave, bending inward, then the
hinges broke and the meta fell away. A muffled clank sounded from
somewhere below.

"The vibrations haven't changed,” Kabe exulted. "What'd | tell

you, Muftak? Thisll be acinch for sure!"

Before Muftak could stop her, Kabe swung hersalf over and down
into the darkness. The Taz heard her chittering quietly as she
climbed, and knew she was listening for echoes. "Nothing unusud
so far," shereported. "I'm dmost dow - " Hearing her break off,



Muftak flung himsdf down, head through the hole, straining his
night-eyes. Below him, Kabe dangled, spinning dowly, apaw's
length from thefloor.

"Kabe, what's happening? Why'd you stop?' Muftak demanded.
"Shhh." As hewatched, Kabe changed position, turning upside
down, then lowering her head until her ear wasjust abovethe
carpet. She chittered again. "Oh, banthadung . . ." he heard her
mutter.

"Whet isit?"

"A noise, below thefloor . . . something down there. Theair
hasto go around it, and it hums. . . meta, probably." Suddenly
shelet out aterrified little squeak. "Don't come down yet! It's
somekind of trap! There'saspring actuator ..."

Muftak watched as she clicked, trying to gauge the structures
below the floor. "Standard joists over here ..." she muttered, a
few seconds later. With a couple of vigorous wiggles, she swung
back and forth, then dropped her pry bar asatest.

"No change!" she cried, then legped off hersdlf. "Just land

right here..."

When Muftak was down, they left the dome room, and crept down
the dark stairway. At the bottom, Kabe heard the distinctive
electronic hum of an darm. Quickly, the little Chadra-Fan located
and deectivated it.

To ther right, an archway led into alarge room, alounge of
some sort, outfitted with luxurious, plush furniture. Onewall

held an open curio cabinet filled with smal golden statues and

be eweled antique weapons. Muftak gasped softly . . . the plunder
of ahundred worlds-theirs for the taking!

Cautioudy, they entered. Working with feverish haste, they
began stuffing valuablesinto the sacks they'd brought.

"Well be out of here before you know it," Kabe whispered,
diding aparticularly ornate pipestand into her bag. "Now aren't
you sorry you didn't-"

Two lights winked on in the lounge's anteroom. A droid, turning
itself on. Kabe frozein terror. Muftak drew hisblaster.

"Oh, forgive mefor interrupting you," said thedroidina
melodioustone. "I've been waiting for ... by the way"-itstone
changed-"wheat are you doing here at thistime of night?1 know
that Magter Jabbasfriendsarealittle. . . unusud, but ..."
Muftak took a step toward the machine. "We belong here. Y our
illustrious master asked usto fetch some of his possessonsto
transport to his palace.”

Thedroid took afew mincing stepsinto the room. "That
explainsit then. Bzavazh-ne pentirs o ple-urith feez?*

Muftak did adouble take. Hislanguage. "Where did you learn
thet?"

The droid tilted its head, and itsilluminated eyes seemed full

of stisfaction. "Oh, friend Taz, | am conversant inthe
languages and customs of your planet, Alzoc Three, and four
thousand nine hundred and elghty-eight other worlds. | am Master
Jabba's protocol droid, Kay-eight Ellarr. Master Jabba couldn't do



without me. Admittedly, I've never had achanceto usemy Taz
module before. I'll just check with Master Fortunato seeif you
aretdling thetruth.”

Kabe, under control now, was moving dowly toward the droid,
trying to look pleasant. She uncoiled her climbing rope. "Were
telling the truth, droid. Y ou don't have to check.”

"Oh, but | do, friend Chadra-Fan, k'sweksni-nyip-tsik. You have
no ideawhat trouble I'd get into if | didn't-" Suddenly Kabe
gprang and wrapped the rope around itslimbs. "The restraining
bolt, Muftak!"

"My friends, please don't-" K8LR was moaning like a Jawa street
beggar. "Oh! Master Jabbawill punish you-" It began to fight, but
the Talz loped forward, and with asingle motion collared it and
grabbed the bolt affixed to its chest. K8LR was struggling, trying
to freeitsdf of the ropes around its body, but Muftak was
desperate. With a quick wrench, heripped the bolt free.

When the bolt came off, the.droid stopped struggling.

"Oh, thank you," it said. "Y ou have no idea how much better

that fedls. | never liked working here. Never. That Jabba ... s0
uncouth! And the rogues that work for him! Things I've seen would
curl your proboscis, friend Taz. Now, if you don't mind, | think
I'll beleaving. Could you untie me?'

"Bequigt, droid!" Kabe pricked up her ears, listening

intently. When she detected nothing, they began gathering loot
again. K-8LR, still haf trussed, followed them about,
complimenting them on their selectionsin ametalic whisper.
"Kay-eight Ellarr,” Muftak sad, suffing atiny figurine

carved from living iceinto hisfurry abdomind pouch, "if you
redly are grateful, tel uswhere the Hutt keeps his most
vauabletreasures.”

The droid stopped, appearing to think. "There are Cordlian
artifacts on thewalls of his audience chamber that are beyond
price, if my memory banks are correct. And a shapework from the
earliest days of human civilization.”

"Take ustherel”

As Muftak and the droid headed for the door, talking in low
voices about the location of Alzoc 111, Kabe hastily pried alarge
fire-gem from the eye of a sculpture. She suffed it into one of

the myriad pockets of her robe, joining the other small valuables
she'd secreted about her person. I'll never have to pick pockets
agan, she thought

They followed the droid back into the hall and to theright. As
they tiptoed aong, Kabe's ears twitched at anoise so soft no one
else could have heard it. Breathing. Agonized, rasping . . . and
aware. She hdted before the third door. "Who isin thisroom?”
she demanded of K-8LR. "Whoever isin hereis awake."

K-8LR stopped. "It isone of my former master'svictims, I'm
afraid. A human courier. They have been torturing him for days
with anerve disrupter.”

Muftak motioned her on, but Kabe hesitated. "Do you know how



much Vaarian would pay for anerve disruptor?' she whispered to
the Tdz. "Droid, can you openit?’

"Certainly, madam." K-8LR interfaced with the lock and the door
swvung open.

Muftak shifted nervoudly, scratching hishead. "Kabe, let's not

get involved with this. It stinksin there™

The Chadra-Fan ignored her friend, marching into the room.
Reuctantly, Muftak followed.

A naked, frail, sdlow man with an air of infinite sadnesslay
strapped onto abunk, moaning. Asthey entered, his eyesfastened
on them. The nerve disruptor, asmal black box mounted on atall
tripod, stood by the bed. Kabe went over and, resolutely ignoring
the human, began to disconnect it.

"Water," the man pleaded in aghastly husk of avoice. "Water .

.. please.”

"Bequiet," Kabe snapped. Even as her fingers moved, deftly
unscrewing little components, she remembered the days before
Muftak had found her, when she'd wandered the streets of Mos
Eidey, hungry . . . and nearly crazed with thirst. Unableto stop
hersdlf, shelooked up at the human. Their eyes met.

"Water," rasped theman. "Please. . ."

Kabe'sfingers dowed, then, cursing under her breath, she

pulled asmal flask from her belt and held it out. "Heres water.
Now leave me aone." With hisarms restrained, the human could
only gaze a theflask longingly.

"I'll giveittoyou, Sr," said K-8LR, coming forward. He

raised the human's head, and held the water to hislips.

The nerve disruptor was finally detached. Kabe stuffed it in

her sack. "Thisdonewill buy usenough juicefor alifetime!”

she sad triumphantly.

The human finished the water and licked his cracked, impossibly
rough lips. He eyed them carefully. "You two . . . areinterested
in credits. How'd you like to earn thirty thousand, quick, without
rsk?'

Muftak, restless, was keeping alookout on the hall. Kabe,
aready turning to leave, halted. She regarded the man
suspicioudy. "What d'you mean, human?'

"My nameis Barid Mesoriaam. Remember that name, becauseit
will be your password. If you deliver adatadot to a certain Mon
Cdamari who will bein Mos Eidey for the next few days, the
creditsareyours.”

Kabe consdered. "A datadot. Thirty thousand? But wherell you
get it? How do we know - "

"Youll just haveto trust me. Asto the location of the dot

... Mesoriaam closed his mouth and worked histongue againgt his
teeth. When he opened it, therewas atiny black circlevisbleon
thetip of histongue. Kabe plucked the datadot off.

Muftak, who'd returned to the bedside in time to hear most of
the exchange, stared wide-eyed at the man. "What is on this dot
that isof such value?' he asked.

Mesoriaam tried to raise himsalf, but he wastoo weak. "That is



not for you to know. Tdl the Mon Cdamari it isfor Genera
Dodonnaseyesonly.”

"Barid Mesoriaam is a participant in the Rebellion againgt the
Empire,” said K-8LR smugly. "They wish to restore power to the
Senate, as | understand it. No doubt the datadot has something to
do with Rebd plans”

The Talz stroked his proboscis, thinking. "Here, Muftak, put
thisin your pouch,” Kabe ordered, holding out the datadot.
Muftak complied. "Rebels,”" he repeated meditatively. "Kay-
eight, what was Jabbatrying to get out of him? Was he under
Imperia order to do this?'

"My former master does not play favorites,” replied the droid.
"He sdlIsto the highest bidder. Unfortunately for him, no matter
how Mesoriaam was tortured, he revealed nothing.”

"Since you know what | am and what this dot contains,” said
Mesoriaam, "thereis nothing to stop you from sdlling the
information to the Prefect. But, if you do, remember that thereis
no place for nonhumansin the Empire. In the proud days of the
Republic, dl beings had equa status. Look around you and tell me
if thet is4ill the case™

Kabe scowled impatiently. "If your friendll give usthirty
thousand, | don't care what he-" She whirled around abruptly.
"What wasthat?"

Lightscameoninthehal. "Oh, no," said K-8LR. "This doesn't
seem to be avery promising turn of events.”

Muftak drew hisblaster. "Let's get out of here. Now."

The Taz held his breath as he reached the hallway, brandishing

his blaster, but no one wasin sight. Kabe followed, trying to fit
onemore prizein her dready full bag. "Jabba's audience chamber,
Muftak. That shapework must be worth milliond™

Muftak gaped at her, incredulous. "Kabe, are you crazy? We've
got to-"

From out of the lounge sprang two burly, porcine Gamorreans
brandishing axes, grunting obscenely. Muftak shoved Kabe behind
him, and they backed away from the newcomers. The Talz triggered
his blaster - but nothing happened. " Shoot them, Muftak!" Kabe
hrilled.

Muftak emitted afrustrated hum. “I'm trying!"

Encumbered by his sack, he examined the weapon as best he
could, backpedaing al the while. The Gamorreans squedled at each
other, evidently making plans. Desperatdly, Muftak wiggled the
power supply into better contact, saw theignition coil beginto
glow hot. Got it. Aiming, hefired a the nearest guard. The
weapon spat, and the bolt of energy caromed off the guard's
axhead, which it was using as ashield. The Gamorreans dived for
cover, just asatiny Jawa appeared from another door, firing its
blaster. Muftak coaxed out afew more shots, sending the Jawa
scurrying back into hiding.

"Thisway!" Kabe was heading past the main entrance, a
reinforced blast door big enough to admit the enormous Hutt. One



glancetold Muftak it was eectronicaly locked.

The Chadra-Fan scurried in the direction of the audience room.
"Therésanother exit in here - hold them off while | get it

open!*"

"Hold them off?" Muftak cried. "How?' Hefollowed Kabe, and
they dashed into the huge, circular audience chamber. Dominating
the far end of the room was the Hutt's ornate wooden dais; over it
hung a gigantic tapestry depicting a grotesque scene of Huit

family life

Just as Kabe had promised, there was another, smaller door -

but it too bore an e ectronic bolt. "Now what?' Muftak gasped.
"Weretrapped!”

"Maybe| can get it open ..." Kabe said uncertainly. "But I'll
needtime. . ." Pulling out the nerve disruptor, she set it on

the floor, pointing at the doorway, then turned it on. "I'll use

thisto block the entrance!”

Timewas againg them - they'd only gotten hafway acrossthe
chamber before more Gamorreans charged through the door, howling
like Tusken Raiders. One was armed with ablaster. Lethal bolts
ricocheted behind them as Muftak grabbed Kabe and dashed across
the chamber, taking cover behind Jabba's audience dais.

The blagter bolts halted abruptly, and the two thieves peered

out to se'e the four Gamorreans staggering in the entranceway,
yowling with pain and fury. Sighting carefully, Muftak cut three

of them down with well-placed shots. The fourth escaped back into
the hall.

Kabe started crawling for the door. "I'll open-"

All hell broke loose. Ten guards of various species appeared at
the doorway, each of them loosing abarrage of blaster fire.

Kabe's disruptor held them back for the moment, but the two
friends were pinned down behind the dais.

"We can't hold out much longer likethis" Muftak grunted,

sghting and firing into the gaggle of guardsjammed into the
entrance., " Sooner or later one of their shotswill hit the
disruptor-and then they'll bein here.”

Kabe's only response was aterrified squeal. Muftak peered over
the dais, searching for agood target, and glimpsed chalky-white
abino features at the back of the crowd. Bib Fortuna. . .

Jabba's Twi'lek mgjor-domo, who was doubtless directing the battle
from the safety of the hallway. A whigtling snarl from overhead
attracted his attention, and he glanced up to see ahuge net

hanging from the celling, large enough to cover the entire middle

of the audience chamber. Word had it that the net contained kayven
whidtlers, flying carnivores with gppetites aslarge and sharp as
their teeth. Jabba used the kayven to "influence’ recdcitrant
business associates into desls favorable to the Hutt.

Aiming at ahulking Abyssn'storso, Muftak squeezed off

another shot, and was rewarded when the being went down with a
scream. "Muftak, what are we going to do?' Kabe bleated. He
glanced down at her, saw her huddled, quivering, against hisside.
"If we could only get that door open,” the Talz muttered, half



to himsdf. But it wastoo far away . . .

Another blaster shot sizzled overhead, so close that Muftak
threw himsdlf over Kabe, dmaost mashing her flat. A crackling
filled the air; the tapestry behind them was now burning in one
spot and smoldering in severd others. That'sit . . . wéell never

get out of here dive, hethought. I'll never get off this sandy

hell, never see Alzoc I11 . . . never taste the nectar of those
flowers-

"Get off mel" Kabe squeaked beneath him. Muftak levered himsdlf
up, gasping and gagging on smoke. Kabe stared at the fire round-
eyed. "Muf-tak ..." shewailed.

The Taz squinted againgt the smoke tendrils, tryingto am. He
fired a a Gamorrean, but blurred vison made him miss. Return
fire caromed off the furniture. One blaster bolt struck the nerve
disruptor, shattering it.

Now they'll be dl over usl Muftak thought, but the guards

gill held back. Evidently they hadn't redlized that the entrance
was now clear - ether that, or the smoke deterred them. Maybe Bib
Fortuna ordered them to stay back, figuring the fire will get us,

he thpught. That way he doesn 't risk losing any more guards.
Without warning, the exit door swung open.

Fresh night air rushed in, fanning the flames, sending the

smoke eddying in billows. Muftak grabbed the two sacks of loot,
shoving them into Kabe's hands. "Run for it!" he ordered. "I'll
cover you!"

The Chadran-Fan hesitated. "But what about you?'

"I'll beright behind you!" he lied. Someone as smal and quick

as Kabe might be able to make it out the door, under the cover of
hisfire, but Muftak, with hislumbering bulk, didnt have a

chance. But at least Kabe would live. With the wedlth in those
sacks, sheld be st for life. . .

"Go!" he cried, literally booting her out from behind the dais.
Hefired a the guards, catching aglimpse of her scuttling

through the smoke out of the corners of hisleft eyes. A hail of
fireforced him down again, but not before Muftak was rewarded by
the sight of Kabe vanishing through the door. Thank the Force for
that. He settled back, his blaster scorching his paw ashe
prepared to sdll hislifedearly . . .

Gasping, choking, Kabe staggered out the exit and into the

night. The heavy sacks of loot weighed her down, but she'd sooner
have cut off her arm than |ose them. Ducking through a gate and
into awaled garden, she sagged againgt alife-size sculpture of
Jabba, gulping air. Behind her she could hear blaster bolts
whining. Where was Muftak?

Peeking through the gate & the exit from the audience chamber,
the Chadra-Fan watched as clouds of smoke billowed. With each
passing second, the pain in her pounding heart and straining lungs
eased. Still no Muftak. Kabe glanced up the street, hearing the
distant sounds of firdighters and water sdllers converging on the
Hutt'stown house from al directions.



Where in the name of the Force was Muftak?

Kabe winced a the sounds of more blaster fire from the
audience chamber. Smoke darkened the night, obscuring the stars.
The entire room must be ablaze . . . Muftak!

Grimly, the little Chadra-Fan redlized that her friend had

never intended to follow her. Hed given her the chance to escape
at the price of hisown life. Sowly, she picked up the two laden
sacks. Sheld be crazy to throw away the Talz'slast gift to her .

.. Muftak wanted her to get away-with theloot.

Kabe took a step toward the gate on the other side of the
garden, heading for the dley. Images flashed before her eyes, of
hersdlf, sarving, whimpering in aleys, too wesk to run, dmost
too wesk to walk. Muftak had picked her up, tucked her under his
arm, and carried her hometo hisden . . . had bought water for
her, andfood . . .

Kabe took another step . . .

The sacks dipped from the Chadra-Fan's fingers, thudded to the
sandy ground near the sculpture's stone tail. Kabe kicked them
vicioudy, knowing they wouldn't last two seconds out here, no
matter how shetried to conced them. "Damn you, Muftak!" she
squeded -

- and, turning, raced back into the audience chamber.

Chittering loudly, Kabe could pick up Muftak's presence by his
vibrations, even through the engulfing smoke. The Tdz was il
where shed left him, but the room was now filled with advancing
guards. Muftak was returning fire, but the power pak in his
blaster was clearly running low - the beam flickered as she scut
tled across the floor of the audience chamber.

Eyes watering, coughing as shetried to sense vibrations, Kabe
picked up ashapein front of her. A Rodian. Shelegped, fastening
her sharp teeth in the guard's leg. He shrieked, dropped his
blaster and turned, trying to club her away with hisfist. The
Chadra-Fan let go, grabbed the blaster, and shot the guard at
point-blank range. "Muftak!" she shrilled. "Comeon! I'll cover
you!"

Somehow, despite the melee, he heard her. Kabe chittered wildly
amid the chaos of smoke, flame, and scuttling bodies, and was
rewarded with the sound of the Taz crawling out from behind the
das.

Crouching down, she made herself assmall atarget aspossible,
al thewhilefiring wildly at anything moving. She could see
Muftak; he was lumbering toward her, knocking aside guards as
though they were children, using hisenormous bulk to flatten
anything in hispath.

"Over herel" Kabe cdled. "Thedoor!"

Muftak headed toward her - only to be confronted by two
Gamorreans, grunting and squedling threats. Kabe took careful aim,
and shot onein the back. His partner whirled toward her, and
Muftak kicked him aside.

Suddenly anew voice caled out. "Friend TdZ! Friend

Taz-stand away from the center of the room, pleasel”



Kabe glanced up, through the smoke, to see K-8L R leaning out of
awindow hafway up thewal of the dome. Muftak obeyed, changing
the direction of hischargejust in timeto avoid a huge net that
tumbled down from the apex of the dome, engulfing most of the
guards.

Shrieks and squedl s from the guards mingled with the savage
hootings of kayven whigtlers. The net heaved wildly.

Onelong stride later, Muftak reached the Chadra-Fan, scooped
her up without pausing, then raced out the open door.

"Put me down!" Kabe squeaked, the moment they were clear of the
town house. Quickly, she hurried over to the shadow of the Statue,
but, of course, the sacks were gone.

The Chadra-Fan's shoulders sagged. "Banthadung!”

"Kabe. . .youcameback . .." It was Muftak, and he was
regarding her increduloudly, hiseyes gill clouded with smoke. "I
thought you'd be halfway home by now."

K abe kicked the crumbling garden wall disgustedly. "Muftak,
you're S0 cursed stupid! Of course | couldn't leave you in there,
when you're too dumb to get out of there by yoursdlf. You'd have
been bantha fodder for sure!™

The Tdz regarded her quizzicdly, then, suddenly, he buzzed

with soft amusement. "Kabe. . . you saved my life. Y ou and Kay-
eight. Y ou came back to save me." The Chadra-Fan put both hands on
her hipsand glared a him. "Wéll, of course| did, you idiot!

WE're partners, aren't we?"

Muftak nodded. "That's for sure, Kabe. Partners. Come, let's

get out of here”

The two began skulking aong, automaticaly moving in shadows,
avoiding passershy. Behind them, the blaze was spreading. "The
wallswon't burn,” Muftak observed, "but theinterior isgoing to
be gutted, at thisrate."

"Jabba's so rich hell fix it up, no problem,” Kabe said

truthfully. "Muftak... one thing puzzles me. Who opened the door?"
"It must have been the droid,” the Talz replied. "1 only hope

that Bib Fortunadidn't seeit helping usout. If he did, there's

no hope for Kay-eight Ellarr.”

"Wherewill we go now?' Kabe, ever-practical, asked.

"Momaw Nadon's house. Hell hideus... if he'sdive. And

there were no reports of his death, so he must have managed to
outmaneuver Alimasomehow.”

"But we can't stay here.. . ." Kabewaliled. "Our liveswon't be
worth Sarlacc spit if Jabbafinds out who messed up his house!™
Muftak gave her along look. "You'reright ... we can't stay

here. We're getting out of Mos Eidey and off Tatooine before
anyone can informon us."

"How, Muftak?We lost amost dl of our loot!" Which wasn't
quitetrue. . . Kabe could fed the smdl bulges of half adozen
gemsin her robe,

"Have you forgotten the datadot?' Smugly, the Talz patted his
furry belly.

Kabe stared a him, wide-eyed, then began to chatter happily to



hersdlf. "Thirty thousand! And it will dl be ours! And you didn't
even want to go into that room ... | practically had to drag you!
| told you you'd never regret this night, Muftak, didn't 1? Didn't
Silently, the big Taz nodded agreemen.

Two nights|ater, in the secret hiding place benesth the roots

of the Ithorian's carnivorous vesuvague tree, Muftak faced the Mon
Cdamari that Momaw Nadon had conducted there to meet him. "Barid
Mesoriaam said thiswas to be for General Dodonnas eyes only,”
theTaz sad.

"l understand,” the fish-being said, holding out afinned hand.
"The data dot, please?’

"Firgt, our payment,” Kabe piped up. "Do you think we're
Supid?’

Silently, the Mon Calamari produced credits from a pouch that
made the Chadra-Fan's eyes gleam avidly. Muftak hastily counted
it. "Thereisonly fifteen thousand here,” he complained. "We were
promised thirty."

"l have something better than credits, to make therest of the
payment,” promised the Rebedl contact, reaching into his pocket.
"What could be better than credits?' scoffed Kabe, openly
contemptuous.

"These-" the spy said, holding up two officid-looking stamped
and sedled documents. "Two letters of transit, sgned by Grand
Moff Tarkin himsdf. With these, you can go anywherel™

Muftak stared at the documents, al four eyes huge. L etters of
trangit! With these they'd be able to reach Alzoc I11-and then,
perhaps, Chadra, Kabe's world of origin.

"But obtaining passage out of Mos Eidey isstill no easy task

... Muftak said, taking the precious documents and stowing them,
aong with the credits, in his pouch. Gravely, he handed over the
datadot.

"Passage has been arranged, my friend,” Momaw Nadon said,
stepping out of the shadows. "Y ou leave tonight. Perhaps, now that
you havethose. . ."-the Ithorian cocked one eyestalk in die
direction of the letters of trangt-"you will one day be ableto
adthe Rebdlion again.”

"Don't count on it, Momaw," Kabe squeaked. "Werein diisfor
oursalves, not for any Rebdlion, right, Muftak?"

The Taz scratched hishead, and didn't answer.

Kabe craned her neck to peer out the porthole of the small
freighter, gazing down at the golden world below them, turning
lazily in the light of its double suns. "I never diought I'd see
Tatooine from here," she chirped, alittle uneasily. "1 could use
adrink, Muftak.”

"Not whilewerein space, littleone,”" the Tdz said. "We

don't want you getting sick. But on Alzoc... ah, thereisthe
finest of nectar tosp!”

"What about juri juice?' she demanded, taken aback. "Don't tell
methey don't have any juri juice, Muftak!"



Muftak hummed softly. "I havenoideg, littleone," hesaid

gently. Every timethe Tadz moved, he could fed the letters of
trangt in their place of concealment. First Ahoc 111, he thought.
Then, perhaps, Chadra. . . and from there? Who knows? The
Rebellion has been far more charitable to us than the Empire ever
was or would be.. . . perhaps, after we have seen our home worlds,
it will betimeto think once again of the Rebdlion.

Kabe was il gazing out the porthole, muttering disgustedly

to hersdlf about the lack of juri juice. But suddenly she glanced

up a her largefriend, her little eyestwinkling. "I'vejust

thought of one more reason I'm glad to leave Mos Eidey, Muftak.”
"What isthat, little one?"

"Atleast I'll never havetolisgentothat . . . that noise

Figrin D'an makes again! Especidly hisrendition of The
Sequentia Passage of Chronologica Intervas.' That oneredly
hurt my ears. . ."

Muftak stroked his proboscis, buzzing softly with amusement.

The Sand Tender The Hammerhead's Tde
by Dave Wolverton

The cantina was crowded now that the afternoon suns beat down
on Tatooine, yet even Stting with hisfriend in the crowded

cantina, Momaw Nadon felt somehow alone. Perhapsit was because
Nadon was the only Ithorian-or Hammerhead-on the planet. Or
perhapsit was the news that hislongtime friend Muftak bore.
Muftak the hairy white four-eye drank a cup of fermented

nectar, durping with hislong proboscis, and said with palpable
excitement, "Taz isthe name of my species-at least that iswhat

the stormtrooper called me, and assoon ashe said it |

recognized the word. Have you heard of the Tdlz?'

Nadon had a perfect memory. "Unfortunately, | have never heard

of your species, my friend," Nadon answered, the words from his
twin mouths cutting through the room in stereo. "But | have

contacts on other worlds. Now that we know your species, we may be
ableto learn where your homelies."

Muftak got afaraway look in his eyes as he Spped hisdrink.
"Home"

"These Imperid stormtroopers that questioned you," Nadon

asked, "what were they after?’

"I have heard," Muftak said, "that they are searching for two

droids who evacuated a Rebel ship and dropped into the Dune Sea.
The Imperias are conducting a door-to-door search, even now."
"Hmmm..." Nadon consdered. He couldn't tell what the Imperids
wereredly after. Often they would visit aplanet, pretend to
investigate aminor infraction as an excuseto bully thelocas,

then leave agarrison of gundingersto "ensure the peace.” A

small force of stormtroopers had been onplanet for some time. Now
it looked asif the Empire were raising the stakes on Tatooine. At
this very moment, al over the planet, resdents of the underworld



were scurrying to hideillega drug shipments, forging documents.
Nadon saw worried faces in the crowded bar. There was no telling
how long the new Imperia forces might stay or what direction

ther investigations might take.

Muftak laid aheavy claw on Nadon'sarm inwarning. "Thereis
something morethat | must tell you, my old friend. The Imperids
that stopped us were led by acommander named Lieutenant Alima, an
older human from the planet Coruscant.”

At the mention of Alimas name, Momaw Nadon's blood went cold
and the muscles of hislegstightened, preparing him to run. "It

would be agreet favor,” Nadon said, "if you could discover if

this man once led the Star Destroyer Conquest in its attack

agang aherdship on Ithor."

"I have dready begun asking around,” Muftak answered. "'|

noticed that the men in Alimas command did not respect him-they
looked away when he gave orders-and even his subordinates retained
ahedthy disancefromhim.”

"Which means?' Nadon asked.

"This Alimais an outcast among his own men- probably recently
demoted, on hisway down in the ranks. There is agood chance that
he isthe one who betrayed your people. If heis, what will you

do?'

Nadon stopped his digestive processes for amoment, sending
extrablood to hisbrains as he consdered. Alimawas avicious

man. Contacting him would be dangerous, but Nadon knew he could
not resist confronting the man who was responsible for hisexile.

"I don't know what | will do," Nadon said. "If thisAlimaismy

old foe, tel him that you know of an enemy to the Empire who may
be harboring the droids. Sell him my name. . . . And make sure he
paysyouwell." It was an ironic moment. For years now, Nadon had
spied for the Rebellion and had sought to hide this affiliation.

Now hewas asking afriend to sall him out.

"One morething,” Muftak said with anote of warning. "This
Alimawas brought in by Lord Vader as an interrogator. Word from
the desert isthat he'saready killed fifty of our citizens”

"I know the type of man | am dedling with," Nadon said heavily.

That evening, as the lavender- and rose-colored suns of

Tatooine dipped below the horizon, Nadon felt restless. His
sympathies for the Rebellion were widely known, and he did not
doubt that the Imperials would soon come to question him-probably
even torture him.

Over theyears, Nadon had used his share of hisfamily fortune

to invest in farming ventures on ahundred worlds. Hisinvestments
were paying such handsome dividends that he had gained afortune,
and usudly at thistime of night he would have been hard a work,
managing hiswedth. But tonight he wasill a ease.

To cam himsdlf, Nadon decided to engage in an ancient Harvest
Ceremony, so hetook hishovercar to anamelessvalley inthe
mountains north of Mos Eidey. There, Nadon had planted |eathery,
shade-giving Cydorrian driller trees. With their far-reaching root



systems, the driller trees had quickly formed athriving grove.
Nadon went to the hedlthiest specimen and pulled a series of

thin golden needles from a pouch at his belt, then inserted the
probes into the tree bark so that he could harvest gene samples.
Asapart of the gene-Harvest Ceremony, he talked softly to the
tree as he worked. "With your gift, my friend,” hetold the treg,

"I will splicethe DNA for producing your long root systemsinto
the native Tatooine hubba gourd. The hubbagourd serves asthe
staff of lifeto Tatooineg's wild Jawas and Sand People. And so,
because of thislittle pain | have inflicted, many people will be
served. For thisharvest | thank you. And | thank you for the
greater harveststo come.”

When he had collected his samples, Nadon lay back on thewarm
sand, watched the stars burning in the night skies, and remembered
home. Nadon had aflawless memory, so he replayed incidentsin his
mind, and as he remembered, the sghts and smellsand emotions al
cameto him new again so that hewas lost to the present. He
relived the time that he and his wife Fandomar had planted a

small, gnarled Indyup tree to commemorate their son's conception.
For amoment in his memory, Nadon knelt beside hiswife digging
beneath a sun-splattered waterfdl in the steaming Ithorian

jungle, then cocked his head to listen to an arrak snake that

burst into song from the heights of anearby cliff.

Then herecalled being achild, gently inhaling with both

mouths the siweet smell of apurple donar flower.

After the rush of memories, Nadon felt frail, wasted. Home.

Nadon could not go home. Once, he had been revered among his
people asagreat High Priest, an Ithor ian renowned for his
knowledge of many agriculturd ceremonies. But then Captain Alima
had come with his Star Destroyer and forced Nadon to reveal the
secrets of Ithorian technology to the Empire.

Nadon's people had banished him. As his punishment, Momaw Nadon
had chosen to live on this dreary world of Tatooine-the equivaent
of an Ithorian hell. Where once he had led his peoplein caring

for the vast forests of Ithor, Nadon now tended the barren sands
of Taooine. As penancefor his crimes, he struggled to develop
plantsthat could thrive in these deserts, hoping that someday
Tatooine would become alush and inviting world.

Nadon replayed hisfirst memories of Alima, captain of the
Imperid Star Destroyer Conquest. Alimahad been ayoung man with
dark hair, acraggy face, and fierce eyes. Nadon had been newly
married, High Priest of the TafandaBay.

On his native Ithor, Nadon's people lived inimmense floating

cities caled herdships, which used repul sorlift enginesto

constantly sweep over the forests and plains, and the Tafanda Bay
wasthe largest and finest of Ithor's planetary herdships. Insde
each herd-ship, hundreds of biospheres were painstakingly repro
duced down to the microscopic floraand fauna of the topsoils. The
Ithorians harvested plants from the biospheres of the ships, but
particularly on their huge groundships, they dso harvested from

the abundant forests of Ithor-taking nourishment from fruitsand



grains, creating medicines from sgps and pollens, using plant
fibersto create fabrics and ultrastrong porcelains, harvesting
minerals and energy from otherwise unusable roots and stems.
The study of plants and their useswas the lifework of most
Ithorians, and the greatest of the students became priests who
guided others, prohibiting the people from harvesting plants that
could think or fed. Only those plantsthat dept, those that were
not self-aware, could be harvested, and then only under arigid
law For every plant that was destroyed in the harvest, two must
be planted to replaceit. Thiswasthe Ithorian Law of Life.
AsaHigh Priest, Nadon had spent decades in the service of

life, until Captain Alima came seeking excusesto board the
Tafanda Bay, then demanded to know the secrets of Ithorian
technology. At first Nadon had refused to reved his secrets,

until Captain Alimatrained his Star Destroyer's blasters on the
sentient forests of Cathor Hills. Thousands of the Bafforr died,
trees that had been Nadon's teachers and friendsin hisyouth.
Neither the trees nor the Ithorians had the wegpons to fight the
Empire

When the forest was destroyed, Captain Alima had turned his
weapons on the Tafanda Bay and ordered Nadon to surrender. In a
last-ditch effort to save his own people, Nadon had no choice but
to relinquish the secrets of Ithorian technology to Alima

As punishment for reveding the Ithorian agricultura

ceremonies, Nadon could il hear the elders judgment ringing in
hisears, "We banish you from Ithor and from our mother jungles.
Go and consider your evil actionsin solitude.”

Home. Nadon found himsdlf both envying Muftak and feding
gratitude that perhaps the hairy creature would find joy.

Nadon was interrupted from hisreveries by acomlink cal on

his persond channel.

"Nadon," Muftak said over audio, "l just sold your nameto this
Lieutenant Alima. Y ou had better get home to meet him. Be careful,
my old friend."

"Thank you," Nadon said.

When Momaw Nadon reached Mos Eidey, hishouse was quiet. With
the suns down, many of the townspeople were on the streets,
enjoying the cool evening. Out across the Dune Sea, winds raced
over the sand, raising clouds of dust. Static dischargesin the

dust clouds made the night growl with the sound of distant dry
thunder.

Nadon unlocked his door, checking the doorjamb for any sign

that someone might have forced their way in before him. Theair in
his house was rich with the smell of water, and dreekafish

chirped among the reeds of the pond in hisliving room. Everywhere
in the dome, cregpers climbed the pourstone walls toward the
skylights. Small trees shivered under the weight of a breeze
produced by fans.

Nadon made hisway over apaved trall into one of hismany sde
domes, to asmall grove of Bafforr treesthat glowed pae bluein



the starlight under black leaves. Nadon knelt before them and
wrapped hislong leathery gray fingers around the trunk of one
tree. The bark was smoother than glass.

"My friends," Nadon whispered. "Our enemy Captain Alimais
coming. | do not know how to admit this, but | wish tokill him."
The bark hummed under histouch, and a pure and holy fegling
enervated him, asif light entered his every pore. The soothing
mind-touch of the sentient trees nearly overwhelmed him with its
beauty, but the trees were displeased by his confession. Above
him, the black leaves trembled, hissing the words, "Noooo. We
forbidit."

"He dew the Bafforr of Cathor Hills," Nadon said. "Heisa
murderer. And he killed your brothers so that he could gain
gregter prestige among evil men. His every intent wasimpure.”
"You areapriest of Ithor," the woods whispered. "Y ou have
vowed to honor the Law of Life. Y ou cannot day him."

"But hekilled your kin," Nadon reasoned. He did not know if

the Bafforr understood him. Each treeinitself had limited
intelligence, but through ther intertwining rootsthey were
connected and thus formed agroup intelligence. A large forest
grew wiser in lore than any other being, but these few treeswere
not, agrest forest. Still, Nadon had not come for their counsd,
only for their permission.

"Our kinwould havedied intime," the Bafforr reasoned. "Alima
only hurried their end.”

"Just as | wish to hurry Alimasend,” Nadon said.

"You arenot like Alima" The trees sharpened the focus of

their mind-touch, and Nadon gasped at the beauty he felt asrivers
of light cascaded through him. The profound peace that settled in
his bones was meant both as areward and awarning. While he
basked in the glow, he dreaded the moment when he would have to
leave the sacred grove and return to the mundane world. "If you
break the Law of Life," the Bafforr said, "wewill no longer be
ableto tolerate your touch."

"I would not kill him mysdlf," Momaw Nadon pleaded. "I would
command the vesuvague tree to strangle him, or | would havethe
aleth consume him or the arool poison him.”

"All of these arelower lifeformsthan us" the Bafforr said,

"and they respond to your command asif they were common weapons.
But once again, we warn you, you cannot bresk the Law of Life."
The mind-touch of the Bafforr withdrew abruptly, and Nadon
choked out a sob as he was suddenly excluded from the group mind.
Hefédll to hisface and began to weep.

"Fancy meeting you here," an unfamiliar voice said. Momaw Nadon
turned.

Benesth aglow globe that shone like amoon stood an aging
human in an Imperia uniform. Emera d-winged moths fluttered about
the globe, and for amoment the human eyed their bright green
wings

Alimasface was fatter than when Nadon had last seen him, and
his voice had grown hoarser with age. His cheeks had sagged and



his hair was graying, but Nadon recognized him. He would have
recognized that face anywhere. "'l seeyou are till apriest,

crying over your sacred trees" Alimasaid. Hewaved ablaster
toward the grove.

"And | seethat you are still aservant of evil," Nadon said,

"though somewhat falen in rank."

Alimachuckled. "Believe me, my old friend," he countered, "my
fall from grace was carefully orchestrated. Only afool would want
to be captain of Lord Vader'sflagship The mortdity rateis
phenomend. Still, Vader finds usesfor me even asalowly
lieutenant - which iswhy I'm here. So, tel me - enemy of the
Empire - wherethe droids are. | paid good money to learn the name
of onewho was said to be harboring them."

"Then you wasted your money,” Nadon retorted, hoping that
Muftak had extorted plenty. "I don't know the location of any
droid."

"But you are an enemy of the Empire, serving the Rebellion,”
Alimawhispered dangeroudy. "I'm sure of it!"

"I know nothing about any droids," Nadon answered softly. He
checked Alimaslocation. The warrior stood close to an arool
cactus. Nadon could command it to strike, but in order to get
within range of its inging spines, Alimawould haveto movea
couple of steps farther down the path.

Nadon got up from die forest floor, stepped onto the path, and
backed away from Alima, hoping to lure him ameter.
Alimafollowed Nadon's eyes, glanced at the aroal. Do you

redlly think I'm so stupid asto walk into your traps, Priest?’
Alimaasked.

Alimaraised his blaster and pointed it at Nadon, then abruptly
swiveled and fired into the grove of blue-glowing Bafforr. A tree
exploded into flame, itstrunk splitting under the impact. Black
leaves rusded and waves of pain rippled from the woods, battering
Nadon's senses asif they were mighty fists.

"You will devote dl of your resourcesto finding those

droids" Alimasaid. "Look to your friendswithin the Rebellion.

If you do not have alocation on the droids by tomorrow evening, |
will sew your eyes open and make you watch as | take a vibroblade
and dice each limb off your precious Bafforr trees, oneat a

time. Then I'll drop athermd detonator in your living room and

fry therest of your damned vegetable friends. Beieve me, if your
family were here or if | thought there was anything that you loved
moreinlife, | would gladly destroy it, too - "

"I'll kill you - " Momaw Nadon shouted, his stereophonic voice
ringing through the dome surprisingly loud.

"You?' Alimaasked. "If | thought you had it in you, I'd have
brought a squadron of men. No, you'll cavein to my demands, just
asyou havein the past!"

Alimaturned and walked away, unconcernedly, and Nadon could do
nothing but watch helplesdy even though rage burned within him.
When Alimahad left, Nadon went to his grove to seeif he could
save the wounded Bafforr, but the pale blue sheen of itsglasdike



trunk was dready turning black in degth.

He reached out for the treeswith hismind. Nadon fdll to his
kneesin the mossy turf under the dark leaves and pleaded, "Now?
Now may | kill him?*

Theleaves of theliving Bafforr treescircling him rustled

dimly in response. "What? What happened? Who touches us?'
Momaw Nadon listened to the trees voices. Their number had
been reduced from seven trees down to six- just below the number
needed for the grove to achieve true sentience. He could not tell
how much they might understand. "Momaw Nadon, afriend, touches
you. Our enemy killed amember of your grove. | wish to punish him
for hisact."

"We understand. Y ou cannot bresk the Law of Life," the Bafforr
whispered with findity. "Weforbid it."

Nadon backed away without closing his eyesin the traditional

sgn of acceptance. Perhaps the Bafforr were willing to diefor

their principles, but Nadon could not st by quietly and let them.

He consdered his options. He amid search for the droids, give
into Captain Alima's demands.

The thought was s0 revolting that it caused Nadon physica

pain, made hiseyesfed gritty and itch. Nadon rubbed his

forehead between hiseyeswith hislong thin fingers, physicaly
gimulating a pleasure-inducing gland dong the ridge of his brow

S0 that he could think clearly again.

If the Empire wanted those two droids so badly, then it was
imperative that the Empire not get them.

No, Nadon had to fight. Lieutenant Alimawas adangerous man-as
vicious asthey come. Hewould leave atrail of charred and
mutilated victims behind in his search for the droids, and sooner

or later, someone would tell him what he wanted to know.

As much as Nadon detested violence, he knew that Alimawasa
mongter, someone who must be destroyed. It would be asmall loss
to the Empire, an ineffectua blow, but Alimarepresented a
congtant, undeniable threet to the Rebel Alliance.

Just asimportantly, by letting Alimalive, Nadon would be

alowing the man to kill more plants, more people. Nadon couldn't
dlow Alimatolive.

In another room a sprinkler system softly hissed to life, and

Nadon took that asasignal to leave. He checked his utility belt

for some credit chips, then went out the front door.

Down the street, he spotted three stormtroopers on guard,

gtanding together talking. They didn't hide the fact that they

were watching his house. Nadon had to walk past them. The flashing
red lights on their blaster riflestestified that therifleswere

set to kill. As Nadon passed, one of the stormtroopers peeled away
and followed at adiscreet distance.

The streets were crowded now that full night had hit and the
blistering temperature had falen to acomfortable level. Nadon
passed through the markets and had no trouble losing the
stormtroope.

Nadon made hisway to Kayson's Weapons Shop. The gruff human



who owned the shop had been in business forever, but Nadon had
never set foot on the premises. It took lessthan five minutesto

buy a heavy blaster and aholster that could be concealed under
Nadon's cloak, then the Ithorian was back out the door.

He wandered the streets aimlessly for nearly an hour, without

any kind of plan. He smply hoped to spot Lieutenant Alima, pull
his blaster, and shoot the human. Nadon knew that nothing much
would be accomplished by such an action. He would kill the human,
but in the end he would forfeit hisown life. The precious Bafforr
treesin his home would be uprooted by whoever took over his
house, and one way or another he would never be able to speak widi
them again. But at least they would not be tortured by the likes

of Alima

He set the blaster to kill, then searched the streets until he

heard the scream of fire Srensin his own neighborhood. For a
moment he was struck with horror, fearing that Lieutenant Alima
had already come to burn his house, but as he ran up the Streets,
Nadon saw that some trader's home was aroaring blaze.

Firelight reflected from the column of smoke, lighting the
sreetsand dleysin adull red.

From every home, people were running toward the house with foam
canisters. Water was so precious on Tatooine that the authorities
would probably let the house burn rather than waste the water used
in thefoam extinguishers, but if the hapless owner of the home
wasin the vicinity, he might purchase enough canisters - at

inflated prices - to rescue hisvaluables.

From the corner of hiseye, on aside street, Nadon glimpsed

the dark uniform of an Imperia officer with itshilled cap. He
turned just in time to recognize Lieutenant Alimawalking
seadfagtly up the hill toward thefire.

Nadon rushed up the street parallel to Alimas path, then

turned down the next dley, running toward Alima. He pulled out
his blaster, fumbled with it momentarily. The gun was not madeto
accommodate an Ithorian's extraordinarily long, thin fingers, and
Nadon could hardly get hisfinger into thetrigger guard. He found
that his heartswere racing, thumping wildly inhischest likea

pair of Jawasin astruggle.

Nadon huddled against awall, and checked the Side Streetsin
three directions. He could not see anyone. Good. There would be no
witnesses.

Alimawalked into the open not ameter away, and Nadon shouted
hisname, pulled the blaster up leve to Alimasface.

Alimaturned and looked at the Ithorian calmly, glanced & the
blaster.

"Come here, into the dley!" Nadon commanded. His mind was
racing, and he could not think what to do. He thought of pulling
thetrigger, but he wanted to talk fird, to tell Alimawhy he

felt he had to do this. Perhaps, Nadon thought, hewill even

repent. Perhaps he will turn away from the Empire. Nadon'slegs
cramped, aching with the desire to run, his species preferred
response for coping with danger.



Alimalaughed. "Y ou can't kill mewith ablaster set to Stun,”

he said. Nadon knew he had set the blaster to Kill, but feared
that perhapsit had been knocked off the setting by accident.
Nadon glanced down in horror at the indicator lights on the
blaster, saw the red flashing lights of the Kill setting. Just as
Nadon redlized his mistake, Alimadodged from Nadon's line of fire
and pulled hisown blagter.

A blue bolt tore through the darkness, damming Nadon between
his ssomachs, knocking the big Ithorian into the sonewall & his
back. For amoment, it seemed that awhite sun blazed before his
eyes, and then Nadon found himself lying on the ground in adark
aley, and someone was kicking hisright eyestalk. Blood oozed
from the wound. Nadon reached up with hislong arms, trying to
cover hiseyestalks, and he moaned loudly.

His atacker stopped kicking, apparently more from being winded
than from any desire to offer mercy. "Y ou pacifist speciesare S0
patheticin battle,” Alimasaid, sanding over Nadon, panting.
"You'e lucky that my blaster was set to Stun!™”

Nadon groaned, and Alimawaved two blastersin hisface. "Find
methose droids! Y ou have until sunset tomorrow!" He pointed his
blaster between Nadon's eyes and pulled the trigger again.

Nadon woke with athrobbing achein his eyestalks. It was

nearly dawn, and a pae light washed through Mos Eidey, turning
the pourstone buildings to golden domes. Nadon wiped the blood
from hisface with his cloak, then managed to crawl to hisknees.
Hefdt asif he stood in awhirling fog that threatened to sweep
him away, and he leaned againgt the Side of the building for
support.

Stupid. I was stupid, he redized. For one split second, Nadon
had had the opportunity to kill Lieutenant Alima, and he had
failed to do so. Even though Nadon understood intellectudly that
the Empire could only be overthrown by violence, hisIthorian
nature had not dlowed him to kill.

Nadon closed his eyes, tried to blink away the pain. He glanced
up. A thin smoke hung over the city, and people were dready
beginning to scurry for cover from the morning heet.

Nadon got up and wearily headed for home, his ears ill

ringing. He shook his head, tried to clear it. He went into his.
house, sat beside a pool and washed the blood from his eyestal k.
During the cool of the night, moisture had condensed at the top of
the dome. Now it sometimesfell like droplets of rain. Above his
head was alarge gorsatree, astout flowering tree that used
phosphorescent flowersto attract night insectsfor pollination.
Now that morning had come, the pa e orange phosphorescent flowers
werefolding in on themselves.

In Mos Eidey it was rumored that Momaw Nadon's house was
filled with carnivorous plants. Nadon encouraged the rumor in
order to keep out water thieves. Besides, the rumors weretrue,
but those who walked through the biospheres under the High
Priest's pro tection did not have anything to fear.



Nadon went to a side dome where vines and creep ers hung from a
large, red-barked tree that stood beside apool. Nadon said, "Part
your vines, friend.”

Thetreg'slimbs quivered, and the vines parted, exposing the

trunk. In the dim light of morning, four human skeletonswere
reved ed hanging from the limbs near the trunk of the tree, each
with athick creeper wrapped around its neck - hapless water
thieves

Nadon fumbled beneath some thick grass near the treg'strunk,
pulled at ahandle until a concedled door jerked upward. A light
flipped on below him, showing the ladder |eading down.

Nadon had secreted many a Rebel in the room below, and for a
long moment he considered climbing down himsdlf, hiding. Perhaps
in this concealed chamber, he would be able to disappear from view
for awhile. Alimacould ignite atherma detonator in thisroom,

but there was a chance that Nadon could ride out the firestorm
intact, remain hidden.

He had enough food stored here to last for weeks. And Nadon was
sorely tempted to climb down.

But he couldn't. He couldn't Iet Alimakill his plants. One

last chance, Nadon thought. When Alima comesthisevening, | might
be ableto kill him yet.

Nadon got up, strolled through his biosphere, touching the

limbs of trees, stroking the gentle fronds of ferns, tasting the

scent of moisture and undergrowth, the lifeal around him.

There was no other way, Nadon redlized.

Hewould have to remain and fight, though it cost him al. In

the evening, Alimawould come. Nadon knew that Lieutenant Alima
would be true to hisword. He would sew Nadon's eyes open and make
him watch as he dew the Bafforr. It would gratify Alimaslittle
Imperid heart to know how he had tortured an Ithorian, leaving
Nadon dive to bear witnessto the Empire's cruelty. Alimawould
then incinerate the house.

Momaw Nadon considered what that would mean. All of his plants
would be destroyed, dl of his notes. "fears of work would be
wasted. Nadon considered the plants, decided that he would take
some contai ners outside, saving the specimens that showed the best
hope of improving the ecology of Tatooine.

The Bafforr would die - they could not be uprooted - but the
Bafforr had accepted their fate, and Nadon realized that now he
must accept his.

For years Momaw Nadon had hidden on this rock, seeking
cleansing, trying to overcome the anger that ins sted he should

fight back againgt the Empire. The elders of Ithor had balked when
he suggested that the Empire was aweed that needed to be
destroyed. His elderswould have |et the Imperias destroy the
Bafforr forests of Cathor Hills, trusting that some shred of de

cency left in Alimawould make him stop short of genocide against
an entire gpecies. His elderswould have forgiven the Empire.

But indl hisyears seeking spiritud cleansing, Nadon had

never been convinced that he was wrong. He believed that he had



been right to try to save what he could.

Nadon was not above killing an insect to save atree.

So, Nadon had to resst the Empire the best he knew how. Even

if that meant he had to watch the Bafforrs be destroyed. Even if

it meant he himsdf was destroyed. He could not just let the
Empirecrash him.

Nadon was exhausted, but could not deep. He decided to cam
himsdlf by continuing his Harvest Ceremony. Hewent to his
laboratory on the east wing of the house, opened thefruit of a
large Tatooine hubba gourd, and removed some pae, transparent
seeds. Using tiny robotic manipulators, he carefully opened four
young seeds and removed the zygotes.

Using his genetic samples from the Cydorrian driller trees, he

put the DNA into agene splicer. Mine genes controlled the

drillers root growth. Nadon took these genes, spliced them into
the hubba gourd zygotes, then returned the gourd's zygotesto a
nutrient mixture so that they could grow.

Thewhole paingtaking ritud camed Nadon immensdy, even
though he knew that soon most of hiswork would probably be
destroyed. The task took nearly twelve hours, and when Nadon
looked up from hiswork, he saw by the shadows on the wall that
nightfall was gpproaching. Soon, Alimawould come.

Timeto say good-bye, Nadon whispered. At thistime of the day,
hisgood friend Muftak would be trying to cool himsdf off a
Chamun's cantina-a difficult task congdering the thickness of

the four-eye'sfurry white pelt.

Nadon went to the cantina, thinking furioudy, wondering how he
might best lure Alimainto the dangerous depth of his own persona
biosphere.

The cantinawas as busy as usud-bustling with disreputable

diens. It was atough place, frequented by cruel beings.

Sure enough, Nadon found Muftak dtting alone at atable,

spping polarisaewhile hispartner in crime, thelittle thief

Kabe, chittered and wandered about in the darkness, begging Wuher
the bartender for juri juice and eyeing the pockets of the
cantinasinhabitants.

Nadon spoke to Muftak of inconsequentid things- the price that
Muftak had gained for salling Nadon's name, Muftak's dreams of
home. Always, Nadon tried to accentuate the positive, to leave his
friend uplifted, but Nadon's own thoughts were dark, and when they
drank atoast, Nadon found himsdlf offering comfort that he
himsalf could not receive.

Suddenly there was a disturbance in the cantina A hideoudy
scarred human named Evazan and his alien sdekick Ponda Babawere
picking afight with some wide-eyed loca moisture boy. "I have
the death sentence on twelve systems!™ the scarred human warned.
Nadon looked at the small group. The moisture boy was unfamiliar,
some farmer from the desert who had come in only moments earlier
with the old mystic Ben Kenobi. Nadon had seen Ben only once
before, when held come into town to shop. Nadon had noticed the
pair because the barkeep Wuher had shouted for them to leave their



droids outside. Evazan and Ponda Baba were regulars, had been
hanging around the spaceport for weeks.

Suddenly, Ponda Baba swung a clawed arm, bashing the moisture
farmer across the face, sending the boy crashing against atable.
Ponda Babathen pulled a blaster free just as Wuher shouted from
behind the bar, "No blasters"

Old Ben Kenobi whipped out an ancient lightsaber. It hummed to
life, flashing blue as he dashed off Ponda Baba'sarm, diced
Evazan's chest Then heflipped off hislightsaber and cautioudy
backed away with the young moisture farmer in tow.

Nadon followed Ben Kenobi with his eyes as the music went

slent. The bloodshed nauseated Nadon. Old Ben Kenobi took his
young friend to the back of the cantina, and together they spoke
with the Wookiee smuggler Chewbacca, then retired to aprivate
cubicle with Chewbaccas partner, Han Solo.

"I think | should be going," Nadon said to Muftak. "Things are
getting hot in here”

"Please" Muftak said heavily. "Onelast drink for old times.

I'm buying.”

Thiswas such an unusud offer that Nadon didn't dare refuse.

They ordered another round, and Nadou sat talking for afew more
moments with Muftak, said his good-byes. A moment later, Ben and
his moisture boy got up from their table at the back of the bar,

and a seed of thought sprouted in Nadon's head. He wondered what
businessthe old mystic from the Jundland Wastes might havein
town with smugglers, especidly bringing amoisture farmer in tow.
Then he remembered the droids that Ben Kenobi had with him, and
Momaw Nadon saw the truth Ben Kenobi was trying to smuggle the
droids off Tatooine.

In that one second, Momaw Nadon's hearts beat wildly and he saw
his salvation. Nadon knew exactly where to look for the droids,
and if hetold Alima, then thelieutenant would spare hislife,

But as old Ben Kenobi passed him, the mystic glanced camly

into Nadon's eyes, and somehow, Nadon suspected that Kenobi knew
what he was thinking. Ben and the moisture boy walked padt, yet
Ben said nothing to Nadon.

"Did you seethe way he looked a you?' Muftak asked. "Likea
Tusken Raider staring down acharging bantha. What do you think
that wasal about?'

"l have noidea," Nadon said. Y et he looked down at the table,
ashamed even to have thought of sacrificing someoneesein an
effort to escape hisown pain.

Nadon fell silent for amoment, glanced around the room.

Certainly, if Nadon could figure out what was happening here,
others might also. Y et Ben Kenobi was not aregular in town, and
few in the cantinawould have recognized him. No one followed the
old mystic out.

Muftak laid ahairy paw on Nadon's smooth gray-green arm. "Y ou
areafraid, my old friend. Y our worriesweigh on you. Isthere
anything thet | can do?'

Blaster fire erupted from a cubicle at the back of the cantina,



and Han Solo stepped out, bolstered his blaster. He puffed out his
chest in false bravado, threw a credit chip to Wuher as he | eft.
Muftak put ahairy paw to his head and scratched.

"| think | had better be leaving, too,” Momaw said. "I don't

want to be hereif the Imperials cometo investigate.”

Momaw hurried out, looked up at the suns dropping toward the
horizon. Timefor the torture to begin.

He glanced up in despair, wishing that he were like Han Solo,
wishing that he could kill someone who merited desth, then walk
away camly. But he couldn't. Evenin his deepest rage, he could
not harm another. And so, there was nothing left to do but save
what he could.

Momaw Nadon breathed deeply for amom ent, then hurried home and
began carrying the most valuable of his plant samples and setting
them outside the back door in the hope that they would escape the
fire

The streets were nearly deserted, except for afew

stormtroopers that watched the house.

When thisis done, Nadon promised himself as he worked, | will
go home. | will repudiate the elders and their foolish traditions.

| will bear the limbs of the burned Bafforr treesin my arms, and

| will show the elders my scarred eyes, and then they will see how
monstrous the Empire has become, and they will know that we must
fight.

Nadon chuckled to himsalf. Somehow, his spiritua eyes had been
sewn open long ago. He'd seen the evil, known he had to fight it.
But when Alima came and made the act physical, then Nadon's scars
would bear witnessto his people. The Ithorians were not a stupid
species. They were not as hopeesdy pacifistic as Lieutenant
Alimaand his Empire believed. Though they might never go to war
themsdves, they could till help fund the Rebellion. Perhgpsthis
onesmall evil act could turn againgt Lieutenant Alimainthelong
run. The Empiresevil will betray itself, Nadon told himself.

As he congdered the possibilities, Nadon felt astrange rush

of hope. Perhaps his suffering would be worth something after al.
Perhaps he could end this seclusion, return to hiswife and his

son and the vast forests of Ithor.

And as Nadon considered the possihilities, heredlized that his
loneliness and suffering here as an outcast on Tatooine did not

hurt so much. His deepest regret, he found, was not the pain he
had endured, but that hiswork here - his plant samples - would be
destroyed. On Ithor, the people had asaying "A manishiswork."
Never had the saying felt more true. By destroying the results of
Nadon's labor here on Tatooine, Alimawould destroy a part of
Nadon.

Nadon stood gazing down at hislittle plants Stting in the

sunlight outside the door, decided to carry them acrossthe

Street, give them abetter chance of survival.

The muted explosions of blaster fire punctured the air and

began echoing from buildings. Nadon looked up from hislabors.
Down the Street, stormtroopers that had been guarding his house



all began running toward the spaceport. Nadon looked up intimeto
see Han Solo's old junker, the Millennium Falcon, blasting into
thedy.

So, Nadon realized, old Ben Kenobi's droids made it off

Tatooine. He watched the ship for severa momentsto make sure
that none of the planetary artillery fired on the Falcon. When he
was certain that the ship had gotten away, he found himsdlf

running behind the stormtroopers toward the docking bays.

Outside the bays, some Imperia captain stood before dozens of
stormtroopers and port authorities, shouting in afrantic rage

"How could this happen? How could you let dl four of them get
away? Someone must be held accountable, and it won't be me!™
There a the back of the crowd, Nadon saw Lieutenant Alima
standing nervoudly, staring toward the ground. No one was stepping
forward to claim responsibility for Solo's breakout, and the

frantic look in the captain's eye suggested that he needed a
scapegoat.

Theevil of the Empirewill turn againg itsdlf. A manishis

work. Y ou cannot break the Law of Life.

Nadon redlized what he must do. He could never kill aman, but

he could stop Alima. He could sabotage the man's career, get him
demoted even further.

Nadon called out to the Imperid captain"Sir, last night |

informed Lieutenant Alimathat afreighter owned by Han Solo would
be blagting out of here with two droids asits primary cargo. |
suspect that your lieutenant's negligencein letting Solo escape

goes beyond ineptitude, and should be considered crimina in na
ture

Nadon looked at Alima, wondering if he could make such charges
stick. Nadon had a perfect memory. He would never get tangled in a
snare of hisown lies, so long as he chose those lies carefully.

"No!" Alimashouted, giving Nadon a pleading look that betrayed
profound horror. The Imperid captain was dready fixing Alima
with adark stare. Stormtroopers stepped aside, clearing a path
between the two men.

The captain glanced back at Nadon. "Would you swear to this
under oath, Citizen?"

"Gladly," Nadon said, seeing waysthat he could make hisfase
testimony stand up in amilitary tribund. The two had met done

in Nadon's house. Surely Alimahad listed his meeting with Nadon
in his persona logs. Nadon knew! that as Ithorians-arace of
peaceful cowards-his people were known as easy targets for
intimidation. Nadon could claim that Alima had tortured the
information from him. Certainly, with the bruises and bloody
eyestalks, he could show that he'd been tortured. There was agood
chance that Alimawould be demoted-perhaps even imprisoned.
The captain glanced back at Alimaand said, ™Y ou know what Lord
Vader would do if hewere here." Before Nadon had timeto blink,
the captain pulled hisblaster and fired into Lieutenant Alima

three times. Blood and gobbets of roasted flesh spattered across
the courtyard.



Nadon stared in shock, redlizing belatedly that the captain had

not wished to convene atribuna. He smply needed a scapegoat.

"l will expect your testimony to be recorded,” the captain

said. Momaw Nadon stood blinking, unable to move, and the suns
seemed to have gone cold. He wavered, feding faint. The
stormtroopers al began walking away, apparently heading toward a
trangport so they could leave Tatooine. The Law of Life kept run
ning through Nadon's mind like alitany. "For every plant

destroyed in the harvest, two must be cultivated to replaceit.”
Nadon knew that his act would require penance. The blood of a
man was on his hands, and such astain could not easily be
removed. But surely the Bafforr would understand. Surely they
would forgive him.

At last, before the Imperia medics could arrive, Nadon forced
hislegsto move. Numbly, he went to the warm corpse, leaned over,
and took two golden needles from his belt. He inserted the needles
and removed the genetic samples. On Ithor were cloning tanks that
would alow him to create duplicates of Alima. For his penance,
Nadon would nurture Alimas (win sons. Perhapsin their day, they
too would grow wise and kind, serving as Priests on Ithor,
promoting (he Law of Life.

Nadon packed the needlesin his utility belt, then headed

toward his biogphere. There would be so much to do before he | eft
Tatooine-depositions to give the Imperias, plantsto be uprooted
in preparation for the move, hubba gourd seeds to be sown in the
wilds.

A giff wind kicked up, and stinging sand blew in from the

desert. Nadon closed hiseyes againgt it, and alowed himsdf to
become lost for amoment in the memory of hiswifésfina embrace
as he was banished from Ithor, and in the memory herelished the
scent of hisyoung son. "1 will bewaiting herefor you if you

ever return,” she had said. And for thefirst time in ages Momaw
Nadon walked free and his stepsfdt light. He was heading home.

Be Still My Heart The Bartender's Tale
by David Bischoff

On hisway to work, Wuher, after-double-noon shift bartender at
the Mos Eidey Spaceport Cantina, was accosted. To make matters
worse, the accoster was hisleast favorite of the many things that
congregated in this most egregious of congregations of

intergaactic scum.

An extensor whipped from the pale shadows of the dley,
wragpping around hisankle lightly, yet with enough strength to
detain him. Automatically, Wuher reached to the back of hisbelt
for his street-club. A wegpon of some kind was dways a necessity
for those who strode the byways of ahaven for cutpurses and
cutthroats like Mos Eidey. However, the pathetic voice from the
juncture of walls and garbage cans gave him Stay.

"Please, gr. | mean you no harm. | humbly request asylum.”



Wuher blinked. He rubbed his grimy deeve over his puffy eyes.
He'd drunk too much of hisown barbrew last night and overdept.
Hehad afaint growl of hangover nagging him; hewasin no mood to
ded with riffraff begging for shelter or dms.

"Get off me," he snarled. "Who the hdll are you?' Wuher wasa
surly sort who preferred to keep histhoughtsto himself. Hedso
had arather aggressve curiosity sometimes, though. Thiswasa
trait that his employer, Chalmun the Wookiee, found- to beare
source in the chemical experimentation aspects of Wuher' swork,
but daimed would ultimately cause him grief.

" am Ceetoo-Arfour," squeaked the voice, accompanied by a
curious blend of whistlesand clicks. "1 have escaped from the
Jawas, who intend to utilize me for spare parts, despite extreme
functiond utility if | amleft in one piece - to say nothing of

the value of my consciousness. Through sheer good luck, the Jawas
used a corroded restraining bolt, which fell off, alowing meto
escape.”

Wuher moved farther into the shadows, his eyes adjusting

farther away from the ambient, anguished brightness that was one
of the planet Tatooine's charming qudities. There, amongst the
stacked refuse and plastic and meta containers, squatted one of
the oddest things that Wuher had ever laid eyes upon. And Wuher
had laid eyes upon far too many of these scuttling tech-rats for
histaste.

"You - you're ablasted droid!" he spat.

The metdlic cresture released whet little tenson wasleft in

the extensor and cr inged back with the vehemence of Wuher's
accusation.

"Why, yesdir, | amindeed. But | assureyou, | am no ordinary
droid. My presence on Tatooine is amistake on averitable cosmic
leve.”

The droid's body was low and rounded, smilar to the

streamlined contours of R2 units. However, thiswas where the
smilarity ended. Bulbs and boxy appendages hung like balconieson
the robot's sdes, amidst an array of two whiplike metal extensors
and two armatures invested with digits. In the very middle of its
sensor-node "face’ was an opening with agrill, set with what
appeared to be jagged, sharp teeth. The whole affair looked
cobbled together, as though the droid had indeed begun itslife as
an R2 unit, but had been sent onto other paths with the help of a
demented mechanical mind owning a half-baked e ectronic and
welding talent.

"Wait aminute. Y ou look like asouped-up Artoo unit, but you
sound like one of those pansy protocolers”

"My components include aspects of both units, aswell as

several more. However, my speciatiesinclude med preparation,
cataytic fud conversion, enzymatic composition breakdown,
chemica diagnostic programming, and bacterid composting
acceleration. | am also an excellent blender, toaster oven, and
bang-corn air-popper, and can whip up an extraordinary meal from

everyday garbage.”



Wuher goggled at the plasted contraption in disbelief.

"But you'readroid. | hate droids."

"I would be of extraordinary use!"

Wuher wondered why he was even giving the droid the time of
day. Damned curiosity, that must be it. He needed ablasted brain
scrub, that's what he needed. "L ook, machine excrement. | despise
your kind, as does my boss, for good reason. Even the lowliest
Jawa knows what tribe he'sfrom, even if he's stabbing that tribe
in the back. Y ou droids-who knowswho you are or where you're
from. Y ou look like bombs, and nine times out of ten you blow up
in the face of your owners, doubtlessjust to spite them.” Wuher
lifted afoot, planted it squarely on the thing's head. "Now get

out of my way. | havework to do!" He gave the thing ashove. It
rolled back, beeping, into the recesses of its corner as Wuher
proceeded on hisway.

"Sir! Kind sr! Forgive my offensel Reconsider! | shdl be here

al day, recharging my batteries. | dare not emergein sunlight,

for the Jawas will find me. Grant me asylum, and you will not be
sorry, | swear."

"Pah! Theword of adroid. Usdess!" the man snarled in

contempt.

With grand, elevated disgust, Wuher hurried away. Just one more
proof that he should not be so free about stralling through dleys
to save a scant few seconds. He avoided the darker, cooler ones,
since they tended to attract crowds. This one, though, was lighter
and Wuher had thought it would be a safe shortcut.

The normd byways of Mos Eidey were adusty cloud through
which double suns beat best beat hot radiation upon ugly buildings
and hangars. Occasionaly aroaring beast of a spaceship would
prope itsdf into the brightness of the sky, or descend shakily

to hunker down in hiding. The place smelled even more strongly of
itsusua blend of noxious space fuds and heated aien body
effluvia, touched with the occasiond whiff of exotic spice, or

rather more mundane rot or urine. Wuher noticed amidst the urban
burblings alarger number of speedersthan usud, aswell asa
discomfiting percentage of stormtroopers.

Something odd was afoot, that was certain.

Oh, well. It just meant that maybe held be busier at the
cantinatoday. Another shuck, another buck, as Chalmun so
eloquently stated.

Still, as the human bartender bustled through the busy streets,

sun hood up, squinting, he was bothered by that droid who had
accosted him. Wuher was well aware that droids were essentialy
harmless. To hate them was like hating your latrine or stove or
moisture vaporator if they'd somehow been overlaid with innocuous
consciousness. True, droids tended to be essentidly faithless,

with no ethicd or racia structure. So were alot of biologica
diensthat Wuher had met. The truth, the bartender knew, was that
droids were an easy target.

Wuher had been abandoned on Mos Eidey in early youth, ahuman
amidst peoples who didiked humans. He'd been kicked about and



gpat upon dl hissqualid, hard life. His boss hated droids
essentidly because they didn't drink and thus took up necessary
room in the cantina that might be occupied by paying cusomers.
Wuher hated everyone, but droids were the only creatures he could
actudly kick with impunity.

He was a bulky, middle-aged man, Wuher, with a constant late-
afternoon-shadow beard, dark bags under his eyes, and asurly
attitude from the top of his greasy head to the depths of hislow
stony voice. His eyes were hard and dark, and it was impossible to
see anything but quotidian amord stoicismin them. However, a
amadl fireflickered in his heart, adream that he kept dive with

hard work through years of drudgery. At night, shuffling back to
hisgrimy hove, often asnot alittle tipsy from hisown spirits,
Wuher would gaze up at the night starsin the blessed cool and it
would seem possible to actualy reach up and touch them, possible
tolive out hisfantasy.

Perhaps then, when that dream was achieved, he would no longer
haveto kick helpless, imploring droidsto bolster hisown

pathetic salf-esteem. Perhaps then he could give something to
lesser cresturesthan he.

The lumpy mushroom shape of the cantina billowed before him.
Wuher ssumped around to the rear entrance. Hetook out hisID
card, unlocked adoor, and walked carefully down dark steps. He
turned on lights. It was not dank down herein the cdllar. There
were no dank basements on aworld like Tatooine. However, adry,
earthy smdl wasthe foundation for al the other scents that

fought for attention here, smdllsthat hung upon the rows of
laboratory equipment, barrels and tanks and vats that rose from
tables and the floor like ridges of metd, plastic, and glass

mold.

Chamun imported aminimum of drinking materias, the chegp
bastard. The rest of what the Mos Eidey Cantina served was either
madein the city, or down here.

Wuher had little time. His shift topside started soon.

Nonetheless an urgent sense drove him to asmall dcoveinthe

rear section, a portion of the large basement where the other
employees seldom ventured. He turned on asmadll light there,
revealing amachine coi*-ssting of cails, tubings, dias, and

glass beakers. Inthelargest of these beakers, asmall amount of
dark greeo fluid had collected. Wuher examined the dials detail

ing gravity and chemica composition. A kind of acrid effluvia

hung over the enclosure, like moldy socks. Sweet music to Wuher's
nostrilsl And the didls and digita readouts-why, they displayed
amost exactly theratios of contentsthat Wuher had caculated
was necessary. A shiver of excitement passed over him. This could
be the stuff. Hiselixir! His perfect liqueur, suited expresdy to

the biochemicd taste buds of no less a personage than Jabbathe
Huitt, for al intents and purposeslord and dave master of the
crimina dement of Tatooine,

Wuher contained his trembles, took a deep breath, and found a
sterile dropper tube. Helifted the stopper of the beaker,



inserted the tube, and sucked up aminuscule amount. Carefully, he
withdrew the jade treasure.

Ah! If thisdidtillation was the right stuff, the drink that

Jabba the Hutt deemed to be the perfect liqueur, then what else
could Jabba do but name him his own persona bartender, didtiller,
brewer, winemaster? Thus eevated in position, the lowly Wuher
might gain reputation and moniesthat would alow him to ship off
thisand juncture of adesert snotworld to some bright, pristine

bar on aparadisa planet.

Wuher brought the tube toward his mouth. A dangle of fluid
sparkled diamondsin the amber light. Helet atouch drop to his
tongue. A flash and szzle. A diver of gasdithered off. The

pain wasimmediate, but he boreit. He dlowed the flavoids to
creep upon his palate like deasth marchers with cleated boots. He
winced and cringed and endured. Rotwort. Skusk. Mummergy. Bitter
and fiercely aromatic with akicker acohol afterburst.

Damnit, though. Not quiteright. Hisbioalchemist ingtincts,

having studied carefully Jabbas other favorite drinks, had
synthesized atheoretica perfect amalgam, aliqueur that would
delight the huge wormthing.

Thiswasnot quiteit. A certain lement waslacking. A certain
gagging whisper of illusve yet ineffably attractive decadence.
Damn.

The bartender went to get his apron, and to trudge wearily up

the stairs to where his smoky den of work awaited.

"Water!" demanded the green dien in itsannoying language.
"Bottled digtilled water, bartender, and make no mistake! I've got
the creditsfor thered stuff. Thisnose cantell if it's

anything more or lessl" The dien touched its abosurd proboscis
with one of itsgreen digita members.

Wuher's nose twitched. Wasit him, or wasthe stench in this
pangal actic hole worse than ever?"Wdll, buddy. It'syour cal,

but you look asif you could use something alittle stronger.”
Thedien'sjewdlike eyes glittered with fury and itsears

seemed to flap indignantly. "How dare you cdl me by afamiliar
name, you piece of human trash. Bdieve me, | an avdiant drinker
of dl manner of manly, po werful drinks. However, | makeitarule
to accept such only from real bartenders.”

A mangled face pushed itself across the underlit bar and into

the conversation. "Actudly, this guy makes some damn fine drinks
for alousy dung-eating native. Takeit from me-Dr. Evazan. I've
hed many drinksin al twelve systemsin which I've obtained a
death sentence and these drinks here pass muster!™

Wuher nodded surly thanks. However, the arrogant alien would
have none of it. This guy was a Rodian, Wuher knew-and a bounty
hunter from the boastful affront of him. A particularly egregious
combingtion.

"Nonsense," said the Rodian, tiny satellite addenda atop his

head turning back and forth as though searching for some
televison channd. Disdain dripped from histone. "Humans don't



have what it takes to be a proper bartender. The two terms are
mutudly exdusve!"

Thiswas the song that Wuher heard al too often. From the very
first day that hed graduated from his chemistry kit to ataste

for interesting drinks and had parlayed that knack into a

successful gpplication to adeazy but effective bartender
correspondence school, he'd been dumped upon for wanting to take
on the duties of serving drinksto an array of peoplesfrom
different planets, biomes, ecologies, what have you. Bartendersin
these sorts of places, frequented by different and unique
biochemidtries, were more xenoa chemists than smple pourers of
drinks. Y ou had to pay attention to what you were doing. Wouldn't
do at dl to serve up anice glass of the variation on sulfuric

acid that Devaronians enjoyed to, say, aGotal. Likewise, asmple
beer could make a Jawa shrivel up likeadug. It redly wasn't

that humans couldn't handle the challenge, it was generdly that
most of them didn't care to bother. Indeed, therewere afew in

old xenophobic Republic days who used the opportunitiesto dowly
ppoison enemies.

"Hey, greenie," snarled Wuher defensively. ™Y ou go to Chamun's
office. My cetificationisright on hiswal."

"l shdl! And | shal make every effort to have you fired from
thispost. Y our kind doesn't belong here." The Rodian leaned over
the bar with itswide orby eyes and stared directly into Wuher's

his species very confrontationa mode for expressing supreme
contempt. Wuher's nogtrils were immediately assaulted by a
stronger dose of the odor he'd noticed before. He cringed
backward.

"Pah. Coward!" The Rodian spat on him. "And be it known to you,
‘bartender,’ that |, Greedo, am highly valued in my employ by none
other than Jabba the Huitt. | shal aso make my complaint to him,
after | take care of the business| have cometo thislice-ridden
cantinato deal with. Now. My bottle of pure water, please. And
snaptoit beforel haveto come and get it mysdlf.”

The odor vas S0 strong that Wuher was momentarily stunned. Even
as he reached down, pulled up a bottle of water, clicked off the
top, hewasin afog.

That smell . . . Something about that smdll ...

Pheromones, surely. But unique pheromones, unlike any other

that Wuher had sniffed. The bartender had abig nose, with highly
trained and sengtive olfactory capabilities. Thiswas one of the
reasons he was such agood bioa chemist Something about this
Greedo-

The Rodian snatched the bottle avay, contemptuoudy dumped a
handful of credit chips on the counter, and marched away into a
dark corner booth. Even though held had thiskind of trestment
before, it ill stung Wuher. He fdt like a pile of womp rat

guano, and the fact that he could do absolutely nothing to avenge
hisdighted fedingsmadeit al theworse. This, mixed with that
amell. He could sméell that smell to the corns on the soles of his
feet. It touched him to the very core of his being, and he was not



entirely surewhy.

For the next moments, hewasin akind of reverie as he went
about hiswork, serving. He worked up some nice drinksfor the
band, whose music had actualy helped make working in this dump
bearable. He served an Aqualish and the Tonnikasisters. He
whipped up agaseous delight for the blues-loving Devaronian. All
the while in a sensory smog of anger and confusion.

He barely noticed the new arrivals until his assistant tugged

on histunic.

"Wuher. Weve got a positive on the droid detector."”

Alarm swept away the mental images as Wuher turned away and
looked down at the little Nartian cresture, two of hisfour ams
gl busy washing glasses.

"Thank you, Nackhar."

Wuher turned his attention to the entranceway, to where an old
man and ayoung towheaded fellow were making their way into the
light-speckled smoky darkness of the tavern, followed by a
sparkling, mincing protocol droid and arolling R2 mode!.

"Hey!" cdled Wuher in hisbest gruff voice. "Wedon't serve

their kind in here”

There was some confusion.

He had to make his position clear. Y our droids. We don't want
them here

The droidsleft.

He got particular satisfaction from booting the droids out. It

was one of the only exercises of power that Wuher truly felt
comfortable with-it was a clear and free areain which hewas sure
he would offend no one else. Nonetheless, even as he watched the
droids leave, something bothered him. The memory of that lone
droid, stranded in that aley, pleading for assi stance. Somehow,
the pang of that memory merged with the strong scent of Greedo's
pheromonesto create ajarring unease and yet odd excitement in
the bartender.

A young man in desert duds shook him and asked for some water.
It took a couple of shakesto get areaction out of Wuher, but
findly the drink was served and Wuher went about his business,
serving yet another squeaky randt.

He was so immersed in hisown particular funk that it took him
awhileto redize that an adtercation was building. Wuher looked
over to seethat Dr. Evazan seemed to be having a confrontation
with the young man. The older man stepped in and spoke. The next
thing Wuher knew, there was ablinding flash.

Alarmed, he cried out. "No blasters! No blasters!”

A light sword swashed through the air. A chop, aflop -and the
gun arm of Evazan's Aqualish companion separated from his body.
The old man and young man stepped away and after amoment of
slence, the band struck up again.

"Nackhar," said Wuher to hisassstant. "Please clean that up.

| have work to do."

Even though the doctor had stood up for him, Wuher felt no
kinship. The man was an ugly, bent, and demented creature.



Nonetheless, there was no reason to litter the floor with blood

and groans of the doctor's associate for an overlong time.

The Nartian scurried away.

Wuher went back to work.

A day's shuck, aday's buck.

Businessasusud at the Mos Eidey Cantina.

Too bad Chalmun wasn't around. Hisimposing figure usualy
discouraged these kinds of shenanigans. That Wookiee that had been
talking to the old man looked abit like hisemployer, only taller
and younger. He'd been hanging around before, with that larcenous
smuggler Han Solo. The spacer had burbled something yesterday
about the Wookiee being hisfirst mate. Dangerous profession,
that. Perhaps there were worse thingsin the universe than being
dumped on by Rodi-ansin the Mos Eidey Spaceport Cantina.
Stll, it rankled, and Wuher could fed hisanger and hatred

roiling and coiling like a stepped-on sandsnake.

The next thing he knew, apair of scormtroopers had come
through the doors and immediately stepped to the bar.

"We understand there's been aruckus here" sasid oneina

muffled eectronic voice through hiswhite skull-like hdmet.

"You bet," said Wuher. He looked around, saw the backs of the
perpetrators at atable at the far end of the establishment.
Curioudy enough, sitting across from them were none other than
Han Solo and hisWookieefirst mate. "The old guy and the young
guy over there."

He pointed. The sooner these troopers got out of here, the

better. They made him nervous. The place had plenty of trouble
enough asit was. Besides, storm-troopers were terrible tippers.
Wuher's mind dipped back into his musing as he went on
automatic pilot, making up barium frizzes and frosty sulphates and
even serving the odd shot and a draft. He even poured himsdlf some
of hisown homebrew ae, to take some of the edge off the mild
headache that sulked at the back of his skull. .However, during

al thishewas till haunted by two thingsthat smell thet il

clung to his nogtrils, and that squeaking droid. What was going to
happen to it? Why should he care? And what did it say its
Specidty was?

His musings were suddenly interrupted by aloud blast.

All heads swung toward its origin, the table where Han Solo

sat. The jaunty smuggler was rising up and walking toward the bar,
gticking hisgun back into its holster.

Wuher could not believe what he was leaving behind.

"Sorry about the mess,” Solo said, flipping atwo-credit chip
toward Wuher. Normally, Wuher would have immediately dapped a
pam down onto the coin to prevent its gppropriation. However, he
was far too stunned by what he saw to think about money.

There, flopped over at the table, was none other than Greedo

the Rodian bounty hunter, ashred of smokerisng up froma
blasted abdomen.

Greedo, dead asastarship rivet.

A kind of chill satisfaction moved through Wuher, atransection



of redlity and dream that did not occur often enough. True,
creaturesgot killed in here all thetime, and it would have given
Wuher far more satisfaction to have actualy been behind the
trigger of that blaster, seen its power rip through that

obnoxious, smdly-

A kind of transcendenta redlization flashed through the

bartender. Thought processes meshed thunderoudy in his head, and
it was as though the heavens had opened and the light of Cosmic
Wisdom poured down upon him.

That droid . . . that odd, frightened droid . . .

He had to get it out of harm'sway. He had to saveit!

"Nackhar!" he called.

Thelittle creature scuttled up. "Did you seethat, Sir? | say

that Chalmun should take all guns at the door. | say-"

"Areyou going to be the one to do the body searches, Nackhar?"
The ass stant bartender was stunned speechless at the notion.
"Take over for me. Theré's an urgent task | must attend to. |

shall be back soon. In the meantime, do not alow the body of the
Rodian to be moved a centimeter. Don't |et those Jawas trying to
bag it takeit out of here. Do you understand?’

"Yes. Of course-but if the police-"

"They can examineit al they want to, and there's no question
about who did it. However, claim it in the name of Chamun. It's
officidly our property now."

"But why can't you-where are you going?'

" am embarking on amisson of mercy!"

Thus saying, Wuher |€ft.

The droid was not amongst the refuse cans.

Alarm filled Wuher. Thething had said that it would be here

until nightfal. Its absence could only spell foul play.

Wuher bent and examined the sandy floor. Sure enough, tracks.
Fresh tracks, leading down the dley in the other direction.

Without afurther thought, either for caution or self-protection,

the bartender hurled himsdlf after them.

The droid must be saved.

He puffed through the twisting aleys, following the tracks.

The ground told the story clearly enough. Droid tracks. A pair of
smdl shoetracks. A Jawa had scoped the metal being out, asit
had feared. As he moved along, Wuher removed the club from the
back of hisbdt. Within moments, he heard the telltale beeping

and chitter the sounds of the droid and its new master.

Wuher dapped himsdf against awall, peered around the corner.
Sure enough, there they were, waddling dong. The Jawa had clamped
arestraining bolt on the odd-looking droid. They were within
yards of amain thoroughfare.

He must move quickly.

Without hesitation, Wuher the bartender leaped out from his
conced ment, ran up behind the Jawa, and fiercely and conclusively
brought down his club upon the back of its hood. Thunk. The Jawa
went down like abag of smunk roots. Speedily, the bartender



dragged the hooded creature back to a darker part of the dley,
trailing adight seepage of blood.

He went to the droid, examined its body, and found the
restraining bolt. He pulled it off and tossed it after the downed
Jawa.

Thedroid camedive.

"Sir! You have saved me. Y ou have ddivered mefrom my
enemied”

"That's right, Ceetoo-Arfour.”

'Y ou have undergone a change of heart. | knew it, | knew it,

| could tell that deep within you there beat a heart of gold. That
iswhy | risked my encounter with you. Why, diisis marvelous.
Thisiswhat they write stories about! A hard soul, changed for

the better. Thank you, kind human. Oh, thank you!"

"Y ou're welcome, Ceetoo-Arfour. Yes, | redized that you werea
wronged droid. The squalor and sadness of my life made meredlize
that | should do something good and worthwhile for once.” Wuher
smiled. "However, we shouldn't just stand here and banter. There
are doubtless more Jawas about. We should get you back to where
itssafe”

"Oh, my lucky stars shinethisday. Sir, you have redeemed my
fath in thetrue pure spiritudity of the human soul. For you

see, we droids, though of meta, possess consciousness and thus
spiritudity aswell."

"Oh, good. I'm sure we've got alot of philosophy that we can
discuss. Firgt, though, we should hurry on," said Wuher
solicitoudy. "Isthere anything that | can do to ease your path?’

"Y ou dready have, kind sr. And here | wasthinking myself the
poorest, most bereft soul in Mos Eidey. Thereisindeed room for
growth in the purity of the human soul.”

"'Yes, | have had a complete turnabout in my attitude toward
droids," said Wuher. "'l am bringing you back to the cantina. |

will hide you in the basement, where there are no droid

detectors.”

"Oh, oh!" said the droid, clearly enraptured by this stunning
turnabout. "Findly, | experience the milk of human kindness."
"Oh," said Wuher, with awry grin. "'l don't think I'm

particularly interested in milk today."

The drop depended, ajewel of promise.

Dropped.

The usua pain, of course. Too bad, but that was the price you
paid for syslem incompatibilities. Still, Wuher boreit soicdly,
even gladly, awaiting the news histaste buds would bring.
Already, his quivering nostrils were behaving in apostive
fashion asthe familiar wisp of steam roseto tickle them.
Around Wuher, as though hovering expectantly, were dl the
trappings of hisexperimenta acove, dong with itstwo new
additions. . .

Y es, yes, thiswas new!

He detected a hint of bergamot!



Better, something more. . . . and it struck him with such
tremendous power, it was as though someone had kicked him in the
head.

The taste of two bloody diensarut in atangle of erupting

spice pods and mud mushers.

Hefél off his stool, aspasm racking him.

"Master! Magter!" cried Cegtoo-Arfour. "Areyou dl right?!
Wuher shivered.

He shuddered.

Heaose, adlly smileon hisface.

"Wow!"

Helooked over at his till, at the larger beaker, dready

amog half full of thisdeadly dixir, and with so much more

gl bubblingly intheworksin the coilsand guts of his

makeshift |ab.

"It'seven better than I'd hoped,” he said. "Thisis exactly

the liqueur that will apped to Jabbathe Hutt"

"Jabba the Hutt, Master?' said the droid. "Is he not the

crimina gang lord of thisterritory?"

"Nonsense," said Wuher. "Heiswronged by his enemies. He will
not only be my benefactor, but ultimately yoursaswell.”

"Indeed"

"Yes. Of course. We're going into business together, Ceetoo-
Arfour. First we shal work for Jabba the Hutt. Then we shdll
shake the miserable dust of this detestable planet from our hedls.
Greatness, Ceetoo. We are destined for greatness!”

The rough bartender beamed at his new collaborator.
Ceetoo-Arfour stood in the very center of the alcove. Below a
new item that extruded from his barrel Sde- aspigot-wasasmal
bottle full of an emerdd-gray liquid. Just afew small drops of

this stuff had been sufficient to give Jabbasliqueur its new and
wonderful kick into theterritory of grestness. Wuher,

bioal chemist extraordinaire, was going to be able to keep Jabba
the Hutt happy avery long time.

From diedroid grill-jaw extruded anaked green dien foot,
pausing for amoment before it too was processed to remove every
last bit of preciousjuice in Ceetoo-Arfour's excellent chemical
extractors.

Hanging on aspike by the bubbling gtill was the other new
occupant of Wuher's bioalchemical acove the head of Greedo the
Rodian. Nackhar had had to fight hard with those Jawas to procure
the body. It had cost him severd rounds of free drinks, but it

had been worth it.

"Here'sto your pheromones, Greedo," said Wuher the bartender,
hoisting his dropper in toast. "Han Solo did both Rodian femaes
and yourstruly avast favor.” The head glared back blankly. "I
must say, the cresture was agnarly, gristly thing,” the droid

sad. "I'm afraid that my grinders shal be needing a sharpening
after thisarduous effort.”

Wuher grinned and winked. "Nothing's too good for you, Ceetoo.
Bdieve me, thisisthe beginning of abeautiful friendship.”



For, indeed, now Wuher the bartender had an entirely new
attitude toward droids.

Nightlily The Lovers Tde
by Barbara Hambly

"Madam, | am most sorry." Feltipern Trevagg switched off the
computer screen above his desk with the air of being anything buit.
"If you don't pay your water impost thereisn't anything | can do
about your water line being shut. | don't make the taxes.”

Asit happened, he had made this one, or at least made the
suggestion to the City Prefect of the Port of Mos Eidey that the
water impost be raised twenty-five percent. But, Trevagg reasoned,
rubbing his head cones as he listened once again to the Modbrek fe
male's frantic pleafor moretime, she probably wouldn't have been
ableto come up with the origina impogt, so it didn't redlly

matter. What mattered was that now, through proper go-betweens of
course, held be ableto offer her afew thousand creditsfor her
dwelling compound-which she'd be glad to accept, after going
without water or food for a couple of days-and rent it out by the
room. Provided, of course, he could arrange it with hisgo-
betweens before the Prefect heard about it and outbid him.

The Modbrek femaes distressirritated him. Coming from

another of his own species-another Gotal- it might have evoked
pity, though Trevagg had been less ready than many of his
compatriotsto yield to emanations of wretchedness and fear. But
Modbrekswere in Trevagg's opinion only semisentient, wispy ephem
era beings, hairless as dugs save for the grotesque masses of

blue mane that streamed from their undevel oped heads, with huge
eyes, and tiny noses and mouthsin pointy paefaces. Thisfemde
and her daughters, sending forth waves of anxiety, reacted on him
asakind of screechy music.

"Madam," hesad at last, Sghing, "'I'm not your father. And

I'm not a charity worker. And if you knew you couldn't pay your
water imposts-which | assume you did know, since you've beenin
arrearsfor two months and neither you nor your daughters have
troubled to find decent-paying work-you should have gone to your
family or some charity organization beforethis.

He nudged atoggle on the control board of hisdesk. A human
deputy in arumpled uniform camein and showed the three femaes
out. Trevagg could sense the man's pity for them, and adso, much

to Trevagg's disgust, the fact that the human found the insubstan

tid crestures physcdly attractive, even sexudly interesting.

Of course, Trevagg had dways had difficulty understanding how
humans found each other sexudly interesting. Wan, flabby,

squishy, they lacked both the Gotd ahility to transmit arange of
emotiona waves, and the contrast between strength and weakness so
necessary to pleasure. How could anyone. .. ?

He shrugged, and turned back to his desk to tap through acall.
Behind him he heard astep on the threshold, felt the heat of a



body-no closer than the threshold, and human range-and recognized
the eectromagnetic auraasthat of Predne Bau, Assstant

Security Officer of Mos Eidey. Fdt too like asmoky darknessthe
man's weariness, the bitter tang of his disgust.

"Y ou couldn't have et her have another month?' Bau's raspy
voice sounded tired. The heat of the Tatooine suns seemed to have
long ago baked out of Balu the savagery, the enthusasms so
necessary to a hunter. Trevagg despised him.

"She's had two. Water's expensive to import.”

A message flickered across the black screen of the recelver
pvliokam 1130. Trevagg moved afinger and the pixels wiped
themsalves away asif they had never been. Heturned in hischair,
to face Bau a heavy man, dope-shouldered in hiswrinkled dark
blue uniform, hair black, eyesblack, but the pitiful stubble of

what humans called beard was thickly shot with gray. A head likea
melon. Trevagg never could look at humans without fedling contempt
and alittle amusement. He knew they had other types of sensory
organs than head cones, but even after many years on the space
lanes- as bounty hunter, Imperial bodyguard, and officer of ship
security-Trevagg had never gotten over how slly, how ineffectud,
beings looked who didn't have cones. On Antar Four, though
everyone knew in their heart of heartsthat the Sze of one's

cones didn't affect their ability to pick up sensory vibration,

Gotas whose cones were undevel oped frequently resorted to
fdges

He samply, ingtinctively, had no respect for abeing without

them.

"Be ready with your deputy to closethe water linesto her
compound tomorrow."

Bau's mouth tightened under heavy cheeks, but he nodded.

"I'm going out. | should be back within the hour."

Walking through the marketplace of Mos Eidey dwaysfilled
Trevagg with asense dloseto intoxication. A hunter by upbringing
aswell asby blood, he had quickly found his current position as
atax officia adisgppointment. What had been represented to him
as an opportunity for acquiring vast quantities of credits had

turned out to belittle more than aclericd int.

Y et he sensed, he knew, that there were credits here to be

made.

In the marketplace of Mos Eidey, the hunter stirred againin

his blood.

Awnings flapped overhead in the baked breeze, the solar coats
casting black rectangles of hard shadow, the cheaper cotton and
rag staning the faces of those beneath them with red and blue
light. The harsh Sizzle of bantha burgers and much-used fritter
grease swirled from ahundred little Stands wherever some
enterprising Jawa or Whiphid could find room to set up asolar-
power stove. Races from every corner of the galaxy wandered the
banded shadows of this makeshift labyrinth. In one place a corpse-
faced Durosian was holding up strings of opaline "sand pearls' and



sun-gtained blue glass for acouple of inquisitive human tourigts;

in another, anearly nude Gamorrean belly dancer was performing on
ayelow-striped blanket to the appreciative whistles of a couple

of Sullustans, who were among the many races to find Gamorreans
attractive.

But more than anything elsg, it wasthe air of danger that

filled the place, the edginess, the watchfulness, that soaked
Trevagg's cones like drugged wine. After awalk in the marketplace
he dways came away wondering if he shouldn't pack in the Imperid
service and go back on the hunt.

But asdways, helooked around him a second time, and saw how
many of these people were dressed in castoffs or shabby desert
gear. He stroked his new jacket of deep green yullrasuede, his
close-fitting trouserstailored for hisform and no other, and

thought again. He might not have made his fortune on this blasted
piece of rock, but at least he could make alittle.

And the opportunity would come.

Had come.

His pulses quickened at the implications of the vibration he'dd

sensed two weeks ago, walking through this very market. All he
needed to do, hetold himself, was be a hunter, and wait. The
chance of hislifetime had come, and if he waited, it would come
agan.

If thingswent right.

Jabba the Hull's go-between, an enormoudy obese Sullustan
named Jub Vegnu, was waiting for him by Pylokarn's Health Food
booth. Pylokam, an aged and fragile human in trailing dirt-colored
rags and a garish orange scarf, had been oplimidicaly peddling
fruit juices and steamed balls of vegetable gratings for years

now, surrounded on al sides by adripping banquet of dewback ribs
and megaswest fritters-no sugars, no sdts, no artificial

additives, and no customers. Even Jabba had given up trying to get
apercentage of his nonexigtent takings.

Vegnu was leaning on the counter egting acaramdized
pkneb-something Pylokam would never have stocked-the juice of it
running down what chin he possessed; Trevagg bought asugar
fritter from anearby stand and joined him. At Pylokam's they

could be assured of being completely uninterrupted.

"I need to set up ago-between and aloan dedl," grated Trevagg

in hisharsh, rather monotonous voice. "'Ilmmediate takeover in
three days, complete secrecy from everyone. Ten percent to Jabba
of al subsequent take."

They haggled alittle about the percentage, and about what the

ded was, Trevagg knowing full well that if word got to the
Prefect-or indeed, to severad other members of the Imperia

service that he knew about- held be very likely outbid before the
widowed Mod-brek even decided she had to sdll. Intime Trevagg got
guarantees of secrecy, for what they were worth, but at the cost

of another four percentage points. At that rate, he thought

bitterly, it would take him ayear to make back hisinvestment . .



"Isthat it, then?' the Sullustan inquired, licking his stubby

fingers of the last traces of carame and grease.

Trevagg hesitated, and the go-between-with amost Gotal
sengtivity-tilted his head, waiting for what would come next.
Seeming to fed, Trevagg thought, how big the coming ded was.
"Not . .. quite

There was no need to scan the marketplace visualy. Trevagg
knew the hint held gotten, the buzzing, shivering sense hed
picked up in passing through two weeks ago, was nowhere around.
And he didn't know when it would return, when the person-the
cresture-that had caused it would next pass through Mos Eidey.
But it was aswdll to be readly.

"I will need a go-between on another dedl," he said dowly.

"For what?'

"l can't say." He hdd up hishand againgt Vegnu'simpatient
protest. "Not yet. But | need someone to act for mein aStuation
where, as an employee of the Imperia government, | would be
expected to perform asapart of my duties.

"Ah." Vegnu leaned back againgt the counter. "But acivilian,
performing the same task, would be rewarded?"

"Wdl rewarded," said Trevagg, hispulses girring again & the
thought of just how well rewarded. "And it'satask well within,
say, your capabilities.”

"How much?'

"Twenty percent.”

"Twenty-five," said Trevagg. "And that fiveisfor secrecy, for
absolute secrecy, at thetime.”

"About you?'

"And about the . . . nature of the task.”

The nature of the task, thought Trevagg, threading hisway
swiftly through the blazing dats of dust and shadow, heading back
toward the government offices afew minutes|ater. That is, after
al, the deicate thing about thisded. A smpletask, informing

the Imperia Moff of the Sector about someone. . . someone for
whom they had been looking for along time.

The sense that had come to him here in the market two weeks ago
had been likefinding ajewe in the dirt; the vibration itsalf

like asniff of perfume, scented oncein other circumstances but
never forgotten. Thetrick would be, of course, to keep hisgo-
between from taking that jewel-that one piece of information, that
name-and turning it in himsdf.

Trevagg the Gota knew hewould haveto be very careful with
this one, whose reward could get him the foundations of redl
wedlth.

Passing through the market two weeks ago, he had picked up the
unmistakable vibrations of gedi Magter.

"Lady to seeyou," reported the operations clerk in the next
cubicle as Trevagg reentered the office. After the blast furnace
of the noon street the prefecture seemed shadowy and cool asa



cave-the solar deflectors on the roof didn't redly start having
trouble until two or three hours past noon. Wereit not for the
shelves jammed with boxes of datadisks, the dust-yellowed hard
copy drooping from overstaffed storage boxes stacked along one
wadl-were it not for the dmost pa pable atmosphere of defest, of
grimy hopes and petty spites-the offices themsalveswould be
pleasant to enter after atime outside.

Only so long, thought Trevagg, as he strode toward his office.
Only solong will I haveto put up with this place. It was no

place for ahunter to be, no place for atrue Gotdl.

Jugt until he could accomplish hisfind hunt, trap hisfind

quarry. Until he could turn over to the Empire information about
this Jedi, whoever hewss. . .

It hadn't been a passer-through, that much Trevagg knew. After
losing the sense of the Jedi's vibrations in the marketplace-the
thick, strange buzzing in his conesthat he had been told long ago
was the concentration of the unknown Force, the magic of the Jedi-
he had gone a once to the docking bays, ascertained that no
vessel had taken off for the past severd hours. As collector of
imposts he had access to passenger lists, and had madeit his
businessto personally check each traveler.

And in two weeks of roving every corner of Mos Eidey, he had
never sensed that particular reaction again.

So it must be someone on die planet, but not in the town.
Someone who had come to do marketing, for instance.

Trevagg was a hunter. He would wait.

Hismind wasfull of this, rather than whoever thistedious

fema e was and what she wanted of him, when he stepped through the
office doorway-and fell in love.

Thevibration of her filled the room, before she even turned at

his entrance. It was an intoxicant, a heady compound of milky
warmth that he could fed dmost through his skin, of trembling
vulnerability, of an eectrogpectrum auralike anew-blown pink
tedlablossom, and of an innocent and unself-conscious sexudlity
that almogt lifted Trevagg off hisfest.

She turned, putting back the white gauze of her vell, to revea

an alien lovelinessthat stopped his bregth.

What race, what species shewas, he didn't know. It didn't
matter. Skin blue-gray as desert'sfina twilight molded over the
proud jut of cheekbones any woman on his home planet of Antar
would kill to possess, double, treble rows of them blending softly
into the fragile ridges of the chin. Moreridgesled the eyeinto
the graceful curve of proboscis, afeature Trevagg had aways
consdered gtriking in such races-like the Kubaz or the
Rodians-who possessed them. Eyes wide, green as grass, and fringed
with ferny lashes peered timidly from beneath a deep splendor of
brow ridge, like the eyes of arock tabbit too frightened to flee
ahunter's step.

But above the brow was what drew Trevagg's eyes. Haf-hidden by
the cloaking gauze of the vell, the skull roseinto four perfectly
shaped, exquisite conelets, their smallness, their smoothness



seeming to invite the touch of amale hand, the bresth of male

lips

Of course they couldn't redly be cones, thought Trevagg the

next moment. She was no Gotal, but someone of the dull-minded and
insentient lesser races. . . But the imitation was perfect, and

it was enough.

He wanted her.

He wanted her badly.

"Sir..." Her voice was hdlting, but of abeautiful, even key,
modulated like a deegp-toned flute through the proboscis. Her three-
fingered hands, skin tailored over jewellike knobs, seemed to

cling to the edges of the veil she had just laid aside, asif for
protection. "Sir, you must help me. They said | should cometo you

Trevagg found himsdlf saying, "Anything..." Then, quickly

correcting himsdlf, for hewas, after al, an officia of the

Empire, he added, "Anything in my power to assist you, miss. What
seemsto be the trouble?!

"l have been put ashore." Distress and fear blossomed from her
intrembling waves. "They said there was something wrong, with my
papers, there was a passage tax.”

Trevagg knew al about the passage tax. That was something else
hed come up with.

"I ... | had to budget very closgly in order to visit my sister

on Cona, | ... my family isnot wealthy. Now I'velost my seat on
the Tellivar Lady. But if | pay the passage tax | won't have

enough to return to my mother on H'nemthe." The name of her home
world came out like adainty sneeze, unbdievably entrancing. The
vibration of her sorrow was like the taste of blood-honey.

"My dear . . ." He hesitated.

"M'iilyoom Onith," she supplied. "Themiiyoom isthe white

flower that blossomsin the season of trine, the season when all
three moons givetheir light. The nightlily."

"And | am Feltipern Trevagg, officer of the Empire. My dear
Nightlily, I shall go investigate this matter at once. It grieves

me to be unable to offer you better quartersto wait in, but this

city isnot asavory one. | shdl return within moments.”

Bau wasin the outer office, boots on desk, drinking afizzy

whose bulb sweated in the stuffy heat. He cocked adark eye at the
Gotd as Trevagg closed his office door. "Give the child back her
seet, Trevagg,” he grunted. "Y ou don't need the seventy-five
credits. Y ou run, you can catch the Tdllie before shelifts.”

Trevagg leaned across the officer and tapped akey on the

board. The screen manifested the schedule. Unlike many Gotdl,
Trevagg had mastered computers quickly, once thosein the
prefecture had been properly shielded. The Tdlivar Lady lifted a
1400, and he knew Captain Fane was punctual .

But an hour wouldn't be enough.

"Trevagg ..." The officer's voice halted him as he reached for

the door. Trevagg turned, mostly from adesreto legitimately
waste time - held have to walk very dowly indeed to actudly miss



the Tdlivar Lady'slift. "Y ou're ahunter. Y ou ever hear of the
Force?'

Trevagg went absolutely cold ingde. Heonly said, "No."

"It's supposed to be some kind of magic field ..." Bau shook

his head. "The old Jedi were supposed to haveit." Helifted a
hand to indicate the Imperial communique, tacked to the discolored
plagter of thewall behind him, offering fifty thousand credits

for "any members of the so-called Jedi Knights." Ten thousand for
information leading to the capture of.

Unless, of course, it was the captor's or informant's job to

capture or inform. Then they just got their sdlaries. And anice
letter of commendetion from the local Moff.

"l heard rumorsthe Jedi have been seen on Tatooine," said

Bau. "I've had awatch on Pylokam's stand - figuring the one
place a Jedi might show up. Someone's got to drink that herb tea.
But | wondered if you'd run across anything - strange.”

"Only what Pylokam serves at that stand of his," grumbled
Trevagg, and made afar more precipitate exit than he'd planned.
It till took him agreat dedl of dawdling on the way to reach
Docking Bay 9 too late to stop the liftoff of the Lady.

Nightlily was dazzled to be taken to luncheon &t the Court of

the Fountain, the closest thing to a high-class restaurant Mos
Eidey boasted. It occupied one of the sprawling stone-and-stucco
palacesthat dated from Mos Eidey's long-ago boom days,
reflective solar screens had been stretched over the many
courtyards where fountains trickled and gurgled among exotic
plants and gemliketiling. It was small, of course, and catered
mostly to thetourist trade, but Nightlily was atourist, and she

was enchanted. Jabba the Hutt-because, of course, Jabba owned the
place-boasted that there wasn't an gppetite in the galaxy that
couldn't be catered to by his persona chef, Porcellus.

Porcellus, who only operated the Court of the Fountain during
those few hours not spent in preparing the Bloated One's
gargantuan repasts, knew perfectly well that he'd befed to
Jabba's pet rancor if the Hutt ever grew bored with his menus, so
he was an enthusiastic chef, indeed. And, in away, he took great
pridein hiswork. Thefilet of baby dewback with caper sauce and
fleik-liver pate was the best Trevagg had ever eaten, and when
Nightlity hooned, with modestly downcast eyes, that virgins of her
people were only permitted fruits and vegetables, Porcdlus outdid
himself in the production of four courses of lipanaberriesand
honey, puptons of dried magicots and psibara, abaked felbar with
savory cream, and staggeringly good bread pudding for dessert.
And agresat ded of wine, of course.

"Nothing istoo expensive for you, beautiful one," responded
Trevagg, to her hummed protest about the expense. " Or too good.
Have another glass, my darling." Hewould definitely, he thought,
have to have a chef who could cook dewback like this when he col
lected hisreward. "Don't you understand that fate has brought us
together, fate in the form of astupid ruling by avena



officid?' Hetook her hand in his, loving the sdtin texture, the
smooth eroticism of the way the knots on its back tightened and
swelled at histouch. "Don't you understand what | fed for you?
What | felt for you the moment | entered the office, the moment |
heard your voice?'

The moment | sensed in you the ultimate prey, the most

beautiful of conqueststo be vanquished?

Sheturned her face aside, confused. The long il ver serpent of
her knife-pointed tongue ran nervoudy out to pick at theremains
of the bread pudding in agesture he found amost unbearably
sexud. It had to be muscled to those three sets of cheekboneson
theinside - what could he not persuade her to do with that
tongue!

Hewasn't sure exactly what inner vibrations he should transmit
to convince her of hisoverwheming desirefor her - she obvioudy
didn't have the civilized sengtivity of aGotal, maybe couldn't
pick up anything a al and was operating entirely at the face
vaue of hiswords. Judging by her conversation, she was either
barely sentient or truly stupid, and in any case, Trevagg had very
littleinterest in femaes thoughts or desires.

He cradled the Side of her face with hishand, reveling in the
daintiness of the cheekbones under his clawed strength. He fdlt
her timidity, and with it, adawning wonderment, asurge of
glowing excitement in her heart.

"Don't you understand that | need you?"

"Areyou proposing . . . marriage?' She stared up at him, awed,
dazzled, halfway to surrender.

Softly he nuzzled the sde of her face. Stupid asabrick, he
thought. But he'd get this one into his bed before the day was

through.

"Trevagg, leave the girl done." Bau spokein alow voice, S0

that Nightlily, in the outer office, would not hear. The security
officer douched in the doorway of Trevagg's cubicle whilethe
Gotal keyed through a credit transfer and ticketing information on
the Star-swan, leaving early tomorrow morning.-The least he could
do, hereflected, was give the girl passage out of here-third

class, naturdly-to wherever the hell shewas going. Besides, once
he'd had her he certainly didn't want her hanging around under the
impression that he was actudly going to go through with marrying
asemisentient aien bimbo, wondrous though she might be between
the sheets.

"Leave her done?’ Trevagg turned around disbelievingly,

garing at the human. He kept hisvoice quigt, till excluding
Nightlily, who was just visible through the doorway past Bau's
shoulder, Sitting at an empty desk with her head bowed in shy
ecstasy and her veilshaf drawn about her face. ™Y ou can be
anywhere within four meters of that-that love morsdl, and you say
leave her done?

Bau turned his head to consder her. Trevagg could tell from

the man's temperature and the vibration of his pulses, even at



thisdistance, that he found her no more sexudly stimulating than
he'd have found a Jawa. Disgust flooded him at the sheer, gdling
insengtivity of humans.

"Trevagg,” sad the officer, "maost species-mogt civ
ilizations-ogtracize members who bear hybrid children. If you find
her attractive there's probably enough enzyme compatibility for
you to get her with child. Y ou'd be ruining her for life."

Trevagg emitted asharp, barking laugh. "I can't believe you.

Y ou're within two meters of that, and you're talking to me about
enzyme compatibility? Man, grow some gonads! If shewasworried
about that she shouldn't be traipsing around the galaxy in that
flimsy little head-vell inthefirg place”

Bdu put hishand on Trevagg's arm warningly, and the Gota
halted in surprise. Balu seldom showed any disposition to care
about anything, but there was a definite threet in his dark eyes.
Petiently, Trevagg promised, "All right. I'm only taking her

out for awak. She can dways say no."

But after three drinks at the Mos Eidey Cantina, he reflected,

as he entered the outer office again and took Nightlily'sarm -

not to mention the prospect of marriage that seemed to push every
switch on her board - it wasn't at dl likely that she would.

"| can't believe that youwould. . . would truly love me

enough to wed," crooned the girl, asthey crossed the brazen
burnish of dust and sunlight in the street. "The males of my
species. . . fear that commitment. That giving of dl for love.™
"The males of your speciesarefools,” growled Trevagg, gazing
deep into her eyes and drinking in the heady perfume of her
sexudlity. Asfar as he was concerned that went for the femaes
too, but he didn't say so. He glanced back from the shadows of the
buildings opposite, just in timeto see aflicker of dusty robes,
thetrailing brightness of an orange scarf...

Pylokam the health-food sdller. Crossing the street to the
government offices,

The Gotd' smind seemed to click, al thingsfdling into

place with a hunter's cutting instinct. Balu. Pylokam had seen
thejedi.

Hisfirg reaction was sheer annoyance. Hed already told
Nightlily he'd booked passage for her on the Starswan, and shed
flung her arams around him, asking if he had booked his own
passage, to come to H'nemthe to marry her with due ceremony before
her mother and ssters. He'd gotten out of that one by promising
to embark within afew days"I| am an officid of the Empire, you
know. | can't just leave everything al in amoment, though,
believe me, | will be counting the days.” But it meant that there
was no putting her off.

There was no reason for Pylokam to come to the impost offices
other than to report to Bau, and he knew Bdu, for al hisworld-
weary dovenliness, was not one to waste time. He'dd
investigate-and he'd report.

And that meant Trevagg would haveto find someoneto
assassinate Balu this afternoon.



Ordinarily, of course, hed have gotten in touch with Jub

Vegnu, set up ameeting, made an appointment with Jabba the Huitt,
and arranged for payment ...

But of course he knew-everybody knew-that freeance ns
wereten for ahdf-credit in Mos Eidey and most of them were
supposed to hang out in the Mos Eidey Cantina. It couldn't be
that difficult to meet one. The encounter would presumably be
short and sweet-that's what assassins were for, to make life easy
for those who had other things to do-leaving him plenty of the
afternoon and dl of the evening to conclude an encounter of
another kind with Nightlily inthe Mos Eidey Inn.

If entering the government offices from the noon street was

like passing into a (more or less) cool grotto, trangtion from

the late-afternoon dust and glare into the near-darkness of the
cantinawas comparable to being swallowed by a banthawith
indigestion. Trevagg's hunter eyes switched dmost ingtantaneoudy
from day vison to night asagreat drench of vibration hit him
overlapping e ectrospectrum fieds, persond magnetic auras
buzzing like ahive of bees, haos of irritation and annoyance
swollen by the proximity of strangers and exacerbated by every
sort of psycho- and neurd relaxant known in the galaxy.

It was like the marketplace, only more sinister, without the

bright spiciness of making aliving. The thoughts and emations
swirling through the gloom were darker, more dangerous, against
the brassy twirling of the little dark-clothed, insectoid band.
"Areyou sureit'ssafe?' hummed Nightlily, dlinging once moreto
hisarm, and Trevagg patted her hand. Her fear reacted on his
hunter'singtinct as her anxiety and distress had earlier-prey
sgnasthat read as an invitation to conquest. Hefelt an amost
overwhelming desireto crush her inhisarms.

Instead he cradled the back of her exquisite coned head in one
hand, said, "With me, you're safe, my blossom. With meyoulll
adwaysbe safe”

They took one of the smadll boothsto the left of the raised

entry vestibule, Nightlily gazing around her, fearfully marveling.

In addition to being avirgin, she had confessed to Trevagg over
lunch, she had never been away from her home planet before, had
never seen anything likethis. Aswell she hadn't, thought the
Gotdl, amused at the way she relaxed under the influence of Wuher
the barkeep's drinks computer. In another booth a completely
illegd card gamewasin progress between aghoulish Givin, a
giant one-eyed Abysan, and abig fluffy white thing of aspecies
even Trevagg had never seen; in another a shaggy, ferocious-
looking Wolfman sipped hisdrink done. While Nightlily sighed,
and giggled over her second drink, and asked him, "Areyou truly
sure, beloved? Mating is such a solemn thing, such an awe-
ingoiring thing..." Trevagg was searching the crowd with hiseyes
and, moreimportantly, with his cones, seeking out the vibrations
of danger and blood, the vibrations of another hunter, as he had
once been.

"Itisasnothing," Trevagg said. "No sacrificeistoo greet



for what | fed for you." Thefact that she couldn't even detect
himin alie-that shedidn't have that much sengtivity to the
vibrations of hismind- only redoubled his contempt for her. So
desirable-so innocent-so stupid . . . No wonder they don't let
virginstrave off her planet. She'd told him that, too. They'd

never makeit home.

Not asvirgins, anyway.

Meantime, his hunter sensesroved the dark forms, seeking
another hunter.

Thetwo tal human femaes drinking by the bar were amaybe
They sparkled with danger, aflamelike brightnessthat some

ns had. But the color of their aurawasn't quiteright. The
Rodian at another card table, with his small earlike antennae
swivding nervoudy in the noise of theroom-yes. Definitdly a
killer, though Trevagg wasn't certain he could take on Predne
Bau. The Wolfman, yes, helooked big enough, tough enough, to
take on the human and win. The brown-haired human talking quietly
with an enormous Wookiee at another bo oth-maybe. The edge was
there, but not the darkness. The thin man smoking a hookah at the
bar-absolutely. His aurawas dark, terrible, but therewas a
coldness about him that made Trevagg wonder if he could be
approached at al. That was one, he thought, who killed for ahuge
sum . . . or for his own pleasure. Nothing between.

For the rest, they werelocasthe foul Dr. Evazan and his
disgusting Aquaish friend were well known to Trevagg, dangerous
but not for hire; the horned and snister-looking Devaronian
swaying hisfingers dreamily to the music of the band was much
less dangerous than he appeared. The old spacer in most of a
flight suit Trevagg recognized as a smuggler who worked for the
monagtery, probably involved in something illegd -like most of

the religious brothers of that organization-but he would stop far
short of murder.

And then hefdt it. The rushing, buzzing sensationiin his

cones, the strange humming confusion, dmost like the presence of
ahigh-energy machine. . .

And the Jedi came into the cantina.

He was a nondescript old human, his beard gone white asthe

hair of humans did with age, his robes shabby with wear and desert
dust. He wastrailed by a human youth-a back-desert moisture
farmer, by thelook of his clothes and the way he stared around
him, as Nightlily had, awed by what he thought was the Big
City-and by a couple of much-battered droids whose power cells
made Trevagg's cones prickle. Wuher the barkeep svung immediately
around. "Hey, we don't serve their kind herel”

"What?' said the boy, and the taller of the droids, a dented C-
3PO, looked as disconcerted as it was possible for adroid to
look.

"Your droids. They'll haveto wait outside. We don't want them
here"

Trevagg, Stting only afew feet away, heartily concurred. It

was difficult enough to think in here, to determine what he should



do, with Nightlily so soft and vulnerable and giggly on oneside,
and the dark vibrations of the ns on the other.

"Listen, why don't you wait out by the speeder,” the boy said
quietly-an unnecessary courtesy, in Trevagg's opinion. A C-3PO
only looked human, and an R2-D2 didn't even do that. "We don't
want any trouble.”

The old man, meanwhile, had gone to the bar, and was deep in
murmured conversation with the el derly monastic spacer in the
flight suit; Trevagg stretched his hearing to pick up their words,

but over the music of the band it was not easy.

Evenless easy wasit to hear something besides Nightlily's

soft voice, dightly flown with unaccustomed substances, asking
yet again, humbly, how he could truly love her so much.

"Of course| do, of course," said Trevagg, watching the old

Jedi moveinto conversation with die towering Wookiee. He looked
safe for amoment, and Trevagg turned back to Nightlily, grasping
the smooth dark ivory of her hands. "Nightlily, you mean. . .
Everything. Everythingtome."

Shesad"Oh..." whilestaring upinto hiseyes. "Oh.. . . Oh,
Trevagg. That we should have met like this-that you should have
comeinto my lifelikethis..."

Hewondered if he could dip away for amoment, summon the city
police. . . But he needed a go-between if he wereto get the
money. Sip away and contact Jub Vegnu-first speek to one of the
assassins, in case Balu had tracked the old man here himsdif.
Hefdt theflare of emotions, of irrationd rage and drunken
aggresson, before the ydling started. Swinging around in his

chair, Trevagg saw, to hishorror, that the snister Dr. Evazan

had decided to pick afight with the farm boy, throwing him
sprawling into atable while Wuher ducked under the bar yelling
desperately "No blasters! No blasters!" and someone e se grabbed
forasdearm. ..

Theroar of the Force in Trevagg's cones peaked like the
drumming of ahigh-desert gravel sorm. The old man, in what
seemed like asingle smooth gesture, somehow had aglowing stalk
of lightin hishand. A lethd dash, asevered limb leaking blood

on thefloor, Nightlily'sterrified hoot, and slence-aslence

less shocked than cautious as everyone reeval uated the Situation.
Then the band started up again. So did the conversations. The
wounded woul d-be combatant was taken away. So was the arm, by
Wuher's small helper Nackhan recognized as operating afast-food
stand in the marketplace. The old Jedi picked up hisyoung
companion, moved off with the Wookiee to the booth where the brown-
haired smuggler with the scar on his chin waited. Trevagg became
awarethat Nightlily was clinging to hisarm, and hisevery

ingtinct told him now wasthetimeto movein on her.
Unfortunately, now was dso thetimeto listen, to stretch out

his hearing, to key and sharpen his hunter's awareness of every
word they said. Trevagg disengaged hisarm from the trembling
girl, stated "Y ou need something to cam you down, my blossom,”
and moved over to the bar, listening over the jumble of the music,



the murmur of the crowd. Lingering by the bar, he heard the words
"to the Alderaan system,” and fdt the swift rush of hunter's
adrendinein hisveins. It was, indeed, now or never.

Then, amoment later, he heard the old man say, "Two thousand
now, plus fifteen when wereach Alder-aan . . ."

Trevagg breathed asigh of relief. That meant adelay here,

while they raised the cash. Probably they'd sall the speeder the
boy had mentioned, or thedroids, or al three. That only left the
question of Bau.

The brown-haired human and the Wookiee were obvioudy not for
hire as assassins. Judging by such of the conversation as he could
hear, Trevagg guessed they were only smugglers anyway. The Wolfman
was engaged in a sharp dtercation with alampreylike thing beside
him, whose vibrations caused Trevagg to back quickly away, and,
nearby, the hookah smoker fdlt too eerily dangerous, too deadly.
That |eft the Rodian. . .

"Docking Bay Ninety-four," he heard the smuggler say, and the
old man repeated it, "Ninety-four," as Trevagg returned to his
booth with his own drink and Nightlily's, double-strength and
dosed with aLove-Wallop pill Trevagg had had the foresight to
dipinto his pocket before leaving the office. He knew how much
Wuher charged for them. There would now, he knew, be plenty of
time

Riches, hethought, and the beautiful cresture leaning on his

arm, crooning softly, "Oh, my love, my love." Maybe hed even
spring for afirst-classticket for her. It was, after dl, the

least he could do.

He wasn't surprised, or particularly upset, when the

stormtroopers snowed up. He even felt akind of scorn for them as
they looked around, for of course the old man and the boy had
vanished. So, incidentally, did severd other patrons, including

the hookah smoker. The Rodian didn't, Trevagg observed, and
dipped one hand from Nightlily's soft waist to fed in hisbelt

pouch for the money he'd brought. A hundred credits, he had been
told, wasthe current going rate for the down payment on aman's
life

Hewould be glad, he thought, to get this annoyance out of the
way. To make sure Balu was not going to chest him out of the
reward that wasrightfully his.

Unfortunately, just as Trevagg was rising to go to the Rodian's
table, the Rodian himsdf got up, with ashift in aurathat told
Trevagg that thiswasindeed a hunter, closing in on hisown prey.
That prey, it turned out, was the brown-haired smuggler, who after
aprolonged dtercation shot the Rodian neatly with a blaster
drawn under the table.

Nightlily shrieked again and clung to Trevagg'sarm; Wuher's
helper ran to guard the remains even asthe smuggler and his
Wookiee companion tossed the barkeep a couple of credits and took
their leave " Sorry about the mess." After amomentary pause, the
band took up its tune without missing abar.

Disgusted and annoyed-because the Wolfman had aso left by this



time-Trevagg gathered the flustered and languishing Nightlily on
hisarm. So much, he thought, for trying to shortcut middiemen.
When he contacted Jub Vegnu to arrange information to the City
Prefect about intercepting the old man and the boy at Spaceport
Speeders, hed mention the need to dispose of Balu for an extra
hundred creds. That should take care of any competition for the
reward for the old man's hide.

And in the meantime, thought Trevagg, dipping hisarm around
the trembling bundle of aromatic sensudity that fate had dropped
into hislap, there was the matter of thisgirl, and getting a

room at the Mos Eidey Inn, to consummate what she thought would
be the start of awonderful marriage-the more fool she!- and what
was, in actudity, merely the more delectable of the two hunts
upon which he had engaged today .

Redly, Trevagg thought, as he guided Nightlily'stipsy steps

along the gold and shadow of the Street outside, he might have
retired from the trade, but he was il quite a passable hunter

after dl.

What with the commotion of Imperid troops coming into Mos
Eidey to search for apair of droids, the sudden rumors of a Sand
People massacre on an outlying farm, and thefirefight at Docking
Bay 94 ending with asmuggling craft'sillegd liftoff, nobody
found Feltipern Trevagg's body until the following afternoon.
"Didn't anybody tell him?" demanded Wuher the bartender,
brought over to the Mos Eidey Inn by Bau's deputy to view the
body and give the security officer his deposition.

"Tdl himwhat?' Bau looked up from jotting on hislogpad.

He'd never much liked the Gotal, but that kind of
desth-evisceration with what |ooked to have been along, thin
knife, skillfully wielded-was something he wouldn't have wished on
anyone.

"About H'nemthe." When Balu continued to look blank, the
bartender added, "The girl he was with. The H'nemthe femae."
"Nightlily?' Balu was starded. The girl had looked too

frightened by her surroundings-and too dazzled by Trevagg's
charms-to have harmed ahair of the Gotal's head.

"Wasthat her name?" Wuher rolled hiseyes. "It figures.”

A smal crowd had gathered. Of course, none of the Imperia
stormtroopers and none of the Prefect's guard, either. A murder
thissmall wasn't worth their time. Balu couldn't help observing
Nackhar in the background dipping the coroner's deputy afew cred
its. For what, he decided not to ask.

"The miiyoom-the nightlily-is a carnivorous flower that feeds

on small rodents and insectsthat try to drink its nectar,” said

the barkeep, hands on hips and looking down at the dark-stained
sheet the coroner had laid over what was left of Trevagg. "After
mating, H'nemthe fema es gut the males with those tongues of
theirs-they're as sharp as sword blades, and alot stronger than
they look. Somekind of biological reaction to there being twenty
H'nemthe malesfor every female. Themaes seemto think it's



wortih it, to achieve the act of love. | saw them together in the
can-Una, but | didn't think Trevagg was crazy enough to try to bed
thegirl.”

"He was away's bragging about being such agreat hunter,” said
Bau wonderingly, stepping aside for the coroner's deputies to
carry die body out of the dingy and bloodstained room. "Y ou'd have
thought held senseit coming.”

"How could he?' The barkeep tucked big handsinto hisbelt,
followed the officer back out to the Street. "For her it wasthe

act of love, too."

He shrugged, and quoted an old Ithorian proverb current in some
sections of the spaceways "N'ygyng mth'une vned 'isobec’ k'chuv
'ysobek.' "

Which, loosdly trandated, means " The word for 'love in one
language isthe word for 'dinner' in others.™

Empire BluesThe Devaronian's Tde
by Daniel Keys Moran

| don't suppose it took usfive minutesthat afternoon to
execute the Rebdls, start to finish.

The Rebellion on Devaron stood no chance. My homeworld is
sparsaly settled even by Devaronians, and is politically
unimportant; but it is near the Core. Near the Emperor, may he
freeze. | was Kardue'sai'Malloc, third of the Kardue line to bear
that name; a Devish and a captain in the Devaronian Army.
Kardue had served in the Devaronian Army for sixteen
generations through the Clone Wars, back into the days when no
one dreamed the old Republic would ever fdl. Thearmy lifestyle
suited me, and | the army; aside from the stress of dedling with
the Imperium, and the detested necessity of placing Devaronian
troops under Imperia command during the Rebdllion, it wasa
tolerablelife,

Sixteen generations of military service ended the afternoon

after we overran the Rebel positionsin Montellian Serat. It took
me half ayear to hang up the armor; but that was the moment.
Montellian Serat isan old city. Well, was; it dated back to

the days before my people had star travel. That the Rebels chose
to make a stand there was tactically foolish, but not surprising.

| spent the night overseaing the shelling of the ancient city

wals, and inthefirg light of morning stopped shelling long
enough to offer the Rebels a chance to surrender. They accepted
the offer, laid down their ams by the shattered walls at the
city'sedge, and came out in single file man and woman they were
seven hundred strong.

| herded them into a hastily constructed holding pen, and
mounted guards. | had concern for arescue attempt; half aday's
march south, another group of Rebdswere ill fighting.

After they surrendered, we shelled the city into rubble. The



Empire wanted to make sure no one made the mistake of sheltering
Rebdsagan.

Our orders came just after noon. The Rebels were believed to be
moving north; | wasto take my forces and intercept them. | was
not to leave any of my forces behind as guards for the captured
Rebels.

The orders were no more specific than that . . . but they could

not be misunderstood.

| had them executed in mid-afternoon. | pulled the guards back
into ahdf circle, and had them open fire on the Rebelsinsde

the holding pen. It took most of five minutes before the screaming
stopped and | could be certain al seven hundred were dead.
There was no timeto bury them.

We marched south to the next battle.

With one thing and another it took amost haf ayear for the
Rebellion on Devaron to be put down. Rebellions are drawn-out
affairs, even thefalures. When it was over, | submitted my
resignation. At first my superiors, humansal, could not decide
whether to accept it and let my fellow "natives' kill meoncel no
longer had the protection of the Imperia Army, or to refuseit
and execute me for treason for having made the request in the
fird place.

| recall I did not much care.

They let me go.

| vanished. Neither my Imperid superiors, nor the family or
friends left behind, who lusted for my horns, ever saw me, or my
music collection, again.

Time passed.

Halfway acrossthe galaxy from Devaron, on the small desart
planet of Tatooine, in the port city of Mos Eidey, in acantina
tucked away near the center of the hot, dusty city, | looked up
from my empty drink and smiled at my old friend Wuher.

| gave him the polite one. Devish are more sharply

differentiated by sex than most species. Men have sharper teeth
than women, designed for hunting; Devish evolved from pack
hunters. Women have canines aswell, but also have molars and can
survive on food that men would starve on. In rare cases, though,
about one birth in fifty, a Devish man will be born with both sets
of teeth. I'm one of them. Inthe old daysit wasasurvival

trait; Devish men with both sets of teeth were used as solitary
scouts by the pack. They could range farther and survivein
terrain where most maleswould starve. It may be culturd and it
may be genetic, but there is no question that Devish with doubled
teeth are less creatures of the pack than most Devish men.

| doubt most Devish could do what I've done, at that.

My outer row of teeth are femae, flat and not at al

threatening. The inner row, composed of sharp, needle-pointed
teeth, isfor shredding flesh. When | fed threatened or angry,



the outer row of teeth retract. In those circumstancesit'sa

reflex; but | can do it on purpose.

Sometimes| do it on purpose. It startles humans. . . well, it
gtartles most noncarnivores, but humans are aspecid case, a
whole species of omnivores. There are not many intelligent
omnivorous species out there. | have atheory about them They're
food that decided to fight back. In the case of humans, tree
munchies. They never quite get over their own audecity, | suspect,
and they're anervous ot because of it.

(A human oncetried to tell me that humans were carnivores. |

did not laugh at him, despite hismolars and his pitiful two pair

of blunted incisors, and adigegtive tract so long that the flesh

he ate rotted before it came out the other end. With abody
designed like that, I'd take up lesf eating.)

Wuher gave me the usua scowl in responseto my polite, flat-
toothed amile. "Let me guess, Labria The glassisdefective.”
Wuher ismy best friend on Tatooine. He's a squet, ugly human
with abad attitude and none of the human virtues. He hates droids
and doesn't care much for anything dse. | like him agrest dedl.
Thereisapurity to hisloathing for the universethat is quite
spiritualy advanced. If | could free him from hislove of money,
he might well attain Grace. "Y es, my friend. It has ceased
functioning. If youwouldfixit. . ."

"With?'

"Oh, the amber liquid, | suppose.”

"The Merenzane Gold?"

"The bottle bearsthat labdl," | conceded.

"One Merenzane Gold, point five credits.”

| dropped the half-credit coin on the bartop, and waited while
herefilled my drink, Merenzane Gold isaswest, subtle
concoction, with many thousands of years of brewing tradition
behind it. A single bottle goes for well upward of ahundred
credits, depending on vintage.

| took asip of my drink and smiled again. Proper. Y ou could
useit to clean thruster tubes, except it might melt the

shielding. | wandered over to my favorite booth, asfar awvay from
the bandstand as | could get, and settled in with my ear plugsfor
the day.

| wasthefirgt customer in the door that morning. | could

barely remember atime when | had not been.

Tatooineisanasy, usdesslittle planet. The only noteworthy

things about it are Jabba, and the pilotsit produces year after

year. | don't have any ideawhy Jabba picked Tatooine as a base;
maybe because it's so far from the Core that the Empireisless
likely to bother him here. Doesn't matter, redlly.

Asfor the pilots, well, Tatooine's adesert, filled with

moisture farmers north to south. A single farm takes up so much
pace that to vidt with one another they must travel long

distance by speedster; their children learnto fly at an early

age. On most Tatooine farmsit would t ake you aday to wak from



one end to the other, and you'd likely die of thirst first.

| hate Tatooine. I'm till not surewhy | stayed here. It wasa
temporary thing, | recdl that. | wasfollowing Maxa Jandovar, the
great-well, for ahuman, great- vandfillist. | kept missing her.
Shewas one of the haf-dozen surviving artists | hadn't seen live
who was worth seeing. | spent half adecade following her around
through the outback, hitting planet after planet weeks or daysor,
in one instance that gave me ample opportunity to demonstrate
Grace, amere haf day after sheld left. Shedidn't leave an
agenda; she couldn't, very well. The Empire wouldn't go to the
trouble of hunting her, but if shed announced where shewas going
next, shed certainly have found a squad of stormtrooperswaiting
for her at the spaceport when she arrived.

The Empire doesn't trust artists. Particularly the great ones.
Politics does not interest them, and they persist in speeking the
truth when it isinconvenient.

They arrested Maxa Jandovar on Morvogodine. Shedied in
custody. | was on Tatooine when | got the news, getting ready to
head to Morvogodine.

Somehow | ended up staying.

Nightlily, the H'nemthe sitting down at the end of the bar,

looked bored and horny. | felt sorry for someone.

"Hey, Wuher!"

Wuher looked at me from down the length of the bar. "Y eah?"
"Universa Truth Number One 'Y ou should never say 'Wdl, why
don't you bite my head off? to afemale H'nemthe who is bigger
than you are.”

Hedidn't smile. Jerk.

In the booth next to mine, two humansweretryingto tak a
Moorin merc into helping them rob abar over on the other side of
Mos Eidey; | made anote to mysdf to call the bar's owner and
sl him awarning about the men. Not that it looked asif the
Moorin were going to help them; only one of the humans spoke the
mere's language, his accent was horrific, and his syntax was
occasiondly hysterica. | could see the merc struggling to take
them serioudy. At one point the mere, Obron Mettlo, growled at
them that he was a soldier, afighter; he mentioned some of the
battles hed fought in. I'd actudly heard of most of them-if he
wasn't lying, he was a serious professiondl.

"Hey, Wuher!"

Wuher looked a me from down the length of the bar. "Y eah?”’
"What do you call someone who speaks three languages?
"Trilingud."

"'Someone who speaks two languages?’

"Bilingud."

"'Someone who speaks one language?”

He puzzled at it asecond. "Monolingua ?'

"Humen."

He dmost smiled before he caught himsdlf.



The day passed dowly. They tend to. | drank enough to keep the
world dightly out of focus, and waited for the sunsto st. |

moved around abit, sat at the bar afew times, looking for
conversation; | even bought two drinks for an off-duty
stormtrooper, dumming. Wasted; he was more interested in women
than in conversation, and | doubted he knew anything anyway. That
isthe nature of investments, though; someday he might know
something, if such athing were possible for a scormtrooper. And
then he might think of his old friend and drinking buddy, L&bria
Brokering information isachancy occupation, at best.

Can't say I'm any good at it.

Long Snoot showed up toward late afternoon. It had been agood
day until then; Wuher didn't have musiciansthat day, and | hadn't
had to wear my ear plugs even once.

Long Snoot wanted to sdl meinformation.

| smiled at him, in my corner booth asfar awvay from the stage
as| could get The sharp amile. "That'sanew one. Pass.”

Long Snoot's "name" is Garindan. | had aprotocol droid do a
search on theword once. In five different languages it meant
"Blessed One" "burnt wood," "dust from awindstorm,” "ugly," and
"toast." None of the five languages were spoken by a species that
looked anything like Long Snoot's.

Long Snoot's the most successful spy in Mos Eidey. Inatown
with as many spies asthiscity has, that says something. He pays
adequatdy for information; sometimes| give him information of
value. Sometimes| even doit on purpose. "But Labria," he
wheedled, voicelow, "thisisasubject of particular interest to
you."

"Givemeahint."

He shook his head, trunk waving gently in front of my face. |
suppressed an uncivilized urgeto swat it with a sharpened nall.

(I often have the opportunity to exhibit Grace in dealing with
Long Snoot.) "Fifty credits, Labria. Y ou won't regret it."

| thought about it. | took asip of the acid gold and swished

it around my back teeth for abit. | could fed it helping keep
them sharp. "Fifty creditsisalot. Resdll-able?"

He scratched under his snout, thinking. "I can't think to

whom."

Something of interest to me, but not resdllable.. . .

| could fed my earsstraighten. "Whoisit?'

"Eift"

"I'll pay. Who's onplanet?’

"Fori-"

| came up out of my segt. "Fiery Figrin Dan ison Tatooine?"
Hemade an urk noise. "People. . . are. . . looking."

| looked around. Some of them were, in fact. Odd, having dl
those eyeson me. | let go of Long Snoot, and they turned away.
"Sorry. Bit excitable."

He rubbed histhroat. Y our nails need trimming.”

"| expect they do." He sat back down again, but | wastoo



excited. "The band iswith him?"

"Hfty credits"

A snarl rosein the back of my throat. | pulled out afifty-

credit note and dropped it into his outstretched hand, and tried
to keep the growl out of my voice when | spoke. "Who?"'
"They're playing for Jabba."

"All of them?"

"The Moda Nodes."

"That'sthem,” | said, unable to keep the excitement out of my
voice. "Doikk Nats on the Fizzz, Tedn Dahai and Ikabel G'ont on
the Fanfar, Nalan Chedl on Bandfill, Tech Mo'r on the Ommni - "
"Y egh. Those are the names.”

Oh, my.

The greatest jizz band in the galaxy wasin town.

| left earlier than usud, as soon asit was dark outside.

Wuher nodded a me on my way out. "Tomorrow, Labria."

| nodded at him and went outside into the hot night.

"Labrid' isan extremdy dirty word in my native tongue. It
trandates, roughly, as "cold food," though the basic phrase loses
theflavor of it.

By my horns, | don't understand humans. I've lived around them
close to two decades now. Thethingsthey swear by! Sex,
excrement, and religion.

I'll never understand them.

Therearefour hundred billion starsin the galaxy. Most of

them have planets, about half have planets capable of supporting
life. About atenth of those worlds have evolved life of their

own, and about onein athousand of those worlds have evolved
intdligent lifeforms

These are rough numbers. There arewdll over twenty million
intelligent racesin the galaxy, though. No one can keep track of
them dl, not even the Empire.

| have no idea how many bounty hunterstherearein MosEidey.
Hundreds of professonds, I'm sure. Tens of thousands who would
turn bounty hunter without a moment's pauseif the bounty were
high enough, and if anyoneknew of it.

The Butcher of Montellian Serat hasfive million creditson his
horns. But Devaron is hafway acrossthe galaxy, and there may
only be adozen sentients on al of Tatooine who even know for
sure what species | belong to. (There are two other Devaronians
onplanet, Oxbel and Jubal. | rather like Oxbel; we pretended to be
brothers once, during arather involved scam that didn't work out
the way we'd hoped. We don't look anything alike-his ancestors
evolved a the equator, mine toward the north pole-but the humans
we were trying to cheat couldn't tell the difference. | rather

like Oxbd, but | don't come close to trusting him. He's been away
from Devaron even longer than | have, and it'sentirely possible
that even he hasn't heard of the Butcher of Montellian Serat-but
it's best to be safe.



(There are downsidesto being safe, though. The closest Devish
woman ison the other sde of the Core. Just the thought makes my
horns ache.)

Most bounty huntersare lazy. If they werent, they'd bein

another line of work.

And research is not their strong point.

| took the short way home.

A Reasonfor Living

| keep asmall underground gpartment about twelve minutes

brisk walk from the cantina. 1t's been broken into twice since

I've lived there. Thefirst time | came back and found the deed
done; the second time | surprised the burglar in the act. A young
human. Turns out humans don't taste very good.
Thelights come on automaticaly as| unlock and let mysdif in.
The door leads down aflight of stairsto a cold, sweaty basement
that costs an indecent amount to cool. The heat-exchange coils
turn on automatically when | enter; | know from long experiencel
won't be able to deep until they have been on for quiteawhile
-and at that it will not be properly cold until I am done

deegping, and it'stimeto turn them off.

Theres only onething of vauein the gpartment; neither of my

two thievesfound it, fortunately. From the outer room you go into
the deeping cubicle, and from there into the bathroom. The
sanitary facilities are human designed, but they suit me well
enough. In the shower, you push back on thetiled wall, and it
dides back enough to step through, sideways.

| step through and into asmall eight-sded room. Thewallsare
not perfect; they tend to reflect the higher frequencies and

absorb the lower ones, so virtudly everything ends up sounding
brighter than it should. Some of that can be adjusted for; some of
it Smply haveto livewith.

Thewall behind me sghs shut. Theroom isaready coal; it's
thefirg part of the gpartment to be cooled.

Along thewadlsarethe chips.

Some of them are unique, I'm sure. Priceless. Copies of
recordingsthat are preserved by no one esein the gdaxy. Some
of them are merely rare and very expensive.

| have everyone. Or, to be precise, | have something by
everyone. | have music the Imperium banned a generation ago... by
musicians executed for Snging thewrong lyric, in the wrong way,
to the wrong person, by musicianswho smply vanished, by
musicians who had the good fortune to die before the Empire came
to power.

Maxa Jandovar ishere, and Orin Mersai, and Te-linddl and
Saerlock, Lord Kavad and the Skaalite Orchesira,
M'lar'Nkai'kambric, Janet Laasha, and Miracle Meriko, who died in
Imperia custody four days after | saw him play Stardance for the
last time. The ancient masters, Kang and L ubrichs, Ovido Aishara,
and theamazing Brullian Dyll.

| have two recordings by Fiery Figrin Dan and the Moda Nodes.



Dan may be the greatest Klooist the galaxy has ever seen. Asfor
Doikk Nats. . . theré's something about his playing that's
aways struck me as cautious, careful . . . but sometimes,
sometimesthe fire comes, and. he plays the Fizzz aswell as Janet
Laashaever did.

Most of their backup players could play lead, in alesser band.

| settle down in the seat, set just off center for the room,

where the sound comes together most cleanly, open a bottle of
twelve-year-old Dorian Quill, and wait for the music to Start.

My people believe that to kill something, you must cherishit

and loveit asit dies. Thereisno barrier between you and the
thing you arekilling, and you die asyou kill.

Muscistheonly thing I know that fedsthe same way.

The music surrounds me until | ceaseto exig.

| dieasl kill.

Itswhat | livefor.

I'm glad my fathers are dead.

Inthe morning | went to see Jabba.

He had me stand on the trapdoor, and histail twitched aswe
gpoke. That ways bothers me. Part of me was frightened by it;
even carnivores get eaten by bigger carnivores. Another part of me
wanted to pounce onit.

He regarded me with those ditted ugly eyes, and laughed a
rumbling, unpleasant laugh. "So . . . what information does my
least favorite spy haveto sdll me?!

| madeit good. | spoketo him in Hutt, which | normally try to
avoid; it hurts my throat, and | have to use both sets of teeth to
make some of the sounds. After along conversation, the front row
achesfrom being pulled up and then dropped down again quickly.
"Therésamercenary intown." I'd learned what | could about him
before heading over. It hadn't been much, but I'd been rushed. |
wanted to move on this quickly-if Jabbadidn't like Dan and the
Nodes, | might never get to see them play. Nor would anyone else.
"Obron Mettlo. A red professiona, fought in dozens of battles,
often on the winning side, looking for employment. Moorin, hasan
atitude-"

He made alow, grumbling sound that might have been interpreted
asinterest. Jabbahad plenty of muscle, but not always smart
muscle; and Moorin tend to be bright aswell asvicious.

| forged ahead. "If you like, | could get in touch with him.,

Bring him by tomeet you . . . for dinner, perhaps. Possbly some
entertainment, some music-music isgood with Moorin. Kegps'em
peacesble.”

His eyelids drooped dightly; either he was bored or he was
thinking. Findly he gave me adight chuckle, and said, "Send him
over."

| bowed and backed away as quickly aswas polite, getting of f
that trapdoor. "Asyou wish, ar. WEll be by -would first dark be
appropriate?"



He smiled a me and it made the fur on the smdl of my back

gtand straight up. "Send him by," he clarified. "Y ou are not

invited."

| stood frozen at the edge of the trapdoor, mind refusing to
function. Surdly there had to be some way to wangle-

Jabba made a sound. A familiar sound; I've heard Devish make

it, too-except that it takes apack of Devish. It sraightened my
ears and made my front teeth jump out of the way. "Y ou can leave
| bowed and got ouit.

| spent the evening a the cantina, drinking mysdf into a

stupor.

| just knew Jabba would feed the Modal Nodes to the rancor.
He'd never had a decent band before, never, not once. The closest
he'd ever come was Max Rebo's bunch, who could carry amelody if
you gave them abasket to keep it in.

But the next morning, | learned that Rebo was out looking for
work.

Jabba had a new favorite. It camethis closeto killing me.

For four days | couldn't deep for thinking about it. There

they were, not ahdf part's speedster trip from MosEidey.

Playing for him. It ate me divethinking about it. | lost SO much
Gracein those daysthat if | had any shame left to me, I'd have

to use some of it on that period.

Sometime on thefifth day | drank too much. | awokelying
facedown in the alleyway upgtairs and behind the cantina, in
darkness, with someone nudging my shoulder with histoe. | decided
to take achunk out of his calf-

Wuher kndlt next to me. "Can you stand up?”'

The cold grave pressed againgt my cheek. | had bruises,

cuts-the memories came back dowly. Severa someones had beaten
me-heavy wood or meta staffs, | vaguely recalled. Just arandom
robbery. My right arm wouldn't move at dl. "1 don't think so."
"Comeon." My body is denser than humans; he staggered,
helping meto my feet The strain sent ajolt of astonishing pain
through my shoulder. ' 'Where do you live?'

He half carried meto my apartment, and stood &t the opening
while| fumbled with the interlock. "Do you need medicd help?!

| don't remember if | answered him or not. It was a stupid
guestion. No doctor on Tatooine knew anything about Devish
physiology-or if they did, | didn't want to know them.

| madeit to the shower before | collapsed. | got the cold

water turned on and sat in it until morning, trying to decide how
badly | wanted to live.

By morning (he gpartment half reminded me of home. | sayedin

it and did not go out, kept the heat-exchange coils running all

day. Around midday | found the strength to pull adab of womp rat
the length of my arm from the freezer, heat it to blood

temperature, and drag it into the shower with me. | sat under the



water, nude, eating until my stomach bulged, and when there was
nothing left but bones on the floor of the gtdl, turned the water
off and staggered to my bedpit.

It took me sometime before | felt safe going out in public

again. Severd times someone cameto my door; | didn't openit.
Someinformation travels Mos Eidey fagter than light. Mos Eidey
islikealiving creature It eats the sick and wesk. 1'd survived

al these yearswithout having to kill more than afew of my

fellow resdents. They'd have heard by now of the attack on me-
the humans who'd robbed me might have boasted of it, in which case
I'd have them in my freezer, whoever they were, before the month
was out.

But in any event | dared not go back to the cantinauntil my
strength was returned.

The arm took longest to hedl; weekslaterX was till fiff and

it hurt when I moved it wrong. But | was amost out of food, so |
had no choice. Early one morning | dressed, set my darms, and
headed for the cantina.

Wuher looked up and nodded at me when | entered. First onein
the door. He put a glass on the counter and poured a shot of
golden liquid. "On the house. Drink it before someone else comes
in

| looked at the drink, and then at Wuher, dmost asmuch at a
lossfor words as I'd been when Jabba told me to send the mere
over by himsdlf. "Many thanks" | findly got out. He nodded and |
lifted the glass-

And stopped. Predators have better noses than leaf eaters.

There was something wrong with the alcohal. It was-

He poured himsdlf ashot whilel was staring at my glass,

raised it to me, and knocked it back.

Merenzane Gold. Thered stuff. Precious, pure, rea Merenzane
Gold.

Wuher corked the unlabeled bottle while | was till staring at

him, put it away under the bar, and wandered away from meto
finish opening up.

| took the glassto my booth, sat and drank it very dowly. |

hadn't known there was a bottle of readl Gold on dl of Tatooine.
I'd dmogt forgotten wheat it tasted like.

| wondered how many years hed had that bottle down there
without saying anything abot it.

By the Cold, I'm alousy spy.

That's something to be proud of.

| spent the morning listening to the talk throughout the bar.

I'd been out of touch . . . and interesting things had happened

while I'd been hidden away from the world. Last night an Imperid
battle cruiser had fought in orbit with a Rebel spaceship, and

today stormtroopers were looking al over Tatooine for someone, or
something, that had escaped them.

And apiece of horrifically bad news The damn mercenary I'd



recommended to Jabba had picked afight with apair of Jabbas
bodyguards and shot them both up before getting himsdf fed to the
rancor. There was some rumor that perhaps the mere had been an
assassin paid by the Lady Vaarian, whose real target had been
Jabba himsdlf-

Maybe Jabba had forgotten who had recommended him.

And maybe Long Snoot would give me my fifty credits back.

It cametomeinavison.

Okay, that's not true, but it's close. Long Snoot stopped by

and mentioned something interesting The Lady Vdarian was getting
married. Max Rebo and band were going to play at the wedding.
| barely noticed when Long Snoot left. | stared straight ahead,
through the noonday crowd come to escape the hest, not seeing
them, not seeing the cantina. Just thinking.

"Wuher."

Heturned away from a conversation with apair of human femaes
who looked like clones; the Tonnikasisters, they'd introduced
themsdlves as. He did it grudgingly; they were aitractive, by
human standards. "'Y esh?’

"How's business?'

He stared at me suspicioudy. "It stinks. It dways stinks.”

"How would you like entertainment by red musicians?'

"Rebo? Can't afford him, and hisbunch don't draw what they
cost anyway."

| gave him the palite smile. "Figrin Dan and the Modal Nodes.
They're Bith. They're good, Wuher. | mean redlly, redlly good.”
"What would they cost me?"

"Five hundred aweek."

He gave me the suspicious stare again. If something soundstoo
good to be true, someone's being screwed. "Redlly. A band better
than Rebo'swill work herefor lessthan his”

"l think | can arrangeit.”

"How?"

| told him. When | was done he said in asomber voice, "You are
onetwisted puppy, Lab."

"Isitaded?'

He shook hishead no, said "It?saded,” and wandered away,
shaking his head and muttering to himself.

The Lady Vdarian isthe closest thing to competition that
Jabbathe Hutt has on Tatooine. That's not saying much; Jabba
tolerates her because it keeps all the discontentsin one place.
She'sa Whiphid, which means she's supid, huge, ugly, has more
muscle on her than | do, and smellsworse than Jabba. | wouldn't
edt her even after along hunt.

| went to see her at her hotel, the Lucky Despot. The Lucky
Despot isn't much of ahotd, truth told; just a spaceship that
won't ever lift again.

"That'sright," | said. "Modd Nodes. LeadisFigrin Dan. |

know you want the best for your wedding, Lady Vaarian. Thisgroup



makes music so glorious, your wedding will bethetak of this
corner of the gdlaxy. People for dozens of light-yearswill spesk
with envy and longing of the entertainment provided at the wedding
of the great Lady Vaarian and her handsome consort, the daring
D'Wopp, of the romantic mood set by the finest musicians this poor
gaaxy hasever seen.”

She glared a me-well, | think she glared at me; with those mad
little eyes Whiphids have, it's hard to tell-and said skeptically,
"Better than Max Rebo? | love Max Rebo.”

Shewould. And she deserved to have the ugly little runt play

her wedding, for all of me. "Fair mistress, your taste is as that

of your tongue, and none would dare say otherwise." | gave her the
polite smile. "But Moda Nodesis currently Jabbathe Hutt's
favored entertainment. Would you haveit said that the entertain
ment at your wedding was provided by the musicians Jabba deemed
too poor to play for him?'

It took her abit to work throughit. I'd gotten alittle

carried away with my syntax; Whiphids have aworking vocabulary of
only about eight thousand words. "No! No, | won't haveit! | want
the Nodal Notes!" Shelooked briefly uncertain. "Do you think
they'll come?

"They'll be expensive, madam. They'll be braving Jabbas
displeasure to play for you. It might cost . . . two, or three
thousand credits, perhaps. If | can have the loan of a messenger
droid, I would be most happy to begin making the arrangements . .

The morning of thewedding | called Jabba.

Helaughed with, | think, redl amusement on seeing me. "My
least favorite spy!™ he boomed. " Perhaps you should come visit me.
We can have dinner together, and talk about the mercenary you
introduced to me."

"l haveinformation, Jabba."

"Hmmm"

"Do you know your musicians are missing? Figrin Dan and the
Modal Nodes?'

"Hmmmph!" He made a bellowing noise and rocked himsdlf off
camera | heard shrieks, sted clanging, things breaking ... |

stood patiently in front of my comlink's pickup and waited for him
to come back, if he was going to. After abit hedid. "Hooo0," he
muttered, shaking his head. "Where are they, least favorite spy?”
"The Lady Vdarianis getting married today. She's hired them

to play at her wedding, at the Lucky Despot Hotel."

The eyes narrowed to dits. "And what does my least favorite

oy want for thisinformation?"

| spread my hands. "L et usforget a certain unfortunate
introduction. . ."

Helooked at me through the ditted eyesfor a second, and then
gave the booming laugh. "L east favorite py, cal meagain
ometime”

He broke the connection.



Cold swest trickled through the fur on the small of my back.

Wuher had dressed for the wedding. He'd changed his shirt.
The cantinawas dark and silent; I'd never seeniit like this
before, except the first few minutesin the morning. | gave Wuher
my invitation; the Lady Vaarian had givenit to mein grétitude
for acquiring the "Noda Notes' for her wedding, while hinting
that, in thefuture, | might find it better businessto share
information with her rather than with Jabba

Someonell kill Jabba, someday, but it's not going to be
Vdaian.

"Y ou're sure the wedding's going to be broken up,” he repeated.
"I'm sure the Modal Nodes aren't going to want to go back to
Jabbaafter this. All you haveto do isoffer them aplacetolie
low for awhile, play afew gigs, pick up afew credits. They're
going to be broke; Vdarian won't pay them after her wedding is
broken up.”

He shook hishead, tucking hisshirt in again. ™Y ou think

they'll gofor it?'

"I think they'll jump at it.”

Wuher stood there, studying meinthegloom. "Lab. . . if you
put thiskind of effort into anything el se, you could be awedthy
being.”

| shook my head, and said gently, "My friend, thisisal that

| want."

It's hard to outthink Jabba. Also dangerous.

| sat in the shadows of abuilding down the way from the Lucky
Despot, watching the crowd arrive for thewedding. A scummy lot,
al around. | recognized severd of the "guests’ as Jabba's

people. | hoped there wasn't any shooting. | didn't see enough of
Jabba's troops to make that likely; if he'd decided to wipe out

Lady Vdarian for her theft of hismusicians, hed have sent more
soldiers. That wasagood sgn.

| could hear, so faintly that my earstwitched, a song that

might have been "Tears of Aquanna.” It wasfollowed by what was,
quite definitely, "Worm Case." Odd choicesfor awedding. Maybe
they were playing requests.

And then the bad news arrived.

Stormtroopers.

Two squads. They set down out of the night, quietly and with
running lights doused, in full combat armor. One squad covered the
entrance to the hotel, and the second squad went in. From the
moment they set down | doubt it took them twenty seconds.

Oh, the noise was awful. From where| sat, | could hesr it.
Screams, blaster balts, yelling, another round of blaster fire-one

of the stormtroopers near the entrance went down. | lifted my
macrobinoculars and watched the building through them. Windows
opened and the scum of adozen different races came squirming out
through them, I moved the macrobinoculars up, scanning acrossthe
structure of the half-buried ship . . . Toward the top of the



ship, three stories above the dirty sand, an emergency airlock
clanged open. Thefirst head through it was aBith. | couldn't
guesswho All Bith look dike, even when you're not looking
through macrobinoculars. More Bith followed, and then the
unmistakable squat form of my friend Wuher. They took off across
the sand together, Wuher and the Bith, and ran straight by mein
the darkness without pausing.

I'd never have guessed that Wuher could movethat fast . . .

and amoment later | saw why hewas managing it. A pair of
stormtroopers came charging after them, weapons at the ready. |
shed alittle Grace by tripping the onein the lead. The second
stormtrooper tripped over him. | bent over them and picked up
their rifles. | hadn't handled an assaullt riflein-wdl, in avery

long time, but they hadn't changed. | pulled the charge cagesfrom
them and handed them back to the two stormtroopers as they
recovered their feet.

"Y ou appear to have dropped these, gendes.”

One of them immediately jumped backward, rifle pointing a me,
and shouted, "Don't move!™

The other onelooked at me, and then at hisrifle, and then at
meagan.

"Comenow," | said gently. "We're reasonable beings. You
tripped and | helped you up again. No need for anyoneto get
upset. If you got injured in thefall, perhaps, I'd be more than
happy to compensateyoufor it . . ."

| let my voicetrail off and the three of uswatched each other
for abest.

The one pointing the usdessrifleat mesaid in astrained

voice, "Areyou trying to bribe us?'

| drew mys=lf up to my full height and stared down at them, and
gave them the sharp amile. "Nat," | said, "if you're going to be
snotty about it."

In the morning, when | reached the canting, | found the Moda
Nodes already there, setting up.

Wuher scowled at me. "I got shot at. By agtinking droid.”
"I'm sorry." He didn't seem that angry, though . . . "Y ou heard
them play.”

He nodded grudgingly. "Y eah. They're pretty good."
"They'rethebest," | said softly. "And | think you know it"
Hejust snorted.

"About my fee"

"Yesh?'

"Freedrinksfor ayear."

He snorted again. "Not bloody likely. We won't get ayear out
of thislot; they'll jump planet as soon asthey can find some
idiot to runthelinesfor them.”

He had apoint. Still-

"Their stay might be longer than that,” | pointed out. " Jabba
will want to keep them from leaving the planet. He might even want
diem back someday."



Heactudly smiled at me; | like him better scowling. " Seven
free drinks aday aslong asthey keep playing. As soon asthey
sneak out of here, you pay again. Y ou pay for every drink over
seven anyway.”

| grinned a him before | remembered mysdlf, with the sharp
teeth. "Ded." | got up and walked over to where Figrin was
setting up with the band, and introduced mysdif.

| swear, Bithslook contemptuous even when they're not trying
to. Thefdlow had obvioudy heard of my reputation Labriathe
drunk. The half bright, haf dy, half sober. He bardly glanced at
me. "Oh, yes. Jabba's |east favorite spy.”

The fellow was anotorious gambler. "Interested in afew hands
of sabacc? The crowd doesn't start showing up here until later
afternoon anyhow.”

"| don't think s0."

"Twenty-credit minimum bid."

His head swiveled asthough it belonged to adroid. "Oh? Can
you back that up?'

| gave him the sharp smile, on purpose. Bith know they're food.
"Areyoutrying toinsult me, Figrin Dan?"

There may have been adeck somewhere, somewhen in the history
of time colder than the one we used, but | wouldn't bet onit.

Bith come from awarm, bright world. Devaronians, by the way, see
farther into the infrared than practicaly anyone. It's useful to

be able to see heat, when you evolvein the cold.

Buried in the black border along the edges of the cards were
markers sengtive to low-spectrum infrared light. | knew every

card he held, dl that morning.

They were dready broke By the time we were done | owned their
instruments, except for Doikk Natss Fizzz.

And what aday that turned out to be.

For thelife of me it seemed the universe had conspired to keep
me from enjoying the music. First the band squabbled with each
other, and then when they, finaly got going, with anice upbesat
rendition of "Mad About Me," some old fool chopped up another
fool- with alightsaber, of dl frozen things-and interrupted it.

That psychotic Solo actudly showed hisface in the cantinajust
after that, and then of course had to kill amiserable excuse for
abounty hunter named Greedo. If I'd had a blaster on me | might
have shot Solo in the back as hel€ft, but well, opportunities
dipby.

Besides, it's best not to draw attention.

Afternoon did into evening, and | nursed my drinks and watched
them play. It took them awhileto get into it; at first Figrin

couldn't stand looking at me, and every time he saw me watching
them it threw him out of hisgame. But it's hard to stay

infuriated with someone who is knowledgeabl e about what you do,
and appreciatesit as | appreciated them. The music got darker as



the day wore on, smokier and more intimate, and Figrin Dan
performed with his eyes closed, moving through the numbers, with
Doikk Nats at hissde; and they played with each other, building
through the numberstogether, playing off each other, feedingim
provisations back upon improvisations, playing, for thefirst time
in who knows how long, for an audience that could, and did,
appreciate what they did. An audience of one.

They closed up with " Solitary World," an appropriate choice, |
suppose, with the long intertwined sequences of Fizzz and Kloo,
ending with one of the mogt difficult of the Kloo solos, and Doikk
finished his piece, bowing out in recognition of genius And the
Bith stood there and played, Fiery Figrin Dan in the midst of the
music and | watched him wail away, safe, secure, surrounded by the
sound, in that place that | would never know.

Swap Meet The Jawas Tde
by Kevin J. Anderson

The sandcrawler labored up the long dope of golden sand that
rippled with heet under the twin sunsof Tatooine. Theimmense
vehicle moved ahead at amoderate but inexorablerate. Its
clanking tractor treads |eft paralel furrowson thevirgin

surface of the dune. Within afew hours, gusting sandwhirlswould
erase the tracks and return the Dune Searto its pristine state.

The desert ressted dl permanent change. Deep in the murky bowels
of the sandcrawler, in the cluttered engine rooms where throbbing
power reactors pounded and echoed, Het Nkik labored with his Jawa
clan members. From the depths of hishood, he sniffed the air, a
veritable sauce of mingled odors. The engines smelled asif they
were getting old again, lubricant spoiling, durasted cogs wearing
away.

Humans and many other sentient creatures |oathed the way Jawas
smdled, detecting only astink that made them turn up their

noses. But Jawas derived an incredible amount of information from
such smellsthe hedlth of their companions, when and what they

had last eaten, their identity, maturity, status of arousal, ex

citement, or boredom.

Het NKkik cluttered his concern. At any other time the Jawas

would have rushed to avert any potential breakdown-at least until
they had unloaded their wares on a hapless customer. But today the
Jawas paid him little heed, too preoccupied with the impending
swap meet, the annua gathering of dl clans. They pushed the
engine to its maximum capacity as the sandcrawler toiled across

the Dune Seato the traditiona meeting place of the Jawa people.
Het Nkik shook hishead, hisbright yellow eyesglowing inthe

dim shadows of his hood. The other Jawas would know he was annoyed
and impatient from his scent.

Het Nkik had odd ideas for a Jawa, and he told them to any who
would listen. He enjoyed watching his clan brothers scurry around,
confused at the thoughts he placed in their heads-thoughts that



perhaps the Jawas could do more than run and hide from persecution
by the Sand People, by the human moisture farmers, or worst of all
by the Imperia stormtroopers who had decided that helpless Jawva
forts made good practice targets for desert assaults. He wondered
if someone eseamong dl the Jawas had redlized that Jawas were
only weak because they chose to be wesk. None of his people wanted
toligten.

Het Nkik turned back to the engines, tearing open an access

pand and adjugting the delicate dectronics. Hefound it amazing
that the Jawas could use dl ther skill and imaginationina

desperate fight to keep this ancient machine running, yet they

would do nothing to protect themsalves or their property if some
antagonist tried to takeit.

With the sound of agrating darm sgnd, the Jawasin the

engine room squed ed with delight. Cinching tight his pungent

brown robe, Het Nkik scurried after the odiers asthey rushed for
thelift platformsto the bridge observation deck. Theold

elevators groaned, overloaded with jabbering creatures.

At the pinnacle of the greet trapezoida sandcrawler, fifteen

Jawa crew members clustered around die long, high transparisted
window, standing on inverted spare-parts boxes to see. All during
Tatooine's long double-day, Jawalookouts stood atop makeshift
stool's, gazing out upon the baked sands, looking for any scrap of
meta or sgns of Sand People or Imperia storm-troopers or

hostile smugglers. Upon glimpsing any potentid thregt, the pilot
would swerve in adifferent direction and increase speed, locking
down blast doors and shuddering with fear, hoping that the
adversary would not pursue them. Het Nkik had never heard of even
akrayt dragon striking something as big as a Jawa sandcrawler,

but that did not stop the Jawas from living in terror.

Now the other small hooded forms looked down upon the broad
bowl-shaped valley among the dunes. Het Nkik elbowed hisway to
one of the overturned metal boxes so he could step up and look out
across the gathering place. Though thiswas histhird season asan
adult on the scavenger hunts, Het Nkik still found the swap-meet
Ste breathtaking.

He stared across the dazzling sand as the twin suns shone down

on aswarm of sandcrawlerslike aherd of metallic beasts gathered
inacircle. The vehicleslooked smilar, though over the decades
Jawa mechanics had attached modifications, subde differencesin
armor and patchwork.

Originally the sandcrawlers had been huge ore haulers brought

to Tatooine by hopeful human minerswho had expected to make a
fortune exploiting the baked wastelands; but the minera content

of Tatooine's desert was as bleak and unappealing as the landscape
itself. The miners had abandoned their ore haulers, and the
rodentlike Jawa scavengers had sei zed them and put them to use,
wandering the Dune Sea.and the Jundland Wastesin search of
salvageable debris. After more than a century, the sandcrawler
hulls had been oxidized to adull brown and pitted by the abrasive
desert winds.



Their sandcrawler had arrived late, as Het Nkik had feared. Two
days ago the pilot had taken them deep into a box-ended offshoot
of Beggar's Canyon where the meta detectors had found adight
trace of something that might have been the framework of a crashed
fighter'shull. But instead they had found only afew girders

rusted away to flakes of powder. The oxidized debriswas
worthless, but before the Jawas could |eave the narrow canyon, an
early-season sandwhirl had whipped up, trapping them in ablinding
cyclone of sand and wind. Strapped to thew dlsof their living
cubicles, the Jawas had waited for the storm to blow over, and
then used the powerful enginesto plow through the drifted sand.
Though they had arrived at the swap meet late, there fill

seemed to be abustling business. Far below, other Jawas scurried
about like insects setting up the bazaar. Het Nkik hoped he could
gl find something worthwhileto trade.

Standing on their metal stoals, the pilot and the chief lookout
caled across to each other, discussing the final sandcrawler

count. Het Nkik calculated quickly with his darting yellow eyes
and saw that they were not the last to arrive. One of the other
vehicles was missing. Some of the Jawas around him speculated on
what misfortune might have overtaken their brethren, while others
consoled themselves by pointing out that even if the goods had
already been picked over, they would have anew batch to inspect
when thefina vehidearived.

Asthe pilot guided the sandcrawler over thelip of the dunes

in aswitchback path down into the flat meeting area, the Jawas
scurried back to their living cubiclesto prep their own wares.

His body wiry beneath the heavy robes, Het Nkik had no difficulty
scrambling down fifteen decks to reach the stuffy cubicles.

Het Nkik dept in an empty upright shipping pod, rectangular

and scarred with corrosion, barely large enough to step inside and
turn around. During deeping cycles he buckled himsdf to the wall
and relaxed againgt the belt restraints where he could stare at

his prized possessions stashed in pockets, magnetic drawers, and
field jars. Now he grabbed the accumulated credit chips and barter
notes he had earned during their great scavenger hunt and darted
toward the main egress doors.

Faced with the magnitude of the great bazaar, the Jawas worked
together as an efficient team. They had set up their merchandise
dozens of times during their half-year trek, stopping at every
moisture former's residence, every smuggler's den, even Jabbathe
Hutt's palace. Jawas didn't care where they sold their wares.
Down in the bowels of the sandcrawler, Het Nkik scurried among
the merchandise, tweaking the barely functiona droids and servo
goparatus. Jawas had an ingtinctive fed for machinery and
electronics, knowing how to get apiece of equipment functioning
just well enough to sdll it. Let the buyer beware.

The desarts of Tatooine were averitable graveyard of junk. The
harsh planet had been the site of many gaactic battles over the
centuries, and the dry climate preserved al manner of debrisfrom
crashed shipsand lost expeditions.



Het Nkik loved to fix and recondition broken things energized

by his ability to bring wrecked machines back to life. He
remembered when he and his clan mate and best friend Jek Nkik had
stumbled upon a crashed fighter. The smdl fighter had blown up,
leaving only fragments-nothing even a Jawa could salvage. But
digging deeper, they had found the burned and tangled components
of adroid-an E522-model assassin droid that had seemed hopelesdy
damaged, but he and Jek Nkik vowed to fix it, secretly scrounging
spare parts from the storehouse in the Jawafortress.

Their clan leader Wimateeka had suspected the two young boys
were up to something and watched them closdly, but that only made
them more determined to succeed. Het Nkik and hisfriend had spent
monthsin asecret hideaway deep in the badlands, piecing together
tiny components and servomotors, adding new instruction sets.
Findly the n droid stood emasculated of murderous
programming, purged of al hunter-seeker weaponsand dl

initiative to cause violence. The E522 functioned perfectly, but
aslittle more than an extremely powerful messenger droid.

Het and Jek Nkik had proudly displayed their triumph to
Wimateeka, who scolded the boys for such folly; no one would want
to buy areprogrammed assassin droid, he said. But Het Nkik could
tell from the not-quite-controlled rush of scent that Wimateeka

also admired the young Jawas brashness. Never again had Het Nkik
believed common wisdom about what Jawas could not do.

He and Jek Nkik had surprised themselves by sdlling the

repaired assassin droid to the tusk-faced Lady Vaarian, Jabbathe
Hutt's chief riva on Tatooine-avery risky trade that brought

them even more scolding from Wimateeka. Lady Vaarian was atough
customer; and the one time she had felt cheated, the only remains

of the hapless Jawa traders were afew tattered brown cloaks found
in the Gresat Pit of Carkoon where the voracious Sarlacc waited to
devour anything that came within reach. Het Nkik had no ideawhat
had happened to their reprogrammed n droid, but since Lady
Vdarian had not come after them, he presumed the huge Whiphid
smuggler queen must have been satisfied.

Two years ago, Het and Jek Nkik had been separated upon
reaching their age of adulthood, sent out to do scavenger duty

away from the Jawafortress. In afew years, sandcrawler crews
would swap clan groupings and arrange marriages, but for thetime
being Het Nkik saw hisfriend only during the annua swap mests.
Now he had credit chipsin his barter pouch, he had merchandiseto
trade-and he looked forward to seeing Jek Nkik.

The sandcrawler ground to ahalt in the demarcated area set
asdefor their clan subunit. When the cargo doors opened, Jawa
teams scurried to haul out the repaired droids, scraps of polished
hull-metal plates, appliances, and primitive weaponsthey had
found among the sands. The Jawas motto was not to look for uses
inasalvaged piece of garbage, but rather to imagine someone else
who might find ausefor it.

Jawas bustled about setting up tables, awnings, credit display



readers. Others gave alast burnish to the exoskel etons of

clanking mechanical servants. A few tried to look nondescript,
hiding emergency repair kitsinsdetheir cloaksin the event that
their wares unexpectedly stopped functioning before asde could
be confirmed.

Power droids lumbered down aramp, little more than boxlike
batteries walking on two accordioned legs. Harvester droids and
vaporator components were set up and displayed; Jawa salesmen took
their pogitions proclaiming the quality of their wares. A few

lucky ones rushed off to be the first to snoop among the itemsfor
sale or trade by other clans.

Around the perimeter of the rendezvousflat, Jawasentries

stood with image enhancers and macrobinoculars, searching for any
sgn of gpproaching threat. At the dightest suspicioussign, the

Jawa clanswould pack up their waresin aflash to vanish into the
endless dune wilderness.

Het Nkik looked around but could not locate Jek's sandcrawler.
After finishing setup procedures, hetook histurn to look at

the other wares. In the bustling melee, he smelled the stinging

swest scents of hundreds of Jawas keyed up with excitement. He
felt the baking suns heat on his brown cloak, he heard the
cacophony of squeaking voices, the rumble of sandcrawler engines.
Electronic motors ratcheted and choked, missing beats until Jawva
mechanics effected quick fixesin hopesthat none of the potentia
customers would notice. He wandered among the huckster tables, his
excitement soured by the fact that Jek's sandcrawler was not

there.

Het Nkik saw his clan leader, old Wimateeka, discussing
something in hushed tones with the clan leader from an outlying
Jawa fortress near the human settlement of Bestine. Het Nkik could
amell the concern, the fear, the indecision. Wimateeka was so
aarmed he didn't even try to mask his odors.

Het Nkik sensed bad news. Wimateeka was whispering, for fear of
sending the rest of the Jawasin a panicked flight. With afeding

of dread, Het Nkik drove back hisimpulse to run back to the
security of the sandcrawler and pushed forward to interrupt Wi
mateeka. "What isit, clan leader?' he asked. "Do you have news of
the last sandcrawler?

Wimateekalooked at him in surprise, and the other clan leader
chittered in annoyance. Norma protocol among Jawas held that
younger members did not approach their clan leaders directly, but
went through alabyrinth of family connections, passng amessage
up through higher and higher rdations until findly it reeched
itstarget; answers came back down through asimilarly circuitous
route. But Het Nkik had a reputation for sidestepping the rules.
"Clan leader E€et Ptaawastelling me of a Tusken attack on his
clan'sfortress,"” Wimateeka said. "The Sand People broke in and
attacked before the Jawas managed to flee. Our brethren will never
return to their ancestra home. They lost al possessions except
what they could throw into the sandcrawler.”

Het Nkik was appdled. "If the Jawas wereinsde their



fortress, did they not fight? Why did they just flee?!

"Jawas do not fight," Wimateeka said. "We are too wesk."
"Becausethey don't try," Het Nkik said, feeling histemper

rise. His body scent carried hisanger to both clan leaders.
"Wewould have been daughtered!" Eet Ptaainssted.

"Jawas aretoo small,” Wimateeka said. " Sand People are too
warlike." Theold clan leader turned to the other, dismissing Het
Nkik. "Thisyoung one has areputation for speaking without
thinking. We can only hope hiswisdom will grow with age."

Het Nkik swallowed his outrage and pushed for an answer to the
question that concerned him most. "What about my clan brother Jek
Nkik? Whereisthelast sandcrawler?!

Wimateeka shook his head so that his hood jerked from sdeto
gde. "Wehavelos al contact with them. They sent no

explanation of their delay. We are concerned. Perhaps the Sand
People attacked them, t0o." Het Nkik scowled. "We can't smply run
and hide al thetime, especially now that the Imperidsare

growing more aggressive. We could al work together. Many small
ones can make one large force. Now that the Jawas have gathered
for the swap mest, clan leader, will you discuss my ideaswith
them?'

Wimateeka and Eet Ptaa tittered with nervous laughter.
Wimateeka said, "Now you're sounding like one particular human
moisture farmer | know! He wants Jawas and humans and Sand People
to work together and draw maps separating our territories.” "Is

that such abad idea?' Het Nkik asked. Wimateeka shrugged. "It is
not the Javaway." Het Nkik fdt asif he weretaking to adroid
with its power pack removed. Nothing would ever change until the
Jawas saw how things might be different-until someone set an
example. Hewalked a ong between the tables, kicking up occasiona
billows of dust. The smell of roasted hubba gourd made his mouth
water. Looking up, he searched the rim of the dunesfor any sign

of Jek Nkik's sand-crawler. As he passed a table from the Kkak
clan, he heard a conspiratoria whisper, unlike the entregties by
other merchants.

"Het Nkik!" the Kkak clan member said, clicking the hard
consonants and sharpening hisname.

He turned and saw the other Jawa reach benesth histableto a
private stash of wares. "Are you Het Nkik?' he repeated. " Of
Wimateekas clan, the one who is always talking about empowering
the Jawas, about making usfight? Hrar Kkak sautesyou and offers
an exchange of wares."

Het Nkik felt aribbon of cold insde him likealong drink of
rarewater. "I am Het Nkik," he said, letting suspicion curl

through his body odor. It was good to let a sdesman see hedthy
skepticism. "The opportunity for exchange is dways welcome, and
thetimefor opportunity isaways now."

"| have something for you," the tradesman said. "Come closer.”

Het Nkik took a step to the table, and now he was honor bound

to listen to the sales pitch. The Kkak clansman looked around
furtively and then hauled out a blagter rifle, scarred but



magnificent. A Blastech DL-44 model, more power than Het Nkik had
ever heldin hisown hands.

Hetook a step backward in darm and then forward in

fascination. " Jawas are forbidden such wegpons," he said.

"I have heard rumors of such an Imperid decree from Mos

Eidey, but | have received no confirmation of it," the sdesman

sad. "We of the Kkak clan have been wandering the far fringes of
the Dune Sea, and sometimes communication of such thingstakesa
longtime”

Het Nkik nodded in admiration of the smooth excuse. "Doesit
function? Where did you get it?'

"Never mind wherel got it.”

Het Nkik felt ashamed for his breach of Jawa protocal. "If I'm

going to purchasethis. . ." Heremoved his pouch of barter

credits, knowing inginctively that he had to have the weapon. He
wanted it no matter what the consequences - and the salesman knew
it, too. "I need to know if it works."

"Of courseit functions." The sdlesman popped out the power

pack. "You'll seethat the chargeis on three-quarters.”

Het Nkik saw that it was a standard power pack of the type that
could be used in many sorts of equipment. "Let metry it in that
portableilluminator,” he said, "just to meke sure.”

Both of them knew Het Nkik could not fire the blaster with dl

the other Jawas present. The Kkak salesman dipped the power pack
into the portable illuminator and switched it on. A bright beam
stabbed skyward toward the two suns. " Satisfied?”

Het Nkik nodded. "My resources are meager, though my admiration
of your waresisgredt."

The two haggled over pricefor an acceptable amount of time,
though the price didn't change much. Het Nkik hurried away with
only afew barter creditseft to his name - but the proud owner

of ahighly illegdl blaster hidden under hisbrown robes. For the

fird timein hislife, hefdttal. Very tal.

He spent the rest of the swap meet looking for his comrade Jek
Nkik, but the last sandcrawler never arrived.

After the siwap meet disbanded, the sandcrawlerstoiled across

the Dune Seaiin different directions, laden with new treasures

each clan had obtained through hard bargaining.

After an hour of relentlessjabbering, Het Nkik convinced the

pilot to detour dong the path Jek Nkik's vehicle might have

taken, to seeif they could discover what had befdlen the missing
Jawas. They headed toward the oudying moisture farms among which
his clan mate's group often traded.

Het Nkik worked in the engine room, coaxing the faltering

reactorsto function for just afew more months until the sorm

season when the sandcrawlers would be parked next to Jawa
fortresses in the badlands. Wimateeka's old mechanics would have

to give theion pumps and the reactors afull overhaul. Het Nkik's
companions were much more focused on their tasks now that the swap
meet was over.



At about midday, the lookout sounded an alarm. He had seen
smoke. Normally the sight of burning wreckage made Jawas ecstatic
at the possbility of asalvage claim, but Het Nkik felt adeep
foreboding; none of the others noticed the change in his scent.
Heleft his post and took thelift platform to the bridge. In

front of the wide viewport, he climbed on an overturned equipment
box and stared. The smoke grew thick. His heart sank inside him as
if hehad just lost dl hispossessionsin abad trade.

He recognized the oxidized brown meta of an old ore hauler's

hull, the trapezoida shape. The sandcrawler had been assaulted,
blasted with heavy-weaponsfire, and destroyed.

Het Nkik knew hisfriend and clan brother was dead.

Thelookout chittered in terror, expressing hisfear that

whatever had struck the sandcrawler might <till be around to

attack them. But the pilot, seeing the enormous wealth of

unclaimed salvage, overcame his uneasiness. He used the comm unit
to transmit a message to Wimateeka's fortress, establishing his
sdvagerights.

Greasy tatters of smoke curled up inthe air asthe sandcrawler
descended toward the destroyed vehicle. Het Nkik felt aresurgence
of anger bubble within him. He recdlled how stormtroopers had
assaulted Jawafortresses for practice. He thought of Eet Ptaals
settlement raided by the Sand People. Y et again, someone bigger
had attacked hel pless Jawas, perhaps out of spite, or for sport,

or fornoreason at al.

The only thing Jawas ever did wastake their beatings, flee,

and accept their helplessness. Nothing would ever change until
somebody showed them another way.

He thought of the blaster he had purchased at the swap mest.

The pilot brought the sandcrawler to ahat facing the best

escape route if attackers reappeared. The hull doors clanked open,
and the Jawas scrambled out, ducking low for cover but eager to
dash toward the treasure trove of scrap. The pilot scrambled
forward to apply a claim beacon to the ruined sandcrawler, warning
away other scavengers. Jawas swarmed into the half-open door of
the wreck, scurrying to see what treasures had been |eft
undameged.

Severd Jawas squealed asthey redized they were not alone by

the damaged sandcrawler. A bearded old human in worn but flowing
robes stood off in the shade beside two droids that he seemed to
have claimed for himself. He had built asmal, crackling pyre.

Het Nkik sniffed, smdled burning flesh; the old man had dready
begun theritua disposa of Jawa carcassesin the purging flames.
The human raised his handsin a placating gesture. Some of Het
Nkik's cousins speculated that the old human had killed the other
Jawas, but Het Nkik saw thiswas obvioudy absurd.

A protocol droid walked gtiffly beside the old man. Itsgold

plating was a bit scratched, and it had adent in thetop of its

head; but dl in dl the droid seemed to be. in good functioning
order. The other droid, a barrel-shaped model, hung back and
bleeped in darm at seeing the Jawas. Het Nkik automatically began



to assess how much he could get in trade for the droids.

The protocol droid said, "I offer my servicesasan

interpreter, Sr. | am fluent in over sx million forms of
communication.”

The old man looked camly at the droid and made adismissve
gesture. "Y our services won't be needed. I'velived in these
desertsfar too long not to understand alittle of the Jawas

gpeech. Gresetings!" the old man said in clear Jawawords. "May you
trade well, though | sorrow for your tragedy here today."

Three Jawas bent close to the rock-strewn ground and spotted
banthatracks. They set up awall of panic, suddenly convinced

that the Sand People had declared an dl-out war.

But something did not seem right to Het Nkik. He looked at the
tracks, at the crude wegpons fire that had struck the most crucia
spots on the enormous ore hauler. He sniffed the air, sorting

through layers of scent from molten and hardened metdl to the
burning stench of bodies, to the heated sand. He detected an
undertone of plasted armor, fresh lubricants, amechanized

attack, but he could find none of the musty smells of the Tusken
Raiders or the dusty, peppery scent of their banthas.

Het Nkik pointed this out, and the other Jawas snapped at him,
impatient, as usud, with his contradictory views. But the old man
spoke up for him. ™Y our little brother isright. Thiswasan

Imperia attack, not a strike by the Sand People.”

The others chittered in disbdief, but the old man continued.

"The Imperid occupying forces would like nothing better than to
see awar among Sand People and Jawas and human moisture farmers.
Y ou must not alow yoursavesto believe their deceptions.”

"Who areyou?' Het Nkik asked him. "How do you know our funera
customs, and why have you claimed no salvage for yoursdlf?"

The old man said, "I know of your customs because | try to
understand the other people who share my desert home. | know the
Jawas believe that dl their possessons are forfet to the clan

at death, but your bodies are borrowed from the womb of the sands,
and their eements must return to pay the debt you owe for your
temporary life"

Some of the Jawas gasped at his eoquent recita of their own
intensaly private beliefs.

"If you understand us so well," Het Nkik said brashly, "then

you know that no Jawawould ever strike back at a Tusken Raider,
even for such ablatant assault asthis. The Jawas are dl

cowards. Nothing will make them fight."

The old man smiled indulgently, and his pale blue eyes seemed

to bore through Het Nkik's robe, seeing deep into the hooded
shadow of hisface. "Perhaps acoward isonly afighter who has

not yet been pushed far enough - or one who has not been shown the
way."

"Generd Kenobi," the golden droid interrupted, "Master Luke

has been gone far too long. He should have had ampletime’ to get
to hishome and back by now."

The old man turned to the Jawas. "Y our sdlvage clam is safe



here, but you must warn the others of the tricksthe Imperidsare
playing. The garrisonin Mos Eidey hasjust been reinforced with
many more storm-troopers. They are searching . . . for something
they will not find."

The two droids stood huddled together.

"But the Prefect and the Imperid Governor will continue to

fogter turmoil between the Jawas and the Tusken Raiders.” Then the
human turned and |ooked directly at Het Nkik. "The Jawas are not
powerless - if they do not wish to be."

Het Nkik felt alance of fear and redlization strike through

him. A memory returned to him like astun bolt. He recaled with
the vividness of a double desert sunset atime - lessthan ayear
before his coming of age - when he had scanned a crashed T-16
Speeder out in the rocky twists of an unnamed canyon. Wanting to
clam the salvage for himsdlf, Het Nkik had not asked for Jawa
assistance, not even from Jek NKkik.

When hefound the ruined vehicle, he spotted ayoung human mae
sprawled dead on the rocks, thrown there by the crash. Apparently,
the T-16's repul sorlifts had been unable to counteract a sudden
thermd updraft; the landspeeder had crashed and skidded, leaving
aknotted tongue of smoke in the otherwise empty air.

Het Nkik had pawed at the mangled controls, ignoring the broken
body that had already begun to attract moisture-seeking insects
from crevicesin therocks. He had suddenly |ooked up to discover
sx young and vicious Tusken Raiders, their faces swvaddled with
rags, hissng through breath filters. They were angry, ready for a
heroic adventure they could tell about around the story fires
throughout their adulthood. The Sand People raised their sharpened
gaffi sticksand uttered their ululating cries.

Het Nkik knew he was abouit to die. He could not possibly fight
even one of the Sand People. He was unarmed. He was dlone. He was
smdl and defensaless -aweak, cowardly Jawa

But as the Sand Peopl e attacked, Het Nkik had found the T-16's
ill-functioning security system, and triggered it. The sonic

alarm sent out a pul sating screech loud enough to curdle dewback
blood. Startled by the noise, the Raiders had fled.

Het Nkik had stood trembling in his brown robes, parayzed with
fear and astonishment. It took him many momentsto redlize that he
aone had scared off the Tusken Raiders. A weak Jawa had driven
back an attack by bloodthirsty Sand People!

It had been awarming revelaion to him Given the right

equipment and the right attitude, Jawas could be different.

And now he had ablagter rifle.

"I know we are not powerless," Het Nkik said to the old man who
continued to watch him, "but my clan membersdo not redizeit.”
"Perhapsthey will," the old man said.

Asthe other Jawas scrambled over the wrecked sand-crawler, Het
Nkik knew what he had to do. He went to the pilot and forfeited
his entire share of salvagein exchangefor asinglefunctiond
vehicle that would take him aone across the desert to the human
spaceport . . . where the Imperials were headquartered.



Het Nkik's sand vehicle broke down twice on histrek to the
gorawling, squdid city of Mos Eidey. Standing under the pounding
heet of the suns as the burning wind licked under his hood, he
managed to use his skill and meager resources to get the vehicle
limping along again over the rocky ground.

Insde hiscloak the DL 44 blaster felt incredibly heavy, cold

and hot at the same time. The weight inside his chest seemed even
heavier, but burning anger drove him on.

On the dust-whipped streets of Mos Eidey, Het Nkik kept the
sand vehicle functioning until he spotted another Jawa-a member of
adistant clan who had been in town for some time-and offered the
used-up vehiclefor sale. Though he drove a poor bargain, Het Nkik
did not expect to live long enough to spend the credits; but his
neture forbade him giving anything away.

Onfoot, Het Nkik trudged through the rippling midday heet,
clutching the blaster closeto his chest, looking at languid

creatures dozing in adobe doorways waiting for the day to cool.
The streets were nearly deserted. He walked and walked, fedling
his feet burn; the pale dust caked his garment.

He knew what he intended to do, but he didn't quite know how to
go about it. He had a blaster. He had an obsession. But he had yet
to find atarget-the right target.

He noted an increased Imperia presencein the city, guards
stationed by docking bays and the customs center; but no more than
two at atime. Het Nkik knew that life was chegp in Mos Eidey,
and killing asingle Imperid trooper would not cause enough
uproar. He had to go out in such ablaze of glory and heroism that
the Jawas would sing of him for yearsto come.

In the town center he found the large wreck of the Dowager
Queen spacecraft, amess of tangled girders, faling-apart hull
plates, and al manner of strange creatures, vagrants, and
scavengerslurking ingdethe hull.

To Het Nkik it looked like the perfect place for an ambush.
Hisindinctstold himto fed hepless, but he firmly squashed

those thoughts. He had the strength, if only he could find the

will to make an example of himself. It could changethe lives of
Jawasforever ... or he could just get himself foolishly killed.

Panic welled up within him as he considered thefolly of an
inggnificant Jawa planning something so preposterous. He wanted
to hidein ashadowy dley. He could wait for darkness, scurry out
of the city and find someplace where he could be safe and cower
with the other Jawas, afraid of every threatening noise. Afraid to
fight ...

Bracing himsdlf, Het Nkik dipped insde the bustling cantina

right across the dirt thoroughfare from the wreck of the Dowager
Queen. Conflicting scents overwhelmed him strange smells of a
thousand different patron species, chemicasthat served as
gimulants for an untold number of biochemidtries, the smell of
amorous intentions, of restrained violence, of anger and laughter,
food and sweat. Strains of music drifted out, amixture of noises
chained to amelody.



He had credit chips. He could get a stimulant, something to

help him focus his thoughts, brace up his courage.

Het Nkik moved with quick steps down the airs, hugging the
shadows, trying not to be noticed. Deep inddethefolds of his
garment he gripped the precious blaster. He placed a credit chit

on the bar counter, straining to reach the high surface. He had to
repeat his order three times before the harried human bartender
understood what he wanted. Nursing hisdrink, Het Nkik hunched
over atiny private table, smeling rich volatile chemicas

wafting from the surface of the liquid. The scent wasjust as
intoxicating asthe drink itsdf.

Hetried to plan, but no thoughts came to him. Should he resort

to a gpontaneous action, an angry gesture, rather than a
methodically orchestrated scenario? His plan required no finesse,
merely alarge number of targets and the dement of surprise. He
thought of the burning Jawa corpses at the wrecked sandcrawler and
the old human hermit who had given him the courage.

Hefet awarm rush of surprise asthe old hermit entered the
cantinawith ayoung moisture farmer. The bartender made them
leave their droids outside; at another time Het Nkik might have
plotted araid to steal the two unguarded droids, but not now. He
had more important things on hismind.

The old hermit didn't notice him, but Het Nkik took his
appearance as asign, an omen of strength. He gulped hisdrink and
sat up watching the old man talk to a spacer at the bar thento a
Wookiee, and when the moisture farmer boy got into trouble with
one of the other patrons, the old man came to the rescue with the
most spectacular weapon Het Nkik had ever seen, a glowing shaft of
light that cut through flesh asif it were smoke.

Seeing the lightsaber made him suddenly doubt his mere blaster.
He pulled ou t the weapon and held it on hislap under thetable,
touching the smooth meta curves, the deadly buttons, the power
pack snapped into the end. He was startled by another creature
joining him at histable afurry, long-snouted Ranat who smelled

of dust and eagernessto make atrade.

Jawas and Ranats often competed with each other in, the

streets of Mos Eidey. The Jawas tended to roam the empty areas of
sand, while Ranats stayed within populated areas. They traded at
times, but generdly viewed each other with suspicion.

"Reegesk salutes Het Nkik and offers an exchange of talesor
wares,” the Ranat said in the formalized greeting.

Het Nkik wasin no mood to talk, but he made the appropriate
response. Sipping hisdrink, listening to the Ranat chatter about
hiswares, hetried to find away to gather his own courage. But
when the Ranat offered him a Tusken battle talisman, he suddenly
sat up and listened.

The Sand People were great warriors; they fought creatures many
timestheir 9ze, daughtered entire settlements, tamed wild

banthas. Perhaps a Tusken charm could give him the advantage he
needed after dl. And what did he haveto lose?

The Ranat seemed to redlize how much he wanted the talisman, so



Het Nkik offered ahigh price-provided he could pay afew credits
now and the rest later -knowing full well that he would never be
around for the second ingtallment.

Againg his better judgment, Het Nkik passed his blaster
surreptitiousy under the table so the Ranat could look at it.

With thetaisman in his hand and the blaster rifle under his
fingertips, facing the burning intensgity in the Ranat's eyes, Het
Nkik felt ingpiration return, felt his need for revenge. He

thought again of his clan brother Jek Nkik, how the two of them
had done the dmost impossible, repairing the ndroid-and
then he remembered the smoking wreckage of the sandcrawler.
Imperias had done that. Imperials had attacked other Jawa
fortresses. Imperids continued to tighten their grip on Tatooine.
Perhaps his gesture would stir up not only the Jawas, but bring
about agenera revolution. Then the planet could be free again.
That would be worth any sacrifice, would it not?

A loud explosion and a sudden commotion across the cantina
gtartled him. He wanted to duck under the table, but he whirled to
see ahuman gitting at abooth. Smoke curled up from aholein the
tablein front of him and a strong-smelling Rodian lay dumped on
thetable. Het Nkik was paralyzed for amoment in terror, though
the Ranat seemed amused at the Rodian's death. Het Nkik stared as
the human dowly got up, avoiding the dead bounty hunter and
tossing acoin a the bar.

Lifewasindeed chegp in Mos Eidey, but he wanted to sdll his
own for ahigh price. Other Jawasin the cantina scrambled to
claim the corpse; a another time he too might have fought for his
share of the remains, but he let his brothers take what they
needed.

He looked down to see the Ranat fondling his DL-44 blaster, and
Het Nkik snatched it away. He sensed determination and enthusiasm
pouring through his muscles. The intoxicant buzzed through his
brain. The wegpon fdlt light and powerful in hishands.

He would never be more prepared.

Without saying good-bye to the Ranat, he took the blagter,
sgueezed the Tusken battle talisman, and scuttled out of the
cantina, across the bright streets to the wreckage of the Dowager
Queen.

As soon as hewas there, Het Nkik knew he had been meant to do
this. Pressing the blaster againgt his side, he scrambled up the

hot metal hull plates of the wreck, finding handholds and
footholds to get himself to ahigher position, agood placeto
firefrom.

His pulse pounded. His head sang. He knew thiswas histime.
Hisentire life had been focused toward this moment. He found a
shaded place. A good spot for hisambush.

A line of stormtroopers on patrol rounded the corner, marching
toward the cantinaasif searching for something. They marchedin
lockstep, crushing dust under their white hedls, intent on their
god. Sunlight gleamed from their polished armor. Their wegpons
clicked and rattled as they walked, their helmets stared straight



ahead. They walked quickly, coming closer and closer.

He counted eight inarow. Yes, eight of them. If he, asingle

weak Jawa, could mow down eight Imperia stormtroopers, that would
be the stuff of legends. No Jawa could forget that their brother,

Het NKkik, had struck such ablow against the Empire. If dl Jawas
Could do the same thing, the Empire would flee from Tatooine.

He clutched the blaster. He bent down. He watched the
stormtroopers gpproach. His glowing yelow eyesfocused on them,
and he tried to determine the best plan of attack. He would strike
the leader fird, then the onesin the middle, then behind, then

back to the front in a sweeping motion. There would be a shower of
blaster bolts. It would take them amoment to discover his

location. For some of them, that would be a moment too long.
Therewas even theridiculoudy smdl chancethat he could kill

them all before they managed ashot in hisdirection. Inthe

ruined ship he had a bit of cover. Maybe he could survivethis. He
could liveto strike again and again. Perhaps he could even become
aJawaleader, awarlord. Het Nkik, the great generdl!
Stormtroopers stepped in front of the ship, looking toward the
cantina, not even seeing him. Arrogant and confident, they ignored
the Dowager Queen.

Het Nkik gripped the blaster. His knees were ready to explode,
springloaded, waiting, waiting until he couldn't andit a

moment, an ingtant longer-and uttered a chittering ululation of

rage and revenge in aconsciousimitation of aTusken cry. In his
lifeé'ssngle moment of glory, so closeto the end, Het Nkik

leaped up and swung the blagter rifle a histargets.

Before they could even turnin hisdirection, he squeezed the

firing button-again, and again, and again.

Trade WinsTheRRanat's Tde
by Rebecca Moesta

Dodging apair of potentially meddlesome storm-troopers,

Reegesk clutched histreasures and scurried with rodentlike
efficiency into the narrow aley besde hisfavorite drinking
establishment in Mos Eidey. Ah, yes, hisfavorite. Not because
their drinks or performers were of superior quality, but because

he could aways find someone there who wanted-or needed-to make a
trade. And in the smal Ranat tribe that scratched out alarger
placefor itsdlf each day on this arid outpost world, that was,

after dl, hisjob Reegesk the Trader, Reegesk the Barterer,
Reegesk the Procurement Specidist Par Excellence.
Whiskerstwitching with satisfaction, he sat against asun-

washed wall, curled hiswhip-hard tail loosely around him, and
opened his bundle to examine the day's prizes. An oven-hot breeze
carried the not unpleasant scents of decaying garbage and animal
droppings to Reegesk from farther down the dley. He had started
the morning with little more than ahandful of polished rocks and
afew tidbits of information and had made a series of successful



trades to collect the much more valuable items that he now spread
out in the dust beside him. A smd| antenna, some fine cloth with
very few holesin it, abundle of wiresfor thetiny ‘vaporator

his tribe was secretly building. These he would keep.

But he had more bargaining to do yet. He still needed many
things a power source to complete the bootleg ‘vaporator unit

that could make his tribe less dependent on local moisture
farmers, alength or two of rope, scraps of metal for making tools
Or Weapons.

From his perspective, he always managed to trade up.
Fortunately, he still had afew items|eft to trade from his most
recent bargain a cracked stormtrooper helmet, a packet of field
rations, and a Tusken battle talisman carved from bantha horn. All
thisfor only some day-old information and a discarded restraining
bolt. He supposed the heat and dust could dull anyone's judgment.
Perhapsthe Imperid officer-aLieutenant Alima, who was
definitely not aloca-should have paid more attention to the

dedl. W, the officer had gotten what he wanted. Reegesk
shrugged.

Of course, the old warning to buyerswas valid Always pay

close attention during atrade. Less scrupulous traders tricked
customers or tried to convince them to make usaless purchases, but
not Reegesk. This, despite the "semisentient” status the Empire
had conferred on the Ranat race, had gained him areputation on
the streets of Mos Eidey for being shrewd but fair.

In fact, aside from the bothersome loca storm-troopers, there
were few potential customersin the port who would refuse atrade
with Reegesk if he had just what they "needed.”

Reegesk'sfurry snout quirked into adry, incisor-baring amile.
W, he knew what he needed, and he knew where to conduct his
next trade.

Theinterior of the cantinawas relaively cool, and the

dimnesswas aredlief from the moisture-steding intengity of
Tatooinegstwin suns. The air smelled of musky damp fur and baked
scales, of nic-i-tain smoke, of space suitsthat had not been
decontaminated in months, and of intoxicants from dozens of
different worlds,

Reegesk stepped to the bar, ordered a cup of Rydan brew from
Wuher the bartender, and scanned the room for alikely customer. A
Devaronian? No, Reegesk had nothing to interest him. One of the
Bith musicianswho was just taking a break? Perhaps. Ah. Reegesk's
glancefel onthefamiliar figure of aJawa

Perfect.

Reegesk pulled the hood of his cloak loosely over hishead as

he started toward the Jawas small table. Jawas were private folk
who believed in being fully covered, even indoors, and in

Reegesk's experience, finding common ground with the customer
always helped atrade. He was relieved to note by the scent ashe
approached the table that he knew the Jawa, Het Nkik, and had
traded with him before.



When Reegesk saw the bandleader Figrin Dan sgnding an end to
the musicians break, he hurried to get Het Nkik's attention

before the next song could begin. "Reegesk salutes Het Nkik and
offersan exchange of talesor wares," he said, giving his most
formal trader greeting to the Jawa, who seemed preoccupied and had
not yet noticed Reegesk's presence.

Het NKkik did not react immediately, but when he did look up,
Reegesk thought he saw alook of relief, asif the Jaw were happy
to be digtracted from his thoughts. "The opportunity for exchange
isawayswelcome, and the time for opportunity isaways now,"
Het Nkik replied with equal formality, but the pitch of hisvoice
was higher than usua and his eyes darted furtively about the

room.

"May both traders receive the better bargain." Reegesk finished
theritua gregting with irony, knowing full w"ll that Jawaswere
seldom concerned with whether their customers were satisfied.
Wéll, that was not hisway. Cunning as he was, Reegesk traded only
with customers who needed (or believed they needed) what he had,
and he bartered away only itemsthe tribe did not need.

Reegesk’'s nose wrinkled briefly as hetried to identify the

scent that hung about Het Nkik. Sensing what he could only
interpret asimpatience or anticipation, Reegesk decided against

any further delay and swung smoothly into the trading process. He
began with glowing descriptions of the bargains he had made that
morning. Strangely, Het Nkik was not very enthusiagtic as he spoke
of hisown trading and showed Reegesk a charged Blastech DL-44
blaster in excellent condition. Reegesk did not need to feign

either admiration or jealousy over thetrade; sinceit was il

illegd to arm aRanat in tie Outer Rim Territories, it was

difficult for Reegesk to bargain for anything that might be used
asaweapon, And the DL-44 was a particularly fine weapon.
Seaming to take little notice of Reegesk's gpprovd of his

bartering, Het Nkik alowed the trading to move to an dternating
exchange of increasingly vauable information. Thetwo traders
were S0 engrossed in their interchange that Reegesk did not notice
the Rodian bounty hunter until he had bumped backward into their
table. An obnoxious new arrival named Greedo. Reegesk made agrab
for hisbrew and caught it asit teetered precarioudy at the edge

of thetable. He felt his nodtrils contract in annoyance, asthey
would at an unpleasant odor.

Greedo turned, apparently ready to excuse himsdf for his

mistake, but he stopped when he noticed the table's occupants. The
greenish tinge of his skin degpened and the lips on his snout

formed a sneer as he looked at Reegesk. "Womp!" he spat out,
giving the table another sharp shove as he delivered the epithet,

and then moved off in the generd direction of the bar. Reegesk
brigtled, hurling venomous thoughts after the sour-smelling green-
skinned bounty hunter. The outrage of it! Theinsult. After dl,
Ranats were no relation whatsoever to the nonsentient Tatooine
womp rats! Greedo was one person he would not mind seeing cheated
inatrade.



When he was cam again, the trading moved to the next stage and
Reegesk began discreetly displaying theitems hewaswilling to
trade. Het Nkik showed amild interest in the stormtrooper hel met,
but when Reegesk brought out the bantha horn carved in the shape
of aTusken battle talisman, Het Nkik's excitement was un
mistakable. Reegesk, quickly searching hismemory for anything he
knew about such objects, managed to remember something of
interest. The Sand People, he explained, believed a battle
talisman brought them the physical strength of abanthain bettle
and gave them the courage to face death, if need be. Het Nkik
asked to hold the talisman, turning it over and over in his hands,
uttering exclamationsin adialect Reegesk did not recognize.
Reegesk hid. atriumphant smile. Thiswould be amost too easy.

It was unusud for a Jawato show so much enthusiasm for anitem
being traded, since it might skew the bartering to indicate that

the item had value to him. Reegesk closed in to begin the negotia
tion. "Thetadismanisindeed of great value. The exchange must
measure up to itsworth."

Het Nkik's reverent expression turned to one of chagrin. "'l

have little with me today that is suitable for thisexchange.”
Reegesk's heart began to beat rapidly ashe smelled his chances
improving. The Jawa definitely wanted to make atrade. Reegesk
dyly lowered his eyesto indicate the blaster that Het Nkik held
inhislap, hidden by thetable. "The rime for opportunity is
awaysnow."

The Jawas hands clutched convulsively at the wegpon, and for a
moment he seemed at aloss. "1 cannot meet such ahigh price” he
answered carefully, ". . . today." Hiseyes did not meet

Reegesk's. He negotiated for awhile longer before finaly agreeing
to an amount far higher than Reegesk had expected to get.

"Y ou know that | am askilled trader,” Het Nkik said. "Here are
afew creditsto show my good faith. If you will give me until
morning, | will meet your price."

Success! But could the Jawa be trusted? Reegesk ordered himself
to use caution. "Then | will bring you the talisman tomorrow
morning," he said inacam voice. He did not want to give away
his own impatience, and he hoped the Jawa could not smdll it.

But the Jawawasfirm. "No. | must have the battle talisman
today." Het Nkik's voice grew agitated as he spoke. "1 will pay
the rest in the morning, but | cannot wait until tomorrow." He
stopped, asif searching for away to convince Reegesk of his
seriousintentions. At last hesaid, "If you wait until morning, |

will let you have the use of thisblagter.”

Reegesk could fed hiseyeslight with intengity at the very

thought of having such afine weapon.

Het Nkik's eyes burned into Reegesk's as he nodded to the
weapon he held beneath the table. "Yes, | will let you hold it and
useit. | am not afraid to arm aRanat. Let meleave with the
talisman today, and you will have what you need by morning.”
Unableto pull away from the fervor of the Jawa's glowing gaze,
Reegesk reached out one paw to touch the weapon. Did he dare take



arisk on the honor of this Jawa? Always pay close atention
during atrade, he reminded himsdf. Finally, hecameto a

decison.

At that moment, a commotion broke out across the cantinafrom
them. Light and sparksfilled the air, dong with the sharp smell

of singed flesh. When theair findly cleared, Reegesk was able to
make out the form of Greedo the bounty hunter dumped over an
otherwise deserted, table.

Dead? Y es, definitely dead. Thiswasindeed alucky day for
Reegesk. He fdlt asurge of excitement and his whiskers quivered
with glee. "Yes. | accept thetrade," he said to the Jawa, who was
il staring at the scene across the room. "Keep the talisman for
now. Bring me the price we agreed on by morning.”

Het Nkik suddenly turned his attention back to Reegesk. Without
aword, he pulled the blaster away from Reegesk's paw and stalked
avay.

"Both traders received the better bargain thisday,” Reegesk

caled after Het Nkik, but the Jawa did not seem to hear him.
Reegesk smiled as he watched Het Nkik walk with such confidence
toward the entrance of the cantina. He was pleased to have made
such afair ded. The Jawathrew challenging glances around the
room as he left with the DL-44 concealed benesth his cloak, one
hand fingering the precious battle talisman.

Reegesk emptied the remaining brew from his cup and stood to
leave, inhaing deeply. The smell of the scorched Rodian bounty
hunter ill hung intheair. Very satisfactory, he thought with a
contented Sgh.

Moments later, he stepped back out of the cantinainto the
parched streets of Mos Eidey. Reegesk patted the pocket inside
his cloak that held the power pack.he had dipped from Het Nkik's
blagter. They had both gotten the trade they wanted today. He had
paid very close atention.

And now Reegesk had the perfect power supply for the Ranat
tribe's new ‘vaporator.

When the Desert Wind Turns The Stormtrooper's Tae
by Doug Season

It took Davin Felth dl of thirty seconds on the military

training planet Caridato decide that serving in the Emperor's
armed forces was not as romantic as he had thought.

Davin hoisted his degp blue duffel bag containing hisworldly
possessions onto his back and queued up with the rest of the
hundred and twenty other recruits. They filled the Gamma-class
shuttles narrow stedl corridor. Davin was nearly overwhelmed by
the diverse cut of clothes, colors, and unusua smellsthat wafted
from the youths. Nervous chatter ran up and down the line of
eighteen-year-olds, most of whom were away from home for the very
first time. A blast of noise reverberated through the shuttle and
the door to the outside sighed open.



Fresh air tumbled in, untouched by atmospheric scrubbers

present on the ship; unfiltered light splashed againgt t he

gleaming deck, reflecting down the halway, and for aglorious
thirty secondsit seemed that al the hype and rumors about
Carida, the planet used by the Emperor's own guard asatraining
basefor hismilitary, were suddenly magnified. Thismust be the
most exciting place for aship of eager eighteen-year-oldsto
beginthar new lives

And then the shouting Started.

It was asif abomb had exploded amidst the nervous group of
draftees. Chaos, ydling, confusion, and a hundred thousand
demands were suddenly thrust upon Davin from dl directions.
Officersin olive-gray uniforms or white stormtrooper armor
swarmed al over them; the recruits stood at attention, rigidly
trying to emulate atues as the officers moved to within milli
meters of their faces, screaming demands.

Bavin'sonly thought wasto try and survive, to get out of this

mess dive - he couldn't think, and every time hetried to answer
aquestion that was screamed at him, someone else would thrust
their face next to his and demand something else.

Davin gtarted ydlling, not caring what he said, or whom he was
speaking to, but only reacting, attempting to look asthough he
were busy answering someone else's question. Heraised hisvoice
and shouted at the top of hislungs - and the ploy seemed to work.
With al the confusion that surrounded him, with a storm-trooper
magjor screaming in hisfaceto try and disorient him, he succeeded
in diverting attention from himsdlf. But thiswasonly the

beginning of six monthsof hdllish training that would mold Davin
into one of the Emperor's own dlite troops.

After what seemed hours, Davin and the rest of the recruits

were led running down a pathway to the barracks. A huge
prehistoric-looking man waved them to stand &t one side of the
passageway. The recruits scampered in fear. They lined up against
thewall and snapped to attention. The burly man threw them sup
plies generic dark uniforms, helmets, socks, underwear,
handkerchiefs, emergency equipment, medpac kit, surviva gear, and
persond-cleansing equipment.

Davin accepted the supplies, but wastoo afraid to ask what he
should do with them. One small voice, attached to aman who
towered over therest of the recruits like asolarflower grown in
rich Gamorrean dirt, said meekly, "I ... | can't takethis

anymorel"

Instantly, Imperia uniformed bodies swarmed over the man. A
voice shouted, "Y ou people-over herel Moveit!"

Bending backward under hisload of supplies, Davin staggered to
joinaline of recruitswho looked like piles of crawling military
storehouses. The group was led away, shown to their bunks. Davin
deposited his blue duffel bag and armload of material on acot.
Two other recruits shared the room with him. Davin grinned tiredly
and introduced himsdif. "Hi, I'm Davin Felth.”

Thefirst man shook hishand firmly. "Geoff f Tuhns." He took



aquick look around the corner and held out abag of greasy-
looking food. "Want a bite?'

Davin glanced in the bag and fdlt his scomach flip. “No,

thanks™

Tdl, big-boned, and sporting ahead of flaming red hair, Geoff
did not look asif he could ever fit ingde stormtrooper armor.

L ooking once more around the corner, he sighed and stuffed a
handful of food in hismouth. "If you brought any food, youd
better eat it now. | managed to hide thisfrom them,” he said,

"but they threatened punishment if they caught me with any more
food."

"Mychael Ologat," said the second man. "What do you think of
al this?' Asamdl as Geoff wastal, Mychael looked asthough he
could fit in Davin'sduffel bag; but hismusclesrippled

underneath histaut skin.

Davin was gtill shell-shocked from the reception getting off

the Gammarclass shuttle. They hadn't been on the military training
planet for more than an hour, but with al the supplies he had
been issued and the amount of ground they had covered, a Davin's
normal pace it would have taken over aweek to get these same
things done. He shook his head. "They told me the military would
change my life, but thisis- crazy. | expected to get sometimeto
look around.”

"Don't count onit," said Geoff, speaking around amouthful of
food. "Weve been here since yesterday, and from what |'ve heard,
thisisonly the we coming committee. Theredly tough stuff comes
later.”

Mychadl's eyes grew wide. He stood facing the door, and he
managed to blurt out, "Uh-oh - here comestrouble.”

Geoff dropped the bag of munchies and tried to kick it
underneath his bed, but he dipped and the bag did to the center
of the room.

Davin turned to see one of the largest men he had ever seenin
hislife sanding just outsde the door. Dressed in antigrav

shoes, black shorts, awhite skin-shirt, and wearing the ominous
white helmet of an Imperia stormtrooper, the man looked like a
massive pillar. He pointed at the bag of food. His voice had a
tinny sound asit came over the speskersimplanted in the sde of
the battle hdmet.

"Your cdoric intakeis strictly regulated - whose contraband
foodisthat?'

Davin heard Geoff gulp; from what held said, he couldn't afford
to get caught. But no one had told him it was contraband! He spoke
up. "ltsmine.

The stormtrooper turned to face Davin. "Y ou are new here."
"That'sright."

"The correct responseis'yes, sir.' You will learn - or you

will fail. Congder that your only warning." He smashed the bag
with hisfoot, then turned to include the other two. ™Y ou sand
dime have two minutesto change into your physicd training gear
and get out here with the rest of your squad-or your butt is mine.



Now movel"

Thethree Imperid recruits scrambled over each other as
clothing flew across the room.

"Thanks, Davin," Geoff gasped out as he struggled into a
coverdl.

Davin could only grunt as he hopped on one foot; he attempted
to pull on thigh-high running boots. Despite the hectic pace, the
next two minutes were Davin's last chance to relax during the six
months of training.

Fifteen poundslighter but immeasurably sironger, Davin

adjusted to the breakneck training routine. The recruits spent
lessthan five hoursanight in their room, falling exhausted to

deep after day upon day of relentlesstraining physicd fitness

runs, daily expeditions via suborbital trangport to the southern
icefieldsfor winter training, aweek-long expedition to the bar

ren Forgofshar Desert for surviva training, athree-day battle
agang naturein the equatorid rain forest . . . Davin soon lost
track of the days.

He and his roommates soon learned to get up before their "wake-
up cdl" camein the morning, when their Imperid stormtrooper
sergeant would kick open their door and blast his sonic whistle.
Davin would wake up agood haf hour before reveille. He and the
otherswould scurry about the small dorm room, cleaning and
dressing, only to hop benegth their sheetsfor the early-morning
wake-up ritual-they had seen what happened to the other recruits
when they were caught out of their bunks beforerevellle.

Running out into the halway, Davin would snap to atention,
waiting to hear what the expedition of the day would entail. He
never knew where he might be sent.

It was the morning Davin wasin placein the hdlway nearly

thirty seconds before the others that changed hislife. It didn't

gart out with afanfare, amply "Davin, drive your butt over to

the AT-AT detachment at the end of the hall. Therest of you
sandwormsfdl in for ingpection!”

Astherest of his squad stood at attention, Geoff punched him

in the side and whispered, "Good luck, hotshot - were going to
missyou!"

Davin didn't have timeto answer, asthe Imperid trooper in
charge of the AT-AT detachment was already yelling for Davin to
hurry up. "Twenty more seconds and well drop you off in areactor
core!"

Davin joined the group of recruits a the end of the hall; he
recognized severd of his classmates as those who had consistently
finished near the top of the classwith him. They exchanged
glances with one another, but they were much too sharp to speak
and bring down the wrath of their drill instructor.

Lining up, they were marched out of the dorm areato the parade
field. Glass and syngranite buildings soared above their heads;

the parade fidld was surrounded by ultramodern buildings. Dozens
of robot observer eyes hovered overhead, keeping watch over the



military base. Situated in the middle of the circle of classroom
buildings, adeek executive trangport ship squatted on the grass,
its door open for boarding. The recruitswere hurried in asthe
al-clear sgna derted the pilot for takeoff.

As Davin settled into his seat, aholo appeared in the middle

of theaide. Tdl and gaunt with sunken eyes, the holographic
image of the man was dressed in the tight black uniform of a
ground commander. Theimage spoke with forcefulness.

"I am Colond Veers, commander of the Emperor's AT-AT forces.
Y ou trooper candidates have been sdlected for your ability to
learn quickly and put the requirements of the mission over your
persona needs. No matter how superior our space forces may be, it
isthe brilliance of the ground troops, ferreting out the enemy

from their dug-in encampments, that will win thisconflict. The
ground forces are the true backbone needed for atota victory-and
you have been selected to man the flagship of the ground troops
the All Terrain Armored Transport, the A T-AT!"

Colond Veerssimage was replaced by afour-legged meta
behemoth, lumbering across rugged terrain. It moved in mere
seconds distances that would have taken men on foot an hour to
traverse. Twin blaster cannonsfired laser pulsesfrom the
vehicles metalic head; two uniformed crewmen could be seenin
the command modulein the AT-AT's head. Therecruitsin the
executive transport drew in their breath in a collective gasp a
thesght.

Colond Veerssvoice continued. "Y ou will undergo six weeks of
intengvetraining in the virtud redity Smulators before being
alowed inthe AT-AT even asan observer. If you passthe
quaifying phase of the test, you will be dlowed to accompany the
AT-AT in one of my'combat battalions. Good luck to you al, but
take agood look around you-fewer than one person in ten will
successfully complete thisarduoustraining.” He scanned the room
asthough he could look into each recruit'sface. Davin st rigid

in his seat and tried to meet the holo's eye, but the image
dissolved from view.

A murmur ran through the ship. Therecruits leaned over their
seats and whispered excitedly to one another. The man next to
Davinturned, hisfaceflushed. "An AT-AT! Can you believe weve
been picked for the chance to command one of them?'
Theimage of the monstrous vehicle stepping across the rocky
terrain il burned in Davin's mind. Through dl of histraining
experiences, nothing had sparked the firein him as had the Sight
of the AT-AT. It wasadmost asif hisdestiny had been unfolded
right inside the deek executive transport.

"Yeah," whispered Davin, "and I'm going to make sure I'm not
one of those nine recruits who washes out.”

The AT-AT control room seemed large to Davin Felth.
Multicolored touch-sengitive controls covered the walls and
caling; the rectangular viewport at the front of the control room
was astdl as Davin. Two swive chairs sat at the front of the



viewport, dlowing the pilot and copilot accessto dl the

controls, yet giving them aspectacular view of below. They werea
good five hundred meters above the ground in the AT-AT control
"head," docked at the training base.

Davin fet ashortness of breeth, asif he had walked into some
sacrosanct place; but it was more than that. He dowly stepped
forward and ran ahand over the right-hand seet. Hefdt rich
dewback leather - only the best for Colonel Veerssrecruits!
"Doyoulikeit?

The voice gartled Davin, and the past months of training made
him cringe a the blast he knew wasto come. "Yes, gr.”
Theingtructor joined Davin and spoke quietly, asif not to

disturb Davin's sense of awe. "1 don't think I'll ever get used to
thefeding | get when | climb aboard.” He glanced & Davin. "And
that's one of the attributes we look for in our recruits, Davin

Feth. If they do not respect the AT-AT, then they approach their
assgnment asjust another duty. They might aswell stay intheir
virtud redity chamber, playing like children. We only want the

best to pilot the AT-AT, because when something goes wrong that
you can't fix by VR, then it'sthe best who survive."

He reached up and ran hisfingers over an array of lights. A

low sound thrummed through the floor as the instruments powered
up. Theingructor swung the chair around and flicked at the
lightsin front of him. "Do you want to take her out?"

"Yes, gr!" sad Davin. He eagerly climbed into the copilot's

seet and waited for ingtructions. When none came, he remembered
the lessons he had been taught in the VR simulator, and quickly
helped the ingtructor with the checklist. Within minutes they were
ready to easethe AT-AT out of the docking bay.

Davin watched the screensinlaid above the viewport; he saw
images broadcast from the docking area.of the AT-AT from all
different angles. In the seet next to Davin, the instructor

effortlessy ran through the sequence to back the AT-AT away from
its berth. Although the AT-AT was completely controlled by
atificid intelligence, Davin gppreciated for thefirs timethe
enormity of thetask of running amachine that held nearly as many
moving parts as the human body. The human presence on board served
asafoolproof backup.

"Let'stake her up into the hills," said the ingtructor. "I

want to run through some target practice. I'll let Base know our
cdl agnisLandkiller One

The view outsde of the viewport raced across the molecul ar-

thick window asthe AT-AT lumbered away from the base. They
quickly left behind the syngranite buildings and roads and turned
into the rugged hillsde.

The ride was smooth. The AT-AT stepped across chasms so deep
Davin couldn't see the bottom. They climbed the ridge and dropped
down to the valley on the other sSde; boulders littered the

hillsde. They were in the middle of abarren wastedland. Sheer

rock rose up on one side of them, and in the distance, Davin saw
red and slver rock formationsjutting into the air, looking like



aforest of multicolored needles. Davin glanced at the clock-they
had only left the base ten minutes before, but dready they were

out inthewilderness.

Little by little the instructor allowed Davin to take over the

AT-AT contrals. Riloting the AT-AT wasjust like using the virtua
redlity amulator, but Davin knew that any migudgment would be
disastrous. Davin devoted his entire attention to monitoring the
myriad ingruments

"You're pretty good at this," said theingtructor after a

while. "Not many recruits are as comfortable as you."

"Thanks," said Davin, not bresking his concentration.

"Keep at thisheading,” said the ingtructor, pushing up from

his seat. "1 want to check the weapons cache. Were coming upon
the target range and the terrain doesn't change any from here.”

"Yes gr.”

"Jugt call out if anything goeswrong; I'll be right back. But

don't leave the controls-no matter what happens.”

"Yes, ar." Davin tried to keep hisexcitement in check. The AT-
AT amos functioned on itsown, but Davin till felt heady being

in command, alone in the command center. Step by monstrous step,
the AT-AT lumbered across the barren terrain. Looking out over the
rugged land, Davin could imagine himsalf commanding aflest of AT-
AT's, massing againgt the Rebels-

Davin caught sght of something out of the corner of hiseye. A

dark speck, then suddenly three more, swooped down out of the sky.
They headed straight for the AT-AT.

Davin glanced at hisradar screen-nothing showed up. He punched
up his scanning instruments and got the same response nothing at

dl inthe EM, gravitationd, and neutrino spectrums.

Davin frowned and caled out to hisingructor, "I've got a

visua on somefighter craft heading thisway, but they don't show
up on scanners. They'reclosing fast.”

Davin didnt get an answer from hisingructor, fill back in

the wegpons cache. The only sound Davin heard was the muted
rumbling of the AT-AT's power system, and die dight jarring that
came over the dectronically cushioned ride.

Davinturned in his segt. "Sir? Are you there?' The door to the
wespons cache was sedled; Davin turned back to the front. The four
fighter craft grew closer. He dapped at the intercom and
broadcasted throughout the AT-AT. "Sergeant!” Still no answer.
Thefour ships split off intwo pairs, each vesse turning

Sdeways asthey camedirectly for the AT-AT control chamber.
Bright pops of blaster cannon erupted from the fighters as they

fired upon Davin'sAT-AT.

"Hey!" Davin felt anger and fear surge through him. " Sergeant,
we're being attacked!" The vessels thundered past the AT-AT,
causing the giant war machineto sway dightly inthefighter's
turbulence. "What's going on? Are we in the target area or some
Still not getting areply, Davin nearly unbuckled to go look

for the AT-AT ingtructor. What if something had happened to the



man? The instructor would know what to do. Thiswas crazy!

But when Davin saw thefighter craft swoop up again in front of
him, he sat frozen in his seat. The four fighterswere coming in

for another srafing run. Davin forced himsdf to grab at the
communicator. Heflicked to the AT-AT Base frequency. "Digtress,
Didress-thisisLandkiller One! Attention, Base, were under
attack. There must be some kind of mistake. | say again,

Didress"

Only the sound of white noise came over the speaker; even the
emergency holo did not function.

Bright pinpoints of light once again erupted from the head of

the attacking fighter craft. Davin tensed himself asthe AT-AT was
rocked with the impact of ablaster cannon. A shrill darm blasted
above hishead asthe acrid smell of oily smoke rolled throughout
the control room. " Sergeant-help me!" The warbling sound of
another darm pierced the air; synthetic voices announcing damage-
control procedures came from the rear of the control room. Twenty
diings seemed to happen at once.

Throughout al the confusion, Davin spotted the four fighter

craft rolling up from upon high and diving down to make another .
.. and perhapsther last . . . strafing run.

Davin grew suddenly angry at dl that had gone wrong.

Throughout his short career asan Imperia military man, he had
been drilled that the only way to survive wasto follow

procedures. But here was aSituation that had not been covered in
any textbook or testing sequence! He was out on hisown, and as
crazy asit seemed, someho w the Rebels must have found their way
to the Imperid military training planet. How else could he

explain the fighter vessal's not showing up on radar?

Davin pushed dl concern asde and armed the AT-AT fire
controls. If hewas going to be shot at, he wasn't going to go

down without afight. The automated fire-control system was of no
use since the enemy craft did not show up on any of his scanning
ingruments.

Slaving the blaster cannon controlsto follow hisline of

sght, helet loose asdvo of high-energy laser blasts. The

bundles of energy shot past the attacking ships. Although his

shots missed the fighter craft, the attacking ships split up. Had

they not expected him to fight back?

Thefightersflew past him, again coming so close that the AT-

AT shuddered because of the passing crafts shock Wave. Davin
dapped at the emergency beacon, sending out a continuous squawk
over the airwaves. At the sametime, he hdted the AT-AT'sforward
motion, daving the AT-AT's entire computer resourcesto fight the
incoming attackers.

Since he had to rely on his eyesight and none of the

ingtruments during die battle, Davin decided to put himsdf a the
greatest advantage. He ordered the AT-AT to kned, dropping aslow
to the ground as possible. Sowly, with jerky motions, the huge
behemoth staggered to the ground.

Davin brought the war machine's head down flat with the body



until there remained no part of the AT-AT that the fighters could
fly under. By thetime the four fighter craft came back around for
another attack, Davin's AT-AT lay hunkered on the ground.
Thefighters grouped together for a high-angle dive-bombing

run. Asthey approached, Davin knew they could not fly under the
AT-AT.

Davin forced them to make a suicide attempt on the control
chamber.

Davin jammed hisfinger down on thefiring control. The AT-AT
rocked with the recoil from the laser cannon. An explosion burst
across the screen as he hit two of the fighters; athird fighter

tried to steer away from the flying debris, but hiswing clipped

the ground and cartwhedled into arocky cliff.

Theremaining fighter bore down on him. Heflew inlow,
wobbling in the hot layer of turbulent desert air. Davin waited
until the fighter was nearly upon him beforefiring. The craft

kept closeto the ground, asif expecting Davin's AT-AT torise
and start shooting.

Seconds later, the last fighter plowed into arock formation,
erupting with aviolent burst. Red-orange flames shot out, then
quickly disappeared from view.

Davin sat in the sudden quiet. Moments ago the control room had
been filled with a cacophony of darmsand the sight of four
fighter craft attacking the AT-AT. But now, there was only the
distant throb of the onboard power plant.

Davin fdt drained, too tired even to cal Base and report what
had happened. But he knew that he mugt, for if these four Rebdl
craft had somehow managed to evade the Imperia defenses, then no
telling how many of the dangerous vesselswould be lurking in
orbit.

He picked up the communicator when he heard a sound behind him.
Davin turned. "Sergeant?" In the shock of battle, he had
completely forgotten about hisingtructor being lost in the sedled
weapons cache.

Hisingtructor stood with his hands on hiships, grinning

wolfishly. "Good job, Recruit Felth. Y ou've got acommand party
landing on the AT-AT command module, so open up the top hatch.”
"Yes, gr." Dazed and confused, Davin did asinstructed. Once
outside, he searched for the wreckage of the fightersthat should
have covered the landscape . . . but he was stunned to see
nothing.

"Yourethefirg recruit to bring down dl four fighters,

Davin Fdth. ThisAT-AT was specidly designed to smulate that
battle-it was dl projected viavirtud redity into the control

head." It was almost too much for Davin to comprehend.
Recovering from the fact that he had not been in an actua

battle, Davin stood with hisingtructor on top of the AT-AT's
sprawling metalic head. Davin squinted in the sunlight; the dry
desart air smelled enthralling to him after the stuffiness of the
damaged control room. A dot gppeared above them, dilating in size
until Davin could make out the bottom of an Imperid command



scout. Davin and hisinstructor stepped back. After the command
scout landed, adoor hissed open and aramp extended to the
surface.

Two white-armored Imperia stormtroopers marched out and stood
a rigid attention on either sde of the opening. Davin gasped as
he recognized the man emerging from the ship. "Colond Veerd"
Davin snapped to attention and saluted.

Veers strode up and returned the salute. He looked Davin up and
down. "Recruit Felth, isit?" "Yes, gr," sammered Davin.
"Thisknedling maneuver withthe AT-AT - how did you come up
with that ides, recruit?’

Davin opened his mouth but he was at aloss for words.

"Wdl," growled Veers. "Out with it, recruit!"

"l - 1 don't know, gir. It just seemed the logical thing to do.

It was the only way to keep the fightersfrom finishing us off, by
not alowing them undernesth the AT-AT."

Veers sounded strangely cold. "And what would that do,
recruit?"

Davin shrugged, thrown by Veerssline of questioning. Why, he
had fought off the fighters, hadn't he? And won! "Wdl|-"
"Addressthe colondl assir!" corrected hisinstructor,
embarrassed to be spesking in front of Veers.

"Thank you, Sergeant,” said Veers. The colonel drew closeto
Davin and steered him away from the others. When they were some
distance from the instructor and Imperia stormtroopers, the
colond spoke softly. "Now continue, recruit. What is so pecid
about not alowing the fighters accessto the AT-AT underbelly?”
Davin gtiffened. "l logt track of them when they flew

underneath. Once the fighters were under the AT-AT, they could
have done just about anything they wanted.”

Veers seemed about to lose his patience. "Such as-?"

Davin fdt hisface grow warm as he scrambled to think of
something, anything to appease the colond. "Such as.... tying up
the AT-AT legs, gr," Davin blurted out. "All they needed was
some cable and they could have easily tripped the AT-AT."

A grange look came over Colond Veers. The thin man smiled
tightly and looked Davin over. "Very wdl. Thank you, recruit.
That's very enlightening.” Heraised afinger to hislips. "Keep
this classfied until my battle saff can andyzethe

implications, understand?’

"Yes gr!"

Veersturned to go. Raising hisvoice, he nodded a Davin's
instructor as he spoke. "Have Recruit Felth report to Assgnments
when hereturns. A man of his caliber deservesimmediate
recognition. My gtaff will have an assgnment worthy of his
talents ready when he returns.”

"Yes, dr," sad theingructor.

Asan afterthought, Veersraised afinger. "And impound al the
datacubes on this smulation. Have them sent to my command
headquarters. Understood?"

"Yes, Colond."



"And quickly. | have been dispatched for temporary duty asan
advisor to the Emperor's new Death Star. | want this accomplished
beforel leave”

When the scout ship disgppeared from view, Davin'sinstructor
clapped him on the shoulder. "1 don't know how you did it,

recruit, but | have afedling you've been marked for aone-in-a
million career!”

The familiar background hum of the starship didn't comfort

Davin Feth. The sharp ail-on-meta sméll, harsh lighting, and
polished decks of the huge troop transport should have made Davin
fed right at home- but ever since receiving the hush-hush orders
from Colonel Veerss command section, he had been totaly
confused.

No one questioned the sealed orders when he reported to the
Imperid troop transport, and no one explained exactly what he was
supposed to do. All he knew was that now, two hundred light-years
from Carida, he was assigned to a detachment of storm-troopers,
Seiting off for some forsaken planet.

Stormtroopers!

Hedrew in abreath and tried to explain for the third time to

the man staring at papers on the desk, ignoring him. "Captain
Terrik, you just don't understand. I've spent the last day trying

to find out what is going on, but no one hasthe authority to help

me. | wastold persondly by Colonel Veersthat | would receive an
assignment worthy of my talents. I'man AT-AT operator, not a...
afoot soldier!”

The officer's smoothly shaven head snapped up so that Davin

could see the man's eyes. Deep, penetrating, and utterly without
fear, Captain Terrik bored his gaze into Davin like alightsaber.
"Stormtroopers are not foot soldiers!™ He placed his hands on his
desk and stood, bardly holding back histrembling. "If it was up

to me, you Jawa dime, I'd have spaced you when wefirgt hit
vacuum. I'm well aware of Colonel Veerssorders, and were going
to follow hisdirectionsto the micron!"

"Very wdl," said Davin, somewhat relieved. He straightened and
looked smartly around the cabin. Headquartersfor the small
detachment of twenty Stormtroopers on board the ship, Captain
Terrik's cabin was decorated with battle streamers, plagues,
paintings of battles against the Rebels, and aholo of Lord Veader.

"Y ou will show meto my correct assgnment, then." He amiled at
the captain. Terrik trembled more visbly and turned redder by the
second.

"Stand at atention!" growled Captain Terrik. "Listen up, you
mynock bait! It took meal day to confirm those orders, and
Emperor only knowswhy Colone Veerswantsthis. But you belong to
me now, Felth! Weve got another month of maneuvers before we get
to Tatooine, and | intend to use that time whipping you into

shape.”

"Tatooine?' said Davin, hisface growing white. "What'sthat?
There must be some kind of mistake.”



"Oh, no." Captain Terrik grinned wolfishly. He picked up
Davin'sorderslying on his desk and shook them under Davin's
nose. "My detachment of storm-troopersisrelieving the Thirty-
seventh Detachment that has been stationed at Mos Eidey on
Tatooine. Well be assigned to the governor, but we're not in his
chain of command-my superior isin the next sector, haf alight-
year avay. In case you haven't noticed, we're not going directly
to Tatooine, 0 I'll have amonth to bresk in ayoung Javadime
likeyou, turn you into ared stormtrooper. Youll learn pretty
quick what it'sliketo be afoot soldier.” Captain Terrik spat

the words out of his mouth and grinned & Davin. "Any more
guestions, golden boy?*

Davin felt what hope he had left seep out of him. Standing at
rigid attention just micronsin front of Captain Terrik'sface,
Davin knew what it was like to jump from acrashing shipinto a
pit of burning fudl.

Davin Feth wasin the best shape of hislife when he prepared

to land on Tatooine. But getting there on board the troop
trangport the past month had been pure hell.

The twenty Stormtroopersin the detachment had dl pitched in

in someway or another, "helping” Davin get up to speed inthe
rigoroustraining. Their normal three-month period of
disciplining, schooling, and physicd fitness was compressed into
anever-ending nightmare for Davin. The stormtroopers were not
about to dlow amere AT-AT operator, although a graduate of
CaridaBasc Military Training, into their esteemed ranks without
passing through aminimum of ritud.

Davin did not have the time to be homesick or londly, dthough
his thoughts sometimes drifted to his two roommates back at
Carida. He wondered where they had been assigned.

Ten hours before landfal, Davin marched up to the
quartermaster and collected his desert gear heat-reflective
armor, comlink, filtermask, blagter rifle, blaster pistal,
temperature-control body glove, utility belt, energy source, and
concussion grenade launcher. He staggered to his cabin under the
load of equipment

Davin donned his hemet with automatic polarized lenses. Fully
outfitted in the desert-terrain gear, he clunked to the mirror in
hissmall cabin and looked himself over. Likeit or not, hewas
findly astorm-trooper.

He usad hischinto click on hischinmike, activating the

comlink. He tapped into stormtrooper radio traffic for the entire
troop ship "Accessto AT-AT bay now open.” "Cold assault and
aguatic assault detachmentsreporting till in sasis” "Tatooine
landing for refurbishment ready when reedy.”

A series of voices checked in. Davin thought he recogni zed some
of the stormtroopers voices.

Therewas along pause of silence. Sounding irritated, Captain
Terrik's voice came over the comlink. "Ten twenty-three? Areyou

up and ready?"



It took Davin afull two heartbegts to redlize that Captain

Terrik was speaking to him.

"Ten twenty-three ready, Sr."

"Report to the landing craft, ten twenty-three. Prepare to
disembark. Moveit!"

"Yes, ar." His name stripped away, Davin had been assgned the
emotionless number 1023 as part of his stormtrooper
indoctrination. Their zedous devotion to duty demanded denid of
theindividua, pledging their dlegiance only to the Emperor.
Unwilling to make that commitment, Davin turned histhoughtsto
hisfamily, hisfriends, asthe training attempted to squeeze away
his memories. Hisfelow stormtroopers reveled in the mystery that
surrounded their existence, their lack of identity. With no oneto
turn to or confidein, Davin felt miserable.

It only took amoment to gather up his meager belongings. The
clothes he had taken with him from home seemed usdless now, but he
kept them as areminder of the life he used to have. He stuffed
them in a sand-colored duffel bag and carried them with his
wespons down to the landing craft. He kept to the side of the
corridor as he walked, trying to keep out of peoplesway. A group
of nava troopers double-timed around the corner.

The corridor widened to theimmense landing bay. Stepping
ingde, hefdt asif he were outdoors. Worker droids ran along
scaffolding that reached higher than an AT-AT; the bay was so wide
that he had trouble seeing to the opposite side. He set off for

the landing craft, hafway acrosstheimmense bay, to join the con
tingent of stormtroopers.

"Ten twenty-threg?"

Davin swung his gear down and faced Captain Terrik. "Present,
ar.”

"Y ou're assigned to scout unit Zeta. Something came up. We're
delaying reporting to the garrison, so pile your gear inthe

storage compartment with the rest of the detachment.”

"Yes gr."

Davin lined up and waited for Captain Terrik to finish his
paperwork. Accepting a salute from the officer on deck, Captain
Terrik faced the waiting storm-troopers. A warbling sound came
over Davin's comlink, informing him that Captain Terrik was going
to a secure communications mode, using frequency-jumping
techniques known only to the stormtroopers sensors. "Quickly
now-change of orders. We're deploying to the surface, bypassing
Mos Eidey to participate in a search-and-destroy mission.”
Someone asked, "What are we searching for, Sir?”’

"An escape pod. It jettisoned from a Corellian Corvette evading
Lord Vader's Star Destroyer and landed somewhere on Tatooine.™
Breaking military slence, agasp went up over the secure link.
"Lord Vader - here?'

"That'sright,” said Captain Terrik grimly. "Now double-time on
board the landing craft!"

Although Davin was the last to board the spacecraft, he was set
into his station before al the other storm-troopersin his



detachment. Lord VVader! The very thought of the Dark Lord being so
closeto the backwater planet sent achill through Davin. He

hadn't felt this strange since he had learned through the grape
vinethat Colond Veers had never even mentioned Davin's
"knedling" defensefor the AT-AT to hissuperiors. It was dmost
asif Colond Veersdidn't want anyoneto know of thefata flaw
inthe giant waker'sdesign.

The stormtroopers sat mute as they |eft the troop transport,

their homefor the past month. Visua images of Tatooine flashed
ingdetheir hdmets, tranamitted from the intelligence network
orbiting Tatooine. Computer-generated graphics pinpointed the most
likely landing place of the small escape pod.

As part of scout unit Zeta, Davin was tasked with

reconnoitering the rocky highlands. He gripped hisblaster rifle

and stole aglance at the rest of the storm-troopers waiting
patiently in two rows beside him. Everyone studied the data dump
from the mother ship. He wondered how the others could remain so
cam when they were about to embark on amisson. And for Lord
Vader a that! He just wondered why the pod was so important.
The scouting craft landed with abump. The side yawned open,
silling in hot ar and brilliant sunshine. Davin pushed out and
joined the other stormtroopers, who quickly lined up in front of
Captain Terrik No one spoke over the comlink until Davin heard
Captain Terrik's voice.

"Lord Vader's Star Destroyer is mapping the planet with a

sensor scan, trying to locate the escape pod. It must have buried
itself on landing, or was hidden by some Rebd sympeathizers. We
have a preliminary position on the pod from just before it

impacted, so well spread out and sift through al the sand on

this planet if necessary tofind it."

"Why isthe pod so important, Sir?' Davin surprised himself by
blurting out the question; he only hoped that Captain Terrik would
be so busy that hewouldn't yell a him.

"It's carrying classfied materid, and that's dl you need to

know. The point isthat we need to find it ... or well haveto
explainto Lord Vader why a detachment of the Emperor's Own failed
intheir duty. Got it?'

"Yes arl"

"Then listen up. Alvien and Drax squads, cover the next

quadrant. Zeta squad, come with me. Headquarters at Mos Eidey has
grav-lifted in three dewbacksto aid in the search-they can cover
more territory than we can and will lead usto the pod if they get
ascent. Start acircular search pattern, move.”

The desart terrain was feature ess, ever-shifting. Davin

crunched hisway through the sand, not sure what he waslooking
for, but knowing that some kind of evidence from the escape pod's
landing had to be present. He climbed asmall hill. The desert
Sporead out in every direction. They might aswell have been the
only ones on the planet.

Seeing arisein the sand below him, he scooted down theridge
and poked hisblaster into the ground. He struck something hard!



He clicked on the comlink. "Captain Terrik, ten twenty-three
reporting. | think | found the pod.”

"Areyou sure?'

"Yes, ar." Davin excitedly dug into the ground with his

blaster buitt . . . only to unearth alarge rock.

Captain Terrik appeared over the ridge just as Davin made his
discovery. "Ten twenty-three, what are you doing!"

"Sorry, sr." Discouraged, he trudged back up the smdll hill

and joined t herest of hissquad continuing the search.

After arriving from Mos Eidey, agiant lizardlike dewback was
assigned to each squad. Davin was not given the opportunity to
ride the monstrous reptilian beast, but that suited him fine.

Every step the scaly animal took reverberated in the sand.

The search seemed to last forever. Davin lost count of the

breaks he took, and per Imperid orders, they were forced to stay
inther suitsand drink the distilled water flown in from Mos
Eidey with the dewback.

Setting out to cover another part of the quadrant, Davin

spotted aglint out of the corner of hiseye. There. . . whatever

it was just caught the light from Tatooine's second sun.

Heamost cried out, but clamped his mouth shut. Clutching his
blaster, he bounded for the glint of light. Slowly, the object

took shape. Half-buried in the sand, the object looked scorched.
As hedrew near, he made out the faint red and blue markings of an
escape pod.

There was no doubt in hismind now. "Captain Terrik, ten twenty-
three reporting. I've found the escape pod!”

"If thisisanother one of your daydreams, ten twenty-three-!"
"I'm positive, Sir. It may not be what we're looking for, but

it has Imperid markings.”

Minutes later Captain Terrik joined Davin by the object. A
stormtrooper riding a dewback appeared over the crest of arise,
waiting for asignd that it wastheright pod.

Captain Terrik surveyed the site. "Someone wasin the pod. The
tracks go off inthisdirection.”

Davin fished a mechanism from inside the escape pod. Therewas
only onething that used such adevice-an R2 unit. Heheld it up
so dl could see. "L ook, Sir, droidd™

"All right. Form up. I'll inform Lord Vader the pod wasn't
destroyed. Now we'veredly got to move.”

"Ten twenty-three reporting. They're not in the repair bay,

gr," said Davin Fdth. He stood in the middle of abay full of

droids, deep in the bowels of a Jawa sand-crawler. Cables drooped
acrossthe celling; tables with disassembled equipment were strewn
acrossthefloor.

"You'veal searched the entire sandcrawler?"

"Affirmative," answered each sormtrooper, caling off their

trooper numbers one by one.

"Form up outsde.”

Davin stepped across a Roche J9 worker droid lying on the metal



floor. Two Jawas stood just outside of the repair bay and muttered
between themsalves, obvioudy displeased that the stormtroopers
would search their ship. Davin scanned the room onelast time
before he left and counted off an Arakyd BT-16 perimeter droid, a
demolition droid, an R4 agromech droid, aWED 15 treadwell droid,
and an EG-6 power droid-but there was no R2, or even a protocol
unit that was often paired with an R2 droid.

A gaggle of Jawasfollowed him outsde the cruiser. All Davin
could see of thelittle dlienswere their bright eyes, looking out

of their flowing hooded brown robes. The rest of Zeta squad stood
waiting for him, their blagter riflesheld loosdly by their Sides.

The storm-troopers kept their backs to one another, watching all
sidesfor any possible attack.

As hejoined the squad, Davin overheard Captain Terrik
conversing with the head Jawa on the officer's suit spegker. "You
are certain that the droids were sold to amoisture farmer at your
last stop?* After aseries of high-pitched chatters came from the
Jawa, Captain Terrik turned and waved his arm back to Zeta squad,;
he switched to the secure stormtrooper frequency. "Form up with
the rest of the detachment.”

Zetasquad double-timed in the sand away from the Jawa
sandcrawler to join the remainder of the storm-troopers. They kept
guard over the sandcrawler on arisejust to the south. Three
enormous hairy banthas airlifted in from somewhere, two converted
GoCorp Arunskin 32 cargo skiffs, and aUbrikkian HAVr A9 floating
fortress with two heavy blaster cannons waited on the other side

of therise.

The Jawas yeled and shook their fists at the storm-troopers as
they left. The little brown-robed diens then scurried around the
sandcrawler, preparing to continue their journey.

Captain Terrik's voice came over Davin's helmet. "Floating

fortress - fire when Teady upon the Jawa sandcrawler. Whenitis
destroyed, ride those banthas up to the wreckage and leave that
material we confiscated from the Sand People. We want peopleto
think the Sand People attacked the sandcrawler. The rest of you,
load up the cargo skiffs - we will find those droids at that

moisture farmer's”

Thefloating fortressimmediately wheded off the ground,

risng above theridge in abanking turn. Climbing on board the
bulky cargo skiff, Davin saw two bolts of blaster energy burst out
of thefloating fortress.

Over the whoops of joy from the other storm-troopers, Davin
remained quiet. Histhoughts were on thelittle Jawas, and how

they were no more.

Davin lingered behind the rest, staying just far enough behind

the other stormtroopers so that he didn't draw attention to

himself. Zeta squad raced through the lower levels of the moisture
farmer's house, overturning tables, ripping doors off cabinets,
smashing metd lockerswith their blaster rifles until the

containers popped open. One by one the stormtroopers checked in



with Captain Terrik "No sign of the droids, "k;**

Davin watched the storm trooper in front, of him kick over a

vat of oil before heading to the upper level. The moisture

farmer's house was a shambles.

"Zetasguad check inand form up,” said Captain Terrik, his
words clipped and precisein Davin's helmet.

"Ten twenty-three," said Davin. Hetried to control his

breathing, but the thought of what was going to happen next nearly
overwhelmed his senses. He trotted into the bright Tatooine double-
sunshine and stood at attention with the rest of his squad.

Captain Terrik stood in front of the moisture farmer and hiswife,
just outside of the house. The moisture farmer's face was bright
red with anger; thewoman cried, her head down. Davin flicked his
outside audio sensor on with hischin and listened to the

exchange.

"... you men are nothing but criminals! | told you | haventt

seen those droids since last night. And look what you've doneto
my house! The governor will pay for this"

"Thisnephew of yours" said Captain Terrik, hisvoice

modulated by the speaker in his battlesuit, "one more time Where
did he take the Artoo unit?"

"Haven't you been listening?' The moisture farmer shook afist
intheair. "I don't know - and now | would not tell you evenif |
did know! Y ou Imperid thugs are worse than | imagined." He
stepped up to Captain Terrik's helmeted face and spat; spittle ran
down the officer's hdmet.

Captain Terrik made no attempt to remove the spittle. "Whereis
the boy?"

"I never did care much for the Rebel movement; but now | hope
they find every one of you banthadime and grill your carcassed”
The moisture farmer turned and put an arm around hiswife,
drawing her near. The two turned away, back toward their home.
Without emotion, Captain Terrik nodded toward the
stormtroopers. His voice came over the securelink. "Therésonly
one place the boy could have taken the droids - into Mos Eidey,
to escape offplanet. Zeta squad, load up. Floating fortress, this
house needs to be left as areminder of what happens when quarter
isgiven to Rebds. Fire when ready.”

Turning quickly for the cargo skiff, Davin Felth pushed aboard
and kept his eyes averted from the blast on the house. A sour
taste clawed up histhroat. First they executed the Jawas, and now
these humans. And over what-a couple of lousy droids? What could
be so important that it deserved executing these people?

On hishome plangt, joining the military had seemed dl fun and
games, his chest swelling with pride as he had boarded the ship to
trangport him to Carida. But now, thiswasredlity. People were
dying, being indiscriminately killed.

The cargo skiff lifted off the ground, giving Davin aview of

the carnage below. Smoke drifted up from the house. He could see
the charred remains of two bodieslying in the scorched sand. As
the skiff whedled toward the desert city of Mos Eidey, Davin



didn't know what hewould do if hewas ordered to kill.

Landing on the outskirts of Mos Eidey, the ssorm-troopers
marched off the cargo skiff. They spent hours digging through the
databases at the port authority, interrogating charter-ship

owners, and searching repair shops before Captain Terrik gave up
in disgust and ordered a methodica search of the streets.

The smells of therich food, dirty bodies, and fud permesated
even their battle suits asthey gathered around Captain Terrik.
"All right, listen up," he said. "Alvien squad, set up checkpoints
on every road coming into the city. Y ou'll supplement the
detachment aready there. Drax and Zeta squads, run a patrol
through the city, check door-to-door for those droids. There's
only oneway for those droids and that kid to get offplanet, and
it'sgot to be through this hellhole of acity. Move out."

Davin joined the rest of the squad as they double-timed away
from the detachment. Mos Eidey yawned open in front of them, a
collection of dusty, low-dung brown buildings that looked asiif
they had been scattered by ajuri-juice addict. Creaturesin long
flowing robes moved quietly through the dirt Sreets; Davin hadn't
seen thismany diensin one place ancethe gaactic Olympicson
the holovid.

Every door was seded tight , supposedly closed againgt the

sand, but Davin suspected it was to ensure the privacy of the
unsavory characters he saw stepping back into the shadows.
They marched into the heart of the city, passing Lup's generd
store, the marketplace, Gap's grill, and the spaceport express. A
potpourri of jabbering sounds and sharp smdlsinvaded Davin's
senses, mixed together with the ever-present sand. After his
initid exposure to Tatooine by being dumped in the middle of the
desert with his detachment, Davin redlized that he redlly hadn't
had a chance to Sit back and savor this strange new world to which
he had been assigned. But then again, he bitterly redlized it

might be along time before he ever got offplanet.

His thoughts were shattered by a scream, then severa shouts
coming from an old blockhouse. Davin remembered the briefingson
thelanding craft-severd buildings had been origindly desgned
asashdter againgt Tusken Raiders. Thiscertainly looked like
one of them.

No one dsein Zeta squad seemed to hear the commotion.
Looking for achanceto get away from the crazinessfor a

while, Davin clicked on his comlink. "Ten twenty-three, checking
out adisturbance a a blockhouse."

"Permission granted,” said Captain Terrik. "Ten forty-seven,

back him up."

Davin gripped hisrifle and peded off from the squad.

Creaturesin every form of dressmoved asidefor Davin and his
backup. A nondescript sgn with faint lettering read Mos Eidey
Cantina

A 2.8-meter-high green insectoid crawled from the cantinaas
they arrived. It sported bulbous eyes atop adender stalk, with



four legs supporting adender thorax and abdomen. It chattered at
Davin.

"| am taking my spice trade e sewhereif | cannot be assured of

my own safety!”

Davin turned to his backup, 1047. " Sounds like trouble.”

"These places don't serve droids,” said 1047. "We're needed
esawhere”

Wanting to keep away from the droid hunt, Davin ignored him and
pushed on insde the dark cantina. Davin's solid-state visor
immediately compensated for the low light level. He stood on an
elevated entrance-way, just inside the door. It looked like a

place where smugglers, bounty hunters, and other low-class types
would hang out.

Davin spotted two people in the back, aboy and an old man, get
up from abooth and walk quickly toward aback halway. Heignored
them and stepped up to the bartender.

Davin clicked on his outside speaker. "1 understand ther€'s

been some trouble here."

"Nothing out of the ordinary,” said the bartender, nodding to

the rear of his establishment. "Just having alittle fun. Y ou can

look around if you like."

"All right-well check it out."

Davin kept agrip on hisrifle and walked dowly through the
cantina. He passed two dender human women and asharp-smelling
Rodian standing by the bar; a horned Devaronian nodded curdy and
stepped, back, out of the way. Reaching the booth where Davin had
gpotted the boy and old man heading for the back hallway, he found
an athletic-looking human who stared sullenly at the table,

ignoring him.

Davin turned to 1047, his backup. "Y ou're right- there's

nothing here"

"Let'sjoin the others™

Davin merely grunted. He wasin no hurry to witness another
senselesskilling. But what ese could he do?

They stepped into the brilliant Tatooine sunlight, leaving the

shady cantina behind. Davin started to suggest they continue the
search for the missing droids on their own instead of joining the

rest of the detachment, when therest of Zeta squad marched around
the corner in lockstep, completing their circuit of the perimeter.
Before Davin could say anything into his helmet microphone, he
heard ashrill yell. It sounded like an outraged Jawal How could

he forget the high-pitched chatter from the little creatures that

they had brutally executed?

Davin ingantly crouched into acombat position, pulling up his

rifle. A long-robed Jawalegped from ahiding place in the middle

of some space wreckage crashed in the middle of the square. The
Jawa struggled with an oversized blaster, the wegpon dwarfing the
ridiculous-looking cregture.

Finaly aiming the blaster rifle at Zeta squad, the Jawa cut

loose with onelast ghrill yel and squeezed the firing button-
Nothing happened. The Jawa howled with anger and surprise. He



kept pushing the button. Everything happened so fast that Davin
didn't react.

Or maybe hisingtincts kept him from reacting, with al of the
sensdesskillings he had witnessed . . .

"Crazy Jawa," muttered 1047. The stormtrooper pulled out his
blaster and flipped off ashot a the Jawa, till Sruggling with

the wegpon. The shot's momentum sent the Jawa flying back against
the wreckage. It did to the dirt. "Oneless Jawa dime to bother

us," said 1047 as he holstered his blaster.

Davin stepped back in shock. What have we become? He had amost
excused the Imperia stormtroopersfor the way they
indiscriminately killed the Jawas in their sasndcrawler because of

this so-cdled threat to the Emperor. But the moisture farmer, and
now thislatest act of violence. . . Davin couldn't reconcileit.

The only answer to these actions kept coming up the same, time
after time The Empirewas basicdly evil. And hedidnt fit in.

But | can't resign, he thought. So what can | do?

He seemed to walk forever in a daze with Zeta squad, when he
heard avoicein hishelmet speaker. "Trouble at Docking Bay
Ninety-four-weve located the droids! All personnel, converge and
assg!”

"Come on, Ten twenty-three!" said 1047. "Follow me!"

Davin clutched his blaster rifle and trotted after the white-

armored man. Histime on Tatooine had seemed like adream-he
didn't know how long he had been onplanet, but he had been
surviving off hissuit rations and supplements for longer than he
imagined it would be possible.

Captain Terrik'svoice came ingde his helmet. " Capture the

droids! The Rebels have them-don't et them get away!”

Sounds of laser blasts ricocheted down the narrow Streets. A
crowd had gathered outside the docking bay; several peered over
the crowd and tried to get a glimpse of what was going on.

1047 switched to his outside speaker "Move asde- now!"

Davin blindly followed his backup, more confused than ever.
Rebels? Why would the Rebel force be so blatant and try to escape
now?

Running down the dley, they rounded a corner and came upon the
firefight. A modified light freighter cruiser sat inthe middle of

the docking bay, its back hatch open. Davin caught aglimpse of a
boy running up the ramp into the ship. A volley of laser blasts
peppered the area.

A score of stormtroopers were scattered around, firing upon the
light freighter. The air wasfilled with the searing sounds of

laser blasts.

Davin was stunned to see that an athletic-looking man held the
stormtroopers at bay-he fought at twenty-to-one odds! Was this man
one of the mysterious Rebelsthat dared to rise against the
Emperor? It was the same man Davin had seen at the cantinal So
this was the one who had kept two detachments of storm-troopers on
therun!



Mesmerized by the very thought that so few could accomplish so
much, Davin fet arush of solidarity-hefet an empathy with the
Rebd s, fighting against such overwhelming odds. . . and
aurviving. He hadn't felt this much emotion since the day he left
for Carida. . .

The noise and confusion were overwheming. Smoke sprang from
stray laser blagtsthat ignited building material. Stormtroopers
shouted conflicting orders.

Directly infront of Davin, Captain Terrik knelt on one knee

and took careful am at the athletic-looking man who was il
holding off the Emperor'sfinest. Captain Terrik waited for the
precise moment before dowly squeezing his blaster rifleto take
out the Rebdl-

Davin glanced quickly around. No onewas behind him . . . and
more importantly, no one waswatching him.

Without hesitation, Davin pulled up hisblaster and shot

Captain Terrik in the back.

The officer dumped to the ground, unnoticed by the others.

The ahletic-looking Rebel scrambled safely up the accessramp
asit closed, seding off the starship. An earsplitting wail came
ingde hishelmet over the ssorm-trooper's frequency "Clear the
areq, the Rebd'slifting of f! Clear the areal”

Defeated, the stormtroopers scrambled back. Anyone left in the
docking bay would beirradiated by the starship's exhaust.
Someone's voice came over the secure frequency "Where's Captain
Terik?'

"Leave him," came another voice. "He'sdead. Killed in the
crossfire”

Cursing filled the ssormtroopers airways. Severa threw their
blasters againg thewal in disgust.

But as Davin pulled back with the rest, anew sense of purpose
swept over him, like acool wind cutting through the endless hest.
Hefdt akinship with the Rebels and dmost wanted to join their
calse.

But how?

Maybe he could warn them of the AT-AT's vulnerability. Or maybe
he could work asa"deep plant,” passing along vita information .

A spy? Maybe that wasit. HEd have something to livefor,
something to believein. Hefdt heady, asthings suddenly fell in
place.

Asthe stormtroopers formed up, Davin knew that he could help
the Rebelsbest by staying in the belly of the beest.

Soup's Oh The Pipe Smoker's Tde
by Jennifer Roberson

Pain/pleasure... pleasure/pain. Inseparable. Indescribable.
Ineluctable.
-come closer, alittle closer-



Tatooine. MosEidey. A cesspit planet, a cesspit spaceport,
offering little to the undiscerning save perhaps theloss of cain,

of limb, of life, but rich to othersin risk, in Chance, in Luck,
inthe endless mirage of hope-illicit, illegd, wholly

intoxicating.

-closer, if youwill-

To me, asto blood-bred creche-mates, Tatooine and Mos Eidey
arericher dill in potentia of the flesh, of the blood, of the

viscera, of the overwhelming promise of risks dready taken and
risksto be taken; in the ineffable indefinable we of my race call
soup.

Pleasure/pain... pain/pleasure. Deep in flesh-molded pockets
beside my nodtrils, hidden by subde flgpsin otherwise humanoid
features, proboscii quiver.

-closer yet-yet-

Thisiswhat | livefor, what | fishfor, what | hunt. The

scent of soup, then the soup itself, running hot and fast and

swest in the confines of the veins, the vessdls, the brain. Inthe
confinesof theflesh.

It lends usto legend. It makes of us myth. It shapes of us
demons of dreams Don't misbehave or an Anzat will catch you and
suck dl your blood away. But it isnot blood &t all.

-nearly within reach-

In the bloated brilliance of Tatooing's unyielding high noon

there are no such things as shadows. Only the boldness of the day,
the magnified munificence of double suns, and the il brighter
blazing of the glory of my need.

-it has been long, too long-

Mos Eidey is never uncrowded, but those who understand
Tatooine's uncowed character understand aso its malignance, its
mal eficent intent to bake, to broil, to sear. And so they flee,
those who know, into the sullen succor of sand-scoured, sun-flayed
shelters.

What need have | of shadows when the daylight itself will do,
and the heedless, headlong haste of aman fleeing it?

-three more steps-

Humanoid. | can smdl him-taste him, there, just there;

messured in al the wayswe measure atint, ahue, awhisper, a
kiss... asoupcon, if you will, of minor excrescence, the steam
off body-boiled soup, undetectable to al humanoid races save my
own.

-two more-

Heisnot afool, not completely; fools dielong before meeting
those such as |, which saves us somelittle trouble. Better by far
to let life handle the screening process. By thetimefolk cometo
Tatooine, the true fools are aready dead. Those who have survived
to come have some small measure of wit, talent, ability, of
sgnificant physica prowess-and agreater portion of Luck.
Anintangible, isLuck; an atribute one can neither buy,

ged, nor manufacture. But it isfinite, and wholly fickle. Only

you never know it.



Only I know it. I am Dannik Jerriko, and | am the Eater of

Luck.

-one more step-

-YES

Heisgood. Heisfast. But | am better, and faster.

Animage only; | am too log, too hungry the black-blind glaze

of shock in his eyes, naked and obscene to those who understand;
but he does not understand, he comprehends nothing. He knows
neither who nor what | am, only that | am - and someone who has
clapped hands across his ears and grasped his skull to hold it
face-to-facein an avid embrace.

- hot, sweet soup -

Hewould fight, given leave, extended invitation. And | give
leave, extend invitation - outright terror curdles the soup -
briefly, oh so briefly, to make him think heis better than I;

that Chanceis his confidant and Luck remainshislover. Itisnt
fear | want, nor cowardice, but courage. The blatant willingness
to step off the edge with alife at risk, your life, trusting

skill and Luck and Chance to spread the safety net.

Heisgood, isfadt, iswilling to step off the edge; and so he

does step legping, lunging, lurching . . . but no oneis better

or faster than I, and | have unraveled the net. Chance and L uck,
thus mated, are dismissed in my presence | am after all Anzati.
Itissmply and quickly done with the manifest efficiency of

my kind prehensile proboscii uncoiled from cheek pockets, first
inserted, then ingnuated through nodtrilsinto brain. It
pardyzesindantly.

| eat hisLuck. | drink hissoup. | let the body fall.

They will not know when they find him; they never know at

first. That comes | ater, after, and only if someone cares enough
to run ascan on him. | knit my own nightmare, make my own mythos.
A quick, clean kill; no fuss, no muss.

But ns by trade have no friends, and no oneto care
enough. Thisiswhy | kill thekillers.

Exterminator. Terminator. Assassin's assassin.

Soup is soup is soup, but sweeter from the container sitting
longest on the shelf.

- oh-itisswest -

But swest - like Luck, like Chance - isfinite. Always. And so
the cycle begins, ends, begins again, and ends; but thereis
aways another beginning.

| am Anzat, of the Anzati. Y ou know me now as Dan-nik Jerriko,
but | have many names.

Y ou knew them dl as children, forgot them as adults. Legend is
fiction, myth unred; it iseaser to sat asde childish thingsin

the faseillumination of adulthood, because the fears of
childhood are dways formed of truths. Some truths are harder than
others. Somefolktalesfar more frightening.

Let therebeno fear. Fear isnot what | crave, neither what |
dedre. Itiscorrosveto the paate, like vinegar in place of

wine



L et there be courage, not cowardice; |et there be arrogance
aplenty. Sdlf-confidence, not self-doubt; security in one's

skills. And the willingness, the restlessness, the boundless
physicdlity of the only congtant the testing of one's

limitations. Assumption of risk, not reticence. The chalenge of
Chance.

Make me no predictions. Write me no prophecy. Permit meto take
what isbest of you, what isbest in you.

Let meliberateit. Inmeyou will liveforever.

Itisnot that | want to kill beings.

Yes, | know-you have heard the tales. But thisisatruth of

the heart, if you can believe | have one Beings embellish.

| am not crazed; | do not skulk; | don't drink blood. | take
pride in appearances, pride in my heritage, pridein my work. It
isseriousto me, such work; thereisno room at al for error, no
latitude for abad attitude.

Given alegitimate and efficacious way out, | would stop the
killing . . . but I havetried joydrugs, and they are not

effective; the rush istemporary and counterproductive. Synthetic
derivatives and recregtions are utterly usdless; infact, such
half-measures make meill. Which leaves me only one answer, the
answer for dl Anzati the soup inits purest form, freshly exuded
and asfreshly extracted. It rots outside of the body.

Which means there must be abody.

It isamother lode, Mos Eidey, apowerful concentration of
entitiesof al gender, gathering on private busnessthat no\v is
aso mine. Between jobs, it isvacation, holiday, opportunity to
hunt for mysalf. To track and find the vessdl most capable of
satisfying my paate. Gal me gourmet, if youwill; | seeno
reason not to please mysdf between those assgnmentsthat, in
their completions, in the method of their completions, serveto
please my employers.

| havetime. | havewedth. | aminfact quiterich, though |

say nothing of it; creditsareawhally vulgar topic. If you

cannot afford to hire me, you do not even know | exist.

Only one employer, my first, complained about my prices. Hewas
ahollow man of small imagination . . . | drank hissoup for it,

but he left me unsatisfied; the entitieswho hire me are usudly
cowards themselves, incapable of anything beyond the desire for
power and financia reward, and their soup isdilute. But it
served, that death; no one ever again complained.

Loyalty, like Luck, cannot be purchased, only bar-rowed for a
precontracted space of timein which | serve mysdf even asl
serve othersin furthering the ambitions-or settling the petty
squabbles-of myriad entities. It isatogether awholly
satisfactory arrangement My employers have the pleasure of
knowing a certain "annoyance' will no longer annoy, | drink the
soup of thefdlen foe, and my employers pay mefor it.

But what the entities do not redize is how trangtory my
bondage It isonly the soup to which | am loya, and the purposes



of extraction.

Other Anzati bind themselvesto smdl lives, liveswholly

focused on hunting. But thereis more, So much more; one need only
have the imagination to see what lies out there, and to find away
to tekeit.

Let them bind themsdves. Let them livether smal lives,

drinking soup from unworthy vessdls. Let me take the best instead.
A heady brew, such soup, far more intoxicating-and therefore
longer-lasting-than the temporary measures that other Anzati rely
on.

And meanwhile | am paid to do what | must do.

Yes. Oh, yes. The best of al the worlds.

It is aways the spaceports, always the bars. | suppose one

might equally suggest the brothel s serve much the same purpose,
but in those places an entirely different sort of businessis
conducted, trangitory in nature and without much risk taken save
in choice of partner and, perhaps, of mechanics. In barsthey
drink, they gamble, they dedl. They come herefirst whenarunis
completed, seeking such vice and spice and entertainments as might
be purchased in the cantina; and they come here looking for work.
Space pirates, blockade runners, hired assassins, bounty hunters,
even ahandful of thoseinvolved inthe Rebe Alliance. The Empire
has driven the latter out of such places asthey might prefer,
atering good-hearted, once-innocent entities into souls as
desperate as others, but with avision pure and argent asthe
double suns of Tatooine, wholly unadulterated by the harsh
redities of thetimes.

When one believes firmly enough, when conviction is absolute,
oneisundaunted by odds. Their soup isvery swest.

Sand chokes. It isan entity of itself, at once coy and

pervasive. It dulls boots, befilthsfabric, insnuatesitsdf into

the creases of the flesh. It drives even Anzati to seek relief,

and thus | go indoors, out of the heat of the double suns; and |
pause there-remembering one day many years before, and a
corpulent, unforgiving Huitt -eyes closed to adjust more quickly to
wan, ocherous light, thick and rancid as bantha butter.

It istoo much to hope the cantina owner might ingtall more

lights, or improve his Queblux Power Train, identifiable by its
lamentable lack of efficiency and alow, dmost inaudible whine.
Such repairs would be at odds with Chadmun's nature, whichis
dictated by dis-trud; dedls are done a dusk, not under the

fixed, un-miligated glare of Tatoo | and Tatoo I1, conflagrations
of eyesin the countenance of agaaxy that is, much asthe
Emperor'sface, shrouded within a cowled hood.

Ah, but thereis more here, ingde, than relief from sand, from
heet. There isthe scent, the promise of satiation.

-S)Up-

11 isthick, so thick-at first | am overwhelmed; thisis better

than | remembered so many layers and tastes, the hues, thetints,
thewhispers. . . here| may drink for endless days, replete with



satisfaction.

Ahh,

So many entities, so many flavors, so much Luck to eat. Chance
iscorpored here, variety infinite. It isa symphony of soup
running hot and fast and wet, like blood ever on the boil beneath
thefragiletissue of flesh.

| am not droid, the detector says; | am welcomein Chamun's
cantina. And | laugh in the privacy of my mind, because Chalmun,
contented by hisbias, doesn't know there are thingsin the world
more detestable than droids, which are on the whole inoffensive,
unassuming, and more than alittle convenient. But leave aman his
bigotry; if they were dl likethe Rebe Alliance, so intransigent

in honor, the soup would be weak as gruel.

_wup_

In cheek pockets, proboscii quiver. For an ingtant, only an
ingtant, they extrude amillimeter, overcome by the heady aroma
detectable only to Anzati; the others, despite races and genders,
areindl ways unaware. But nothing is earned without
anticipation; itisafillip whally invigorating, and worth the
sf-denid.

Accordingly proboscii withdraw, if resentfully, coiling back

into the pockets beside my nodirils. | brush afilm of sand from
my deeves, tug the jacket into place, and walk down the four
sepsinto the belly of the bar.

Soup hereisplentiful.

Patience will be rewarded.

Heisat firg dishdieving. A sour, sullen, mud-faced man,
doughy-pale despite double suns, somewhat lumpy and misshapen as
if hewere unfinished, or perhaps unmade |ater in the small
hodtilities of hislife. A long blob of aswollen nose downturned
above aloose-lipped mouth. His clothing is unkempt, hishair lank
and stringy. He does not remember me.

Courtesy isnonexigtent; in Mos Eidey, in Chdmun's cantina

from Chalmun's bartender, none is expected. "Y ou want what?"
"Water," | repest.

Dak eyes narrow minutely. ™Y ou know where you are?'

"Oh," | say, amiling, "indeed.”

He jerks a spatulate thumb beyond his shoulder. "'l got a
computer back there that mixes sixteen hundred varieties of
Soirits”

"Oh, indeed, so | would imagine. But | want the oneit can't

mix."

He scowls. "Ain't cheap, isit? Thisis Tatooine. Got the
creditsfor it?'

His soup isdow, and wesk, its scent bardly discernible. Heis
servant, not the served, not one who acknowledges edges or assumes
risks beyond setting a glass before a patron; he would offer

little pleasure, and less satisfaction.

But there are those who would. And al of them are here.

| withdraw from apocket asngleflat coin. It glintsin wan



light clean, ruddy gold. It isnot precisely acredit chip, but

it will nonetheless buy my water. On Tatooine, they know it. In
Mos Eidey they know to feer it.

The bartender moistens hislips. Eyesdide aside, busying
themsalves with glaring a atiny Chadra-Fan coming up to ask for
libation. " Jabbas marker ain't any good here," he mutters, and
reaches beneath the bar into his hidden reserve to bring forth an
ice-rimed crystal container of costly chilled water.

| leave the coin on the bar. It tells him many things, and will

tell others also; Jabba payswell, and those who work for him-or
work for otherswho work for him- recogni ze the tangible evidence
of the Hutt'sfavor.

It has been along time. There have been countless other
employersin al sectors of the galaxy, but Jabbais....

memorable. Perhapsit istime| sought a second assignment; there
areadwaysfailed ns the Hutt wants killed. He does not
suffer incompetence.

| congder for amomenl whal it would be like to drink his soup

... bul Jabbaiswell guarded, and even an Anzat might find it
difficult to locate within the massy corpulence ihe proper
orificesinto which lo insert proboscii.

| shut my hand upon the glass and fed the bite of ice. On
Tatooine, suchisluxury. It isnot soup, in no way, but worth
anticipation. Even asthe bartender lurns away lo bellow ruddly at
two droid-accompanied humans dopped by ihe deleclor, | Sp
dowly, savoring the water.

Spirits muddle the mind, dow the body, nourish nothing bul
weakness, Anzati avoid such things, even aswe avoid joydrugs and
gynthetics. What is natural is best, even to the soup. Thereis
grenglhin what ispure.

Thereisweaknessin vice-and |, after al, should know. Inthe
freedom of my lifestyle thereisaso captivity. Thereareno

bars, no mesh, no energy fields, no conlainment capsules. Thereis
instead an imprisonment more ingdious than such things, and as
distaste-ful o an Anzat as soup drunk from a coward.

| drank tainted soup from atainted man, and assmi-lated his
vicethedaily need for aproscribed bul oft-smuggled offworld
substance known as nic-i-tain, its vector named t'bac.

| am Dannik Jerikko. Anzat, of the Anzati, and Eater of Luck.
But | never said | was perfect.

It blows up quickly enough-a Tatooine sandstorm from the heart

of the Dune Sea-as bar confrontations do. | pay it no attention
beyond air-scenting for promise; it isthere, but muted. | take my
time preparing my pipe-thereiscomfort inritud, stisfactionin
preliminaries-set the mouthpiece between my teeth, then draw in

t'bac smoke deeply. It is a despicable habit, but one that even |

have been unable to bresk.

Behind me, music wails. Chamun has hired aband since my last

vigt. It isgppropriate music for a cantinadim as desert dusk.
Through the ma odorous fug of smoke and swest, the whining melody



waxes and wanes, ingdious as dune dust.

_g)up_

| turn, exhaling evenly; in cheek pockets, proboscii twitch.
_wup_

A flare, drupt and unshielded, wholly raw and unrefined. It
takes me but an ingtant to mark it, to mark the entity human, and
young. Fear, defiance, apprehension; atrace of brittle
courage-ah, but heistoo young, too inexperienced. Despite the
stubborn jut of hisjaw, theflash of defiancein blue eyes, he

has not lived long enough to know what herisked. Heisasyet
unripe.

The young know nothing of life, nothing of itsdangers, its

smdl and large hodtilities. They know only of the moment, blind
to posshilities; it isnot courage in the young, only thefolly

of youth. In malesit isworse a bantha-headed intransigence
mixed with hormona imbaance. Their soup isimmature and wholly
unsatisfying. It is better to let them ripen.

| draw in smoke, hold it, exhale. In the small moment of such
activity the confrontation worsens. Two entities now chalengethe
boy human and Aqudish. It isbar belligerence, born of drink and
insecurity; afoolish attempt to establish dominance over araw
boy whose inexperience promises shallow entertainment for those
amused by such things. A scuffle ensues, asaways, theboy is
swiped away to crash againgt atable.

Behind it the music stops, cut off in mid-wall. It tellsme

much of the band members Clearly they are unaccustomed to such
places as Chalmun's cantina, or they would know never to stop.
Experienced musicians would play a counterpoint to the shouts, the
dhrieks, the squals, using the cacophony, no matter how atond,
to build anew melody.

Then awholly unexpected sound isborn, a sound such as| have
not heard for a hundred years the low-pitched, throbbing hum of
an unsheathed and triggered lightsaber.

_g)up_

| turn ingtantly, seeking . . . proboscii quiver, extrude,

withdraw reluctantly at my insgstence. But they know it even as|
know it Somewherein Chamun's cantinaisthe vessd | need.
Itisaquick, decisive battle, a skirmish soon ended. With but
asingle stroke of the lightsaber, the Aquaish iswell, unarmed.
One-armed, if you will.

The boy hangs back. | scent him again, wild and uncontrolled.
But thereis more here now, far more than expected, hovering at
the edges, tantalizing me with its presence, with the repression

of itspower . . . and then | see the old man quietly putting away
thelightsaber, and | redizewhat heis.

A Magter despite his reticence, seeking no battlesin word or
deed; Magter of what is, in such times, left wholly unspoken, lest
the Emperor suspect. But | know what heis Jedi. | could not but
know. Heistoo disciplined, too well shielded against such
intrusonsas Anzati probing, and in that very shidding the

truth, to me, isobvious.



| leaveit its due unspoken. | see no need to speak it. Let
him bewhat heis, no one esewill suspect Heis safeawhile
longer.

The boy has earned my study. If they have true business
together it isinformation worth knowing. If the old man has taken
apupil thereisindeed causeto fear -if you are part of the
Empire, and recdl the old ways.

If not, as | am not-save | recall the old days, the even older
ways-it mattersnot at al. Unlessyou care to count the coin
Jabbawould pay, or others, including Darth Vader.
Including the Emperor.

Braggadocio. It isastaple of such places, theritual boasting

of entity to entity to saveface, or to build face; to request a

place in the world, or to make a place; an attempt to create of
onesdlf something more than what oneis.

There are those who are indeed more-as Anzat | am far more than
anyone might suspect (or comfortably imagine)-but only rardly do
they resort to braggadocio, because everyone e se knows who they
are and what they have done. To say anything at al isredundancy,
which dilutes the deeds.

But even those most skilled, even those most notorious may well
be pressed to resort to braggadocio in the implacable face of a
Jedi Master dubious of those deeds. Such entities asthe old man
can reduce the strongest to creche-born, and with little said or
done.

The band has recovered itsdlf, or is under pain of reduced
payment if the musicians do not immediately resume playing. The
music, less strident now, mutes all conversations but those

closest to me, but | need not rely on words and tone for
information. In braggadocio is often borne the scent of soup.

| exhde, fed proboscii quiver, turn dowly to take my measure

of the cantina. Thedirectioniseasily gained, and as| mark it |
cannot help but smile; the old man and his pupil have goneinto
one of the cubicles. It isnot them | scent now, but those with
whom they speak ahulking Wookiee, and ahumanoid mae.
-Soup-

It boils up quickly, powerfully, so quickly and so powerfully |
cannot help but mark it. It leaves me breathless.

Not the old Jedi, who is disciplined, and shielded. Not the

boy, who is young and unripe. Not the Wookiee, who ispassvein
al but loydty. The humanoid. The Cordlian.

Anzati arelong-lived. Memory abides.

A curl of smokewindsitsway from my pipe. Through the wreath
of it | smile. Heiswanted, asisthe Wookiee, but al entities

in Chalmun's cantina are wanted somewhere. Even | am wanted, or
would be; no one knowswho or what | am, or what | am wanted for,
and in that thereis continuance.

| am careful in the hunt, always meticulousin those details
othersignore, and too often die of; | require confirmation. |
commit nothing until | am certain.



In thisingtance confirmation and certainty need littletime

and less patience. The Jedi and his pupil depart, but are
immediately replaced by a Rodian. Heisnervous. His soup isso
insubstantial asto be nonexistent; heis servant, not served.
Heiscoward. Heisfool. Heisincompetent. Heissow to
commit himsalf. And thusheisdead in aburst of contraband
blaster in the hand of awholly committed and consummate pirate.
_S:)up_

| exult even as proboscii twitch expectantly. It ishere,

here-and now, right now, thismoment . . . the hue, thetint, the
whisper, the shout, the evanescence of soup incarnate, enfleshed
and unshielded, and rich, sorich-

| need only to go and to get it, to drink it, to embrace as

Anzati embrace, to dance the dance with the Corellian whose soup
isthick, and hot, and sweet, sweeter by far than any | have
tasted for too long atime-

Now.

Now.

But haste dilutes fulfillment. Let there betime, and patience.

-such soup-

The band walls on. Thereisthe sharp scent of smoke; the acrid
tang of swest; the smut-dusty stench of dune sand, of city sand;
the blatancy of blaster death but newly encountered, redolent of
the Rodian's cowardice and stupidity. It was a poor death worth no
comment; hewill not be mourned even by the entity who hired him.
Heiswas-the Hutt's, of course. Need you ask? Thereis none
other who would dare to hire nsin Mos Eidey, on Tatooine.
None but Lord Vader, and the Emperor.

But they are not here. Only Jabba.

TheHuttisindl things, isof himsdf dl things, and

everywhere, on Tatooine, in Mos Eidey, in Chahnun's cantina.
-such soup-

A find inhdation of t'bac, sucked deep indde and savored, as

is the moment, the knowledge, the need itsdf savored. A brief
glare of searing sunlight illuminatestheinterior asthe

Cordlian pirate and his Wookiee companion depart with aacrity
Chalmun's premises, wary of Imperid repercussons. It is Jabbas
spaceport in al but name, and that nameisthe Emperor's, who
need know nothing of such dealings asthe Huitt's; or who knows,
and does not care.

It isdusk again insde. They will clear the body away; and
someone will report to Jabbathat hishirding is dead.

Has reported; he knowsit by now, and by whose hand it was
done.

-such soup-

But what sensein paying for it of my own pocket? Jabbasis
deeper.

Indeed, the Hutt will pay well. But itis/ who will drink the

soup.

-such soup-

Proboscii quiver as| exhde the twinned smoke-stream dowly,



steadily, with quiet satisfaction and the frisson of my own soup
asit legpsin anticipation.

-Han Solo's soup-

Ah, but it will be ahunt worth the hunting . . . and soup such

as |-even Dannik Jerriko, Anzat of the Anzati, Eater of Luck, of
Chance-have never, ever known.

At the Crossroads The Spacer's Tale
by Jerry Oltion

The Infinity was hot in more ways than one. BoShek smiled ashe
prepared to drop out of hyperspace over Tatooine. HeEd just beat
Solo'stime on the Kessdl run.

Of course he was running empty, bringing in just the ship to

have its transponder codes atered, but even so, it would befun

to tell the braggart Cordlian and hisfurry sidekick he'd broken

their record.

The cockpit fit like aglove around him. He could reach dl the
controlsfrom the single pilot's chair, and everything was right
whereingtinct made him reach first. The windows wrapped around to
give him amog afull circle of view, and aheads-up holofilled
inthe gap to therear. In histhree years of piloting smugglers
shipsfor the monastery-cum-forging operation, BoShek had never
flown one so well designed asthis.

The computer counted down the last few seconds, then
autometicaly switched to the sublight engines. Elongated

starlines snapped back to points of light, and high to the left

the bright yellow-white disk of Tatooine swelled into being. Holy
bantha bresth, it was close! Another second in hyper and he'd have
popped out underground.

He swung around so the navcomputer could get a straight shot at
the orbiting beacons, but he was willing to bet it already knew
wherethey were. Sure enough, within seconds the planetary image
in the navscreen filled with longitude and latitude lines, then

showed a sparse dotting of oases and settlements across the desert
planet.

Mos Eidey was about athird of an orbit away. BoShek was just
about to accelerate toward it when the navcomputer buzzed a
warning and two bright white wedges did into view from around the
curve of the planet. Imperia Star Destroyers. BoShek glanced out
the windows and shuddered. They were so big he could actudly see
them with the naked eye.

Where had they come from? Tatooine was so far off the beaten
track, the Empire hardly ever sent atax collector, much lessa

pair of warships. Somebody must have caused some magjor trouble
while hewas gone.

And now their trouble was histoo, because the Infinity was

gill running under hot trangponder codes. If the Imperias

bothered to scan for its engines unique emission signature-and

they no doubt would-then they would know it was asmuggler's ship,



wanted throughout the galaxy for tariff violation, tax evasion,
gun-running, and dozens of other crimes. The fact that BoShek was
merely piloting it to Tatooine for someone sewouldn't save him
inatrid. If heever got atrid.

For that matter, neither the monastery nor the Infinity 's
ownerswould be happy with him if helet the Empire confiscate the
ship. Hisjob wasto bring it in undetected so the monastery's
technicians could ater its codes and giveit a clean record, not

to loseit to thefirst patrol that happened dong.

Without hesitation, he aimed straight down and accel erated

hard. In space he wouldn't stand a chance against the destroyers
short-range TIE fighters, but down in the atmosphere, with the
planet to help confuse their sensors, he might be ableto lose

them.

Tatooine grew from a sphereto a close, mottled wall. The

Infinity began rocking gently asit reached the top of the
atmosphere, then abright flash came from the starboard side and
the ship suddenly lurched to port. The destroyers had opened fire.
BoShek kept the Infinity aim ed straight down, diving deep

before he leveled out, knowing that the more air he put between
him and the destroyers, the more shielding he would have from
their turbolasers. His passage |eft aglowing, ionized wake behind
him, but when he dowed to just afew times the speed of sound he
left no trace.

Hewasn't free yet, though. Four TIE fighters from the warships
arced into the atmosphere after him, and their closer range made
up for the air's energy absorption. The Infinity once again
shuddered under Imperid fire.

Fortunatdly, they weren't trying to kill him yet. Confident

that he couldn't get away, they were just trying to disablethe

ship and force him down. They were probably even trying to contact
him by radio, but BoShek |eft the receiver switched off. Any
transmission he could make would only give them hisvoiceprint; as
it was, if he could lose them he might remain anonymous.

He shoved the throttlesforward again, at the sametime
corkscrewing down and undernegth the fightersto skim the sand. He
was over thevast Dune Seg, far to thewest of civilization; the
wavdike dunefield erupted into clouds of roiling sand ashis

shock wave passed over it.

Lining up directly behind him for another savo, theflat-

winged fighters plowed straight through ‘the clouds, the airborne
particles etching away their instruments and control surfacesand
pitting their windows. They immediately rose up abovethe
billowing sand, but BoShek chose that moment to pull back on the
throttles, letting them overshoot him. He banked left, waited

until they had committed to aleft turn, then banked hard right

and shoved the throttles down again, racing for the Jundland
Wastes to the east.

The TIE fighters were catching up again by the time the jagged
canyonland did toward him over the horizon. BoShek dodged afew
last energy bolts, then dived into the first canyon he reached and



wove hisway up it at top speed. TheInfinity handled likea
dream, hugging the ground asif onrails, but the TIE fighters
were just as maneuverable. Only the damage they'd takenin the
sand cloud kept them from catching him.

Then one of them made amistake. Closing in for acrippling

shat, it crossed into the Infinity's shock wave, and the

turbulence againg itswide vertica wingstossed it like aleaf

into the side of the canyon. The explosion sent another fighter

into the ground, leaving only two to follow him.

Losing half their number had changed the rules, though. Now

they weren't shooting just to cripple; they were out for blood.
BoShek frowned as hetried to think of away to take them out
firgt, but the Infinity was built for speed, not fighting.

Hesetingly, he thought of calling upon the Force, of trying to
useitsancient mystical powersto throw his pursuers off, but he
knew it would be usdless. Hed been meditating and concentrating
on the Force ever since held heard of it from one of the few real
monks at the monastery in Mos Eidey, but held never yet gotten
any indication that it even existed, other than afaint awareness

of other peopl€'s presence from time to time. The old Jedi might
have been able to draw from it to subdue their enemiesalong time
ago, but the Force hadn't protected them from the advancing
Empire. No, he needed something more concrete, something physical
he could do to escape.

Then he remembered astory Solo had told him once, about how
he'd faked out a bounty hunter in an asteroid belt. Y eah. The same
thing might work here.

He led the fighters deeper and deeper into the canyon, until
itshigh walls boxed them in on ether sde. The Infinity

shuddered under more and more impacts, and aflashing light on the
ingtrument board warned of ashield about to fail, but instead of
Speeding up, BoShek intentionaly dowed down. He rested hisfin
ger on the emergency escape-pod launch button, and just as he
rounded a sharp bend, he hit it. The escape pod blew free and
continued straight into the canyon wall, whereitsfud supply
exploded in aspectacular firebal. BoShek kept hiseye on the
heads-up rearview, but neither of the TIE fighters emerged from
the flames. Either they'd been swallowed up in the explosion, or
they'd pulled up and were circling around to examine what they no
doubt assumed was the wreckage of the entire Infinity.

Smiling, BoShek pulled up out of the canyon, aimed straight

eadt, then cut his engines completely. He had enough velocity to
fly balistic al theway to MosEidey if he had to, and with his
engines dead the TIE fighters would never spot him.

"Solo," he said doud in the close control cabin, 'l oweyou a
drink.”

BoShek knew right where to find him, too. Whenever the
Millennium Falcon was onplanet, either Solo or Chewbacca-and
sometimes both-would be at the Mos Eidey Canting, trying to drum
up business. After held dropped off the Infinity at the monastery,



leaving ingructionsfor the mechanicsto modify itsengine
trangpondersimmediately, BoShek headed straight there, not even
taking thetimeto change out of hisflight suit first. The

monastery was south of the city's center; he stopped for amoment
a the ancient wreckage of thefirst colony ship, the Dowager
Quern, to pass a seded note from the abbot to one of the street
preachers there, then hurried on.

The streets were lousy with stormtroopers, but they didn't seem

to be looking for BoShek. He saw four of them hasding an old
hermit and akid and two droids in a beat-up old landspeeder, but
they evidently weren't too interested in them ether, because they
let them go after just afew questions. BoShek ducked into the
cantina before the stormtroopers could take an interest in him.

It took his eyesaminute to adjust to the dark interior, but
Chewbacca was easy to spot, towering above the other beings at the
bar theway he did. BoShek wove hisway through the crowd and
leaned up againgt the bar next to him.

"I beat your record," he said without preamble.

Chewbacca grunted the Wookiee equivalent of "Get lost," but
then BoShek's voice registered and he turned his head to ask what
record BoShek meant.

"TheKessd run," BoShek said, grinning. "'l best your time by a
tenth, and | had to take out four TIE fighterswhen | got hereto
Chewbacca growled gppreciatively. He howled along, ululating
phrase that BoShek trandated as"Y ou'd better not let the
customer's catch you wringing out their ships, or they'll start

taking their business dsawhere.”

"Hey, we're the best thereis, and you know it," BoShek told

him. He waved at the bartender, who shot him a surly ook and
turned away. " So how's the Fal con holding up? 'Y ou need another
codejob yet?'

The Wookiee shook his shaggy head, then hooted in laughter. He
howled another phrase that BoShek tentatively trandated as
"After what you charged uslast time, we've been keeping our noses
clean. It's cheaper.”

"Think of it aslifeinsurance," BoShek said, echoing the

abbot's favorite saes pitch. He was about to shout at the
bartender when he felt an unmistakable awareness of someone behind
him. It was the strongest presence held ever felt.

Heturned as casudly as he could and saw the old hermit and

the boy in the doorway. The hermit's eyes met his, and just ahint
of asmile showed on hisgrizzled face. Leaving the boy with their
droids, he walked straight up to BoShek and said in an
agtonishingly rich voice, "May the Force be with you, my friend."
The Force? Had heredly felt it just now? "1-uh- thanks,"

BoShek stuttered. "How did you know . . . ?"

"Y our struggles are as plain aswords for someonewho is

trained to see them. | could teach you much, but | fear my time
hereis short | need passage off the planet. However, sincel
believe you have aship, perhaps we could further both our quests



at once."

BoShek could, hardly believe what he was hearing. Thisold guy
was practicaly reading his mind. BoShek had never told anyone
about hisfascination with the Force, yet here came this complete
stranger who picked up on it immediately. But held gotten part of
BoShek's story wrong. "'l wish | did have aship,” he said. "But
I'mjustapilot.”

"Ah, that'sapity," said the hermit. "Perhapswhen | return we
can discuss the Force anyway."

"Y egh, maybe we can."

Chewbacca growled softly, and BoShek took the hint. "I do know
someone with a ship who might be willing to take on passengers,
though," he said, nodding toward the Wookiee.

"l see. Thank you." The hermit glanced toward Chewbacca, then
looked back at BoShek and said, "I'll leave you with one piece of
advice Beware the dark side. Y our role here on the edge of
society has put you in avery ambiguous position, one that you
must resolve before you can continue in your journey. Only the
pure of heart can ever hope to wield the Force's power with any
success.”

"Thanks, | think," BoShek said.

"Y ourewelcome.”

It was clearly adismissal, so BoShek bowed out with anod to
Chewbacca, letting them discuss business-while he went around to
the other side of the bar to get the bartender's attention.

Hed finally managed to get adrink and was casting about to

seeif he could spot Solo when the old man pulled alightsaber on
awadrus-faced Aqudish and an even worse looking human, and
BoShek got knocked over in the rush to give them room. The
Aqudishlost an arm in thefight, and the old man gained awide
zone of respect, but BoShek didn't care about either one of them
at the moment, being occupied with wiping apint of bitter off the
front of hisflight suit.

Bloody brawlswere nothing new in the cantina, and aside from
the old man's lightsaber this one was nothing specid, but enough
of the other bar patrons had spilled their drinks that it took
BoShek another ten minutesto get served again. By then held
spotted Solo, but the Cordlian was already deep in conversation
with the old man and the boy, so0 he sat back down at the bar and
waited histurn. Maybe he could learn something more from Solo
about the old guy after they were done.

While he waited, he tried asking around to find out what dl

the stormtroopers were doing in town, but nobody would admit to
knowing. The Imperia troops had smply swooped down from their
Star Destroyers a couple of days ago and set up roadblocks dl
over town, and in most of the other towns surrounding the Jund-
land Wastes aswell. They were looking for something, but nobody
knew what.

A couple of them cameinto the canting, shining congpicuoudy

in their white body armor. BoShek looked over to see how the



hermit and the kid would react to their presence, but they were
already gone. He stood up to go take their place at Solo'stable,
but first the storm troopers, then along-nosed, green-skinned
Rodian, beat him to it. Solo was apopular guy today.

The Rodian held ablaster pointed straight at Solo's chest.
BoShek dipped his own blaster out of its holster, ready to help

if it looked as though Solo needed it, but then he saw something
that made him reholster hiswegpon and watch with amusement.
Sowly, dmaost imperceptibly, Solo was drawing his own blaster
under thetable.

Sure enough, when he got it free of itsholster, hegavea

little shrug asif to say "So long, sucker,” and fired right

through the table at the Rodian, who collapsed forward on the
smoking remains.

Solo stood up, flipped a couple of credits to the bartender,

and stalked out before BoShek could catch his attention. He downed
hisdrink and followed him out, but he had barely madeit out the
door when he fet someone grab hisarm and an authoritative voice
sad, "All right, hold it right there, spaceman.”

Heturned dowly to seealoca cop pointing ablaster at him.
"What'sthe problem?' he asked, keeping hisvoice as
unconfrontational as he could manage.

The cop scowled. "The problemis, awanted starship ran an
Imperia blockade, dusted four interceptorsin the process, and
landed herein town just alittle while ago. Darth VVader's on one
of the battleships and wants somebody's head for it, and yours
looks about the right Szeto me. Y ou're still suited up; how

'bout you and me have alittle chat down at the station?”

Only hisyearsof practice at talking hisway through customs
allowed BoShek to keep his expression neutra. Inside, hewas
closeto panic. If they got him under amind-probe, they'd know
for sure he'd done it, and there was a good chance held blow the
monastery's cover aswell. Either way, he was dead.

Forcing himsdlf to sound cam, he shrugged and said, "Y ou've
got thewrong pilot, I'm afraid, and therés awhole bar full of
people in there who can proveit. I've been here dl afternoon.”
The cop hesitated, looking into the dark doorway, and when he
squinted to seeinsde, BoShek lashed out with afoot and kicked
the blagter out of his hands. He followed with a punch to the side
of the head, putting al hisweight behind it, and the cop
collapsed like a shorted droid.

The blaster clattered to the ground afew steps avay. BoShek
lunged for it but lost the raceto apair of Jawas, who scurried
away with their prize and quickly disappeared among the dozens of
taller diens on the street. BoShek didn't particularly care; he

had his own blaster if it cameto that, and aslong as the cop
didn't, he was happy. He turned and walked nonchaantly - but
quickly - away from the cantinatoward the city's central plaza
and the thickest crowds.

He had only made it across the street and down half ablock to
the wrecked Dowager Queen when he heard a shout behind him. Few of



the street's inhabitants even looked up, since shouts from the
cantinawere aregular thing, but BoShek quickened hisstride
toward the old colony ship'srusted hulk.

Twisted girders arched out over the packed dirt, awningstied
between some of them providing shade for the crowds gathered to
listen to the street preachers pontificating from the upper

levels. Rupturesin the hull and busted portholes provided
glimpsesinto the ship'sdark interior, from which the red glow of
Jawa eyes peered outward.

BoShek ducked insde the sagging cargo lock. The hold smelled
strongly of Jawas, but he didn't care. The more the merrier, in

fact. He stepped over vagrants and preachers resting in the shade,
pushing past them until he was well hidden from the street. Inthe
dim light filtering in through holesin the hull, he stripped off
hisflight suit and flung it farther into the darkness, keeping

only thetool belt with dl his persona belongings. A chorus of
growls and high-pitched chattering erupted asthe wreck's
inhabitants quarreled over their new prize.

Hisgray suit liner was alittle less of abeacon for the

police, but it fill wasn't very good camouflage. BoShek knelt
down beside one of the vagrants and said, " Ten creditsfor your
cloak." That was far more than it was worth, and they both knew
it. Without aword the vagrant tugged off hisrough brown robe and
handed it over. BoShek paid him and wrapped himsalf up in the
noxious-smelling garment, then pushed back toward the door.

He had underestimated the cop's tenacity. He had evidently seen
BoShek dip into the wreckage, and was now standing at the edge of
the crowd with asmall boot-top blaster in his hand. The crowd had
thinned considerably under the policeman's glare; BoShek didn't
think he'd be able to hide among the few people | ft.

He turned and reentered the ship. There had to be another way

out of it. He stumbled over more bodies, circumnavigating the
cargo hold, but dl hefound wasaramp leading up aleve.
Thinking maybe there would be a stairway back down over the outer
hull, he climbed the ramp, but it only led to the observation deck
from which haf adozen preachers harangued the crowd below.
From his new vantage, BoShek saw reinforcements coming to the
first cop'said. He was trapped. They obvioudy weren't going to
drop it, not with the Empire breathing down their necks. They
needed asacrificia suspect to deliver to the stormtroopers, and
they weren't about to let him get away now. Which meant they
wouldn't rest until they'd swept through the entire ship. BoShek
looked around frantically, but there was no placeto hide. The
observation deck was even more open than the cargo hold. It had
been gutted of everything that could be unbolted or torn loose,
leaving just an empty floor with blasted-out windows spaced evenly
around it. All but one of the window frames had a preacher
standing beforeit, facing outward toward the people on the street
below. None of the preachers were from the monastery; BoShek won
dered why until he remembered the note he'd dropped off here on
hisway to the cantina. The abbot must have called them in for



somekind of conference.

With no place to hide and no friendsto help him, he could see

only one possbility. He bent down and smeared his hands along the
floor near the wall, then wiped the grimy black goo he gathered
there on his cheeks and forehead, darkening his complexion and
making hisfacefit his clothing. Then he stepped to the window

and said in aquavering voice he hoped sounded old and wizened,
"Brothers, sgters, friends, and diens; beware the dark side of

the Force!™

A few of the people below him looked up, squinting into the

sun, and BoShek realized why this particular window was empty.
Tatooine's twin sunswere directly behind him from the vantage of
anyone below; not agood location for apreacher interested in
gathering afollowing. It was perfect for BoShek, though. He
pulled hishood over his head so nobody could get agood look at
him from the side, then he cleared histhroat and began his
sermon.

Despite living a amonastery, he knew almost nothing about the
religion they preached. He spent histimein the underground ship-
ateration complex, not in the cathedral the monks had set up to
establish their cover. He knew their doctrinewas al based on the
divinity of banthas or some such crock, and had been borrowed from
agroup of true believerswho lived out in the wilderness, but he
had no ideahow it al tied together. Far better, he thought, to
preach something he a least knew alittle about, though he didn't
sup poseit really mattered. Who listened to street preachers,
ayway?

Remembering what the old man in the cantina had told him, he
said, "Only the pure of heart can ever hopeto achievetrue
mastery of the Force." A few more faces|ooked up, then away.
BoShek spread hisarmswide. "Y ou must open yoursalves up to
sdvation. Y ou must cleanse yoursdlves, make peace with your inner
natures, and accept the Force as your guiding principle.”

The preacher to hisright had stopped his own sermon to listen.
BoShek amiled nervoudy at him, then went on. "When you surrender
yourselvesto the Force, you ddliver your lives unto the greatest
power in the universe. With it you can move mountains, seethefu
ture, and find eternd life." Hah, he thought, this preaching

stuff wasn't that hard. Just string al the buzzwords together,
andyou had it.

Anocther of the preachersfdl slent. BoShek wasn't sure he

liked their attention, but the cops had moved to surround the
ship, and he could hear the commotion in the cargo hold asthey
began their search. And now, attracted to a scene of trouble like
flying insectsto light, astormtrooper patrol was aso heading
toward the ship.

BoShek pulled his robe closer about him and leaned farther out
the window, saying, "Repent! Dig deep into your hearts, and the
truth shall set you freg!”

"Besdlent," the priest on hisright hissed. BoShek noted that



he wore arobe considerably cleaner than hisown, and hisfingers
and wrists were spangled with gold rings and bracelets. Preaching
was evidently good business.

"Besdlent yoursdf," BoShek told him. He could hear the cops
ascending the ramp now. "On second thought, don't be. Preach, or
we're both going to be saying our prayersin jail." He turned back
to the window and said to the crowd below, "There are disbelievers
among you, people who deny die existence of the Force, or say that
it'sweakened with time and no longer useful in these modern days,
but | say to you, every living creature that is born increasesdie
power of the Force."

The preacher who had shushed him glanced warily down the ramp,
then turned back to hiswindow and picked up where he'd left off,
saying in avoice loud enough to drown out BoShek completely,
"Condder the banthas of the dunefields. They quail not; neither
dothey gting. They arethe holiest of beasts ..."

Oh, boy. Thisguy wasthered item. BoShek was glad he hadn't
tried to fake the monastery rdigion, athough the preacher didn't
seem too thrilled to be hearing a competing doctrine, ether.

Wéll, it couldn't be helped; BoShek was committed now.

The other preacher resumed his spid too, offering to hed

anyone who tossed him money.

BoShek gladly let them drown him out, babbling on about the
Force merely to keep up his cover. He could sense the cops behind
him, three of them sweeping blast rifles around the observation
deck. He closed his eyes and wished for amiracle, wished that
they would just turn around and march back down the ramp and go
away.

A high-pitched Jawa voice chittered angrily from below. The
unmistakable crack of blaster fire made BoShek nearly legp out the
window, but he redlized just in time that the shooting had come
from outside, too. He leaned out and peered around the curve of
the hull, and could just see the Jawalying in asmoking hegp on

the ground. The patrol squad of white-armored stormtroopers stood
inthemiddle of the square, waving their blast riflesaround
menacingly, but no one esefired.

The cops behind BoShek rushed back down the ramp to
investigate. BoShek leaned against the window frame for support,
his legs suddenly weak. Whatever the Jawa had done, its noisy
desth had distracted the cops long enough for him to escape.
Heturned to go, only to meet a gold-ringed fist with hisface.

He staggered back and landed hard on the floor. "Mock us, will
you?' the preacher snarled at him, aiming akick at hisribsthat
BoShek barely dodged.

The other preachers quickly joined thefirst in kicking and

hitting him. "Here'sfor trying to make peoplelaugh a us" one

of them said as he nearly wrenched BoShek's arm from its socket.
"And heresfor leading the militiaup here" another said.

BoShek scrambled to hisfedt, trying to explain. "No, walit, |

didn't meanto - " But they weren't interested in excuses. Under
continua pummeling, he covered his head and dived for the ramp,



rolled hafway down it, and came up running. He thought the preach
erswould leaveit at that, but two of them chased him right out

of the wreck and out into the plaza, where the police, gathered
around the Jawas corpse, turned to see what this new commotion
was.

"That'shim!" the cop he'd knocked down shouted, and he snapped
off ablaster shot that just missed BoShek's head, blowing arusty
attitude jet off the sde of the wreck instead. BoShek leaped over
the jet and dashed around the curve of the hull; then when he had
its bulk between him and his pursuers, he sprinted straight down
the street toward the thickest crowd he could see the buyers and
sdlersin front of the Jawatrading center.

The preacherswere till hot on histail, which wasthe only

thing that kept him from getting ablaster bolt in the back. The
police were evidently reluctant to shoot abonafide religious

leader, even by accident, probably fearing the trouble their
followerswould causein retribution.

Taking advantage of their hesitation, BoShek ran past the

traders and on down the street toward the used-landspeeder lot. He
thought briefly of dodging through the speeders and trying to lose
his pursuers that way, but as he drew closer he saw the triangular-
headed Arconan dealer gloating over adeal he had just made, and
heredized his salvation was at hand.

Running up to the speeder the Arconan had bought -a battered XP-
38A with two engineson the sde and athird up onafinin

back-he tossed afigtful of creditsat the surprised dien, then

legped into the driver's seat and shouted over his shoulder, "I'm
taking it for atest drivel”

"No, wait! What do you think you're-" the Arconan wailed, but
BoShek didn't stick around to argue. The engines were il

running; he jammed the accelerator on full and zoomed away, nearly
running over acylindrical droid before he swerved the speeder
farther out into the Strest.

The copstook a couple of wild shotsat him, but the energy

bolts only succeeded in making the people in the Street dive for
cover. BoShek zoomed down the clear avenue, took the corner at the
end of the block at full speed, and continued on.

Two blocks farther, he dowed for another corner, then

proceeded a a more normal speed to the next corner, where he
turned again and tried to blend into whét little vehicle traffic

there was. His zigzag course was leading him in aloop around
Docking Bay 94. Good. The jumbled streets dead-ending at the bay
would keep the police busy for along time, if they even bothered

to look for him anymore.

He was thinking about ditching the speeder and heading back to
the monastery when he turned another corner and found himsalf
gliding toward a patrol of four stormtroopers who stood blocking
the street. One of the troopers raised ahand with his pam out,
indicating that BoShek should stop.

They didn't have their rifles drawn, which meant they were
probably just stopping everyone on the street for questioning.



Even 0, there was no way BoShek could get past them or turn
around and flee before they could unding their blasters and take
him out. He forced himsdlf to let up on the accelerator and drift

to astop before the troopers, al thewhilefranticaly trying to
think of away out of thislatest predicament.

"What's your business here?" the patrol |eader asked him. His
voice was distorted by the full battle helmet he wore, and the
bubble lenses of hisvisor kept BoShek from seeing where hewas
looking.

"I'm, uh, just headed down to the canting," BoShek told him.

"| see. Isthisyour landspeeder?'

"I'm test-driving it," BoShek said.

"A likely story. Let's see your-" The stormtrooper's words were
drowned out by the roar of aship taking off under full thrust.
BoShek winced at the blast as the ship cleared the rooftops, then
did adouble take when he recognized its outline. It wasthe
Millennium Falcon.

Lookslikethe old mart must have made it, he thought. Too bad,
inaway; he could have used alittle bit of hisluck right now.

But it wasn't luck, wasit? The guy knew about the Force, and

by the way he talked and the way he handled alightsaber, hewasa
master at it. Hed probably used its power to manipulate his way
past dl the obstacles. A little roadblock like thiswould hardly
make him swest.

Well, BoShek was swesting plenty. The stormtroopers had dl
turned to watch the ship blast free, but

they would be bringing their attention back to him soon enough.
Go check out the docking bay, BoShek thought at them. Go bother
somebody else. Whatever, just et me go.

What had the old man told him about the Force? "Beware the dark
sde" hed said. "Only the pure of heart can ever hopeto widd
the Force's power with any success." And he'd told BoShek hed,
have to resolve hisrole here on the edge of society before he
could continue hisjourney.

Great. Stedling the landspeeder had probably nixed whatever
chance held ever had a using the Force.

But he hadn't actudly stolen it, now had he? Held tossed the
Arconan who'd bought it at least fifty credits, and while it was
true that he'd only been hoping to keep the landspeeder deder
from raising theaarm for afew minutes, he could il takeit
back.

All right, he thought, directing histhoughts out into the

vastness of space where he imagined the Force accumulated. 1l
take the speeder back just as soon as| get free, and I'll quit
running hot shipsfor smugglersand I'll clean up therest of my

act, aslong as you get me out of this mess.

Hedidn't really expect it to work. The Force wasn't some
judgmenta god deciding a person'sfate; like the old man had
implied, the Forcejust was. It didn't care what BoShek promised.
The power to manipulate it came from within, and BoShek wasn't
foolish enough to believe he had reached internd harmony inthe



last few seconds. But maybe, just maybe, he had changed enough to
make adifference.

He concentrated al his effort on the ssormtroopers, willing

them to let him go, and he was dmost sure hefet something, a
twinge of awareness directed toward them. An answering sensation
came back, asif they too possessed some rudiments of the Force,
or had once been exposed to it. They seemed to fed histouch; all
four of them turned in unison to regard the land-speeder again.
BoShek could hardly breathe. Fog your brains, he thought at

them. Forget I'm here.

"How long have you had these droids?" the storm-trooper captain
asked.

"Huh?' BoShek turned his head toward the passenger sedt,
wondering how he could have missed seeing adroid there, but save
for himsdlf the speeder was empty

"I-" he said, but the trooper cut him off.

"Let me seeyour identification.”

Here we go, BoShek thought. He reached dowly for his belt,
wondering if he could grab his blaster and take out all four
troopers, but the captain's next words stopped him cold.

"We don't need to see hisidentification,” he said to the

others. "These aren't the droids we're looking for."

Bewildered, BoShek could only say, "That's. . . uh, that's

"Y ou can go about your business,” the trooper said. He waved
hisamsindismisa. "Movedong."

BoShek'sfidld of vison was shot full of tracersfrom the

sudden rush of relief. He had to take a deep breath to keep from
fainting, but he managed to urge the landspeeder forward and
around the corner before he pulled it to a stop and collapsed back
againg the seat.

He had no ideawhat had just happened, except for one thing

The Force wasred, and he had somehow manipulated the
sormtroopers withiit.

But not without a price. He imagined the old man, probably half
alight-year away by now, gill watching over him somehow, waiting
to seeif hewould follow through on his promise.

Would he? It was hardly a question. BoShek had been given a
glimpse of something vast, something at once wonderful and
terrifying. Beware the dark side, the old man had told him, and
BoShek knew the warning was sincere. He could use this newfound
power of hisfor good or for evil, but once he made the choice,
there would be no. going back. He was standing at a crossroads,
and whatever decision he made now would affect the rest of his
life

Smiling for thefirg timein what seemed like hours, he

started the landspeeder and began driving it back to its rightful
owner.

Doctor Death The Tale of Dr. Evazan and Ponda Baba



by Kenneth C. Hint

The odd scraping sound could be heard even above the distant
rumble of thunder.

One of thetwo figures seated at the dining table twisted

around, cocking its head to listen.

"What'sthat?' agruff voice demanded. "Rover, go check!"
Something shifted in a shadowed corner. A massdid forward
with awet, sucking sound, coming into thelight. It wasa
gdatinousform, amucudike mass of

greasly shining bile-green that humped and dithered itself

over the floor asaring of dender, bulb-tipped stalks wavered
atop the rounded mass. It oozed on across the width of the long
dining room toward one of the arched window openingsin thefar
wal.

"l wouldn't have believed a Meduza could betrained at all,”

the second figure at the table remarked with some surprise.
Thefirst man turned back to the guest seated acrossthe dining
table from him. "On the contrary, Senator. It's quite easy to

train. One of the most malleable speciesI'vefound, in fact. |

wish therewere morelikeit."

The man's face was obscured by a massive scar disfiguring the
right Sde, leaving theright eye adit in the sagging flesh and
flattening out the nose, giving him apiggish look.

"I can unfortunately imagine what thingsyou wish for, Dr.
Evazan," the Aqudish senator replied with ashudder of revulsion.
Generdly humanoid, he had walrudike festures, with large, liquid
black eyes and thick, incurving tusks. Short bristling whiskers
lined die stubby snout that was split by awide, thin mouth.

The senator lifted a hand to clutch the glass before him. The

hand wasfinlike, fingerless, but with an opposable thumb. It
marked him as amember of the more prominent of the two Aquaish
races, and thus belonging to their ruling classes. He drank deeply
of the dark green Andoan ale within the glass as he watched Rover
nervoudy.

The gelainous creature had by now reached one of the window
openings. Heaving itsdlf into ahigher peak, it poised amoment,
itsbulbed staksjerking about asif sniffing theair.

Beyond die opening, the vast sea of the water planet of Ando
stretched away to agray-black horizon. In the boiling storm
cloudsthat hung there, spectacular lightning flickered and flared
to light the towering thunderheads.

The deep boom of thunder rolled across the gale-churned waves
to rebound from die sheer stone walls of the spired casde perched
high upon the cliffs. Hundreds of meters below the casde window,
fists of massve waves dammed themselves againgt the base of the
rocky ide, splaying to whitefingersthat grabbed futildly

upward.

The full magnificence of the wild scene was somewhat obscured
by ashimmering scrim of light created by the energy shidd that
formed a screen across each opening.



The bloblike creature sank back down. Its pod-tipped stalks
turned toward Evazan at once and waved to him, asif in urgent
sgnd.

Dr. Evazan cocked the remaining eyebrow above hisleft eye. His
half-blasted face expressed no other sign of emotion.

"Y ou might just want to drop down under the table now," hetold
his guest in a quite matter-of-fact voice.

The Aqualish senator stared in astonishment as one of Evazan's
hands appeared from under the table clutching a blaster pistal.
The other hand lifted to punch one button on asmdl tabletop
console, and then a second.

All the lightswent out.

Smultaneoudy asizzling sound came from beyond the windows,
and the energy screens of diree openings were punctured inward as
three forms dived through them from outside.

The senator gave a shrill honk of terror and dived benegth the
thick tabletop.

The three forms hit the floor, rolled, and came in-stantly to

their feet. A flicker of distant lightning illuminated three

humanoid shapes asthey lifted blagter riflesto fire,

Evazan was dready rolling from his chair toward the shelter of
aconform lounge. Hefired as he went, hisbolt striking one of
the diree forms squarely.

The attacker let out agrunt of pain as he staggered and went
down. The other two dived for cover. Bolts from opposing weapons
crisscrossed the dark room, cracking into stone walls and ripping
through furnishings

One of the attackers was so intent on hitting Evazan, he was

not aware of something creeping up-not until aliquid sound made
him whip about just as Rover lunged.

Theintruder had no chance for defense asthe Meduzas stalks
all shot forward, touching their pod endsto the other's face and
chest. Each pod flared brightly, and the victim's form stiffened,
shuddering asif an dectric shock coursed through it, then
collapsad.

Evazan's twisted mouth lifted in agrotesque smile. "Good boy,
Rover," he muttered. But the smile vanished as he looked toward
the room'sdoor, adding in an irked tone, "But wherein hdll are
you, Ponda?'

He moved out from his cover, crawling about the dark room,
angling for ashot at the last foe. As Evazan lifted up to take

am a the last place he had seen the other, that find invader

drew a bead on the doctor's shadowy form.

The door of the room burst inward and a new figure plunged
through. A quick, well-aimed blaster bolt skewered Evazan's
attacker, barely saving the doctor from afata shot.

The last body thudded to the floor. Evazan climbed to hisfeet,
brushing himsdlf off. "About time, Ponda," hetold the new
arrival, stepping to the table to switch the lights back on.
Thereturning illumination reveded another Aqudish made
clutching afreshly fired blaster. But Ponda Babas left hand was



the hairy, talon-fingered hand of one of the lesser Aqualish race.
Theright hand and the forearm to which it was fixed were
artificid, and of arather crude mechanica type, their skeleta
metal frame uncovered by bioflesh.

"You're lucky," Pondareplied in agrowl, shoving hisblaster

back into aholster. "I dmogt left you to take them al

yoursdlf."

With that he turned and clomped out of the room.

The Andoan senator was just rising from benegth the dining

table. Evazan holstered his own wegpon and looked to his guest
gpologeticaly.

"Sorry. In the old days, Ponda Baba would have been in here
likeashot. A red team we were then."

"He... ah ... worksfor you?' the senator said, till

recovering from shock.

"Wewere partners,” the doctor tersaly explained.

The senator seemed dismayed by that. Y ou know, heis of the
lowest caste here on Ando. Its people have dubious morals and most
violent habits. They are treated with SO much contempt that few of
them stay on our planet. They go off and often become galactic
criminas”

"Well, Ponda couldn't have been a better pal to me," Evazan

sad, pouring out tiff drinksfor them both. "Thet is, until one

day on Tatooine. Had arun-in at the Mos Eidey Cantinathere. An
old man "with a Jedi lightsaber took off Pondasright arm for
helping me. After that we had akind of faling-out."

"He's here now," the senator pointed out. "And it does seem he
just saved your life"

"Well, | gill owe him anam," the doctor explained. "He's had
trouble raising enough credits for agood bionic replacement. So
welve set up an uneasy dliance until 1 can help him out. | supply
an arm, he works as my bodyguard . . . supposedly.” He took adeep
draft of hisae.

"What about them?" asked the senator, |ooking toward the downed
attackers.

"Them?' said Evazan, shrugging carlesdy. " Just more bounty
hunters. Must have climbed dl the way up here.”

He set down his glass and walked toward one of the bodies. It
wasclad in agray jumpsuit and helmet, like the other two, with

an equipment belt around thewaist. Herolled it over with afoot,
reveding the staring, dack-jawed face of ahuman mae, swarthy
of complexion, lean and sharp of feature.

Evazan eyed asmdll device attached at the man'swaist.

"They used individud field disruptersto get through the

screens,” he said thoughtfully. "Looks like anew type. I'll have

to boost shield power." He looked around to the Aqualish, adding
tegtily, "Senator, | shouldn't have to worry about this kind of

thing at al. Y ou're supposed to be protecting me, making sure no
one can even get near here with equipment like that.”

"We can't screen and search everyone who comesto the planet,”
the senator said defengively. " The security we've provided for you



isdready very great and incredibly expensve.”

Evazan shook his head. "Still not enough. Thisisthethird
attempt on my life here. They get better every time."

"We had rather assumed that hiding you in such afortresson
such an isolated ide would be protection enough,” the senator
returned with an indignant tone. "Of course, we didn't know then
that hdf the gadlaxy wastrying to hunt you down."

Evazan stepped back toward him. "Are you saying I'm not worth
it?" he demanded.

"It isthat very point about which I'm here," wasthe stern

reply.

"All right,” the doctor assented. "WEell tak about it." He

waved a the dining table. "Do you want to finish our med firg?'
The senator looked at their plates ill filled with food.

"Eat?" he said, then looked toward the bodies. "What about them?"
"Oh, Rover will teke care of it," said Evazan.

The blob had aready crawled up to one of the dead men. drawing
itsviscous mass over theform, engulfing and hiding it. The
cresture began to quiver in excitement and gave forth adurping
noise.

"Hedeansup dl leftovers” Evazan sad. "It's part of why

I've been ableto train him with such ease. Hes so well fed

here

"I'm redlly not very hungry anymore,” the Aquaish said. He sat
down and took avery deep gulp of ale. "Let'sjust get on to the
point of my vidt, shall we?| dontwant to ... | mean, | don't
have much timeto stay here”

"Fine," said the doctor, taking a seet, too. "What's your
problem?’

"Credits," the senator replied bluntly. "Thiswhole project has
gotten at of hand. Supplying this place and your laboratory
fecilitieswas costly enough. And now there's security. This
incident only underscores the problem. It's costing our government
afortune!”

"And well worth one," Evazan returned, leaning forward on the
table to speak with intengity. "For decades now you've been all
but daves of the Empire, living by itsorders. Y ou've lost your
pride and your identity to survive. Just how much are you willing
to pay to get loose from your chains?'

Rover had finished ingesting the first body. Leaving only aman-
shaped wet spot on the stone, it crawled to asecond form.

"No amount would be too greset to be free of the Empire," the
senator admitted, trying not to watch the creatures grisly work.
"Still, my gppropriations subcommittee needs reassurance to
continue your financing. Our present budget squeeze-"

"Y our budget be scorched!" Evazan shouted. "When | finish my
research, you'll have a secret so valuable to the Empire that
they'll give you your freer dom and anything else you'd want.”
"Yes, yes, soyou assure us,” the senator replied. "But weve

had little evidence of late to support your clamsfor some greet
medica breakthrough. Perhapsif you give me some proofs of your



progress, something solid | can take back, then | can convince
themtogoon."

"Fair enough," the doctor conceded. "I'll show you how very
closeto totd success| am. It's dready been tested severd
different ways. Infact, | only need one last thing to prove my
breakthrough works. | have to find a specimen of ahuman male-a
young, strong, hedlthy, perfectly formed one.”

The senator's large eyes narrowed in curiogity. "Why?'

"You'l seefor yourself." Evazan got to hisfeet. "I'll take

you down to the laboratory right now."

The senator looked up at him. "To your . . . [aboratory?' he

said with clear misgivings. "Isthat redly necessary, Doctor?
Surely some other evidence would suffice. Research data, perhaps,
or-"

"l indg," Evazan said. "Y ou have to see what I've done here

for yoursdf!"

The Aqudish sighed and, with greet reluctance, got to his

feet.

"Thisway, Senator," said the doctor, ushering him from the

room.

Behind them the Meduzanoisly finished its second med and
moved on to thefinal course. Thethird dead man lay curled
hafway on hisside. A smal comlink unit attached to his belt was
partly visble. Thetiny green "power on" indicator light was

aglow . ..

Outsde the castle, not far above the windows, asinglefigure
clung to the sheer stone wall-aman of dender build and dark
complexion, with hawkish features, deep brown eyes, and ablack
mustache. He was clad like the three dead men.

Both hisfeet and one hand were wedged in narrow cracksto hold
him in the precarious spot, his body pressed tight to the wall
againg the tearing wind. Hisfree hand held hisown comlink close
to one ear.

He had listened in on the conversation between Evazan and the
senator. He had heard the two depart. Now he listened to the
grotesgue squooshing sound as the creature enveloped hislast
comrade.

With acrackling of shorted power the comlink channd went
dead, and the man'sface tightened into a grim expression.
Hanging his comlink back on his blt, he clambered up the casde
wall with great dexterity, onto adanting section of roof. A long-
range comlink unit in backpack form was fastened to the smooth
date by suction-support webbing. Cramming his body into a corner
between the roof and a spire to secure himsalf againgt thewind,
he pulled the conlink headset from the pack and spoke urgently
into its mouthpiece.

"Hello, Mother? It's Gurion. Do you copy?' He looked up to the
clouded sky with some concern. "Areyou still up there?”’

"Still in orbit, Gur," came areply. "What's the report?”

"All dead," Gurion answered bluntly. "All but me. Evazan must
have some heavy protection insde there. They werethe best.”



After aheavy slence, the voice came again, carrying atone of
sorrow not fully masked. "That'sit, then. Y ou get off there, Gur.
Right now. Well pick you up.”

"No. Not me" hesaid firmly. "I'm going to go indde, get

closeto him. It'sthe only way to be sure of nailling him."

"By yoursdf?' said the voicein surprise. "That's suicide!”

"If it hasto be. | don't care," Gurion said fiercdly. "l mean

to get to him, and | think | know how!"

Within the casde, Evazan and guest descended along spiraing
stairway. The deeper they went into the mysterious lower sanctums
of the doctor'slair, the more apol ogetic the Andoan senator
became.

"For my part, there's never been aquestion of your integrity,”

the dien explained in avoice pitched ever higher by hisrising
concern. "It's my Senate colleagues who have been picking up
rumors. Some are saying you have the death sentence on ten
sysgems”

"Tweve, actudly," Evazan said cardesdly. "It may be more by
now. | haven't checked.”

"Redly?" said the senator, hisvoicerisng abit more. "And

then there have been tales of some of your ... ah ... medical
practices.”

"I won't deny there's some truth to them, too," the doctor
admitted. "I don't gpologize for what I've done. It wasdl to a
good end.”

They reached the bottom of the stairwell. Evazan unlocked and
opened amassive metal door. It creaked back on its hinges, and
they both passed through.

Beyond, asingle space took up al the huge castl€'s basement
area. Squat pillars and heavy arches of stone held up the high
ceiling. Stretching into the far shadows, bank after bank of large
glasscylindersglowed faintly, filled with gold liquid . . . and
something else. The senator stepped forward, staring in shock.
Each cylinder gppeared to contain some type of being.

He walked farther forward, looking down arow of creatures
floating in amber fluid. There were giant Wookiees and diminutive
Jawas, skeletonlike Givins and one-eyed Abbyssns. Therewere
horned humanoids from Devaron and insectlike crestures of the
Kibnon race, dong with countless other speciesfrom planetsal
acrossthe galaxy.

"Arethey . . . dead?' the senator nervoudly inquired, peering
into the cylinder of areptilian Arconawh o stared back with
blank, jewedllike eyes.

"Unfortunately,” said Evazan. "Preserved in my specid
embaming fluid. They're some of my patientswho didn't survive my
surgical atemptsto help them. But the medica work | did on them
has gtill been of great vdueto me.”

The senator looked at the corpses again, more closdly. All had
been worked upon in amanner that might loosely have been termed
"surgical," though the word "butchery™ might better have been
applied. Most were mutilated, their bodies dashed open, various



limb parts or organs missing. In some cases the beings own
elements had been replaced with things quite clearly dien.

"| say they've helped me," Evazan went on, walking down arow
of his"patients.” "Mogtly by showing where my research had
reached adead end" - he cast the senator aghastly smile - "if
you'l pardon the expresson.”

"Y ou experimented on them?" the senator said in horror.

Evazan waved the ideaaway. "Of course not. | meant to help
them through my creetive techniques. | intended to give them
greater hedth and longer life. Intheory, at least.”

He touched the cylinder holding the eviscerated form of a
rodentlike Ranat. "1've devoted my wholelife to helping others.
They've cdled me amadman, acrimina, for my pains. But no one's
understood. | was only using my skillsto re-formlifein various
ways, trying to create something better." He sighed and looked
back to the Aqualish. "Buit it wasn't enough.”

The senator looked up and down the long ranks of the doctor's
victims. "Not enough?'

"Physcal dteration wasn't enough.”

The doctor moved on to the next cylinder. Withinwasa
particularly hideous specimen. It was a creature that had been
constructed of parts scavenged from dozens of different beings,
stitched and stapled together to form a patchwork monstrosity.
"Asyou see, even cutting and splicing together the best of the
gaaxy'sbody parts couldn't achieve the effect | wanted.” He
lifted a hand to touch the scarred right Side of hisskull. "No,

it was the mind that wasthe key. That'swhy my research took a
new direction. Come over here.”

Heled the way dong the cylinder rowsand into alarge areaiin
the middle of the room. Here acomplex assemblage of eectronic
equipment towered to the ceiling in arather precarious way. Its
various systems, rigged together with tangled festoons of wire,
crackled and Szzled uneasily even with the minima power input
now running through them.

Thekey feature of this haphazard but high-tech pile wastwo
platforms set with operating tables. Straps clearly meant to
restrain subjects added to their sinister look. Above each an odd,
sevelike device dangled by a dozen wires from a pivoting boom.
More wires connected these to the central machine.

"Thisismy trandfer insrument,” Evazan said proudly. "The

main components were modified from advanced Imperid
transmogrification units origindly intended to dter droid
programming. Pondaand | managed to 'liberate' this equipment from
an Imperid research facility. But I've adapted it to use on

living beings™

The senator had been staring with mixed awe and skepticism at
the dubious-gppearing mass. Now helooked at Evazan in disbeli€f.
"Living beings?"

"Living brains aso store their gained knowledge

electronically, much like arecording. That record can be dtered,
erased ... or moved. The meansto do it isnow gitting before



you."

"Towhat end?'

"To have something no one has ever had before,” said the doctor
grandly. "I'm findly on the brink of cregting apractica form of
immortality!"

The senator's dishdlieving look grew more pronounced. "Y ou are
joking, Doctor."

"Nojokeat dl," said the other. He moved closer, speaking

with sober intengity. "Just think of it! Not even the greatest of

the Jedi Masterswith al their powers over matter have achieved a
redl immortdity. They may be ableto prolong life to some extent,
but they <till decay and die eventualy. My method will transfer
the higher levels of abeing'sintelligenceinto afresh, new body
whenever needed, just by the flick of aswitch. Think how valuable
that would be to the Empire. Their greatest rulers, their finest
military minds could live on forever, gathering even more
knowledge with eech lifetime.”

"I supposethat is something the Empire would pay amost
anything for," said the Aqudish, but with grave misgivingsin his
tone. "If thething works."

"It work," Evazan said confidently, "and I'll soon be able

to proveit." He grinned in sardonic ddlight. "lronic, isn't it,

that Evazan, the one they've cdled Dr. Death, will be the oneto
create such eternd lifel”

A nearby intercom console beeped an dert to an incoming
transmission. Evazan turned to see the face of Ponda Baba appear
initstiny viewscreen as avoice came with some urgency from the
speaker.

"Evazan, someoneisat our door!"

"Our door?' the doctor repested.

"At the sea gate below the castle. Says his aqua-speeder just
broke down. Wantsto cdl for alift from here."

"Sohesays," Evazanreplied. "Let'sseehim.”

Ponda punched at his own console and the picture on the screen
shifted to show aview of the seagate area. A smal ocean-going
repulsorlift craft sat at the castles single dock. At the massive
gate stood amost impressive-looking human male.

Hewas quite large, with astrapping build, as was evidenced by
the body-hugging suit he wore. His chisedled features were
handsome, and a thatch of blond hair waved about his well-formed
head.

Evazan gazed with gresat interest upon the man, then he punched
console buttons, bringing Pondals image back.

"Let him comeup,” he ordered. "But only into the foyer. Keep a
watchonhim."

"Areyou sure that's smart, Doc?' Pondainquired.

"Just doit!" Evazan snapped the intercom off and turned to the
senator. "Y ou may get to see more than you'd hoped,” he said
excitedly. "Today could be the climax of my research!”

He rushed up from the laboratory, the nonplussed senator
following. They entered the casile's huge entrance hdl. In the



wall beside its main door was set acontrol pand with a
surveillance screen. Ponda Baba was already there, saring a a
view of the room beyond the door.

Inasmall, bare antechamber to the entrance hall, their blond-
haired vistor sood waiting patiently.

Evazan peered over Pondas shoulder at the man. His eyeslit
with an eager glow.

"Thisonewill be perfect!" he said. "What a piece of
incredibleluck!"

He reached past Pondato flick a switch on the panel. From the
ceiling light in the anteroom a crimson beam shot down, driking
the blond man's head. He went limp ingtantly, crumpling to the
floor.

"You killed him?" the Andoan senator said, aghadt.

"Just stunned him," the doctor replied. He looked to Ponda.
"Help metake him downdairs."

Hetook hold of the door handle, but a hairy paw came down on
his hand to stop him.

"Hold on, Doc,” came Ponda's harsh voice. "Y ou're gonnamake
the transfer to him, aren't you?”'

"Helooks asgood as any I've ever seen," Evazan admitted. "Why
not?'

"No, Doc," Pondabarked a him. "Mefirst!"

Evazan regarded his erstwhile partner. "What do you mean?"'
"You promised I'd go first. Y ou promised I'd get abody with a
good arm. | brought you to my planet, helped you set this up, kept
you divefor just that onething. Y ou cost me my arm on Tatooine.
Y ou owe me. It'stimeto pay up.”

"How can | do that, Ponda?' he reasoned. "My perfect subject
just showed up a my door. He's here right now!™

"We're both lucky then, Doc," Ponda answered. "Y ou got yours.
I'vegot mine."

Redlization dawned in the doctor'sface. As one, both of them
turned toward the Aquaish senator.

The senator had listened to their didogue with growing alarm.
Asthey looked to him, his expression grew taut with horror.
"He'snot young," Evazan commented critically.

"He's one of the ruling class, though," Pondareplied. "1 get
anam, and | get power, too."

"You. . .you can't mean what | think," the senator gasped.
"Wedo," said the doctor, pulling out his blaster.
"Congratulations. Y ou'll be helping to make agreat step for
science.” He gestured with the gun. " Get going, please.”

"You can't do thid" the senator cried asthey marched him
downgdtairsto the lab. "What about your financing? Y our
protection?’

"I won't need either anymore," the doctor replied. "I'll

finally be ableto acquire awhole new identity. Befree of this
scarred face. | can go out of here safe from bounty hunters, and
with a secret that can change the gdaxy."

"That'swhat you intended from the start, isn't it?' the other



guessed. "Just to help yoursdf!™

"What d2?' said Evazan, laughing crudly. He shoved the

senator through the doorway into the lab. "Now, go get onto that
|eft table. Quick."

He and Ponda hustled the hapless senator to the table and
strapped him upon itstop. Evazan pulled the |eft-hand boom down
closer, and fastened its dangling metal helmet over the dome of
the captive's head.

Ponda swiftly took a place on the other table. Evazan repeated
the process of buckling restraints and fitting the other Aqudish
with the second weird headpiece. Then he stepped away to a bank of
controls.

He pulled levers, rotated dias, and watched readout screens
indicating the surge of power. The machine sizzled loudl y now,
aive with enormous energy. The great pile of its parts shuddered
vighbly, threstening to tumble down.

Astheindicators showed he'd reached maximum power, hethrew a
red double-handled switch. Blue-white sparksliketiny lightning
bolts flickered downward aong the wires, into the meta helmets
on the two heads. The strapped-down bodies both jerked spas
modicaly.

Evazan watched apair of diasright benegth the red switch. As
the indicator on the left moved one way, its counterpart on the
right moved the other. In only seconds the two needles had buried
themselves on opposite sdes of their dids.

With a cackle of glee the doctor dapped the power leversto

Off. Theflickering lights quickly faded, and the crackling of
energy died away.

"It'sdone! It'sworked!" Evazan chortled, running to the table
holding the elder Andoan's body. "Ponda! I've doneit!" he said,
undoing the strgps. "How do you fed ?"

But the Aqualish who had once been the senator lay quite till,
gpparently unconscious.

"It'sokay," Evazan assured, patting the being. "Y ou'll befine
soon. Just rest there. |'ve got to see to my own new body!"
Heleft thelaboratory, al but running back up to themain

hal. His eyes gleamed with awild ook of nearly overwheming
anticipation. He threw open the door to the anteroom and charged
in. His splendid specimen ill lay motionless.

He knelt beside the man, gloating over his perfect body. "All
I'vewanted,” he said. "Y outh, strength . . . and an unmarked

face! | hope he's unharmed.”

He put out ahand to lay on the man's heart.

The hand vanished down through the massive chest asif the

flesh had opened to swallow it!

He jerked his hand back, staring in astonishment. "A

holoshroud!" he gasped.

His hand shot to grip the butt of hisblaster. But the other

man sat suddenly upright, swiftly striking out. A fist thrust

forward to dam into Evalan's face. The blow knocked him backward,
gorawling at full length, stunned.



Before the doctor could recover, the blond man was on hisfeet.
Theimage of hislarge form wavered, faded, and vanished
completely, reveding the figure of athin and hawkfaced man of
dark complexion with ablack mustache. One hand rested on the belt
control for the holographic disguise, the other hand held the
grenaddike shape of a powerful therma detonator. Itsthumb guard
was aready pushed back, and the man's thumb rested on the
detonator button.

"Tossthe gun away, Evazan,” the man grated out, "or well both
go up together.”

Evazan drew out hisblaster gingerly and heaved it far away.

"Who are you?"' he demanded.

"Gurion'sthe name. I've been trying to get you for along,

long time. Get on your feet."

"Pretty smart of you to usethat disguise," Evazan told him,
climbing up. "Y ou'd never have gotten in here otherwise."
"That'sjust what | figured. Now, get moving, you butchering
mongter. Take meto the roof. Some friendsl| be picking usup
there." Gurion gestured meaningfully with the bomb. "I said,

movel"

Evazan readily complied. They went into the main entry hall and
up abroad Staircase.

Asthey turned the corner on thefirgt landing to start up a

second flight, Evazan glanced down to see ashimmering first bit

of Rover ooze through a doorway into the hall below. He smiled to
himsdlf.

"Look here," hetold his captor, intent on keeping the man's
attention on him, "thisis crazy. I'm going to be a very rich man.

| don't know how much bounty you're after, but | can pay you alot
more."

"I'm not after bounty,” Gurion shot back. "My family nameis
Slizzar. Sound familiar?’

Evazan blanched at the name. "I-I may have had a-a patient or
two-" he sammered.

Gurion cut him off. "Y ou trested my whole family. For astomach
disorder caused by a poison you gave them as medicine! Y ou gutted
them one by one like so many fish. Seven people! None of them
survived. No, | don't want money for you. Thisis purely for
revenge!”

Severd flights higher they reached asmall door that opened

onto aflat area of the roof. A brisk wind from the sea tugged
sharply at their clothes asthey came out. The digtant lightning
flickered eerily on the scene, and the deep growling of the far
thunder made a constant, ominous background sound.

Gurion directed Evazan around the roofs edge, close to the spot
where his backpack comlink was secured.

"Jugt stand there like stone," Gurion warned. He lifted the

bomb. "Remember, if | push this button, we've both only got afew
secondsto live. I'd rather take you back to stand tria for dl

the other beings you've murdered. But | won't hesitate to finish

it right herel"



"I'm agtatue," Evazan reedily agreed.

Gurion fetched his backpack and crouched beside it to take out
the comlink's headset. He kept an eye on the doctor as he spoke
into the mouthpiece.

"Mother, it's Gurion. Do you till copy me?”

"Still here, my friend. What's happened?!

"I've got our baby here, dive. I'm up on the roof. Can you

come get us?'

"Onour way!" thevoice said jubilantly. "Mother out.”

Out of the corner of one eye, Evazan saw the door onto the roof
push open. One bulb-tipped stalk poked cautioudy out around it,
sensing the air ahead.

"Therell beashuttle herefor usin afew minutes,” sad

Gurion as he put his comlink headset away.

The doctor took acouple of casua steps around him to get
Gurion's back to the door.

"Youveredly got to ligento me," Evazan said pleadingly.

"I've got asecret. Right here. Aninvention. A very big thing.
Too vauablefor anyoneto turn down.”

"Not for me," the other said flatly, his hard gaze fixed
unwaveringly on hisfoe.

The shining mass of Rover squeezed through the door. The
creeture began to dither forward dowly, noisdlesdy. Flickering
lightning glinted from its gdlatinous form.

"But with it I can make you live forever,” the doctor argued

on. "Red immortality. Everybody wantsthat."

"Do you actudly think giving me more lifetimes can make up for
dl thelivesyou stole?' Gurion said in disbelief. Y ou're even
more demented than | thought."

Rover was now only meters behind the crouching man. The
cregture began to hump up higher, its staks shifting forward to
gtrike out.

Inthetiny mirrors of Evazan's eyes Gurion saw the Meduza's
twin reflections as a brighter lightning flare gleamed fromiits
surface. He sprang upright, wheeling around to seethe thing
nearly onhim.

Rover struck just as he jJumped back away from it. Only asingle
bulb's tip managed to graze Gurion's knee with asharp crackle of
power.

The man cried out at the stinging pain and staggered. Thearm
holding the bomb dropped down.

Evazan legped ingantly for the arm. Histwo hands clenched
tight on Gurion'swrist and he shook hard. The untriggered
detonator came loose and bounced away across the flat roof, coming
to rest before the door.

With his captor disarmed, Evazan tried to bresk away to let
Rover finish things. But Gurion grappled tight with him, his hands
going for the doctor's throat.

"I'll kill you with my bare handdl" he snarled.

Evazan ssumbled backward as he fought wildly to break |oose.
Gurion hung on with astrength born of hisrage.



The back of the doctor'sfoot hit the roofs edge. Desperately

he sivung about, dragging Gurion off balance and out into Space.
Themanfdl.

Gurion's own weight tore his hands free from the doctor's

throat. But the last downward jerk overbaanced Evazan a so.
For amoment the doctor teetered on the brink, flailing out

with hisarmsfor balance. When that failed, he twisted his body
violently around, grabbing out for the roofs edge as he went over
it.

Hisagility saved him. He hung on fiercdy, dangling a am's
length againgt the sheer stone face. Below him, Gurion'sform
plunged downward, striking the jagged cliffs at severa spots.
Evazan glanced down to see the body make the final crashinto a
surging wave. He then turned his attention to ensuring hisown
safety, but he quickly found thiswas not so easy atask. Hisarms
aone weren't strong enough to pull him up. His scrabbling feet
could find no holdsin the smooth stone.

A noise came from above him. He looked up as the toes of boots
appeared over the edge just inches from hisface. His gaze moved
on up the body to see that it was Ponda Baba who stood there,
garing down a him.

"P-Pondal" he gasped out, at first with greet relief. But anew
redlization swiftly turned relief to surprise. "But . . . how! You
here? The-thetransfer ... it didn't work?”’

"Oh, it worked, Doctor," came avoice no longer like that of
hisold friend. "But it worked backward."

"Backward?" he echoed.

"That's right. And so you've condemned me to the loathsome form
of one of my people'slowest breed of scum.” The Aqudish lifted
the hairy arm that marked him asasocid pariah on hisown
planet. "Y ou've destroyed my life as a senator, Doctor. So now |
am going to destroy yours!"

The mechanicd arm lifted. In itsjointed fingers was clutched

the therma detonator. The metd thumb rested on the triggering
button.

"No!" cried Evazan. "No, no, wait! Y ou can't!"

"Good-bye, Doc!" the new Ponda Baba said smply.

He pushed the button, dropped the bomb, turned, and strode
away.

"No, no!" Evazan screamed out as the bomb's timer ticked down.
With the strength of desperation he hauled himsdlf up. Hiseyes
cleared the edge. He glimpsed the ticking b omb, and just beyond it
the Meduzasform.

"Rover!" he shouted to it. "Hdllllp meeee!”

Far above, asmall shuttle skimmed down through the atmosphere,
flashing high across the waves. Therocky ide with the towering
cadtlelay straight ahead. Two men of Gurion'slean build and
swarthy complexion it at the controls.

"Thereitis," one said. Helooked to his companion. " Get ready
to hover above the roof, while| get out the boarding-"

A greet flash of light from ahead interrupted him. An explosion



envel oped the entire castle top.

Both men stared with astonishment asthe upper haf of the
dructure disintegrated in theinitiad blast. A cloud of fine
debrisbillowed up while larger pieces showered out and down. Then
the lower half of the shattered castle collapsed inward, becoming
in secondsavast rubble pile.

"Poor Gurion," the first man said, looking down &t the broken
remains as they soared overhead.

"That blast probably attracted Andoan security,” said the

other. "Wed better get well awvay from here.”

He turned the ship, heading upward again.

"At least Gurion got hisrevenge on that lunatic Evazan,” the

first man said asthey left the ruinsbehind ...

Far below, hafway down one rugged side of the castles high
diffs, alarge bile-green mound of goo lay motionlesson aledge.
From its splattered edges athick ydlow ail ran, dripping in
greasy, fat globules over the edge.

Then the gdllike mass heaved and quivered, bulging upward. Out
of the largest lump of its center an arm suddenly shot forth,
followed by another, and then by the head of Dr. Evazan. Hetook a
great shuddering breath as he broke the surface, like a swimmer
who'd been long under the sea.

With some difficulty he extricated himsdf from the blob that

had once been his pet. Though theloya creature had saved him by
cushioning hisfal, their hard impact together had squashed the
Meduzaslifefromit.

"Thanks, Rover," he said, plucking alast clinging streamer of

the dime off his shirt. He bent and patted the ruptured mass.
"Sorry, boy."

Helooked upward to the blasted castle.

"Backward," he said regretfully. "Damn!™ Then he shrugged. "Oh,
well. MaybeI'll get it right next time."

And with that he began the long climb downward to the sea.

Drawing the Maps of Peace The Moisture Farmer's Tae
by M. Shayne Bell

Day 1 A New Calendar

| thought Thisisit. | won't get out of thisone. | topped a

dunein my landspeeder-going fast, dways fast-and saw eight Sand
People standing around the vaporator 1'd come out to fix. | had
seconds, then, to decide what to do Plunge ahead over the last
dunesto save amalfunctioning vaporator whose output | needed, or
turn around and speed back to the defenses of my house and two
droids. | gunned the speeder ahead.

The Sand People scattered and ran, and | watched where they ran
50 I'd know where they might attack from. All for .5 liter of

water, | thought. | wasrisking my lifefor .5 liters of water.

The vaporator's production was down thirty percent to maybe one
liter aday, and | had to get its production up to the standard



1.5 and keep it there, the farm was that close to the edge, so

close that every vaporator had to work at maximum or I'd lose the
farm.

In seconds | was at the vaporator, stopped in acloud of dust

and sand my speeder raised. | couldn't see the Sand Peopl e, though
their musky scent lingered around the vaporator in the heet at the
end of the day. The shadows of the canyon walls were lengthening
across the dunes on the valley floor.

It would soon be dark, and | wasin a canyon where Sand People
had come, far from home.

Human technology scared the Sand People-my speeder certainly
had-but they wouldn't stay scared for long. | grabbed my blaster
and jumped out of the speeder to see what damage they had doneto
the vaporator.

A smashed power indicator. One cracked solar cell. Scratches
around the door to the water reservoir, asif they had been trying
to get to the water. The damage was minimal.

But what to do now?1 couldn't guard dl of my far-flung
vaporators. | had ten of them, each placed in ahdf kilometer of
sand and rock, not the standard quarter kilometer-1 was so close
to the Dune Seathat a vaporator needed twice the land to pull the
1.5 liters of water worth harvesting out of the air. If the Sand
People had figured out that vaporators held water and if they were
determined to get into them, my farm would be ruined. | could
replace power displays and solar cells. | couldn't guard
vaporators kilometers apart from Sand People who wanted water.
| heard alow grunt over aduneto the north, and | immediately
crouched down against the vaporator and scanned the horizon. The
grunt sounded like awild banthawaking from the heat of day, but

| knew it wasn't bantha. The Sand People were coming back.
They were determined to get thiswater.

And why shouldn't they, | suddenly wondered? Before | came, the
water collected insde my vaporator would have been their water,
digtilled out of theair in the morning dew, not pulled out at dll
hours of the day by amachine. They must have been desperate for
water to have come up to a human machine, to have touched it, to
have tried to open it. What were they suffering to drive them to
this?

| heard more "bantha" grunting south of me, over the dunes,

then to the east and west, and finally to the north again. | was
surrounded, and an attack would come in minutes.

Suddenly | realized what | had to do. " Go ahead and waste your
profits" Eyvind, who owned the farm closest to mine three valeys
over, would say, "waste your profits so | can buy your farm cheap
from your creditors when they force you off theland." But |
wouldn't listen to Eyvind'svoicein my head, and | wouldn't have
listened to him if he'd been with methen. | spoketo the

vaporator, and apanel did back fromin front of the controls. |
punched in the number sequence I'd programmed, and | heard the
vaporator seding the pouch of water in the reservoir. When it
finished, the door in front of thereservoir did open. | pulled



out the pouch and set it on the sand west of the vaporator, in

shade out of the light from the second setting sun. | took out my
knife and made atiny dit in the top, where the air was, so the

Sand People could smell the water and get toit.

| punched in the command to close the door to the reservair,

then told the vaporator to close the door over its controls, ran

to my speeder, and flew it to the top of a dune southwest of the
vaporator. | could see no Sand People, but | knew they were
measters at blending into aterrain and surprising the unwary. I'd
heard plenty of stories about just how quick - and deadly - they
could bewith their gaffi sticks, the double-bladed axlike wegpons
they made from scavenged metd off the Tatooine wastes. | sat low
in my speeder and tried to watch for any movement - | did not dare
fly farther away They were al around me and they would surdy
throw their axesif | tried to run, and | did not fancy being
beheaded in my own landspeeder. Besides, | hoped they would
recognize what | had donethat | had given them water. | did not
know, then, if | could hope it would buy my life and their trust

and thusmy farm.

| saw movement one of the Sand People, coming from the north,
dowly, low over the sand toward the vaporator and the water. When
he reached the water pouch in the shadow of the vaporator, he
knelt in the sand and smelled the bag smelled the water insde

it. Helifted his head dowly and gave out one keening cry that
echoed through the canyon. Soon | counted eight Sand People-no,
ten-hurrying toward the water, from dl directions, four making a
wide berth around my speeder.

Only one of them, asmadl one-young?took adrink. Two others
poured the rest of the water in athin pouch of anima skinto

take with them, and they did not Spill any water. When they
finished, the one who had first smelled the water looked a me.
Then they all looked at me. They did not speak or make any noise,
and they did not run. The one who had smelled the water suddenly
raised hisright arm and held up aclenched figt.

| jumped from the speeder, walked afew stepsfromiit, and

raised my right arm and clenched my fist in return. We stood like
that, looking at each other, for sometime. | had. never been so
closeto them before. | wondered if they had ever been so closeto
ahuman. A light breeze from the east down the canyon blew over us
and cooled us, and abruptly all the Sand People turned and
disappeared in the dunes.

They did not destroy my vaporator. They did not try to kill me.
They |eft the vaporator alone after | gave them the water, and

they left me done. They had accepted my gift.

| pledged, then, to leave them the water from this vaporator. |
would miss selling the water, | knew that- | needed to sdll it-but

it seemed asmdll priceto pay if by giving them afew litersthey
would then not ruin my vaporators. | could make do with the output
of the other nine vaporatorsfor a short time-and meanwhile buy
two of Eyvind's old second-generation vaporatorsto fix. When they
came on-line, my output would be back to the minimum I'd need to



urvive.

All this effort seemed asmall priceto pay to be abletolive
near the Sand Peoplein peace.

| counted the days of my farm from that day.

Day 2 A Farm on the Edge

Eyvind had told me | was crazy to come out thisfar. "No one
hasgo nethat far," he said. 'l can't believe the moisture

patterns consistently flow up those canyons - you're only a

handful of kilometersfrom the Dune Seal"

But | had tested the moisture patterns There was water to be

had there. Not alot. It would not be arich farm, like those

outsde Bestine, but one morning when | was camped inwhat |
thought of then asafar canyon, | woke on the blanket I'd laid

out on the sand, and it was damp from the dew. My clotheswere
damp. My hair was damp. | pulled the instruments from my speeder
and set them up and they dl read one thing water. Harvestable
water. Somehow it blew over the mountains and setded here before
evaporating in the wastes of the Dune Sea farther west, and it did

it day after day for the two weeks | spent in that canyon running
tests. Over the course of ayear, | tested that canyon and the
surrounding canyons twenty-nine more times - | had to have that
much detailed datato prove that this farm could work so | could
borrow the startup money. But I'd known from that first day when |
woke up with damp hair that | could have afarm here.

| spent monthsfilling out Homestead Act forms and waiting for
agrant of land, then monthsfilling out loan gpplications and

waiting for replies, dl thewhile ligening to other farmerstell

me | was crazy. But | had the undeniable facts of my readingsto
hand anyone who could authorize my homestead or |oan me the Start-
up money or even just listen and offer advice, and findly the
manager at the Zygian branch bank did listen - and heread my
reports, checked my background to see whether | knew anything
about moisture farming, which | did, and whether | would keep my
word, which | would. He loaned me the money.

He gave me ten thousand daysto pay him back.

Ten thousand days was enough time to make any dream cometrue,
| thought.

| lay on my bed in the dark at the end of ahard day, after

leaving the Sand People the water I'd pledged them, remembering
al this, remembering how badly I'd wanted to come out here, how
hard I'd worked to get my homestead and the loan and then to set
up my farm. Not once had | thought about who might aready be out
here, depending on thisland | caled my farm.

| rolled over and asked the compuiter to display the holomap I'd
meade of my farm and thisregion.

"The files you have requested can only be accessed after a user-
Specified security clearance,” it said.

"Please prepare for retina scan.”

| stared for afew secondsinto a bright, white light that

suddenly shone out of the monitor. | had to guard my map. I'd made



the map mysdlf-after ayear of surveying and taking photographs
that | fed into the computer and working from notes and memory-and
if the wrong people knew | was making mapsit could be dangerous.
| programmed the computer to display the maps only to me and to
never reference them when working with other files; they were not
cross-referenced or indexed. When asked if such files existed, it
would say no to anyone's voice but my own. If asked to access
them, it would respond and proceed with the security clearance
only if it heerd my voice.

"Retind scan complete,” the computer said. "Hello, Ariq

Joanson. | will display the requested files”

Part of thewall | kept blank and white just for this

projection suddenly became the canyons of my farm seen from the
air my house, marked in blue; the vaporators, smaler dots of

green, widely separated; the canyons and mountains and dunes all
in naturd colors. A red dot far up Bildor's Canyon northeast of

my farm marked a Jawafortress. White dots marked the houses of
the farms closest to mine-and none of those dots were very close.
"Y ou'll be three canyons and kilometers away from me-and I've been
the farthest one out for two years!" Eyvind had warned. Over all
the canyons and mountains and dunes I'd had the computer draw in
black lines for the boundaries of the farms. The land lay spread

out over my wall in the darkness, and the dots for houses and
vaporators gleamed like jewels behind their black lines. Except

for thered jawadot, al of them represented human houses or ma
chines. I'd never thought of putting in dots for the nomadic Sand
People-or of drawing boundaries for them and thejawas.
"Computer,” | said. "Draw in aboundary line from the northeast
border of my farm in Bildor's Canyon, aong the ridges on both
sdes of the canyon to adistance of one kilometer above the Jawa
fortress"

"Drawn asrequested,” the computer responded, and it was. The
lines appeared.

"Label the space ingde those new lines 'Jawa Preserve.
"Labeled as requested.”

The words appeared, but | didn't like them. "Relabel the Jawa
Preserve, the 'Jawa" What? Land? Reservation? Protectorate? " Just
label it 'Jawa,'" | said.

"Labeled as requested.”

The word "Preserve’ disappeared from the map, and the word
"Jawa" centered below thered dot.

"Now draw borders west from the northwest boundary of my farm
to the Dune Seaand west from the northernmost boundary of the
Jawaland aso to the Dune Sea.”

"Drawn as requested.”

"Labe that 'Sand People.' "

The words appeared over the land. "Have the Jawas and Sand
People acquired rightsto thisland?' the computer asked.

"No," | sad. "I'm only daydreaming.”

"Do you wish these changes saved?'

| consdered that. "No," | said findly. "It isafiction.



Erase the changes and shut down."”

It did so.

| lay back on my bed. What | had told the computer to draw was
worse than afiction. | had asked two successive Imperia
Governors to commisson amapping project of thisregion, with the
same response "We just don't have the money.” Trandate that "We
have too many people here who don't want accurate maps made of
what lies beyond the known settlements and farms, and if you want
to liveto bring your next water harvest to Mos Eidey, quit

asking for such things."

So I'd quit asking for them. But it wasn't criminals who needed

to hide places of illegd activity who threatened my life or
livelihood, yet. It was Sand People violence and Jawa dishonesty
and manipulation-al caused in part, | was coming to redize, by
constant encroachments into what had no doubt been traditional
Jawaand Sand People territories. Mapswould be the first step to
asecure peace for the farmers and Jawas and Sand People-if you
could get them dl to draw in negotiated boundaries on those maps
and honor them. Without such agreements, farmers faced the
equivaent of blundering around in the dark-setting up farmsin
areas where maybe no one should go, living in places that
could-and did-get decent peoplekilled. | wanted the killing to

stop.

But for that, we needed amap. The government would not draw

it.

So | drew it.

And | decided, that night, to take my map to the Jawas near my
farm and talk to them about how to take it to the Sand People. If
we agreed among oursalves on how to live together in these
mountains and canyons, maybe someday the government would make our
agreements officid.

| looked at the monitor for another inevitable retina scan.
"Computer,” | said, "redisplay themap | just requested and redraw
the boundaries | had you erase. Copy thisfile to the portable
holo-display unit.”

Day 3 In the Jawa Fortress

| knew these Jawas. | had been to the gates of their fortress

many times, especidly during the year | spent measuring the
moisture in the canyons of my farm They would come out to trade
water for trash I'd found in the desert and for information. about
the Empire and its cities and the systems that made them work and
the dien races and how to dedl with them. | tried to be good to
the Jawas, and fair. If they got the better of mein afew dedls,

I'd come out ahead in afew others, and the tally remained about
even. Some of the Jawas even became my friends-the old ones, the
ones| could learn from who had the patience to teach metheir
language, the uses of native plants, geographic lore, | Their
thick-walled fortress blended into the walls of | the canyon, but |
knew how to fly straight to its closed and hidden gates. | stepped
out of my speeder and held up the holo-display unit. "Oh, Jawas!"



| cdled out. "I cometo you with information and to barter.” The
gates opened a once-the word "barter” would aways open their
gates-and eight Jawas rushed out. | tried again to seeinside, but
could not in the darkness there. They had never invited mein. |

had no ideawhat lay indde. Thiswas anew family fortress, maybe
only ahundred years old, with, | guessed, fifteen clans-four
hundred Jawas. They were jedlous of any secrets and wary of any
aien, but they would talk to me and barter with me and spend
hours outside on the sand.

Thefirgt Jawato reach me was my old friend Wi-mateeka. He
began chittering at mein Jawa, dowly, so | could understand.

"Do you gtill come here asking for water now that you farmiit
yoursaf?" he chittered, and they dl laughed.

"No," | said. "But | have brought you a gift of water to thank

you for your generosity to mein the past.”

| set apouch of water in Wimateeka's arms, and he could barely
hold it up alone. The others crowded around to help him set it on
the sand and to touch it, to fed the water moveingdeit.

"What else have you brought us?' Wimateeka asked. "The
knowledge of maps,” | said, "and how the Empire usesthem to
decide questions about |and. We can use them in the same way."

| st the holo-display unit on thelevel sand outsde the

fortress, sand beat down and compacted by the comings and goings
of Jawacrawlers, and | asked the unit to display my map close
above the sand. The Jawas shrieked and rushed back, but not
Wimateeka. He would not |leave the water pouch He kept his hands
onit.

"What isthisthat you have brought, Arig?* he asked.

A map, | explained. | told them what maps are and the purpose

of them, how al the mountains and valeys and sand plainsaround
uswere represented here with smal replicas, and they began to
recognize and point out familiar features, marve that at this
scaetheir fortress was as smdll asthered dot.

| explained boundariesto them and what they could mean to us
How if they agreed to respect the boundary of the land grant the
government had given me, | would not go to the government to clam
land farther up the canyon toward their fortress-1 would, in fact,
help them fill out the formsto clam the land themsdves. |
suggested that they buy and put out vaporators of their own, all
down thevaley, to the border of my farm. Even if they didn't do
this, theimaginary line between their land and minewould give
diem some protection, and | told them how | hoped the Empire would
come to accept the lines we agreed on and keep other humans from
meking farmsin their valley.

When [ finished, the Jawas hurried ingde the fortressto

discuss my information and proposal. They took the water. | asked
Wimateekato stay outside with me for ashort time. We sat in the
shade of my landspeeder to watch the sunsets while we talked.
"Can you teach me a Sand People greeting?' | asked him.
Helooked up a me, surprised. After amoment, he said

"Koroghh gahgt takt. '‘Blessed be your going out fromus." "



"No, agreeting,” | said. "Not afarewell.” | thought | had
mispronounced the Jawaword for "greeting” thefirst time | asked.
"That isagreeting,” he said. "Themost polite. They greet

each other like this because they are dwaystraveling. They will
seldom stay long in one place.

Not even long enough to develop greetings, | thought, only

hasty blessings because they |eft each other so soon.

"Say itagain,”" | asked, and Wimateekadid, and | repeated it

till I could say it.

"Why do you want to learn this greeting?' Wimateeka asked me.
| explained to him about the Sand People and the water and my
guestions about the land - their land.

Wimateekawas quiet for atime, looking at me. "The young Sand
People are dangerous in the days that come and for atime," he
said. He explained that this was the time when the adol escents had
to perform some great deed to earn adulthood, deeds that often
included acts of mayhem against non-Sand People races.

"All our crawlers are coming hometo wait here through this
time," hesaid. "Y ou should take your fellow humansto Mos Eidey
and do the same.”

Hetold me how avast army of young Sand People had once
attacked a Jawa fortress south of us and daughtered the
inhabitants. That fortress was gtill an empty, burned ruin that
Wimateeka had once vigted. | was lucky the Sand People around my
vaporator had not been adolescents out to earn adulthood.
Wimateeka asked me how to operate the holo unit, and | told it
to obey Wimateeka's voice when he asked it to display the map,
nothing more. He displayed the map three times, then asked if he
could tekeit to the discussonsin thefortress.

"Thisisnot atrade," | said. "l want thisholo unit back,
unharmed.”

"l will bring it to you persondly," he said. He abruptly

snatched up the holo unit and hurried into the fortress.

| ate the supper 1'd brought with me. After thelast sunset, |

laid blankets out on the sand. | expected to deep there, blaster

in hand-especially after Wimateeka's story about the young Sand
Peoplé'srite of passage-in the relative safety outside the Jawa
gates. But in the night, the Jawas came out to me, with torches.
Wimateeka led them. ™Y ou have honored us," he said. He set the
holo unit in front of me. "Extend our boundariesto include the
valey west of usto the Dune Sea, and we will accept your
proposal.”

| displayed the map and told the holo unit to make the boundary
changes. The Jawas chittered softly when their black lines moved
toincludethevdley they asked for. It wasavaley their
crawlerstraveled through to get to the Dune Seato scavenge.
Everyone would agree that they needed that valey.

"Itisnot safe out here on the sand,” Wimateekasaid. "Bring

your blankets, your speeder, and your holo unit and comeinsdeto
spend therest of the night with us."

| hadn't expected this. | got up at once and folded my blankets



and stowed them and the holo unit in my speeder and walked the
Speeder through their gates.

We did not deep. The Jawas took meto agreat room, and in the
heart of their fortress we talked by torchlight about maps and
water and the Sand People and how to talk to them about maps.

Day 5 A Greeting

Eyvind and | sat openly in front of our speeders on the dune
southwest of the vaporator and my day's gift of water to the Sand
People.

"So they come herefor thiswater?' Eyvind asked.

"Every day.”

"And they don't break into your other vaporators?”

"No."

"l fill don't likethis. Y our farm'sthe farthest out, and

you're separated from the rest of us-so maybe you have to dedl
with the Sand People-but my farm's the second farthest out and |
don't want to do anything to encourage Sand People to come around,
it. I won't give them any water-but how long before they show up
on my farm expecting it?"

"There-l can see one of them. Watch the dunesto the northwest.
They come most often from that direction. They must camp somewhere
to the northwest"

"And you're luring them down here.”

| didn't answer that. We'd argued about this again and again

over thelast few days. | was not going to argue with Eyvind when
Sand People were so closeto us. To give Eyvind credit, he stopped
arguing, too. The canyon was utterly till, then. Nowind blew. |
could not hear the Sand People moving. It wasthefirst time I'd
brought anyone el se to see die Sand People take my gift of water.

| stood and put my hand on Eyvind's shoulder. | did not believe
that the Sand People would harm me. | hoped that if they saw me
physicaly closeto Eyvind they would learn not to harm him or
ever want to. I'd made decisions, and | meant to stick by them-but
| redlized my decisions had moved the boundaries of racia
interchange for everyone out here, | hoped for the good, that's
what | hoped.

Suddenly one of the Sand People stood in the shadow of the
vaporator, near the water pouch. | hadn't seen him come up. He was
just suddenly there. | raised my arm and clenched my fist in
greeting, but he would not raise hisfist in return.

"Maybe thiswasn't agood idea," Eyvind whispered. "Should |
leave?’

"Not yet," | said. | kept my arm up and my fist clenched.
"Koroghh gahgt takt," | called out.

The Sand Person stepped back, out of the shadow and into the
aunlight, dmost asif he were going to run.

"Koroghh gahgt takt!" | caled again. | hoped | was pronouncing
the words right-that Wimateeka had learned the greeting right to
begin with before teaching it to me, that | wasn't chalenging the
Sand Peopleto afight or cursing their mothers.



Sowly, the Sand Person began to raise hisarm and clench his

figt "Koroghh gahgt takt!" he shouted back.

So | had it right, | thought. Thiswasworking.

| heard the greeting shouted at me from somewhere over the
dunesto the east-then from al directions and from the canyon
walls, again and again the same greeting Koroghh gahgt takt.
Eyvind stood up. "They ared| around ud" he said.

But we could see only one of them. That one picked up the water
pouch and disappeared into the dunes.

Eyvind and | took our speeders and got out of there and saw no
more of the Sand People that day. We went to my house and talked
lateinto the night.

I'd sent Wimateeka's warning about the Sand People'srite of
passageto dl the other farmersin thisregion, and everyone

agreed that we couldn't run to Mos Eidey. If wedid, we could
never expect to stay out here at al. But to stay, we had to have
peace, and most farmersfelt that could only be guaranteed with
blasters and maybe Imperid protection. A few listened to my ideas
about maps and good neighbors. Not Eyvind.

Never once did Eyvind tell me about hiswedding plans.

Day 15 Eyvind and Ariela

| took my speeder to Eyvind'sfarm to pick up one of hisold
broken-down vaporators, and he walked out of his house with a
beautiful girl.

"ThisisArida, my fiancee" he said. "Were getting married
infiveweeks."

Assmple asthat. Eyvind hadn't told anyone about this, not

even me. | hadn't known he'd kept boundaries like this between our
friendship.

"I'm pleased to meet you," | told Aridla. "And congratul ations

to both of you."

"Y ou're thefarmer with the big plansfor usal,” shesad.

Eyvind looked closdy a me. "'Can you understand now why |
don't want Sand People coming around my farm?" he said.

The arguing wouldn't stop. 1'd barely met Arida 1'd barely

been told about their wedding-and aready the three of uswere
arguing. "Look," | said. "l just believe that none of us can

survive out hereif we can't make peace with the Sand People and
the Jawas. At any rate, I'm sure the two of you don't want to
argue with me five weeks before your wedding. Sell methat old
vaporator, Eyvind, and I'll go."

"But | think you'redoing theright thing, Arig," Aridasaid,

and that stopped me, fast. | didn't know what to say.

"| think we should help you-and | believe| know theway to

gtart. Would your Jawa friends come to our wedding? Would you
invite them for us? As neighbors, they should be part of the
important thingsin our lives."

"She's never smdled them,” Eyvind said.

"They'll come" | sad. "I'll go today to invite them."

And | did. | dropped the old vaporator off at my house, packed



up provisonsfor anight in Bildor's Canyon, and set off. |

reached the Jawa fortress before the sunsets.

"Y ou have honored us again!" Wimateeka chittered after |
extended the invitation. "But what of presents? We should take
something, but we can spare so little! Our giftswill seem cheap
and tawdry."

"They will honor whatever you givethem,” | said.

They took me, again, ingdetheir gatesto the great council
chamber. Wetalked late into the night about wedding gifts-of rock
sdt, which they thought might make agood gift; of water, which
they couldn't spare; of cloth, which was never in adequate supply;
of reconditioned droids, which would make eegant but prohib
itively expengvegifts

"Offer to teach them your language,” | said. "That would make a
finegift

But they liked best the idea of rock salt. We did not resolve

the question that night.

Day 32 Some Neighbors Pay MeaVisit

| finished ingtaling the second old vaporator 1'd bought from

Eyvind just after dark, and if the diagnosticsI'd run on it were
accurate it would be a decent producer-maybe as much as 1.3 liters
aday. My farm would be producing oneto two liters above my old
average, S0 | knew | was definitely not going to missthe water |
was giving the Sand People,

| packed my toolsin the landspeeder and headed dowly back
toward my house and supper. | went dowly becauseit was dark and
there were things out here to be wary of. At least | didn't have

to worry about the Sand People as | had before. At least there was
that.

| dropped down into the canyon where I'd built my house, and
there were lights around my house-alot of lights. | sped up then.
"Itshim!" | heard people shouting when | stopped.

What had happened?

It was Eyvind and Aridla, the Jensens, who'd home-steaded next

to Eyvind, the Clays, the Bjornsons-and six or eight others.
"What'swrong?' | asked.

Eyvind stepped forward. "Weve come to ask you, as your
neighbors, to stop giving water to the Sand People. Y ou don't know
what you're doing.”

I'd imagined Imperia trouble of some kind-maybe the razing of
Mos Eidey to slamp out corruption and the need to house
refugees-trouble on that level to bring people out hereto my

farm. Not this. "Have the Sand People hurt any of you sincel
garted giving them water?' | asked.

"They killed my son fiveyearsago,” Mrs. Bjornson said.

"Y ou don't know that," Aridasaid quiedy.

"l found him dead in the canyon north of usl Who elseis out

there chopping people gpart with axes? The Imperia investigators
said Sand People killed my son.”

No one said anything for aminute. No one wanted to point out



that so many people could have been out there, not just the Sand
People. No one wanted to say that Imperid investigators might
have wanted to fix blame on suspects who could never be brought to
trid.

"They destroyed five of my vaporators,” Mr. Jensen said.

"They broke into my storage shed and toreit apart,” Mr. Clay
sad.

"One of them threw a gaffi stick that lodged in arear

gtabilizer when | wasdriving into MosEidey," Mrs. Sgurd said.
"| barely madeit to the city."

Aridlastopped them. " So bad things happened out here, and all
of you jumped to blame the Sand People.”

Mr. Olafsen cut her off. "It's outsderslike you, coming here
from where was it-Alderaan?-with your ideas of how we should start
living, it's outsderslike you-and this Arig, here-who cause the
most trouble.

"I'm not an outsider,” | said, but that was not the point. My

ideas were new. There could be trouble before they worked, before
we could dl livein pesce. It looked asif dl thetrouble

wouldn't come from the Sand People.

"So you worked on amoisture farm asakid," Eyvind said to me,
"s0 you've made thisfarm of yoursturn aprofit - doesthat mean
you can appoint yoursdlf diplomat for the rest of us and negotiate
with the Sand People and Jawas?'

"The Sand People would have ruined my farm, Eyvind, you know
that. | haveto find away to live with them. Y ou know that, too."
"Most people out here are against what you're doing, Arig."
"Isthat so? The M cPhersons, the Jonsons, and the Jacques al
support me, and | don't see any of them here. What about Owen and
Beru? Have you talked to them? Or the Darklighters? Where do they
gand?'

"In two days we have a chance to seefirsthand how Arig's plans
areworking," Aridasad. "Eyvind and | asked himto invitethe
Jawas to our wedding, and they are coming as our guests.”

That announcement started more arguing amongst these people
than | had ever heard. Eyvind did not look happy to have had her
say that.

"The Jawas were honored to beinvited,” | said. "Wecan live
with them-you'll see. Maybe we can cometo live with the Sand
People.”

But no onelistened to me. Arielalooked at me, and she looked
worried. | could imagine plenty of reasonsfor her to be worried.
It was clear she didn't support Eyvind'sideas about my idess. |
was sorry to be the cause of what was probably their first
argument.

"Well take thisto Mos Eidey-well even takethisto

Besting," Eyvind said when everybody started to leave.

| walked my speeder into the shed and locked things down for
the night. When | came back out, Aridlawas gill standing there.
"What are you going to do?' she asked me.

| wanted to ask her the same question. "I don't know," | said.



We sat on the sand in front of my house and were quiet for atime.
"Areyou redly from Alderaan?' | asked her.

"y es”

"Don't you missit?"

"Not redly," shesad. "I'minlove, and that makes up for it.

But I do missthe water-we're so wasteful with it therel”

"l can't imagine such aplace. I'm used to guarding every

drop."

"Not there. If | could take you and Eyvind to Alderaan you'd

get fat on the water."

"I'dswiminitdl day."

"Y ou could take an hour-long shower and no onewould care.”
"I'd keep plantsin my house and water them."

Shelooked a me and smiled. After aminute she stood up. "
won't let Eyvind cause trouble for you in Mos Eidey or Bestine. |
can't answer for therest.”

"Thank you," | said. After sheleft to catch up to the others,

| went ingde. | didn't have the ssomach to et. It was hot in the
house, s0 | took the holo-display unit and walked outside onto a
ridge overlooking my house and sheds. I'd shut down all the
lights, so the compound was dark. | displayed the map, and it
shone out brightly above the rocks. The rocks around the map
looked like the mountains around my farm. The stars shone
brightly, and I lay back on the rock to look at them.

| do not look up often enough. | am so busy dl thetime and so
tired after dark that | do not look up often enough at the stars.

| wondered how all of thiswould turn out.

Day 50 Jawa Gifts, and the Wedding

Thirty-one Jawas came to the wedding, and they brought sacks of
rock salt, aliter of water, abolt of their brown cloth-and a
diagnogtic droid so smdl it could fit in the palm of my hand.

They couldn't decide on one gift, so they brought some of
everything we'd talked about.

The diagnostic droid spoke the binary language of vaporators.

The Jawas had polished it so finely that it hurt to look at it

lying in the sun with the other gifts.

People just stood and stared at their rich gifts and wondered

at the pleasure the Jawas had in being invited to thiswedding.
Eyvind hurried up to me and asked me to come trandate for him
and Aridla. They wanted to thank the Jawas. | was standing by the
punch bowl! with the Jen-sens and Arielas mother and sister, who
had come out from Alderaan for the wedding. Mrs. Jensen stopped me
before| could leave. "Maybe you'reright about al this," Mrs.
Jensen said. "Maybeyou are”

| smiled at her and hurried off to trandate. The Jawas all

bowed to me, and | bowed back. | trandated for Eyvind and Ariela,
then started answering the Jawas questions about this human
ceremony Y es, the humans crowded here were al potentia
customers of their wares and, yes, thetiny diagnostic droid im
pressed everyone; no, Eyvind and Arielawould not consummate their



marriagein public; yes, everyone hoped Eyvind and Arielawould
have children; yes, the humans brought specid foodsto the
wedding to make the day memorable. "Try the spiced juice” | said.
"Youll loveit. It's better than plain weter."

| wondered what they would think of the spice. They followed me
to the punch table, and | poured Wimateeka a cup of spiced juice
and gaveitto him.

Hejust held the cup and looked intoit. "The cup is so cold!™

he said.

"We usualy serve cold drinks at important occasions,” | said.
"Why isit red? Doesit have blood in it?'

"No-we don't drink blood!"

Wimateekalooked up a me oddly, and | suddenly wondered if the
Jawas drank blood at their weddings. | would probably find out
soon enough. Wimateeka gtill hadn't tasted the drink. "It's quite
good," | assured him. "At least, we think so."

"How much doesthis cost?' he asked, findly.

So he thought he'd have to pay for this. They'd al no doubt
worried about having enough to pay for food and drinks-especidly
if they were pressed to try certain things. "Everything hereisa

gift to the guests of thewedding,” | said.

Wimateeka smiled then, and lifted the cup to hislips. Hiseyes
went wide when he tasted the spiced juice -and | wondered if he
would spit it out, but he didn't, and soon he took another drink.

| served the rest of the Jawas, and they al loved the spiced

juice and asked me for more and | served Jawas for fifteen minutes
draght.

Eyvind came up to me, nervous and anxious. "1 want to get
darted,” he said, "but Owen and Beru aren't here yet, and they
were sureto come.”

"Who knows what's kept them?' | said, while | handed gawa
another cup of spiced juice. "But you'd better start soon or Il
have dl thirty-one Jawas drunk before the wedding.”

Eyvind laughed.

And the shooting started.

From over by the landspeeders. Everyone had parked west of
Eyvind's house, and the commotion came from there Two or three
men were shouting and firing at the landspeeders. | wondered why
they would do such a stupid thing - and then | saw the Sand Peo
ple

The adolescents, | thought. They'd taken it into their headsto

sted alandspeeder or two while we were busy with the wedding.
The Sand People fought back with their gaffi sticks, and threw
afew with deadly aim, and people screamed and ran for cover, and
Eyvind ran off to start shooting or to stop the shooting, | didn't
know which. | ran after him, but lost him in the crowd, and when |
broke through | dmost sumbled over Aridlaholding something on
the ground.

Eyvind. | kndlt next to her. She was holding Eyvind with blood

al over him, and there was shooting al around us, and then Sand
People. | stood up and held on to Arielaso maybe they would



recognize me and not kill me and Ariela, and some of them did step
back when they saw me -

But something hit mein the back and sent me sprawling - a
backhanded dap from the broad, flat face of agaffi stick - and |
couldn't breathe for aminute, though I never blacked out. | heard
screams, and | heard Arielascream, and | couldn't move, | could
only see, for aminute, the feet of Sand People rushing around me,
and then human feet, and a human pulled me up and leered into my
face.

"Thisisyour fault!" he shouted. "This comes from giving them
waeter."

He shoved me back down onto the sand, but | could breathe now
and get up on my own, and they were carrying Eyvind away.
"He's dead,” someone shouted a me, and the words hit me amost
as hard asthe gaffi stick had hit me. | couldn't breathe again.
"They'vetaken Ariela," someone else shouted. "They dragged her
away from Eyvind and took her."

Aridas mother grabbed hold of my arm. "Y ou've got to save

her," she said. "The others are going after the Sand People to
shoot them, and the Sand People will surdly kill my daughter
before she can be rescued. Y ou've got to save her."

"I'll take Wimateeka," | said. "He can trandate for me."

And that eventualy became our plan | had twelve hoursto find

the Sand People and convince them to turn Arielaover to me. In
the meantime, everyone else would organize awell-equipped posse.
If I wasn't back in twelve hours, they would come looking.

And they would come out to kill the Sand People.

| found Wimateeka and the other Jawas huddled in their crawler.

| explained what | had to do, and | asked Wimateeka to come with
me. He started shaking, but he got up and walked with meto my
gpeeder. Hewas till shaking when | lifted himin.

After I'd started off, | wondered why | wasn't shaking.

Day 50, Early Afternoon | Wait by the Vaporator with aLast

Gift of Water

| waited by the vaporator because | thought the Sand People

would take Arielato their main camp, somewhere northwest of here.
| could travel faster than the adolescentsin my landspeeder, so |

was ahead of them and they would pass by me. They would probably
stop to seeif | had left some water.

And | had worked out what | would tell them. These were

adol escents who needed to prove themselves worthy to be adults. |
could offer them away to be remembered forever in talesand gain
an adulthood always honored negotiate with the Jawas and meto
secure the boundaries of their land and thus their nomadic way of
life. I knew their adults would have to be consulted, but the
adolescents could start the process and convince them of the
necessity of it.

1 hoped they would agree with me. | hoped they wouldn't behead
mefird. | hoped they would agree that Aridawasatrifling

matter compared to this and that the water and cloth Wimateeka and



| had brought from my house to trade for her would buy her back.
So we waited on the sand, with our water and cloth, and the
holo-display unit and my map.

And they cameto us, suddenly. All at once we were surrounded
by young Sand People, each armed with agaffi sick, glistening
sharp-edged in the harsh sunlight. The duneswere covered with
Sand People. | looked for Ariela, but could not see her at first.

| stood and raised my arm and clenched my fist and greeted

them "Koroghh gahgt takt."

They weredl quiet. None of them spoke or raised their arms.
That'swhen | saw Ariela bound and gagged and guarded on top of a
dune south of me. "Tell the Sand Peoplewhat | say,” | asked
Wimateeka, and | knew | had to speak quickly and well to save her
life, and probably Wimateekas and my own.

| told them we could stop trouble like we had gone through

today. | knew away. | told them my plan, and my hope that the
Empire would come to recognize what we had done, and whét this
would mean for their people and mine.

Wimateeka had trouble explaining the map, and | didn't know if
they could understand what amap was. Wimateekaand | smoothed out
aflat spacein the sand, and | set up the holo-display unit and
displayed my map. Some of the Sand People rushed back, startled,
but others soon crowded forward, and it began to make senseto
them.

But | would not negotiatetill they had freed Ariela. "What we

are about to do is better than morekilling,” | said. "'l want you

to free your captive-release her to me. Sheismy friend. Accept
thiswater and cloth as compensation for the trouble you've had in
caring for her till now."

They argued about that, but eventually they took the water and
cloth and passed it back into the crowd somewhere, and they cut
Aridafree and let her walk up to me.

She came dowly through the throng of Sand People. They would
barely move asdefor her. But shewastaller than al of them, so
she kept her eyes on me and Wimateeka and eventually got to us. |
hugged her, and she hugged me and Wimateeka.

And we started to haggle and negotiate and draw the lines on my
map.

It was working.

| thought of al the generations of anthropol ogists who would

have wanted to be here with the Sand People. The day was bright
with sunlight, and | could fed the tension ebb away from among

us. My map had never looked so beautiful, | thought, asit did

then shining out flat above the sand and divided by the black
lines of boundaries.

Wefinished negotiating, Sx hours before my deedline.

Aridlaand Wimateeka and | packed up.

The Sand People stood up and watched us, then started to move
off into the dunes, heading northwest to their camp.

Aridacdimbed into my landspeeder.

| handed Wimateekato her and climbed in.



And the dune west of us exploded in flame. My vaporator blew
apart, and steam rushed up from it like smoke. Explosions ripped
the air-and the young Sand People were screaming and running.
Six hours before our deadline-after everything we had worked
for had cometo pass. | had to stop the shooting.

| flew straight to where the shots were coming from -arocky

rise south of us-and we were not hit. A path through thefire
opened up for us.

Stormtroopers. There were Imperia stormtroopersin the rocks.
The farmers who opposed me had caled themin, that wasdl |
could think. I dammed the land-speeder to astop and rushed up
into the rock. " Stop shooting!" | shouted. "Those aren't even
adultsyourekilling!"

But no one listened or stopped firing. | pushed into the
stormtroopers and shoved their guns up to make them stop-and | was
grabbed from behind and dammed into the rock.

"Stop it!" someone shouted at me.

It was the other farmers who had me, eight or ten of them.

"The stormtrooperswill kill you," someone hissed in my ear.
"Livethrough this day and well talk later about what happened.”
| tried to break free, and they shoved me back.

"The Empire would never let your plan work," someone else
hissed in my ear, then Aridawasin front of me, her face white
and tear-streaked.

"Don't you see?' she said. "They want trouble on dl the worlds
s0 the mgjority will welcome their presence to keep the peace. If
you make peace here, our real enemies would become clear-and what
then?'

| should have seen this. | should have known thiswould happen
from the day the Imperid Governorsfirst refused to map this
region.

Thefiring stopped. The other farmers thanked the stormtroopers
for "rescuing” Aridaand Wimateekaand me.

"Youll haveto evacuate from your farm for atime" a
stormtrooper told me. "It won't be safe to stay in your house,
isolated asitis."

| wouldn't just have to evacuate for atime. This could be the

end of my farm. The Sand People would want to kill me for
sure-unless| could find away to convince them | hadn't betrayed
them, unless| could find away to convince them just who had
betrayed them.

"WEell escort the Jawahome," another scormtrooper said.

"No," | sad. "I'mtaking him mysdif."

And | did. I would not let them take him done. | thought they
might kill him if they got him done-to anger the Jawas and to
drive awedge between them and the farmers. So a stormtrooper
contingent escorted us to the Jawa fortress.

| lifted Wimateeka out of my speeder, near the gates of his
fortress, and he rushed insde without saying aword to me.

Day 50, Night | Become aRebe



The Imperial commander ordered meinto Mos Eidey to makea
deposition, and | had to go. Ariela asked me to take her mother
and sigter to the spaceport. She stayed with the other farmersto
prepare for the Sand People's ondaught of revenge.

"Eyvind left me hisfarm," Aridatold me. "I'd likeyou to

help merun it after thisis over-when we can go back to it."

So | had that to think about on my way into Mos Eidey.

| left Arielals mother and sister at the spaceport. In ashort

time, they would be safe on Alderaan. | made my deposition, and
the Imperid s confiscated my map and let me go.

| wondered for how long.

In the meantime, my farm was abandoned.

My hopes for making peace with the Jawas and the Sand People
were ruined.

The Sand People would surely fed betrayed and kill innocent
people.

My maps, my dreams, my successful negotiations meant nothing to
the Empire.

All because the Empire did not want usto have peace. All

because the Empire did not care about the safety and the work and
thelives of its citizens. We were pawns to be used and discarded

- our efforts channeled aslong as possible into "approved” paths.

| stopped at the cantinafor adrink. | could not go Straight

back.

| sat in adark corner and watched the people around me -
peoplefrom al corners of the Empire. Representatives of peoples
who had each, in their own way, been oppressed by the Empire. We
hed dl endured it.

But there was another way. | knew there was another way.
Therewasthe Rebdlion.

The Empire had driven meinto rebellion.

| took another drink and looked around. | didn't know how to
find the Rebellion. | didn't know how to join. But this cantina
would be the place to find out, | thought. If | asked afew
judicious questions, maybe I'd find out. | decided to ask the
Ithorian afew tables down.

| took another drink, for courage, but before | could move,

Owen and Beru's nephew, Luke, walked in with somebody | didn't
know and two droidsthat got ordered out.

Where were Luke's aunt and uncle? | wondered. And that started
me thinking. Owen and Beru's farm was quite far from mine and
Aridas. Maybethey could use an extrahand or two till things
settled down and it would be safe for Arielaand meto go back to
our farms.

Then we could start our work for the Rebellion.

Aridawould follow meinto the Rebellion. Most of the other
farmers probably would too after what had happened today. The
Jawas would help. In time, maybe even the Sand People might come
to understand what had happened to them - and that restoring the
Republic would stop Imperid arocities. Farmerslikeme, inan
odd dliance with Jawas and maybe Sand People, would haveto fight



for our right to live in peace on the world we caled home.
After | thought thisthrough, something told mel'd find the
Rebdlion just fine, out in the mountains and valeys of the water
farms of Tatooine.

Something told me things were going to change on Tatooine, in
ways the Imperias never imagined or wanted.

Something told me that, in the end, someday, somehow, there
would be peace here.

Wewould draw the maps of peace.

One Lagt Night Inthe Mos Eidey CantinaThe Tde of the
Wolfman and the Lamproid
by Judith and Garfidld Reeves-Stevens

Instants after the jump from lightspeed, the situation became

as smple as the balance between predator and prey. Despite the
secrets bought with Bothan blood, the haf-finished Death Star
above the forest moon of Endor was ready for what was supposed to
have been an unexpected assault. The Rebel fleet was doomed.
Sivrak punched the controls of his X-wing fighter even as
Admira Ackbar gavethe order for evasive maneuvers. But that
would buy only afew momentsof life. The Imperid fleet dready
advanced from Sector 47- Star Destroyers, Cruisers, waves of TIE
fighters-and Sivrak knew it was atrap. It had aways been atrap.
Thefur rose on hisface and hisfangsflashed in the reflexive
grimace of attack. In the common tongue of the Alliance, Sivrak
was a Shistavanen Wolfman, and he faced his death with dl the
primal rage that evolution and unknown genetic engineers had
encoded in hiscdls.

The TIE fighters surged ahead of their flegt, asif the Star
Destroyers were not needed in thisfinal battle. Already space
blossomed with deadly flowers of exploding spacecraft. Sivrak
heard his orders through the static of Imperid interference and
the cries of the dying Protect the fleet no matter what the risk.
Sivrak howled at the challenge. He had nothing moreto risk.

All that had given hislife meaning was now ash scattered across
theicy wastes of Hoth.

Hislips glistened with anticipation of the hunt as he switched

his wesgpons to manua and wrenched his craft onto acollison
coursewith atrio of TIE fighters. Over hishemet communicator,
he heard the medica frigate was under attack. But it wastoo late
to ater histrgectory. His course was as set now asit had been
the day he had first met her.

Endor's moon spiraled before Sivrak. The three TIE fighters
converged as they changed course to meet him. His wespons carved
gpace like blazing gouts of blood released by the stab of his
fangs. The Imperia shipsfired back, closing faster than even a
perfect hunter's eye could track.

But Sivrak throttled forward, faster till, and hisfighter's

engines shrieked behind him. Hisfull-throated voice joined theirs



as he shouted out her name as his battle cry. The al-encompassing
roar swept to athundering crescendo as charged particles from the
Imperid fighters resonated againgt his own fighter's canopy.

Space distorted, wrapping him in red destruction. He embraced the
end of hisexistence, the beginning of nothingness. Y et somewhere
ingde that senseless maglstrom, Sivrak heard faint strainsof mu

sic. Music he had heard before. Long ago. The day he had first-

-waked into the Mos Eidey Cantina, boots heavy with the dust

of Tatooine, burning with the heet of streets scorched by two
blazing suns. He wiped a paw against his mouth, fedling the scrape
of grit and sand againgt hisfangs, letting his eyes adjust to the
dimmer light.

For amoment, he experienced adight wave of vertigo, asif

his body had not expected to be back in anatura gravity well so
soon after ... after ... he couldn't remember what. He closed his
eyes and a green world spun before him. Something about ade
flector shield. Something about a ... Death Star? He shook his
head to dispel his confusion, then walked down the Sairs by the
droid detector, heading for the bar.

Without prompting, the bartender served Sivrak hisregular
order-amug of crushed Gilden, organ tendrils still writhing,
attesting to their freshness. Sivrak lgpped &t it, trying to

remember how this drink could be hisregular when he had never
been in this cantina before. He was arim scout, or had been,

until the Empire had closed off the Outer Rim Territoriesto new
exploration. Now he was just another displaced being, on the run
from the Empireand dl political entanglements. And MosEidey
had too many Imperia storm-troopersfor hisliking. He knew hed
leave as soon as he had the necessary crediits. He.. . . moved to
the side an ingtant before a Jawa scuttled past him, rushing up

the stairsfor the door.

Sivrak felt a shock of recognition. He had expected the Jawato
run past him. He had known what the Jawa would do. Exactly what
the Jawa had done that first time he had stepped in here and met .

Sivrak stared past the bar, into the gloom on the side of the
cantina opposite the band.

And he saw her again. Just as he had seen her that first time.

He stood by her table, savoring the unmistakable pheromones
that identified her asfemae, admiring the snuoustwigts of the
muscular coils she draped over her chair, dl the more sensud for
the strength they contained, able to squeeze the skull from a
bantha. She turned to him, her loose-hinged cora jaws revealing
rings of glittering fangs, with the outermost the length of

Sivrak's claws. Her light sensors bristled as they shifted toward
him, seeing in wavel engths beyond those even the Wolfman's glowing
eyes could perceive.

Sivrak had heard of such beings before-Forn lamproids-the sole
intelligence born on aworld of such dangersit meant instant
death to any who set foot on it without hyperaccelerated nerve



implants.

"Buy you adrink?' the lamproid hissed seductively. Her
inflection of the predator's tongue wasintensdy persond, asif
they had hunted and shared blood athousand times.

Sivrak felt the temperature of the cantinaincrease and he
shrugged off hisjacket and sat down across from her just ashe
hed thefirst time.

But thiswasthefirst time, wasn't it? How could two beings
mest for thefirgt time except for thefirgt time?

"Lak Sivrak," she breathed, and Sivrak growled to acknowledge
that somehow, incredibly, she knew even hislitter name.

"Dice lbegon,” hereplied, disturbed that he knew her namein
turn, the moment he spoke it aloud, asif he had dways knowniit.
"You aretroubled,” Dice said.

"We've met before." Sivrak had said those wordsin a hundred
other cantinas on adozen other worlds, but thistime he meant
them. Though how could he, a perfect hunter, forget having met
such aperfect killer?

"Areyou certain?' the lamproid asked. Shetrailed the
exquigtetip of her lethd tail through the shimmering

trand ucence of asnifter of clarified banthablood. The

reflective surface of the liquid made Sivrak think of. force-field
emanations. Wasn't there something e se he should be doing?
Somepl ace else he was supposed to be?

"At the bar, | knew a Jawawas going to bump into me," he said.
"Jawas often do."

Sivrak concentrated. A new memory cameto him. "A golden droid
will enter soon.”

Dice brought asingle drop of bantha blood to Sivrak's muzzle.
Theliquid trembled on thetip of her tal. "Their kind isnot
served here" she said. Her voice was inviting, distracting.
Svrak, drew asingle, razor-sharp claw againgt the cool pink
flesh of Dicestall tip, transfixed by her light sensorsand her
scarlet mouth and its endlessrings of needle teeth. "The farm boy
with the droid will tak toiit."

Dice's voice dropped in tone, sharing secrets. "And the golden
droid will leave.

Sivrak's rough-rasped tongue flicked out and captured the
teardrop of blood from the lamproid'stail. His clawstightened
around the sweet, boneless flesh, feding the stedl cords of her
musclesflex in response.

"Tdl mewhat ishappening,” Sivrak said.

"Only that which has happened,” the lamproid answered. A single
light sensor shifted to theleft. Sivrak glanced in that direction
and saw ahorned Devaronian Sitting againgt thewall, nodding
dreamily in timeto the music of the cantinas band as he watched
the main entrance.

Sivrak looked over to the entrance to see what the Devaronian
saw - an old man in desert robes, afarm boy, an Artoo unit.
And the golden droid.

The old man hurried ahead to the bar. Without knowing how,



Sivrak was aware of what lay hidden beneath the old man'srobes -
an antique lightsaber. There was an Aqudish pirate at the bar who
would soon be short an arm.

Sivrak released the lamproid'stail and began to risefrom his

chair. But Dice's coils snaked out to bind him tight, keeping him

in his place acrossfrom her.

"Hey! We don't serve their kind herel” the bartender shouted.
"Tdl me" Sivrak demanded.

"What you dready know?" Dicereplied.

The farm boy spoke to the golden droid. The golden droid and
the Artoo unit left. The farm boy joined the old man by the bar.
Sivrak struggled-not againgt the lamproid, but against hidden
knowledge that was somewhere insgde him.

There could be only one answer, yet it made no sense.

"Isit the Force that binds usto this place?"

"TheForcebindsdl, if youwould bdieveinit."

"I believe only inthe hunt.”

The lamproid's teeth shifted in amusement-the Florn equivaent

of asmile. "That's not what you said when wefirst met here. You
were most doquent then, my romantic Wolfman."

Svrak's eyes narrowed. Was she teasing him?"Isthere aprice

to be paid?' he asked gtiffly. An dtercation began at the bar.

"To understand why everything isfamiliar yet new at the same
time?'

"Poor Wolfman," Dice said. "Y ou ill don't understand the
promise | made you. So for now the price of your understanding is
the same price it wasthefirg timewe met here.”

Sivrak searched his memory for events yet to happen. He cast
back to predict what he had aready seen. On the other side of the
bar the farm boy was thrown into atable. Despite Dice'shold on
him, Sivrak leaned forward threateningly. "Y ou're amember of the
Alliance, aren't you?"

A lightsaber thrummed into life. The Aquaish pirate screamed.
Sivrak's nogtrilsflared at the scent of fresh blood exploding
through the smoke-filled air. The lamproid'stail tip fluttered as

she scented it, too. A severed arm fdll to the floor of the

cantina

"I am amember of the Alliance,” she said. "Just asyou chose

to be, that first time."

But the heady wash of the blood scent pushed Sivrak beyond
understanding, and Dice swiftly released the pheromones that would
guide the Wolfman to the one state he could achieve without
endangering bystanders.

Sivrak arched in her deadly grip, and with a powerful

undulation, Dice uncoiled the rest of her body and dithered

across the table toward him. Then perfect killer met perfect

hunter astheir fangs clashed, then locked in the lethd kiss of
predators. Sivrak's senses were overwhelmed. He felt the floor of
the cantina shift beneeth him, gaining momentum asit spun faster
and fester, just asif herode an-



-X-wing fighter spinning through space. A storm of debris

rattled againg hisfighter's skin as Sivrak fought to sabilize

the craft. Histactical display showed that two of the TIE

fighters had survived his headlong strike. The third was a vapor

of incandescent particles digpersing in vacuum. He turned to Dice
to make certain she was safe and growled when he saw only the
reflection of hisown glowing eyesin the canopy. The cantina had
been ahalucination, adream of what had been... what might have
been ... he couldn't be sure.

A second sun flared over Endor's moon and Sivrak wastorn from
his memories by alance of unthinkable energy that burst from the
Degth Star to claim a Rebd frigate. The communicator channels
were flooded with transmissions of shock and confusion. The Degth
Star was operationd.

Admira Ackbar ordered aretreat-all fighters were to return to
base. General Cdrissan countermanded the retregt-all fighters
were to engage the Star Destroyers at point-blank range. And every
other Rebel voice asked about Generd Solo's strike team on the
moon's surface. Would they destroy the force-field generator? Had
they aready tried and failed?

Sivrak pulled back on the controlsto bring his X-wing on

course to the nearest Star Destroyer. There were many waysto die
in space. He would find one soon enough, he knew.

The X-wing did not respond.

Sivrak activated the diagnostics, rechanneled auxiliary power,

and closed hiswingsfor increased etheric stability.

But the X-wing continued itsfal toward the forest moon, and
nothing he could do would changeits course.

One thought and one thought a one flooded through him He was
goingtolive

Oncein the moon's atmosphere, Sivrak knew he could usethe
fighter's control surfaces-usdless in vacuum-to bring his craft to
asoft landing. A whole forest world waited for him. The Alliance
and the Empirewould fal from his consciousness as he salked its
prey and returned to what he knew and understood-the hunt.
Perhaps, in time, he might even forget Dice Ibegon, and things
would be as they had adways been. Simple. Balanced. The pure
equation of life and desth, free of the pain of love and duty.

The raging space battle receded behind him. He watched it
diminishin acockpit display. It appeared his damaged X-wing was
no longer atarget worthy of the Empire.

Hefocused on the forest moon, closing fagt, bringing him anew
life. Another life.

Asif any life could have meaning without her.

Rebd craft exploded on the battle display. Sivrak knew that

meant the force-field generator on the moon's surface il

protected the Death Star. Perhaps his battle wasn't over yet.

He touched the atmospheric controls of hisfighter, searching

for thefirst Sgn of resistance from the wispy upper reaches of

the atmosphere he plunged into. To change course one way wasto
land in safety. The other way, Rebd tacticians had set the odds



of asuccessful atmospheric atack on the generator at amillion

to one. Standard Imperia ground defenses were too strong.
Sivrak's claws tapped the control yoke as he considered his
choice. Oneway or another. And then hisfighter yawed violently
asan Imperia particle beam diced through arear sabilizer. His
tactical digplay showed two TIE fighters closing behind him,
hiding in his propulsion wake-the same two he had faced before.
For whatever reason, perhaps to avenge the degth of their wingman,
Sivrak was Hill at least aworthy target to them.

The Wolfman felt relieved the choice had been taken from him.
There was now no need to plan, no need to decide. There was only
the fight. The balance. The reassuring enormity of now.

Unableto change hisfighter's coursein space, hethrew it

into aspiraing roll, releasing dl hisdecoysand minesin an
expanding cloud of sensor-opague, carbon-fiber chaff. Then he
locked hisrear sights onto the cloud's dark center, daring one or
both of the TIE fightersto survive the cloud's perils. Sivrak
caculated he would havetime for at least two shots before the
Imperial pilots could target him. Perhaps those shots would be
enough. Perhapsthey wouldn't. Sivrak did not care either way.
He glanced ahead at the rushing disk of the moon, colors
smearing as hewildly spun. At last, hefelt thefirst tremors of
atmogspheric resstance fight his craft'sroll. With fierce
satisfaction, he pictured his X-wing tearing itsdlf into pieces,
raining down on the moon like acomet cometo die. It was agood
image. A fitting image. A hunter's death.

Thetactica display flashed as the mines he had deployed

erupted behind him. At least one of the fighters had vanished. But
then the display glowed as apiercing beam of brilliant energy
shot from the defensive carbon cloud, blinding hisrear sensors
with awash of static-filled white that enveloped Sivrek likea
smothering snowdrift-

-carved by theicy winds of Hoth.

Sivrak dove for the trench before him as an energy bolt from an
Imperid walker obliterated a nearby gun emplacement. Echo
Station-the Rebel base's lone outpost on the north ridge-was a
charnel house. The awkward dead lay al around him as he pushed
himself to hisfeet and shook the snow and ice from his matted
fur. It was so achingly cold he could not even scent the blood of
the dying. But then he caught the scent of her.

The ground shook with the thunder of approaching walkersand
the congtant firing of theion cannon as desperate Rebelstried to
clear theway for the retreating transports. But Sivrak was aware
of only one sensation-she was close.

Heran to her, dodging the other troopsin the dippery, ice-

lined trench, hisbrilliant orange flight suit artling amongst

thelr white Hoth camouflage. The main communicator channe
crackled with the call to evacuate al ground crew. The command
center had been hit. All troopsin Sector 12 were to report to the
south post to protect the fighters. But Sivrak was beyond the



reach of orders now. He collapsed in the snow at Dice'sside.

It was stained with the rich purple of her blood.

Sivrak spoke her name and touched her face, afraid to disturb
the ragged shard of meta that had diced through her insulated
suit and cut deeply into her upper thorax. Purple drops of frozen
blood shonethere, asif, for her, time had stopped.

Her eye sensors trembled and stiffened and she looked up at
him.

"Go," shesad.

"How can |?' heanswered. "I have sworn dlegianceto the
Princess and the return of the Republic.”

The lamproid's teeth shifted in amusement, even as her gasp of
pain formed migintheicy arr.

"Y ou never meant to wear the uniform of aRebd. That day in
the cantina, when wefirst met, you only accepted my offer to join
the Alliance asaway to wrap yoursdf in my coils.”
Shewasright, of course. Thefirgt timein the cantina-the

red firgt time-he had made much of his Rebel sympathies, sensang
it might make him amore acceptable companion to her. But intime,
he had come to believe in what the Alliance stood for. He had
become a proud and willing warrior inits cause. But now Dice was
dying and the past no longer mattered.

"What isthe past?' Dice asked, reading hismind again.

Sivrak tore the med-kit from hisbelt, somehow knowing that
another battle was being fought above aworld of forests. He
stared blankly at the contents of the kit. Most of its salvesand
ointmentswerefor his species. He had no idea how they would
react with Horn biology. But he had to do something.

"Y ou have done something," Dice said soothingly. Her voicewas
cam, amost peaceful. Shefixed her light sensorson the clear
blue sky.

"Wearedike," she continued, "as you have aways known. The
hunter and the killer know the sick and diseased must be culled
from the herd-and the Empire isrotten with corruption. That is
why you must leave me, to continue our fight until itsend.”

The vids and tubes from the med-kit spilled into the snow from
Svfak'srigid paws. "Dice, no. | can't.”

"l know you can't. Intime, | know you won't. But for now, my
love, you must. Alliance and Empire. Predator and prey.”
Sivrak's communicator sounded the evacuation code sound. A
terse voice announced that Imperial troops had entered the base.
"L.will diewith you here" Svrak said.

He cradled her head close againgt hiswarm body.

"What is death compared to love?" Dice asked, her voice fading.
Sivrak could not move. Hewaslosing her.

"What you must do,” shewhispered, "isbelievein the Force."

"If youwish meto,” Sivrak said thickly, unwilling to argue

with the old religion if that iswhat brought her peace at this

time. Hefdt themourning cry risein hischest.

"Not because | wish you to, but because there is no other
choice you can make."



Before Sivrak could answer, the lamproid's body shivered, then
quietened. He stared down at Dice as one by one her light sensors
drooped, losing focus, losing contact. And then, amid the sounds
of battle light-years removed from the moment that they shared,
Dice blessed him with the Force, willing it to remain with him,
forever.

Sivrak held her body until awaker destroyed the main

generator and the fal-back linesfinaly fell. Energy beams cut
through the air like faling stars. Sivrak's communicator relayed
afind evacuation aert. The roar of departing trangports, now
launching two a atime, was continuous.

But asif he were on adifferent world, one that knew no war or
conflict, Sivrak arose and moved with adowness and surety that
set him gpart from the chaos around him.

He heard no explosions as he laid Dice upon the snow,
sheltering her in an dcove of the trench. Hefelt no walker's
footfall ashe arranged her fur-trimmed hood around her serene,
unmoving face, and caressed her ringed teeth that were never again
to know the bliss of shredded flesh.

A human Rebd dipped to anear hat in the trench and pulled

on Sivrak's arm to urge him to the evacuation point. But Sivrak's
snarl sent the human on aone.

Then Sivrak stood over his beloved and took his blaster from
his holster. He had heard the stories of what the Imperia
biogeneticists did with the bodies of the Rebel dead. How parts
could be cloned and kept alive for unspeakable research, or
Imperid sport. He set the blaster for full immolation.

"May your Force bewith you," he said in the most intimate
inflection of the predator's tongue, and his breath swirled into
thefrozen air to join with hers.

He would make it to the evacuation point or he would not. There
was no reason to hurry.

Sivrak ectivated the blaster.

Dice's body shimmered with the disassociative energy of the
beam. She became fiery, incandescent, and somehow, Sivrak thought,
she might have appreciated diat transformation. And then thefire
that consumed her reached out for Sivrak, engulfing him too as-

-asingle TIE fighter emerged from the carbon cloud with all
wegponsfiring blindly. Blinking with surprise, Sivrek felt the

chill of Hoth il pulsing through him as he indtinctively

switched from his etheric rudder to full amaospheric controls, and
dodged the killing strands of the TIE fighter's beams until his

rear Sghtslocked and hefired.

The TIE fighter flew gpart as Sivrak's beam tore open its skin
and the moon of Endor's atmosphere instantly ripped the Imperia
craft to dust-sized fragments. The hunt was over.

But now the Endor moon filled his canopy. Sivrak, dammed a
the atmospheric contrals, fighting to reduce the X-wing'srall.
The navigation display showed histwo possible courses. Oneto
safety. Oneto the gen-; erator. The rear display showed the Degth



Star firing at i will. The X-wing shook asit tore through the
thickening atmosphere. Sivrak's claws dug into the yoke. He was
lessthan thirty heartbests from the point of no return. Again, he
had to decide. He couldn't decide. The atmosphere sang to him.
Likemusc. Like music from-

-the cantina. Sivrak leaned againgt thewall insdethe

doorway, trying to understand what he heard outside on the streets
of Mos Eidey. Fighting. Rioting. Speeders rushing. Detonations
from the direction of the spaceport.

He stumbled down the stairs to the bar, bresthless, fedling the
panic of time running out.

It was night. The cantinawas deserted. The music was recorded.
Something waswrong.

Sivrak dumped againgt the bar, feding it shudder asif it

coursed through atmosphere.

"Jabbaisdead," Dice sad.

Sivrak looked up from the bar to find the lamproid close beside
him, sudying thereflectionsin her snifter of clarified blood.
"How...?" Sivrak rasped. His question took in everything that

had happened but Dice heard it in only one way.

"Strangled on hissand ship,” Dice said. "A human davegirl,

of dl things. Used her own chains.”

From somewhere outside, there was an explosion, much closer
than the spaceport. The bottles and glasses stacked up behind the
bar rattled.

Dice picked up her snifter. "MosEidey isin flames. No one
knowswho isin control." She unrolled her drinking tongueinto
the blood and ingested.

Sivrak smoothed the fur around hismuzzle in agitation. He knew
there was something he had to do, but he couldn't work it out. He
had to discover what was out of place here.

"If Jabbaisdead," he began uncertainly, "then Hoth . . . Hoth

has already been evacuated.”

Dice put the snifter back on the bar top. "That'sright," she

sad.

Svrak fdt thefur lift dong hisspine. "But then," he said,

"you're dead."

Dicedidthetip of her tail across Sivrak'sforearm. "Do |

fedl dead?' she asked.

The Wolfman closed hisclaws o ver thetall tip, focusing only

on the magic of her improbable presence. He heard other sounds
now. Shuffling. Voices. Boots grinding sand into the floor. He
looked up at Dice. They were ditting at the table in the corner,

the horned Devaronian nodding to the music behind them. Now the
cantinawas full, bustling. Asit had been, long ago.

"The golden droid will comein soon,” Sivrek said. He wasn't

sure how, but he was beginning to understand what was happening,
the choice he must make. " And then the golden droid will leave
agan."

Diceslight sensors Were unfathomable, as deep asagravity



well. "And what of you, thistime?' she asked, asif she had read
hismind. "Will you chooseto leave aswell?"

"The Force" Sivrak said with wonder as understanding finally
welled within him. "The Forceiswith me, isnt it?*

Dice amiled, an irksome habit in those who knew the Force so
well. "The Forceiswithin everything," she said.

"But here and now, inthiscantind" - Sivrak'svoice rose as

al that had happened, al that would happen, al that might
happen, converged on him at once - "in the trenches of Hoth, or
faling toward some nameless moon of Endor - the Force bindsiit
al”

His pulse hammered, hislungs strained for air. A flicker of

light by the entrance showed that someone had entered the cantina.
The Devaronian glanced over to seewho it was.

"Of course," Dice said, asif she had heard every word he had
gpoken uncounted lifetimes ago.

The farm boy appeared on the stairs as the old man hurried
ahead. The Artoo unit and the golden droid followed behind.
"Thistime, when the golden droid leaves, | can leavetoo,
can't1?" Sivrak asked.

"That choice was yours when wefirst met,” Dice said. "Nothing
has changed.”

Sivrak felt the worldlines converge, then pull apart, not on

this one place and time, but on this one feding, thisone
experience that transcended all ese.

He now knew that through sometrick of the Force, he could
follow the golden droid back onto the streets of Mos Eidey, and
al would be asit had been before he had met Dice Ibegon.

The same choice but a second chance.

Inlove, Dice had given him thisway ouit.

"Hey," the bartender growled from behind the bar. "We don't
servether kind here”

Sivrak watched intently. The farm boy talked with hisdroids.
Only heartbeats remained. The time between one decision and
another. One direction or the other.

"l don't want to leave you," Sivrak said to Dice.

"Knowing dl that you know?" she asked. "Knowing with certainty
what lies ahead?"

Sivrak didn't answer. He smply reached out to her, to gather
her coils close around him for one timeless moment that would
last, hed lasted, forever.

The golden droid Ieft the cantina. The music played. Sivrak
waited for the hum of the old man'slightsaber to drown out al
other noise.

"Sometimes choiceisanilluson,” Sivrak sad, at last knowing
that al choices were the same choice, and had been from the
ingtant he had set foot into this cantina and seen Dice Ibegon,
waiting as she had wayswaited to join him.

Heforced his eyes shut, knowing al that would happen. The old
man reached into his cloak and pulled out his antique lightsaber.
The glow of its beam sparkled from the glasses on the bar. The



Aqualish pirate screamed. The cantina shuddered-

-under the withering assault of the Endor moon's atmosphere.
Sivrak bayed at that moon as he lifted the nose of the X-wing

to make it skip through the turbulence, riding his own sonic
compression wave, shedding just enough speed to bring his velocity
below the X-wing's critica stressload. Thistime he reached the
point of no return and knew at once he had awayslived hislife
precisdy a this moment. The enormity of now. His movements were
inginctual, no thought required, no decision possble. He pulled

on the control yoke to bring his course around to intersect with

the ground generator's coordinates.

His X-wing screamed through the atmosphere, the forward
deflector shidlds blazing red like adying star. Histactica

display remained silent - no Imperia ground defenses tracked him.
Standard defenses were unbreachable, but perhaps, with the space
battle in progress above, these weren't standard times.

The navigation display confirmed histrgectory. Over-the-

horizon scanners|ocked him onto the generator's transmission
antenna. The X-wing bucked like a crazed tauntaun. Everything
Sivrak saw blurred before him, blending in with the cacophony of
his communicator aburst of atic, then Ackbar's exultant voice

- "The shield isdown! Commence attack on the Death Star'smain
reactor!"

The moon'sforest streaked below Sivrak's X-wing as he saw a
plume of smoke and fire rush for him, the remains of the
transmission antenna aready destroyed. Solo's strike team had
succeeded after dl.

General Cdrissian's voice broke up with static. "We're on our
way!" Raw cheering voices. Human and Bothan. Mon Calamari and
Bith. Even adroid who announced it had dways wanted to do this.
It was the frenzy of a successful hunt, Sivrak knew, even ashe
understood that no power in the universe could stay the streaking
course of hisfighter, becauseit had aready been set by the
strongest powe.

Theflaming ruins of the Imperid base came a him with the

speed of destiny. Camly, Sivrak took his claws from the controls

-and walked the forest of Endor's moon.

It was night. The breeze was cool. His nogtrils were aflame

with the scents of amultitude of prey and smoky woodfires. The
fires distant crackling was punctuated by rhythmic drumbegts and
excited voiceslifted in triumphant song.

Svrak drew in die clean air, flushing the last sta e traces of
recycled fighter oxygen from hislungs. Thistime, he did not try

to remember what had happened. He knew, intime, al answerswould
come.

"Those are the Ewoks singing,” Dice said behind him, as he knew
shemust.

He turned to face her, gasping at the ethereal wonder of her



lamproid form as she glowed with theinner light she had dways
carried. The dark trees of the forest basked in her radiance.
"They celebrate the death of the Emperor,” she said.

"Then the battle of Endor'smoon . . . ?* Sivrak began.

"Has been won. Our fight isat itsend.”

Sivrak lifted his paw to touch her, and was not surprised when
he saw that his own arm shone as did Dice's body.

Shewound her tail tip around his paw. "We are luminous
beings" she said, "and dways have been. True love can never be
denied.”

For long moments, Sivrak stood silent in that forest, united at

last in such away that he knew he would never be done again-a
balance even smpler than that between predator and prey, the
joining of al thingsin the Force. But blended in the Ewoks
chorus, he heard the strains of a different music, from adiffer
enttime.

"The canting," Dice explained without him having to ask.

"l know," Sivrak said. "But thereis no need to return there."
"There never was," shesaid.

And then, tail in paw, their hearts and souls entwined forever,
Diceled Sivrak through the forest of Endor's moon, to aspecial
place near an Ewok village where three friends waited, asthey had
awayswaited, asthey dwayswould wait, for al who would join
them, bound by the Force.

And behind them in the foret, the music from the cantina

softly faded, and was never heard again.



