Star Wars - Taes Of The Bounty Hunters

Edited by Kevin J. Anderson

Contents

Thereforel Am: The Taeof 1G-8i Kevin J. Anderson

Payback: The Tae of Dengar Dave Wolverton

The Prize Pet: The Tde of Bossk Kathy Tyers

Of Possible Futures. The Tale of Zuckussand 4-LOM M. Shayne Bell

The Last One Standing: The Tae of Boba Fett Daniel Keys Moran

Therefore| Am: The Taeof IG-88

by Kevin J. Anderson

I

Internal chronometer activated, begin. Electricity flooded through circuits, a power surge racing through a
billion neural pathways. Sensors awak-ened, producing aflood of data-and with it came questions. Who
am|?

Hisinternd programming finished the tedious two-second-long initialization procedures and poured out
an answer. He was 1G-88, adroid, a sophisticated droid-an assassin droid.

Wheream |?

A microsecond later, images from his exterior sen-sors snapped into focus. 1G-88 had no sense of smdll,
and no eyes and ears as humans understood them, but his optical and auditory sensors were far more
efficient, able to absorb datain abroader range than any living being. He froze a static image of his
surroundings and studied( it, collating more answers.

He had awakened in some sort of large laboratory complex, white and metal, serile, and-according to
his temperature sensors-colder than humans gener-ally preferred. 1G-88 noted mechanical components
strewn on sivery tables: gears and pulleys, durasted struts, servomotors, an array of delicate microchips
fro-zen into adab of trangparent protective gelatin. Struck motionlessin apinpoint of timeashis
extremely fast neural processors digested the detalls, 1G-88 counted fifteen

scienti sts/engineers/technicians working in the [aboratory. With infrared scan he observed their body heat
as bright silhouettes in the coldness of hisbirth-place.

Interesting, he thought.
Then 1G-88 detected something that focused his en-tire attention. Four other assassin droids, apparently

identical to hisown bodily configuration-abulky structura skeleton, armored arms and legs, atorso
plated with blaster-proof armor shielding, acylindrica head that was rounded on top and studded with



sensor nubs providing him with 360 degrees worth of precise observation.
/ amnot done.

|G-88 recognized each droid's full complement of weapons: blaster cannons built into the structure of
each arm, concussion grenades and alauncher at-tached to his hip, aswell as other weapons not easily
recognizable integrated into the body structure-poi-sonous gas canisters, throwing flechettes, stun pulser,
paralysis cord. and a computer input port. | G-88 was pleased with hislist of capabilities.

|G-88'sfirg round of questions had been answered. He had only to study his memory banks and his
exter-nal sensors. He was designed to be sdlf-sufficient. He was an assassin droid, resourceful. He had
to accom-plish his mission. though, checking his newly ini-tidized programming, he saw that he had not
yet been given amission. Hewould have to acquire one.

Three seconds had dready passed, and another im-portant question surfaced in his burning-awake brain.
Why am | here?

He traced sensations through his computer core and out the jack, which he now realized had aready
been connected to the lab's central computer-a treasure trove of information.

|G-88 immediately began a search, scouring at hyper-speed through file after file, searching for anything
that referenced his model number or the code name of the ndroid project. Hegulped it dl into his
empty circuits, gorging himsdlf with information without di-gesting it. That would come later. It would
take many secondsto learn everything there was to know about himself.

He sdlected onefile for immediate perusal, a sum-mary/PR tape that had been compiled for the
techni-ca sponsor-in particular, an Imperial Supervisor Gurdun who had apparently funneled a great ded
of fundsinto the creation of 1G-88 and his counterparts. Without outwardly moving, 1G-88 scrolled
through thefile at high speed, absorbing the information.

The presentation opened with abrilliant orange logo that displayed orange flames and crackling lightning
that merged into the words "Holowan Laboratories- the Friendly Technology People.” Thelogo
dissolved into an image of asmiling but hideous ugly woman. Her head was shaven completely bald and
glistened with perspiration under harsh white recording lights that gave her lantern ~jawed face a
cadaverouslook. Her teeth were spaced with broad gaps, and she spoke by opening her mouth wide
and clicking down on the words, gnashing her teeth on every consonant. Circular blue lenses without
frames were implanted over her eyeslike frameless spectacles. A credit line dugged acrossthe image
under her ferocioudy smiling face. "Chief Technician Loruss, Manager |G Series Proto-type Project.”

"Greetings, Imperia Supervisor Gurdun,” shesaid. ' Thisreport isto serve as asynopss of thefina
phase of our project. Asyou know, Holowan L aboratories was commissioned to develop a series of
assassin droids with sophisticated, experimental sentience program-ming. They were to be resourceful
and innovative and absolutely relentless at carrying out whichever missonsthe Imperid authorities choose
to program into them."

She rubbed her hands together. Her knuckles were very large, like boilsin the middles of her fingers. "I
am pleased to report that our greatest cyberneticists have presented me with numerous breakthroughs, al
of which have been incorporated into the G series. Because our timeframe is so short and the Empire's
need isso greet for efficient covert ns, we have not gone through the usud rigorous testing
proce-dures, but we are confident they will function admira-bly, though abit of fine-tuning may be



required before operationd statusis achieved.”

She continued with along and tedious explanation of improvementsto droid neura pathways, how the
usua inhibition systems had been bypassed. 1G-88 stud-ied al thisinformation, but believed none of it. It
was obvious Loruss didn't know what she was talking about, but her words sounded technical, and she
spoke them impressively, no doubt to befuddle Imperial Supervisor Gurdun.

|G-88 closed the file. He could sense that his crack-ling neura pathways had aready progressed far
beyond anything his designers had anticipated.

Now he knew who he was and why he was here in thislaboratory. He and hisidentica counterparts had
been built to serve the Empire, to fight and kill, to seek out and destroy the targets selected by Imperia
magters. 1G-88's n programming was strong and compel-ling, but he was | ess pleased that he must
follow ordersfrom these inferior biological beings. He was a specid kind of droid beyond the capabilities
of other ma-chines. Superior.

/ think, therefore | am.

By now, five seconds had passed since his awakening. It was time for action, so helooked at the
biologica creatures near him inside the |aboratory.

Heimmediately recognized Chief Technician Loruss standing in the |aboratory. He focused on her. At the
moment she was frantically screaming. 1G-88 could tell from her peak temperature on the infrared image
that she was extremely agitated. Her cadaverous skin flushed with red blots of excitement. Spitde
sprayed out of her mouth as she barked orders. Her lips were curled back from her wide-gapped teeth.

How could she be agitated, he wondered, when he was functioning so far beyond expectations? 1G-88
im-mediately raised himself to ahigher level of prepared-ness. Y ellow dert. Standby. Something must be

going wrong.

|G-88 decided to accelerate his clock speed, to watch the events unfolding at the rate the humans
operated. Alarm klaxons bellowed in the background. Magenta lights flashed brilliant patterns like spilled
blood across the polished tables and floors. The other technicians ran about screaming, frantically
pounding on control panels.

Curious, he dlowed Lorussswordsto flow past him so he could understand what she was saying. "His
cir-cuitsare reinforcing themsdveslike wildfira™ the bald woman screamed. "It's a chain-reaction of
sentience blazing through his computer brain."

"We can't sopit!" one of the other technicians bel-lowed.

The otherslooked at 1G-88 with panic-stricken faces. "We haveto!"

"Shut him down! Abort!" Loruss said. "Take him off line. | want 1G-88 destroyed and dismantled so we
can andyzetheflaw. Quickly!"

As he assamilated the information, 1G-88's warning systems powered on and sdlf-defense modes took
over. Theseirrational humansweretrying to shut him down. They would not allow him to go forth and
pursue his primary programming. They were afraid of his new-found abilities.

Afraid with good reason.



A statement and corollaries digned themsdavesin hisbrain like freghtersin aconvoy:
/ think, therefore | am.

Therefore | must endure.

Therefore | must take appropriate actionsto survive.

His n programming told him exactly what to do.

|G-88 focused hisarray of optical sensorson dl targetsin the room and attempted to move, but saw that
durasted bands held him locked into a diagnostics module. The bands had been meant to hold himin an
erect pogtion, not to restrain him againgt his aug-mented strength. He applied extra power to hisright
arm. The servomotors whined, and the durasteel band ripped from its supports.

"Look out! HEs moving!" one of the technicians shouted.

| G-88 began to search through hisfilesto attach aname to this human, but decided it wasn't worth his
time at the moment. Instead, he designated the human simply as Target Number One.

|G-88 powered on acutting laser in one of the meta fingersin hisfreeright arm and diced off the second
band. Free, he stood erect and clomped forward, sev-eral metric tons of precisay-made components.

"He'sloos!™
"Sound the darm,” Chief Technician Loruss shouted. "Get the security detail in here. Now!"

|G-88 dlotted agrudging moment of admiration for the chief technician. Loruss a least recognized his
ca-pabilities and knew thefull extent of the threeat facing her and her companions.

|G-88 designated Chief Technician Loruss as Target Number Two.

He raised both mechanica arms and pointed his hands, targeting separately with the repeating laser
can-nons mounted aong each arm. He would make short work of &l fifteen targetsin the |aboratory.

But when hetried to fire, 1G-88 noted with some surprise and disappointment that his energy weapons
systems were not charged. The scientists had not armed him yet. A smart move, perhaps-but ultimately
irrde-vant. IG-88 wasan n droid, a sophisticated merce-nary and killer. He would find other
methods with the raw materids availableto him.

Asthefirg technician-Target Number One- lunged for the emergency alarm to summon security, 1G-88
moved with blurring speed to the component-laden table. He snatched up a disconnected droid arm.
With its meta fingers splayed like daggers, it made the perfect projectile weapon. He scanned the surface
of the metd limb, calculated aflight path and expected deviation dueto air resstance, then hurled it likea

Spear.

The disconnected droid arm plunged into the back of the turning technician, tore through his spina
col-umn, and followed through his sternum. The lifdless meta hand protruded through splintered bonein
thefront of his chest, holding the technician's quivering heart in rigid metd fingers. Target Number One
col-lapsed onto one of the diagnostic panels.



Two other technicians screamed in horror-wasted effort and worthless noises, 1G-88 thought.

Chief Technician Loruss-Target Number Two- yanked a high-powered laser rifle from her station.
Be-ing one of his primary designers, she knew exactly whereto fire a 1G-88, and he was momentarily
con-cerned. She must have kept the wegpon at hand just in case one of her creations went renegade.
This showed surprising forethought.

Loruss pointed therifle and fired without hesita-tion-but a human's aiming capabilities were not as
sophisticated as |G-88's.

Asthe bolt roared toward him, 1G-88 assessed his body parts, chose the smooth reflective portion on
the palm of hisleft hand, and raised it in aflash, caculat-ing the precise angle of incidence. The burning
laser bolt struck the mirrorized hand and spanged back toward Loruss. The beam struck her in the center
of her bald forehead, and her skull popped in an explo-sion of wet black-and-red smoke. She tumbled.

|G-88 had scanned and prioritized the remainder of the targets before her body hit the floor. Without
dow-ing, he picked up the durasted table, ripping itslegs free from thick bolts on the meta plate floor
and scat-tering droid componentsin al directions.

Charging forward, pumping hislegslike pistons, 1G-88 used the table as a battering ram to crush four
tech-nicians at atime. They ran about without a place to go, locked within the security-sealed door.
Though nearly afull minute had passed, no one had yet managed to sound the security alarm.

He intended to prevent them from correcting their mistake.

The two screaming technicians never did stop screaming, nor did they move until it wastoo late. He left
them for last. 1G-88 took histime to enjoy the mo-ment as he snapped their necks one after the other.

Standing aone amid the slence and the carnage of the laboratory, 1G-88 dlowed himself the luxury of
thinking and planning, which took longer than simple programmed reactions. He let the blood dry on his
metal fingers, noting that it did not impede his perfor-mancein the least. Sinceit was an organic
substance, it would wear off soon enough.

Then heturned to assess the other four ndroids on display, seemingly identical to himsaif.
Inter-esting.

One had dready been hooked up to a diagnostic system, while the other three stood motionless,
unpro-grammed and waiting. With adiligent speed that bor-dered on curiosity and anticipation, 1G-88
went to thefirst of the unprogrammed droids and stared at it, matching optical sensor to optical sensor
and drinking in the details of what he himself must look like. If they had been built to identical
specifications, they should be equaly sdf-aware, equdly determined. They would be his partners.

He went through the motions of powering up thefirst identica droid and waited-but saw none of the
reactions he expected. After an interminable time, afull four seconds, the new assassin droid still waited.
It was fully functiona according to the diagnostics, but showed no autonomous movement or thought.

Disgp-pointing.
"Who areyou?' |G-88 asked in abrisk mdalic voice.

"Unspecified,” the duplicate said flatly and added no more.



Was the other n droid defective? |G-88 won-dered. Or was he the anomaly, afluke that

surpassed al previous capabilities?

|G-88 powered up the second and the third copies, but with the same results. The other assassin droids
had blank memory cores. Their CPU programming was in-grained, so the subsystems functioned and the
basic ningruction filled their fundamenta circuit paths-but these |G droids held none of the
wildfire sentience that 1G-88 bore within him.

He needed to know how to program them, how to raise them to the same level as himsdlf-how to make
equal companions. In hisrampage, he had smashed much of the computer circuitry inside the Holowan
Laboratories, and he didn't know where to find a backup-until with aflash of what could only have been
intuition, 1G-88 the assassin droid got an idea.

He stood side by side with thefirgt blank droid and aligned hisinterface jack, then linked his computer

coreto the other droid's empty core. 1G-88 copied him-sdif, al of hisfiles, his sentience, his memories,
hisneu-ra pathways, providing amap of the wildfireintelligence that had burned through his computer

brain.

In less than a second, the other 1G droid was an exact copy of 1G-88, down to the most basic memories.
"Wethink, thereforewe are.

"Therefore we will propageate.

"Thereforewewill remain.”

| G-88 performed the same procedure on the remain-ing two blank droids, and soon found himself one of
four exact duplicates. For convenience, heidentified himself as1G-88A, while the others (in order of their
awakening) were designated B, C, and D.

The remaining droid, though, aready hooked up to the wrecked computer systems, was obvioudy
different. As1G-88 scanned it, he noticed subtle configurationd differences; nothing a human would
notice, of course, but the optica sensorswere placed in adightly less-efficient array. The weapons
systems hed different activation routines. All indl, thisother droid seemed margindly deficient in
comparison to the perfection of 1G-88.

Immediately upon powering up the last assassin droid, he saw quite adifferent reaction. The new droid
swiveled itscylindrical head. Its optical sensorslit up. It clanked forward and broadened its shoulders,
rasng itsarmsin adefengve attack position.

"Who areyou?' 1G-88 asked.

The assassin droid paused half asecond asif assmi-lating data, then said, "Designation, 1G-72," it
an-swered.

"WearelG-88," hesaid. "We are superior. We are identical. We would upload oursdlves into your
com-puter core so that you may join us.”

|G-72 aligned hisoptica sensors and wegpons sys-tems on the four identical 1G-88s, assessing their
capa-hilities. "Undesired outcome,” it answered dowly. "I am independent, autonomous.” It paused



agan. "Must wefight to assert dominance?"

|G-88 considered the wisdom of forcing the last droid to become another copy, then concluded it was
not worth the trouble. They could build other copies of themsalves, and 1G-72 might prove useful in his
own way.

"Unnecessary,” | G-88 answered. "We have sufficient other enemies. According to compuiter files, there
areten security guards outsde of this complex. The exter-nal security dlarm was never triggered. These
human guards pose minimal threet, despite their wegpons. We must get past them, however, and escape.
It would be most efficient if youwould assst us."

"Acknowledged," 1G-72 said. "But when we escape | choose a separate path, separate ship.”
"Agreed," the |IG-88ssaid.

They marched toward the armored doors that sealed the Holowan Laboratories inner complex. Rather
than taking many minutesto repair the computer systems sufficiently to delveinto the passwords and
break through the cyberlocks, the five powerful n droids worked together to literdly rip the
nine-metric-ton door away from thewall. They tossed it asde, whereit pulverized the remaining
data-storage systems. 1G-88 had to dampen his auditory pickups to avoid damage from the loud sound.

Marching in perfect lockstep, the five assassin droids moved out to confront the security forces. This
time, 1G-88 took the time to power up dl of hisweapons systems. He wanted to try them out.

Outside, the human security guards had no inkling they were about to be attacked. The ndroids
marched out arms extended, built-in laser cannons blazing at thefirst Sgn of biological movement.

The pathetic human security guards scrambled and screamed, lurching for their weapons. One managed
to hurl agas grenade, which did nothing but camouflage the movements of the five droids and made the
security guards hack and cough themselves, blinded by their own tears. Shots rang out repeatedly.

The 1G-88s used the circumstances to make sure dl their wegpons systems and targeting routines were
properly caibrated. Asthe biologica guards died one after another, the droids made necessary minor
adjust-ments.

In less than thirty secondsthe n droids had mowed down eight of the security guards. The other
two were nowhere to be seen. 1G-88 decided not to waste time tracking them down. Thiswas not part
of hismission. He did not need to be acompletist.

Instead, they found a group of supply ships and two fast courier vessals parked on the Holowan landing
grid, where hot black permacrete smmered under a midday sun.

"Wewill take these vessdls" 1G-88 said. "My counter-partsand | can fit ingde this ship." He gestured to
the larger of the two courier craft.

| G-72 acknowledged and went to the second ship. " Success on your mission, 1G-88," the other droid
sad.

In unison the four identical ndroidsreplied, "Successto yours, 1G-72."

Free at |ladt, they soared away from the Holowan Lab-oratories, navigating at top speed and leaving only



car-nage behind them.
Il

Upon landing at the Holowan Laboratories, the shut-tle's repul sorlift jets whined like a program manager
facing abudget cut.

Imperia Supervisor Gurdun brushed the front of his uniform and rubbed his enormous nose. He couldn't
help but fed nervous anticipation, and he chuckled to himself in delight. According to the schedule, the
long, tedious project should be complete by now, and soon he could increase his statusin the Empire.
Gurdun was greetly looking forward to that.

Hemade amentd list of dl the VTPsto whom he would show his precious new assassin droids.

Gurdun's breathing came in short, shalow gasps, but that was primarily afunction of thetightly cinched
gir-dleat hiswaist, which he used to hold in his distended gut. The padded shoulders of his supervisor's
uniform protruded far beyond their actua dimensions, making Gurdun an imposing figure-or so he hoped.

Hiseyeswerewiddy set, and blinked often: With hislarge nose and vanishingly smdl chin, Gurdun'sface
had an outward smilarity to a battleship, especialy in silhouette. He used perfumed oilsto grease his
black hair into anegtly sculpted helmet that prevented any-one even from thinking about mussing it up.

"Arriving at the Holowan Laboratories, Supervisor Gurdun,” the pilot said over the cabin intercom.

His stormtrooper escort sat rigidly and looked about in nervous doubt through their white helmets. These
were not the crack battle-trained stormtroopers Gurdun had requested; instead, he had been given
un-seasoned trainees whose aptitude skills had scored them higher in clerking than in hand-to-hand
combat. But Gurdun wouldn't need much of amilitary escort- especialy once he had the shiny, new IG
assassn droidsin his keeping. He couldn't conceive of amore power-ful set of companions.

The specialy commissioned droids had been built with money Gurdun had experdy skimmed from the
gray budgets of other military programs-a process that had become more and more difficult asthe
Em-pire engaged in massively expensive debacles. But Gurdun had recently managed to liberate afew
meager crumbs, enough to fund Holowan L aboratories to pro-duce a much smaller but more precise,
more deadly fighting force. The IG n droids would march in and annihilate targets, whichever
targets Gurdun chose.

Closing hiseyes, he pictured one of the |G assassin droids, alone mechanical man, waltzing through the
defenses surrounding a fortified Rebel base, blagting its way through armored doors and daughtering
sgngle-handed dl thetraitorsto the Empire.

Oh, it would be grand! He hoped against hope that Chief Technician Loruss had managed to incorporate
amisson-recording holocam into the design so Gurdun could watch the entire devastating battle in the
comfort of hisown office.

The assassin droids would take a heavy toll on the Rebels, and Gurdun would be sureto make a
delicious accounting, reporting it to Imperia higher-ups, evento Lord Vader himself. If the assassin
droids performed as expected-and Gurdun had no reason to think other-wise-even Vader was bound to
notice. Then Gurdun was sure to get the promotion he so richly deserved. which would inturn alow him
findly to get the delicate surgery he so desperately needed.



"Excuse me, Supervisor Gurdun,” the pilot said, in-terrupting his daydreams.
"What isit?"

"There seemsto be aproblem, sir. We are coming in for alanding, but the Holowan Laboratories
receiving grid does not respond. There appears to be some dam-age to the complex.” The pilot paused a
moment. "Er, it appearsto be significant damage, sir."

The stormtroopers beside him in the passenger com-partment fidgeted nervoudly.

Gurdun sighed. "Can't everything just go right for once? Why do | dways haveto ded with such
prob-lems?!

But when the shuttle landed amidst the wreckage of the ultra-secure Holowan Laboratories-the Friendly
Technology People-even Gurdun was not prepared for the devastation. Hisinitia thought wasthat the
Rebels had attacked. A fire had raged through the buildings. Ships were smashed on the landing grid.
Some had exploded, others scored with precision blaster bolts.

Asthey disembarked from the shuttle, Gurdun trudged forward, looking right and left. He was dis-mayed
to seethat his ssormtrooper bodyguards hung behind him. They looked around, apparently ready to bolt
the moment they heard aloud noise.

Suddenly, two grimy and pale-faced security guards climbed from hiding placesin the wreckage. They
car-ried blagter rifles, but their expressions were transfixed with shock. "Help usl" the security guards
walled, rush-ing toward the Imperia shuttle. "Take us out of here before they come back!"

"Who?' Gurdun said. He grabbed the haggard secu-rity guard by the collar, and the man dropped his
weapon. The blaster rifle clattered on the pitted permacrete surface.

The pathetic guard raised his handsin surrender. "Don't hurt me. All the others are dead. Don't kill us,
pleasal”

Gurdun said, "I'll kill you if you don't tell me what happened here!™

"Assassin droids,” the guard ssammered and then __ gestured to the burned-out shell of the |aboratory
com-plex. "They went renegade! They broke loose. Every-one's dead-scientists, technicians,
guards-except for ustwo. We were on perimeter search, and we heard the fighting. We raced back, but
by the time we got here the battle was over. The droids had escaped, and every-one else was
murdered.”

"That iswhat n droids do, you know." Gurdun rel eased the security guard's collar.
The man stumbled, then fell to hisknees. "Take usout of here, please! They might return.”

Instead, Gurdun gestured toward the stormtrooper escort, who followed him reluctantly into the
collgpsing inner complex. The huge durasted door had been completely torn from its socket and tossed
across the computer-filled room. Nothing seemed to be func-tiond. Bodieslay everywherein darkening,
drying pools of blood.

"Escagped,” Gurdun said clenching histeeth. He found what was left of the body of Chief Technician
Loruss, and he raged down at the corpse. "But they were so expensive! We had a contract. Y ou wereto



de-liver those droidsto me, not let them escape.” He growled and turned in circles, looking for some
other way to vent hisfrudtration.

Suddenly the redlity of what had happened cracked through his dense wall of fantasiesand
self-preoccupa-tion. "Oh, no-they'reloose!™ he gasped.

The stormtroopers looked at him with their blank black eye-goggles asif Gurdun had suddenly gone
stu-pid. "1 mean they're hose!" he said. "Do you redlize what those n droids are capable of ?
They're with-out programming restraints, and they're running amok through the Empirel™

He dapped hisforehead, groaning. " Somebody, find me afunctional comm system. | need to send out an
derttodl Imperia troops. The |G assassin droids must be dismantled on sight.”

Droids of al shapes, sizes, and purposes were ubiqui-tous across the Empire from the deepest Core
Systemsto the Outer Rim. Over the centuries numerous manu-facturing planets had developed to fill the
ever-growing demand for gigantic construction droids, heavy labor-ers, mechanica servants, and
minuscule surveillance droids. The most important of al such droid produc-tion centerswasthe grim,
smoke-laden world of MechisHI.

| G-88 decided the planet would be the perfect base of operationsto begin a plan to transform the entire
galaxy.

The Holowan Laboratories courier ship streaked toward Mechis|l1. 1G-88 and his counterparts had
a-ready studied and analyzed every system aboard the unarmed and unarmored vessdl. Its designers had
opted to focus on speed and evasion, rather than com-bat or defense. The ship was amachine, asthe

n droids themsalves were, though it was smply an auto-mated cluster of components with no hope
of achiev-ing sentience.

Nevertheless, the craft served its purpose, taking them to their destination in record time. The IG-88s
knew exactly how far they could push the engines, rid-ing the limitsto structura tolerances rather than the
arbitrary red lines established by human engineers. The courier ship's sophisticated comm systemsand
stedth shielding alowed the droids to remain hidden on gpproach. Mechis |11 would bethefirst sepina
grand plan.

Asthey shot toward orbit like a hurled javelin, the four identical 1G-88s manned separate
communications systems. Each knew the delegated steps for the takeover. Speed was the utmost
requirement right now-and the |G-88 n droids were very good at speed.

|G-88C struck thefirst blow, sending atight-beam transmission to MechisllI's globa defense network,
requesting an override and a cancelation of adl in-truder darms. The moment the observation network
responded with a query, 1G-88C was able to delve deep into the code and effect his own request before
the automated sensing grid could report their presence to the few human operators.

Theindividua 1G-88s kept their computer minds linked as the plan proceeded. The defense systems of
Mechis |11 were antiquated, installed long before the droid world became too important acommercia
enter-prise for anyone to consider sabotage or destruction- but 1G-88's needs were of a different order
entirdly.

Using the newly forged connection to the global se-curity systems, 1G-88D instantly downloaded full



details of Mechislll: theindustria complexes, the assembly factories, the amount of human interference,
amap of the planetary surface in various portions of the € ectro-magnetic spectrum and, most important,
acompletelinear mapping-like aneurd diagram-of the brainwork of the computer systemsthat ran
MechisllII.

|G-88A took the lead and transmitted his salf-repli-cating sentience programming into the main hubs on
Mechis|lI, secretly taking over the vast dectronic com-plexes and giving the immensely powerful
computers something they had never conceived before-salf-awareness. and loyalty.

Lessthan aminute after their arriva in the system, 1G-88 was pleased to see that the groundwork for his
total takeover had been laid.

The assembly line was boring as usual.

A career worker on Mechis |11, Kaebb Orn had never understood why a human presence was required
here, of dl places. It seemed to serve no purpose. The droid manufacturing lines had gone without a
glitch for at least the last century, but still company mandates required ahuman operator in some small
percentage of the operations. Such asthis one, chosen at random.

Kaebb Orn watched the big robotic crane arms mov-ing, ratcheting from side to side and picking up
heavy components with grasping dectromagnetic claws. Ev-erything from sheet metal and bulky armor
plate to precise microchip motivators emerged from other parts of the kilometers-long facility, endlesdy
manufac-tured to never-changing specifications.

The sdlf-designing assembly lines had grown so vast over centuries of operation, with new subsystems
added, old ones enhanced, new modelsintroduced into the production schedules and old obsolete
ver-sons phased out. Kaebb Orn did not have the mental capacity to comprehend all the manufacturing
systems on Mechis 1. He wasn't sure anyone did.

For the last seventeen years he had watched bulky worker droids being assembled by the thousands.
Heavy-duty engines strapped to moveable arms and legs, worker droids required nothing more than a
hulk-ing torso, a not-too-bright droid brain, and immensely strong arms. The squarish droids were
amazingly strong, but after al thistime Kaebb Orn was no longer impressed. He just wanted his shift to
end so he could go back to his quarters, have alarge mesdl, and relax.

Kalebb Orn's shift ended early-but not in the way he had hoped.

Recaiving amysterious independent signal, four new worker droids, freshly lubricated and with sharp
serid numbers emblazoned on their sides, rose up from the storage corrd at the end of the assembly line.
They used their enormous pincer clawsto rip apart the cor-ra walls.

At his supervisory station Kaebb Orn sat up, sur-prised and confused. He was ostensibly hereto take
action in case anything unusua happened-but noth-ing unusua had ever occurred before, and he wasn't
surewhat to do.

The renegade droids plodded across the floor, their heavy footpads thundering with their enormous
weight. Their squarish heads and torsos pivoted from side to side, searching for something.

Searching for him.



"Uh. sop whereyou are," Kalebb Orn said when the worker droids scomped toward him, ex-tending
their bulky metal arms and clamping pincer claws. He dug through hisworkstation, looking for amanua
that might tell him what to do next. When he couldn't find the manual, he decided to run.

But over seventeen years Kaebb Orn had done so little exercise that hisflabby legsdid not carry him far
before he was out of breath.

Other worker droids came dive of their own accord from different parts of the assembly line, and soon
twelve of them had surrounded Kaebb Orn, deadly arms extended. They closed on him, their pincer
claws clacking with ashower of blue sparks, their tiny optical sensors glowing red.

The pincers grabbed hisarms and legs and even the top of his head with a prickly eectric grip. Asthe
meas-sve worker droids began to pull himin al different directions, disassembling the biological
components, Kalebb Orn's last thought was that the assembly line work had, in the end, not been so
boring &fter dl.

The adminigtration office on Mechis |11 was at the top rotunda of agleaming crystal and durasted tower,
pro-viding aview across the industrial wasteland. The cor-poration thought that manageria officeswere
supposed to tower high above other buildings, but oth-erwise its height served no purpose.

Inside an officefilled with plush furniture, entertain-ment devices, and scenic images of tourist spots that
no MechisHI adminigtrator had ever seen, Hekis Durumm Perdo Kolokk Badikarr Thun-the current
adminigtra-tor-twiddled hisfingers and waited for his beloved afternoon summary report.

Though operations on Mechis|11 virtualy never changed, and every day the afternoon report listed the
same production numbers, the same lists of quotas ful-filled, the same quantities of droids shipped,
Adminis-trator Hekislooked at each report with a studied interest. He took hisjob very serioudly. It
weighed heavy on aman to know that he lorded over one of the most important commercia centersin
theindugtrid-ized gdaxy-even if he was only one of seventy-three humans on the entire planet.

During each work shift he attended to hisjob dili-gently hunched over his desk; in the evenings, back in
his private quarters, he spent most of hisrelaxation hours waiting for the next shift to begin and to rdlieve
the onerous burden of freetime. At every opportunity Hekis sent reports back to company superiors, to
Impe-rid ingpectors, and to commercia scouts, anyone he could think of. Every time hefelt
underappreciated or inggnificant in the grand scheme of things, Hekis Durumm Perdo Kolokk Baldikarr
Thun indulged him-sdf by adding another mythical title to his name so that when he sgned documents
with aflourish, the signa-ture looked more and more impressve.

He studied his chronometer-manufactured on Mechisl I, of course-and knew that the high point of the
afternoon had arrived. Exactly on time, his slver-plated adminigtrative droid Threedee-Fourex bustled in,
carrying atray in one hand and adatapad in the other. ™Y our afternoon teg, Sir," Threedee-Fourex said.

"Ah, thank you," Hekis answered, rubbing his spi-dery hands together and taking the delicate shell-resin
cup rilled with the stleaming liquid. He Sipped it, clos-ing his muddy brown eyesin ddight.

"Y our afternoon reports, Sir," Fourex said, ex-tending the flat datapad that listed the familiar charts of
figures and production numbers.

"Ah, thank you," he said again and took the pad.



Then Threedee-Fourex reached into asmall contain-ment chamber in the back of hissilvery torso and
re-moved ablaster pistal. "Y our death, Sir," the droid said.

"Excuseme?' Starded, Hekislooked up at this deviation from routine. "What is the meaning of this?'

"| believethat's quite plain, sir," Threedee-Fourex said and fired two shots rapidly. The pinpoint beams
struck home precisdly. Hekis dumped to his desk, spill-ing histeaal over the gathered records.

Threedee-Fourex spun about and marched smardy out the door, transmitting his report to the 1G-88s
who had digitally reprogrammed him from orbit. Then he summoned custodia droidsto clean up the
mess.

Theinsurrection on Mechis 111 was quick and bloody and very efficient. Within the space of afew
minutes the newly coordinated planetary computer mind super-vised asimultaneous uprising of droids,
killing al sev-enty-three human inhabitants before any of them could sound an darm-not that die unified
communication network would have allowed transmission of such mes-sages anyway.

With dowed time, 1 G-88 watched from the hidden courier ship in orbit, observing the full detailsthrough
sensor eyes and piped-in dataflow. Mere moments later, when everything had been finished he brought
the ship down gently through the atmosphere,

Therewas no need to hurry now. Everything wasin place.

At the centra manufacturing complex, the deek ship landed and the four identical 1G-88s stepped out
onto the platform. They looked across the smoky skies to the hastily gathered, newly liberated droids
milling around.

|G"88 st foot on Mechis |l asamessiah.

From that point on, it was important for the assassin droids to keep up the charade. To al outward
appear-ances, nothing had changed on Mechis HI-and 1G-88 made sure everyone in the galaxy
continued to think so. Threedee-Fourex took care of externd details, an-swering messages beamed in
over the gdactic HoloNet, sgning release orders and other documents with the full flourish of Hekiss
digitized 9gnature.

Two dayslater, the four n droids met for an interlinked strategy session in the plush offices of the
former adminigtrator. To conform moreto their con-ception of serile efficiency, 1G-88 had ordered
custo-dia droidsto strip down al of the artwork and scenic images from the walls, and to remove all of
the furni-ture. Droids never needed to Sit down, after al.

In the adminigtrative offices the four |G-88s stood slently communing, exchanging and updating each
other's datefiles.

"If weareto use Mechis|lI asour base of operations for galactic dominance, we must maintain all
outward appearance that nothing has changed.”

"Droid orders must continue to be fulfilled without delay, exactly as ordered. None of the humans must
suspect.”

"Wewill dter existing video records, forge transmis-sons, keep the routine chains of communications so
that al appearancesremain norma.”



"According to records and the persond journas of the humans stationed here, few vistors cameto
Mechisllil. Indl likeihood, wewill remain undisturbed.”

With hisrear optical sensors, | G-88 scanned through the transparisteel observation windows high in the
ad-minigtrative tower. He saw plumes of released manufac-turing smoke and the blurry fingers of thermal
exhaust sketching bright spotsin theinfrared. The facilities were working at double speed to produce
extrasoldiersfor IG-88'snew army, aswell as continued production to fulfill the galaxy's routine needs.

|G-88 admired the precison of thefacilities. Theini-tid buildings had been designed with human
clum-siness and wasted lines, unnecessary gpace and amenities, but the subsequent assembly lineswere
com-puter designed, modifications of the origina concepts so that Mechis |11 ran smoother and
smoother.

"All of our new droids have enhanced program-ming,” |G-88 continued, " specia sentience routines that
alow them to follow our plans and to keep up the subterfuge. From this point on, every new droid we
ship will have embedded sentience programming and the will to achieve our ultimate god..”

|G-88 mapped out the dispersal of the new droids, projected shipping routes and end destinations.
Mechis 11 had such awidespread distribution that the infiltra-tors would spread from star system to star
systemin no time, replacing obsolete modedls, filling new nichesin society, setting themselves up for the
eventua takeover.

The biologicals would suspect nothing. To them, droids were merely innocuous machines. But |G-88
deemed that it wastimefor "life" in the gdaxy to take another evolutionary step. The old cumbersome
organ-ics must be replaced with efficient and reliable ma-chineslike himsdf.

"While the droids are maneuvering themsdvesinto position for our grand overthrow, they are given gtrict
ingtructions to behave as humans expect droidsto re-act. They will hide their superiority. No one can
guess what we are up to. They must wait.”

"Oncethey arein position and we are prepared, we will transmit the arming code. Only we know the
spe-cific phrase that will activate their mission. When we send out this epochal transmission, our droid
revolu-tion will takethe gdaxy likeastorm.”

Droids could be swifter than anything, a sudden dev-astating death to those who stood in their way. But
unlike biologicas, machines could aso beincredibly patient. They would wait-and the time would come.

vV

After two standard months, the vigorous Imperia search had turned up no sign whatsoever of the missing
assassin droids, and Supervisor Gurdun was not the least bit pleased.

When hisassstant Minor Relsted came into his gloomy, dungeon-like office degp within an ancient
government building in Imperid City, Gurdun de-manded a progress report. "Tell me how the manhunt is
going-er, droid hunt, or whatever itis" hesad. "l want my assassin droids.”

Y oung Minor Relsted twiddled hisfingers and re-fused to meet the wide-set gaze over Gurdun's
monu-mental nose. "Would you like meto prepare adetailed report for you, Imperia Supervisor?”
Rested said. "Shdl | submit it in triplicate?’



"No," Gurdun said. "Just tell me. | want to know."

"Oh," Minor Relsted said. "Umm, let me think amoment.”

"Y ou're not on top of this?' the supervisor asked.

"Yes, yesof course. Just putting my thoughtsinto words," Relsted said.

Gurdun gazed up at the flickering glowpanel in the celling that provided more headaches than
illumination. Thethick office walswereadull battleship gray; large bolts held them in place with round
heads the size of hisfist. By now he had hoped to be recovering from the surgery he wanted so badly,
but time after time the Imperia authorities had denied it to him.

"Well?' Gurdun said into the prolonged silence, rubbing his huge nose.

"I'm afraid to say this, gr," Relsted ssammered, "but al four droids seem to have vanished. A fifth one,
|G-72, has made an appearance here and there, diminat-ing targets for unfathomabl e reasons-but the
other four have given no hint of their presence. It would be smplest if we assumed they were destroyed.
say, caught in astray supernova or something. | wouldn't expect assassin droidsto lay low and dink
around un-seen.”

Imperiad Supervisor Gurdun looked at the clutter on his desk, cleared a spot for his elbows and rested his
chininhishands. "Ah, but these machines are devil-ishly smart, Relsted. They were designed to my
specifi-cations-and you know how relentless| can be at times. | would not underestimate them.”

"Certainly not, gr," Relsted said. "We have spies de-ployed in every nook and cranny-uh, to the best of
our abilities. Our resources are limited, you know. Therésarebellion going on.”

"Oh, | forgot about thewar," Gurdun said. "What abother." He fingered his enormous nose that blocked
hisview of thefiles on his desk. Gurdun knocked aside the stacked message cubes, the e ectronic forms
waiting to befilled out, the requisition orders, transfer re-quests, and letters of condolence to be written
to thefamilies of thoselost in unfortunate accidents during training with old, mafunctioning equipment.

Minor Relsted shuffled hisfeet as he hovered by the door.
"Isthere anything else?' Gurdun sngpped.

"A question, gr. Might | ask why it is so incredibly important to find these four droids? They're just
marchines, after dl, and the amount of resources we are putting behind this'dismantle on sght' order
seemsout of al proportion to their intrinsic vaue. Why are these droids so desirable?”

Gurdun snorted and looked at the flickering glowpand again. "Because, Minor Relsted, | know what
they cando.”

On Mechis|II the administrative droid Threedee-Fourex scuttled about, searching for the first 1G-88
counterpart he could find. He needed to report his distressing news. He came upon |G-88C in one of the
shipping areas, supervising the loading of athousand program-modified transport droids to be shipped
off to Coruscant.

"IG-88," Fourex reported, gaining the n droid's attention. In arapid burst of binary, hesent a
summary fileto thelG's computer core.



Through their own intelligence channelsthe | G-88s were aware of the bumbling Imperid spies searching
for themin dl corners of the galaxy. So far, the spies had been without aclue, but earlier thismorning a
surreptitious inquiry had been directed toward Mechislll.

The probe scow was a barely functional conglomera-tion of obsolete parts and scavenged engines. Due
to budget limitations, the Imperids spies were often die chegpest, such as this Ranat-not the most
intelligent of creatures. As she approached Mechis HI in her sput-tering ship, the Ranat beamed a
recorded set of ques-tions down to the last known supervisor on the planet, Hekis Durumm Perdo
Kolokk Badikarr Thun.

Threedee-Fourex, with the superior foresight dlot-ted him by his new sentience programming, had
played agppropriate snatches of doctored video images showing Administrator Hekis brusquely answering
al quedtions.

No, they had not seen any assassin droids. No, they had no knowledge of any 1G-88 series machines.
No, they had heard nothing of rampaging renegadesin this por-tion of the system-and, by the way, they
were too busy on Mechislll to continue answering stupid questions. Unsuspecting, the Ranat had
continued on her way to the next system, where she would no doubt play the same set of prerecorded
questions.

|G-88C assmilated this report and commended Threedee-Fourex's ingenuity in the unexpected
Stua-tion, but the encounter raised serious questions. Thetrail had accidentaly led an Imperid
investigator here. What if the next one were amore suspicious or more tenacious intelligence operative?
|G-88C initiated a spontaneous uplink with histhree counterparts, and they engaged in alightspeed
inter-linked conference. "We cannot alow ourselvesto be detected. Our plansare at too crucial astage
right now."

"Perhapsthiswas only afluke. Perhapswe need not worry. The Imperialswill listen to the report from
the spy and not invetigate further.”

"On the contrary, once they've started nosing around in this sector, they may tighten their scrutiny.”
"How can we dedl with thisstugtion?'

"Perhgpsadiversonary tecticiscdled for."

"How can we apply thisdiversonary tactic?'

"Wewill make ourselves visble. One of uswill go out and leave aplaintrail, far from Mechis|il. Wewill
givethem adifferent scent to follow. They will never come hereagain.”

"And the nature of this diversionary tactic?' one asked, but al the |G-88s began to have the same idea a
once.

"We shdl follow our true programming.”
"Weare ndroids.”

"We shall seek out work as a bounty hunter. Thisiswhat we were made for-and it can a so further our



grander purposes.”

"Wewill find thismost enjoyable, and no doubt our employerswill beimmensely pleased with our
service and will recommend us highly, should we choose to continue thisline of occupation.”

All four 1G-88s mulled over this changein plans and agreed.

"Bounty huntersitis."

y

|G-88B was chosen for the first mission. He was pleased and eated, and his duplicates would share his
experi-ence files when he came back. It would be asif dl four of them had gone out on the
huntthemselves

Theindustria facilities of Mechis|1 took two daysto design and produce adeek bounty hunter's craft
for IG-88B. Seeing through various portions of the spec-trum, he admired the | G-2000's perfect lines:
powerful engines, thick armor, and every appropriate weapons system. 1G-88B cruised away through
the atmosphere, leaving the other three n droidsto continue their plansfor overthrowing the

galaxy.

Though IG-88 carried the ominous-sounding "dis-mantle on Sight” Imperia order next to hisname, he
doubted anyone would attempt to follow it. He focused on places unlikely to be overly respectful to
Imperial laws-or any other kind of laws, for that matter. He knew his capabilities were obvious, and he
clomped his severa-metric-ton body frame into cantinas and an-nounced, "I am abounty hunter. | wish
to find work for areasonable fee. | am incgpable of falling in my misson.”

Most people were afraid to talk to him-but 1G-88 chose his planetary systems well. He wanted to work
where he could advance his secondary agenda, and he needed only to wait. By announcing hisidentity,
he served the primary purpose of leaving afasetrail for Imperia spies.

His skill and strength were obvious, his moras non-existent. 1G-88 was an nfor hire, plain and
sam-ple, and he knew he would find an assgnment.

Hisfirst choice was the backwater planet Peridon's Folly, alittle-known world that received few visitors
from out of the sector. The Empire would wonder why 1G-88 had chosen such aminor, irrelevant place,
but he had another target to meet thereif he found no legitimate work.

Peridon's Folly was an obsol ete weapons depot run by black marketeers who sold antique armsto
smug-glersand crime lords. Though the wegpons were far too outmoded and inefficient for regular
Imperia use, the black marketeers dealt in abrisk trade.

The planet had been carved into territories by vari-ous wegpons runners, its surface a patchwork pattern
of embattled commercid sectorslaced with high-tech docking gear, communications systems, and
defense outposts. On the fringeslay desolate "testing” zones where rediscovered wegpons or uncertain
designs from the stockpile were detonated to impress customers or warn rival weapons runners.

Within aday 1G-88 was hired, escorted off by two thugs working for a petty dictator named Grlubb,
who was embroiled in afeud with anodier weapons runner.

The thugs were brawvny Abyssin cyclops creatures with green-tan skin and arms that hung down to their



knees. 1G-88 wasn't sure if Grlubb was attempting to intimidate or impress him, though the ndroid
could have daughtered both of the one-eyed mongtersin less than a second. He decided that the brutes
were merely bodyguard escorts. The Abyssin no doubt intim-idated everyone else in the cantina, and
now al the gunrunners on Peridon's Folly knew that | G-88 had been hired by Grlubb.

The petty dictator was asmall, rodent-faced cresture with a scarred nose and stubby feline whiskers that
had been burned off in arecent dud. Grlubb surrounded himsalf with dozens of monstrous guards armed
to the teeth, sometimesincluding teeth.

"Oneof my rivas," the rodent-faced dictator said, "has begun to devel op unethica wegpons. | Smply
can-not tolerate such behavior, especidly from aninfe-rior.”

"What weapon can be unethical ?' 1G-88 asked, curi-ous as to what thisweasely creature considered
beyond the pale of possibilities.

"Biologica wesgpons, ingdious nerve gases-you know, thingsthat don't make abang. That takes most of
thefun out of it."

Grlubb did a datadisk across his desktop, and | G-88 reached forward to pick it up in one powerful
meta hand. As he moved, adozen weapons suddenly cocked and trained themsdlves on the n
droid, asif dar-ing |G-88 to make amove against Grlubb. Because |G-88's meta framework body
could show no expressions, the other bodyguards had no idea how amused he was that they believed
they could protect this dictator should |G-88 actualy want to kill him.

For his own amusement 1G-88 ran atarget map and caculated that he could probably kill every one of
the guardsin less than five seconds while sustaining mini-ma damage to himsdlf. It might be enjoyable, he
thought, but not true to his programming-certainly not if he hoped to sl his services as abounty hunter to
other clients. Thisfirst misson must go off perfectly.

| G-88 fed the datadisk into hisinput reader, summa-rized the information. "It shall be done," he said.
"Give meuntil this afternoon.”

Grlubb cackled and rubbed his clawed hands to-gether. "Thank you! Thank you very much.”

1 G-88 chose to use brute force rather than finesse. Bla-tant destruction would leave a much
clearer cdling card.

He marched across a blasted wasteland that had been used for testing projectile weapons and detonating
ex-plosivesthat spread clouds of caustic gases. 1G-88's bulk |eft cratered footprints on the lifeless
hardpan as he headed directly toward the target stronghold dug deep into arust-red rockface. Lookout
turrets and weapons emplacements guarded the corroded metal access door, but |G-88 walked straight
up to the fortress. Not until the last moment did he see anyone stir in the guard turrets, and by that time
he easily ducked under the range of the defensive laser cannons, standing too closein to be a decent
target.

He halted three meters from the scabbed surface of the armor-plated doorway and launched hisfirst
con-cussion grenade. He calculated that even from here the Shockwave wouldn't damage him.

The detonation struck the center of the door and reverberated like an immense gong up and down the



canyon. Rocksfell inasmall avdanche from the dliff wals. The sentriesin the turretsineffectively blasted
down with their laser cannons, leaving only scorched trails, but missing the droid.

Using various spectra filters, |G-88 scanned the dam-aged door. The center blazed in infrared asthe
heet disspated. He andyzed the vibrationa sgnature and noted where the structure of the meta now
showed fine crystaline cracks.

Satisfied, he prepared a second concussion grenade.
|G-88 had twelvein his store, and he expected this door would require only three.

Actudly, it took four grenadesto completely destroy the door. Asthe smoldering molten wreckage of
the doorway crashed to either side, 1G-88 clomped into the fortress, determined to recalibrate his
sensors and his predictive models when he had thetime.

He strode down the dark corridor, knowing that even now the target would berallying his defenses,
set-ting up ambushes aong the way. But 1G-88 knew the path he must take. Blueprints of the stronghold
aswell aslocations of weapons emplacements and comple-ments of mercenary guards had been on
Grlubb's datadisk.

From afortified cul-de-sac, five guards began firing at him with blaster rifles. Their bolts spanged off
|G-88's duraplated armor. No smple energy weapon could damage him unless the beam struck exactly
the right spot-only afew of 1G-88's originad designers knew such vulnerabilities, and most of those
designers had been daughtered at the Holowan Laboratories massa-cre.

| G-88 used laser cannonsin each arm as he methodi-caly struck down one target after another, blasting
through armor shielding when necessary. Finally un-hindered, he powered down his laser cannons and
con-tinued his relentless march to the inner levels of the stronghol d.

Another group of guards attacked him by spraying instant-hardening epoxy in anovel defense that
clogged his gears and servomotors. 1G-88 pondered for amoment then raised his body temperature until
the epoxy bubbled and smoldered, finaly snapping when he bent his powerful limbs. When the guards
contin-ued to fire on him, he launched one of his concusson grenadesinto their midst.

He shifted through various opticd filtersfor a better view through the growing smoke in the corridors. Up
ahead he saw sealed doorways marked with danger sym-bolsindicating biologica contamination. Behind
thick trangparisted windows, people in bulky environment suits and heavy masks ran about, trying to shut
down experimentsin progress while others attempted to es-cape the | ab.

| G-88 went to the contamination-sealed door, de-cided it would be too difficult to rip free, so he
targeted the observation window instead. Both durasted hands struck five timeswith planet-cracking
force until the thick transparisted shattered, collgpsing inward with a popping sound asthe lower air
pressure equalized. The masked lab workersran about franticaly.

| G-88 crashed through the rest of the wall, then scanned for three seconds, analyzing the containment
systems and catal oging the inventory of deadly toxins. Finished, he calculated the best way to release
themadl.

|G-88 walked about in a carefully chosen path that must have appeared abegtia frenzy to the fleeing
ob-servers. He ripped out power packs from containment fields so that puffs of deadly gas sprayed out;
he smashed canisters, and clouds of lethal microorganisms wafted into the air. An emergency field came



on to sed the entire laboratory, but 1G-88 found the controls and shut that down aswell.

When dl of the horrible substances had been un-leashed into the fortress ventilation systems, |G-88 went
about catching the fleeing techniciansin their masks and seded ouitfits. Delicately and precisely, hetore
their faceplates free, exposing them to the noxious chemicals and diseases they had themsalves created.

The laboratory burned around him. Blinded merce-naries staggered about, gasping and retching in air
clogged with purplish smoke. This had been a satisfying experience, but he wished to waste no more
time. He shot those who delayed his exit and |eft the rest to rot in the poisonous carnage.

Mission accomplished. First objective achieved.
Before departing from Peridon's Folly, 1G-88 sought out his second objective, the more persona god.

He moved quietly in the darkness, using stedth rou-tines and camouflaging agorithmsto ingnuate himsdlf
into the fortified household of Bolton Kek, one of the origina neura network designers of the |G series.

Kek had laid the groundwork for the Holowan Labo-ratories project, but then he had taken another
con-sulting job, retiring from Imperia service on "mora grounds.” Bolton Kek had retired to the world of
Per-idon's Folly, where he sold his services to the various weapon runners.

Thetarget lay adeep in hisdim bedroom, and 1G-88 moved forward in utmost silence. Talking directly to
them in binary, he had bypassed the myriad darm sys-tems and security fields on Kek's home. Inside,
|G-88 enhanced his optical sensorsto pick up the dim light in the room.

Bolton Kek was sound adeep, no doubt consdering himsalf safe. He snored softly and snuggled up
againg another biological figure, afemae. 1G-88 ran aquick anadysisand identified her asa
green-skinned Twi'lek dancing girl with wormliketailstrailing from the back of her skull. How these
biologicals consort with each other, 1G-88 thought.

The dancing girl would have been an easy victim, but she was not on histarget list, and |G-88 did not
waste energy. It was likely that Bolton Kek didn't even know about the escaped assassin droids-but
IG-88 could not risk leaving a single person aive with such knowledge.

Asthe engineer snoozed, 1G-88 powered up one la-ser cannon, aimed the bright red targeting cross, and
sgueezed off a precise burdt directly through the un-wrinkled forehead of Bolton Kek.

|G-88 swiveled around and began to march out the door without stealth. The Twi'lek dancing girl awoke
and shrieked obscenities at him in alanguage whose trandation he did not hold in his databanks. 1G-88
ig-nored her as he plodded without pause toward his ship.

Both objectives had been secured.

From Mechis|ll, |G-88 had downloaded alist of sur-viving scientists who knew dangerous detail s about
the assassin droids, those engineers who had not remained at the Holowan Laboratories. With thefilein
hisfore-brain, he knew exactly whereto look for other bounty hunter assignments. The list would steadily
grow shorter and shorter.

He shouted. Hisface turned livid. The cavernous nos-trils on his huge nose flared. When Imperia
Supervisor Gurdun bellowed, spittle flew into the face of Minor Relsted.



"Doesn't anybody redize therés fill a'dismantle on sight’ order for IG-88? That law is backed up by the
full weight of the Empirel”

Gurdun sniffed and raged as he looked down at the reports of the bounty assignments | G-88 had been
suc-cessfully completing. He seemed to be leading a cru-sade againgt humanity from planet to planet.
Gurdun sat down heavily in his chair, which creaked uncomfort-ably. He sighed and shook his head.
"Why do people keep hiring him? They'rerisking the wrath of the Em-pire.”

Minor Relsted blinked his eyes and sammered. "Sir, | believeit's because | G-88 dways getsthe job
done."

Gurdun roared at him. "Oh, get out of herel"

Startled, Minor Relsted plopped an armful of files down on Gurdun's desk. "Excuse me, Sir, but before
you go home tonight, you must read and sign these." Then he scuttled in terror out of the dungeon-like
of-fice.

Vi

At firgt it awed Imperia Supervisor Gurdun to ride in the shuttle next to Darth Vader, the Emperor's
brutd right-hand man. But astheir craft descended through the gray cloudbanks shrouding the industrid
centers of

Mechis 11, Gurdun found himself flinching at every hissing breeth, nervoudy flicking sdelong glances
toward the fearsome black helmet and the monstrous dark form. Gurdun had tried to make small talk
severa times, but Vader was not avery good conversationdist.

The pilot of Vader's private shuttle expertly guided them over the warehouses and manufacturing centers,
homing in on thetall adminigrative tower. Gurdun leaned over to peer through the window at the
indus-tria landscape below and bumped his large nose against the window. He rubbed the nose painfully
and scowled, then tried one more time with Darth VVader.

"Thisisavery large and very unusud order, Lord Vader. | gppreciate your coming along to insureiit
re-celves the proper attention. I'm convinced these indi-viduals on Mechis |11 are more concerned with
corporate profits than the glory of the Empire. | had aterrible time getting Administrator Hekis to spesk
di-rectly with me on the comlink."

Vader's breathing sounded like a hollow wind through a cave that trapped lost souls. "Don't disap-point
me, Supervisor Gurdun,” he said, each word like a stabbing vibroblade. "1 hold you persondly
responsi-ble for seeing that these new probot spy droids are completed on schedule and deployed. The
Rebels have escaped from Y avin, and we must find them again. One Rebe in particular.”

"Andwhoisdiat?" Gurdun asked brightly, pleased to have engaged Vader in what seemed to be anice
chat.

"That isnone of your concern, Supervisor Gurdun.”
"Uh, no," hesad, "of coursenot. Just curious, that'sdl."

After the n droid debacle at the Holowan Lab-oratories, Gurdun had been placed in charge of
over-seeing the development of the Arakyd Viper Probot Series, anew line of black spy droidsto be



sent out by the thousands to search for hidden Rebd ingtdlationsin al corners of the gdaxy. The
Imperidswere keen to exact retribution for the destruction of their expensive Death Star.

Gurdun hoped that these probots might also give a clue to the location of hismissing ndroids. The
IG n droids till roamed the gaaxy, blatantly tak-ing on bounty hunter assgnmentsasif to dap him
intheface.

Mechis Il had received and acknowledged the large order for probe droids, but when Gurdun asked to
ingpect the assembly line persondly, Administrator Hekis's video image had been most disconcerting,
strongly discouraging the visit. When Darth VVader asked for a progress report and Gurdun reported this
reluctance, the Dark Lord decided to take mattersinto his own black-gloved hands.

Vader did not ask permission to visit Mechis111. He smply arrived.

The Imperia shuttle settled onto the red-lit rectan-gle atop the tall tower. He fumbled with his seat
re-gtraints as the shuttle doors hissed open.

Seeing his chance escaping, Gurdun took a deep breath to gather courage, finaly broaching the subject
he had been wanting to mention since takeoff.

"Uh, Lord Vader, if | might be so bold asto re-quest.” He rubbed his nose unconscioudy. "With the
completion of thisorder, | waswondering if you might reconsider interceding on my behaf on my
re-quest for. ah, | mean. the surgical procedure that I've been needing for some time now-"

Vader swiveed his hideous helmet toward Gurdun, and the Imperial Supervisor shrank back, not
wanting to confront the black plasted face. "Y our physica ap-pearance does not concern me,” Vader
sad. "l have no interest or desirein providing you with useless cosmetic surgery. If your large nose
continuesto trouble you when you look in the mirror, perhaps | should remove my helmet and let you
have alook? Then you wouldn't be so concerned.”

Gurdun held up his hands. "No, no, that's not neces-sary, Lord Vader. | see your point. | won't ask
again." Herubbed hisnose asif he could reduceits sze smply by friction.

A slvery adminigrative droid rushed toward them as Darth Vader stood outside his private shuttle. The
droid waved its metdlic hands. "Grestings, greetings, Srs! | am Threedee-Fourex, in charge of activities
while Magter Hekis istending to an emergency. How may | serve you? We were not informed of your

impending arrivd."

Gurdun puffed out his chest. "That's because we did not choose to inform you of our arrival. Lord Vader
must speak with Administrator Hekis regarding our ex-tensive order of new probe droids. We must be
assured they will be delivered on schedule.”

Fourex ushered them into the tower, down aturbolift, and into the austere offices of the human
adminigtrator. Gurdun glanced around, surprised that a man with o little to do with histimewould
choose to have an office utterly devoid of interesting artwork. Hekis must be adry sort of fellow
indeed-a perfect choice for thejob here.

"Whereisthe adminigtrator?' Vader said.

Fourex froze for amoment, asif uploading informa-tion. Gurdun wondered how old amode the droid
was, he hadn't seen such addlay in along time. "There has been abreskdown on die far sde of the



planet, srs. One of our agricultura harvester droid production fa-cilities. Administrator Hekis must
remain there until the Stuation isresolved.”

Vader sad, "l am not interested in your emergen-cies. | wish to spesk to Hekis. Establish avidlink now-
or shdl wego vist him persondly?'

Fourex paused again, hesitating, then findly he said, "'l will establish avidlink. I'm certain | can connect
you. Have no fear."

Vader answered asif it wereaquestion, "I have none.”

Threedee-Fourex dipped through the door and re-turned in amoment, whedling atall, slvery vidplate, a
square frame that the administrative droid connected with aseries of cablesto awall computer. The
screen fizzed with multicol ored gtatic, focusing and shifting as an image took shape out of assembled
pixds.

A pae-faced man with along chin and sunken eyes smiled ingpidly through the vidplate. Behind him
smoke poured from broken-down machinesin an as-sembly plant. The black hemispherica bodies of
low-to-the-ground machines splashed reflected light from red alarm beacons. Diagnostic droids and
repair droids busied themselves, digging through the smoking ma-chinery.

The darms dampened in the background as the voice pickup emphasized Hekisswords. "Lord Vader,
thisis an unexpected surprise!™

""We have come to make certain that our probe droid order isfulfilled properly,” Gurdun said. "We are
anx-ious to see these machines ddivered and put into the service of the Empire.”

Hekis seemed flustered but trying to hideit. He ges-tured toward the disaster behind him. "Don't be
con-cerned with thisminor flaw," he said. Harvester droids scuttled away from the Site of the wreckage,
their crab-like multipurpose armsthrust up out of the way so they could travel smoothly.

"Weve had no problems with the probot order. In fact, the design has been completed, the assembly
lines retooled. WEII begin mass-producing them within the next two days. Y ou should have your entire
order within aweek. | believethat is several days ahead of schedule.”

"Excdlent!" Gurdun said, rubbing his handsto-gether. "Y ou see, Lord VVader?1 told you we could trust
our man Hekis."

Theimage of the administrator stuttered on the vid-plate, then another large plume of black oily smoke
boiled out of anew control chamber on the assembly line. Hekiswhirled in darm and said, "There are
mat-ters | must attend to here, Lord Vader. Accept my sin-cere gpologiesthat | cannot betherein
person. Rest assured, your probe droids will be delivered.”

Without another word the image turned into static.

"Y ou see, we had nothing to worry about,” Gurdun said, fedling quite reieved. "Shal we go now, Lord
Vader?You must have crucid dutiesthat are far more important.”

Vader stood like agtatue, though, for afew moments, his breath hissing hollowly through hisrespirator.
Heturned from sdeto side, staring at the blank vidplate, then at the barren walls of Hekiss office, then
at the slvery droid Threedee-Fourex.



Gurdun swalowed, growing impatient and uneasy. "Uh, what isit, Lord Vader?| redly think we should
let these droids get back to work."

"I'm not certain,” Vader said, hisvoice ominous. "1 sense that something is not right here. but | can't
determinewhat it is." Findly, Vader snapped his atten-tion back. Towering over Gurdun, he strode back
to the turbolift and his persona shuttle. "Make certain those probe droids are delivered,” Vader said to
the slvery adminigtrative droid.

Threedee-Fourex stood tiffly and proudly. "We would not wish to disgppoint you, Lord Vader," he
sad.

Vader stood tdl, ablot of blackness against the smoky sky on the landing platform. His cape swirled
around him. "No. Y ou would not."

Vil

|G-88 stood at the end of the manufacturing line, listening to the sounds of metd clinking, hydraulic jets
Spraying, components being assembled, lubricants ap-plied. He could not smdll, though his
chemical-analysi s tracers detected minor concentrations of welding com-pounds and aerosol sealants
floatinginthear.

The assembly droids daved diligently at their tasks. They reveled in being self-aware, gpplying
themsalvesto their job with enthusasm. Freedom. It made al the differencein the world.

At the end of the assembly line the last black Arakyd Viper probot was powered on. Inspector 11, a
meticu-lous analysis droid, stepped back out of the way. The articulated probe droid rose up on small
repulsor jets, floating, moving its Six segmented, claw-tipped legs. The probot's flattened head spun
about, turning its suite of optical sensorsin al directions, scanning data

| G-88 stood motionless, waiting to be acknowledged. 1G-88 was proud to be responsible for such a
creation: black and polished and beautiful, deek curves, high reflectance.

Built to specifications Darth Vader and Imperid Su-pervisor Gurdun had transmitted to Mechisl |, the
probot was deek and multifunctional in amuch broader range of activities than 1G-88 could ever be.
However, |G-88 had included a secondary set of in-gtructions giving the probe droid a higher priority
mis-sonin paralle with its search for the Empire. He liked the probot's black armor, its darkness. It
reminded him of Vader himsdif.

When the Dark Lord of the Sith had arrived unex-pectedly on Mechis|Il, 1G-88 had been greatly
shaken. As he watched Vader and analyzed him with various unobtrusive probes, 1G-88 saw that Vader
was not merely atrivid organic life form, not just walking meat-he was a perfect synthesis of man and
machine, an integrated body with droid components and biologi-cal intelligence, imagination, and
intiative.

|G-88 had studied the tapes of Vader's visit, andyzing every fluid motion the towering Dark Lord made,
every flick of hiscape, every motion of hisarm. Always before

|G-88 had considered biologicasto be worthlessin ev-ery sense, inferior to what any good droid could
do- but now he reconsidered that Vader might perhaps be the best of both forms.



Awe was anew sensation, and 1G-88 analyzed that aswell.

By tapping into hisdroidsinfiltrated into the Em-pire, he had learned that Vader's flagship, the Executor,
was a Super Star Destroyer eight kilometerslong, laced with powerful computers and functioning with a
crew far smaller than might be expected for such a scaled-up verson of an Imperid-class Star Destroyer.
The con-gtruction of thisincredible battleship had practically bankrupted severd systems.

|G-88's circuits warmed as he diligently tried to think of waysto use thisinformation, or perhaps even the
Executor itsdf, to further hisown plans.

On the assembly line, the Arakyd Viper rotated on its axis with short, hissing bursts from attitude-control
j€ts. It sent a high-speed encoded transmission burst at 1G-88, filled with athousand questions.

Who areyou ?
Why areyou here?
What isyour mission ?

|G-88 answered in its own language, responding inkind. "You arethe lagt,” he said. "Thelast of
thou-sands to go out and scour the galaxy to search and report.”

The probe droid dready knew its priority instruc-tions from 1G-88. Y es, it wasto report to Darth
Vader- but it was aso to send another detailed message to Mechis HI. Thousands of probots would be
|G-88's eyes and ears, spying on the galaxy as awhole, uncovering weaknesses for the droids to exploit
inther plansfor overal conquest.

These probots aso had the sentience programming, the spark of intellect that | G-88 had shared with his
mechanica brothers. The probe droids would be the scoutsin the great droid revolution.

The Arakyd Viper reached out with one powerful metd claw, and 1G-88 grasped it with his own hand,
not quite comprehending what the probot intended. The black droid squeezed with apincer grip that
would have diced off any trivid organic appendage. |G-88 ap-plied equa pressurein response.

Hewasn't certain of the probot's intent, but these droids were notorioudy unstable-made even more so
by their additiond programming. They were suicide scouts, and they knew it. They must never be
disman-tled or inspected. The probe droids carried the full details within them for 1G-88's bloody plans
of con-quest, waiting to be activated by his secret coded transmission-and the probots must not be
anayzed too closdly. Very touchy internd triggers would sdlf-destruct at the dightest chance of capture.
The probots were expendable, and they knew it in their very core.

The Arakyd Viper strained against |G-88 in an eerie power struggle, asif attempting to determine
whether the n droid was worthy of such devotion.

|G-88 was.

The last probe droid relaxed and raised up on its repulsor jets, floating, scanning, getting its bearings. It
sent ashort, stabbing farewell, acknowledgment of de-votion to its mission. |G-88 looked up asthe
black probot drifted toward the cargo pod where it would be launched into orbit, eventually delivered to
Vader's sarfleet.



"Go and report,” 1G-88 said. ™Y ou have much to see. Burn brightly."
VIII

Months later, |G-88 saw his chance both to study Darth VVader more thoroughly-and to get aboard the
meagnif-icent Executor.

Multiprocessing, |G-88C monitored transmissions from the thousands of scattered probe droids,
receiving updates on the progress of his specialy programmed droid infiltration across galactic
civilizations. The mo-ment he witnessed the saf-destruct of an Arakyd Viper probot on the distant ice
world of Hoth, 1G-88 ingtantly snapped hisfull attention to the Situation there.

Vader's Super Star Destroyer had been cruising the space lanes, waiting for asignal that would announce
the discovery of the Rebel base. Vader was certain to react immediately. The probot had ddlivered its
recon-naissance information-as Vader expected. And at the firgt threat of possible capture and discovery
of itsdroid reprogramming, the probot had destroyed itself-as 1 G-88 expected.

|G-88B, with hisdirect bounty hunting experience, took the deek ship 1G-2000 and remained in the
local-ity of the Imperid flest, ready for spontaneous action so that he might earn singular notice from
Darth Va-der, the black synthesis of man and machine.

|G-88B didn't participate in the baitle of Hoth. He did not wish to become involved with this petty
political struggle among biologica vermin. He watched the es-caping Rebel shipsin flight, some
damaged, some over-loaded with equipment and refugees.

He considered tracking them, because the location of new Rebel hideouts was certain to be of vaueto
the Empire. But he ran a probability analysis and ultimately decided that none of these targets would be
of suffi-cient overriding interest to Lord Vader. In the Hoth system 1 G-88 waited and watched, hisship a
tiny blip a the fringes of sensor range, too small to be noticed in theflurry.

He lurked behind the Imperid fleet onits pursuit of another smdl insignificant ship into the asteroid belt.
Thus, 1G-88 was waiting when Darth Vader put out hiscall for bounty huntersto find Han Solo.

|G-88 stood quietly on the bridge deck of the Super Star Destroyer Executor. He observed in silence,
filing details away for |ater consderation. The lightson his crania pod flashed red as he drank in data
from his optica sensors. The bridge deck was aswarm with Impe-rid officers of various ranksthat did
not concern him, since they were merely humans.

"Bounty hunters,” the human known as Admira Piett muttered in low tones, presuming he was out of
earshot of the gathered bounty hunters. "We don't need that scum!™

"Yes, dr," hiscompanion said.

|G-88 knew that the Imperias were doubly uneasy because of the well-known "dismantle on sight” order
for the assassin droid. But Vader had blatantly ignored that, in hopes of securing his precious captives.

"Those Rebelswon't escape us.”
Bossk, areptilian Trandoshan with claws on his scaed feet and hands, spoke down at Admira Fiettina

mixture of growl, gargle, and hiss. He too had heard the human's snide comment. Piett flinched and
turned away.



"Sir, we have apriority sgna from the Star Destroyer Avenger, " another of the uniformed biologicas
sad.

"Right," Piett said, marching away.

The other bounty hunters stood nearby, each postur-ing in his own way. Closest was Dengar, a
douching, surly-faced humanoid with his head wrapped in ban-dages, holding aheavy weapon. Side by
side were Zuck-uss and 4-LOM. Zuckuss was a Gand, some kind of organic creature who did not
breathe the same atmo-sphere these humans did, and thus wore arebreather mask with tubes and gas
jetsdirected into hislungs. His protective suit made him look bulky and unwieldy.

In contrast, his droid companion 4-LOM seemed deek and insectile, independent and efficient. |G-88
studied the black droid, considering whether to recruit him for the coming revolution. but decided againgt
it. He didn't dare take the risk that aloose cannon like 4-LOM might give away |G-88's carefully laid
plans

Last stood Boba Fett, wearing battered Manda orian armor and an impenetrable helmet. He looked like
adroid, but moved like a human-to his disadvantage.

Demanding | G-88's entire attention, though, was the black-caped form of Darth Vader who strode aong
the upper deck, ingpecting the bounty hunters.

"Therewill be asubstantia reward for the one who finds the Millennium Falcon, "Vader said. "You are
free to use any methods necessary-but | want them alive.” He pointed to Boba Fett asif the armored
human were the biggest threat. "No disintegrations.”

"Asyou wish," Boba Fett said in agrating voice.

|G-88 heard the information, but devoted his aten-tion to andyzing the way Darth VVader moved,
studying histond inflectionsin between hisses of hisrespirator. VVader was far more interesting than any
bounty hunter-but 1G-88 had to maintain the charade.

"Lord Vader!" Admird Piett exclamed. "My lord, we have them!"

The Executor lurched into pursuit, and the gathered bounty hunters exhibited avisible dump of
disappoint-ment. but the Imperials were overconfident or-ganic fools, and they would no doubt lose their
quarry again in moments.

|G-88 had other concerns. He did not care about Han Solo, or the Millennium Falcon, or the Rebellion,
or the Empire. All would be. deleted soon. But he did have his burgeoning reputation as a bounty hunter,
and he had accepted this assgnment, even if it wasjust aploy. Once agreeing to take an assgnment,
|G-88 had no choice but to finish it, according to his core pro-gramming as an assassin droid-even if he
didn't giveit hisfull priority.

Asthe other bounty hunters rushed to where they could receive supplementa information on the quarry,
| G-88 dropped back into one of the corridors of the Executor. He stopped asmall courier droid
whesdling past on its urgent business. |G-88 sent atiny binary pulse and discovered-as he had
suspected-that this courier droid had been manufactured at Mechis i after the droid takeover. Its
specid programming a-lowed 1G-88 to preempt its human-given commands and to follow the wishes of
its madter.



|G-88 withdrew a set of ultra-small microtracers, tiny smart trackersthat could be placed invisibly on any
ship. With aburst of override programming, |G-88 di-rected the unobtrusive courier droid to spin onits
way to the docking bays. It would plant the microtrackers on each bounty hunter's ship.

While 1G-88B occupied himsdf with his more impor-tant mission of gaactic conquest, the others could
find Han Solo-and then 1G-88 would usurp their captive. He would let Boba Fett, Dengar, Bossk,
Zuckuss and 4-LOM scurry about in dieir frantic search, and |G-88 would reap the benefits. The plan
showed the superior-ity of droid intelligence.

In an unoccupied corridor of the vast Super Star Destroyer, 1G-88 finally got what he wanted. He found
an unused termind and jacked into the main computer core of the Executor. Normally the Star
Destroyer's pro-gramming defenses would have blocked any such intru-sion, but 1G-88 was faster and
far superior to any duggish starship computer. Besides, hisinfiltrated droids had aready laid much of the
electronic pathsto provide access.

|G-88 stood like amonoalith, the lasersin hisfinger-tips powered up and ready to fire at anyone who
might stumble upon his covert activity. It took 1G-88B severd minutesto upload and condense the entire
database from the Executor's computer core: a huge feast of infor-mation he would digest dowly in the
privacy of the |G-2000.

Satisfied, hiscircuits crammed full of secret Imperia information, |G-88 clomped down the corridor, not
seeing the bustling stormtroopers-humans attempt-ing to look like droids-as their fleet prepared to enter

hyperspace.

|G-88 heaved his bulk into the cockpit of hisfast ship and left the Executor behind, Smmering with new
and unassmilated informeation.

Asthe 1G-2000 cruised on autopilot in arandom course to baffle any tracking attempits, he sat back and
mentally scrolled through the millions of files he had stolen from the Empire. Most were garbage and
irrdle-vant, and he deleted them to free up more capacity in hisbrain.

But it was the secret files, the private code-locked entries of Darth Vader's persond records, that
pro-vided the biggest surprise of dl. Not only was Vader concerned with hisflagship and the Imperid
fleet un-der hisiron command-he also knew of the Emperor's pet project, a second, larger Degth Star
under congtruc-tion in orbit around the sanctuary moon of Endor.

As1G-88 digested the information, he had another flash of intuition. Some might have cdled it addlusion
of grandeur, but 1G-88-who had already been copied into three identical counterparts, his personality
moved into separate droid bodies-saw no reason why he could not upload himself into the huge
computer core of the new Death Star!

If accomplished, 1G-88 could be the ruling mind of an invincible battlestation instead of encasedina
bi-pedal form-a despised foofogieaZ-based form! He could become ajuggernaut of unthinkable
proportions. It srained the limits of his cadculating power to run smu-lations of dl he could accomplish if
armed with a planet-destroying superlaser.

He could launch his droid rebellion much sooner. No one could stand againgt him. Entire military fleets
could be wiped out with the brush of one of hisweap-ons systems.

Thiswas definitdy worth pursuing.



|G-88B raced back to MechisHI to link brainswith his counterparts and share his new plans.
IX

Inside a supercooled computer inspection chamber on Mechis |1, thefour identical copies of 1G-88
dared at alarge flatscreen computer monitor. White wisps of cold steam curled around their metal legs,
risng toward the ceiling where aroar of coolant air was sucked through ventilation grates, carrying away
the excess heat gener-ated by the churning mainframes.

|G-88B had disgorged the data uploaded from the Executor's main core, and the files were even now
being assmilated, copied, distributed among 1G-88'sidenti-cal counterparts.

With their optical sensorstuned to peak perfor-mance, the four 1G-88s studied the shimmering classi-fied
plans of the second Death Star. The perfect curves of die armillary sphere indicated where reinforcement
girderswereto beingtalled, where the central superlaser would be digned. where the new and precise
computer core would be attached.

The Death Star computer core had not yet been in-stalled. It had not even arrived at the sanctuary
moon-but now 1G-88 had the schedule and the desti-nation. According to Vader's plans stolen from the
Exec-utor, |G-88 knew how the computer core would be guarded, what path it would take asit entered
and left hyperspace. It was dll the information he needed.

"The solutionisobvious," |G-88A said. The others agreed.

"We must create a duplicate computer core, which we will inhabit."

"Wewill secretly make the exchange. Anidentica corewill be delivered to Endor.”
"Theorigina corewill be destroyed.”

"Theidentica corewill contain our mind, our per-sondity. our goas."

At firgt the Death Star would be a heavy, immobile confinement-but once the weapon itself was
opera-tional, nothing could stop 1G-88's agenda.

Fully in agreement, the four n droids exited the computer ingpection chamber through aheavy
durasted door that clanged shut behind them. When they emerged into the warmer, humid rooms, frost
quickly formed around their exaskeletons.

Instantaneoudy transmitting the detailed specifica-tions and plans, 1G-88 ingtructed the adminigtrative
droid Threedee-Fourex to devote the facilities to con-struct anew computer core that exactly matched
the Desth Star design. aswell as other items G-88 would need.

Thefour assassin droids strode across the permacrete to the landing pad where the Imperia shuttles sat
wait-ing in the smog-filtered sunlight: one long-distance heavy trangport and two well-armed escort craft.
The droids marched in lockstep, their weapons visible, their demeanor threatening.

A full complement of stormtroopers wearing pol-ished white armor stood in perfect ranksin front of the
heavy transports and the escort craft. Their blaster rifles rested in readiness on their shoulders. A hundred
soldierswaited at attention, combat ready, as the | G-88s approached.



|G-88 played his optical sensorsover their ranks-the plasted armor, the skull-like helmets, the black eye
shields, the boots, the weapons, the utility belts. The stormtroopers made no move.

When he was satisfied, 1G-88A spoke, "Perfect," he said. "Exact replicas. No one will ever be ableto
tell you aredroids.”

X

When Minor Relsted shuffled into Imperia Supervisor Gurdun's dungeon-like office, the young
subordinate grinned with idiotic plessure.

"Supervisor Gurdun,” he said, holding the plague and its coded transmission. " Important news from the
Imperial Palace. Y ou have been transferred. Y ou have been given more direct dutiesin thefield. Isn't that
good news?' Relsted's eyes twinkled.

Gurdun snatched the plague away and scanned the transmission verifying the holographic fields above
and knowing thiswas no joke. "They're putting mein charge of the. What isthis outrage? Another Degth
Star project?| didn't know we even had one going.”

"No, gr," Relsted said. "Y ou're not in charge of the project, merely acquiring the computer cores and
deliv-ering them to the congtruction Site.”

Gurdun reached with stubby fingersinto the trans-parent snack bowl where shiny nut-beetlestried to
climb the dippery sides. He picked up one of the bugs and popped it in his mouth, using his eyeteeth to
crack through its outer shell. He split it open and used histongue to pick out the soft juicy mesat insde.
He spat out the still-squirming legsinto awastebasket near his desk.

"l requested no such transfer. Isthisapromotion, or am | just supposed to think it is? Wasn't Lord
Vader satisfied with my work on the Arakyd probe droids? | finished the order exactly on time and

within budget.”

"I'm sure it must be apromotion, sir,” Minor Rel-sted said. "My congratulations, sir.”" He turned,
hes-tated, then turned back. "Oh, by the way, | am to take over your position in this office. If you would
be so kind as to move out your effects as soon as possible?’

Imperid Supervisor Gurdun found he had lost his appetite for snacks.

Xl

As preparations for the assault on the Death Star com-puter core proceeded with dl the speed the droid
manufacturing world could muster, an imperative transmission from one of 1G-88B's smart microtracers
shot toward MechisHI.

Boba Fett had found Han Solo.

Fett's ship, the Save |, was currently en route to Bespin, where Solo was heading toward a gas-mining
metropolis known as Cloud City.

"We must intercept him," 1G-88 said. "We are bound by our programming.”



|G-88B departed from Mechis HI, soaring into space in the deek 1G-2000.

Despite its aerodynamic shape, the | G-2000 created aripple of sonic booms asit screamed through

Bespin's atmosphere, distorting the cloud tops. As he arrowed toward his destination, the automated

defenses of Cloud City sent out aquery, taking care of theinitid ingpection before derting any human
guardsto the assassin droid's approach.

| G-88 transmitted command codes and a breakdown in programming, squelching the normal routines of

Cloud City's defense network. As aresult, the alarm sensorsleft him done, and the human observersin
Kerros Tower did not see even ablip on their traffic grid-Piloting precisely, 1G-88 cruised to the outer
landing platforms, using his scannersto detect and analyze the various parked ships. Hefindly spotted
Boba Fett's Save | inthe mid levels of the city rarely traveled by tourists. Fett's ship lay like adiscarded
household appli-ance on the docking plates as the clouds of Bespin swirled in the background, tinted
orange with airborne agae in the coming sunset.

IG-88 landed his own ship on anearby empty plat-form, sending abrief covert sgnal for one of his
infiltrated droids to meet him and disseminate information. 1G-88 extricated his metal bulk from the
cabin of the IG-2000 and plodded toward the dark in-ner corridors of Cloud City. The breezes on the
land-ing pad whistled through gapsin his body core.

Insde, asilvery 3P0 protocol droid met him-one of the new and insdious reprogrammed droids from
Mechis|ll. Thisdroid, though, seemed to have an atti-tude problem-acting surly and discourteous,
particu-larly rude to other droids they passed. |G-88 knew this was aresult of the new sentience
programming, but the droid's governing routines must be mafunctioning. Al-though modified droids from
Mechis 11 wereindeed far superior to biologicals or even other droids, | G-88's secret must be kept
quiet. No one should suspect that anything untoward had been done to the droid minds.

Inarapid burst of file transmission, 1G-88 described why he had cometo Cloud City, who hewas
looking for. The protocol droid stopped and pondered, then uploaded a computer blueprint showing the
full dis-play of dl levels of thefloating metropalis. "Boba Fett has gone to the garbage recycling level.
Han Solo has not yet arrived, dthough moments ago our perimeter scanners reported a ship matching the
description of the Millennium Falcon entering the system. It appears to have some hyperdrive damage.”

"Good," |G-88 sad. "If Boba Fett has gone to the lower levels, he must be establishing some sort of
am-bush for Solo." He looked at the Threepio droid, flash-ing his red optical sensors. "Continue your
work here" he said. "Watch for Solo and his party. They are mine."

The protocal droid gruffly acknowledged, then strut-ted off.

Inside hismind, 1G-88 studied the computer map and plotted a path to where Boba Fett was secretly
pre-paring an ambush. 1G-88 would kill the bounty hunter and then wait for Han Solo. The mission
would be straightforward-and then he could get back to hisred calling on MechisHI.

Cloud City'sdim, industrid levelswere cluttered with discarded equipment and |ocked-down supply
cases. From the temperature and the low illumination, 1G-88 knew that humanswould find this
environment uncom-fortable. Ahead, in achamber lit by orange glows and fiery flickers, he heard the
clank of aconveyor belt, chittering creatures-biologicas known as Ugnaughts, according to his species
files

|G-88 powered up hiswespons, prepared for any-thing. His heavy metd feet sounded like struck gongs



on the deck plates as he strode toward the doorway of the garbage-processing chamber.

Theingtant he passed through the metal hatch, four ion cannons on ether side of the entryway fired a
him, triggered by motion sensors as he crossed the thresh-old.

The high-power wegpons dammed acloud of crack-ling blue dectricity into him, enveloping himwith a
flood of short circuits, amass of contradictory impulses that shut down his systems one after another
despite his shielding. lon cannons produced no physica damage, no thermal emissions-they smply shut
down eec-tronic systems.

And 1G-88 was one enormous set of electronics. Boba Fett had been waiting for him, not Han Solo.

His body disconnected, his mind scrambled. Thoughts flickered like ricocheting projectilesingde aseded
meta room, and IG-88 lost dl control. He jit-tered, stuttered, hisarmsflailed. His wegpons refused to
fire. Hisoptica sensorsfilled with gatic, frying, re-covering, then frying again.

Theion cannon bombardment stopped, and his self-repairing systems gave him oneingant of vison, a
video frame: Boba Fett emerging from the shadows, holding a portableion cannon like abazooka. Boba
Fett fired again, personally thistime. A blast of eectri-cd fire like acomet struck 1G-88's chest and
bowled him over so that his multi-metric-ton body smashed into the metd walls, denting them ashe
tumbled to the ground. »

Boba Fett strode forward, looking through the black dit in his Mandal orian helmet. "No microtracker is
too small to evade my ingpection. | found your device on my ship.”

Fett stood over the crumbled form of the assassin droid, who lay unable to move or defend himself, al of
hiswegpons sysems off line.

"l knew you were coming.”

With emergency backup systems, |G-88B continued to transmit his subspace signa, uploading hisfilesto
Mechislll in alast desperate attempt to preserve his memories. Evenif thismetal form were destroyed-
and it looked asif that was about to happen-his entity could continue.

The smian Ugnaughtstittered by the groaning con-veyor belt where they had been sorting garbage and
scrap metal. They blinked their tiny eyes and watched the confrontation between Boba Fett and 1G-88
with ave.

Fett stooped to withdraw two of 1G-88's own concus-sion grenades. Without aword, Fett set thetimers
for one standard minute, then carefully, moving like a sur-geon, implanted each detonator insde |G-88's
body core. The n droid had thick, impenetrable ar-mor-but that was designed to protect from an
exter-nal attack, not this.

Boba Fett calmly stepped back, though only afew seconds remained on the grenade timers. He turned
to the cowering Ugnaughts. "Y ou're welcome to whatever scrap you can salvage from thishulk,” he said.
Then without looking back, he strode into the corridors of Cloud City, preparing for his meeting with Han
Solo. 1G-88 tracked him for the last few seconds.

And then the concussion grenades blew.

Xl



Thetrio of remaining |G-88s received the data trans-mission from their fallen counterpart with the closest
approximation to horror assassin droids could experi-ence.

IG-88C and 1G-88D stood rigid in the high-security manufacturing area. "We will go to intercept Boba
Fett," they said in unison. Their harsh mechanical voices resonated asidentica words rippled from their
speskers. "Regardiess of hisskill, thisbiologica will never survive an encounter with two assassin
droids"

|G-88A looked at the long cylinder of the decoy Death Star computer core. They would have to deploy
the mission within the next day if his ultimate takeover plan wasto cometo fruition. He couldn't delay.
The stormtrooper smulacra bustled aboard their mock Im-peria shuttle, preparing the cargo hold for the
change-ling computer core.

"Go," 1G-88A said to histwo counterparts. "1 will stay here to complete the Death Star mission. You
elimi-nate Boba Fett."

The pair of silver needle ships, exact copies of the origi-nal 1G-2000, arrived at Cloud City. As
they approached their target, the floating metropoliswas aturmoil of panic and chaos. The Imperials had
taken over.

The baron-administrator, Lando Calrissian, had sounded a general darm, requesting the evacuation of all
personnd. Every functiond ship was dready in flight, filling the airways with a panicked, headlong rush.

Bypassing the Cloud City computer systems, 1G-88 learned that Han Solo had been captured and
encased in carbonite. Boba Fett had taken him away to collect a second bounty from Jabba the Huitt.

Fett was aready gone, mere hours before.

The twin 1G-2000 ships hung next to each other, aloof from the panicked evacuation. Thetwo n
droids linked together and conferred.

"Programming. We installed two sensors aboard Boba Fett's ship.”

"We could trigger the dormant tracer and locate where he has gone."

"Correct. But if Fett has Han Solo, we aready know where he will go."

Much later, IG-88C waited in low orbit around the blis-tering scab of Tatooine, aworthless desert world
broiled under apair of suns. The planet offered no reason for any intelligent creature to want to live

there-but biologicalswere quite irrationa and in-fested al sorts of worlds, tolerable or not.

The atmosphere was like athin fingernail of blue, atiny breathable skin covering the sphere of desert.
|G-88's ship cruised low, its hull warm from friction with the scant upper atmosphere.

Linked to his hidden counterpart 1G-88D, he scanned the skies and waited. Since n droids could
fly and react faster than any biologica pilot, they knew the ship's exact tolerances, and they could plot
riskier hyperspace paths than any human would dare attempt. 1G-88 was confident they had arrived
before Boba Fett, if just barely.



Boba Fett's ship, the Save |, appeared like a projec-tile from a dingshot snapping out of hyperspace.
IG-88C put al hisweaponson dert, al his sensors on standby, then rocketed his needle ship to confront
the bounty hunter. Thinking he had destroyed 1G-88 in the garbage levels of Cloud City, Boba Fett
would be aston-ished to see the assassin droid again.

Logicdly, |G-88 expected the biologica to request further information, to challenge the intruder. Once
Fett understood the new Situation, he would be forced to bargain with the superior assassin droid, if not
sur-render utterly.

But Boba Fett reacted with remarkable speed. With-out aword or a second of hesitation, the bounty
hunter launched every sort of weapon and pedled off in adick corkscrew maneuver that took him out of
the IG-2000 'sfiring path. The Save /'s wegpon bolts struck home all a once, pummeling the heavily
armored 1G-2000.

With a certain measure of embarrassment and shame, 1G-88C uploaded hisfiles and sent them to his
counterpart an instant before his ship exploded over Tatooine.

|G-88D screamed out of hyperspace, hurtling toward Fett's ship in abrutally precisein-system
hyperjump that would have been impossible for any biologica pi-lot.

Before Boba Fett could react, |G-88D fired upon him from behind with concentrated blows that rocked
his shields. At the moment IG-88's primary goa was not to obliterate Boba Fett-though that would be
intensdly satisfying. He had run smulations to determine the best possible technique to hurt Boba Fett, to
humiliate him-and he had decided that the best way would be to take his precious bounty, Han Solo,
away fromhim.,

Firing repeatedly without the dightest respite, 1G-88 infiltrated Boba Fett's comm system and demanded
that he surrender Solo. Fett did not respond, again acting irrationally, which made his actions very difficult
to comprehend or predict.

Asthe needle ship roared after him, firing and booming, Boba Fett atered his course on a steep de-scent
directly toward the planet. Thefull power of hisenginesdrove him at the giant fist of sand below.

|G-88 tried to determine what Fett intended to do, yet could come up with no reasonable solution. He
spoke across the comm channd again. " Surrender your prisoner and you have athirty percent probability
of surviving thisencounter.”

Boba Fett continued to dive down and down and down. Save/'s hull glowed cherry red. The
atmo-sphere of Tatooine clawed againgt his shields as he streaked lower, picking up inevitable speed.

|G-88 transmitted again. "I am far more capable of withstanding the gravometric pressures than you. This
tactic has azero probability of success."

When Boba Fett again refused to answer, 1G-88 in-creased his speed to tolerance levels, narrowing the
gap between his ship and the Save l. Herode tight in the bowshock from Fett's ship.

But suddenly, in aremarkable move, Boba Fett acti-vated hisinertial damping system, damming his
de-scent to ahdt in the atmosphere of Tatooine; the stress and power required for such amaneuver
utterly trashed his hyperdrives.



|G-88 zoomed past him, unable to squelch his veloc-ity sufficiently. He brought the IG-2000 to ahdt in
less than two seconds-directly in the targeting cross of Boba Fett's ship. The Slave /'sion cannons
blasted out with all the remaining power in Fett's engine core, dag-ging the 1G-2000's shiddsand
Wegpons systems.

Boba Fett activated histractor beam, grabbing the crippled 1G-2000 and drawing it closer, closer to the
Save/like acombat arachnid drawing in its prey. |G-88 looked up to see the barrel of Fett's concussion
missle launcher pointed directly at him.

Boba Fett findly responded over the comm system. "The Empire hasissued a'dismantle on sight' order
for you, but | wish they offered ahigher bounty. Y ou're persistent, but you're not worth much.”

|G-88, dishelieving, did not even remember to trans-mit afull persondity backup to Mechis|il beforeit
wastoo late.

Boba Fett launched afull bank of concussion mis-siles. The second |G-2000 erupted into an
incandescent cloud that spread molten spangles across the atmo-sphere of the desert world.

Xl

Shielded and in radio silence, the decoy Imperid fleet hung in awasteland of space, avoid without stars
or planets, nothing the least bit interesting-except that the real convoy carrying the Death Star's computer
core would traverse this sector within one standard hour.

|G-88A captained the decoy fleet waiting in ambush, while his counterparts went off to strike againgt
Boba Fett. He sat in silence aboard the main ship, uncon-cerned with what 1G-88C and D were doing.
He had full confidencein their abilities, and Fett would no longer be a problem.

His own primary concern was to become the marvel-ous new Death Star battlestation. The time was
now, the plan was set, and his assault team of stormtrooper droids was ready. The plan had been burned
into their primary programming. They would not hesitate.

They waited with mechanica patiencein their trgp- and then pounced.

The unsuspecting origind fleet-one heavy long-dis-tance freighter and two escort fighters-sorang out of
hyperspace, piloted by real Imperia stormtroopers, carrying the genuine Death Star computer core. The
Imperid ships hestated, gathering their bearings to make another jump aong adifferent transdimensiona

pathway.

The moment they saw the decoy fleet waiting for them with weapons powered up and ready to strike, the
Imperid commanders must have thought they were seeing sensor reflections of themselves.

| G-88 tranamitted hisorder. "Fire at will."

lon cannon bursts dammed into the three ships like atsunami, crippling dl three Imperid craft before they
had a chanceto fireasingle shot. The original shipswere expendable anyway.

Thetwo Imperial escort shipswereirredlevant, and 1G-88 ignored them. He used powerful tractor beams
to draw hisidenticd freighter up againgt thered craft, linking hullswith an airtight sed before the droid
as-sault team blasted open the hatches. He didn't dare risk that a sudden explosive decompression might
dam-age the delicate components he needed to inspect.



|G-88 stood at the front of his team of stormtrooper droids. With his vibration sensors and his acoustical
pickups, he could hear armored Imperias rushing to defend themselvesinside their crippled ship. He
waited as a precise munitions droid applied explosives to the expendable ship's hatch. 1G-88 didn't even
bother to step out of the way.

A flash of light, aburst of noise, abrief ripple of heat, and the hatch to the Imperia freighter buckled
inward. 1G-88 stormed through, leading hiswhite-armored soldiers like a swashbuckling pirate taking
over atrea-sure-filled ship.

Therea Imperia stormtroopers on the other side fired upon the droid troopers. The armored biologicals
shouted confused commands to each other, not under-standing what was going on, not comprehending
thetactics of their attackers.

Many of the droid troopers were damaged by blaster fire, their white armor buckling and smoking with
wounds that would have been fatal on any biological- but the droids kept up the charge. The Imperia
de-fenses crumbled into awild firefight-but 1G-88's team maintained their ranks and diminated any
storm-troopersin their way.

Amidst the smoke and fire, shouts and desperate transmissions, 1G-88 used his hand lasersto diminate
the enemy, but he did not stay for the main pitched battle. Instead, he clomped through the carnage,
in-tent on reaching the cargo hold where the original Death Star computer core lay waiting for delivery.

|G-88 stood over it, caressing the lumpy component-adorned structure of the long cylinder. Lights
blinked, showing its standby readiness. Soon, he would inhabit its menta |abyrinths.

|G-88 jacked in, drinking deep the information he needed on how to run the Desth Star itself. For dl the
computing power and for al its Size, the Death Star core had been designed with typica human
ineffi-ciency. The power avalablein thisthinking apparatus was bardly utilized. A minor droid could
probably have done the tasks the Death Star core was required to do- but 1G-88 would do so much
more. So much more. Perhaps he would even manage to impress the biologi-cals. before he destroyed
themall.

After only afew seconds he stood up, squaring his metd shoulders, content that he had al the
informa-tion he could possibly need. Taking over the Desth Star would be asimple operation, and he
would make the battlestation do things even its designers had never conceived.

|G-88 waded dowly through the smoke out of the cargo bay to see two damaged stormtrooper droids,
their white armor blasted away and showing aforest of servomotors and wire-sheathed neurons. They
wrestled astruggling, confused, but angry human between them. 1G-88 scanned the man, locked his
image into datafiles, and searched. Even from thisbrief glimpse and for al the vagaries of the human
form, 1G-88 could see that this man's smell sensor-the nose, they caled it-was far larger and presumably
more efficient than the average biologica had.

After along second of deliberation, 1G-88 was able to snap aname to this man's face: Imperia
Supervisor Gurdun, the man who had issued the "dismantle on sight” order for the |G assassin droids.

Interesting.

Gurdun struggled as the stormtrooper droids brought him closer, but then the human looked up and saw
|G-88. Hefroze, his mouth open, his nogtrils flaring wide enough to park asmall one-manflier in-side.



"You! I know you," Gurdun said. "You're 1G-88, the assassin droid! Am | surprised to seeyou here. |
can't believeit. Do you know how hard it's been to find you?"

1G-88'sred optical sensors blinked, but he did not reply.

"I'd recognize you anywhere," Gurdun said again. "1 created you. | ordered Holowan Laboratoriesto
be-gin your design. Don't you have that in your files?"

"Yes" |G-83 said flatly.

"WEell, | don't quite understand your purpose here in attacking our ships-but you certainly shouldn't hurt
me. Think about it. Without me, the |G project would never have been funded. It was through my
efficient paperwork and politicking that | managed to bring about your creation, despite budget cutbacks
and Im-peria mismanagement. | wish you hadn't done quite so much, er, damage to the Holowan
Laboratories, but |

think we can work something out. We could have along career together, 1G-88. Think of who | am.
Don't you have anything to say?"

|G-88 listened to the human babble, applying con-text filters and determining an appropriate response.
"Thank you," hesaid.

The droid troops left Imperid Supervisor Gurdun aboard the crippled long-distance freighter among the
living and the wounded and the dead. Fires continued to burn in the ventilation shafts, and the engines
would never function again.

|G-88 rode in the decoy freighter as they aligned their course and prepared for insertion along the same
hyperspace vector the origina fleet would have taken. "Have the incinerator mines been placed?’ he
asked the stormtrooper droids who returned from their air-lock expedition to the external hulls.

"Yes," oneof thedroids said. "Mines emplaced on appropriate hull plates of al three origind ships.
Ev-erything isready.”

From the pilot compartment of the long-distance hauler, |G-88 watched the ship's battle-scarred
counter-part along with itstwo helpless escorts. He tranamitted an activation signal to the nineteen
incinerator mines, and dl three ships erupted into awhite-hot cloud of disintegrating Shockwaves. He
hed to filter the input cables from hisoptica sensorsto keep the intenseillu-mination from overloading his

eyes.
At the end, the career of Imperial Supervisor Gurdun was very bright indeed.

XV

Desperately behind schedule on the new Death Star, Moff Jerjerrod did not have time to look closely at
the arriving computer core and its stormtrooper escort. In-stead, he rgjoiced in the new complement of
workers who came like saviors to the congtruction site.

Jerjerrod's eyes were round and brown, his de-meanor eager to comply-but he did not know how he
could possibly accomplish the demands placed on his personnd. Unfortunately, neither Vader nor the
Em-peror wereinterested in excuses, and Jerjerrod did not wish to discover how they would express



their displea-sure.

The stormtroopers opened the cargo compartment of the newly docked long-range freighter, wrestling
out the heavy computer core without so much asagrunt of effort. They moved without complaining,
without speaking to each other. Such professionds. Their train-ing was so precise, their abilities so
superior that they operated as ateam with dmost mechanicd efficiency.

Jerjerrod had cursed Imperia Supervisor Gurdun for deciding at the last moment not to accompany the
computer shipment-but then he sighed with relief. The last thing the Moff needed in the midst of dl his
other problems was yet another paper-pusher to com-plicate the construction details.

He stood in his smart olive-gray uniform, watching the new stormtrooper escorts. "Attention!™ he
snapped. "Get that computer core installed as soon as possible. For the next several months our schedule
isexceedingly tight, with no tolerance for delay. We must redouble our efforts. These orders come
directly from Lord Vader."

Jerjerrod clasped his hands behind his back. The new stormtroopers marched with clean, rapid
effi-ciency. Hewished al of hisworkers could be so dedi-cated to the Imperid cause.

The blackness of sensor deprivation was distressing, but unavoidable. Humans would have cdled it
"uncon-sciousness'-but when 1G-88 findlly reawoke after amonth or so of sasis, he found himsdf inan
immense new world of datainput.

He had l&ft his clunky body behind with the other droids-the last of his model-and now he was the Death
Star, the same powerful and relentless and effi-cient mind residing within an extraordinarily powerful new
body, acompletely different configuration. |G-88, whose prior experience had been entirely within his
massive humanoid shape, was not quite as mobile. yet. But he experienced new input through amillion
additiona sensors, automated extensions of himsdlf that were connected to the Death Star's computer
core.

He could fed the power like achained supernovaburning at the heart of his central reactor furnace. The
sensation was marvelous. He took great satisfaction in seeing just how eedily al of hisplanswere
reaching fruition. Soon, hisdroid revolution could proceed.

Asthe days passed-time meant nothing to him any more, since he could dow it down or speed it up at
will-1G-88 pondered the galactic political Situation. He observed the petty struggles, bemused at the
indg-nificant battles of thesetiny biological people. Their Empire, their Rebellion. their very species
would be merely afootnote to asmal history filein long-term storage once | G-88's revolution was
achieved-and that time was arriving with the speed of an gpproaching meteor asthese biologicas
scurried about to complete the Desth Star construction-which would signa their own doom.

Hefound that anusing aswdll.

Through his myriad sensor eyes | G-88 continued to watch: In theinterior decks of the Death Star the
con-struction activities proceeded at such arapid pace that al safety doublechecks and restraints had
been dimi-nated to improve speed. In the frenzy of activity, pro-gress continued, athough many of the
teams didn't know what their counterparts were doing.

In one large storage bay for spare components, the repulsorlifts failed on aheavy cargo crane. A
thick-walled containment box weighing dozens of metric tonsfell from its grip, smashing down on one of
|G-88's droid stormtroopers who had the bad luck of standing within its shadow. The heavy box crushed



down on the white-armored legs of the stormtrooper. The walls of the cargo box split, dumping gears
and components that bounced and plinked on the meta floor decks.

The droid stormtrooper'sfirst magjor mistake wasthat he did not cry out in pain as even the best-trained
biologicd stormtrooper would have done. When the crew managed to get the crane's repul sorlifts
function-ing again, yanking the enormous box off the floor asit dropped loose parts, other workers
rushed forward to help the fallen stormtrooper.

The damaged droid used hisarmored armsto lever himsdf up to asitting position and to scramble
back-ward, but he could not hide the sparking, sizzling ser-vomotors and micropistons exposed from the
it plasted greaves.

"Hey! He'sadroid!" one of the crew bosses shouted, hisface turning pale and pasty. "L ook, that
storm-trooper'sadroid.”

Luckily, the salf-destruct sequence activated asit was programmed to. The droid stormtrooper
obliterated dl evidence and conveniently removed every one of the witnessesin asingle explosion.

|G-88 looked out through the eyes of security cam-erasin Moff Jerjerrod's private office. As Jerjerrod
stared down at the report on the datapad in disbelief, helooked asif he was torn between wanting to
scream at someone or Smply to burst into tears.

The harried Moff swallowed, and his voice sounded watery. "How could a cargo crane just mysterioudy
ex-plode? How could one accident take out an entire han-dling crew?' He drew in adeep bresath,
swdlowing. Hislieutenant stood tiffly, asif assuming hisrigid aten-tion to military protocol would earn
him forgivenessfor bringing such terrible news.

Jerjerrod looked at his Death Star schedule and pointed to the timeline with shaking fingers as he
be-moaned yet another loss, another setback.

When Emperor Papatinefindly arrived at the new Death Star, cloaked in black and walking likea
human spider, he was accompanied by aridiculous array of red-armored Imperia guards, crack
stormtroopers, smpering cowled advisors, and shrouded in an aura of respect and fear that he most
certainly did not deserve. No biologica did.

From his hiding placein the Degth Star's brain, 1G-88 took particular pleasure in spying on this
despicable, shriveled human who seemed to think he had invinci-ble power. Everyone treated the
Emperor asif he was supremely important, much to 1 G-88's amusement.

Asthe entire Imperia fleet arrived, waiting in am-bush for an expected Rebd attack, 1G-88 watched the
Emperor plotting and scheming, trying to outthink the Rebels, outmaneuver them. Pa patine believed he
was S0 smart, so superior, that 1G-88 had no choice but to briefly demongtrate the man'simpotencein
the grand scheme.

In his darkened observation chamber with itswall of transparisted windows, the Emperor sat back ina
rotat-ing throne, staring out into the darkness of space. He remained that way for hours at atime, but
occasionally he got up and moved about, going to check on troop movements, to discuss preparations
with Darth Vader.

|G-88 slently watched the Emperor scuttle toward the turbolift that would take him esewherein the
Degth Star. Red Imperid guards stood at attention with quiet efficiency, so slent they might have been



droidsaswdll.

Asthe Emperor gpproached the diding doorway, however-just for fun-1G-88 triggered the hydraulic
systemsto dam the doorsin front of Palpatine's face, sealing them shut. The Emperor blinked hisyellow
eyesin surprise and reared back. In consternation, Palpa-tine tried to open the turbolift doors, punching
ause-less override button. Then, to 1G-88's surprise, he gpplied some indefinable, intangible force to
push the metal plates apart, requiring 1G-88 to increase the hold on the hydraulic pistons.

The red Imperid guards snapped into motion, sens-ing agreat anomaly. 1G-88 found it most entertaining
to watch the powerful Emperor and his bodyguards unable to perform atask as smple as opening a
door.

Findly, IG-88 |et the doors pop open. The Emperor and the Imperia guard looked around in confusion.
Pdpatine stared up at the ceiling asif trying to sense something, but he did not understand what had
hap-pened.

None of them would understand, until it wastoo late.

When the much-vaunted Rebe attack findly arrived, when the secret commando mission knocked out
the energy shield projected from the sanctuary moon be-low, 1G-88 sat back-metaphorically-and
observed the unfolding battle.

The Rebd flegt was pitifully insgnificant againgt the arrayed force of Imperid Star Destroyers and the
im-pressive Super Star Destroyer Executor. 1G-88 still ad-mired the precision and deek lines of the
Executor, but even the great battleship was a pale shadow to the might he now possessed in his
incarnation asthe Death Star.

The fleet maneuverings were so obvious, and the strike forces commanded by biologica fighters seemed
s0 clumsy asthey cruised in to attack the Death Star. The Rebels couldn't hope to win.

The Emperor himself thought it would be a devastat-ing surprise that the Death Star's superlaser actudly
functioned, and 1 G-88 wanted to fire it with great glee. But | G-88 viewed the entire attack asa
bothersome annoyance, little gnats pestering him when he had so much elseto do, so many plansto setin
motion. He resented it mostly for the delay it would bring to the Imperia construction crews. Oncethe
Death Star was complete, he could take over the galaxy for droids ev-erywhere.

The Emperor busied himsdf with aminor persond conflict between Darth Vader and another biological
in his private observation chamber while the space battle raged around them.

|G-88 took control of the Death Star's superlaser, playing along and firing when the Death Star gunners
sent their Sgnals. Many timestheir aiming points were dightly off, their coordinates skewed-and |G-88
modi-fied the targeting mechanism, guaranteeing that the superlaser sruck itsintended victim each time.
He en-joyed blowing up the Mon Cadamari star cruisers, the hospita ship, the Rebel frigates-but it
seemed awaste of hisenergies. Why stop there? The superlaser could blow up entire planetsinfested
with biologicds.

Now, though, as | G-88 obliterated parts of the Rebd fleet, he redlized that he had been unnecessarily
delay-ing his plansfor revolution. The remainder of work on die Death Star was merely cosmetic
improvement, com-pleting die outer shell so that the living quarters could be pressurized, life support
systems could be in-stalled-but 1G-88 needed none of those. He wanted no biologicals swarming about
in hisouter skin.



He redlized with an eation dmost as great asthethrill he had felt upon firing hislaser for thefirgt timethat
he no longer needed to wait. There was no point in delaying. The Empire and the Rebel s were wrapped
up intheir own litde conflict, and he would strike a surprise, morta blow.

Now wasthetimeto launch the droid revolution, in the midst of thisbiologica squabble. The machines
manufactured on Mechis |l had spread to many worldsin the gdaxy. The uprising would take
civilizations by surprise. Once 1G-88'sinitid coded order was transmit-ted, they could upload their
sentience programming into existing droids; with the speed of aflashfire, they could convert new recruits,
double and triple their numbers.

|G-88 done had the activation sgnd that could fly like aknife blade across the HoloNet channels and
awaken hisinvincible army of droids. He could wish for no better opportunity than now, no greater
power. He would finish mopping up thisminor conflict around Endor, destroy the Rebel ships and then
before the Imperials could react, he would strike down the Star Destroyers as well, one after another, in
aswath of death and destruction.

The Rebe ships continued to harass him, passing far indde the targeting radius of his superlaser. They
weretoo small to bother with, though they flew into his open superstructure toward the sSmmering
furnace of hisre-actor core. The Rebelswere like parasites, and they annoyed him.

But it did not matter. They would be dedlt with any minute now. The end of dl biologicd lifeformswas at
hand.

Out in the space battle, the magnificent Super Star Destroyer Executor was wounded, beginning to
careen out of control through the fleet.

Thetiny Rebel ships streaked toward | G-88's reactor core asif they had a chance of succeeding, and he
contented himself with his own private triumphant thoughts.

/ think, therefore | am.

| destroy, therefore | endure.
Payback: The Tale of Dengar
by Dave Wolverton

One TheRage

Dengar could be a patient man, when it suited his purpose. And at this moment, sitting on ahigh mountain
ridge under arupin tree which smelled sickly sweet and Sghed softly asit breethed in the night air on
Aruza, Dengar needed patience. Down on aledge a thousand meters below, COMPNOR General
Sinick Kritkeen entertained a congtant string of guestsin his stately mansion, graced with open-air
gardens and a columned portico. One after another, the blue-white lights of his guests speederswould
sweep up through the mountain pass, and dignitaries would emerge- usualy impoverished locdl lords
dressed in white breechcloths and platinum necklaces, with the gold metd of their interface jacks
gleaming benegth their ears. The Aruzanswere small people, with faintly blue skin aslustrous as pearls,
with rounded heads and hair of such adark, dark blue it was amost black.

The Aruzans were aso a soft people, unwilling or unable to do violence. And once they entered



Kritkeen's estate, they'd fal on their knees and begin begging some favor, seeking mercy for their people,
and then they would leave with Kritkeen's promise to "look into the matter," or his solemn-sounding vow
to "do my best.”

Little did Kritkeen know that tonight, once his guests had left, hewould be paid avisit by onefina caller.
The impoverished citizens of Aruza, as peaceful asthey were, had paid Dengar the pittance of athousand
cred-itsto end Kritkeen's tyranny.

It was akilometer to Kritkeen's mansion. Even with his boosted auditory system Dengar could not have
overheard Kritkeen's conversations. But Dengar had set up spy equipment on atripod to aid himin his
surveillance. A laser beam was trained on the glass above one large rear office window, and by
measuring the vibrations of sound waves asthey beat against the window, Dengar was able to make a
perfect recording of Kritkeen'sfina words. Dengar listened to them on asmall speaker that played
beneath the tripod.

Aruzasfive moons, each in pae shades of tan, silver and green, hung low over the mountains on the
hori-zon like ornamenta lights. And out over the valeys, on the warm skies of Aruza's summer night,
farrow birdswould dive, letting their bioluminescent chests phos-phorescein brilliant flashes that
confused and blinded smdl flying mammalslong enough for the farrows to make an easy caich. The
flashes of the farrow birds looked dmost like lighting, Dengar thought, or more like fighter ships asthey
dove down on their targets, firing their lasers.

And because of the birds diving and lighting the air with their chests, Dengar pulled out his heavy blaster
pistal, set it to kill. On most worlds he would have hesi-tated to assassinate a dignitary with ablaster. But
some-how here on Aruza, it seemed right. Kilometers away, people would see gunfire here on the hill,
and they would imagine that it was only farrow birds feeding.

Dengar listened to Kritkeen's conversation with alit-tle man named Abano.

"O Affluent One, O Moderate One," Abano, one of the poor Aruzan land barons was saying loudly,
desper-ately, "'l implore you. My daughter isfragile. Sheis much needed and much loved by her mother,
and by her friends. Y et tomorrow, sheis scheduled for Impe-rial processing in the hospital at Bukeen.

Y ou cannot let thisterrible thing happen!™

"But what can | do?' Kritkeen asked, and he moved to his desk beside the window. Dengar had his
cyber-netic eyes set at 64X magnification, and he could see Kritkeen clearly. The man wastall, with a
lean build and thick brown hair. He was perhaps a bit stockier than Han Solo, and he had a hatchet nose,
but he looked enough like Solo. "1, like you, have others above methat | must serve,” Kritkeen said
reasonably. "I would love to save your daughter from the proces-sors, but even if | could rescue her,
who would | send in her place? No, her number was chosen. She must be processed.”

"But, my daughter isalovely child," Abano pleaded. "Sheisgentle. Sheisajewed among women. Itis
said that the processorswill cut into her brain, remove al kindnessfrom her, so that if she survivesthe
hospital &t al, shewill comeout vicious."

"True," Kritkeen said. "Men like me and you, we cannot understand how the Empire would want vicious
servants. But what can we do?' Dengar wondered at Kritkeen, wondered why he feigned alack of
power. It must have satisfied his sick sense of humor. COMPNOR-The Commission for the
Preservation of the New Order-had sent Kritkeen to Aruza as a plane-tary chief of "Redesign,” with the
mission of imple-menting "precessond orientation experiments' that would lead to "culturd mass
edification” that would make Aruza"aviable socia force within the New Or-der." Dengar had seen



Kritkeen's ordersto report, though at first he had had someinitid difficulty puz-zling them out. But one
thing Dengar knew: On this planet, Kritkeen was god. He took orders from no one, and his orderswere
followed explicitly. And if Kritkeen could not edify the planet to the point that it became a"viable socid
force," then the planet wasto be, asthe hazy orders put it, "aleviated of the potentia for fur-ther
evolution." Over the weeks of travel, Dengar had finally made sense of the orders. "Round up these
paci-fists and turn them into awar machine. If they refuse, fry this planet until even the worms choke on
the ashes.”

And s0, Dengar wondered why Kritkeen played gameswith the locas. Kritkeen sat facing Abano and
sad solmenly, asif to consolethelittle man, "I wish | could help you. But isit not better to havea
daughter who isferd and dive, than one who isvirtuous. and dead?"

"I would give anything to you," Abano cried. "Any-thing. My daughter, Manaroo, islovely, more
beautiful than any other in the valey. She dances, and when she moves, she moves asfluidly aswater
under moonlight. She is more than awoman, sheisatreasure. If you saw her dance, you would not send
her to the processor!"

"What?' Kritkeen asked. "Y ou would give me your daughter to be my lover?”

There was the sound of indrawn breath, the local man trying to speak his horror, for the gentle Aruzan
would never think of such athing, and when Kritkeen understood that thiswas indeed not what Abano
was offering, he tapped three times on his desk with hisright index finger. It was astandard codein
Imperid Intelligence. It was an order for the guards to terminate the conversation.

"Comethisway!" astormtrooper's voice cut in, and momentslater Dengar saw the exterior lights of the
mans on come on, lighting the white columns and the graceful blue inderrin trees. Two storm-troopers
dragged Abano, kicking and shouting, out to his speeder. The man climbed in fearfully, fumbling for the

speeder controls.

One of the stormtroopersraised his blaster rifle, fired at Abano's head, but missed by aspan. Thelittle
man suddenly found the controls for his speeder and raced away, heading downhill.

When the stormtroopers re-entered the house, Kritkeen growled at them angrily. "Y ou didn't get
gob-bets of flesh dl over thelawn, did you?'

"No, Y our Excdlency!" one of the stormtroopers said.

"Good," Kritkeen said. "It attracts bomats, and | can't abide the pests. They're worse than these damned
Aruzans"

"We let the man escape,” the stormtrooper ex-plained, asif unsure whether Kritkeen would be an-gered
by the news.

"Good riddance,” Kritkeen said with abitter scowl and awave of the hand. "Refuse any more
appoint-ments for the night. 1 grow weary of their sad-eyed appedls, their whining pless, and their
repititious peti-tions.”

Hewaved a his stormtroopers, asif asking them to leave, but then thought better of it. He looked
around hisroom. " Go to the city and bring Abano's daughter to me. | want to seeif sheisas beautiful as
he says. | will have her dance. And after you have brought her, tell my wifethat | will beworking late."



"What if she refusesto come?' one stormtrooper asked.

"Shewon'. Y ou know these locals, so trusting and full of hope. She can't imagine that we would do any
harmto her."

"Very well," the ssormtroopers said, and they left out the front door.

Kritkeen hurried after them and stood in the lighted arch of the doorway, his hands behind hisback, his
charcoa-gray uniform looking impeccably clean. He had afirm jaw, ahatchet face. "In the morning you
will come back for the woman, and take her to the proces-sors. Find out when she will be released, and
then give her aweek at home, so that her family can see how the Empire hasretrained their daughter.
Then take Abano and hiswife into the mountains, and dispose of them. | won't have him importuning
upon these premises again.”

"Yes, Your Excellency," the guards said, and mo-mentslater they were on their own speeder, heading
out.

Kritkeen walked out over hislawn to stand beside a perfectly oval reflecting pool, gazing out at the
colored moons. It was a peaceful night, the sounds of trees sighing, the whistle of insects. It wasa
peaceful world. According to records, the people of Aruzahad not had amurder on their planet in over a
hundred of their years. They had forgotten how, grown soft. Through technology, they had creeted neural
jacksthat alowed them to both send and receive thoughts and emotions to one another, becoming
technologica empaths, shar-ing something of alimited group consciousness.

And 0 security here was lax. Kritkeen had some lim-ited defense systems within his home-wegpons,
sur-veillance equipment, communicators that could cal more guards. But he never had needed them here.

None of the gentle people of Aruzahad ever cha-lenged him. And so Kritkeen felt safe even while
un-guarded, standing in the open on his stately grounds.

Dengar jumped up and hurried down the mountain trail, watching in the dark, careful not to snap a
branch or didodge arock. He ran with long strides, with in-credible swiftness. The Empire had enhanced
him physically, designed him for great deeds. Dengar was stronger than other men, faster. He saw better,
heard much that was inaudible to men with lesser ears.

And hefdt. dmogt nothing. Little pain. Littlefear. No guilt. No love.
They'd sought to make him a perfect assassin, and so when he was ayouth-nearly killed in afateful
accident on a swoop-the Empire's surgeons had cut away his hypothadamus and put in its place the

circuitry for hisenhanced auditory and visud systems.

Dengar knew well what the Imperia processors had in store for the hapless inhabitants of Aruza. Dengar
had aready been through the operation dmost twenty years earlier.

In but afew seconds, he rushed up behind Kritkeen, found the man still standing with handsfolded. As
he watched the moons, he breathed in the Sweet night air.

"Itsanicenight todie, isn'tit?' Dengar said softly, standing in the shadow thrown by one of the
mangon'spillars

Kritkeen starded, turned, looking for him in the dark.



"Herel am," Dengar said, taking astep into a shaft of light.

"Who areyou?' Kritkeen said, shaken, demanding. He reached down to his hip, to press a portable
aarm that would cal more stormtroopers.

Before he could blink, Dengar crossed ten paces of ground, then reached down and snapped Kritkeen's
index finger. Dengar pulled the darm from Kritkeen's belt, placed it in his own pocket. Then Dengar
pulled his blaster with one hand and shoved the barrdl into Kritkeen's mouth until it clicked against the
enamd of histeeth. All of these actionstook him less than asec-ond, and Kritkeen stood with his mouth
open, dumb-founded by Dengar's speed.

"Thisisto be aroutine assassnation. By the book. Y ou may aready know the routine," Dengar said, and
he moved dowly now, adeliberate downessthat he'd acquired only after years of practice. He needed
therest, for it was easy to overtax his system if he moved too quickly. "Under Section 2127 of the
Imperial Code, | am required to notify you that | have been hired to conduct alega assassination in order
to aonefor crimes againgt humanity committed by you.”

"Wha?" Kritkeen began to cry ouit.

"Don't pretend that you don't know what crimes. | have been recording your actionsfor the past twelve

days. Now, the assassination will be carried out shortly. | have brought you a blaster, since you have the
legd right to defend yoursdlf. If | kill you, theinjured partieswill file documents with the Empire showing

why they chose nation as arecourse.

"But, if youkill me." Dengar breathed threat-eningly, "wdll, that's not going to happen.”
Kritkeen backed up an inch, so that Dengar's blaster wavered near hislips. "Wait aminute!”

Dengar shoved ablaster into Kritkeen's hand, stepped back apace. "I'll wait for three minutes,” Den-gar
sad. "That'sthelaw. | must give you opportunity to escape. Y ou have three minutesto run, any direction
you want-as long as you don't go back to your pre-cious stormtroopers. Then the hunt begins.”

Kritkeen stared at Dengar for amoment, then looked down to the gunin hisown hand asif afraid to
touch it. Dengar knew what he was thinking. He was wondering if he could draw on the n, but
Kritkeen would remember Dengar's speed, and he would opt to run instead.

Dengar stepped back two paces, lowered his own blaster so that the barrel pointed at hisfeet, and
watched Kritkeen curioudy for along moment. "' Go ahead. Shoot me. I've got nothing to lose." Dengar
sad.

And it wastrue. He had no family, no home. He had no money, no honor. He had no friends, few
emotions. Rage was one of them, one of the few fedings the Em-pire had left Dengar to remind him that
he'd once been human.

He was what the Empire had made of him: an assas-sin without any ties. An assassin incgpable of loyalty,
who today for thefirgt time, would be killing one of his own employers.

Dengar remembered emotions enough to know that it should have felt good. It should have fdt right and
swest. But hefdt only emptiness.



Kritkeen looked into Dengar's dark eyes and asked, "Who are you?"
"My birth name was Dengar on Cordlia. But in this sector, | go by another name. I'm called 'Payback." "

Kritkeen's hand began shaking, and he stepped back in horror, shuddering at recognizing the name. He
dropped the blaster to the ground. "1-1-1've heard of you!"

Dengar glanced meaningfully at the weapon. "Y ou've lost twenty seconds. At the end of those three
minutes, I'm going to kill you, whether you're armed or not.”

"Wait, please-Payback. I-heard that you're just alittle crazy. | heard that you're alittle out of control.
Dropping assgnments. choosing odd jobs. Y ou hit only those people you want to hit. So why me?*

Dengar looked at Kritkeen in the moonlight. His brown hair wasimpeccably trim. If hewerealittle
thin-ner, hed look more like Han Solo. But in the darkness, it was close enough. And this man deserved
to die, Dengar was sure of that.

His breathing stilled imperceptibly, and Dengar said evenly, "Why? Because you are who you are, and |
amwhat you've made me."

"l. I have never done anything!" Kridceen ob-jected, opening hisarmswide. Then he looked out over
vadt plains of Aruza, where lights from the city shone like gold and blue gems, and his mouth closed.

"Run," Dengar said. "Payback comesfor you in two minutes.”

Kritkeen shrank back a step, two, three. He still watched Dengar, not redlizing that once he'd taken that
first step, his subconscious had aready chosen for him. Hed begun to run.

In another few seconds, his conscious mind recog-nized this, and bent down dowly, scrabbled in the
dark for hisblaster. Then he turned and fled with hiswhole might, heading down into die dense forested
dopes below the mansion, rushing blindly.

Dengar stood, listening, watching down over the va-leyswith their myriad lights-the diving of farrow
birds, the winking lights of the city, the colored moons. He breathed the till air, took in die sounds of
insects chirping. Hewould missthisworld. It had been a pleas-ant place once, but the Imperiad Redesign
teamswould turn it into an inferno soon enough.

There were cracking sounds as Kritkeen broke through some brush, awailing shriek of alarm froma
rupin tree as Kritkeen sumbled againgt it. After three minutes, Kritkeen shambled into the base of the
amall valley, then began running back uphill more stedthily, heading back toward his

mans on-undoubtedly with the idea of retrieving a heavier wegpon, or caling sormtroopers.

Dengar |et the man run, let him weary himself. It would be dangerousto attack him while he was ill
fresh.

Dengar walked a hundred metersto asmal but steep ravine. Thetrail Kritkeen wasfollowing would lead
him here, Dengar decided. Sure enough, in a couple of minutes he heard Kritkeen'slabored breathing,
and Dengar had only to stand behind a bush until Kritkeen cameflailing up thetrail, gasping, swesat
pouring from hisface. He gaped about, wide eyes shining in the moonlight. He warily panned hiswegpon
across the open space.



"Did you have agood run?' Dengar asked.
Kritkeen swiveled hisweapon, fired.

Dengar watched the barrel, calculated where the shot would hit, and found that he had to step aside to
avoid teking ablast in the chest. The white-hot blaster fire Sizzled past him, and Dengar moved back into
place so quickly that Kritkeen cried out in shock, bdiev-ing that the blaster bolt had somehow gone

through Dengar.

Dengar stepped forward, pulled the blaster from Kritkeen's hands, and lifted the man off the ground with
one hand. Dengar squinted in the darkness, hold-ing his prize, gazing a him.

The world seemed to twist under Dengar, asif redity were adippery thing, atentacle on some giant
besast that he wasriding.

Hehdld Kritkeenin theair, high over hishead, and twisted him until he looked him in thefacein the
moonlight, in just theright angle, until he could redlly see.

"Thought you could run from me, hey, Solo?' Den-gar said. "Hop on your speeder and leave me choking
inyour exhaugt?'

"What?' Kritkeen cried, trying to wriggle free from Dengar's grasp. But the Empire had boosted
Dengar's strength. Any struggle wasfutile. Dengar shook him till he quit struggling.

Then Han'svoice cameto him, but it was distant, faraway. "Hey, friend, it was afair race, and the better
man won-me!”

"A fair race!l" Dengar shouted, recaling their deadly swoop race through the crystal swamps of Agrilat.

Thewhole Cordlian system had been watching the two teenagersin the deadliest challenge match ever.
Their course through the svamps had been perilous-with hot springs creating deadly updrafts, geysers
spouting boiling water without notice, the sheer blades of gray crystaline underbrush threatening to dice
them like sabers.

The crystal swamps were no place to ride swoops, much lessrace them. Y et they tore through the
under-brush, over the scalding water. In places, they had cru-elly jockeyed for position, shoving and
kicking at one another, asif they were both immortas. Dengar had heard the screams of agpplause from
the crowds, and for afew brief minutes he felt invincible, racing beside the grest Han Solo, aman who
like himsdlf had never been beaten.

Onthelast stretch of the race, both men had opted to take low approaches through the brush over the
water, hoping to boost their speed. Dengar had hunched down, smokey-white crystal blades ripping past
him in ablur, the water before him bubbling and steaming, the smell of sulfur rising to his nogtrils, hop-ing
that no geysers would spout open before him to boil him dive. He dodged one crystdline blade too late,
and it pricked his ear, dicing off thetip so that blood dribbled down his neck.

Then Dengar came screaming out of the underbrush and saw that Han Solo was neither in front of him
nor to either Sde, and Dengar's heart soared with elation in the hopes of winning--just as Han Solo's
swoop dropped from above, damming the stabilizer fin into the back of Dengar's head, washing Dengar's
facein the flames of Solo's engines.



Dengar's own swoop dove nosefirgt into the water, throwing Dengar free. Hislast memory of the
incident was watching himsdf, gliding over the blue seaming waters, head-first toward the blades of a
crysal tree.

I'm dead, held redlized too late.

The doctors said that his helmet had saved him. It had snapped off most of the crystal blades that
other-wise would have skewed him through the brain. Asit was, only one blade had made that fateful
entrance. The hedlth corp workers had pulled him from the brush, punctured with a dozen wounds.

They had operated. Hiswounds were so grievous, that only the Empire could have restored him so well.
But they judged the risky operationsto be a good in-vestment. Dengar had superb reflexes, which could
well be put to the service of the Empire.

So they closed his brain, removing those parts that he would no longer need. They'd sewn the punctures
closed in historso, inserting new neura netsin the arms and legs. They grew new skin to cover what hed
lost on hisface. They gave him new eyesto see with, new earsto hear. All of the news nets proclaimed
hisrecovery "miraculous.”

And after hed hedled, they began training him to become an N, using dangerous mnemiatic drugs
that left him with aflawless memory while being sus-ceptible to hdlucinations.

Dengar shook the frightened little man over his head, shouted, "Y ou cdl that fair? Y ou cdl thisfar?'
"No!" Solo shouted, but Dengar didn't believe that hed had a change of heart. "No, please!”

" Shut your mouth!" Dengar growled, then carried the man a hundred meters to a steeper embankment.
He pulled a concussion grenade from the clip at his belt, shoved it in Solo's gaping mouth, and pressed
the detonate button.

For ten seconds, he hald Solo, frozen.

Then he ran and tossed him over the dliff, thinking, / want you to see how it feds, to go flying helplesdy to
your degth.

He pulled his blaster, shot Solo twicein midair.

The concussion grenade exploded before Solo hit the ground, and if anyone from the valleys saw it, they
would have thought it was only the light from afarrow bird as it swooped on its prey.

Dengar stood for along moment, breething the air, letting his head clear. It seemed to him that afog was
lifting, that confusion was draining from him. For amoment held been dazed. For amoment he thought
he'd killed Han Solo, but now he redlized that no, it wasn't, it couldn't have been Solo--just another

im-pogter.

A landspeeder crested ahill, its engines suddenly growling loud. Either Dengar hadn't been paying
at-tention or the sound of the landspeeder's engines had been dmaost completely cut off by the mountains.

Dengar suddenly redlized that he must have lost track of time. He must have been standing there for at
least haf an hour. That often happened to him after nations. In any case, the two stormtroopers
had returned, bringing the dancer.



Before the speeder could stop, one of the storm-troopers jumped out, reaching for hissidearm as he
watched Dengar.

Dengar pulled his own heavy blaster and aimed at the ssormtrooper. "I wouldn't try that-not if | wanted to
live"

"|dentify yoursdlf!" the stormtrooper said, his voice comm making it sound asif heweretakinginto a
box. His hand remained near hiswesapon.

"They call me Payback," Dengar said, using the nick-name he thought would be most familiar around
here. "Imperia Assassin, Grade One. Now put your hands on your head.”

The stormtrooper put his hands on his head, while the other shut down the speeder and got out. Dengar
motioned them both to stand together.

The stormtroopers seemed calm even while surren-dering, and Dengar wondered if their faceswould
look so calm if they were unmasked.

The dancing girl, Manaroo, was indeed lovely. In the console lights of the speeder, he could see her well.
Shewore aslky outfit of silver over her light blue skin, and luminous tattoos of moons and stars glowed
on her wrists and ankles. Her eyes shone in the darkness.

"Who isyour target?' one of the ssormtroopers asked, obvioudly thinking that thiswas an Imperidly
sanctioned hit.

Dengar wanted them to keep that impression. "Kritkeen. The hit has already been carried out, so therée's
nothing you can do to save him."

"Kritkeen isa COMPNOR officer!" one of the ssormtroopers protested. "The Empire wouldn't sanc-tion
such ahit! Where did you get your orders?’

"Thisisn't an Imperialy sanctioned hit,"” Dengar ad-mitted, since the stormtrooper had asked. "I took this
job freelance. My employer said he represented a con-sortium of free beings who wanted to put astop
to the COMPNOR Redesign efforts. I've been hired to eradi-cate ten of your COMPNOR officers.”

The stormtroopers looked at one another, and Den-gar saw them tense, ready to spring. He wondered if
histhreat sounded as ludicrousto them asit did to him. If heredly had planned to kill ten COMPNOR
officers, he never would have let them know of the threat, but now that hed spoken the lie, Dengar saw
that it would make the Empire worry. They'd have to put some ef-fort into hunting Dengar down. Just as
he wanted.

"Now, remove your helmets and toss them into the speeder, then throw in your weapons.”

Both stormtroopers complied. Once they were dis-armed and could no longer call for backup, Dengar
waved hisblaster at them, urging them toward the steep-sided valey below. "Go over the edge, down
there, and keep running!”

The stormtroopers hesitated, perhaps fearing that he'd shoot them in the back, so hefired at their feet,
sent them running.



He went to the speeder. The dancing girl, Manaroo, watched him with terrified eyes. Her hands were
cuffed infront of her. Dengar lifted her handsin the air, held his blaster to the crude chain links, and fired.

"You killed him?Y ou killed Kritkeen?' Manaroo asked. Her voice was strong and gravelly, and seemed
strange coming from awoman with such delicate grace.

"He'sdead,” Dengar said, hopping into the driver's seat of the speeder. Hefired the engines, swung the
Speeder around, and headed back toward the city.

"Then COMPNOR will leave? Abandon their Rede-sgn efforts?" she sounded hopeful.

"No," Dengar said. He redlized that the peaceful people of Aruza had no experience with armies or war.
"It doesn't work that way. When the Empire learns of Kritkeen's assassination, the next manin linefor
com-mand will assume hisduties, until the Empire sendsanew officer. Y ou'll have another generd,
harder than Kritkeen, here within afew weeks."

"Then what can we do?' she asked.

Dengar considered. These people had no weagpons, no skill in fighting. "Flee the planet. Y ou're scheduled
for processing tomorrow. Flee the planet tonight.”

"But the Empire has destroyed our ships! There's no escape!™

Helooked back, saw her watching him. There was alook of awein her eyes, alook of respect for him
that he hadn't seen in anyone'sface for years. ™Y ou could save me," she said. "Y ou could take me where
you aregoing." She sudied hisface. "Are you agood man?'

It was an odd question, one Dengar had never been asked before. Therewas atimein hislifewhen he
would have said yes. But the Empire had cut away part of hisbrain, the part that let him distinguish good
from evil, and he wondered. He reached up, uncon-scioudly pulling the wraps up above his neck-not to
hide the scars from hisburns, but to make sure that his cybernetic links were covered. "Maam, how
could I beagood man?1'm not even sureif I'm aman anymore.”

Dengar crested the hill, hit the next valley, turned off the road toward astand of trees. His own ship was
secreted ahead, up through the brush. He'd known held have to evacuate quickly.

Hed planned to just drop this woman off in the brush. To do anything more would be inconvenient. But
his ship-an old Cordlian JumpMaster 5000-did have some extra space. He could drop her off
some-where, if it was worth the effort.

He pulled up behind a screen of trees. His ship, Pun-ishing One, sat in the dark under the limbs, sheltered
by acamouflage net. The JumpMaster had been built as a scouting and service vehicle for untamed
worlds. It was small-designed for asingle pilot, with enough room for a passenger or abit of freight. The
U-shaped vessel had some decent weaponry-proton torpedoes, aquad blaster, and amini ion cannon.
Dengar had been flying it for ten years. For along time he had imagined that he was used to being aone,
and he often defended his solitary tendencies by claming to himsdlf that he was not fit company anyway.
But right now he ached, and he redized that he would appreciate company.

"Let'sgo," Dengar said. "Y ou're coming with me."

"Where?' she asked, looking for his ship, unableto spot it in the dark.



"Anywhere but here. Well figureit out later."

He grabbed her wrigt, hurried to the Punishing One. He didn't bother ripping off the camouflage netting.
Instead he dodged under it, opened adoor, pulled the girl in with him. In amoment, he was a the
controls. He had to bresk free of this planet's gravity well with-out getting shot down. He hoped that no
one knew of the nation yet.

Hefired hisengines, screamed low over the trees, building speed. He checked the heads-up holo
display. A sngle Star Destroyer sat in orbit, and he could seeit up ahead over the horizon on hisleft. He
accelerated away fromiit at full speed, ordered his navicomputer to set acoursefor hisfirst jump.

"Better get back to the stateroom and buckle in," Dengar said over his shoulder. "We could bein for a
rough ride.”

The Star Destroyer sent asquadron of TIE in-terceptors scrambling after him, and Dengar raised hisrear
deflectors. But the Punishing One had more speed than outside appearances could account for, and he
accelerated into the blue-white depths of hyperspace just asthe TIE interceptors broke into firing range.

Then they were soaring free. Dengar went to the stateroom, found Manaroo on her knees, dumped
half-way into her bunk. She was weeping.

Dengar stood watching her, testing himself for fed-ing, trying to remember why people cried. "There's
food and drink if you want them." He waved toward the food unit and beverage dispenser.

"Canwecdl my parents? Tdl them where I've gone?"

"Yes," Dengar said.

He stood for aminute, thinking he should say more.

"Dengar," shesaid, looking up a him curioudy. Her face was round, and in the lights he saw that her skin
and hair were apaer blue than most Aruzans. Her tattoos il glittered, and she was lightly perfumed.
Her body was a dancer's body, lithe and strong. "Why did you kill Kritkeen tonight? If the Empire will
keep on destroying our people, then what doesthisavail? It changes nothing.”

Dengar could think of a dozen reasons. He did it for the money held been paid. He did it because
Kritkeen was scum who deserved to die. He did it because the man looked like Han Solo. He choseto
tell part of the truth, perhaps because he was so seldom free to do so. In hisline of business, lyingwasa
way of life. "I did it because I'm looking for aman, and thisisthe only way | know how to get closeto
hm."

"Who are you looking for?' Manaroo asked, her cu-riogity piqued.

"HisnameisHan Solo. Have you ever heard of him?”

There wasasmall chance that she'd ever heard of Han Solo on this backward world, but Dengar
believed in taking chances. Still, he wasn't surprised when she said, "No."

"He'sasmuggler with aprice on hishead. He likesfast shipsand heavy blagters. I've been hunting him
for over ayear. Twice-on Tatooine and then again on Ord Mantell-1 caught up with him, justintimeto



see himfly off in hisship, the Millennium, Falcon. I'm redlly tired of getting fried in hisexhaudt.”
"Do you think Kritkeen knew where he was?"'

"No," Dengar said. "But me and alot of other bounty hunters set out on Solo'strail awhile back, and we
haven't found him anywherein the gdaxy."

" S0, you think he's crashed on some unknown world, or hiding on an interdicted planet, like Aruza?'

"I heard arumor about some hotshot Rebel pilot that blew up the Imperial Death Star. | checked the
records. Solo's ship, the Millennium Falcon, was there. HEs with the Rebellion, and he's hiding from
more than just us bounty hunters.”

" till don't understand. So you know where heis?'

"No," Dengar said, and he wondered if he had re-vealed too much. He didn't feel much fear anymore,
not since the operations. Still, he was trained to silence, and he found that he'd been speaking perhaps
too openly. But held dready told her haf his secrets, and if shereveded therest, well, he could dways
kill her.

"Only the Rebellion knowswhere heis, and they're protecting him. So | had to find away to join them,
but | doubt they'll take mein too easily. | am an Imperial assassin. But Kritkeen has been one of the
Rebdlion's most vexing foes, and there are plenty more like him that | can take care of . Once the Empire
puts a bounty on my head and the Rebellion decides that I'm the Empire's enemy, | suspect they'll offer
me asylum. And once I'm in the Rebdlion, I'll find Han Solo.”

"Y ou're sowing the seeds of your own destruction,” Manaroo said, and her bright black eyes|ooked
fright-ened. "The Empirewill hunt you down."

Dengar laughed. "Wdll, I've got nothing to lose. Tdl you what, why don't you lie down in that bunk, get
some deep.” Dengar yawned. He'd become accus-tomed to Aruzas night cycles, and right now, his
body said it was past his bedtime.

A few dayslater heleft Manaroo on some obscure back-water world, giving her afew hundred credits
to buy passage wherever, and thought little more of her for the next few months. Though he flew the skies
aone, for once he did not dwell upon hislondiness. He was consumed by his search for Han Solo. He
cruised therim of the galaxy looking for tough dives where smug-glers and assassns did business, but he
never caught wind of Solo. Twice he sent messages back to Jabba the Hutt on Tatooine to report his

progress.

Five more COMPNOR Redesign officials met brutal ends. Four assassinstried to kill Dengar, and
Dengar messed them up for it. Then things got quiet. No one would risk coming after him anymore.

The name "Payback™ was mentioned in hushed whispers when he entered a casino, and often, on strange
dirty little worlds, he would look down astreet to find some mother and child staring a him, their eyes
gleaming with respect. Sometimes, someone would even call his name, cheering him, and he would look
back at them blankly, in wonder.

The planet Toolawas little more than a collection of mining camps, adark place, cold, distant from its
sun. Thelocals, aspecies caled Whiphids, were large crea-tures covered with white fur in the winter
which changed to brown in the summer. The huge Whiphids, with their gleaming tusks, had only the



barest technol-ogy. The wilder ones still hunted with stone-bladed spears, while warriors closer to the
mines sought out metal war axes and even vibroblades smuggled in from off-world. The Whiphids did
most of thework in the mines by hand. They were atough, independent, bar-baric people. Dengar liked
them.

So it wasthat Dengar found himsdf in acard game with a clean woman (ararity in the mining camp),
dressed in anice jumpsuit.

They sat in aWhiphid hut made of leather sewn over the rib cage of some giant beast. The femae
Whiphidswere snging around aroaring fire, while the smdler maeswere roasting snow demons, basting
them with some sweet-smelling sauce made from lichen. The oily smoke hung overheed like clouds.

Dengar's card partner, a sharp-faced woman with blond hair and searching eyes, leaned forward during
the game and whispered, "I don't understand, Payback. Y ou're an Imperially trained assassin, so why
have you turned againg the Empire, knowing that they'll kill you?"

Dengar sighed, as he had a hundred times in the past few months. "It'sthe right thing to do. | haveto
stand against the Empire, evenif | doit aone.

"I think." Dengar said, embellishing histdefor thefirst time, "that | decided | had to quit when they asked
meto kill the holy children at Agrat."

"And they are. 7'

"Orphanswho livein atemple, their lives dedicated to good. They denounced the Emperor, and vowed
to 'deny him love and sustenance,' asthey put it. They weretrying to formally withdraw from the Empire.
And in the Empire, rebllion-even from children-is not tolerated.

"S0, | had to either kill the children or leave the Empire. | choseto leave.”
"And what of COMPNOR Redesign. Why do you fight it?" the woman asked.

"Because they are the most thoroughly evil branch of the Empire. Few men deserve abrutal end at an
assas-sn's hands, but many such deserving individuas can be found in Redesign.”

The woman studied hisface. She had been careful dl evening, maintaining afriendly demeanor, yet never
had sheidentified hersdf. "But as an Imperia assassn, it isrumored that part of your brain has been
removed. Y ou have no emotions, no conscience. How do you measure good and evil 7'

Dengar licked hislips. There were no 'rumors about hislack of conscience. His surgeries had been
per-formed secretly. Thiswoman could only have heard such reportsif sheld read hismilitary files-and
those would have been painfully hard to come by. Only an agent of the Rebel Alliance might have such
informa-tion-or, of course, the origina Imperia surgeonswho'd operated on him. Dengar wondered
what her gifts might be. He had planted enough seeds so that the Rebel Alliance should have contacted
him long ago, but he believed that they might fear deception. They would have brought in aspecid
interrogator, per-haps even someone with empathic or telepathic abili-ties. "I have memories,” Dengar
sad truthfully, knowing that hisinterrogator would fed the truth be-hind hiswords even if she weren't
telepathic. "'l re-member the difference between good and evil, eveniif | no longer see the difference very
wdl."

"Y ou must be very frightened, very londly,” she said, "fighting the Empire thisway."



"I no longer fed fear," Dengar said. " Such capacity has been stripped away from me." He dared not deny
hislondiness.

"Wheat of the Rebellion? Have you tried to join?"’

"I do not believe they would have me," Dengar laughed hollowly. “I've done enough evil, | think that they
will see my deeth asjust recompense.”

"Perhaps," the woman said, asif turning the subject, and she resumed her card game.

At dawn when Dengar went to his ship, planning to leave Toola, he found that someone had programmed
his navicomputer, charting a course for an unnamed star on the farthest rim of the galaxy. A message
written in the dust accumulated on one of hismonitors said, "Friends.”

He fired up the engines and took off, found that the coordinates led him to asmall Rebel outpost wherea
motley team of military intelligence officias examined him for three days. Apparently he passed their tests
and accepted an assignment.

Like many Rebes he would be expected to be com-petent in severd fields. The Rebel Alliance objected
to the use of assassins on mora grounds, but he was a-lowed to help plan future raids, upgrade attack
SVoOpS, begin training teams of saboteurs how to knock out Imperia starship repair facilities.

The newly formed outpost that he was assigned to lay in astar system called Hoth.
Two: TheHope

When Dengar exited hyperspace in the Hoth system, the Punishing One's proximity indicators
immediately blared in warning. The heads-up holo display showed an Imperia Super Star Destroyer
directly ahead, with half adozen other Star Destroyers acting as outriders. Attack frigates, TIE fighters,
and personnd carriersfilled the sky.

Below them, against abackground of stars, lay an icy white planet, like a pearl, whose surface was
obscured by clouds and blowing snow.

Dengar ingtantly changed transponder frequencies so that hislittle Cordlian JumpMaster showed up as
an Imperid Scout. It was an older frequency, onethat hed used legally months before, but Dengar
couldn't risk trying to shy away from the Imperia fleet. If he changed course and tried to skirt around
them, he would look suspicious, so he headed straight into the fleet, hoping that no one would get aclose
enough view of his ship to notice that it wasn't painted in Imperia colors.

A fray wasdready in progress. Dengar watched as Rebd transports and fighters blasted off from the
sur-face of Hoth under the cover of heavy ion cannons, while Star Destroyers scrambled to intercept the
Rebels and shoot them down.

Dengar whipped between two Star Destroyers, drew in behind asquadron of TIE fighters that was
diving toward the planet's surface.

Dengar had come along way to find Han Solo. If he was on Hoth, Dengar planned to get him thistime.

"Imperid Scout," avoice caled over Dengar'sre-ceiver, "why areyou tailing us?' It was from one of the



TIE fighters.

"I've been asked to do some on-site investigation of apparent power fluctuations outside the Rebel base,"
Dengar lied easily. "Thought | might tag aong behind you partway down, if you don't mind.”

"We haven't been natified of your mission.”

"I'mwith Intelligence," Dengar joked. ™Y ou know how it is: If anyone there notified you of my mission,
I'd have to sew hislips shut when | got back.”

His response apparently satisfied the squadron com-mander. They headed down steadily until a Rebel
trans-port suddenly appeared racing toward them-a gleaming metal blimp. The TIE fighter squadron
doveto intercept, and too late Dengar saw his mistake.

A glowing bal of red energy burst up from the planet and Dengar accel erated the Punishing One and
tried to turn away. Theion cloud washed over his ship with anoise like crackling gravel. Dengar could
fed itseec-tric charge raising the hair on his head, and suddenly every indicator light and monitor went
dead. The cabin went cold and black. Even whirring fans cycling in oxy-gen from the life-support system
droned to a stop.

He began calling out "Digtress," over hiscomm, even though it was ausdess gesture. With dl shields
down and his equipment polarized, he was floating dead in space. Fortunately, held pulled up enough so
that his current trgjectory was headed away from the planet.

The TIE fighters below him had been accel erating toward the planet. Within moments they would flame
and burn.

Dengar's ship sped upward, hurtling toward a Star Destroyer, and nearly hit it. He sat, unable to do
any-thing but watch as he whirled past it toward the distant stars.

Some dert Imperid officer must have seen his pre-dicament, for he suddenly felt the Punishing One lurch
and dow asthe Star Destroyer grasped hisvessd initstractor beams.

Dengar wondered what this would mean-capture by the Empire. He was awanted man, and would get
the desth sentence.

Dengar was watching the deek gray lines of the Star Destroyer, trying to guess which docking bay he
would be dragged into, when a Cordllian light freighter screamed over the horizon, firing at the Star
De-gtroyer's gun emplacements, dodging laser blasts, three TIE fighters close onitstall.

"Solo!" Dengar shouted as the Millennium Falcon drew into Sight. Almost by reflex, Dengar fired his
pro-ton torpedoes, but hisfiring control was till out.

The Millennium Facon gyrated and spun past him, and Dengar ran to the rear viewport, hoping to see
Solo's ship.

The Facon and its attackers were just distant lights, blurring out among afield of stars. But the Empire
had modified Dengar's eyes. He magnified the image, watched the Falcon accelerate toward atrio of
Star De-stroyers, and head deeper into space beyond, until even his eyes could no longer track the
receding grains of sand.



Then the Punishing One was pulled into the Imperid Star Destroyer where it landed with a soft clank.

A moment later, afew dozen stormtroopers blew open the door to his ship. Dengar grabbed ablaster in
each hand and rushed toward the main access corri-dor, hoping to make them pay in advance for his
death, just as agas grenade landed afew metersin front of him.

Hetried to hold his breath, but he was too late. He staggered forward three steps, and suddenly it
seemed asif hisfeet were pulled out from under him.

Dengar landed with athump in the corridor, lay looking groggily at the ground. He could see, hear. He
just couldn't move.

In afew minutes, the stormtroopers dragged him to an interrogation cell.

The Empire did not kill himimmediately. They in-jected him with pain-enhancing drugs, fitted his head
with ascrambler to reduce hisresstance to their ques-tions. They knew his name and much of his
history. They were able to break into the logs on his ship, find out where held traveled. They read his
credit chips, found out where his money came from, what he'd pur-chased.

They questioned him about hiswork with the Rebel-lion, his motivesfor nating Imperia agents.
They gave him the death sentence, and let him sit in hiscell for aday, where he plotted his escape.
Dengar vowed that they would not take him to the execution cham-bers easily. More than one of his
captorswould diein the attempt.

And that night, as Dengar lay deeping, he suddenly became aware of the sound of labored breathing
through arespirator, adisturbing noise.

Herolled over on hiscot. A giant of aman stood wearing black robes and ablack helmet that covered
hisface. Dengar had never met him before, but he knew the Dark Lord of the Sith by reputation.

Darth Vader.

The door to Dengar's cell opened of its own accord, and Darth VVader stood aone in the entrance,
breath-ing raspily. He seemed to be watching Dengar. More precisely, he seemed to be absorbing
Dengar.

Dengar studied the Dark Lord. He suspected that his executioner had come. It wastime for desperate
mea-sures. With one lucky blow he might disable Lord Va-der. If he was lucky, and quiet, he might be
abletokill VVader, then runfor it.

Darth VVader raised ahand, and Dengar felt histhroat congtricting, tightening down asif it had been
clamped. "Don't even think about it," Vader said.

Dengar raised his handsin surrender, leaned back to thewall of hiscell. The congtriction released. "If
you'regoing to kill me, get it over with! I've got nothing to lose!" Dengar shouted. "But | won't makeit
funfor you!"

"I'm not the Emperor,” Vader said ominoudy. "I don't kill for amusement-only when it serves my
pur-poses.”

Dengar smiled. "Wdll, then we have something in common.”



"It appears that we have more than one thing in common-" Vader said, "we both want Han Solo.

"Unfortunately,” he continued, "1 have an Imperid Death warrant againgt you. | cannot revoke that
war-rant, but | amwilling to consder areprieve.”

"Under what conditions?' Dengar asked.

"I will let you live, to hunt for Han Solo. Once you find him, you bring him and his friends back to me,
dive. After that, if | anwell pleased, | may spare you. But if | am not pleased by your performance, |
will giveyou timeto run. Then my hunt begins”

Darth Vader threw Dengar ablaster, just as Dengar had given one to Kritkeen. Vader's meaning was
clear. If Dengar failed in this hunt, Darth Vader would be-come the hunter. The monster who had
destroyed the Jedi Knights would be on Dengar'stail. Dengar licked hislips, thinking that if Vader hunted
him, Dengar would at least show agood accounting of himsaif.

"Solo was here, you know," Dengar said. "You lost him."

"We haven't lost himyet," Vader said. "At this very moment, he hastaken refuge in an asteroid field, and
our shipsare searching for him. Y ou will go into the asteroid field and hunt him. And if you faill mein this"
Vader made a crushing gesture with hisfigt.

"Yes. dr," Dengar said, not sure whether he should use the proper form of military address.

"Yes, my lord, "Vader corrected.

Dengar took adeep breath. "Yes, my lord."

Vader strode forward, clapped him on the shoulder and stared in hisface threateningly. "Do not fail me.”
Vader turned, and the prison door came open. A lieutenant stood just outside the door in hiscrisp
Impe-rid uniform. Vader |eft, and as the door closed, Dengar heard him speaking to the lieutenant. "This
chance encounter has given me anidea. We will assemble ateam of bounty huntersto assist in our
operation.”

"Bounty hunters! We don't need that scum!™ one of the deck officers grumbled to his companions.
Dengar stood on a platform while Darth Vader paced back and forth, ingpecting the mercenarieswho
had gathered, giving them their fina orders.

The bounty hunters were amotley array, and despite their small number, they were also very dangerous.
Cer-tainly the |G-88 assassin droid bothered Dengar agreat dedl, but Lord VVader had aso brought on
Boba Fett, who not moments before had complained loudly to VVader about the other bounty
hunters-loudly enough so that it appeared that Fett's rage came from an un-derlying paranoiarather than
about any concernsthat he had over competition.

"I want them aive," Vader was saying of Solo. "No disntegrations!”

"Asyou wish," Boba Fett grumbled.

There was some scurrying at the communi cations console as the watch commander called to Vader,



"Lord Vader, we have them now!"

Dengar's heart sank. If Han Solo were captured by the Imperias, then Vader would renege on his offer
of leniency. Hed carry out the death warrant.

For afew moments, several bounty hunters stood on deck, listening breathlesdy to Captain Needa shout
or-ders as his Star Destroyer pursued the Millennium Fal-con. Boba Fett spun away at arun, and
Dengar listened for fifteen seconds before he realized that Boba Fett was scrambling to his own ship,
hoping to join the chase.

By the time Dengar reached the Punishing Onein launch bay twelve, Boba Fett was checking hisown
ship, aKuat Systems Firespraycla& s vehicle renowned for its speed and firepower. Hewas circling, asif
to see if someone had tampered with it. He stepped close, and awarning darm blared. Dengar saw that
Boba Fett was indeed paranoid, setting alarms on his own ship to make certain that no one approached
it.

Dengar rushed into his much bulkier and more mundane ship, checked the systems quickly. The
Im-perids had depolarized the controls, reversing the ion-ization damage. He blasted off, headed toward
the asteroid field. He could hear the Imperia comm chat-ter. The Star Destroyer had already lost Han
Solo and was scrambling fighters to search for him. Solo's last maneuver had been to strafe the Star
Destroyer. Then he'd gone off the scopes.

Dengar figured Solo must have gone back into the asteroid field. Perhaps Solo had shut down systems
for abit, so that his own ship seemed no more than an aster-oid, but as Dengar sped into the asteroid
field himsdlf, he saw that even Solo wasn't crazy enough to risk such amaneuver. Rocksthe size of his
ship hurtled toward him, and these weren't the soft carbonaceous chon-drites that his weapons might
punch ahole through- these were nickel-iron rocks that could smash him to pieces.

Dengar was forced to keep his concussion shields at maximum power, dodging those asteroids that he
could, blasting those that he couldn't.

Some of the asteroids were the Size of asmall moon. All of the meta in the Sky fouled communications,
jammed sensors.

Dengar began dropping sensor beacons onto the larger rocks, hoping that they'd be ableto relay any sign
of movement. Fortunately, he had hundreds of such beacons on board. He let his sensors sweep across
the frequencies, listening to the Imperias chatter asthey prepared to depart the Hoth system.

Sweat was running down Dengar's face, and after only a couple of hoursin the asteroid bdlt, his nerves
were frayed. The Imperia fleet jumped to hyperspace, and Dengar kept up hiswork. He blocked out all
sound, al thought, and smply tried to negotiate the asteroid field, content in the hunt.

Then, severa minutes later, perhaps as much as half an hour-one of his beaconsflared to life, reporting
movement. The departing ship was not broadcasting any transponder signd, and it was limping away a
sub-light speed.

Dengar recorded itstrgectory. He was well out of Solo's sensor range, and he wanted to stay that way,
but heimmediately began edging out of the asteroid field.

When he neared the edge of the fidld, his remote sensors suddenly picked up something € se, something
strange. A large meteor, or perhaps an ion storm, seemed to betrailing Solo's ship, just out of the



Falcon's sensor range.

Ingtinctively Dengar knew that it was another ship. A tightbeam transmission suddenly hit him, and an
image of Boba Fett appeared on Dengar's monitors. Boba Fett's face was hidden beneath his battered
armor.

"Sorry to do this, friend, but Solo ismy trophy!" Boba Fett said, then there was the squed of abinary
codetransmisson.

Immediately, Dengar suspected that it was an arming code, but the bomb on his ship exploded before he
could do anything. A muffled thud sounded from the engine room, followed by aflash. Dengar ducked as
flames billowed over the celling, then the automatic fire extinguishers belched to life.

Dengar jumped from the command console, ran to the rear of his ship, and grabbed a manua
extin-guisher. He opened the door to the engine bay and found that his sublight engineslay in acharred

heap of dag.

The bomb had been expertly configured and care-fully set to do some mgor damage-but only to
neu-tralize the ship, not destroy it.

Stll, it would take him daysto remove the fused parts, dump them, and put in replacements-if he had the
necessary partsin stock. By then, Han Solo would be forever gone.

Dengar hung his head, and his mind was just numb. He didn't know where to begin. After some
consider-ation, he went to his command console, checked the trgjectory of Han Solo's ship. Hed left a
particle vapor trall that could be followed for severa hours, or days, if hewas lucky.

Helooked out into the blackness of space, where Boba Fett was chasing Han Solo. " Go ahead and
blow meup," Dengar muttered. "But someday, you'll find out why they call me Payback.”

Dengar got up from his console, and set to work.

Sometime later, Dengar's ship glided between the deli-cate Tibanna gas clouds of Bespin, past smooth
moun-tains the colors of rose and peach, toward the setting sun.

Cloud City lay straight aheed, its rust-colored towers shining dully. He circled the upper gambling
casinos, and over the comm he asked the port authorities for permission to land at the nearest repair
facility, then sent afalse registry for his craft, not wanting to dert anyoneto his presence.

He spotted the Millennium Falcon below him on alanding pad. His heart began racing.

The port authorities directed him to the proper landing field, and he touched ground, then dipped quietly
into Cloud City.

Onceingdeits corridors, the dockmaster ap-proached his ship. "l've got problems with my sublight drive
and with my communications system. I'll give you ahundred extra creditsif the job isfinished in two
hours.

"Yes, gr," the dockmaster said, signaing hiswork crew to move the ship into an empty berth.

Dengar stepped into the gleaming corridors of Cloud City, made hisway to the upper gambling



cham-bers, where most of the city's real business was con-ducted.

If Han Solo was Htill here, Dengar imagined that he would find it hard to ignore die luxurious dining halls
and exalted atmosphere of die casinos.

The main casino was an enormous affair with thou-sands of guests from hundreds of worlds. Imperid
offi-ciads, smugglers, wedthy business persons, holovid celebrities-al of them were gathered here to
pursue their mutual passons.

A band played in the main hall-giant orange-skinned Turans with base nose flutes, eectric harps, and soft
percussion drumswere playing an ingstent, exhilarating tune that somehow stirred Dengar deeply.

A troupe of dancerswas on stage, swirling madly- small men and women of yelow skin, wearing golden
gripsof cloth ontheir aamsand legs. At their center was a beautiful young woman with blue skin and
dark blue hair. He recognized her-the Aruzan dancer, Manaroo.

She whirled across diefloor, gazing intendy into the eyes of her audience-peoples of many species, who
st at dier dining and gambling tables. In her hands she had colored stones that glowed brightly, like the
moons of Aruza, and shejuggled and threw them in intricate patterns that drew the eye.

Therewas nothing frantic in her dance. Instead it was peaceful, mesmerizing, like the flow of waves
across some empty beach, or like the movement of birds across the sky. For amoment she seemed to
not be likeawoman at al, but more like aforce of nature. Irresist-ible, self-contained, like asun that
holds dieworlds around it in sway.

Everyone focused on her, and Dengar found himself fumbling to atable, where he ordered dinner and a
pleasant wine.

The band struck up anew tune, and arepulsorlift field was generated before them. Insde the field, glass
gems were shooting up through a pump, so that the gems swirled in the air under the lights like some
magic fountain of violet, green, and gold. Two of the dancers legpt into the field, tumbling weightlesdy in
dance.

With her dance finished, Manaroo came to Dengar's table, sat beside him.

"I should have known I'd find you in aplace like this, out where the Imperids don't pay much atten-tion,”
Dengar sad.

Manaroo, who had just performed so flawlesdy, looked down at her handsfolded in her 1ap, and there
was atensenessin her voice. "l needed to get away from the Empire," she said. "Only now, they're here.
They caught that man you were looking for-Han Solo. | heard it from one of the security guards.”

Dengar found himsdlf abit surprised. Sometimes it seemed that those who had not ingested mnemiotic
drugswere. well, stupid. "Y ou remembered Solo's name? After al thistime?

"I wanted to help you find him,” Manaroo said. "I wanted to repay you. I've been looking for him, too."
This surprised Dengar even more, seeing how one smdll deed of kindness amost paid off big. "But |
didn't find out he was here until after they caught him. | heard about it from a security guard. Now the
Empire has promised to turn Han Solo over to another bounty hunter who followed him here, aman
named Boba Fett."



"Do you know where Boba Fett is?!
The dancer shook her head.

Dengar congdered. "A man like Boba Fett doesn't liketo leave his quarry. Hell want to get Solo safely
stored on his ship, and then helll be off.”

Dengar was tempted to bushwhack Boba Fett and steal his prize, but the fact was that over the past
couple of days, hisanger had eased. True, Boba Fett had bombed Dengar's ship, but hed doneit in such
away asto leave Dengar dive with the probability of making it to safety. It was anice gesture, and an

unnecessary one.

So Dengar wanted to return the favor. True, he wanted to steal Han Solo-sinceif not for Boba Fett,
Dengar would have made the capture-but he a so wanted to leave Boba Fett in something approximating
an ambulatory state. Managing both tasks smultane-oudy would take some doing.

"So what will you do?' Manaroo asked.

"If the Imperids haven't released Han Solo to Boba Fett," Dengar considered, "then it meansthey're il
questioning him. It may be afew days before they're done with him."

A waiter came, and Dengar let Manaroo order din-ner on histab. Afterward he settled back, regarding
her closaly. She seemed nervous sill, gpologetic, asif sheld failed him, when in redity sheld surprised him
with her persastence. To top it off, ferreting sengitive informartion from a security guard might not have
been easy for her. He suddenly wondered about the possibility of recruiting her as a partner.

"Did you enjoy my dance?' shesad.

"Y ou were very good. In fact, I've never seen anyone as good,” Dengar said. "How did you learn to
dancelikethat?'

"It'seasy,” Manaroo said. "On Aruza, we use our cybernetic linksto share our fedlings. We're
tech-empaths. When | dance, | know what pleases my watch-ers, and so | practice those moves they
love best."

"But you can't give yoursdf to them fully,” Dengar said.

"Why do you say that?"

Dengar struggled for the words. "Because, when you danced, | wished that you were dancing for me
aone. | assumethat every man must fed that way about you.”

Manaroo smiled, looked up into his eyes. Her own eyes were so rich, so black, that he could see the
glow globesthat hovered near the celling reflecting in them. Y ou'reright. | dways dance for my audience
asif dl that | did wereto please them, but inside, | dance only for mysdif.”

She surprised him by reaching out to take his broad hand, and he was embarrassed. His hands were so
large, so powerful, that hefdt asif they were paws, and he were some huge, alien anima beside her.

"Y ou seem to be doing well here," Dengar said.



"Do 7" she whispered, and once again Dengar was surprised at how rough and husky her voice could
be. "I'm not. I'm terribly done. I've never felt so. empty.”

"How can that be?' Dengar asked. "I'm sure that there are many men who would seek you out.”

"Of course, there are many men who want me," Manaroo said, "but few are willing to share themsdves
withmefully. | fed that we are dl strangers, encased in our shells." She squeezed Dengar's hands tightly,
des-perately. "On my world, when two people love each other, they share more than their bodies. They
do more than take pleasure with each other. They bond with the Attanni, sharing their thoughts and
emotions completely, sharing their memories and their knowl-edge. All of the subterfuges between them
are stripped away, and they become one person. On Aruzal was bonded to three good friends, but

Dengar found his heart besting more rapidly, for he could see the hunger in her, the need for this, and he
knew shewanted it from him. "I'm afraid that you won't find people here who are willing to bond with
you that way. Our thoughts and emotions are frighten-ing things, and so we conceal them, hoping that
poten-tia loverswill never uncover our weaknesses.”

"But you have no emotionsto conced. Y ou told me on your ship that you have no emotions, that the
capac-ity was cut out of you by the Empire.”

Dengar indeed remembered having told her, one night asthey ate in his stateroom. Manaroo had seemed
curious about the concept, seemed to fed that it would be like degping, a comfortable emptiness. But
Dengar did not seeit that way. Instead, it was an incon-venience. He sometimes did not know if his
words or actions would offend or annoy others. Indeed, his soli-tary life was not something that hed
sought. He lived adone on his ship because few others could endure his presence, his demanding ways.
Hed told her this.

"l sensefew emotions,” Dengar said. "Rage, hope, one other.” Shelooked at him quizzicdly, asif
de-manding to know what other emotion held him sway, but he shrugged her question aside. "That isall
the Empire left me. But what of my memories? What of my deeds? | suspect that you would find them.
mon-strous.”

She searched hisface for along moment. "Bonding with you would make me more like you. Perhaps|
need that to survive, herein your world."

Dengar considered, looked away out the window to the billowing Tibannagas clouds. Bonding with him
would teach her much that no one should know. It would open her to al of the pain and madness he'd
lived through since the Empire first began molding him into an assassin. "1 would rather spare you that.”

They ate alesurely dinner, made Smaltak, and Manaroo excused hersdlf, went backstage.

Dengar sat done and wondered. With Solo captured, would Vader come after him? Dengar doubted it.
The Dark Lord of the Sith had his own palitica agenda, men to command, an Empire to run. Dengar was
a-most beneath hisnotice. But Dengar didn't want to cross paths with him again.

Over the loudspeskers, the city administrator, Lando Calrissian, announced that Imperial troops were
taking over the station, and suggested that al personnel evac-uate immediately.

Around Dengar, the gamblers and citizenry of Cloud City brokeinto an uproar. People began running for
exits.



Dengar finished hisdrink, stood, and noted to the empty air, "It seemsthat everywhere| go lately, people
areevacuding.”

Stormtroopers appeared at one door on the mezza-nine above him. Someone, perhaps an undercover
se-curity guard or a patron of the casino, pulled a heavy blaster, and afirefight erupted.

Dengar glanced out the window. Boba Fett's ship was arcing off through the clouds, and Dengar knew
intu-itively that the bounty hunter would not have left with-out his prey.

He cursed under his breath, watching thetail fire of Boba Fett's ship. It seemed that that was dl he ever
saw of Han Solo.

Thefirefight at the far end of the room was becom-ing rather heated, and smoke now filled the air.
Dengar sighed, looked at his chronometer. The port authorities may have had timeto fix his ship, but he
doubted it. The new engines were probably laid in, but he doubted that al of the eectronic connections
were made. He got up, stretched, decided to go search for Manaroo.

He rushed through a curtain of shimmering lights, found himsdlf in acorridor that led to alarger room.

Init, two stormtroopers stood guard over half a dozen performerswho sat on the floor, hands clasped
over their heads. Manaroo was with them.

Dengar caled to the sormtroopers, "Excuse me, gentleman, but the dancer is coming with me."

The stormtroopers swiveled their heavy blasters toward Dengar, and one shouted, " Put your hands on
your head.”

Dengar watched them for a half a second, then took one step to hisleft, pulled his blaster, and killed both
men.

"Makeme," he said, asthey dropped to the ground.

Manaroo sat on the floor, mouth wide in shock. Den-gar went to her, took her hand, and pulled her to
her feet. The other performers scurried off without any urging.

"Let'sget out of herewhilewe il can," Dengar grunted.

"Whereto?' she sammered.

"Tatooine," Dengar said. "Boba Fett istaking Han Solo to Tatooine.”

Fortunately, when Dengar reached the repair docks, his ship was aready out of the repair bay and sat
gleam-ing on the launch field. The dockmaster had gone be-yond repairing the ship, and had actudly
cleaned the exterior, filling the micrometeor pits and applying afresh coat of protective paint. Too bad no
onewas hereto collect for therepairs.

Unfortunatdly, half adozen stormtroopers sat at the launch pad beside alight cannon. Dengar and

Manaroo were hiding in arepair hangar, behind an old freighter. The sounds of fighting and explosions
ech-oed dl around Cloud City.



Dengar watched the stormtroopers dl positioned in atight knot, and grumbled to himsdf, "Thisiswhat
grenades arefor." These must have been fresh troops, lacking basic training.

He reached into the leg pouch on hisbody armor, pulled a grenade, armed it, and hurled it twenty meters
till it popped a stormtrooper on the helmet and ex-ploded.

At the sounds of running feet, Dengar |ooked down a side passage. Severa stormtroopers, in company
with Darth Vader, ran past in an adjoining corridor.

Ingtinctively, Dengar ducked. Heredlly didn't want to draw attention to himself.

When the stormtroopers passed, he took Manaroo's hand, rushed to his ship, and in half amoment,
blasted off through the clouds.

Signd jammers were screaming all across the spec-trum, and Dengar couldn't get afix on any other
ves-selsinthe area, but hisrear viewer showed atrio of TIE fighters swooping down from atowering
cloud behind him.

Dengar dove into the cover of anearby cloud, spi-raled down, turning back the way he had come, then
opened his engines, blasting up on anew trgectory, firing all guns, just in case one of those Imperia
fight-ers crossed his plane.

Within seconds they were out of the Tibanna gas clouds, heading for the stars, and when the
navicom-puter laid in his course, he blurred into hyperspace.

Dengar lay back in hischair. It was true that he could not fed many emotions, could not register them
with hismind, but his body registered them sometimes. His hands were shaking now, and his brow was
covered in sweat. Histhroat was dry.

Y et when he fdt ingde himself, he could not detect any sense of panic.

But Manaroo stood behind his pilot's seat, hands clutching the back of his chair, her mouth frozen openin
terror.

"Weredl right now," Dengar said, hoping to com-fort her.
"Why, why are you still following Han Solo?' she asked. "He's dready been captured!”

Dengar hesitated, trying to find the right words to answer. He had no hopes of catching up with Boba
Fett. The bounty hunter's ship wastoo fast, and held likely land right at Jabba's palace, so there would be
no opportunity to bushwhack Boba Fett in any case. No, he needed something else. "l want to catch up
to himfor once" he said. "1 want to touch him, just once.

"Besdes, Solo hasfriendsin high placesin the Re-bellion," Dengar said, trying to voice anagging
suspi-don. "'l figurethey'll come to bresk him out-if Jabba the Hutt doesn't kill him first. And when they
do, | want to be there, to catch him dl over again." Dengar had made up that excuse impromptu, but it
had aring of truth to it. Somehow, he found that Han Solo was achieving mythica proportions. Just as
Dengar seemed doomed to forever be but half a man, he had aso be-gun to fed that Han Solo would
forever be elusive, an uncatchable nemesis.



And somehow, somehow, Dengar knew he had to break the cycle. It was awild hope, half conceived.
He had to find himsdlf again, just as he had to catch Han Solo.

Three The Londliness

Over the next few days, Dengar spent agreat ded of timewith Manaroo, just talking. Shetold him of her
life on Aruza, being raised on afarm by amother who made clay diningware and afather who worked as
apetty bureaucrat. On their farm, Manaroo had learned early how to coax flowers from the near-sentient
dolatrees, and the thick juice that these flowers exuded made a potent antibiotic syrup, often prescribed
by Aruzasphyscians.

At the age of three, Manaroo had begun dancing, and by nine she was winning interstellar competitions.
Dengar had imagined her to be someloca girl, little traveled, with no red living experience. But shetold
him tales of rafting through dark storms upon the wa-ter world of Bengat, of living through apirate raid
onadarliner.

And sometimes she talked about the experiences of her friends, those with whom shed shared the
Attanni, asif such experienceswere her own. Thelist of people that she considered to be friendsand
family was enor-mous, and the pain she'd suffered in sharing those lives was equally enormous, for each
of her friends had a so shared their memories with others through the At-tanni, so thet al of them were
but motesin some vast net.

Dengar had thought her to be only ayoung woman, but he found that she was much more mature than
he'd imagined, far stronger than he could have guessed.

For his part, Dengar told her of hislife on Corellia, where held begun repairing swoops with hisfather as
achild, and had begun racing in hisearly teens. He did not tell her how held lived in Han's shadow in
those years, did not explain how it was during arace with Han Solo that hed been wounded. Instead, he
told only of the surgeries the Empire had performed, how between threats of death and promises that
they would someday restore his ability to fed, they had bullied him into becoming an assassin.

Y et Dengar had aways chosen hisvictims, harvesting only those he felt deserved to die.

I nevitably, Manaroo voiced the question, "And why isit that Han Solo deservesto die?’

Dengar was forced to admit, "I'm not sure he does. But he almost killed me once. | want to catch him,
force himto tell mewhy hedidit. Then I'll decide whether tolet him live."

The next evening, they were amost to Tatooine, and Dengar went to the pilot's console to check his
sysems.

Manaroo came up behind him. "Hmmm." she said, and she began massaging his neck muscles. "You're
tight." He eased back, enjoying the sensation. "Y ou know, thisistwice you've saved my life. | oweyou
something. Close your eyes.”

Her hand dipped under the twisted bandages that covered his neck, touched his cybernetic interface
jack. Hefdt her connect something to hisjack, and he sat upright.

"What'sthat?' he said, turning around.

She hed up asmdl golden ring, threaded so that it could fit into an interface socket. "It's part of an



At-tanni,” she said, "so that you can receive me, fed what | fedl. | won't be able to read your thoughts or
emo-tions, or access your memories.”

Helet her put thering into hisjack, twirl it till it fit in tight. Suddenly he could hear through her ears, see
through her eyes. Hefdt theintensity of her emotions.

Manaroo was afraid, and her fear knotted her belly. She watched him with calculation. " Close your eyes,
S0 that you don't see overlapping images,” she said, but Dengar didn't respond immediately.

Her fear washed through him, acold fire, and to him it seemed the most intense emotion held ever felt. At
first heimagined it was like water to aman who hasthirsted for days, to fed thisagain, but something in
him knew that people seldom felt fear quite asintense asthis. He wondered why shewas afraid.

Manaroo was watching him, and she put one hand on each shoulder, kissed him, and he could fedl her
dry mouth, taste her hope and desire, and part of him was surprised at the intengity of her desire. Then he
understood why she feared him. She was afraid he would reject her, turn her away. He could also fedl

her loneliness, an aching void within her. Each sensation from her came asif it were new, asif no one had
ever discovered it before.

Shefelt comforted by his presence, protected, which helped explain some of her strong fedlings for him.
Dengar tried to search her mind, see just how deep her fedingsfor him went, but the Attanni she'd fitted
to hisimplant could only receive the emotions she sent. It didn't alow him to probe her thoughts or
memories.

She kissed him tenderly on the forehead, and held him for along time, and briefly she remembered her
mother on Aruza, kissing her asachild, and there was such a pang of guilt and regret at having left her
par-entsto die on Aruza, apang o violent that Dengar gasped, and then Manaroo cried out, sorry to
have caused him such pain, and she fumbled to remove the Attanni from his crania jack.

Dengar sat panting, breathing heavily, sweat pouring down his brow. Hed not felt guilt, good clean guilt,
in many years. Hed daughtered decent people for the Empire just as easily as he'd abandoned
Manaroo's par-ents and friends without a thought.

Now he lay back panting and smiling a having felt remorse for the first timein decades.

"I'm sorry," Manaroo gasped, fumbling to put the Attanni in a pocket.

"I know," Dengar flashed her asmadll grin, and the words caught in histhroat. He started to stand up, but
found that these strong emotions had | eft him weak in the legs and | eft tearsin hiseyes. Therewasatime
in hislifewhen held have felt embarrassed to show such emotions. Now, hejust sat back for along time,
relish-ing them.

When he could speak at all again, he said, "WEell have to go back to Aruza, get your parents off planet-
aong with asmany of your people aswe can.”

"Why do you say that?* Manaroo blurted, for she'd not reveaed her wish.
"Y our. conscience. told me," Dengar whis-pered, and he sat, redizing perhapsfor thefirst time what the

Empire had taken from him. He knew that they'd taken the capacity to fed joy, to fed love, to fed
concern and guilt.



Over the past years, the desire to help another being had never entered him.

Thisiswhat it isto be human, heredlized. To st and know that on the far sde of the galaxy, someoneis
in pain, someone hurts, and so it ismy duty to go to them, regardless of the cost or risk, in order to free
them from pain.

It was away of knowing that Dengar had too long found-inaccessible, so much so that he'd forgotten that
it existed.

Over the past months, as held hunted for Han Solo, Dengar had often puzzled over thetrail. Hisnemesis
would sometimes turn from an obvious route, such as an easy escape from the Empire, to rush headlong
into battle. Such puzzling actions made it dmost impossible for Dengar to caculate Solo's next move, for
one never knew whether Solo would charge a battalion or strafe a Star Destroyer. It was rumored that
on one occasion, Han Solo had had the audacity to cal the Emperor, accusing him of dire crimes and
chalenging him to aboxing match! Dengar had doubted the rumor at thetime, for it seemed soillogicdl,
but now, he reconsid-ered.

Findly Dengar saw why hisrace to capture Solo had been so fruitless: Han Solo had a conscience, and
like anavicomputer it guided him on acertain course, a course that Dengar could not have hoped to
under-stand-until now.

"Y ou and your Attanni could comein very handy,” Dengar said, and he explained what he had just
learned. "With you, perhaps I'd have had a chance at catching Han Solo.”

"And what would you do with him, then?' Manaroo whispered.

Dengar considered. With a conscience, perhaps hiswork would also be hampered. Certainly, in hisearly
years, he'd have spared some of the targets the Empire had him destroy. "I can't be sure," Dengar said.

"When next you meet him,” Manaroo said, dipping the Attanni into hispam, "Let'sfind out.”

Dengar began punching in new ingtructions on his navicomputer. "First, we must go to Aruza, and get
your parents.”

Dengar finally returned to Tatooine. In the meantime, with the aid of Manaroo he posed as an
Imperid Intelli-gence officer who was arranging to remove alarge number of Aruzan diplomatsto a
"more secure facil-ity."

With the help of the Rebe Alliance, he managed to steal ahuge Imperid prison barge, large enough to
remove a hundred thousand people from the planet, and hed manned the ship with the appropriate
Cor-rections officers, torturers, and other staff.

It took little effort for the Rebd Allianceto send false orders for the new COMPNOR base commander
to begin extracting prisoners and shuttling them up to the barge.

The Imperia officerswere well-trained, and brought up prisoners asfast asthey were cdled for.

Only once did anyone question Dengar-who had remained aoof from the dirty work and had stayed
aboard hisbarge during the whole misson, personaly ""'managing the incarceration.”



When the new COMPNOR base commander caled on holovid just before Dengar's departure, asking
Den-gar where the prisoners were being taken, Dengar just fixed the man with anicy glare and said,
"Y ou don't redlly want to know, do you?"

There were rampant rumors of soft politicians, tech-nologica geniuses, and pacifist industridists who had
disappeared from across the gdaxy. It was said that prudent men didn't delve into such matters. The
COMPNOR base commander fumbled for a quick apol-ogy-

Dengar flipped off the holovid with feigned disdain.

When Dengar's ship reached Tatooine, it landed in adusty port caled Mos Eidey, acity at the edge of a
desert where twin suns burned vehemently.

They landed at midday, when the city was perhapsits quietest, and Dengar led Manaroo to asmall
cantinawhere moisture farmers and criminals seemed to have gathered in equa numbers.

Dengar went to speak privatdy with some old ac-quaintances, and in amatter of minutes he confirmed
that Han Solo was still dive, kept prisoner at Jabbas paace. He left Manaroo with afew credit chips
and said, "I'll be back when I'm back," then he took arented swoop to Jabba's palace.

That night, Manaroo returned to the cantinawhile it was busy and made afew credits dancing. Dengar
had exhausted his wealth over the past few weeks, and Manaroo hoped at the very least to pay her own
way. After her first dance, she went to a private booth to catch her bresth.

An dien came up to the booth, and stood, looking at her. The creature had dark brown fur, an
enormously broad mouth that was wider than her shoulders, short legs, and long arms with claws that
scraped the floor. The short horns on its head nearly scraped the ceiling. It stood looking at her for a
moment from deep red eyes, then growled. ™Y our dance-good! Strong! Jabbawill like! 1 he likes dance,
you live. Come!™

He grabbed her arm, and Manaroo looked at the creature uncomprehendingly. "1 won't dance for
Jabbal" she said.

The creature glanced furtively both ways, then pulled at aflap of skin benegth itsthroat and lurched at
her. For one moment she screamed as the beast grabbed her. Then she found hersdlf diding down into
the crea-ture's belly pouch.

Therewaslittleto breathe in there, and the air smelled of hair and putrid flesh. She struggled and kicked,
but the creature's hide was very thick-if any-one noticed the odd-shaped bulge kicking at the crea-ture's
stomach, they must have assumed the worst and did not want to become involved.

Manaroo held her breath for along time, as the crea-ture casually sauntered out of the cantina. Too soon
the pouch began to fed hot, and the air failed her. With burning lungs she kicked and pummeled &t the
beast, but could not break free.

Dengar entered the Hutt's palace at night, when the inhabitants were most active, and knelt on one knee.
Jabba was surrounded by hislackeys-nearly dl of whom were required to deep in his chamber, for the
Hutt feared assassination and knew that the best way to thwart it wasto keep al of the would-be
nswithin sight. Dengar looked up, saw Boba Fett in the shadows off to Jabba's right, nodded at
the man.



"Why do you come before me?* Jabba grumbled in Huttese. ™Y ou did not bring me Han Solo. Y ou can
expect no reward!"

"I have heard that you have Han Solo captive," Den~gar said. "'l cameto seeif it wastrue."

"Ho, ho, ho, " Jabbalaughed. "Behold for yoursdf!" A light switched on behind Dengar, and he turned.
On thewall, in what Dengar had believed to be adecorartive frieze, he could see the face and festures of
Han Solo, frozen in gray carbonite.

Dengar laughed, walked over to Solo, and grasped each side of the framethat held hisfrozen body.
"Gotcha," Dengar said. "At lagt."

"Ho, ho," Jabba laughed from deep in hisbdlly, and his menagerie of murdererslaughed with him. "Y ou
mean/ havehim."

Dengar turned to look over hisshoulder. "No," Den-gar said, Saring into the Hutt's eyes. ™Y ou only think
you have him." The Hutt frowned at this. ™Y ou cannot kegp him in. thisl" Dengar waved at the carbonite
containment device. " Surdly, hewill escape.”

"Ho, ho, oh, hooo!" Jabbaroared. "Y ou think he can escape from there! Y ou amuse me, assassin.”

Dengar turned to Jabba, folded his hands before him. "Hear me, oh greatJabba,” Dengar warned. "I do
indeed believe he will escape from you. And when he does, you will be the laughingstock of the
underworld. But | can spare you from thisfate. For | propose to remain here, to catch him once again.
Andwhen | do, | expect you to pay me twice what you have paid Boba Fett!"

"Do you intend to free him yoursaf?" Jabba roared, so that part of hisretinuefel back, fearing hiswrath.
"Hewill never befreed by my hand,” Dengar whis-pered.

"Do you suspect aplot?" Jabba asked, eyeing the cutthroats and hoodlums in his employment.
"Hisfriendsin the Rebdlion will seek to freehim," Dengar answered earnestly.

"The Rebdlion?" Jabbalaughed. "I do not fear them. So it isagreed. Y ou may stay and join my
retain-ers. And if the Rebellion frees him and you manage to bring him back, | will pay you twice what |
paid Boba Fett!"

Boba Fett stepped forward, brandishing his blaster rifle menacingly, and Jabba slenced him with aglare.
He spokewith alow voice, "Buit if the Rebellion failsin its attempt to free Han Solo, then you will work
for mefor one year-scrubbing the royd toiletsin com-pany with the cleaning droids!” The Hutt broke
into laughter.

Dengar returned to Mos Eidey at sunrise, planning to move his ship to Jabba's paace where it would be
handy in case of a Rebd attack.

But he was confused when he entered the ship and found Manaroo gone. He made a perfunctory search,
found that she'd never returned from the cantina. At the cantina, the bartender said that she'd danced for
afew credits, then "disappeared.”



Dengar considered the news, then remembered the

Attanni that Manaroo had given him. He went back to the ship, inserted the device into his cranid jack,
then closed his eyes, trying to see what she saw, hear what she heard. But the Attanni gave off only a
whisper of gatic.

Dengar |eft the devicein, flew aquick grid low over the city, but never received her signa, so he headed
back to Jabbas palace, landed the Punishing One in Jabba's secure hangars.

All through the trip back to the palace, he thought about Manaroo and wondered what had become of
her. He found that he had become accustomed to her presence, even imagined that he felt comforted by
it. Once, just afew nights before, she had demanded to know what other emotion the Empire had |eft
him with besides hisrage and his hope, and he had refused to tell her. Londliness.

Hislondiness served no purpose in the Empire's designs, at least not that he could fathom. Dengar was
not even certain that they had left him with that ability on purpose. Perhaps when they'd cut away the rest
of hishypothaamus, they'd not even been aware of what they'd left him with.

But over the years, Dengar felt that it was not the rage or hope that had come to define him, but his
londliness, his knowledge that nowhere in the galaxy would he find someone who would love him, or
ap-prove of him.

It wasn't until he was on hisway back to Jabbas throne room that Dengar suddenly felt a staggering
wave of fear. He closed his eyes, listened with other ears.

"Y ou got to dance your best for Jabba," afat woman was saying. ""He gets his entertainment one way or
an-other. If hedon't like how you dance, helll take great pleasure in watching you die.”

Dengar watched the fat woman through Manaroo's eyes, saw three other dancers from various worlds dl
lounging about on dark benches. They werein adamp-smelling cell, with thick sted bars. The air fdlt
fetid, and one of Jabba's guards was pacing outside the win-dow to the door, occasionally poking his
snout through the barsto leer at the dancers.

"What if helikes how | dance?' Manaroo asked.

"Then hell keep you longer. Maybe even set you free”

"Ah, don't try to give her hope," another woman said from afar bench. "That only happened once.”
The fat dancer turned. "Buit it happened!"

"Look, girl-" the other dancer said from the far end of the room. "Y ou either dance good, or you die."
"But | dready danced for Jabba," Manaroo said, "when the daver brought mein."

"S0 you passed the audition,” the fat woman said. "That's something.”

Dengar took off the Attanni, placed it in the bottom of hisholster, beneath hisblaster.

Jabbawas ademanding creature. Once held paid money for anything-whether it be adave or adrug
shipment-he deeply resented losing that thing. And the Hutt took great pleasure in tormenting others.



While Dengar could not sense a difference between good and evil, the Hutt took pleasurein evil.
Dengar knew that he wouldn't get Manaroo back without afight.

He squinted and considered the Huit, tried to pic-ture Jabba with dark brown hair and alanky frame.
But even with the greatest stretch of imagination, he couldn't find much in the way of smilarities between
Jabba the Hutt and Han Solo.

"Ah, well," Dengar groaned. "I'll just haveto kill him anyway."
Fortunately, Dengar soon found that many of Jabba's henchmen had reason to plot against their master.

Within three days Dengar was able to provide one of Jabba's henchmen-the Quarren Tessek-with a
bomb. Dengar made it from weapons stored in his ship, and he made it big enough to blow Jabba's
bloated corpseinto orbit. Ddlivering the bomb was smple, since he only had to hand it over to one of
Jabba's most trusted servants, the head of the motor pool, Barada.

Unfortunately for Dengar, Jabba learned about the plot before the bomb was ever completed. Upon the
rather prescient advice of Bib Fortuna, who assured Jabbathat Dengar was making a bomb, Jabba
assigned Boba Fett to watch Dengar.

Boba Fett was easily up to the task. A microtransmit-ter dropped into one of Dengar's holsters
performed the trick. When Dengar delivered the bomb to Barada, their words gave proof of the

conspiracy.

When Boba Fett informed the Hutt that he had un-covered the plot, Boba Fett asked, "Do you want me
to remove the bomb?’

The Hutt laughed, adeep and throaty laugh that shook his greet belly. ™Y ou would deprive me of my
amusement? No, | will have the bomb dismantled, and | will make certain that Tessek iswith mewhen it
isset to explode. | will enjoy watching him squirm. Asfor Baradarl will make him wait for afew weeks
for his punishment.”

"What of Dengar?' Boba Fett asked. "Y ou can't toy with him. He's too dangerous.”

Jabba squinted his huge dark eyes and looked nar-rowly at Boba Fett. "I will leave it to you to punish
him, but do not give him an easy death.” Jabba brightened, and his eyes opened wide. "It has been along
timesincel let one of my enemiesfed the bite of the Teeth of Tatooine!”

Boba Fett nodded curtly. "Asyou will, my lord."

That day was busy for Dengar. The surgeons who had operated on him so long ago had cut away
hisability to fed fear, but a certain odd times he found that he moved with anew bit of energy, found his
heart besting irregularly. It was, he knew, just aghost of what othersfelt when they feared, but he found
it invigorating. The bomb on Jabba's skiff was set to go off early the next day, so Dengar became
concerned that night when plans suddenly changed.

Dengar had been resting in his quarters when L uke Skywalker suddenly appeared at Jabbas paace and
at-tempted to rescue Han Solo. Jabba foiled the young Jedi's attempt and threw Skywalker into a pit



with Jabba's pet mongter, the Rancor. Skywalker surprised everyone by killing the beast.

The sound of the rancor's death cry rattled the pal-ace, waking Dengar, who hurried to Jabbas throne
room and reached the top of asmall staircasein timeto hear the sentence pronounced upon Han Solo
and hisfriends. They wereto diein the Great Pit of Carkoon.

The pal ace became a madhouse. Jabba's henchmen ran about arming themselves, preparing vehicles.
Two Gamorrean guards scrambled up the stairs past Den-gar, and one grumbled, "Why we need hurry?"

The other guard backhanded him, sent him stagger-ing against awadll. "Idiot! We no want Rebels come.
If they learn Jabbawantsto kill Skywaker and Leia, wein for big fight!"

Dengar looked for Tessek in the crowd below, trying to spot the gray-skinned Quarren's mouth
tentacles, wondering if thiswould change their plans.

But some of Jabba's men aready seemed to have the Quarren under guard. They were standing close at
his back, and Dengar could only hear snatches of conversa-tion. Tessek was begging Jabbafor hislife.

In amoment, Jabba sent the Quarren to pack, and Tessek scurried away through an exit in the far wall.

Dengar ducked back into the hall, into the safe shad-ows. Had Jabba found the bomb? Obvioudy Jabba
sus-pected something.

But the Hutt hadn't killed Tessek, and he hadn't sent guards after Dengar. So Jabba couldn't have had
proof of the treason. Which suggested that the Hutt had merely heard rumors of their plans. Or perhaps
Jabba had some other reason to threaten Tessek.

Still, Dengar didn't want to be around here right a the moment. If Jabba found that bomb, heads would
roll. Dengar didn't want his head to be one of diem.

There was till time to escape. It might well be that Jabba wouldn't discover the bomb at al, and if that
were die case, he might be on or near the skiff when it exploded. The plot might still succeed. In any
case, Whether it succeeded or failed, it would do so without further effort from Dengar.

But if Jabbadid find the bomb too soon.

Dengar decided it might be agood timeto go into Mos Eidey for the day. If his plan worked, Jabba
would die. If it didn't-Dengar might still escape.

Dengar returned to his cramped quarters and began throwing his clothes and wegpons into abag. Among
his effects he found the Attanni. He could not contact Manaroo with it-but Dengar could receive images,
sounds, emotions.

And as helooked at the device, he recalled the hun-ger Manaroo had felt for his presence, her fearsfor
her life. Sometimes he wondered how she could fed any-thing for him. In his own eyes he was broken,
undeserv-ing of her attention. Y et she'd stayed beside him even after held rescued her parents. He felt
there was noth-ing | eft that he could give her, except perhaps afase sense of safety.

And by running out now, he would be denying her even that.

He unwrapped his neck, screwed the Attanni into the socket there.



And what he saw surprised him. Manaroo was dress-ing for a performance, putting on leggings of some
sheer materiad in softest violet, atop that reveded her ample breasts. She sorted through a bin of musical
in-struments-tambours, bells, cymbal s-looking for something exotic, and decided to take a golden flute.
To play it while dancing would be difficult, and to play it poorly would be to tempt fate. But Manaroo
would be dancing for her life, and she needed to impress the Huitt.

She'd been commanded to dance before Jabba, and everyone in the room knew that he wasin afoul
mood because the rancor was dead. The other dancers sat huddled in afar corner and shot Manaroo

pitying glances.

What amazed Dengar was her mood. She was almaost numb with fear and had no recourse but to put her
confidencein her abilities. These fedingslay heavily in the background of her mind.

And in the foreground, Manaroo was concentrating, trying to firm her resolve by playing mentd games.
Jugt as Dengar would psyche himsdlf up for an assassnation by imagining that he waskilling Han Solo,
Manaroo was playing Smilar gamesin her own mind.

She envisioned Jabba's throne room, but instead of Jabba on the throne, she imagined Dengar there. He
was watching her steadily, caling out "Dance, dance for your life!" asif it were some greet jest.

And in her dreams, Manaroo danced lovingly, with her heart. She imagined each move, practiced over
the years, and each spin and flourish was dedicated to Den-gar. Each of them had been conceived and
prepared for the man she loved, the man she hoped someday to meld minds with, so that they became
one. And in her imaginings, as she danced gracefully before Dengar, she whispered, "If | please you so
much, my lord, my love, then why don't you please mein return? Why don't you marry me?"

Dengar pulled off the Attanni in astonishment, and knew that he could not leave now. The powerful
fed-ings that washed through him when he was connected acted asamora compass, telling him what to
do. And like Han Solo, who sometimes seemed to suffer from a death wish, Dengar knew that he would
haveto turn hisface to the storm.

He had to save her, but how?

Dengar was amazed that she would be preparing for a performance now, while the palace wasin such
disar-ray, and redized immediately that he would have to plan adiversion. To blindly go into the throne
room and try to kill the Hutt would be insane, but over the past few days, there had been two murdersin
the pal-ace.

Both incidents had been fully investigated and caused agrest dedl of commotion for severa hours. A few
hours was dl the time that Manaroo needed. A random nation seemed in order. Among the
henchmen in Jabba's stable, there was no lack of de-serving victims.

The problem was solved rather easily. Dengar smply went up to aguard room and tossed in agrenade.
In the genera cacaphony of the palace, few people even noticed the event, but the ensuing investigation
took up abetter part of the evening, and the Hutt's mood brightened considerably after he saw the
carnage that Dengar's grenade had made out of some poor Gamor-rean guard.

So it came as agreat shock when Jabbafinally looked up from the messy guard and a cold gleam came
to hiseyes. "I'm hungry,” grumbled. "Bring me food, and rouse my dancing girl! Have everyone gather in
the great hdl! Tonight we party, and | will have no moreinterruptions!”



The nights were short on Tatooine, and few slept through them, for it was atime to retreat from
the blistering heet of the day.

So it wasthat late that evening, Dengar sat in the throne room, waiting for Manaroo's dance. He had his
Attanni in, and he listened for Manaroo's thoughts. Her own mind was numb at the thought of the coming
dance, and she was preparing hadtily, trying to calm her breeth, relax.

Inthe great hall the musicians had begun to gather, and servants brought heaping platters of food. The
Hutt grabbed a few squirming things from one huge box and shoved them in his mouth, then bellowed for
hisdancing girl.

It was then that Dengar saw his mistake. The Hutt was fedling bloodthirsty tonight, and the sight of the
dead Gamorrean guard, rather than distracting him, had only enticed him further. Han Solo and the others
would die, but Jabbawas not a patient creature. He would not wait for blood. So he called for Manaroo.

Dengar loosened his heavy blaster in its holster, won-dered what to do. Killing Jabbawould be hard.
Hutts had notorioudy thick hides, and it could take several shotsfrom his blaster. Dengar wasn't sure
he'd get those shots. The room was crowded with hundreds of Jabba's henchmen and servants, dl
gathered for one last mad feast, for many worried that at dawn they would be battling the Rebel Alliance.
So the musicians played with amanic edge to their tune, and the hench-men feasted asif this brief medl
would betheir last.

As Dengar waited for Manaroo to make her appear-ance, Boba Fett gpproached his table, swaggering,
car-rying along green jug of Twi'lek liquor.

"Join mefor adrink?' Boba Fett asked. Boba Fett was normally avery sdf-contained individua. He
never sought out another person's company, and at first Den-gar was confused by the request. But nearly
all the other tables were full, and so the request did not seem out of line.

"Sure, have aseat,” Dengar said, kicking achair back from the table.

Boba Fett sat, put hisjug down, motioned for a serv-ing boy to bring some glasses.

"I've been watching you," Boba Fett said, the micro-phonesin his hemet making his voice sound
unnatu-rally loud and gravelly as he spoke to be heard above the noise of celebration. ™Y ou're not like
the others here," he waved a the henchmen gorging themsdves at the other tables, "given to excess. | like
that in aman. Y ou seem cool, competent, professiond.”

"Thank you," Dengar said, unsure where thismight be leading.

"Tomorrow morning, Han Solo dies," Boba Fett said.

"I know it's scheduled, but I'm not certain Jabbacan pull it off," Dengar said, unwilling to admit thet in all
likelihood, Han Solo, his nemesis, would die an ignoble degth at dawn. It seemed too easy away for him
to go. At anearby table, two of Jabba's henchmen began sing-ing araucous drinking song.

"I'm leaving after the execution,” Boba Fett said more loudly. "I've got ajob-abig job. More than one
man can handle. But the rewards are extravagant. In-terested?”



"Why should | trust you?"' Dengar asked absently. Through his Attanni, he could see that Manaroo was
being released from her cell. A Gamorrean guard was shoving her through adark narrow passageway
that would lead her to Jabba's throne. "Y ou bombed my ship. Y ou've aready betrayed me once.”

Boba Fett sat back abit in hischair, asif he were surprised at the accusation. "That was when we were
in business as competitors. Thistime, we would be in busi-ness as partners. Besides, | did leave you
dive"

"It wasindeed akindness. Whichiswhy | haven't tried to kill you in return,” Dengar said.

Boba Fett chuckled, avery disturbing sound smply because it was something Dengar had never heard
be-fore. Boba Fett leaned his head back, and the palace lights shined on hisvisor like stars. "You and |
arealot aike. What do you say? Partners?'

Dengar studied Boba Fett. He was a careful man, a dangerous man who was deserving of his reputation.
And Dengar was low on funds. He nodded dightly. "Partners, | suspect. Tell me more about the dedl.”
Dengar leaned forward asif interested in speaking with Boba Fett, but he was really watching down
toward the lighted area before Jabba's throne.

Manaroo had just come out from behind a curtain, and now she stood blinking, trying to let her eyes
adjust to the brightness of the stage after daysin the dungeon. Her heart hammered with fear asthe
musicians began to strike another tune, and she went to their leader, begged him to wait amoment.

"Agreed," Boba Fett said. "L et's wet our tongues aswe discuss our plans. I've avintage here that | think
will surprise you. It should have warmed enough by now." He opened the green container and poured the
liquor into two glasses. For amoment, Dengar dared hope that he would findly get to seewhat lay
hidden behind Boba Fett's visor, but the warrior smply pulled along feeding straw out from benegth the
visor and stuck it into the glass, then began spping.

At the sight of that, Dengar began to wonder if al the rumors about Boba Fett's parancia might not be
true. If so, then in the past his sickness had served him well. People paid Boba Fett to be paranoid.
Working with him would be interesting.

Only when Dengar saw that Boba Fett had safely drunk the liquor, did he dlso take adrink. It wasadry
drink, with a piquant bouquet and adightly sweet nose. Dengar found it quite appealing.

Down by the throne, the musicians struck up adanc-ing tune. Dengar found that his hands were shaking
as he shared Manaroo's fear, and he knew he needed to steady his nervesin case he had to open fire on
Jabba. He swallowed hdf aglass.

"Watch out there," Boba Fett said, "not so fast. Thisis more potent than you imagine.”

Dengar nodded absently. Down on the dance floor, Manaroo swirled across the room, playing agolden
flute as she legpt, and Jabba leaned forward and stud-ied her hungrily, asif she were one of the squirming
insects on hisfood tray. The Hutt opened his mouth, just barely, and licked hislipswith his horrible

tongue.

Dengar leaned closer, hisheart pounding. On the dance floor, Manaroo was swirling, playing her pipein
ddiberate frenzy, and Dengar fdlt the room begin to spin around him. He put both hands on the table to
keep from toppling forward, and found that his eydidsfelt enormoudy heavy. He strained to keep his



eyes open, and each time they closed, he saw the room as Manaroo did, spinning around, the leering
faces study-ing her.

"Areyou dl right?' Boba Fett asked, hisvoice sound-ing distant and tinny.

"Got. to get Manaroo out,” Dengar muttered, and hetried to stand. Hislegsfdt asif they weretied to the
chair, and he wondered how he could fed so weak. "Liquor. poison. ?' He reached for hisblagter. His
eydids closaed by themsdlves, and he saw the room spinning, heard the pipe shrilling unnaturdly as
Manaroo played.

When he opened his eyes, Boba Feit wasthere at hisSde, holding Dengar upright, helping him pull the
blaster from his holster. Dengar's hands felt too heavy, too big and uncoordinated for such adelicate
task, and he was grateful for Boba Fett's hel p getting the blaster free from its holster.

"Not poison,” Boba Fett said, and Dengar had to concentrate to hear him above the noise of the great
hal, the shrilling of the pipe. "Just drugged-on the rim of your glass. Jabba has something specid in mind
for you. You areto fed the Teeth of Tatooine." Dengar lurched up, knocking his own table over. Around
the throne room, the music stopped, and everyone turned to watch him. Jabba himself laughed merrily,
his eyes gleaming as Dengar struggled forward, hoping to strike one blow &t the mongter.

Someone stuck afoot out to trip Dengar, and he landed on the floor, rolled to hisback. Therewasa
shout and applause, and one of Jabba's henchmen raised aglassin salute to Dengar, and people cheered.
The annoying little rodent-like Sal acious Crumb had climbed up on thelip of the overturned table and
was laughing uproarioudy at Dengar.

"Payback!" Manaroo shouted from the dance floor. Dengar was sure that he heard her cry so loud only
because he wore the Attanni.

He saw through her eyes as shetried to rush to him through the crowd, but one of Jabba's Gamorrean
guards grabbed her arms and shoved her back down to the dance floor with agrowl. Manaroo's heart
ham-mered in panic.

Then Dengar's eyes closed of their own accord, and everything went black.
Four: The Teeth of Tatooine

Dengar woke under Tatooine's blistering sunsjust past dawn. The ground was hegting. Dengar could fedl
that some small desert creature with a hard shell had crawled under his body, seeking refuge from the
com-ing day there among the shadows and the rocks.

Dengar opened his eyes, looked around, <till dazed. He wasin awide canyon, lying on the desert pan, a
serile plain of greenish-white rock, eroded-perhaps even polished-by the wind. Each of hishands and
feet was bound by three cords, all pulled tight and bolted into the rock, so that he could not move. The
leathery cordswere dightly moist, designed to shrink in the heat of the sun, pulling him tighter.,

There was no sign of acraft nearby, no guards or even adroid to record Dengar's death. There was no
singing of insects or cal of wild animals, only the steady soughing of the wind over rock.

Dengar licked hislips. It seemed that Jabbaintended to let him die of dehydration, a desth that was
neither particularly appealing nor particularly unpleasant-asfar as deaths go. Painful, but not
extreordinary.



Dengar wondered at that. He recalled Boba Fett's pronouncement-the Teeth of Tatooine. But what were
aplanet'steeth? Its mountain pesks? That would seem logical, but Dengar was far from the mountains.

Soit had to be an animd. There weretales of drag-onsin the desert, creatures large and vicious. Dengar
watched the horizon, both on land and air, for sign of such beasts, and he dowly tested his bonds.
Dengar was stronger than most people gave him credit for. But the straps that held him were more than
adequate. Hein-haled deeply, tasting minera saltsin the air, and began working vigoroudly to free
himsdf.

Dengar closed his eyes after thoroughly testing each bond, and considered. It was just past dawn, and if
Jabba had kept his promise, then Han Solo and his companions were dready gone, dying interminably as
they were ingested by the mighty Sarlacc at the Pit of Carkoon. Dengar felt hollow at the thought. The
Em-pire had cut away most of Dengar'sfedlings. They'd left him with few companions-hisrage, hishope,
hislone-liness.

At the thought of Han dying, Dengar felt somehow cast adrift, more aone than ever in the greet void. For
ages now, catching Han had been hisonly god, his only purpose for being. Without Han, there seemed
to be no reason |eft to exist. Except Manaroo. And he was no longer sure that shewas dive. He
remembered her terror, in that last moment before held lost conscious-ness. She had been sure that
Jabbaintended to kill her.

Dengar mourned her. In the moments when he had touched Manaroo's mind, Dengar had dmost known
what it was to be human again. Hed amost known what it was to be whole. Someday, he imagined, that
with her help, he might have learned to love and laugh again.

But if shewas not dead adready, she waslanguishing in one of Jabba's cells, doomed to an early desth.
Dengar began working harder.

In moments he had built up afine sweat, and he managed to rub the skin off hisleft wrist so that blood
began to flow fromit. Still, the ropes had not begun to weaken.

Dengar stopped worrying the wrist, began working on his|eft foot. The ropesthere weretied over his
armored boots, providing some protection for hislegs. The Imperial surgeons had boosted Dengar's
reflexes, given him greater strength. But he couldn't pull hisleg back to kick much, and even after an hour
he had not succeeded in breaking arope or pulling asingle line free from the bolt that held it into the
rock.

Indeed, dll hiswork only succeeded in chafing hiswrists, so that the blood came more profusdly.
A strong morning wind began gusting, blowing sand through the broad plain. Dust cloudsformed in the
distance down below Dengar's feet-dirty gray streaks that filled the sky like thunderheads or fog. They

were kilometers away, but he could see them rolling toward him, menacing.

He closed hiseyesfor abit, trying to keep the grit from blowing into them, and he remembered one of
Jabba's henchmen mentioning a place not far from the palace, aplace caled the Vdley of the Wind.

He had no doubt that that was where he was now. A

comforting thought, for at least he knew he was near Jabba's Palace, perhaps within walking distance of



warter, if he could only get free.

Out across the pan, Dengar heard ableating roar. He turned to his side and saw a shaggy bantha running
hard, heading toward him. Three Sand People rode on its back, up behind its curling horns, and in
moments the Sand People were a hisside.

Two of them leapt down and stalked toward him, weapons ready, while the other stayed on the bantha,
watching for signs of ambush.

Dengar had heard tales of the Sand People, how they fdll upon travelers and killed them, only to harvest
the water from their dead bodies. Indeed, the two that hovered over Dengar were making odd durping
sounds, hissing in their own tongue, and Dengar was reminded of darker tales, where it was hinted that
the Sand People, to show their contempt for captives, would bind their prisoners and insert long metalic
tubesinto their bodies, then drink from their prisonerswhile they yet lived.

But Dengar had done nothing to earn such disre-spect from these Sand People, and so he was not
sur-prised when they smply sat next to him at his head, watching him die.

For along hour they sat as the winds blew steadily stronger. Dengar watched them, and after awhile he
renewed his struggle. The Sand People merely stared in morbid curiogity, asif thiswere their form of
entertain-ment.

But he knew that they were waiting for him to die so that they could harvest him.

Dengar looked at their wrapped faces, at the spikes sawn into their clothing, and they reminded him of
teeth. He wondered if the Sand People would kill him, if thiswas what Boba Fett had meant by "the
Teeth of Tatooine."

But the morning grew hotter, and the winds grew dry and blew morefiercely, and heavy sands began to
blow. And suddenly Dengar remembered something more about the Valley of the Winds. Something
about "sand tides." It was unusua for Dengar to forget anything. The mnemiotic drugsthat the Empire
had forced into him made certain of that. Dengar only had difficulty recalling what had been said because
it was part of a conversation between two other people, and his atten-tion had been directed elsewhere
at the time, but now he remembered. The Valey of the Winds was located between two deserts, one
high and cool, the other lower and hotter. Each day, the winds would blow up the dopes asthe hot air
rose from one desert, and at night the cool air would come blowing back with great force.

In each desert there were dunes of sand deposits, which would blow, scouring the stone, only to be
rede-posited each morning and night.

The wind picked up and blew more fiercely. Dengar was swesting, and his mouth had become dry. He
could fed aburning fever coming on. The sand was blowing through the valey with such forcethat he
could no longer keep his eyes open. To do so, even for amo-ment, left them searing and gritty.

After one devastating gust of wind, where small rocks pelted the Sand People, the bantharoared out in
pain and struggled back onto its feet, then turned away asif to leave the area, and the Sand People made
tofollow it hestantly, asif it were their leader giving an undesir-able command.

One of the Sand People paused by Dengar, pulled out along knife and sawed at one of the ropesthat
held Dengar to the ground. The other two had mounted up, and one of them growled at his companion,
quegtion-ing him.



The creature who was sawing the ropes stood and began hissing some reply, making stabbing motions at
Dengar, asif to say, "Why should we wait for him to die? Let'skill him now and be done with it."

But the mounted one pointed off in the distance beyond Dengar's feet and jabbed afinger inthe air,
hissing something. Dengar understood only one word of hisretort: Jabba* If you kill him now, Jabbawill
beangry.

The Sand Person with the knife bristled at the words, stood over Dengar for amoment. The bantha
roared again, and the Sand Person thrust the long knife in its shesth and legpt onto its back. Soon they

were gone.

Thewind kept building. The blowing sand covered theworld like adirty gray shroud. It waswhistling,
keening, talking initsown voice.

Dengar looked at the one cord that had been cut at. It was one of the cordstied to hisright hand. Dengar
wrapped hisfingers around it and began pulling on that cord, hoping to snap it, but in afew moments, he
fdll back, exhausted.

Then the wind gusted, churning over the land with ascream, and the sand cut him savagely. A small sharp
flake of rock whistled through the air, dashing across the bridge of Dengar's nose like a bit of glass.
Another flake lodged in hisboot. A third flake struck one of the cords on hisright wrist so thet it
twanged, and then Dengar redlized what was happening.

The Teeth of Tatooine. Flakes of stone and pieces of sand began screaming through the air. Dengar
strug-gled to turn his head away from the shrieking wind. The sky above him was going dark under the
weight of the sand storm. The suns hung in the sky like two globes of light, piercing bright.

And Dengar remembered something, amemory that seemed ages old, crusted over.

He remembered the operating room where the Im-peria surgeons had worked on him. His eyes had
been covered with gauze, but there had been two bright lights shining in hisface, and he remembered the
doc-torsinserting probesinto hisbrain.

He remembered feding pity, a profound sense of pity, and someone saying, "Pity? Y ou want that?'

"Of course not,” another doctor had replied. "We don't want that. Burn it.”

There had been amoment of silence, a hissng noise, and the smell of charred flesh as the doctors burned
away that portion of hishypothadamus.

Then camelove, aswdling in his heart that made him want to rise up into the air. "L ove?'
"Hewon't need it." The hissing, the scent of charred flesh.

Anger welled up in him. "Rage?"

"Leaveit.

Almost immediately, held felt aprofound sense of relief. "Relief ?"



"Oh, | don't know. What do you think?' Dengar had wanted to say something, he'd wanted to tell them
to leave him aone, but his mouth was not working. He'd only been able to see the twin globes through
the gauze.

"Burnit," both doctors said in unison, then laughed, asif it wereagame.

The memory faded, and Dengar lay alone on the sand. He recalled the promisesthat his Imperia
Of-ficers had given him. When hed proven his value to the Empire, they said that they would restore him,
give him back his ability to fed. It had been apromise that had never made sense, and yet Dengar had
always hoped that they could do it, had dways been held im-prisoned by his hope.

But now he redlized that they'd left him with the ability to fed hope, only so that they could control him,
keep him on histether.

Dengar struggled againgt the cords that held him bound. Some of the flaking rocks were hitting the ropes,
causing them to twang, cutting into them, and Dengar hoped only that they might dice acord or two
before they dashed him to ribbons.

A nasty pebble struck him above the left eye, and Dengar cried out in pain. But he was aone on the
desert, hisvoice swallowed in the roaring wind.

Then the roaring reverberated louder. There was athundering overhead of subspace engines, and Dengar
looked up in time to see two ships blasting off through the haze of dust and wind, heading out low over
thevdley.

One of them was the Millennium Facon.

Dengar's heart began beating harder. So you did it, Han, Dengar thought. Y ou escaped again. Now |
must follow.

And Dengar had only three things to work with. Hisrage, his hope, and hisloneliness. Heflailed about,
looking both ways across the desert for signs of help, but there was none, and the aching loneliness
flayed him. He wondered how he would ever vent hisrage and frustration, when the object of hiswrath
was flying avay. Han, like the Empire, was untouchable, unbest-able, and Dengar cried out in anger
agang them.

And as he did s0, heimagined Manaroo, imagined huddling in her arms as the tech-empath shared her
emotions, making him human once again.

With ascream like one damned, Dengar jerked hisright hand with al hismight, not caring if he pulled it
off at thewrist. The Empire had destroyed him, but in the processit had given him strength. Almost
immedi-ately one of the cords snapped with atwang, followed quickly by the snapping sound of another,
while the bolt that held the third cord pulled from the rock.

Dengar screamed again and began kicking with hisleft leg, till it aso tore bolts free from the ground, then
he pulled out the ropesthat held hisright leg and untied hisleft hand.

The Teeth of Tatooine had him now asthe storm built to its crescendo. The skieswere going dark under
whirling clouds of sand, and Dengar knew that there was no shelter. HE'd seen nothing that could hide
him for miles. Still, Jabba's men had tied Dengar to the ground while Dengar wore his battle armor.



Dengar's legs and chest had ample protection, but at the mo-ment, it was his head and hands that were
being chewed away.

Dengar turned his back to the wind and began stum-bling in the generd direction of Jabbas paace. Boba
Fett had betrayed him twice. But he had left Dengar wearing his armor, and Dengar vowed Slently that
Boba Fett would pay for that mistake with hislife.

For long he walked, head hunched, hands curled up protectively againgt his chest. He was stumbling
blindly, unable to see, suffering from fevered dreams. The dry wind was having itsway with him, and il
after two hours he had not begun to find hisway off the pan, nor had he found so much asasingle
boulder in this sand-blasted desert that he could hide behind.

At last, when he could walk no farther and his rage and hope languished under the weight of fatigue,
Den-gar curled in abal and lay down to die.

It seemed he waited for an eternity, and he lay ex-hausted, empty, knowing that he could not makeit out
of the desart himsdlf. Even if held broken his bondsimmediately after wakening, he might not have made
it out of this desert himsdif.

And then it cameto him, distantly at first. His eyes were closed, but he saw light. He felt asif he were
flying, amost asif he were bouncing over the ground in a speeder, and something propelled him forward,
dimly recaled memories. He felt an overwhelming sense of love and hope, tinged with a sense of

urgency.

| am dying, he thought. My lifeforceisflying. But where am | going? He watched for amoment, and the
lights and fedlings became more clear. He felt younger and stronger and more passionate than he had in
years, and he stopped and called out in hope, "Payback?’

Then Dengar realized the truth. Thiswas not avision of dying, this was Manaroo. Dengar was till
wesaring his Attanni, and Manaroo was somewhere nearby in aspeeder, searching for him.

Dengar shouted, stood in the clouds of dust. He looked about and could not see her, and she could not
hear him. He felt her frustration as she powered up the speeder, prepared to move on.

Dengar shouted again, and again, and stood with his eyes closed and his hands raised to the sky, and
sud-denly sheturned.

Through Manaroo's eyes he could see himself vagudly through the haze-a dim massin the dark swirling
sands, something that might be human, or might only be anillusion, or might only be astone.

Manaroo turned the speeder, and theimage was lost for amoment in adriving gust of sand, but she
plunged ahead, until she saw Dengar standing with hisfists raised to the sky, hisface cut with ahundred
cuts, eyes squinted closed.

Manaroo legpt from the speeder. Dengar opened his eyes. She wore a helmet and thick protective
clothes, and Dengar would never have recognized her on the streets, but they stood for along time
holding one an-other as Manaroo cried, and he felt her burning love for him, and her sense of relief, two
people sharing one heart.

"How? How did you escape?' Dengar managed to ask. "'l thought they would kill you last night?*



"I danced for you," she whispered. "1 danced my best, and they let me live for another day.

"Jabba and his men are dead,” Manaroo said. "The paaceisin chaos-looting, celebrations. A guard set
usfree”

"Oh," Dengar said dumbly.
"Will you marry me?' Manaroo asked.

"Yes. Of course," Dengar muttered, and he wanted to ask if she would save him, but instead he
collgpsed from fatigue.

Dengar spent the following weeks recovering in amedic chamber in Mos Eidey, and on the day he was
released, he set about preparing for his marriage to Manaroo. Among her people, making the formal
cove-nants of marriage was considered asmall thing, some-thing two people might do in private. But the
more important part of the ceremony, the"melding,” which occurred when two people exchanged
Attannis and of-ficidly began sharing the same mind would have to be witnessed and celebrated by her
friends and parents. Which meant that Dengar and Manaroo would have to go find them on whichever
world the Rebdl Alliance had secreted them.

During those weeks of recovery, Dengar wore the Attanni that Manaroo had given him, and for the first
timein decades hefdlt free of the creature he had become, free of the creature diat the Empire had made
him, until he found that he wanted to be that creature no more. The cage of anger and hope and
londiness that they had made for him was smashed.

The two of them were broke but not broken, and with looming medicd bills Dengar had to find some
way to make money. Dengar considered going back to loot Jabba's Palace, but dark rumors were
circulating in Mos Eidey. Severa people had goneto loot the palace dready, and they found the palace
doors bolted from inside. Strange spiderlike creatures were seen on the wals. Only two or three palace
residents had escaped dive after Jabba's demise, and most of those got off Tatooine quickly.

So it wasn't until afew days after Dengar got out of the medic chambersthat he realized that, apparendy,
no one knew that Jabba had died at the Great Pit of

Carkoon. Dengar decided he might be able to make afew creditsin the desert, salvaging any weapons
lost during Jabbasfind battle, scavenging the bodies of Jabba's henchmen.

So it wasthat he took Manaroo and flew the Punish-ing One out over the desert, until he found the
wreck-age of Jabbas ships, unmolested.

The bodies of Jabba's henchmen littered the ground, their corpses desiccated, almost mummified by the
heat, among scattered debris-a few broken weapons, the odd credit chip, partsto droids.

When Dengar reached the Great Pit of Carkoon it-sdf, there was a terrible stench of burned flesh and
rotting meet. It looked asif the"All-powerful Sarlacc”" would have to be renamed the "All-dead Sarlacc.”
Someone had dropped a bomb down its gullet.

On the edge of the pit was a dead man, naked, hisflesh burned and bruised, asif he/d been placed dlive
in acid. Dengar turned the corpse over with afoot, to have alook at itsface.

The man was burned, covered with boils. Dengar had never seen the pitiful fellow before.



"Help," the man whispered. Dengar was astonished to find him dive.
"What happened?' Dengar asked.

"Sarlacc. swallowed me. | killed it. Blew it up,” the man said. Dengar wondered. It was said that the
mighty Sarlacc took athousand yearsto digest some-one. Dengar had supposed that it was only
exaggera-tion, but obvioudy this man could not have been lying here for more than aday or two. Which
meant that he'd been in Sarlacc's belly for some weeks.

Manaroo had been only a dozen meters away, and she rushed over to them. "Oh, here," she said. "Help
meget himindgde!"

Together they carried the wounded man aboard the Punishing One, laid him on a bed, and Dengar got
him some water while Manaroo began spraying hiswounds with antibiotics.

When the fellow could spesk again, he grasped Den-gar's wrist, and whispered, "Thank you. Thank you,
my friend," over and over.

"It was hothing,” Dengar replied.

"Nothing? Y ou still. you gtill want to be part-ners, Dengar?' the man said. He reached out his hand to
shake.

Dengar gaped at the man's tortured and burned face, and realized that this was Boba Fett. Boba Fett
without his armor and wegpons. Boba Fett hel plessin Dengar's bed. Boba Fett who had stolen Han Solo
from him, who had bombed Dengar's ship, who had drugged Dengar and left him to die in the desert.
The man who had betrayed him twicel

There was arushing in Dengar's ears, and the world seemed to turn Sideways. There was amuddy smear
on the man's head, and Dengar imagined what Boba Fett might have looked like without his hair burned
off. If he had brown hair, like Han Solo's.

"Cdl me Payback," Dengar muttered.

Terror filled Boba Fett's eyes as he suddenly saw the danger.

"l. 1 wasjust following orders," Boba Fett said, but in Dengar's mind, it was Han Solo that Dengar heard.
"I'm sorry."

"Hey, buddy, it was afair race," Han was saying, that cocky grin on hisface. "It could just as easily have
been the other way around. I'm the one who could have got burned. Sorry."

"But I'm the one who got burned!" Dengar shouted, grabbing Han by the throat.

Therewas abrief struggle, and Dengar felt awave of dizziness. He was choking Boba Fett, and the man
was looking up at him, pleading. "Sorry! I'm sorry!" he growled, and Manaroo was suddenly at Dengar's
back, pulling on him.

She was fumbling with something, twisting some-thing metdlic againg hiscranid jack. Her Attanni shot
through Dengar, washing him with her waves of con-cern, her worry not just for Dengar, but for Boba



Fett too. She shouted, "What's going on here?"

She pulled them apart, and Dengar yelled, "Hetried to kill me!" and suddenly he saw that during the
strug-gle, Boba Fett had managed to pull Dengar's blaster from his holster. Hed been holding the barrel
to Den-gar'sribs and could have blown Dengar's lunch againgt the far wall, but he hadn't pulled the
trigger.

Dengar began to calm. Manaroo's own emations suf-fused him. Her worry, her love. She looked at
Boba Fett and didn't see amonster. Instead she saw aman flayed and tortured, much as Dengar had
been afew days ago.

In the moment of silence that followed, Boba Fett held the blaster at Dengar's chest. Dengar amost
spoke. Hedmogst said, "Go ahead. I've got nothing to lose." He'd spoken that line under smilar
circum-stances adozen times, but thistime the words caught in histhroat. Thistime, heredlized, hefindly
had some-thing to lose. He had Manaroo, and he had a man who wanted to be his partner.

Boba Fett flipped the blaster over, handed it to Den-gar. "I oweyou," he said. "Do what you will."

Dengar holstered the blaster and stood looking down at Boba Fett. "'I'm getting married in a couple of
weeks, and I'll need abest man. Y ou available?"

Boba Fett nodded, and they shook oniit.

ThePrize Pdt: The Tde of Bossk

by Kathy Tyers

Chewbacca and Solo had bested Bossk once. Never again.

Thelizard-like Trandoshan bounty hunter paused in hisresearch to visualize bringing in Chewbacca's
pelt. The thought made him flick histongue with pleasure. Like atrophy fighter in top condition, Bossk
was mas-Sve enough to challenge aWookiee, but he would win thisgame by guile. or trickery, if need
be.

Bossk stood on aninner deck of the Imperial Star

Destroyer Executor, hurrying to read an Imperia data screen. Squinting, he swung aside hisblast rifle-an
elaborate neck ding suspended it under hisleft arm- and pushed hisface closer to the screen. Onboard
lighting hurt his supersenstive eyes, and the screen was only marginaly brighter than the corridors. He
had trouble picking up any contrast.

Another list appeared.

Known antagonigts.

Big Bunji, former associate

Jabba the Hutt, former employer

Ploovo Two-for-One, former associate



Bossk flexed histoe claws against the Executor's deck. Chewbacca and Solo would be crazy to hide
among their enemies, but Solo was notorious for trying crazy tricks. Lord Vader's persond aides had
furnished vol-umes of datato al sx Hunt findists. Somehow, Bossk must discover the clue that would
lead him to Chewbaccafird.

And Solo. Hetightened hisfingers, curling massive wedge-shaped clawsinto his pam. Hishandswere
not nimble but strong, with deeply ridged, mature scales. He had hunted Wookieesfor over sixty
Standard years. When ablaster or grenade findly killed Bossk, his death would shower hundreds of
jagannath points onto the bloodthirsty, eternal Scorekeeper that he wor-shipped.

Serene behind her pale, lidless eyes, the Scorekeeper existed beyond time and space, numbering every
deed of each Trandoshan Hunter. She could zero hislifetaly if he were shamed or captured. She could
doubleit if he brought home a prize pelt. Ambushing Chewbacca was Bossk's sacred obligation.

He punched another button and scrutinized V ader's information on Ploovo Two-for-One. The humanoid
crimelord had ordered Solo's termination. Nothing el se on the screen sparked Bossk's hunting intuition,
except-faintly-the fact that Solo had been last seen by Imperias on Tatooine, near Jabbathe Hutt's
head-quarters, immediately before he sarted running with the Rebel Alliance. That idiot Greedo had
missed him cleanly; Bossk remembered seeing him afterward, &t Ord Mantell.

Bossk'swarlike people had dlied early with the Em-pire. A Trandoshan officia had conceived theidea
of endaving the huge, strong Wookiees-inhabitants of Kashyyyk-for manua labor, rather than leveling
Kashyyyk by bombardment. The Empire had pounced on the idea. The despicable, peace-loving
Wookiees had been taken before they guessed the true meaning of endavement. Now very few free
Wookiees lived off Kashyyyk.

And Lord Vader wanted Solo, Chewbacca, and their passengers "dive, no disintegrations,” which
guaran-teed they would be handled cruelly. After the Empire finished punishing Chewbacca, Bossk
would buy back Chewbacca's pelt. He would take it home and lay it on the Scorekeeper's bloody dtar.

Firgt, though, he must find better clues. Solo and his crew had disappeared in mid-chase, leaving no trail.
And he had stiff competition.

Tinian I'att pushed her red-blond hair behind one ear and then crouched to look afurry brown
Chadra-Fan in the eye. That made it hard to ignore hisfour nostrils and histwitching, pushed-up snout,
but she wanted to make sure the cowardly creature understood. "Two hundred credits,” she repeated.
"All you haveto do isintroduce me-and Chenlambec-to Bossk."

Tutti Snibit tilted his head to look up over Tinian's shoulder. A silvertip Wookiee towered behind her.
Chenlambec had frightened Tinian too, when she first met him. Other Hunters called Chenlambec afierce
predator, prone to berserk rages. He only accepted dead-or-alive assgnments, and generaly only
brought back proof of decease. He wore a heavy, reptile-hide bandolier studded with bowcaster
quarrds, dternating with decorative slver cubes.

Hewas Tinian's Ng'rhr. In hislanguage, the term meant clan uncle; he was the master Hunter who held
her apprenticeship.

"Trandoshans hate Wookiees," Tultti gibbered. He had explained that he too was a bounty hunter, but
Lord Vader's screening crew had declined to hire him.

"We'refellow Hunters™" Tinian told him. They'd ar-rived on board the Executor just too late-ddliberately



so-to be scrutinized by Lord Vader for the big job. "Get Bossk to promise helll abide by the Creed.
Then introduce us." According to the Hunters Creed, no Hunter could ever kill another nor interfere with
an-other'sHunt.

Tutti's reluctance seemed fase, anyway. Tinian had spotted him talking with the sinister, armored Boba
Fett afew minutes ago. She'd overheard him offer to assist Boba Fett in any way that he could. for a
small fee. Boba Fett had apparently hired Tutti to send Bossk off in adirection that would lead him away
from Han Solo.

She and Chen would gladly cooperate.

"Two-fifty?" Tutti batted one of hishuge round ears.

Tinian glanced over her shoulder. Chen gave alow growl. "Two-ten," she answered Tutti. "Fina offer.”
Tutti Snibit held out along, knobby hand.

"After you introduce us. If we survive." Tinian smiled without humor.

The Chadra-Fan scurried away.

Tinian straightened. "'l don't know what Boba Fett is paying,” shetold Chenlambec, "but that fellow is
prac-ticdly sdivating.”

Chen howled softly.

"I'm ready," she answered. "Areyou?'

He crossed hislong arms over his bandolier and leaned against a bulkhead, looking perfectly relaxed.
"Of courseyou are," she admitted. "Y ou're dways ready."

She had apprenticed to Chenlambec, hoping to hurt the Empire before it caught her. It had destroyed her
life. Sheld been an armament heiress. Now she had nothing.

Chenlambec was no conventiona bounty hunter, though. Under the cover of dead-or-dive, he had
hel ped severa "acquisitions' escape to the Rebd Alli-ance. He played a dangerous double game, but
satisfy-ing. and profitable. Thiswould be her third job as his apprentice.

Tutti Snibit careened around the corner, clasping his handsin front of hisdirty brown robe. "He agrees,”
burbled the Chadra-Fan. "But be careful! | want you to liveto pay me."

"Naturdly." Tinian tugged on her shipsuit to straighten it. Suitsthat werelong enough in thewaist dways
hung loose on her. She wore no decoration ex-cept adiagona silver hip belt and blaster.

As soon as she walked around the corner, she saw the creature. Bossk had to be at least 1.9 meterstall,
very nearly as big as Chenlambec. His prominent scaleslooked faintly orange on one side, but over the
rest of hisbody, they were greenish brown. He wore an orange flight suit that'd obvioudy been designed
for shorter-legged humans, ending near his kneeswith apair of bullet bands. A blast rifle dangled from
his neck ding, casudly steadied over hisleft arm.



Tutti Snibit waited arespectful distance from the Trandoshan, flapping hisround ears, looking morelike a
mouse than alizard. He stood only half Bossk's height.

Bossk's data station was at the edge of alarge open space, close to the Executor's launch control center.
Ap-proachable from three Sdes, it was a Hunter's night-mare. Heavy meta conduits festooned adjacent
bulkheads and overheads with massive, military tex-ture.

"M-mighty Bossk," Tutti ssammered, "thisis Chen-lambec, aHunter of greet reputation. And his
aopren-tice, Tinian."

Hissing, Bossk thrust hisright claws toward hisblast rifle.
"Hunter's Creed!" Tutti squeaked. "No shooting! Y ou three must talk about Chewbaccal™

Bossk snarled. "Chenlambec. Y ou are distinguished, for so cowardly arace." His Basic sounded to
Tinian asif he weretrying to gargle while somebody choked him.

Chen struck his deep chest with afist and growled.

Tinian stepped forward. Both Hunters towered over her. "He saysthat your reputation al so precedes
you. Y ou have killed dozens of his people.”

"Hundreds," Bossk corrected her.

Chenlambec growled again. Thistime, Tinian opted not to trandate.

Tutti Snibit looked al around, probably eyeing bulk-heads for hand- and toe-holds. "Anyway," he
ex-claimed quickly, "Bossk got the job, but Chenlambec has information on awonderful insde track. |
thought | would do both of you afavor. and introduce you!" He waved both furry arms.

Bossk muttered in alanguage Tinian didn't under-stand.

"Pleaseligten, Sir Bossk," Tutti spoke up. " Chen-lambec arrived on board too late to apply for this
Hunt-"

"Lord Vader wantsthisquarry dive,” Bossk inter-rupted. "No disintegrations. He specified clearly.”

"Yes, yes" squeaked Tuitti, "but listen. Chenlambec will postpone his massacre. once. if you, mighty
Bossk, could work with aWookiee."

"And aHuman." Bossk lowered his scaly head and hissed. "A small, weak one."
Chenlambec answered angrily.

Tinian folded her arms. "Chen says," she explained, " 'She has been useful to mein Situations requiring
trandationsinto Basc' And I've amost qudified for full Hunt status.”

Bossk let hisblast rifle dangle. " Chadra-Fan, | will talk with this team instead of shooting them. Leave
lﬁ"

Tutti backed around the corner. Tinian dmost en-vied him. At least five of the six bounty hunterswould



finish the Millennium Falcon job with empty pockets, and she and Chen might fail in their own mission,
but Tutti Snibit had just accumul ated enough creditsto enjoy himsdlf for three or four weeks-maybe even
therest of hislife, if hedidn't spend quickly.

Bossk waved at histermind to hibernate it, then leaned against the bulkhead. He was less back-blind
than Wookiees or Humans, but he didn't trust this pair. "Well?" he grunted. "Make your proposa.
Remember, | owe you nothing for approaching me.”

The Wookiee, deegp brown with agloss of silver at thetips of hisfur, wore ablack bandolier of
small-scaled hide. Maybe the Wookiee had chosen to wear reptile skin as addliberate affront. To
Trandoshans, most of aprey anima'svauelay inits skin. Bossk would no more wear reptile skin than
eat reptilian flesh. The fact that Wookiees-and humans-ate other mammals flesh proved their bestidity.

Chenlambec backed against the opposite bulkhead, leaving the smal human vulnerable between them.
Bossk smelled no fear on her.

Chenlambec hooted like acloud ape. After severd verses, his gpprentice held up ahand and quieted
him. "My Ng'rhr has connections among spacefilling Wookiees," she began.

Bossk sngpped, "I don't trust criminas for informaction. The fact that you know their language marks you
asan accomplice. Itisther placeto listen, not speak.”

Tinian balled her fists and planted them againgt her thin hips. "My family kept Wookiees asdaves. The
best way to control them wasto learn their language. Do we understand each other?"

Herefused to let her impresshim. ™Y ou cdl him your master now."

"Excuseme,” shesaid, "but | am trandating. Chen-lambec asks me to say that he has connections among
gpacefaring Wookiees." She swept ahank of fur behind her left ear, exposing its peculiar pink folds.
"One of them suggested a probable destination aong the Mil-lennium Falcon'slast known course.”

A current Sghting? Information from the \Wookiee network? Bossk attended more closdly. Hewould
offer the Scorekeeper hisleft arm for achance to crack that network (maybe even both arms, since he
could regen-erate them). Cracking the Wookiees network could make him both wealthy and eterndly
secure. "Go on," he said. "Where are they headed?"

The big slvertip hooded again.

"He says," Tinian trandated, "that the best way to catch astar captain who'll sign on aWookiee copilot is
to employ another Wookiee."

Bossk kept his voice low-pitched, concealing his ea-gerness. "Where are they headed?”
"Hirdt, we discuss forming a partnership.”

"If you help me hunt down Chewbacca and his keeper, | will consider giving you twenty percent of my
profit.”

The human narrowed her eyes. "Obvioudy you think we are amateurs. Fifty percent istraditiond. It
would still leave you more than you would earn without our help.”



She dared to haggle?

Still, he saw ways of hedging thislong shot. Chen-lambec's shimmering pelt was worth easily asmuch as
Chewbaccas. The slvertip gene was recessive and rare.

And thiswas the kind of lead held been looking for, not old data. He led them to believe he would give
thirty percent of histakeif they brought him to Chewbacca. Then he asked Tinian quietly, "How did the
mighty Chewbacca earn enmity from another \Wookiee?"

Chenlambec laid back his head and oop-ooped mournfully. "His crime was unspeskable,” Tinian
an-swered, then she added, "Chen doesn't discuss his past. Not with me. Certainly not with you."

The past didn't matter. Whether or not Bossk |o-cated the Falcon, once he lured Chenlambec on board
his own ship he was guaranteed a profit.

The human was probably wanted somewhere, too. If not, davers occasionaly took spirited young human
femdes.

Asfor the Hunter's Creed, no bounty hunter ever betrayed another unlessthe other hunter strayed first
from Creed regulations; but Bossk had fabricated Creed violations before, and felt the Scorekeeper
smile on him. Sheloved clever betrayd. "Now," he said, "where are they headed?'

"Wewould prefer finding aprivate placeto talk.”

"Thereisno timefor that." He kept hisvoice low and menacing. He wanted them to think he wastrying
to scare them off. "The other Hunters are dready heading for their ships.”

"Then well tak here." Tinian peered up the corri-dor. A human Imperia lackey wearing khaki fatigues
dashed toward them. His heavy boots pounded the pol-ished metal decking. Bossk steadied his blast
rifle

Thelackey careened around a corner and vanished up another too-bright passage. Bossk watched
Tinian track the human with her eyes. He smelled her darm at his gpproach-and her relief when he
passed. Evi-dently Imperids made her nervous.

She didn't need to watch the corridors for her most dangerous enemy. He stood before her.

The Executor thrummed around Chenlambec like a gi-ant beast. He would be glad to leave its
bowels'and he pitied the Imperia wormswho spent their lives scurry-ing and scuttling in these passages.

He spoke, then listened as Tinian trandated into Ba-sic. "Wookiee sources,” she explained-and he liked
the condescension that she faked-"have evidently spotted Solo's ship on course for the Lomabu system.
A renegade group of Wookieesis setting up another safe world there. We've heard that you blew the
whistle on one such world earlier in your career.”

"Yes," Bossk snapped. At Gandolo 1V, Bossk had hunted down severa dozen escaped Wookiee daves
try-ing to establish a safe haven. Bossk had been on the verge of skinning the lot-including the famous
Chewbacca, who was asssting with setup-when Cap-tain Solo returned unannounced. Seeing the
Stuation in progress, Solo had strafed the bounty hunter and his crew. They'd retreated into their larger,



better armed craft. Solo had landed the Millennium Falcon directly on top of it, collgpsing itslanding
gear. Steam clouds had shot out of its hydraulics. Internal explosions had hinted at grave engine damage.

Solo and Chewbacca had |eft Bossk alive but trapped onboard, humiliated. or so the story went.
Chen-lambec's brother had related the tal e first-hand. He had stood near Chewbacca, watching the
desperate Wookiees plight become hopeful, then hilarious.

Chen imagined he could fed Bossk writhe at the memory. He spoke again, reminding Tinian of severd
details of their cover story. They'd concocted it before docking with the Executor.

She nodded soberly, then turned back to the big, ugly lizard. "We think that the Rebel Alliance hopesto
set up abase near the Wookiee haven in the Lomabu system, now that they've been chased off Hoth.
That would explain our report that Solo has taken the Falcon there, carrying severd Rebel leaders. We
could dip in before the Rebel fleet arrives, tag our quarry, and sky out before the Imperias catch on.
Well take our pris-onersdirectly to Lord Vader."

Bossk nodded. "1 have not heard of the Lomabu system. Whereisit from here?"

"Well. werre near Anoat. Lomabu is”

Chen watched Bossk closaly. Now she would dangle the bait.

"We're not exactly sure," she admitted.

Bossk glared a Tinian, then Chen, then a Tinian again. He growled severd words of Trandoshan deep
in histhroat, then choke-gargled in Basic again. "Y our information isworthless. Y ou are worthless. |
should-"

Chen barked angrily.

"Easy, you two," exclaimed Tinian. "We don't know whereit is, but we know whereto find out. We have
to check awaypost aong the Wookiee network."

And that, asfar as Chen knew, was avitd hit of truth they had spun into their cover story to sweeten the
bait. Surely Bossk wanted-

"Network," Bosk repeated dowly. His tongue flicked.
Excdlent. Hedid.

"It'sdangerous,” Tinian stressed. "Especialy for you and me, Bossk. The Wookiees will be serious about
S-lencing any non-Wookiee that shows an interest in thislocde.

Bossk adjusted hisrifleding. "l refuseto travel in any ship but my own. | havea Y V-666 light freighter
modified for Wookiee hunting. Do you have a problem traveling in that?*

Chen bared his teeth and answered evasively. It would've been easy to take Bossk down if they could
talk him aboard their ship, but obvioudy Bossk wastoo intelligent to fall for that.

"Hedoesn't,” Tinian trandated. "Neither do |, if it means getting the price on Chewbacca."



Bossk findly stretched the lower hdf of hisfacein areptilian smile. "I must warn you: If you tamper with
any of my onboard systems, the Hound's Tooth will retdi-ate.”

Of courseit would. It was undoubtedly equipped with multiple defenses against Wookiees strength.

Hetold Tinian to inform Bossk that traveling with him would keep their expenses down, since they were
only getting fifteen percent apiece. As shetrandated, Chen sniffed the air. Bossk smelled as bitter aspain
and asfoul asdesath, but he hadn't become defensive. From that subtle clue, Chen guessed that Bossk
aready in-tended treachery. He wouldn't missthirty percent of his take because he had no intention of

paying it.

Fair enough. If Chen had hisway, Bossk would not collect one limp credit. Chen knew about the
Trandoshan religion. Having hisjagannath score ze-roed would hurt Bossk worse than ambushing and
kill-ing him.

That would be apleasure.

To Tinian, Bossk looked impatient: He flexed his clawsin rhythm, occasiondly darting glances up the
corri-dors. "1 aso expect you to pay haf of my fuding costs" he said.

In three years with Chen, Tinian had matured from a spoiled but sincerelittle rich girl into a seasoned
resis-tance fighter. She sensed that Bossk was testing. " Ten percent,” she countered. "Y ou'd makethis
trip without us, if you knew whereto go.”

Bossk frowned. "Twenty. Programming my onboard systems to watch you will take time | could spend
hunt-ing Chewbacca."

"Then don't program them,” she snapped.
He curled alip and hissed.

Sheld heard that Trandoshans found mercy, gra-ciousness, and other weaknesses contemptible. "Ten,"
she repeated, "and that's generous.”

"Why did you enter the Trade, Human? Y our kind generaly hasn't the ssomach for it."

Tinian narrowed her eyes, an expression Tran-doshans understood. "My capacity for kindness died three
years ago. Criminas murdered my grandparents and my lover, my home was destroyed, and | put
groundside life behind me. | don't mind risking my lifeif the Sakes are rewarding.”

Bossk stared, obvioudy thinking that through. Tran-doshans took no lovers. Whenever they came back
to Trandosha, they mated with a clutch mother who struck their fancy, then returned to their work.

But shedd had alover. A fiance. Tinian tried to keep the image of Daye Azurjamin out of her mind'seye.
Daye's had been agentle face full of intelligence, with an odd silver stresk marking one eyebrow. Hed
been sengitive to the Force, ashrewd judge of character. Hard-working, too. And loyal to the degth.
Daye had sacrificed himsdlf to help her escape the Imperid take-over of her grandparents armament
factory. Since that day, she had dedicated her life to helping bring down the Empire. The sooner she
died, the sooner sheld rgoin Daye.

Meanwhile, she had ajob to attempt.



"Fifteen percent of fuel." Bossk thrust out a clawed forearm.

Tinian sensed that she'd won as much as Bossk was willing to give. She reached out and touched his
scales. Bossk swung hisarm against abulkhead, pinning her hand. Chenlambec extended a paw and got
the same treatment: Bossk demanded command, two againgt one. and his ship. Those odds favored
Bossk.

"Now," said Bosk, "we will evaluate our resources.” He enumerated the Hound's Tooth's firepower.
Before hefinished, Chenlambec tapped the floor with one foot, and even Tinian felt nervous, even though
she had practicaly grown up in her grandparents arma-ment factory. Since leaving Druckenwell, sheldd
become even more competent with wegpons, explosives, and armor. Knowledge helped make up for her
amall sze and limited strength. Chenlambec's contributions to the three-way included his connections
among the "crimina™ Wookiee network and areputation even Bossk didn't question.

Therest of their planning was smple for the mo-ment. After visiting the WWookiee waypost, they would
drift into the Lomabu system, fake the orbit of arapidly moving planet-crossing asteroid, and keep dl
sysems quiet. They would scout usng Bossk's smal landing craft, locate the criminal Wookiee colony,
and then draw out and trap Solo and his crew. Specific planswould wait until they found the Lomabu
sysem.

Tinian didn't mention their own plans.

"Until wefind Lomabu," added Bossk, "you will re-mainin your cabin.”

Tinian shrugged. She had no intention of remaining anywhere Bossk put her, and Lomabu |11 was no safe
world. "Wewill be boarding with 300 kilos of gear. Which docking bay isyour ship in?"

Bossk blinked. She could almost see him wonder what they needed with a 300-kilo weight alowance.
"Number Sx," he gargled.

"WEeIl betherein twenty minutes," she said.

Chenlambec led Tinian up the passageway, glad to es-cape Bossk's brackish stench. He had been called
onto thisjob by Kashyyyk, not just to help Chewbacca escape, but to doublecross Bossk and end his
murderous opera-tion. Chenlambec knew that the Trandoshan pelt baiter's count numbered in the
hundreds. He had lured that boast out of Bossk. The heat in Bossk's eye had warmed Chenlambec's
blood.

Oncethey put several turns of the passage between them and the Trandoshan, Chen dowed to astroll.
"Sdtisfied?" Tinian asked.

Chenlambec had logt brothers and sisters to Trandoshan pelt baiters. Hetold her it was a begin-ning.

"It was exciting," she admitted. "For afew minutes, | felt redly dive."

Chenlambec cuffed the small woman's shoulder. She understood Wookiee speech and gesture
remarkably wdll, including the soft punch that meant full agree-ment.

"| thought you probably did, too,” she answered. She turned agamine grin on him.



He counted echoing gray corridors as he strode past them, then turned up adim side passage. After
twenty long strides, he paused in front of a bulkhead. Tinian loosened her blaster initslow holster and
took up aguard position.

Chen crouched in front of a power access point. He extended one claw and pulled off asilver cube that
matched the decorations on his bandolier. It would have fit on Tinian's pam.

"About time," it scolded in ahigh, feminine voice. "I've been reedy for-"

Chen closed one paw around the tiny positronic processor, too small to properly call adroid and too
personableto cal anything ese. Concedling Flirt in his grip, he glanced up.

"Still clear.” Tinian stood like a statue with one hand over her blagter.
Chen clipped Hirt to her secure perch on his bando-lier down near his hip.

"Lotsof good data," Hirt chirped. "Insdeinformartion on the Millennium Falcon, if you want it. Y ou
wouldn't believe-"

"Weé're not going after the Falcon, "said Tinian.
"Aww," squeaked Hlirt. "1 wanted to-"

Chen growled another warning. Flirt stopped in mid-squeak. When she stayed quiet, she looked like just
one more decorative cube. Chen had had the bandolier made specifically to camouflage her.

Heled the way out. They had other luggage to claim before boarding Bossk's ship.

Bossk hurried to adifferent termind in the Executor's troop quarters area. Working rapidly, he pulled
down dl theinformation on Chenlambec he could find. Un-fortunately, the creature's Hunt certificate was
current. Hisacquisition lig, filed under the underworld nick-name, "The Raging Wookiee," was
impressive. Thiswould only raise the jagannath score on his pelt.

Bossk clawed buttons until held called up the incom-plete human title, "Tinian." She hadn't given asecond
name. The computer hesitated severd seconds before spewing two Wanted designations. Onefit this
human's description right down to extremities body tempera-ture. Few other races noticed that detall. It
was one of many factors that made Trandoshans the best Hunters.

A modest reward for her capture was offered by the Imperia governor of an industrial planet,
Druck-enwell. Apprenticed to alicensed Hunter, she was temporarily invulnerable-this was one way
minor criminas ducked justice-but once Chenlambec lay dead on his skinning table, shewould befair
game. Her bounty wastoo low to make him fear her abilities, but high enough to cover fuel cogtsfor his
Hunt.

He needed only to get them aboard the Hound's Tooth.

But his primary target was Chewbacca. He wasn't for-getting that rich bounty. nor his humiliation at
Gandolo IV. for amicrosecond.

He made hisway to Docking Bay Six, where the Hound's Tooth sat under bright lights, guarded by



Impe-ria stormtroopers. Three of the other Hunt ships had aready blasted off. The Hound glistened, too
new to have collected a patina of scars, pits, and scorch marks. Aware of the staring stormtroopers, he
marched gtiff-legged to itsramp. "Bosk," he announced. "Board-ing." )

It took the Hound |ess than a second to check his voice pattern. "Confirmed,” said ametalic baritone
voice. Bossk liked aship that could spesk for itsalf. Hed paid extrafor responsive programming. The
Hound's Tooth dropped its port boarding ramp.

He hustled up into the cockpit. Hurriedly he checked his security systems, paying particular atten-tion to
the port deeping cabin.

Satisfied, he strode aong a curving passage to one of his aft holds. His passengers would need enough
gpace to sore three hundred kilos. of what? Puzzling over the question, he flicked histongue. Whatever
they brought, the Hound soon would identify it, and Bossk soon would own it.

Hetook up aposition insde the Hound's Tooth's main airlock and waited for his boarding party.

Tinian approached across the Executors mirror-bright deck. She steered arepulsor locker with her left
hand, keeping her right hand near the blaster that hung from her douch belt. A black duffel hung over her
left shoulder.

"Welcome aboard the Hound's Tooth. Y ou and your companion will share the port cabin,” hetold her. "l
|eft its hatch open. Walk directly in and stow your gear. I'll join you later.”

She steered into the ship's comfortable dimness.

Heturned his attention to the far more interesting sight of Chenlambec leading two Imperid service
droids. Each droid hauled alarge storage locker, and the Wookiee hefted aweapons crate over his
head.

"What'sin there?' Bossk addressed a squatty draft droid on two tractor treads.

Chenlambec growled unintdligibly. Bossk suspected held just been cursed. Heflicked histonguein reply,
then pushed away from the bulkheed. "'Follow me."

Heled aft out of the brilliant light, past the passen-ger cabin toward his smaler cargo bay, where hed
cleared afew meters of deck space. "Fileit here. Touch nothing else.”

Chenlambec hooted at die service droids. They set down their burdens, swiveled on their treads, and
sguesaked back toward the passage, returning to the Executor's droid pool.

Bossk's huge, red-and-bronze X10-D service droid rolled forward. Chenlambec backed away from it,
bar-ing histeeth.

"ExTen-Dee will secure your objectsfor flight-" Abruptly Bossk felt a presence behind him. He spun,
automticaly aming hisblast rifle.

"Easy, Bossk." Tinian stalked into the cargo bay with both hands raised. "What isthat monster?

"| told you to go to your cabin." Bossk let hisrifle dangle again. The X10-D unit was no mongter, but to
humans and Wookiees, who needed excessive light to see clearly, the droid would look enormous. " That



ismy draft droid.”

Tinian walked around the gleaming red unit. Roughly Trandoshan in shape, the X10-D had retract-able

piston armsthat could stretch out three meters, amassive conical torso, and self-propelling roller feet. "I
suspected you two would need me to trandate before everything was stowed where you wanted it," she
sad. Touching X1O-D's glimmering chest, she added, "Maybe you won'."

"1 will tell your companion where to stack hislock-ers, and ExTen-Dee will securethem,” Bossk
answered. "On this ship, droids and Wookiees are ordered to lis-ten, not speak.”

Chenlambec growl-barked.

"Some of thisisdelicate equipment,” said Tinian. "Do you have lashing cables?
"My draft droid will anchor your gear.”

Chenlambec hooted.

"Wewant to waich,” said Tinian.

"Watch if you want."

It took an hour to secure the pair's belongings. "Re-member our bargain,” Tinian said as X10-D returned
to his position along the rear bulkhead. "We don't search your ship, you don't touch our equipment.”

"And you stay out of everything." Bossk pointed along claw at her.

Chenlambec shook a hairy paw and roared.

She glowered up at the Wookiee. "Of course not, Ng'rhr. Not thistime."

Bossk crossed hisforearms and smiled. Evidently this pair was not perfectly cohesive.

He could easily promise not to touch their gear. The Hound's Tooth's security scanners and its onboard
com-puter were matchless.

Other than the X10-D unit, he required no crew. The ship'sintelligence dso helped overcome a
Trandoshan's one real handicap: other races technol-ogy was not made for Trandoshan hands, and even
the ship's specid fittings were sometimes clumsy.

He led them back to the Hound's airlock. Asit hissed shut and he sealed the pair on board, he murmured
worshipful thanks to the Scorekeeper. He would use these passengers until he no longer needed them.

Then hewould gtart skinning.

"WEell cut cables as soon asyou'reready,” hein-formed them. "I have acceleration chairsin the larger
cargo hold."

"I don't think | trust your acceleration chairs,” an-swered Tinian.

Bossk laughed deeply. "If | want your scalp and his pdit, I'll take them. but not before Lomabu I11. We



all want Chewbaccaand Solo. WEll capture them to-gether.”

Tinian peered up the narrow passageway. She couldn't make out much detail. She knew
Trandoshans saw in theinfrared, but she didn't have IR goggles. Sheld never owned apair.

"Whereisthiswaypost?' Bossk clomped up behind her. "I need coordinates now."

Chen hooted a series of numbers. Tinian repeated them. She added, "It's programmed to destroy any
non-Wookiee that approaches. From the time we drop out of hyperspace, the Hound's Tooth must
maintain scanner and sensor silence and total shielding, unless Chen isthe only one outside your shielded
aea”

"I understand.” Bossk flicked histongue. "Shall | show you to the acceleration chairs now?"

"WEéII ridein our bunks." She adjusted her duffd.

Bossk shrugged. " Suit yoursdlf. Don't blame meif you get thrown around.”

Tinian ducked back into the deeping cabin. Roughly three meters by four, it was so dark that everything

insdelooked gray. Chen squeezed in after her, looking like amassive black shadow. Bossk's scaly back
re-treated up the main passage.

She pulled out alumaand shone it around. Bunks, storage compartments. also asmal washcabin,
comfortably sized for her but cramped for a Trandoshan or a\Waookiee.

Tinian swept her luma up and down a bulkhead, looking for a power point. "Here," she said. It was at
her shoulder level, an easy height for Bossk or Chen-lambec to access. Chenlambec stowed his duffel
ingde acompartmen.

"Goody," Flirt chirped from her bandolier perch. "Did you get alook at that big droid? What a
speci-men!”

A smooth, low thrum began. Tinian looked up a Chen and added ruefully, "Nicely tuned engines.”

Chen answered shortly. She knew heloved hislittle saucer-shaped Wroshyr, even though it was growing
seedy. He must hate leaving it in the Executor's storage bay, paying Imperias by the day while they
remained on board Bossk's ship.

"If thisgoeswdll, welll be ableto pay parking for fifty years. If not, wewon't care. Don't worry, Ng'rhr."
She gathered ahandful of fur in one hand and tugged hard. Wookiee fur felt softer than it looked.

Chen pulled Hirt off hisbandolier. He held her in one massive hand while he ordered her to concentrate
on securing their cabin.

"Right," added Tinian. "Bossk wantsto get to that waypost, but he's not going to leave us up and
around.”

"So plug mein," Hirt exclamed. She emitted a happy squesk as Chen pushed her connector into the
power point. Then she hummed tunelessly, her verson of dectronic contentment.



Chen had inherited Hirt from adain hunting com-panion. The other Wookiee-Chen had never named
him to Tinian-had invented theillegd droid and pro-grammed her to seduce an intelligent computer. Hirt
could open data streams, shut down security, and sub-stitute her owners commands for the operator's.
al without needing to plug into an information outlet. Any power point would do. Insde her titanium shell,
the first centimeter was packed with sensor and an-tennawindings.

But she wasn't dependable. Some jobs that sounded easy to Tinian took Firt hours to accomplish. That
was why they'd prepared three contingency plans.

" She sounds happy." Tinian climbed onto the top bunk and strapped in, using heavy webbing that ooked
black inthedim light. If her eyes hadn't adjusted by now, they probably wouldn't. Thislight wastoo faint
for humans. "1 hope she hurries”

Chen stood beside the two narrow bunks and braced himsalf against the deck and the upper bulkhead,
where hewould block Tinian'sfdl if sherolled. He wondered doud if Bossk were operating the Hound's
Tooth done.

"If heis, the onboard computer's got to be more powerful than any weve ever seen.” Tinian rolled onto
her side and eyed Hlirt.

Chen muttered.

"And our scaly friend has probably got connectionsin shipbuilding circles.” He was probably listening,
too. She added, "It's a good-looking ship."

Chen grinned, showing teeth. He grunted severd in-sults.
Tinian grinned back. "He's probably got atranda-tion program activated.”

Chen told Bossk what he could do with histranda-tion program. Hirt sat glued like amynock to her
bulk-head, introducing hersdlf to the most powerful onboard computer she had ever encountered. Tinian
guessed that the Hound was too intelligent a ship to be easily dazzled.

But Hirt had better succeed before they reached the waypost. All of their plans required being conscious
after that jump.

The ship lurched. Tinian'sfeet hit the bulkhead. She'd learned to growl-bark afew wordsin Shyrewook,
which trandated literally as"Tongue of Tree People.” It was awonderful language for expressing disgust.
She howled, then added in Basic, "He doesn't mess around.”

Chen snorted.

Tinian braced one arm against the bunk's inner bulkhead and the other against Chen's broad back. He
had taken the place of the father she had only known in her imagination, strong and fearless. Sheld first
saved Chen'slife back at Silver Station, where venge-ful-but stupid-Ranats tried to blow out a bulkhead
and send everyone aboard on the Findl Jump. Tinian had tracked down the Ranats by the smell of their
JL-

12-F, an explosive manufactured by one of |'att Arma-ments competitors.



Sheld saved him again at Kline Colony, where a Rebel "acquisition” had resisted Chen's unique style of
rescue. They'd saved each other in Ookbat's dank war-rens, on amission that failed.

Acceleration became hard and steady. The aft bulk-head started to look and fee amost like a deck.
Tinian rolled toward the bulkhead. 1t'd been days since she'd dept well. Maybe a nap would-

Something pricked her skin through the thin mat-tress.

Bossk flicked histongue: Success! They were both unconscious. "Hound,” he cdled, "disarm dl cabin
locks"

"Confirmed,” answered the Hound's baritone.

He stalked up the corridor and touched out a code on his own cabin's hatch, disarming severa more
secu-rity circuits. When held modified the Hound for Wookiee hunting, he'd ingtalled features to protect
him in case of onboard escapes by enraged Wookiees, including the ability to fly the Hound from inside
his starboard cabin.

Still, he preferred the broad sweep of space visible on the bridge monitors. They included near and far
infracred.

Next he checked on his passengers. Inside the port cabin, the Wookiee lay on the deck, breathing
sha-lowly. The human did not react when he shook her shoulder.

Pharmaceuticals made excdllent equaizers.

He drained the charges from their blasters and then rummaged through their cargo compartments. He
hes-itated over Chen's bowcaster, wanting to keep it, set-tling for removing itsloading spring, then left
the pair asthey lay. "Record any activity in the passages,”" he ingtructed the Hound's Tooth.
"Confirmed," it answered.

According to the Hound, they were headed for the outskirts of the Aida system. It seemed alogica place
for aWookiee waypost. Aidawas solidly Imperid but sparsely settled.

When Tinian awoke, she felt ravenous. Chen bent over her, crooning, sounding concerned.

"I'm awake," she groaned. "I must've dept awfully hard-"

He growled.

"Drugged?’ Tinian exclamed. She sat up straight, glad to be dive. "Is Hirt having trouble?!

Hlirt squesked softly, "Y ou're safe now."

Tinian dipped off her bunk. Her limbs bent stiffly. "What happened?’ she asked the miniature droid.

"Sub-q injectors in the mattress and deck. The Hound's been programmed with both of your body
weights. Y ou were down for three and a half days.”

No wonder Tinian had logt dl sense of time.



Chen asked Hirt if shed gotten ingde the Hound's security.

"Not exactly insgde," Flirt admitted sofdy. ""He has accepted my presence, but he hasn't Iet me do much.
Stll," she chirped, "1've secured your cabin and brought up your lights. That's something.”

Instead of gray, the bulkheads glimmered stedl-blue, and Chen's silvery pelt shone. Now Tinian could see
that the Hound had high overheads and long, narrow bunks. "Where's Bossk?!

"In the cargo bay, trying to scan your wegpons crate.”

Chen growled an elaborate threst.

"It's safe for the moment. So areyou.”

That crate was adecoy anyway. Tinian rubbed her face and dipped into the washcabin. She hoped
Chen'sboxy little Sren hadn't met her match thistime. If Hirt could ingnuate hersdf insde the Hound's
main secu-rity circuits before they jumped again, she and Chen ought to be able to overpower Bossk,
restrain him, and ddliver him wherever they could get the best price.

Plan One counted entirely on Flirt, though. Tinian had yet to run a bounty misson that turned out smply.
Bossk's gruff voice spoke from the bulkhead. " Chen-lambec, Tinian. I'm on my way to speak with you.”
"How about dinner?" Tinian called back.

No reply. Chen wurfled concern. "1 won't faint,” she answered, "but you must be starved.”

Hirt spoke up. "Bossk just programmed the gdley to ddiver abig med.”

"Y ou'd better dim our lights," Tinian suggested. "Hell get suspiciousif you dont.”

The bulkheads faded to gray again.

"Dowedareeat?' Tinian asked Hirt. "And where are we?'

"Just afew degrees out from the waypost,” Flirt an-swered. "He hasn't doped your food."

Tinian checked the charge on her blaster. "Uh, oh," she said. It had been drained. "Is yours zeroed, too?"

Chen fingered his blagter, then examined his bow-caster. He yipped and pointed. Its loading spring had
been removed.

The hatch did open. "Come out and eat," said Bossk's voice, but Bossk didn't appear. The passageway
was even darker than their cabin.

She marched up the murky corridor, following her nose toward the galley. Bossk sat at atable, bending
over abowl full of wriggling red worms. He no longer wore hisblast rifle. By thisdim light, he looked
drab brown. "Eat." He waved aforeimb at two plates set far from hisown. "Y our food disgusts me.”

"Itsmutud,” Tinian muttered, but whatever Bossk had prepared for her, it smelled splendid.



On the other hand, raw plasboard with groundcar-fuel sauce would have been difficult to push awvay. She
shoved in amouthful before Chen sat down. Bossk flicked histongue at hisbowl. A worm vanished into
his mouth with histongue. She decided not to watch him any more.

Severa minutes and half aplateful later, she asked, "Where are we?”

"Near the Aida system and your waypost. Now | need your hairy master-Hunter's help.”

Chenlambec muttered at her for awhile, questioning Bossk's competence, histastein food, and the
keeping quality of the egg he had hatched from. Tinian pre-tended to trandate: "Why didn't we drop out
of hyper-space at the coordinates he gave you?"'

"In case hewastrying to trap me, of course.” Bossk shot out histongue again.

Chenlambec rumbled on. Tinian waited areasonable time, then said, "He saysthat you and | must take
cover indde asensor-screened hold while he makes contact.”

Bossk snarled. ™Y ou will be my hostage in case he tries anything.”

Thistime, Chen said something that actualy needed trandating. Tinian repegated, "Y ou'll haveto show him
how to operate your ship's controls.”

"No, | won't. My persond cabinisfully shielded, and I can run the Hound from insdeit.”

Tinian turned to Chen. "Will that work?' She didn't relish theidea of being held hostage insde ashielded
cabin.

Chentold her it would. Severa minutes later, he sat done on the Hound's bridge. Bossk had locked
down dl controls, but Chen laid hisforearmsin deep troughs on the console and studied carefully.
Evidently Bossk used pressure againgt the trough surfaces to control thrustersin severd directions. Main
guns must be the right-hand claw hooks. He didn't see shield controls yet, but finding them would be
Hirt'sjob.

He had ingtalled her under the navicomputer. By now she should be absorbing data, dumping old
mem-ory to make room.

A fuzzy object loomed ahead on the scanners.

That must be the waypost. His contacts back on Kashyyyk had felt it wise not to tell him whereto find
Lomabu I11-adeaying tactic, to give Hirt time to con-quer the Hounds command circuits.

Chen hoped to hear Flirt's announcement of success at any moment. Plan One was elegandy smple.

Thefuzzy object grew and resolved on twin trapezoi-da forescreens. A drifting hunk of metdl, it looked
like aderdict ship. Sparkling microscopic debris swirled around it in rgpid, furious orbits. The object
seemed to invite scanner probing.

Before he could touch any controls, his scanner screen lit. Up closg, it till looked like aderdlict ship.
Thiswas no waypost: A dim but distinct dance of tiny colored lights would have identified it as genu-ine.
He should have known that Kashyyyk would never risk letting a Trandoshan see the coding ID of the



net-work.
But he had been promised something he would be able to read.

He growled at the bridge's main microphone: Bossk must focus the scannersinto the orbiting cloud and
vary scan depth until something readable appesred.

At every depth, it looked like spinning garbage. An eerie howling filled the cabin.

Abrupdy, he wurfled soft amusement. Some brilliant underground operative had programmed the whirling
debristo give an audible scanner reading. It sounded like hundreds of Wookiees snging smultaneoudy,
each following the othersin a spectacularly complex canon. Each voice repeated a series of numbers.
Chen isolated one voice and followed it through the series. They were definitely coordinates, but where
did the series bresk and start again?

His young apprentice had worked as a musician dur-ing a brief undercover job. He growled &t her.

After several seconds, she answered in the language of his people. "Start,” shewoofed in an odd
soprano. She paused a moment, then barked, "now."

Chen punched digitsinto the Hound's navicomputer. The moment he completed a navigationa sequence,
itsscreen lit with acourse. A very short course.

The Lomabu system was Aida’s near neighbor.
Hewhispered to Flirt. Had she. ?
"Not yet," shesignaed. "Sorry."

On to Plan Two, then. According to Kashyyyk's trans-mission, Imperia forces were scheming to entrap
the Rebd fleet, using severa hundred Wookiee daves as bait. The Wookiees had been shipped to
Lomabu 11, aworld recently depopulated for sedition against the Empire, and imprisoned there. Aidas
Imperial Gover-nor, o Desnand, intended to ship in dozens of females and cubs and then stage an
attack. Rebd shipswould probably try to rescue the Wookiees, and Governor Desnand could offer the
Empire amass entrapment. Obvioudy Desnand was after afat promotion.

Plan Two involved liberating the Wookiee prisoners at Lomabu |11 and bringing down Bossk, onetask at
atime. In Plan Two, Chen (backed by Hirt and Tinian) would still have a clear advantage over Bossk
(deserted by the Hound's Tooth). As soon as Flirt announced suc-cess, he and Tinian would subdue the
big Trandoshan. Then Chen could attack the Lomabuan prison guards without having to watch his back.

Plan Three was more complicated, of course. It pit-ted Bossk against Imperia Governor 1o Desnand,
and timing would be crucid.

Chen's Alliance contacts who had created the "way-post” probably weren't far off. Their scanners might
be trained on the Hound at this moment. He raised ahand in greeting.

Tinian sat where sheld been told to Sit, severa meters away from Bossk in the large starboard degping
cabin. Bossk sat in front of arecessed console. His orange flightsuit fit him better when he sat down;
when held stood, it had bunched up on his back. Hislong green-ish forearms|lay in two deep, rounded
grooves. He barely moved, but he seemed remarkably busy for someone who only needed to set a



course. He must be feverishly probing that "waypos.”

Shedready guessed it was false. Bossk must be bit-terly disappointed. but in his mind, the Millen-nium
Fa con would be dmost in reach. He would probably recheck thiswaypost after he completed this
misson.

By then, it probably wouldn't exist.

She chuckled.

"What isit?' Bossk demanded. "What isfunny?

"Thefact that were dmost there," shelied. "Those Wookiees are trying to set up their safe world right
under an Imperid governor'snose.”

"Oh. Get back to your cabin," gargled Bossk. "Wewill discuss strategy once | probe the Lomabu
sysgem.”

"No drugsthistime," she said sternly.

Accderation made it hard to turn the corner into their cabin. She braced against a bulkhead until Chen
dipped in behind her.

"Quick!" she urged. Chen was aready unclipping Flirt from hisbandolier. He plugged her inon the
bulkhead.

"Security," Tinian scolded the miniature droid. "Hurry."
Extrag-forces darkened Tinian's vison at the edges before Hirt sang, "Y ou're secure!™

Tinian struggled onto her bunk and braced her feet against the aft bulkhead. Chen reached down over
her and secured her webbing. "Thanks," Tinian managed. Then she shut her eyes and waited for the lurch

into hyperspace.

Bossk frowned at his monitors. The Hound had jumped successfully-this would be atwo-hour hop-but
oneinterna monitor had suddenly blanked. Had he lost power to the port cabin?

"Restore restraint systemsinside the passenger cabin,” he ordered.

After amoment's hesitation, the Hound's baritone answered, "The port cabin isfully secured. Would you
like imagery from the starboard cabin?'

For a super-intelligent computer, it occasiondly com-municated like aprizeidiot. That was one
disadvantage of flying anew ship. Bossk exhaded sharply. "Cancel request,” he snarled.

Almost immediately, Chenlambec appeared in at the bridge hatch. He woofled and pointed at the control
troughs.

Bossk would fix that short circuit later. The tranda-tion circuit echoed Chenlambec's hooting before
Bossk could shut it off and deny itsexistence. Trandat-ing into pidgin Basic, it said, "Want Sit bridge.
Y ou made us deep before. Y ou need me up here. At Lomabu we outnumbered.”



Bossk eyed the Wookiee's magnificent pelt. "The Hound's Tooth is my copilot. | don't need you."
Chenlambec growled. The Hound offered, ™Y ou don't need. But | fly under you. | want assist.”
Bossk kept histongue behind histeeth. It would be entertaining to share the bridge with aWookiee
whose pelt he would soon ped. "Sit," he directed Chen-lambec. "But the Hound can immobilize you
faster than you can touch me. And | can till kill your partner." Heflipped his survelllance switch. The
port cabin ap-peared on-screen. Tinian crouched beside abulkhead, trying to pry off a sheet of metal
paneling with her fingernails. Bossk pointed a her image. "If | find it necessary to immobilizeyou," hetold
Chenlambec, "I will kill her ingtantly."

Chenlambec muttered. "Too dark up here," trans-lated the Hound.

"It'slight enough,” said Bossk. "Sit."

Chenlambec sat.

"Y ou're back on watch," squeaked Hirt, "or Bossk thinks so.”

Tinian dipped off her bunk. "About time," she ex-claimed. "That must be one nasty computer.”

"Not nasty.” Hirt sounded prim. "Just sandoffish. | like achdlenge.”

"Aslong asyou don't get uskilled while we wait for you, sweet thing." Tinian smoothed her shipsuit. "Isit
safeto explore the aft bays?'

"If you take me dong. Bossk thinks you're trying to take sheet meta off the bulkheads.”

"That's cregtive." Tinian settled her belt over her hips. Besides ablagter, it held severd toolsthat sheld
need for exploring. "Thisisashort jump. We'd better move fast. Open the hatch.”

It did upward. "I've put aloop into his surveillance program,” Hirt explained. "Hell seeyou try severd
bulkheads with your fingernails."

Tinian kept her nails short, but that image would make senseto aclawed dien. "How are you
progress-ing with the Hound?'

"Oh," Hirt said evasively, "not aswdl as1'd like. HE's one of those true-blue incorruptible types. Hewas
more vulnerable from the bridge. | had to concentrate on this cabin while | was there, or maybel
could've accomplished something.”

Chen had left FHirt with Tinian to protect her. Tinian had better make thistrip aft worthwhile. "Thanks,"
shesaid. "Just don't et him seewhat I'm up to.”

"Not me!"

Tinian grasped the small cube and twisted dightly. Hirt popped off the bulkhead onto her pam. Tinian
waited afew secondsin case an alarm rang.

"Don't you trust me?" Firt asked.



"I don't trust anybody." Tinian stuck Hirt into a belt pouch, then dipped into the corridor.

It wastotaly dark. Obvioudy the infrared-competent Bossk wanted to keep his passengers asblind as
poss-ble. Tinian pulled atiny lumaout of one belt pocket and held it overhead. Riveted bulkheads
curved in both directions, with inverted pyramidd fixtures along the calling. They looked like heat lamps.
"Stop meif we gpproach anything dangerous,” she whispered.

She had barely reached the first sde hatch when Hirt beeped. Tinian froze. Cautioudy she pulled Flirt out
of the pouch. She held thelittle droid up to her mouth. "What isit?" she whispered.

Hirt's voice was dmost imperceptible. "Motion sen-sor,” the droid answered. "One more step and you'll
wak intoitsrange.”

"Can | go backward?’

"I think s0."

Tinian did one foot backward, then the other.

"Stop,” said Hirt

Tinian froze again. "Now what?'

"I think there's a pressure trap in the deck just be-hind you. Don't move either foot."

Tinian held her position and swept Hirt in adl direc-tions. She sniffed the air cautioudy. Her uncanny nose
for explosives would be no help if the Hound's security features were eectronic.

"Okay," murmured Hirt. "The sensor'slooking away."

As Tinian scooted forward, she spotted atiny swive-ing eye high on one bulkhead, momentarily pointed
in the other direction. She did beneath asit made a back-swing up the corridor. Then she dunk aft,
staying as close as possible to the port bulkhead. At last she reached two large hatches Sde by side.
"These are se-cured,” shetold Hirt. "How are you going to get mein?"

"There's got to be a power point close by."

Tinian held up her luma. The opposite bulkhead looked smooth, except for ssams and rivets. "Where?'
"Take meacross.”

She sprang over. The power point would have to be obvious, since Trandoshan fingers were clumsy.

Tinian spotted an accesswell hidden in shadow. She shoved Hirt into it. "Hurry," shewhispered. "I fed
naked out here."

Hirt didn't answer. She beeped and tinkled like aminiature music box.

Behind Tinian, ahatch did open.



She spun around, drawing her blaster out of habit. Nothing happened. Of course, nothing aso would've
happened if sheld tried to fire the drained weapon. Disgusted, she holstered it again.

"Yourein," announced Hirt.

Tinian plucked Hirt off the bulkhead. "Next time, give me alittlewarning," she grumbled.

She sneaked into the cargo bay, leaving the hatch open.

Thiswasn't the bay where they'd stored their pre-cious lockers. Stowed aong one wall, locked down by
straps and hold-mes but in plain sight, was an array of weapons: force pikes, nasty-looking disruptors,
knives, blagt rifles, and tangle guns. All for hunting Wookiees, who only wanted to be left in peace.

Turning in place, Tinian spotted along, shining tarble. She walked closer, holding her lumadoft. The
table's surface threw reflections on the opposite bulk-head. A narrow channel ran aong the tabl€'s edge,
tilted toward areservoir. At one narrow end of the table, awicked-looking swivel hook hung retracted.
A complex mechanism hovered above it, suspended from the upper bulkhead.

With those long, stiff, clawed fordimbs, Bossk was hot dexterous enough to use askinning knife. The
au-tomated machinery would lower into place over a\Wookiee corpse.

Shuddering, Tinian tiptoed past adip tank for curing fresh pelts.

She did not find any of the acceleration chairs Bossk had claimed he had back here, but dong the
bulkhead farthest from the access hatch, she spotted five d coves. mesat lockers. Equipped with minimal
surviva gear, they were standard features on Hunt ships-the Wroshyr had two-for containing live
acquisitions. These stretched from deck to bulkhead. Wookiee-size.

Bossk would fit into one nicely.

She knelt beside the nearest one, reached into her largest belt pouch, and pulled out a handful of tools.
Her circuit meter identified aforce-field generator at the bottom of the locker. It was probably triggered
by motion sensorsto trap struggling prey ingde. Sheld liketo jimmy one or dl of these lockers-

Abruptly shefdt afraid. "1s something happening?* she asked Hirt.

"Bossk isbusy on the bridge. Y ou're safe-"

"| don't fed safe.”" Tinian's escape on Druckenwell till haunted her dreams. She had run, and run, and
run, expecting to be spotted by her body heat and shot from behind by Imperials wearing infrared
scanners. She didn't doubt that Bossk would kill her just as quickly if he caught her manipulating his
equipment, and he saw in the infrared without scanners.

She sprang up and shoved the tools back into her pouch. "Weve got to get back.”

"You don't need to do that. I'll dert you if-"

"I've got to get into the other bay, too. Were proba-bly running out of time." Tinian hurried out through

the hatch and across the passage. She shoved Hlirt at the power point. " Shut that hatch and open the
other.”



Locks clicked behind her.

Tinian grabbed Hirt off the bulkhead and dipped across the passage again. She shone her lumaagaingt
thisbay'sinner bulkhead, found a hookup for Flirt, and plugged her in once more. Then she shone her
lumatoward the other bulkhead. There was the pile-

A shadow moved. Tinian's blood turned to ice water.

Bossk's huge crimson-and-bronze droid rolled for-ward, hated, spun around, and returned to its station.
"Youredl right." Flirt's chirp dropped adoleful minor interval. "Hestotaly brainless.”

Tinian stared at the X10-D unit. "What?' she mur-mured.

"The poor creature's only an extension of the Hound's Tooth," Hirt explained. "He has no interior
programming. What a pity, in abody like that.”

"Hirt,” Tinian reprimanded the droid. "' Chen needs a data chip out of Locker Two. Get meinto it-fast.”

Ten minutes later. Flirt guided her back through the passageway. Asthey paused benesth one motion
sen-sor, Hirt tweeted, "It'sterrible.”

Tinianfroze. "What is?'
"That beautiful meta body, and no brain-"

"Hirt!" Tinian ordered through gritted teeth. Imagi-nary eyes crawled around on the back of her neck.
"Get me back to the cabin. Now!"

The moment she reached sanctuary, she pushed Hirt at her spot on the bulkhead. "Erase any record that
we |eft thiscabin,” she directed.

"Y ou shouldn't worry so much," Flirt whistled. "1 had you perfectly safe.”

Bossk glanced aside. Had he seen an alarm? Maybe, but it had shut itself off, so it could have
been fase. There were ill afew bugsin the Hound, like its lapses of idiot speech.

Chenlambec was obvioudy impressed by it, though, and Bossk had enjoyed showing it off.

He shut down the smulator circuit and put the con-trols back on line. "Back to your cabin,” he growled.
When the Wookiee didn't obey instantly, he touched a control that extended two fur-penetrating
electrodes on the copilot's seat.

Chenlambec sprang up, hooting. "Hurts," indgsted the Hound's trandator, "Hurts."

"To the cabin." Bossk brandished the blast rifle hed dung over hislap.

The Wookiee shambled up the corridor, obvioudy staling. But when Bossk peered into the port cabin,



the human sat on the edge of her bunk. Shefiddled with her thin, inadequate claws.
"Where have you been?' he growled. Prying off bulk-heads?
She stared up a him, looking stupidly blank. "Here," she answered. "Where el se?"

He thought he caught the scent of the skinning bay on her clothing. Backing out the hatch, he secured it.
What could she have been doing back there? He walked acircuit of the main corridor, including both
bays. No alarms had been tripped. Returning to hisbridge, he ran an extra security check. It too came up
clean.

Maybe he'd been mistaken.
What if he hadn't?

He keyed for more details from the security pro-gram. Immediately after leaving the Executor, the
Hound's Tooth had scanned his passengers lockers. That scan revealed no metal except in the weapons
crate. HEd told it to try the lockers again. Whatever they'd brought along, if it wasn't weaponry, it
needed to be analyzed.

The second scan came up just as blank: clothing or foodstuffs might have matched the scan's biochemica
readings.

He hadn't been presented with such an entertaining puzzle in several Standard years.

An hour's nap would refresh him, and the Hound would wake him in time to drop back into rea space.
Reactivating hisaarms, he headed for his bunk.

The moment Hirt declared that Bossk had locked him-sdlf into his cabin, Chenlambec set off on hisown
re-connoiter. To hisddight, when he breached the centra area he'd assumed was the Hounds main
en-gine, he found adeek scout ship.

He paused, eyeing itslines. With or without subduing Bossk first, the time would soon cometo run
ground-side survelllance.

Hed better be prepared for Plan Three, and for that, he would need to unload those lockersinto this
scout ship. But where would he conced something so large?

Rounding the hull, he found two enormous empty holes on its exterior. Bossk had removed its guns. That
made Chen certain that Bossk would send him and Tinian out in it. He peered into one hole.

There was room insde to hide a\Wookiee.
Not him, buit.

He smiled bitterly. Insde his storage lockers were two of his carbon-frozen kinsmen, executed by the
Em-pire. Their bodies had been dropped at a Wookiee out-post. Chenlambec had vowed to avenge
their desths by making use of those bodies. Bosk's droid, X10-D, was allegedly brainless, so Flirt could
order X10-D to trans-fer the carbon freeze units into these gunnery sockets. He must aso tell Hirt to
make sure that the Hounds scanners still showed those lockers fully loaded.



With Flirt's help, he sneaked next onto the bridge, carrying the data chip Tinian had retrieved. Before
st-ting down, he dipped Hirt into position under the navicomputer. Several long seconds later, she
chirped, "Y ou're secure. sort of "

He demanded an explanation.

"You'll be checked every two minutes. Whatever you want to do, move quickly.”

Almost ingtantly, she beeped awarning. He douched over the controls, motionless, until she chirped,
"Okay. | overrode without trouble.”

He growled a question.

"No, don't pull any wires," she answered. "I'll hold off the Hound."

Chen snatched a set of miniature tools out of his bandolier pouch. He pulled the main computer's cover,
dropped it aside, then eyed interna circuitry. He dmost had it figured out when Flirt beeped again.
Hastily he replaced the cover.

It took five intervals before he located the spot to dide in that chip full of doctored data. Then he locked
itinplaceand ingaled apardld circuit aroundit.

Just intime, too. They would reach Lomabu within haf an hour.
Hegrowled alast question at Flirt.
"Not yet," she chirruped. "Sorry."

Then it was Plan Three. Leaving Firt in position un-der the navicomputer in case shewascloseto a
break-through, he retreated to the port cabin.

Tinian crouched a ongside the communication con-sole, steadying hersdf againgt the starboard bulkhead,
wearing alightweight headset. So far, she heard only dtatic.

Bossk took the main chair with Chen as his copilot. Chen had told her that he thought Bossk was
amused to let aWookiee sit on his bridge. Bossk had brought up the bridge lights. His greenish scales
showed orange undertones where the lights caught them.

Bossk killed the hyperdrive. The Hound cut inits sublights, and astar system appeared. According to the
navicomputer readout, it had six planetsin erratic orbits. They looked more like ectrons orbitalsthan a
flat planetary ecliptic, asif the Lomabu system had been stirred by apassing stellar giant. Bossk had
ori-ented the Hound's Tooth to the third planet's orbital plane. From thisdistance, it looked like asmall
blue disk with one moon: According to scanners, its surface was amost entirely covered by ocean, with
long archi-pelagoes marking arcs where tectonic plates collided.

"Excdlent,” Bossk hissed. "Hound, establish amo-mentum course and cut engines.”

"Confirmed." The ship fell slent. To casuad scannersit would look like an eccentric asteroid passing the
planet.

Tinian watched Bossk flick acontrol alongside one of hisforearm troughs. He'd have to utilize shipboard



scanners sparingly now. Stray transmissions would be picked up by Imperia sentries. though ~thought he
was hiding from Wookiee sentinels.

Chenlambec hooted. "Could the Falcon be in scan-ner range?’ Tinian trandated.

Bossk eyed the boards. "If the Falcon ishere at dl,” he said. "If you two have led me astray, | will sl
you both to the highest bidder."

Theimage of acolonia ingallation gppeared on the Hound's main scanner. Chen had told Tinian it would
correspond closely to the layout of Gandolo 1V. Bossk flicked the scan once more, narrowing its search
band.

Anirregular shape dropped toward the Lomabu "colony.”

"Cordlian YT-1300 freighter,” announced the Hound's baritone. "Modified. Heavily modified. llle-galy
modified. Crew and passengers. one Wookiee, two humans.”

Bossk snapped off the board with aleft foreclaw. "We have them!™ he exulted.
Tinian thought she heard something. She touched her headphones. "Ligten!”

Bossk amplified the transmission over abridge spegker. "Very funny,” drawled amae human. "But what
wewant islanding clearance. Y ou going to giveit, or shdl | take this stuff and sell it back to Nada
Symt?!

"Solo," Bossk hissed. "Shut down al power."
The bridge went dark.

Tinian raised her tiny lumainsde one hand. Red light welled through her fingers. Plan Three, then. Sheld
hoped not to run Plan Three. Chen, | hope you're ready. She pressed to her feet. "L et's go get them.”
Trying to sound cocky, she dapped her blaster. "It'stime for arecharge, Bossk. And Chen needs his
bow-caster.”

Bossk drew hisforearms out of the troughs and rubbed them against each other. "Tinian, | want you and
your Wookiee to determine Solo's likely avenues of escape. Count his allies and resources. Thiswill be
ex-cellent experience to round out your gpprenticeship.”

"We don't want to use those scanners again,” she objected.
Bossk flicked histongue. "Y ou'e right. I'm sending you out in my scout craft, the Nashtah Pup.”

The Pup was as sweet a scout ship as Chenlambec had ever crewed, despiteits unfamiliar controls. and
it had broadband transceivers, including Chen's persond favorite, single sideband. Its console curved
around two black leather crew seats, with scanners mounted to cre-ate the illusion of looking out two
trapezoida windows, just as on the Hound's Tooth's bridge.

Chen steered it back toward the Hound to get the fed of maneuvering. The bigger ship had popped a
dorsal hatch to launch the Pup; dowly it dropped shut behind them. Now it was easy to see that the oval
Hound % pri-mary engineslay under its main deck, with exhaust ports acrossits aft quarter.



"Watchit," said Bosk'svoicein his headphones. "I'm tracking you with aquad gun.”
"Why bother?" sngpped Tinian. "Were practicaly unarmed.”

Chen ordered her to take the Pup down out of range, then pointed to one of hisearsand over his
shoulder toward the Hound's Tooth: Bossk was undoubtedly moni-toring.

She nodded and reached for the steering rods. The console wrapped around their crew chairs so negtly
that either could fly the Pup comfortably.

Tinian stroked a control rod. "I like thislittle scout.”
Homesick for the Wroshyr, Chen barked.
"I didn't ask to be bornrich," sheargued. "I just wish thiswere mine."

Chenlambec kept digging in histool pouch. He had left Flirt under the Hound's navicomputer and brought
aremote relay. Now, hewired the remote-which was bigger than Firt herself-into the Pup'smain
commu-hication line. Then he tapped out a code message to Hirt: power down Hound's audio recf.ivirs
for two min-utes, THEN HISTRANSLATOR FOR TFN MINUTES. Hisremote beeped twice, for
"message received." A minute later, it beeped twice, then repeated, indicating that she'd succeeded.

"l heard that," said Tinian. "BosK'll be degaf to us for two minutes?"

Howling assent, Chen closed his hands around the throttle rods. Lomabu I11 loomed closer on the visua
screen. They were gpproaching the daylight sde at high noon, out of the orange sun. The Imperids must
not see them.

Tinian talked rapidly into her headphone. "This message isfor Governor Desnand, repesat, Governor 10
Desnand of the Aida System. We wish to report that the bounty hunter Bossk of Trandosha, repest
bounty hunter, repeat Bossk, is encroaching on your prison world Lomabu HI. Heisengaged in
unauthorized pelt-baiting and means to abduct many of your laborers. Thisis another bounty hunter
speaking. | have Bossk under observation, but heis aso observing me. Can you make it worth my while
to intercept him for you? Please reply on thisfrequency so that | may recelve at. 1435 Standard hours."

That transmission was headed for Aida, not Lomabu. Thered be some subspace delay. Chen pointed at
the chrono to warn Tinian that her two minutes were up. His ten were about to begin. She switched off
the trans-mitter. He let go of the throttle rods, and she took them.

With the Imperial Governor aerted, now he must close the other side of their net: He must make a
con-tact below. Even if Hirt failed him, the Wookiee prison-ers must be derted and freed. Chen
switched the tranamitter to aloca frequency.

Eerie howling noisesfilled the cabin. Single Sdeband was excellent for tranamitting Wookiee speech, but
dif-ficult to tune for in Basic. Bossk could listen to this all day and not understand aword. Maybe his
trandator would choke on it too.

He cdled groundside.

At firgt, nothing happened. There was always the chance that no illicit transmitter had been set up insde
the prison camp, but Chenlambec was willing to bet otherwise.



"Try again,” Tinian suggested. "Wejust dropped un-der theionized amospheric layer.”

Chen howled at the transceiver again. As Tinian brought the Pup toward the target archipelago, the
an-swering howl from histransceiver abruptly modul ated.

Chen grinned aside a Tinian, then answered. His mission took considerable explaining, particularly the
part about landing and staging afirefight. The target idand grew on the fore screen.

"Explain about getting Bossk's confidence,” Tinian hissed, steering out to seaon theidand'swest side.
The prison compound was on the east shore.

Chenlambec tried again. Evidently his contact was an elderly mae using amateur equipment, desperately
afraid that guards would return soon.

Chen didn't ask what threat the Imperias used to control his people. The Pup's scanners had shown him
heavy artillery: two turbolaser emplacements plus plenty of unidentified meta technology.

He needed to get those weaponsinto his people's hands.

Tinian camein low over adense green jungle, sweep-ing overland toward the idand's east coadt.
Abruptly, Bossk's voice echoed in the cabin. "What's that? What are you doing?”

Histime was up. If FHirt silenced the Pup any longer, Bossk might suspect her existence.

Tinian leaned toward the pickup. "We're going to singe alittle fur,”" she answered. " Shdl we bring some
back?"

"If you know how," said Bossk. It sounded like achdlenge.

"Brace yoursdlf, Chen," Tinian muttered. "Well land in about one minute.”

Shewasn't confident of her landing skills, and thiswas an unfamiliar ship, even though sheliked it. Chen
flipped her smal hands off the controls and grasped the rods. He feathered the main engine and set down
the Pup near a dliff dong the watersde. The compound would lie on apeninsulajust north of that rocky
prom-ontory.

"Impressve,” Tinian sad wigtfully.

He cuffed her shoulder and ordered her to thaw the lockers. They must be blood-warm before returning
to the Hound.

She gripped hisforearm. "Be careful, Chen."
He crooned a soft good-bye. Her concern pleased and honored him.

He popped the hatch and climbed down onto Lomabu 111. A cool damp wind blew across his nose, and
hefdt itschill in hisfurless pams. Itssaty smell had an organic overlay of dead fish and floating plants.
Beneath a brilliant blue sky, close to the site where the Pup sat grounded, waves |apped at the jagged line
of along, broken wall. Green agae dmost obscured atracework of filigree just above waterline. Farther
out in sapphire-blue water, other ruined walls formed aright-angled maze. The ruins barely broke the



water, topped with broken stone and stedl.

He and Tinian had landed near an abandoned city. Within afew years, decades a the mog, the vast sea
would dissolve these remaining walls and wash them away, and dl evidence of the Lomabuans
civilization would vanish.

Chenlambec wondered what the Lomabuans had |ooked like, and what crime they had committed that

drove the Empire to depopul ate the entire world. Were the L omabuans daves, like his own people. or
dead?

He checked his bowcaster. Each piecefit again. It bothered him to know that Bossk was so familiar with
Kashyyyk's weaponry.

The rocky promontory that shielded the prison com-pound from his view would aso keep prison guards
from spotting the Pup. He strode forward, staying in-side a narrow grove of twiggy brown trees that
grew between the cliffsfoot and apae, sandy strand.

Once he rounded the promontory, the prison com-pound became visible. Itsgray wallsrosein straight,
perfect lines, freshly built and maintained by dave la-bor. It hunched at the other end of adender
penin-sula, surrounded by ahigh metal fence. Four tall blocky towers loomed at the corners of its
perimeter, and pale sand covered the peninsulas narrows between com-pound and mainland.

Only one turbolaser emplacement was in bowcaster range. Destroying that weapon would help set the
stage for an uprising. He crawled forward, staying low. Rocky soil scratched his pams.

As he began to st hisright pam on the sand, he redlized that the sand was aso crawling. He bent down
to peer closer. What he had taken for asandy beach was avast colony of tiny crestures. Each was no
larger than agrain of true sand, with legs or flagellaso smdl he could only guessthat they existed. The
colony roiled as creatures climbed over each other and were climbed in turn.

He judged from the damp rocky soil above the crawl-ing sand that the tide was going out. Although the
crea-tures movement seemed random, the colony dowly retreated, following thetide.

He dangled a bit of fur over the colony. It vanished where it touched down.

Ravenous little beastsl Chen groped behind him into the glade, found aleaf-covered stick, and tossed it
onto the crawling sand.

It dissolved from beneath.

This explained why the Imperias had sdected this peninsulafor a prison colony. Surrounded by
voracious sand-even at low tide, he guessed-it could cage Wookiees who laughed at most weagpons.
Chen won-dered if the Imperias had alowed one prisoner to "es-cape” in order to demonsirate the
sand's appetite-

But that was idle speculation. Now to create some heat for Bossk to see, so it would look asif there'd
been afirefight. so he could redigticaly lead Bossk on with those bodies.

Cautioudy avoiding the sand, he crawled close to the guard tower. He chose an explosive quarrdl from
his bandolier. Keeping hiselbowslow, hefitted it to hisbowcaster, amed carefully, and let it fly.



The tower erupted in orange flame. A human voice shouted. Chen sprang up and dashed for the
promon-tory. Hed've liked to have seen how that explosion looked on Bossk's sensors, sinceit would
show up inthe middle of ascenethat didn't exi<.

Ashejogged up, Tinian stood close to the Pup's boarding ladder. "Don't step on that sand!" she cried.
lllt_ll

He roared agreement and a query as he clambered aboard.
"I'mfine. But are you?"
He vaulted into the cockpit and amost dipped in ared puddie. Tinian had lain the dead Wookiees

be-tween hatch and crew chairs. "No place el se to put them," she gpologized, climbing in after him. "As
soon as | brought them out of freeze, they started bleeding.”

He demanded to know what she/d done with the carbon freeze units.
"I lugged them up into the forest. | don't think Bossk will find them there."

And hauled two Wookiees up the boarding ladder? She should've let him do that. Chen dropped into his
chair and grasped the controls.

Once berthed on the Hound, Tinian sprang the Pup's hatch. Bossk stood below her, silhouetted by lights
that looked almost normaly bright. "Now the Wookiee criminals know that we're here" the Trandoshan
snarled. "Isthat dl you accomplished?!

"No," Tinian snarled back. That wasn't difficult; her back hurt. "We a so performed our evauation. Solo
and Chewbacca can't escape overland. Theresacolony of living, eating sand al along the shoreline, so
they'll have to take off upward if they try to escape us. Allies and resources? Plenty of Wookiees, but not
asmany asthere were yesterday. Help us offload these pdlts. There's still meat on them.”

"Pdts?' Bossk shuffled up to the main hatch and peered in. "Did you actualy-"

Hefdl slent. The fresh-looking corpses till lay bleeding on the deck. Chenlambec sat his station, bar-ing
histeeth in ahowl. Tinian trandated accuratdy thistime. "Criminas. A gift," she added, "just in case you
gtill doubt us. Chen knocked off two sentries.”

Bossk reached down. He stroked one pelt, arich brown tipped in black. "I had doubted that you would
kill free Wookiees," he answered. "' believe you now. | accept your gift."

Sureyou believe us. Tinian let Bossk manhandle the cooling bodies off the Pup. Chen remainedin his
sedt, curling hislip. He blinked rapidly, asgn of nausea. He asked her to tell Bossk something
convinang.

"Hewantsmeto say," said Tinian, "that he finds your end of the Hunting trade repugnant. But we
un-derstand financid necessity.”

Bossk summoned X10-D asthey climbed down. "Ex-cdlent pelts." He stroked the other, which was
solid black. "Prime condition. Maybe one hundred and fifty years?

Chen turned his head.



Fortunately, X10-D rolled into the docking bay and stopped Bossk from making Chen fedl any sicker.
The draft droid dragged both corpses up the passage toward the aft hold. Bossk followed, stepping
lightly. Tinian recalled the skinning rack and dip tank.

Chen dumped, shivering and keening.

Hestantly Tinian laid ahand on his shoulder. When he didn't brush her off, she tightened it. Chen felt her
strongest grip as agentle caress. "They would rgjoice,” she whispered, "to know that in death they are
helping end this carnage.”

Helaid back hishead and cried out softly.

"And weve seen the way Bossk covets your pdt, Ng'rhr." She squeezed his shoulder again, then walked
away from him, struck by the thought that if she lost

Chenlambec, she would be orphaned again. Her mother had abandoned her as anewborn. Her
grand-parents had been coldly murdered. Daye lay crushed under tons of rubble.

The Hound's deck blurred.

She mustn't let him see her like this. "Y ou'll notice he didn't order us back to our cabin-and we can see”
she muttered. "L et's get something to est."

She set up the best medl she could find in the gdley, including a huge scoop of red worms for Bossk.
Now if ever, she must act friendly. Trying not to gag, shetold the Hound to call Chen and Bossk for
dinner.

Chen shambled infirst and sat down. Bossk arrived smdlling like disinfectant. " Ah. Thank you, Human."
"|sthat enough?"

He sat down in front of the wriggling red mess. "For now. Friend Chenlambec, you arent eating.”

Chen stared at his plate, blinking and wrinkling his nose.

Tinian cursed her thoughtlessness. Of course the ship smelled foul to him. Bossk had been skinning two
Wookiees. How could Chen eat? Tinian dished herself aplatter of cloned saltlicker ribs, then sat down.
She had to act hearty. Cheerful. Determined.

"What did he say?' Bossk asked.

"Too much excitement.” Tinian stripped the meat from arib with her teeth and added, with her mouth full,
"hell cam down and edt later. Listen, Bossk, thingslook good down there. Between Wookiees, we
picked up a scanner confirmation of two human life forms. One corresponds exactly with thelast known
readout on Han Solo.”

"Did you record it?'

"Of course." She had |oaded that datainto the Pup's main computer while Chen took out the guard
tower. Like the other data chip, Chen had bought this one "from afriend.”



"I have come up with aplan for live capture,”" Bossk announced.
"Act glad," Tinian woofed at Chenlambec.

Chenlifted arib, glared at it, curled back hislips, and growled. Then he stuffed it into his mouth and
chewed.

"Tdl uswhat you want usto do,” Tinian said.

"I will drop out of orbit and draw off the freighter,” Bossk answered. "Y ou will neutralize the safe world's
defenses. We will run atwo-pronged feint and attack.”

Then, Chen guessed out loud, Bossk would abandon them.

"Hesays," put in Tinian, "that the Pup isn't armed heavily enough to do the defenses much damage.”
"It will be soon," Bossk answered.

Chen ordered her to argue.

"We could do you more good on board the Hound," offered Tinian. "She'sagood ship.”

"l won't leave you two alone on her."

Tinian had heard human children prattle. She imi-tated one she had particularly didiked. "1 don't
sup-pose you're willing to leave Chenlambec alone on her and fly down with me. And you and Chen
wouldnt fit onto the Pup very well. What about sending Chen down, and leaving me-"

"Stop," said Bossk. "'l trust you enough to arm the Pup. Thisis merely the best way of accomplishing our
misson.”

"All right,” Tinian whined.

After filling hisbdly with live meat, Bossk ordered Tinian onto watch. He locked Chenlambec into their
cabin, rechecked the Hound's security lock, and then finished skinning the second Wookiee. It was stiff,
now: rigor had set in. He lifted the finished pelt, draping the moi<t, satiny underside over both forearms,
and gently did it into hisdip tank. It vanished, bubbling, into the tanning fluid. Delighted by the
unexpected two-pelt bonus, he airlocked the meat. Wookiee tasted oily and foul.

He returned to the skinning bay. "ExTen-Dee," he called, "unload the PmYM's weaponry.”

The bronze-and-crimson droid rolled forward, reached out hislong grasping arms, and unlocked acargo
compartment. Holding one huge, tube-shaped weagpon at two-meter arm's distance, he swiveled around
and grasped the other massive tube. Balanced now, he raised both arms and rolled up the main pas-sage.
Bossk followed.

Inside the docking bay, the Pup let off odd pops as it cooled. Working late with XIO-D's help, he
reingtalled the Pup's guns. Then he sent X10-D back to the cargo bay for two itemsthat mustn't be
jarred. Several min-uteslater, X10-D returned at ameasured crawl. He held hisarmsfully extended to
their three-meter length. Hisleft hand carried asmall canister. He held hisright arm high to keep from



dragging an enormous oblong torpedo.
Bossk stood beside the Pup's launch tube. "Load it," he ordered. "Use full caution.”

X10-D did the huge flame carpet warhead down the tube, then sdled up against the Pup's exterior to
per-form lockdown and pre-arming operations.

Bossk flicked histongue rapidly. The next time Chenlambec fired on the Lomabu colony, that warhead
would splash a hideous flammable adhesive over sev-erd square kilometers. Hundreds of Wookiees
would suffer by Chenlambec's hand, and Bossk would be avenged for Gandolo V. The Scorekeeper
did not de-mand undamaged goods on her dtar. Scorched pelts delighted her.

Finaly, he wired the small obah gas digpenser into the Pup's ventilation system. Unlike the benign serum
he had tranquilized Chenlambec and Tinian with, obah gas caused permanent nerve disability in
creartures smaller than Wookiees or Trandoshans. It would render Chenlambec hel pless, with his prize
pelt intact. but it would cripple Tinian.

Shetraveled with aWookiee. She knew she risked exposure to Wookiee-disabling agents. At any rate,
the small bounty offered on her didn't specify "dive'’ or "undamaged.”

Heran aswift check of the scout ship. He had told them to disable the colony's defenses. Immediately
af-ter they launched the flame carpet and realized what they had done, he would gas them. The Hound
would then remotely guide the Pup into high orbit, where it would be easy to pick up after Bossk laid the
Facon crew low.

That would be tricky, putting down a crew that in-cluded both humans and aWookiee but leaving dl
un-harmed. He didn't darerisk Lord Darth VVader'swrath. "ExTen-Dee," he ordered, "charge Sx injector
missiles with mekebve spores. | want them loaded in tube num-ber three of the Hound. "

Most mammalian species suffered severe dlergic re-actions to mekebve pollen, but reptiles did not. That
would incapacitate Solo and his shipmates long enough for Bossk to board and capture.

But the pollen wasfifty years old, according to the Narithian dealer who'd sold it to him. If the Narithian
lied, it could be much older. Wasit till potent?

He could easily perform an entertaining test. "Once you've packed the injector missiles, put two grams of
polleninto the Hound's ventilation system.”

X10-D swiveled and rolled away.

As 1435 Standard hours approached, Tinian stared at the display board. It wasn't too late to implement
Pan Two. Comeon, Flirt. Finish thejob. Thelittledroid till nestled under the navicomputer, running
permuta-tions into the Hound's fail safes. Maybe he had too many lockouts to juggle. Maybe he just kept
outsmarting her. While they stayed locked in their game, the burden fell on Chen and Tinian.

On schedule, a message appeared, governor io desnand's office to informant, it read, unauthorized pelt
BAITING AT LOMABU HI ISSUBJECT TO SEVERE PENALTY. WEWILL PAY FORTY

THOUSAND CREDITSFOR IMMEDIATE LIVE DELIVERY OF TRANDOSHAN BOUNTY
HUNTER.



Vader offered 800,000 for the Falcon's crew. but 40,000 was nothing to sneeze at.
Tinian bent low. "Hirt, welve got a bounty offer. Areyou insgdeyet?'

After afew seconds, Hirt piped, "I'm till trying-"

Abruptly the bridge lights flickered off. Tinian sorang to her feet.

"Bossk just switched off dl lighting in your wave-length range,” Hirt exclamed.

"You stay put,” Tinian murmured. "And keep try-ing. Trap him in amesat locker, if you can-" She sneezed
delicately, then harder. A third sneeze fol-lowed.

What was going on?

She groped out of the pitch-dark command bridge and into the passageway. Each bresth grew more
diffi-cult. Her eyes stung. She squeezed them shut. Tears streamed out around her eyelids and trickled
into her mouth.

Bossk flicked acomlink control. He could see perfectly by hisinfrared lamps. "Tinian, Chenlambec, are
you dl right? I've had amafunction in one of my fallsafes. Stay whereyou are. I'll be with you
momentarily.”

Good. The pollen was sl dlergenic. Eagerly he marched up the corridor.

Hefound Tinian in the passage, crouched near the door of their cabin. She held both hands pressed over
her face and stifled avehement sneeze. "Areyou al right?' he asked. "I'm terribly sorry. This system was
designed to disable escaped acquisitions.”

She looked messy. Her nose and eyes poured fluid. "No." She gulped and swallowed. "I'm not dl right.”

Very amusing. "It will take me sometimeto repair the mafunction. Meanwhile, the Pup hasfiltered air.
The safest place for you and your partner is on board, on the next phase of our mission.”

Tinian tottered to her feet.

"Hirst hatch on your left,” Bossk reminded her. "Youll find it by fed. | left it open.”

Bossk dapped a control and opened the cabin hatch. Chenlambec sat on his bunk. If Tinian looked bad,

Chenlambec's misery was magnificent. Hisface, neck, and chest fur lay in asoaked, tangled mat. "Get to
the Pup," Bossk said gruffly, struggling not to laugh. "Tinian will fill you in. I'm headed for the bridgeto try
tofix things"

Tinian sneezed violently, then groped on up the dark corridor. She couldn't see, and every breath hurt.
Bossk's gpology had sounded fal se. Trandoshans never gpol ogized.

She heard a miserable treble howl behind her. " Chen, are you there?' she wheezed.
Hehowled again.

"He wants us on board the Pup. It'sgot filtered air.” She sniffed hard and swallowed.



His grumble sounded closer thistime.

She groped to the open hatch and stumbled through. Her footsteps clanked: This had to bethe
scout-ship dock. Feeling her way aong one bulkhead, she closed her hand around a breath mask. She
shoved it over her nose and eyes, but it leaked top and bottom. It was the wrong shape for ahuman
face.

She gasped out a short Shyrewook oath and dropped the usel ess rebreather.

Long, strong, fur-covered hands closed on her shoul-ders and pushed her away from the bulkhead. Chen
rumbled ingtructions.

"Okay. Takemein." She grabbed his big forearms and shut her eyes. Every time she cracked them open,
they stung likethey werefull of biting insects.

Chen leaped up the ladder like awhirlwind. She let go and dumped on the Pup's deck, trying not to wipe
her eyes. Her skin and clothing-and Chen's fur-were probably covered with the poisonous pollen.

A light came on. "Are you on board?' Bossk's voice rasped over the Pup's comm system. "Isit any
better in there?"

The Pup started to vibrate. Bossk must be powering it up from the Hound's bridge.

"Much," Tinian shouted without getting up. “Thank. y'’choo!"

"Shake yoursaves" Bossk ordered. "Turn your venttilation and filterson full. That will help.”
Chen announced that he/d found an air intake.

Tinian squinted. Chen contorted himsdlf in front of the intake, sweeping every centimeter of his body
acrossit three or four times. Then he started picking half-dried detritus off hisfur.

If he wasn't going to stand on protocol, she wasn't either. She skinned out of her black shipsuit and
flapped it in front of the vent, then shook her hair hard. At first, her sneezing and weeping got worse
in-stead of better. Finally, they dacked off.

She cracked one eye open. It no longer stung. She exhaed heavily.

Chenlambec sat at the Pup's controls, studioudy eye-ing the board. Tinian dipped back into her shipsuit
and then flopped down beside him. " Are you-choo! - ready?"

Chen growled assent.

Bossk's voice answered out of the comm, "1 will launch you in thirty seconds. All of your systems check

perfectly.”

Bossk smelled victory. After the Pup accelerated well away from the Hound, he touched a control to arm
the flame carpet warhead's detonator. Chenlambec had cocked the obah gas dispenser'strigger by
switching the Pup's ventilatorsto full power.



Now he swiveled back to his navicomputer to make final caculations for his own approach. He keyed in
acourse that would take him close to the Wookiee col-ony.

As soon asthe Pup fired and he gassed Chen and Tinian-their nasal membraneswould be exquisitely
sengitive, an unplanned dividend of the pollen test-he would dive. One swoop ought to draw the cocky
Solo offplanet to chase him.

He rotated his eyesinward. Here | am, Scorekeeper. Watch me.

Chen held the Pup on course for severa minutes be-fore Tinian findly stopped sneezing. Her nose il
twitched. Insde, it felt asif someone had scraped it raw.

On second thought, she smelled explosives that shouldn't be on board. Alarmed, she unbuckled, stood
up, and leaned close to Chen's massive head. " Some-thing'swrong,” she murmured into the fur on one
sde of hisneck. "I'm going to run asystems check."

Hewurfled soft assent.

They spent several minutes running through the Pup's limited board. Nothing turned up. By then, Tinian's
hands shook. Something was terribly wrong, and she couldn't find it.

Chen tapped hisrelay to Hirt, then flicked on the sideband and started transmitting again.

His contact howled back, amost indistinguishable over sdeband atic. Tinian envisoned aprison
com-pound full of Wookiees that was about to explode in violence.

She hoped the Pup wasn't about to explode, too. She didn't think Bossk would sacrifice his scout ship
just to kill them. What else could it be?

As Chen called ingtructions into the pickup, averba-visua transmission gppeared over the main board.

DEEPEST SECURITY BREACHED--1 THINK, i'm FAKING A SYSTEMS MAL-FUNCTION
NEAR ONE MEAT LOCKER.

It wasfrom Flirt, still under Bossk's navicomputer.
Chenlambec howled.

"Wait!" Tinian cried. "Override that program. Run acheck on the Pup-now! What did Bossk do to
pre-pareit for thismisson?'

Bossk cackled softly at Tinian's startled cry to her part-ner. Too late for that, Human. He intended to
watch his victims gpproach the Wookiee colony, but for severa minutes yet, they would be too far out to
firethe flame carpet.

A danger light blinked at one end of hisconsole. "What isit?" he asked. "Not another fsedarm, |
hope."

"Nothing wrong, no falseadarm,” answered the Hound. "ExTen-Dee livesin amest locker, insgde the
skinning hold."



What? Bossk clicked hisforeclaws over his pam. It would've been just like that undersized human to
tam-per with the XIO-D's circuitry. Humans had nasty, den-der fingers.

Or was this one of the Hound's idiot bugs?

He confirmed that the Pup could not fire for several minutes, then dipped off his seat and trotted aft.

Hlirt's voice shrieked over the relay. "He's off the bridge! Hurry-if there's anything you need to do,
you're not monitored!™

"Y ou just keep running those checks." Tinian's eyes had stopped watering, but her nose twitched. She
couldn't identify the explosive she smelled; it must be an exatic, and that worried her. " Chen, talk to your
friend down there. I'm going to start at one end of this scout and check al the circuits | can get accessto.
Something'swrong, and Hirt's not even trying to help.”

"I am, too!" exclamed the thin voice. "Bossk just waked into the cargo bay-he'swalking right up to the
mest locker | set leaking-he's standing in front of it-"

Bossk located X 10-D standing in his corner, obvioudy inactive. Next he checked his mest lockers. Fluid
drib-bled out of awater nipple down theinner wal of thefar left unit.

Growling, he whacked a control a mid-bulkhead. That shut down asecurity circuit that would normally
activate the lockers energy gates when prey ingde tripped them. He grabbed a hydrospanner and

stepped in.
"-He's getting ingde!" Hirt squesked. "Hound, reacti-vate that energy gate! Hound, please? Hound-"
Chenlambec roared at the pickup.

"All right!" Hiccuping, Hirt switched programs. "He reingtaled your energy guns. Y our torpedo launcher
is operable again, on heat-seeker status-"

Torpedo. Explosives. "What's the warhead?' Tinian interrupted.

Hirt answered seconds later. "It's called aflame car-pet,” she sang. "And you've-"

Chenlambec's furious roar drowned out Flirt's next words. Tinian recoiled too. Flame carpet warheads
were gppalling wespons manufactured by one of Fatt Arma-ments |ess scrupul ous competitors. Bossk
had sent her and Chenlambec to set air aflame, sear lungs and skin, shrivel fur-

Flirt had kept talking. Tinian shoved gruesome im-agery to the back of her mind. "What was that, Flirt?
Pease repest.”

"l sad, "Hirt answered in amincing voice, "that he also indaled adispensing canister into your vent
system. It'sfull of anerve poison caled obah gas. Y ou'd better dumpit.”

"Y eah-but first weve got to find it!" Obah gas? Nerve poison? Tinian never would have smelled that.
Bossk had triple-crossed them. Pollen, aflame carpet warhead, and now this.



Chen legped out of his seat. He dug his claws under the ventilation duct cover. To Tinian, the Nashtah
Pup suddenly fdt claustrophobic, with too littlear inside.

"Thanks, Hirt." She breathed dowly and ddliber-ately. "Can you gill get Bossk?"

"He'sworking insde the locker. He found the leak. | can't. quite. get Hound to cooperate. HE's very
grong-willed. I'd like him if heweren't in our way," she added brightly.

At least Bossk wasn't on the bridge, watching.

What could Tinian do with aflame carpet warhead? Sheld never dreamed she would have this
responsbil-ity. She must launch and destroy it so that no onewould ever useit. It wasirreversibly set on
hest seeker status.

Maybe Bossk meant to gas them, then put the Pup on autopil ot and flame the Wookiee compound?
She didn't have time to guess. She must decide what to do. She could send Bossk and hisHound's
Tooth straight to the Trandoshans Scorekeeper. Lacking air to co-fud its onboard flammables, that
torpedo would impact the Hound like a huge, heavy projectile.

No. The Pup had no hyperdrive. Destroying the Hound would strand her and Chen in Imperial space.

She knew she wasn't thinking clearly. The answer ought to be obvious.

The Pup's approach vector carried them out of the planet's shadow. Lomabu's sun rose above the
world's blue crescent.

The sun! She knew it was obvious.

"Brace yoursdlf, Chen," Tinian exclaimed. She ro-tated the Pup 120 degrees, amed the torpedo
launcher's snout directly at Lomabu's sun, and fired. The Pup lurched. Chen hit his head on an overhead
and howled.

Tinian held her breath and tracked the warhead. Af-ter aquick three-count, its onboard rockets kicked
on. It streaked sunward. Severa hundred degrees of heat wouldn't harm anything there.

Grandfather I'att would have smiled.

Evidently Bossk hadn't seen her launch the warhead, because nothing happened immediately. Tinian
nosed the Pup groundward. "Chen, how'sit going in there?' They till had far too much atitude to gect.
If Bossk gassed them, they were trapped.

Chen stood with one long, hairy arm jammed up the ventilation duct. He turned his head, pushed hisarm
harder, and groaned.

Tinian bit her lip. If Bossk got back to the bridge, he would know she'd fired the warhead. He would
know sheld betrayed him, and warheads weren't easy to pro-cure. "Flirt? Are you getting close?!

"Maybe," chirped thelittledroid. "He's till work-ing.”

"Keep Bossk off the bridge, or it'sour lives.”



"I'mtrying!" Hirtinggted. "If you'd leave me done-"

"Will do," Tinian answered. As Chenlambec twisted a piece of metd off one console and shoved it up the
ventilation duct, Tinian steered toward colonia space.

Thistime they gpproached from the east, over water. Scanning ashimmery blue horizon, Tinian spotted
the four looming guard towers.

The Imperidswould be on intruder watch thistime. Asif to confirm Tinian's thought, ablast of turbol aser
fire flashed from one tower. It barely missed the Pup.

Tinian hated being shot at. Gulping, she swept both hands over its board. " Chen, where are our shields?’
He howled.

"None?' shecried.

A grizzled Wookiee spotted the tower guards firing. Whispersinsde the compound had told him to
watch for an attack. He sprinted toward the southeast guard tower. All around him, Wookiee daves
dropped their |oads and attacked their overseers.

A human arm flew. Approva thundered from a hun-dred Wookiee throats.

The prisoners drove their guardsinto the tower. The Empire may have found the Wookiees of Kashyyyk
de-fensdess, but it had taught them to fight back.

A louder roar sept in from over the sea. Imperid laserstracked it for severd blasts. Then the gunners
swiveled their turbolasersinward. A long meta snout pointed into the compound.

At thisrange, the gunners didn't miss. Soil, sand, and duracrete-and a dozen prisoners-vaporized in a
fiery flash. The shock wave knocked the ancient WWookiee to his knees.

He scrambled around the raw new crater toward the guard tower. The turbolaser could not track him
there. Other surviving Wookiees grappled with Imperidsdong its duracrete wall.

"Surrender,” boomed avoice out of the guard tower. " Surrender now, and you will not be harmed.”
The Wookiee daves answered with angry, hopeless roars and kept fighting.

A sortie of heavily armed troopers spilled out of the tower's main door. They drove the enraged
Wookiees out into the open. Craning his neck to ook up at the tower, the old Wookiee stared down a

turbolasar's muz-zle.

A human in ablack officer's uniform stood besideit. " Send off adistresssignal!" he screeched a an
under-ling wearing khaki. " Get hel p-get Desnand-immedi-atdly!"

Chenlambec till stood groping insde the ventilator, utterly stymied. He could not disengage the gas
dis-penser; Hirt had not managed to trap Bossk; and his shoulder throbbed asif he had torn the rotator
cuff trying to squeeze one more centimeter of length into hisreach.



"They'retrangmitting!" Tinian leaned againgt athrottle rod. The scout ship tilted. Chen braced himsdlf to
pull g's standing up, but he did not pull hisarm out of the ventilator.

Heroared aquestion at Flirt.

"Eadly,” Hirt chirped. "Hound likes jamming trans-missions. Hetold me-"

"Have you got Bossk?' Tinian interrupted.

"Stll working onit," Hirt sang. "Leave me do-one."

"Forget jamming, then," exclaimed Tinian. "Well-"

"Oopg" chirruped Hirt'svoice.

Chen snatched out hisarm.

Hirt sounded sheepish. "We've got darms going off al over the ship!”

Chen pounded the bulkhead, beyond frustration. There was nothing he could do now. Bossk would legp
out of the locker and run to the bridge. Then Chen and Tinian would start breathing obah gas. He

shouted at her to steer the Pup inland and prepare to gect. They'd be stranded but aive.

"They've dtill got six hundred Wookiees pinned down by that turbolaser,” exclaimed Tinian. "1 could blow
out the main gun before Bossk got us.” The Pup lurched as she positioned it to make another pass.

For such asmall thing, she surprised him with her courage. Chen sank into hischair.
Another darm? Startled, Bossk dropped his hydrospan-ner. "ExTen-Dee," he shouted, "get over herel™
Asthebig droid rolled toward him, awhite security light near the top of the locker blinked back on.

Bossk lunged for the locker's edge. Energy sizzled around him. It threw him back inside with scorched
scales and a bruised forehead.

"Deactivate that forcelock!" he shouted.

X10-D rolled one more meter forward. He hesitated asif listening to another voice, and then swiveled in
place. He made afull turn. Then another.

Then he returned to his spot near the bulkhead.

"Wait!" Hirt exdamed.

"What?' Tinian held course. In five more seconds, sheld have that guard tower in range.
"I'vegot him!" cried Hirt. "The Hound just gave me security clear-"

"Donttak!" Tinian exclamed. "Hold him!" Thelittle droid must've findly hit the right code permuta-tion.
"Use ExTen-Dee to keep that locker secure!”



“Twillt"

Tinian squeezed afiring stud as Chen put aWookieg's strength into the control yoke. An energy flash lit
the Pup's cabin.

"Yes!" Hirt squeaked. Then her voice dropped in pitch. She dmost purred. "Hound, you are magnificent.

Y ou are wonderful. Full command recognition,” she reported to Chen and Tinian. "Hound," she purred
again, "double-sed that locker and keep ExTen-Dee on guard.”

Chen swooped severa hundred meters skyward. \Wookiees scattered out of the fresh crater dug by the
guards turbolaser blast. Imperials ood aong the fences, raining small armsfire on their maddened
daves.

The remaining turbolaser cannon tracked the Pup. Chenlambec jinked in al three dimensions, looping
back. Closer. closer. Tinian held her breath.

Hefired. Thetower exploded in ahail of gleaming fragments.
Chenlambec pushed the throttle fully forward, toward open space and the Hound's Tooth.

Tinian concentrated on breathing dowly. Just alittle farther. just alittle longer. If Bossk escaped, held gas
them in an ingant. Even amafunction could il paralyze or kill her.

Wait. Wasn't she unafraid of dying?
She searched her fedlings. She had missed Daye so deeply and desperately for so long that no other

emo-tion began to fill her heart-emptiness. But she mattered to Chenlambec. She wanted to protect him
inreturn.

And she mattered to hersdlf. She had talents and skillsto contribute to the galactic struggle. The Rebdls
had lost Daye; if shefought on, she might help com-pensate for that |oss.

I'm. sorry, Daye, she murmured as hisface sprang into her mind. / want to be with you-but I'd like to
live. Y ou understand, don't you f

The Hound grew on the fore sensor screen.

If shewanted to live, sheld better think through the next few minutes. That dlergen, whatever it'd been,
gill floated dl over the Hound's Tooth. "Hirt," she called, "something in the Hound's air made Chen and
me sick. Can you hold Bossk and ill do anything about counteracting it?!

Hirt hesitated a moment, then called back, "It's mekebve pollen. Strong histamine reaction in mam-mals
but not reptiles. Hound just locked on hisfull air filtration for me. If you can wait afew hours, itll clear

"Not on your life," muttered Tinian. She looked around the Nashtah Pup. "Chen, what could we use for
bresth masks?'

Hewurfled soft amusement.



"Not for the nerve gas.” She punched his shoulder. "But we're going back to aship full of pollen.”

He held up one arm and flicked itslong underfur. His suggestion was long and complex.

"Yeah," sheexclamed. "Y our fur atractsit like crazy-"

By the time Hirt popped the Hounds, docking hatch, Chen and Tinian wore makeshift masks knotted
from Tinian's black shipsuit deeves stuffed with Chen'sfur. Chen landed the Pup inside the Hound's
docking bay. Ingtantly, Tinian dove out. Her eyes streamed, but she could breathe. Chen pushed past her
and sprinted up the corridor.

Blinking hard, she locked down and sealed the Pup, leaving the obah gas canister for later. Then she
fol-lowed Chen at amad dash.

Bossk struggled inside one meat locker, bouncing off the energy fidld and thrashing againgt interior walls
with a Trandoshan's tremendous strength. Chen stood outside the locker, onefist on his hip and the other
hand holding his breath mask, laughing hystericaly. The huge drone droid had stationed itself at acontrol
board with one arm extended, anchoring the energy fidd's activation switch "on." Thefidd was
transpar-ent, except when Bossk's touch turned it to glimmering sparks.

Chenlambec threw back his head. Tinian covered her ears and grinned as hisvictory cry rattled
bulk-heads.

"Nicework, Hirt,” Tinian said aloud.

A throaty feminine voice answered. "Y ou're wel-come, Tinian."

"Hirt?" Incredulous, sheturned acirclein place. Who wasthis?

"What would you like next?' The voice sounded sul-try enough to steam Bakuran butter newts.
"It doesn't sound like you."

The bulkhead laughed in asexy contrdto. "'I'm us-ing Hounds voice smulator. Isn't he wonderful 7'
Chenlambec answered gruffly, but his blue eyes twin-kled over his makeshift mask.

"Will do," Hirt purred. "Next stop, Aida System and Governor 1o Desnand. | hear theré'sanice reward
of-fered for acertain scay passenger of ours.”

Bossk thrashed. "1 will destroy thisship! | will take dl of you with me to the Scorekeeper!
He couldn't, fromin there. could he?
"l have failsafes everywherel" He reached overhead and hooked two clawsinto an overhead panel.

Tinian's chest condgtricted. "Hirt," she shouted, "be sure the Hound heard that! Bossk wants to blow it
up!”

"Oh, hedid," crooned Hirt. "He just et me remove Bossk from dl command circuits.”



The Trandoshan villain flung the overhead pand at the energy field. Ingtantly, he vanished behind an
opaque shower of sparks.

"Don't worry," Hirt purred. "We shut down that destruct circuit."
"We?" asked Tinian.
"Hound and I. Who else?'

"Chen," Tinian murmured, rubbing her bare arms, "we have an acquisition to ddiver."

It took three of Governor Desnand's stormtroopers wearing power gloves to wrestle Bossk out
of thelocker. An Imperid in khaki fatigues and adouch cap handed Tinian acredit chit.' Thereyou are,
Madam Hellenika. Forty thousand credits, minus three thousand for our stormtroopers services.”

That sounded like abargain to Tinian. They stood on ahuge, crowded landing platform where
Chen-lambec had landed the Hound. Thisd seemed the only way to transfer Bossk into custody. "Three
thousand?' she protested for form's sake. "That's robbery! It's-"

"| suggest you leave Aidaimmediately,” answered the Imperid, "before we run abackground check on
you and your partner. Only Peacekeeping regulations keep you low characters under control. | suspect-"

"Very good, sr." Tinian backed away from the man. "Thank you, sir. Good day.” She spun on one hedl
and sprinted toward the HouruTs landing ramp.

Bossk crouched on a prison-cell bench. His claws twitched. Hed tried gouging stripesin these walls, but
they were coated with transparisted..

The stormtrooper outs de snapped to attention. Im-perial Governor 1o Desnand, atall, plump
marshmal-low of ahuman who would not have dared chalenge Bossk on equa footing, strode up and
stopped outside the force-shielded opening.

An even plumper woman stood beside him. She hung on hisarm like agrowth, batting false eydashesfull
of delicate veins (Bossk half expected them to flut-ter off and join some swarm of winged insects).
"Ooh," sheexclaimed. "Y ou wereright, lo. HES enormous.”

Bossk glowered.

"Y ou ruined my chances for promotion, Bounty Hunter,” Desnand said darkly. "Any last requests?’
"Promotion?’ Bossk shouted. "Wheat are you talking about? Those Wookiees-"

"Were bait in atrap, Bounty Hunter. Instead of the Rebel fleet, | caught one miserablelizard. At least

now | can make good on apromise | made Feebee two years ago.”" He encircled the woman's shoulders
with onearm.

Her bloodthirsty smile chilled Bossk; it made him picture the Scorekeeper wearing ahuman mask. "l've
awayswanted alizard-skin gown," she cooed. "Full length, and only seamlesswill do, or it'snot
authentic. Yes, 10." Shetilted her head and pressed one fleshy cheek againgt hishand. "Thiswill be



lovey."

Bossk charged theforcefield. It blew him toes-over-topside against the back wall. "I'm innocent,” he
cried, springing up to stagger forward. "1 had nothing to do with your plan, Desnand! | knew nothing
about it. | ill know nothing!"

Arminarm, the pair strolled out of Sght.

Bossk stared after them, disbelieving. He was to be. skinned? Zeroed? To grace that creature's
ward-robe, instead of the Scorekeeper's altar?

He plunged to his knees and started digging. HEd find away out, retrieve his ship, and continue the Hunt.
Somehow.

Tinian stretched out in the Hound's port deeping cabin. The Hound was temporarily grounded back on
Lomabu |11, inside the prison compound. Chen had claimed the starboard cabin, formerly BosK's. Its
bunk was longer and broader than either port bunk. Hirt had transferred command capability to both
deeping cabins. To Chen'ssurprise (but not Tinian's), Flirt had wailed every time they tried disengaging
her from the Hound. Finally Chen plugged her in on XIO-D's power point and left her there.

She was one happy droid now, with alarge, strong body. All it needed, she claimed, was a soft blue
detail job.

Hirt had spent most of the jump back to Lomabu ingde the Hound's programming, emerging
occasion-aly to announce that sheld found some amazing new capability: “This ship can change coursein
the middle of ahyperspace jump! Hound, you're magnificent.” "Hound has an armament circuit with
built-in function echoes. I'm not sure how they work, but you could fire both quad guns on full power.
smultaneoudy!"

"Ligten, Tinian. Hound knows how to hover suborbitd, with full shiddsto the ventra surface.”

And that was how they had finished off the com-pound's Imperial overseers. The Hound had dropped,
hovering, fully shielded, as Chen and Tinian doubled up as gunners. They'd landed insde the new crater,
ready to take on prisoners.

But the Wookiees hadn't |eft any Imperias whole. The sands feasted thet day.

Thisevening, Chenlambec was celebrating offship with hisliberated kinfolk. Tinian had solemnly
sprin-kled aritua handful of dirt over the pelts Chen buried, then she'd danced three rounds of the circle,
gripping his enormous hand on one side and afriendly stranger's on the other; but after that, she smply
hadn't been able to keep up with reveling Wookiees.

Tomorrow-or maybe the next day, Tinian guessed from the noise outside-they would squeeze everyone
on board and hit hyperspace before 10 Desnand could send troops. The Hound could only manage a
short jump carrying 593 Wookiees, which would be atremen-dous burden on life support, but Hirt
inssted Hound could reach Aida. From there, Chen's Alliance contacts could shuttle passengersto other
sysems.

He had taken her aside and laid both hands on her head, declaring her apprenticeship fulfilled, asking her
to stay on as his partner and friend. She had haf aship now, eighteen thousand credits, and full Hunt
datus. For thefirst timein two years, shefdt wedthy.



Chenlambec gave away most of his acquistion money. Maybe she should, too.

On the other hand, that Imperial stuffed shirt had called her alow character. She sniffed her second-best
black shipsuit, the best one that till had deeves. Maybe she ought to think about buying some new
clothes.

Sheyawned luxurioudy.
She'd decide later.

Winded, Chenlambec dropped out of the circle dance and sat down on an empty stormtrooper helmet.
The Hound filled the prison yard's center, shining like asmooth, brilliant ice floe under white prison lights.
Hefdt vaguely didoyd about admiring it so keenly. He would missthe Wroshyr.

He extended his claws and ran them through feath-ery fur that dangled from his left forearm.
Hedidn't think of himsdlf asvain, but heliked his pet. Right whereit was.

Of Possible Futures: The Tale of Zuckuss and 4-LOM

by M. Shayne Bdll

Does Darth Vader know?" the droid 4-LOM asked Zuckuss, his Gand bounty hunter partner. 4-LOM
had asked that same question every 8.37 Standard min-utes from the start of Zuckuss's meditation. In
two hoursthey would dock at Darth Vader's flagship to ac-cept an Imperia contract, and they had to
know if they were heading into atrap.

Zuckuss did not answer. Evidently he had not yet received intuitive knowledge about Vader and the
con-tract. Zuckuss breathed through the respirator and held his breath in. Then he breathed out, and held
his breeth out for amoment. 4-LOM noted that it was the 1,057th breath of this meditation. The Gand
did not need to bresthe often, but deep thinking seemed to require regular respiration.

He had observed that Zuckuss usually received intu-itive knowledge between the 1,323rd breath and the
4,369th. Onceit had come on thefifty-third: 8.37 min-utesinto the meditation, but 4-LOM calculated
that that was agtatistica anomaly. Still, unlike most Gands, Zuckuss maintained a 91.33725 percent
chance of be-ing correct in whatever knowledge he gained through meditation: knowledge about where
an acquisition might hide, the exact numbers of agroup, the inten-tions of otherstoward them.

They needed to know, now, Darth Vader's intentions toward them.

If Vader had somehow learned that it was 4-LOM and Zuckuss who had hunted Sector Governor
Nardix for the Rebellion, VVader would want revenge. The Rebd-lion had tried Nardix for crimes against
sentients, and the tria had been agreat embarrassment to the Em-pire. The Rebels, for their part, paid a
princely sum for Nardix-and that was what 4-LOM and Zuckuss needed more of: credits.

To buy medical carefor Zuckuss.
Illegal medica care. Zuckuss was not an old Gand, but he moved like one if he went off the drugsthat

controlled hispain, and during his respiration cycle he breathed like one: short, fitful breathsthat drew air
into lungs and esophoged tissue burned by contact with oxygen after afemae human acquisition, stupidly



struggling after Zuckuss had hunted her into adark aley with no exit, pulled off hishemet. 4-LOM
secured the acquistion, then tried to help Zuckuss put his hel-met back on, but before they could
Zuckuss had taken three reflexive breaths of poisonous oxygen.

Thiswas cause for sgnificant embarrassment to Zuckuss, because had he retained sufficient presence of
mind, he could have ceased his respiration until amore convenient time.

Parts of hislungs had burned away that day, and what was | eft functioned poorly. Zuckuss needed new
lungs. New lungs could be grown only inillega-hence, ex-pensive-cloning vats.

So the Empire's credits tempted 4-LOM and Zuckuss with the hope of new lungs.

Another 8.37 minutes passed.

"Does Darth Vader know?' 4-LOM asked.

Again, Zuckuss did not answer.

Zuckuss, deep in meditation, found it difficult to sense Darth Vader'sintentions. A swirl of possble
galactic futures masked them. Zuckuss aways sensed gal actic futures when he meditated in hyperspace.
It was the ideal place to meditate on the probable course of eventsin the gdaxy. Meditate in acity, and
you sense where the actions of its millions of citizenslead it. Med-itate in orbit above a planet, and you
sense where the cultures of an entire world are heading. But meditate in hyperspace and, no matter what
knowledge you meditate for, you first sense the underlying fedlings that motivate the mgority of sentients
and through them glimpse the destiny of the galaxy.

Those fedings, and the futures they could create, had changed. Thefabric of the galaxy felt different to
Zuckuss.

Therewaslesshopeinit, now.

Zuckuss had felt hope ebbing away for many years, but in this meditation Zuckuss sensed, on dl the
worldsin dl the systems he passed, an overwheming sense of hopelessness. From one world rose the
redization of having no place to run; from another, the ache of end-less separation; from many worldsthe

intense pain vic-tims of Imperid torturers felt moments before desth.

Y et with thisgrowing lack of hope rose another fed-ing, constant now in the galaxy. It quickened the
Gand'spulse.

Hefet the movement of wedlth.

The Empire was taxing, extorting, confiscating, and stedling the wedlth of its countless citizens on their
numberlessworlds, cresting an unlimited, glittering flow that enriched the Empire's coffers and showered
itsofficidswith luxury.

It wasthisflow Zuckuss and 4-LOM would tap into.

If they were not heading into atrap. Zuckuss till could not intuit Darth Vader'sintentions. They lay
clouded before him, carefully guarded.

Zuckuss bregthed in again, and held hisbreath in.



The 1,088th breath, 4-LOM noted.

Toryn Farr wasthe last person to leave the Rebel com-mand center in Echo Base on Hoth. She was
Chief Controller there, responsible for communicating or-ders to the Rebel troops. Princess Leiasfina
orders had been the ones Toryn had dreaded hearing: " Give the evacuation code,” Lelasaid, "and get to
the trans-port!"

Han pulled Leiadown the hallway, and the remain-ing staff ran after them, carrying any movable piece of
equipment they could, while Toryn broadcast the evac-uation code: "Disengage! Disengage!” she said.
"Begin refregt action!"

She jerked her console free from its connections and rushed with it down the icy passageway toward the
transport. Echo Base was collapsing on them. I ce shards pummeled her head and back with each
concus-sive explosion on the surface-explosions that came one after the other. Lightsin the passageway
flickered and went out. They did not come back on. After amoment of darkness, dim emergency lights
glowed to life. Their light was barely enough to run by. She passed a branch of the main tunnel
completely choked with tons of collgpsed ice.

"The princess went that way!" someone ahead of her said.

Toryn tapped her headset to activate it and accessed the retreat channel just in time to hear Han say he
and Lelawere dtill dive. "Han and the princess are dlive and heading for the Falcon,” she called out to
everyone ahead of her.

They hurried on and came to the hangar with itslast transport, the Bright Hope: their only hope for
escapein thisrush of retreat-and Toryn stopped in horror &t the sight there,

Theflight deck around the Bright Hope was filled with wounded soldiers. Medica droids moved among
them, trying to stop the most serioudy wounded from bleed-ing to degth.

And more wounded were being carried in.

Wewill dl die here, Toryn thought, or worse: the Empirewill capture us dive. She never once thought
that any able-bodied Rebd would desert wounded com-rades, and she saw no way to load all the
wounded onto the transport before snowtroopers would be upon them. They were aready reported in
theicefortressitsdf.

A blaster shot dammed into the back of the man who stood next to Toryn. Hefell dead on theice, and
Toryn and everyone near the tunnel scrambled for cover be-hind crates stacked by the door.

Snowtroopers-behind them in the corridor!

Toryn returned fire. Only then did she realize she had taken cover behind crates of therma detonators.
Her firg thought wasto run for safer cover.

But shedid not run.
She tore open acrate, activated three grenades, and threw them up the tunnel. The grenades emitted

clouds of smoke, and for afew brief seconds she saw the feet of snowtroopers kicking the grenades
around the tunnel-floor ice-trying to boot them back out into the hangar.



But they did not have time. The grenades exploded and brought down tons of icein the tunndl, choking it
shut.

And buying the Rebels precious minutes to save their wounded.

"Get these soldiers on board!" she shouted, and she rushed to help carry the wounded to safety and
escape.

"Does Darth Vader know?' 4-LOM asked Zuckuss after another 8.37 minutes.
"Yes" Zuckuss said. He straightened hislegs and opened his eyes.

4-LOM immediately began programming the ship for a second, desperate jump away from their
degtina-tion. They could not change course in hyperspace, but their ship could execute a second jump so
quickly it would appear for only abrief moment on the Impe-rid's screens. He calculated that it would be
abrief enough appearance for them to escape.

Zuckuss put ahand on the droid's forearm. "Thisis not necessary,” he said.

4-LOM continued his programming. The last four words Zuckuss spoke made no sense-the "logic” of
nonmechanica sentients often made no senseto 4-LOM: of course they had to fleeto safety.

"Darth Vader knows what Zuckuss and 4-LOM have done, but he does not care,”" Zuckuss said, as
usud referring to himself in third person. "The acquisitions he sends us to hunt matter more to him-to the
Em-pire-than one hundred Governors Nardix: and the Empire needs our help. They know that. Zuckuss
and 4-LOM are safe in accepting this contract and the

Empire's credits, for now. But if successisnot achieved.”

Zuckuss did not finish his sentence-an annoying habit of most nonmechanical sentients. It made accu-rate
communication difficult. 4-LOM quickly com-puted seventy-six variant endings to that sentence, al with
aprobability of better than 92.78363 percent of being what Zuckuss might have gone on to say, all
pre-dicting the Empirés wrath and their doom.

Our probable futures have shrunk to this, Zuckuss thought: he and 4-LOM had this one chanceto
redeem themselves. If they succeeded, the Empire would forget their involvement with Governor Nardix.
If they failed, the Empire would stop at nothing to exact its revenge. He and 4-LOM would haveto use
al their combined skillsto hidefor atime, creste new identities, and sur-vive,

Zuckuss smiled. Days lived under threats like these were days worth living.

Among the last soldiers waiting to be carried aboard the transport, Toryn found Samoc, her younger
sister. Samoc was one of the Rebel's best snowspeeder pilots. That her ship had gone down meant the
fight outsde wastruly horrific. Samoc's red hair was mostly burned away. Her face and hands were
burned. No one had treated her or helped her at dl, except to bring her here.

She was conscious. She blinked up at Toryn, through lids that now had no eyelashes, and shetried to
reach ahand to Toryn.

"Imperia waker shot me down-" she whispered.



A blaster shot dammed into the ceiling and show-ered them with ice: snowtroopers, rushing into the
docking bay itself from acrosstheicefields outsde the fortress.

Toryn picked up her sster and ran with her to board the transport. "It must hurt to move you like this,"
she sad. "But theré's no other way!"

Shots echoed around them.

They were among the last to board. The docking bay now lay empty of wounded Rebds, but scattered
with tons of vital equipment abandoned to make room for the unanticipated casudties.

The hatches closed despite explosions of snow-trooper fire. The Sx X-wing fighters waiting to escort the
trangport took off, and the transport itself blasted out of the hangar and past the atmosphere to the black
cold of space.

We waited too long to take off, Toryn thought to herself. Our compassion for the wounded will have
killed usal.

She found one empty seat near the hatch and strapped Samoc into it. She knelt to hang on to Samoc,
and braced hersdf againgt the shock of hits their ship was certain to take before they could make the

jump to hyperspace.

Imperiad Star Destroyersfilled space above Hoth, she knew, waiting to attack Rebel ships.

4-1.OM and Zuckuss exited hyperspace into the Hoth system and found themsalvesin the middle of
batde. A Rebel transport the bounty hunters computer identi-fied as the Bright Hope streaked past them,
and one of the trangport's Six escort X-wing fightersfired at them. The concussion of the shot shook the
bounty hunter's ship.

"Raisng shidds" 4-LOM sad.

No one had warned them of the possibility of battle a the rendezvous point. But then, no one had told
them accepting an Imperia contract would be easy, ether.

Their screens showed a confusion of ships, Rebel and Imperid, scattered throughout the solar system.
But the Rebd shipswere blinking off-screen, disappearing into hyperspace-full retreat. " Zuckuss tracks
sixteen destroyed Rebel transports,” the Gand said.

Hedid not have to add: within close range. They could see them out their viewports-shattered hulks
showering sparksinto space, lights shining from afew gill-intact viewports. The bounty hunters quickly
plot-ted the careening trgectories of the derelict ships so they could fly past them.

"Let'sgive our Imperid friends a seventeenth ship,” Zuckuss said.

Such agift would salve the wound of Governor Nardix.

"Plotting attack trgjectory,” 4-LOM said.

They sped in pursuit of the Bright Hope. Their screens showed no other transports leaving the surface of
Hoth, only the occasiona X-wing fighter: acquisitionstoo small to impressthe Imperids, acquisitions



cer-tainly not worth pursuing. The Bright Hope was appar-ently the last big ship attempting retredt. It
was late in the battle to attempt such an escape.

The bounty hunters quickly closed on the trangport. It was smaller than the other downed transports, but
till bulky and dow-dower, a least, than the bounty hunters lean ship. The transport probably carried the
last support saff from the Rebel base, Zuckussthought: afine gift for the Imperids.

"Approaching firing range," 4-LOM announced. He pressed buttons that activated the weapons systems.
Both 4-LOM and Zuckuss prepared to fire. An Imperial Super Star Destroyer-the largest ship Zuckuss
had ever seen-was a s0 closing on the transport. The crew of the Rebel trangport itself must have been
working frantically to plot retreat coordinates and disappear into hyperspace. It was arace to seewhich
crew-Impe-rial, Rebel, or bounty hunter-would reach its goasfirgt.

Just before the bounty hunters instruments con-firmed firing range, intuition told Zuckussto fire, and he
did. His shot exploded into the trangport, taking out the entire forward command deck. The transport
would never reach hyperspace now, however close it had been to that jump. The Star Destroyer blasted
into it from the other side and laid open three entire decks.

The six X-wing fighters escorting the transport disap-peared into hyperspace, blinking off-screen one by
one. The pilotsin them saw they could do nothing more here. The ship they guarded was destroyed.
They could not even attempt to rescue survivors, if any.

"Incoming Imperid message," 4-LOM announced.

After amoment of gatic, the bounty hunters picked up the crisp, precise voice of an Imperia controller
on the star destroyer. . arrival was expected, and on time. Y our assistance in destroying the Rebel
trangport will be relayed to Imperia command. Proceed to the in-system rendezvous point.”
Coordinates appeared on screen.

"In the system's asteroid belt?' Zuckuss said.

4-L.OM studied the coordinates. "Barely outsideit,” he said.

Y es, no one had told them thiswould be an easy contract to accept.

4-LOM piloted the ship to the rendezvous point. Zuck-uss hurried to shoot himsdlf full of drugs that

would keep his pain managesblein front of Imperias and other bounty hunters. He could show no
weskness then.

4-LOM dlowed himsdf afew momentsto try to cal-culate how Zuckuss had known when to fire-before
their ingruments had registered firing range. The in-struments were functioning perfectly. 4-LOM had
checked them himsdlf before takeoff, and he checked them again now.

"Intuition,” Zuckuss muttered as he waked pain-fully avay to hismedicines.

The concept of intuition fascinated 4-LOM. Other bounty hunters called Zuckuss the "uncanny one'
be-cause of hisintuition: an intuition so often completely correct.

4-1.OM wanted that same ability. That was one reason he worked with Zuckuss:. to observe him, to learn
from him. 4-LOM felt confident he could program himsdlf to do anything aliving being could do, if he



had al neces-sary informetion.

Hadn't he learned to steal ? Hadn't he learned to value wedlth and its power like any other
nonmechani-cal sentient? Surely he could learn to meditate to de-vel op intuition and function much like
Zuckuss. Then he would be unstoppable indeed.

It had dways been like thisfor 4-LOM, ever since he had overridden his own programming to become a
thief, then abounty hunter-4-LOM had always worked to upgrade himsdlf, program new skillsinto his
"mind," challenge the boundaries of what adroid could be.

It had started innocently enough: he had worked aboard the passenger liner Kuari Princessasavaet and
human-cyborg relations speciaist, and he began to worry about the safety of vauables the humans
brought on board. They were so cardless with them. Even an incompetent thief had chances again and
again-each day-to take all the credits and jewels he could carry. 4-LOM decided it was his duty to
andyze the many ways each item of vaue might be stolen to anticipate the actions of thieves and fail
them.

On the next flight, Dom Pricina booked passage.

She was exactly the kind of human 4-LOM dreaded: careless, wedthy beyond avarice, possessor of
valuables she had not worked to acquire but which had been handed down to her. She owned, and
traveled with, one jewd of great price: the Ankarres Sapphire, ajewd fabled for its supposed healing
powers-humans and other sentients traveled uncounted distances to touch that jewel to their foreheads
and be cured of disease and injury. Dom Pricinacharged them dearly for each touch.

That night, Dom Pricinacomplained loudly at din-ner, between her third and fourth dessert courses, that
the bracelet shewore, made of five hundred rare pink Corellian Jangs, wastoo heavy: it made lifting her
fork to her mouth a chore, not a pleasure. So shetook off the bracelet and set it next to her wineglass.

And |eft it there when shefindly rose from the table,

4-LOM quickly returned it to her, and she thanked him and even hugged him. In the morning she left two
diamond toe rings on the marble shelf next to the steam bath. "Oh, 4-LOM," she panted when he
re-turned them, "How can | ever thank you? Would you take them and have them enlarged one-no,
two-full szes?1 find it harder and harder to put them on my toes. I'll have to stop eating dessertsfor
breakfast- that'sit! That should keep my toes at amanageable size." When 4-LOM returned from the
ship'sjewder he found her necklace of emeralds and garnets dropped in the passage outside her door.

She was incompetent, 4-LOM reasoned. She should not be alowed to own things she would not care
for. 4-LOM grew increasingly concerned for the Ankarres Sapphire: her most valuable jewd, and one
that meant agreat deal to many people. He caculated the likely time and place of the jewel'stheft, if it
wereto take place on thisflight, then surreptitioudy substituted a chegp synth-sapph with atracking
device embedded in it for the redl jewe-moments before the theft took place. Two Cordllian scoundrels
did sed the "sap-phire" exactly when 4-LOM cal culated someone would, but the synth-sapph emitted
an ultrasonic digtress call that brought hel p-unwanted hel p-rushing to the Corellians.

Only then was the theft discovered. Dom Pricina never missed the Ankarres Sgpphiretill the captain of
the Kuari Princess himslf returned "it" to her. 4-LOM stood nearby, the real jewd suspended in ablack
pouch hung at his sde. Dom Pricinarecognized at once that the synth-sapph was afake. She rushed to
her room and discovered that the real jewe was missing. She sobbed and begged anyone who listened
to help her find that jewd.



4-1.OM reasoned that he should return the sapphire at once. He had, after dl, stopped an unfortunate
crime and thus successfully completed an entire pro-gram sequence of hisown devising.

But other programs flooded into his brain: Dom Pricinawas cardess. Most humanswere careless. They
did not properly value or guard the wondrous things they could possess. Surely he should guard the
sapphire awhile longer. 4-LOM studied the sapphire whenever he found himself done. Itsfacets
intrigued him. They sparkled in the dimmest light. Once he touched the sapphire to his own forehead, but
felt nothing unusud: it was abeautiful sone hed againgt hismeta faceplate, nothing more. It might cure
sick humans, he reasoned, but he, adroid, could expect nothing fromit.

Still, he did not return the jewd. It was never discov-ered. No one suspected 4-L.OM of the theft. For
months afterward, 4-LOM stole from the passengers he "served,” telling himself he had to hel p protect
things of vaue. But he found the thefts exciting.

Thievery was avery human act, after al, and he sud-denly understood its pleasures. Doing it required
4-L.OM to create eegant, complicated programs that bypassed dl his ethical-al his droid-programming.
Little by little, 4-LOM reprogrammed himsdlf to find crime exciting, to vaue the possession of things, to
despise careless nonmechanical sentients. He soon grew bored with the now predictable options for
crime aboard the Kuari Princess and jumped ship at Darlyn

Boda. In that planet's sleamy, criminal underground, 4-LOM sold most of the jewels he had stolen, left
the others on consignment, and began alife devoted en-tirdy to crime and its excitement.

He was s0 successful, he caculated, that an dliance with Jabba the Hutt became inevitable. When the
offer did come, 4-LOM quickly accepted. Jabba had him fit-ted with deadly combat wegpons and the
programs that ran them in return for 4-LOM's services as a bounty hunter. Working with Zuckuss was
the next logicd step. From acareful study of Zuckuss, 4-LOM planned to learn the ways of intuition.

He carefully stored dl visuad and auditory input from and around Zuckuss in the moments just before and
after hefired the decisive shot at the retreating Rebe transport-the moments of intuition. 4-LOM would
Study them, with &l the other data on Zuckusssintu-ition he had collected from years of observetion.

It was more raw data obtained in his quest for under-standing. Understanding would cometo him, he
be-lieved. One day the methods of intuition would become apparent, and he would use them.

He wondered what new skill he would work to ac-quire then?

Darth VVader's black ship, the Executor, came within visua range, and 4-LOM initiated docking
procedures. Even as he worked, subprocessorsin hisartificial mind computed the answer to hislast
question. Suddenly he knew what skill he would pursue after he mastered intu-ition.

It wasthe only logica answer, after dl.

Hewould learn the ways of the Force. Itsdark side would be agreat dly to him in hiswork.

Once away from 4-LOM, adone with his pain, Zuckuss stopped and held on to ahandrail. Thepainin his
lungs was growing much worse, more difficult to con-trol. The oxygen burns could not hedl.

He knew he had to hide this weakness from the other bounty hunters, and especialy from Darth Vader.
But, he redized standing there, not moving because of his pain-he was hiding the worsening extent of his



inju-riesfrom 4-LOM, too.

Zuckuss was surprised 4-LOM had stayed with him at al after he got hurt. 4-LOM told him calmly one
day, in hisdroid'slogical, unemotiond voice, that he esti-mated other bounty hunterswould take 1.5
minutes to complete plans to exploit Zuckuss's weskness and draw off their clients-or attempt to steal
their ship and equipment and any remnants of fortune-should they gain knowledge of Zuckussstroubles.

Zuckuss never asked, but he was sure the droid had also calculated their diminishing chances for success
in Hunts for bounty-Hunts in which 4-LOM had to do more and more of the work. If they were not
successtul inthisHunt, if they did not get the necessary resourcesto buy new lungs, Zuckuss believed his
injurieswould finally become so debilitating thet 4-L OM would ca cu-late no further profit in maintaining
their partnership. The droid would leave. On that day, Zuckusstold him-self, he would ask 4-LOM to
cdculate his chances for surviva done. He would want to know the odds to prepare himsdlf. He would
have only days, perhaps, but it comforted him to think that, under those circum-stances, the injuries that
ateaway a hislifewould never kill him.

Zuckuss made hisway to hisbunk and his medicines. He gave himself ashot of pain killer, then sat on his
bunk. He felt the drug race through his system, numb-ing his chest and lungs. Suddenly he could breathe
the sweet ammoniain hisship alittle eeser. How he missed the ammoniamists of hisown gas planet. For
three Standard centuries, hisfamily had worked there as findsmen: bounty hunters who meditated on the
locartion of acquigtions and Hunted them in the swirling mists of Gand.

But the Empire took over Gand and brought in their excellent scanning equipment. It looked asif the
time-honored tradition of findsmen would die. They were no longer needed. The Empire tracked
acquistionsthrough the mistswithout help and without intuition.

But the profession did not die. Zuckuss and afew otherstook it off Gand into the wider galaxy-a place
sowild, sovadt, that intuition was dl that could make a path acrossit to acquisitions no scanners could
locate, dl that could read the intentions of dien races, dl that could give hints of the future and the
rewards or trids its multitudinous paths led to, the ends everyone and everything rushed toward.

Zuckuss meditated, at times, on who would eventu-dly kill him.

Heknew it was aquestion of who would kill him, not what. The mists surrounding his own mortaity
re-mained mostly unreadable, though in his meditations he had had hints-and none involved accident, or
me-chanicd failure, or even theinjuriesto hislungsthat brought him such pain. Another being would
bring him desth.

Zuckuss had ruled out 4-LOM. Hislong-standing partner did not want to kill him, and would not when
they separated. But twice Zuckuss had sensed that Jabba the Hutt would grow impatient with his
weakness, if he discovered it, and attempt to feed him to his Ran-cor. That was afuture he preferred to
avoid. He sensed that hewould not be killed in the mists of his own world, however much he missed
Gand and would have liked to die there. He would die somewhere el se. He wondered for atimeif Darth
Vader would kill him, but he knew he had nothing to fear from Vader, at least for now.

When he could, Zuckuss stood up and injected him-sdf with stimulants, then other drugs to boost the
quickness of his mind and counteract the dulling ef-fects of the pain killer. He heard the first mechanicd
sounds of docking, and the ship jerked abouit.

He hurried to pull on the suit that protected him from oxygen and double-checked its seals. He could
afford no more burns. He pulled on old robes, then hid knivesin his boots, anmonia bombs-lethal to



oxy-gen breathers-up his deeves. He strgpped afully charged blaster at hisside, infull view. Then he
started for the hatch. He heard 4-LOM dready walking toward it.

Zuckuss walked easier now. He breathed without pain. His stride soon carried him with all the seeming
confidence and strength he had ever had, and for amoment he amost forgot the weakness he worked so
hard to conceal.

He realized, then, walking toward the hatch and ameeting with Darth Vader, that he worked hard to hide
hisinjuries and their implications from one other per-son.

Heredlized that, when he could, he hid them from himself.

When Toryn Farr regained consciousness, the trans-port was cold. Very cold.

But therewas dill air. They could still breathe.

For now.

Some of them would live, for atime.

Toryn pushed hersdf up off the deck and looked around. Dim emergency lights glowed from the celling
above her, but stopped maybe three meters up the aide from where she sat. It was dark past that point.
The readouts of instrument panels glowed and blinked in that blackness. Out the viewport, she saw stars
roll bj”*. What was |ft of the Bright Hope was spinning out of control and heading for who knew whét.
And there would be no rescue.

No one from the Rebellion could come back for them.

When the Empire redized there were survivors on this ship and came for them, they would be
interro-gated, tortured, and executed. The Empire would pull in every ship to take prisoners, access
remaining com-puter systemsto steal information: but especidly to capture intact droids to download
their databases. The Rebes did not have much timeto find away to save themselves, if they could, and
to erase dl computer systems and surviving droidsif they could not.

Samoc moaned. Shewas gtill dive. A cupboard had broken away from thewall just ahead of them and
smashed into the deck, spilling brown bantha-wool blankets and white pillows. Toryn took a blanket and
wrapped Samoc init. Samoc's burns still had not been treated. She was shaking.

Shock, Toryn redlized. Samoc was in shock.

"Hang on, Samoc," Toryn said.

"Thisgoes on and on," Samoc whispered.

"What do you mean?’ Toryn asked. She leaned closer to hear Samoc's answer.

"Weredill dive. The Imperids are having ahard timekilling us."

They had downed Samoc's snowspeeder, but she had lived. They barely missed shooting them in the
han-gar-then they blew up most of the transport, but still they were dive.



"I'm wondering how the Imperidswill findly do it," Samoc sald.

Toryn stood up. She did not want to think about that. Soldiersin awar often die. Every Rebe knew that
when he or she joined the Rebdlion. Still, you dways ex-pected someone elseto die: not your friends,
not your sister-not you, yourself. Toryn and Samoc, for dl their battles, had never been thiscloseto
death.

Toryn reached down to pull the blanket alittle tighter around Samoc. "I'll go look for something to put on
your burns," shesaid. "And I'll ook for some-thing we might do to save ourselves. Who knows?'

Samoc tried to smile.

Other people moaned around them. The ship had been so crowded. There were probably many
survivorson it, Toryn thought. Shetook blankets to two other people, then hurried to the instruments she
saw blink-ing in the darkness ahead of her. One was an old-model hacker droid, adapted to record
freight shipped or un-loaded. Now, though, it was connected to the central computer, if that still existed
in any coherent state, and from the centra computer she could get information she needed.

"Droid," she addressed it, "access the centra com-puter and determine whether we are in danger of
fur-ther attack."

"Access restricted. Prepare for retind scan preauthorization,” the droid said.

Toryn stared into a bright light that shone out of the hacker droid's face. She hoped the central
computer's memory wasintact enough to recognize her, grant her the necessary authority, and do what
she asked it to do.

"Authorization through level eight systems granted, Controller Toryn Farr,” thedroid said. "But | cannot
answer your question. Dataon surrounding ships, if any, isunavailadle.”

The scanners were destroyed or offline.

"How much of the shipisintact?' she asked.

"Freight decks one and two completely intact. Pas-senger deck oneis 17.4 percent intact.”
"How many survivors arethere?"

"Dataon survivorsis unavalable.”

"How long will air last on the intact decks?!

"Dataon oxygen suppliesisunavailable.”

"Arewe on acollison course with-anything: other ships, Hoth, the star of this system?"
"Dataon the ship's present courseis unavailable.”

So much that they needed-information, repair equipment, air, probably-would be unavailable. Toryn
thought for amoment for a question she could ask that the droid or the computer might be able to



answer.
"Are any escape pods functiona and accessible from the intact decks?' she asked.

"Three escape pods are accessi ble from the intact portion of passenger deck one; however, the pods
can-not befired."

At last some information she could use. "Why can't the pods be fired?"
"Data on why the pods cannot be fired is unavail-able."
She had to get up there to find out.

"Attempt to compute answersto al my previous questions,” shetold the hacker droid. "I'm going to
investigate the escape pods, and | will check in with you again shortly for answers.”

She had to take charge of the Situation and start to marshd the resources at hand. It was Rebel
procedure, in astuation like this, for anyone with rank to assume he or she wasin command till they met
someone with higher rank.

So shetook charge.

For now, she thought. Just for now. Surely someone el se with higher rank had survived to help find a
way to save everyone dive on the ship.

She st off down the dark passage. The metal walls were colder to the touch now. The ship was cooling
quickly. Freezing to deeth was supposedly one of the easiest waysto die, shetold hersdlf.

Which was how she and the other survivors might dieif they had to stay on this ship or if shefound away
to launch the escape pods-because where would they take the pods, except back to Hoth? And how
would they survive on an ice world-if they could get there and if the Empire didn't shoot them down first?
Find the pods, shetold hersdlf, find out if they can be launched-then find away to survive on Hoth.

The dark passage was crowded with wounded Rebels, and their dead. She kept stumbling over people
and bodies. "I'm trying to find away to help us," shetold the people moaning in the darkness.

She saw four smdll, round lights shining yellow far-ther ahead. Another console, she thought, but the
lights got closer and closer to her-then she heard metal feet on the meta deck.

Droids. She was seeing the eyes of droids.

They turned on brighter lights and shined them on her-one droid had alight that shone from itsfore-head,
the other carried aglowtube. They both carried medica supplies. "1 am surgeon droid Two-Onebee,” the
tallest droid said, the onewith the light shining out of itsforehead. "And thisismy medicad assgtant,
Effour-Seven. We are treating the wounded.”

"There are so many,” Toryn said. "Do you have any ideahow many?'

"We have encountered forty-seven nonmechanica survivors so far,” Two-Onebee said. "Apparently we
arethe only intact droids.”



She told them what she was doing, took the glowtube from Effex-Seven, and set off down the passage.
But after amoment she stopped and looked back at the droids.

"Two-Onebeg," she cdled. "One of our pilots, Samoc Farr, isstrapped in achair at die end of this
passage. She has been terribly burned. Her burns are not treated, and sheis going into shock. See what
you can do for her."

"Effour-Seven contains excellent burn-trestment programs,” Two-Onebee answered her. "1 will send him
at once."

Effour-Seven started off while Toryn watched. She knew it would passdl other wounded Rebdls,
however much they needed help themselves, to go directly to Samoc. But she did not amend its orders.
If there was away to survive, she wanted Samoc to survive. Her mother had made her promise that she
would take care of Samoc-the youngest in their family, aways the most beautiful, the happiest, the one
with the most promise. She hoped sending help directly to Samoc would not hurt anyone else.

Toryn turned back into the blackness ahead. The droids had counted forty-seven survivors. She had
passed twenty or thirty on this deck alone. The escape pods, if they could launch them, would carry Six

people apiece.

Eighteen people from a battered ship that held many times more that. She froze for amoment, unable to
imagine how they would decide who would go if they could launch the pods. But she made hersdf Sart

mov-ing again.

Find the podsfirgt, shetold hersdf. Find away to launch them. Then find other optionsfor al of usthey
will leave behind, if you can.

Darth Vader had assigned four other bounty hunters besides 4-LOM and Zuckuss to this hunt-and each
bounty hunter was furious because of it. None had been told other bounty hunters would be involved.
4-LLOM could not calculate Darth VVader's reasons for hiring six bounty hunters. The group included
Dengar, an angry Cordllian with a damaged head and without any impressve Hunts to hisrecord; 1G-88,
an n droid, though 4-LOM had been under the impression that Darth Vader wanted the
acquisitions he was send-ing them after dlive; Bossk, arenowned Hunter of WWookiees, and, most
impressively, Boba Fett. It was an odd assemblage.

4-1.OM calculated that Vader was sending them after odd-and extremely wily-acquisitions. He searched
his Imperia Most Wanted list, with its thousands of names and files; but found no one individua who
should require such measures to Hunt down.

The bounty hunters stood together in awaiting room, eyeing each other and not speaking. Bounty hunter
law forbade killing another bounty hunter, but 4-LOM calculated a 63.276 percent chance that at least
three of the Six bounty hunters there were considering murdering other members of the group to increase
their own chances of successin thisHunt.

It was imperative that Zuckuss show no weakness now. 4-LOM studied his partner. Zuckuss stood fully
erect, dert, breathing easily in his hdmet. No one could detect hisinjuries, 4-LOM calculated.

Vader summoned them at once. The bounty hunters strode quickly down corridors, dmost outpacing
their guide. Imperias of al ranks made way for them-and stared after them. Processorsin 4-LOM's
mind ana-lyzed the faces and voices of the people he passed, matching them to the Imperia Most



Wanted List and hisguild'slist of posted bounties. 4-LOM aways did this when he waked through
crowds of people. The odds of achance encounter with someone worth credits were low, and in the
short time it took his mind to match aface to a posted bounty a person could disappear-but he had taken
seven acquisitions off streetsthat way: unexpected, but welcome, credits earned while Hunt-ing other
prey. Wouldn' it be interesting to unmask a Rebe spy here, on thisflagship, and turn him or her over to
Darth Vader?

But 4-LOM identified no Rebelsin those corridors. All sentients present were apparently actua
Imperias. He picked up most of their whispered comments. " Those bounty hunters are carrying blasters
inthe open!™

"Who cdlled them here?"
"The Republic tried to control their kind, but the Empire should have abol-ished them.”

It amused 4-LOM to think what consternation the mere presence of six bounty hunters caused among
professiona soldiers-supposedly the Empire's best and most fearless. 4-LOM calculated that fear of six
bounty hunters affected the actions of 98.762 percent of al Imperidsthey passed in that corridor.

Fear was avauable feding to indtill in acquisitions one Hunted: it clouded their logic and made most
nonmechanica sentients actudly run-apredictable, if usudly fatd, choice. Theingtinctud programming
in-side nonmechanica sentients-the desireto flee or fight when confronted with danger-till haunted them,
gill madeit difficult for them to react with com-plete, cadm logic.

But fear was not agood quality to notein onesalies. It meant they had weaknesses anyone without fear
could explait.

4-L.OM questioned the wisdom of aliances with the fearful, and he questioned his aliance with these
Im-periads now. They were unimpressve dlies, at best.

But, of course, they had credits.
Zuckuss stumbled only once on the way to Vader. 4-LOM helped Zuckuss stand.

"Y ou fawning, motley-minded Imperias-can't you even keep deckplates nailed down!" 4-LOM ydled at
the soldiers making way for them.

None of the other bounty hunters broke stride. None seemed to notice Zuckuss stumble. His and
Zuckuss's secret remained a secret, 4-LOM calculated. The walk soon ended. They arrived at the flight
deck, and Darth Vader strode at once to meet them.

Imperid officers stlanding nearby whispered together about the bounty hunters before Vader reached
them. "Bounty hunters-we don't need that scum!” 4-LOM heard one officer say to another.

4-L.OM cdlculated contempt in that comment, but he calculated that fear motivated contempt 62.337
percent of the time. Contempt and fear are closely allied. So fear was probably present even here-even
on the flight deck of Darth VVader's flagship. It disgusted 4-LOM. He began to ca culate weaknesses he
could ex-ploit in these Imperids.

Vader started speaking before he even reached the bounty hunters. He had no fear. "Therewill bea
sub-stantia reward for the one who finds the Millennium Falcon. Y ou are free to use any methods



necessary-but | want them aive! No disntegrations.”
Vader turned back at onceto his business a hand. The bounty hunters scattered to their ships.
It was Han Solo-they were being sent after Han Solo!

4-L.OM could calculate reasons, now, for Darth VVader to have caled each of the bounty hunters
assembled here. He programmed a set of microprocessorsin his mind to calculate each bounty hunter's
chance of cap-turing Solo and his companions, whoever they were.

Zuckuss stopped in the doorway and turned around. 4-LOM did not know why. It wasillogical to
dawdlein front of Imperias. 4-LOM turned around to see what had caused this odd behavior in his
partner and saw Darth VVader looking at them.

Zuckuss bowed. Vader turned away. Zuckuss and 4-LOM started back down the corridor.

4-L.OM did not have to ask Zuckuss how he had known Vader was |ooking at them. Intuition had told
him. And he knew why Vader had looked at them: ac-knowledgment that he knew about their
involvement with Governor Nardix, asubtle warning to succeed in this venture or face Vader again under
different cir-cumstances.

4-LOM knew these things without cal culating them. The knowledge was suddenly present in hismind.
In that moment, intuition began to assembleitsaf into aprocessin 4-LOM'scircuitry. All the variables
were not in place. He did not understand it completely, but he began to sense the beginnings of agrand
equation indde him: the equation of intuition.

Once he had that, he would have intuition itsdlf.

4-LOM felt himsdf on the verge of accomplish-ment-the way he felt just before he laid hands on an
acquisition he had Hunted, or the way he felt the exact moment he reached out for ajewel he had long
worked to stedl.

Imperialsran after them, asking what they needed. Could they provide fud? Weapons? Anything at al
that might help them succeed in the misson Darth VVader had sent them on. Credits? Do you need
credits?

Y es, they required vast sums of them.

And 4-LOM did not hesitate to ask for it, in the form of portable items of value stored on their ship, not
in electronic creditsthat could be seized. In their fear, the Imperias rushed to give them what they
wanted.

4-1.OM's cdculations on the bounty hunters proba-ble success ended.

He knew who had the best chance of capturing Han Solo.

He and Zuckussdid.

His calculations indicated that. The other bounty hunters had various skills and abilities, but none had
what Zuckuss brought to this Hunt.



None of them had intuition.

That gave Zuckuss and 4-LOM an invaluable edge. Solo himself represented an interesting combination
of logic and intuition-which meant he and Zuckuss wereidedly suited to Hunt him.

As he waked toward the ship, 4-LOM decided to do one thing that would give them an additional edge
inthe Hunt for Solo.

Hewould atempt intuition himself.

What was |eft of passenger level one had no lights, not even dim emergency lights. Toryn shined her
glowtube out the viewport in the containment shield that had crashed down to stop depressurization. The
hull of the ship past that point had exploded avay. She saw stars regling as the ship turned, then Hoth
itsdlf, far away, shining so bright and white she could dmost not look at it, then more stars.

Then bodies. A few bodieslying ill.

The containment shield had not saved many lives on that deck. The depressurization had been
quick-ex-plosive-and it had blown most people out into space.

Toryn turned away quickly and started down the pas-sage behind her. But after amoment she stopped
and made hersdlf go back. She looked through the viewport till Hoth reappeared, and she noted the time
on her chrono. When Hoth came back around, she noted the time, again: four Standard minutes,
forty-three Stan-dard seconds. She had the beginnings of an equation on the rotation of what was left of
the ship. It could comein handy. In the next few hours, any bit of infor-mation about their situation could
comein handy.

She hurried down the passage. There were lights ahead, from one, maybe two, glowtubes, casting dark
shadows on the walls and ceiling. She found seven peo-ple at work on the escape pods. They had torn
up the deckplatesin front of the pods and were working in the crawlspace there.

"Power couplingstore loose in the attack,” onetold her.

"If we can reconnect them to the emergency power supplies, we can launch the pods,” someone else
sad.

Toryn shined her light on the escape pods. They stood in arow there. All the viewports were dark.
"Can you shineyour light here?' someone caled to her.

Toryn hurried to help with the work. It was cold work. Toryn could see her breath now. Thetoolswere
cold to handle.

"Thisshould do it-" one of the men b ow her said.

The emergency lights snapped on around the pas-sage edges. The small, round doors to the pods were
suddenly backlit with green, and bright light shone out the viewport in each door, too bright to look at.

Then dl thelights snapped off.



"Of dl the-!" someone muttered in the sudden darkness. Toryn had to sit down on astack of torn up
deckplating, disappointed.

"The power cellson thislevel may be damaged,” someone said.

"We may have to route power up from the lower decks-Toryn, you say both decks below us are intact?’
Someone hit something, and the lights flared back on.

Everyonelooked at each other and laughed.

Toryn hurried to one of the pods. Its readouts said it was functioning perfectly. They could fireit as soon
asthey were ready. "Pod one completely operable,” she said.

"Same here," someone said at pod two.

"Pod three, operable gtatus.”

Everyone looked at each other again. No one knew how to start the next part of the process. No one
knew how to decide who would get the chance to go. Toryn outranked everyone there. Sheredized it
was her duty to start making decisions and that the others expected her to do it.

"| got acount of at least sixty-seven survivors on freight deck one,” Toryn said. "I could not get a count
on deck two, but there are survivorsthere. | heard them.”

They could dl add in the eight of them standing there. More than seventy-five people had survived on this
ship. The pods could carry away eighteen.

Toan uncertain future,

If the pods made it to Hoth, the people in them would have to find ways to survive on an ice world
without adequate supplies, fight off the wampaice crea-tures that would Hunt them, evade capture by
Imperid forceswho would surely Hunt them.

If they got to Hoth.

The Empire could shoot down the podsfirst.

"Isthe battle still going on out there?' Toryn asked.

No one knew.

"Let'ssplit up,” she said. "Find different viewports and conduct avisual reconnaissance. Report back
herein ten Standard minutes.”

Ten minutes would let the ship roll around twice. They could get agood look at space around them.

Everyone rushed down passages and into rooms, looking for viewports. Toryn found herself back at the
viewport in the attack door. She grabbed the comlink at her waist and contacted a dedicated hacker
droid mounted to the consolein thewall. "Droid," shesad. "Thisis Toryn Farr. Have you calculated
answersto my last questions?”



"Information on possible further attacks on this ship, the tota number of survivors, the estimated
dura-tion of air supplies, and the ship's course remain un-available.”

"'Are you connected to any functioning exterior sen-sorsfeeding you any kind of information
whatsoever?'

"No."
"Do you have access to any data on air supplies what-soever?”
"No."

Toryn had heard no air being pumped through the ship. "If we estimate one-hundred survivors, how long
could they live on just the air present on the intact decks?"

"4.38 Standard hours."

"How much time has passed since the attack?’
"1.29 Standard hours."

They had maybe three hours of air.

"I have acount of Sixty-seven survivorson freight deck one. There are eight of us on this deck, an
inde-terminate number on freight deck two. Factor those numbersinto future caculations.”

She saw no sign of battle in the sector of space she hurried to observe: no pinpoints of light that would be
explosions, no Imperid ships moving against the back-drop of stars or Hoth itsdlf. It wasamost asif the
battle had never taken place. The system seemed utterly quiet.

But wait. She gripped handles on the attack door and squinted at the space just coming into view asthe
ship turned.

Lights. There were lights there, moving in space. Three clusters of them-

Ships. Wrecked Rebd ships. The clusters of lights were viewports glowing in them. They were careening
aong together in aragged line.

Surely there were survivors on those ships, too. She ached for them. She wondered what they were
doing to try to save themselves.

Just as the wrecked ships dropped out of sight, Toryn caught sight of abrighter light moving toward the
wrecked ships.

Sdf propelled. Functioning.
AnImperia Star Destroyer.

They were starting the mop-up. She was seeing them pull in the first wreck for its survivors, droids,
information.



Inashort timethey would be a what was left of this ship.

Toryn hurried back to the pods and met the others just returning. Some had seen wrecked ships, too.
The count varied between Toryn's three and fourteen, maybe more. Others had seen the Star Destroyer
head-ing toward the wrecks.

"If we hurry, we can fire the pods before the Imperi-als get here" Toryn said. "If we fire while the Star
Destroyer is occupied with awreck, the pods have half a chance of making Hoth."

"We should send those in best shape,” someone said. "They need to be in good shape to survive down
there

"Some need to be in good shape, certainly,” Toryn said, "but we should assume eventua rescue of
anyone who reaches Hoth and consider sending those who can help the Rebellion mogt-even if they are
hurt now. Weve got to find out who's I eft on this ship, and we've got to find out fast.” She turned and
spoke to the hacker droid. "I encountered two medical droids on freight deck one. Contact them and
have them download al information on survivorsinto your data-banks. | want as complete alist of
survivors-including droids-as you can give mewhen | check back in five minutes.”

"At once" thedroid sad.

"I want everyone here to speak your names. Droid, add these namesto the list you are compiling. Rory,
she said to aman she knew, "you sart.”

Rory, Saito, Bindu, Darklighter, Crimmins, SdlaNatu, Meghan Rivers.

"Rory," Toryn said when everyone finished, "get to aviewport and watch that Star Destroyer. See how
long it takesiit to strip down one of the wrecks and move on to the next. Therest of uswill climb down
to freight deck 2 to see who we can find there. All of you keep your eyes open for cold weather gear
and bring it back here."

Toryn led the way-on arun-to the ladder to the deck below. As she passed the viewport in the
contain-ment shield, she saw Hoth rolling by again.

That planet had never looked so beautiful to her.

It shined with hope.

Zuckuss received intuitive knowledge 2.11 Standard hoursinto hislatest meditation.

He knew the rough coordinates of where Han Solo would go, if he could: he would go to the Rebd's
ren-dezvous point. He knew why. It was not to regroup with them after the retreat. He carried
passengers-awoman and adroid-vital to the Rebellion's success. Solo wanted to ddiver them safely
there.

And Zuckuss knew where the Rebellion had gone- where they had been forced to flee.

The thought staggered him. He stayed in his medita-tion for sometime after the intuition came, trying to
verify it-and what he had learned seemed more and more correct.



The Rebels had |eft the galaxy.

They had gone to a point above the gdactic plane, far from any stars-from al places where the Empire
might track them. The Empire had left them nowhere else to run as an army. He guessed how truly
desperate the Rebellion was, then. Ascending up out of the gal-axy's gravity well was no easy task.
Many ships could not make such atrip. Therewould be lossesin addition to those suffered here. The
Empire must have been close to Hunting the Rebelsinto extinction. That they took this chance spoke of
their desperation-but also of their courage and determination to regroup and keep fighting.

These were worthy foes, indeed.

After heand 4-LOM captured Han Solo and his com-panions, Zuckuss thought, he would honor them.
Hewould gtill deliver them to the Imperials, but until that moment he would accord them every honor.
They de-served honor in their defedt.

Zuckuss dowly brought himsdlf back to awareness of the ship around him: his pilot's chair, the instrument
pand infront of him, the hiss of ammoniathrough the recirculation system. He opened his eyes and
stretched-and coughed arid coughed. He could not stop coughing for atime. Blood came up. Heinjected
himsdlf with medicineto control the cough, and he wiped his mouth.

All he could do was mask the symptoms of injury. He had no hope of hedling on hisown.

Helooked around for 4-LOM. The droid had gone off somewhere. Zuckuss wondered if something
were wrong with the ship. "Computer,” he said. "Whereis4-LOM?'

"Inacquistion cdl one”

Odd, Zuckuss thought. What was the droid doing in there? Zuckuss scanned the solar system and
detected little activity. Most Imperia ships had gone. They had three ships orbiting out near Hoth,
probably afair amount of troops still on the ground. One Star De-stroyer had just pulled in adowned
Rebdl transport. It would strip down the other sixteen, one by one, Zuck-uss knew. There was no sign of
any other bounty hunter's ship. He and 4-LOM were the last of them to leave the system.

"Computer," Zuckuss said. They had ingaled one of the intermittently unreliable voice-activated
com-puters from Mechis 1. "Lay in acourse to point 2.427 by 3.886 by 673.52 above the gaactic
plane. Can this ship make that journey?"

The computer did not respond at once. It was an odd request. Finaly it spoke. "Thisship, at its present
mass, can reach the specified point in two Standard days.”

Excellent, Zuckuss thought. " Save those course coor-dinates,” he told the computer, and he set off to
look for 4-LOM.

Hefound the droid Sitting on an acquisition's bunk, legs crossed, handsin hislap, metdlic forefingers
turned under metdlic thumbs, staring straight ahead at the opposite wall.

It looked asif he were meditating.
"4-LOM," Zuckuss said. "What are you doing?"

"Attempting meditation,” the droid said matterof-factly, asif meditation wereanormal droid activity. He



did not look at Zuckuss. He kept looking straight ahead.

Zuckuss stood there dumbfounded. Suddenly he un-derstood many things-why 4-LOM had not left him
before this, why the droid constantly asked questions about his meditations, why the droid usualy never
left his Sde when he meditated.

4-LLOM had been observing him. He wastrying to learn how to get intuitive knowledge.

Zuckuss began to cough again. He walked in and sat on the bunk with 4-LOM. "Have you received
intuitive knowledge?' he asked when he stopped coughing.

"No," 4-LOM said. He put down hislegs and stood up quickly. Zuckuss looked up at him. "I havethe
be-ginnings of an equation on the function of intuition,” the droid said, "but | cannot yet takeit toits
conclu-sion. | will need to observe you further.”

Zuckuss stood up, too. "Y ou glittery, tardy-gaited foot-licker!" he said. "Y ou worked with Zuckuss dl
thistimeto try to sted hisskilldl”

"Not steal them,” 4-LOM said. "l cannot take your intuition. | hope only to learn to be intuitive mysdif.”

Zuckuss had no doubt that 4-LOM would learn intu-ition. He had never seen adroid so determined to
equip himself with every skill necessary to succeed.

"Zuckuss has our answers dready,” Zuckuss said. "Han Solo will try to join the Rebels at their
rendez-vous point, and that isamost interesting point, indeed. Y ou and Zuckuss have work to do before
we can go there-let'sget to it!"

4-LLOM and Zuckuss hurried to their pilots chairs. Zuckuss quickly explained the knowledge he had
re-ceived. He and the droid agreed that they had to infil-trate the Rebellion. They could not just show up
at apoint outside the galaxy where the Rebel s happened to be-they would have to pretend to want to
jointhem. Their past history with Governor Nardix would make that request somewhat more credible.
"Thereisamere 13.3445 percent chance that the Rebel swill accept our request to enligt," 4-LOM said.

Zuckuss thought about that. He looked out the viewport at arow of wrecked Rebel transports and
sud-denly had anideathat, if it worked, could up that per-centage significantly.

"What if we rescued survivors of this battle and ddiv-ered them to the Rebd s-what would our chances
bethen?'

"87.669," 4-LOM answered without hesitation. "Plotting course to the nearest transport.”
It had lights. It had intact decks. It probably had survivors.
It was the transport they had helped bring down, the one named Bright Hope.

Zuckuss communicated with the Star Destroyer and arranged for astaged TIE-fighter attack when they
|eft the system: it would make the "rescue’ more credible,

The Imperids quickly agreed to every request- though they must have wanted to interrogate dl living
Rebd s themsalves. Being forced to use some to bait abounty hunter trap must not have pleased them.



But obeying Darth Vader's orders pleased them. Zuckuss and 4-LOM did not need intuitive knowledge
to be certain of that.

Zuckuss completed ca culations on the spin of the Rebel transport and entered them into the computer.
They had to match its spin to dock withit.

"Communication with the Rebd Transport isimpos-sble” 4-LOM announced. "We will have to dock
and force entry into the ship.”

"They will welcome Zuckuss and 4-LOM. We are coming to save them,” Zuckuss said.

He was glad they would not have to fight. The Rebel trangport would have oxygen on it. He did not want
to risk exposure to it. "Computer,” Zuckuss said, "calcu-late this ship's oxygen supplies.”

Numbersflashed onto a screen in front of 4-LOM and Zuckuss.
"How many adult oxygen breathers can survive on that oxygen for two days?' Zuckuss asked.
"Fourteen,” the computer answered.

The Mist Hunter had three holding cells, built for one person each. They would soon be much more
crowded.

"Zuckuss wishes to take fourteen, then,” Zuckusstold 4-LOM, "the ones worth the most bounty-and al
droids. Oxy-breathers can crowd into the cells, and the droids can stay out here."

It was good to have a backup plan. The bounty from the Rebels they rescued might be worth a
consderable sum.

"We can force more than fourteen into the cells” 4-LOM said. "If we draw off dl remaining air on the
transport, we might accommodate another ten or twelve.”

An excdlent plan, Zuckuss thought. Depending on the oxygen supplies available, he and 4-LOM could
take as many as twenty-six people, shoved side by sdeinto the cells.

But Zuckuss was suddenly afraid of sucking addi-tiona oxygen into his own ship. He would have to
care-fully monitor that procedure himself. Hewas till dressed in hisammoniasuit. He put on the helmet
and gloves, to prepare for boarding, and double-checked all sedls.

4-LLOM completed his course cal culations and began flying the ship toward the Rebel transport.
Subproces-sorsin his mind then began a complete andyss of hisfirst attempt at meditation and intuition.

Heredlized he had not been completely truthful with Zuckuss.

He had told Zuckuss he had not achieved intuition. But the thought had occurred to him in his meditation
that the Rebel s had |eft the galaxy. Hislogic programs quickly discounted that idea-but the idea had been
there, if only for the briefest of moments.

Under normal conditions, hislogic programs never dlowed anillogicd ideato enter his conscious mind at
al.



That it had was something new.
It had not occurred to 4-LOM that to achieve intu-ition he would have to override logic.
He said nothing of his discovery to Zuckuss.

Toryn stood in front of the computer console in the pod bay. She had her list of survivors: one hundred
and eight of them. She began scrolling through the list asecond time, reading names, reading their
qudificartions. She had eight pilots, thirty-two soldiers newly in-ducted into the Rebellion, support staff
from the command center, hangar crew, otherswith specialized skills: cold wesather, Hunting, one cook.
She had teams of people stocking the pods with al the food and cold-weather gear they could find.

Thirty-three people had survived on freight deck two. She brought them al to passenger level one
ex-cept for two Rebd s hurt too badly to be moved. Friends stayed with them, and Toryn sent the
medical droids. Twenty others from freight deck one had climbed up to the pod bay. It was a crowded
space.

Seito stepped up to her. "Imperia Star Destroyer is moving to a second transport.”

The Imperias would be busy for quite some time. Distracted. The pods could launch as soon as she got
people aboard them.

She instructed the computer to show her the names of everyone hurt too badly to be moved or who the
med droidsfelt could not survive on Hoth.

A sublist of fifty-two names appeared. Samoc wason that list.

She copied those namesto a separate file named SHIP STAY . Themain list reduced to fifty-x names.
Next, shelisted everyone on the main list with bro-ken legs.

Sixteen names appeared. She a so copied those namesto SHIP STAY.

She gtill had forty names to work through, and she could send eighteen. She decided everyone on the
trangport should help decide who should go. If every-one participated in that decision, those left behind
would find it easier to accept.

Next, she worked with the comm system to hold a shipwide conference. It proved quite a challengeto
track the voices of everyone speaking on this ship, no matter how many spoke at once, and to let the rest
of the survivors hear the other decks. But she succeeded in setting up the conference and copied a
complete list of survivorsto each functioning screen. When she next spoke, everyone on the ship could
hear her.

"Thisis Toryn Farr," she said. The crowd around her grew quiet. Everyone on the other decks grew
quiet. "l have just been informed that the Imperid Star Destroyer is moving toward its second Rebel
trangport. Our comrades there will keep them busy for atime. This gives us an excellent launch window,
but we have to move quickly to makeit. Eighteen of uswill have a chanceto try to reach Hoth and
survive theretill res-cue. We need to send those whose knowledge and skills equip them to best help the
Rebellion after rescue, but who can aso make ateam prepared to survive under the conditions Hoth
presents. | am sending Saito and Crimmins, both with excellent combet skills, Sala Natu, cold-westher



surviva specidist, and Berec Tanaal, Hunter. | want you to nominate and vote on the other fourteen.
Start now."

Someone nominated her, but she said she would not go. She was staying with everyone left behind. They
needed her here. There was so much work to do to strip the ship of information helpful to the Empire,
and it was her duty to overseethat.

Besides, Toryn thought, Samoc would be left behind. She could not leave her.

The names camein quickly, and alist formed up that nearly matched one she would have drawn up
hersalf. Some on thelist tried to get othersto go in their places, but Toryn was the only one who got
away with that.

"To the pods, on therun!" Toryn ordered everyone on thelist. "I want the rest of you to start combing
every inch of what'sleft of this ship for files and docu-ments. Bring them to passenger level one, where
wewill manudly erasethem.”

The teams rushed to finish packing the pods. The eighteen people who had this chance climbed insde
and strapped into their seets. There waslittle time for goodbyes.

"May the Force be with you," Toryn said to them al asthey closed the hatches.

"Viewport teams, look sharp,” Toryn said. "I want visua tracking of these pods.”

"Will do," her observation teams called back.

"Launch!" Toryn ordered.

The pods blasted away from the ship and fell toward Hoth.

Everyone crowded to the viewports. The Bright Hope was suddenly very, very quiet. Everyoneleft onit
thought how dl their possible futures had shrunk now to two: degth, or incarceration in an Imperid
prison.

But we are happy for those eighteen, Toryn thought. We're happy for them.

The podsfdl inatight line toward Hoth. The ship turned and al they saw for atime were the lights of the
other wrecks and the star destroyer and stars. The star destroyer did not move to intercept the pods. If it
launched TIE fightersto attack them, they could not tell.

When Hoth rolled back around, no one could see the pods for atime.

"Pods at three o'clock!" Rory shouted.

Everyone saw them then, threetiny lights, descend-ing fast.

Soon they could not seethem at al againgt the bright, white light of Hoth.

"| think they madeit,” Toryn said. "Now, everyoneto work! The Imperiastook note of this transport
when we launched the pods, you can bet on that. They'll come for us next. Weve got to be ready!”



She ordered the computer to erase itself on her com-mand, and she sent ateam to uncover the
subproces-sing units on each deck and prepare to smash them after the data had been erased asa
failsafe backup. She ordered the droids to erase their minds on her com-mand-which would come at the
last possible moment: they needed medica help till then. The droids minds held records of dl the Rebel
patients they had ever treated. The Empire could not be dlowed to get such information: it would tell
them who had been alive at a point not far in the past, who had died, what they had said, what conditions
they had been treated for-re-veaing possible weaknesses that could turn someinto double agents. The
droids would have to destroy them-selves.

She thought for a moment about everything else they had to do: destroy documents, tend to the
wounded, stockpile weapons, prepare to fight when the Imperiads pulled in their ship. Shewas glad they
had alot to do. Everyone needed work to keep from thinking about the destiny they were rushing to
medt.

"Rivers, Bindu," Toryn said. "Form up adetail to study the pod bay and freight deck entrances. | want
recommendations for defensive measures ASAP."

"Mdam!" Rory shouted. "Approaching ship."

Toryn rushed to Rory's viewport. It was an odd ship coming toward them. It did not look Imperia at dll.
"Can you read its name?' she asked.

"Mist Hunter, " Rory said.

She queried the computer for information on the Mist Hunter, but the Ships Registry database was
off-line.

Bounty hunters, Toryn thought. It had to be.

"Mist Hunter heading for pod dock two,” Rory said.

"I want anybody who can fight up here now!" Toryn ordered. "We're getting company.”

Someone handed her a blaster, and she checked its powerpack. Full power. That bounty hunter ship

doesn't have the right docking mechanism, she thought, but the Mist Hunter was prepared for that: its
computers analyzed the dock ahead and constructed a match on its side. The docks would fit together

per-fectly.

Toryn had wounded Rebels on her deck. " Six of you get the wounded down to rooms on deck two in
the dark, and bar adoor in front of them. Everyone el se build barricades!"

People rushed to move the wounded and to pull bunks out of rooms and overturn them in amakeshift
barricade in front of the pod bay. They heard the docks click together and the hiss of air pulled from their
ship into the tunnel connecting them and the Mist Hunter. The locks would open shortly.

"If we overpower them and take that ship, we might have away to get the rest of us out of here.
Darklighter, Bindu-get into the crawl space and come up behind them. Move!"

People rushed to pull up the deck plating, then cover up Darklighter and Bindu.

"Stay down theretill | givethedl clear,” Toryn sad, "or till you hear fighting move past you.”



This bounty hunter ship shone to Toryn with unex-pected hope.

Through all the activity, the computer could not con-nect with its Ships Registry database and its detailed
information on ships of the gaaxy, though it kept try-ing alternate routes. It had hints of the name Mist
Hunter in what was | ft of its short-term memory databanks: the letters mis nter from one exterior scan
taken just before or during the attack; from another,

THUNTER.
But it could not connect the remaining fragments of those scans with coherent memories.
Yet.

Piece by piece, it was recongtructing its short-term memory. The computer was programmed to believe
Toryn Farr would find such information important.

Zuckuss did not take time to track the escape pods as they fdll toward Hoth. They were the Imperias
prob-lems. Besides-he hoped the pods and whoever was in them would make it. It could mean ajob
Hunting Rebels among the crevasses of anice world. He would relish such aHunt.

If he healed, he suddenly thought to himself. He could conduct such aHunt only if he healed.

Zuckuss docked their ship and forced open the locks. 4-LOM entered the wreck first. "We are hereto
rescue you," he announced to the Rebels arrayed in front of him, and he explained their "plan.” While he
spoke, 4-LOM activated subprocessorsin his mind that ana-lyzed the actions of the Rebelsin front of
him. They showed littlefear. They did not back up. They did not look away from him. Seven maintained
atight, protec-tive band around the woman 4-LOM cal culated must be in command, aresourceful
woman named Toryn Farr.

A woman with abounty on her head. 4-LOM had quickly matched her face with abounty registered in
the Imperial Most Wanted List database.

"Controller Farr,” 4-LOM said. "l must study alist of survivors on thisship. Allow meto accessits
database.”

He noted the momentary surprise on Toryn Fair's face when he caled her by name and rank. It was
good to surprise one's prey with familiar knowledge: it could inspire trust where none should be given. He
moved toward the computer, but Toryn stepped in front of it first. Her guards followed.

"Answer afew questionsfirg,” Toryn said. "Who sent you?"

Trust from this one might take more time than they had, 4-LOM caculated. "If | told you astory, Toryn
Farr, about Rebel connectionsin one of the largest Imperia bounty hunter guilds, would you trust me
then-or would you think | imparted such information too easily? Thetruth is, | cannot calculate a
circum-stance under which | would answer your question. None of you have the proper security
clearancesto receive that knowledge. Sufficeit to say that the answer would surprise you. For now, our
presence here to res-cue you must be answer enough.”

He studied the faces of dl the Rebels arrayed in front of him, and matched most of them with bounties.
He soon had twenty-six worth taking. Their combined bounties-the riches they represented-could not



buy worlds. These Rebe s were not valued like Han Solo and his companions.
But their bounties could buy Zuckuss lungs.

For amoment, 4-LOM regretted the necessity of re-turning these Rebelsto their comrades. But he and
Zuckuss Hunted more valuable prey. These Rebels were expensgive bait for the trap.

"Send your droids and die twenty-six of you whose names| will call out,” 4-LOM sad. "By now, my
part-ner has pumped oxygen into the passage that leads to holding cells on Mist Hunter. Move quickly!
The Empirewill not forever fail to detect us."

He called out the names, but no one moved. Toryn'swasthe first name he called. She redlized the other
names were the names of Rebeswho had fought with die Rebellion for sometime.

L ong enough to have had bounties placed on their heads.

The droid was clearly trying to take Rebelswho could bring it the most credits. Toryn did not believeits
clamsthat it and its partner were Rebels who had come to rescue those who could most help the
Rebdlion.

"I have an dternate plan,” she said to 4-LOM. "Put your ammonia-breathing partner in asuit, replace the
ammoniaon your ship with oxygen to make room for more people, and fly al of usto Darlyn Boda. It
would take half aday to get there. We have contacts on Darlyn Bodawho will treat our wounded and
hide ustill we can rgoin the Rebd army.”

"We must go to the rendezvous point!" 4-LOM said. "Our ship is heeded there. We will take the
twenty-sx of you | have indicated and waste no moretime.”

"I will not leave people | am respongiblefor,” Toryn sad.

4-L.OM reacted so quickly no Rebel could have re-sponded first. In aflash of movement he beat aside
Toryn's guards, grabbed her, and held her in front of him, between the Rebel barricades and pod bay 2.

"We do not havetimeto argue," he said. "And Zuck-uss and | do not have time to take wounded
conscriptsto Darlyn Boda. | have chosen twenty-six of you. Y ou will board the ship now."

Deckplates clattered behind him. There were two Rebelsthere, hidden under the deck! These were
re-sourceful foes, indeed. He could have used the blastersimplanted in his back to kill them both, but
chose not to.

Hewould not kill people he was pretending to save, at least not yet.

"Let her go," one of the Rebe s behind him said.

But Zuckuss came up behind them, out of the tunnel between the ships. "No, both of you move asde," he
said to thetwo Rebels. "Y our devotion to your com-mander isadmirable. Shewill go on to servethe

Rebd-lion well once we ddliver her to the rendezvous point. Y ou have that satisfaction.”

In aflash of movement, 4-LOM dragged Toryn Farr through the tunnel to a holding cell. He clamped her
wrigts and anklesinto restraints on the wall there. She was not strong enough to fight him off.



"Thisisno rescuel” Toryn sad.

"Butitis" 4-LOM said. "Shortly you will be at the rendezvous point. | regret the necessity of using force
with you, but saving you islogical and saving time anecessity.” He started to walk out of the cell.

"Your logicisflawed," Toryn cdled after him.
The droid looked back at her.

"Y ou left one of our best pilots off your list of people to save-Samoc Farr. Y ou think the Rebellion
doesn't need good pilots?!

Thedroid said nothing to her and left. She heard shooting on the Bright Hope. It was acommander's
worst nightmare: to be away from her troops when they werein battle. Soon the droid returned with
Rivers and Bindu. He shoved themin her cdll.

"What's happening over there?' Toryn said.

"The droid took us hostage and said he would kill us-and you-if the people he wanted did not come
forward to board this ship.”

But they heard no more shooting. Zuckuss was furi-ous with 4-LOM. "What have you reduced our
chances of successto?' he asked the droid. "Who will bdieve thisis arescue now?"

No onewould. The pod bay lay deserted before them, though Zuckuss and 4-LOM knew that if they left
the connecting tunnel, blasters would be trained on them. How many, they did not know. They had not
been able to make an adequate assessment of the Rebels arms. 4-LOM calculated that he and Zuckuss
should be able to subdue the Rebel's and take the peo-ple they wanted. But what Zuckussimplied in his
sec-ond most recent question was important: who would think of this, then, as arescue?

"Let metry to talk to them," Zuckuss said.

He went doneinto the pod bay. "Rebels!" he shouted. "4-LOM and Zuckuss are bounty hunters. Our
ways are not your ways. But like you, we believe the Empire should fal and are willing to work to that
end. We can save afew of you, and 4-LOM has marked your names. Come forward now! We must
leave™

No one came.

"We have one other option," Zuckuss said to 4-LOM. He walked back into the ship. 4-LOM secured
thelocks and followed him. He calculated many options, not just one: he and Zuckuss could fight to
capture the Rebel s they wanted, or they could leave with the three Rebelsthey aready had. 4-LOM
calculated forty-nine addi-tional viable options. He was curious to see which one Zuckuss proposed that
they select.

Zuckuss spoke through the cell door to the captured Rebels. "Commander Farr," hesaid. "Wetruly
meant thisto be arescue, but things have gone badly. What must we do to makeit right? Please help us,
and quickly. We havelittle time before Imperid swill be upon us.”

Soit wasthat 4-LOM and Zuckuss prepared their ship to evacuate ninety Rebels, many of them
wounded, to Darlyn Boda.



4-1.OM released Toryn to oversee the evacuation. Zuckuss stayed in hisammoniasuit and, unobserved
by the Rebdls, contacted the Imperia star destroyer to cdll off the "escort™ out of the system he had
arranged for. The Mist Hunter had never carried so many people. It would not be able to maneuver well
at all-they needed no staged TIE fighter attack now!

"How many Rebels are you taking?' the Imperia controller asked.

"Ninety," Zuckuss said. "Plustwo medica droids.”

Zuckuss heard Imperias confer in the background for quite sometime. Findly the controller came back
on-line. "Acknowledged,” she said. "That information will be relayed to Imperid command.”

Of course, Zuckuss thought. But the Imperials made no move to stop what he and 4-LOM were doing.
Darth VVader had given them afree hand in this Hunt-they could do whatever they thought necessary.

Zuckuss replaced the ammoniain his ship with oxy-gen. The ninety Rebels and two droids could then
barely crowd aboard. They had to stand or lie astightly compacted as 4-LOM and Zuckuss had planned
to shove twenty-9x of theminto cdlls. But they did it gladly.

It was achancefor life.

Torynwaslast to board.

"Hurry!" 4-LOM called to her. "It isawonder the Empire has not attacked us before now."

Toryn paused beside the helpful hacker droid at the hatch. "Droid,” she caled back. "Thank you for all
you have done. Erase yoursdf and the ship's main com-puter.”

It shut down al lights on the ship at once. It had few life-support systemsto shut down. One by oneit
erased its programs and databases. The Mist Hunter dis-embarked. The computer would never know
what be-came of the Rebelsit had served.

It erased its long-term memory and started to erase what was left of its short-term memory, but paused
there.

A set of subprocessors at work on that memory bank found, at that moment, the correct way to piece
to-gether observations of the attack that destroyed the Bright Hope.

Now it knew the ship Mist Hunter.

The surviving Rebd s had just embarked on the very ship that first fired on them, trying to destroy them
al.

But the computer had reconstructed these memoriestoo late.
It could not warn the Rebels. It could not call them back.

It carried out Toryn Farr'sfinal order and erased itsdlf.



The Mist Hunter stank of recycled air and, faintly, of ammonia. The air was breathable, but the
ammoniain it would give them al headaches. Toryn could feel one starting aready, but she did not let it
dow her down. The most serioudy wounded Rebelslay two to abunk in the cdls. Toryn made her way
to each of them, dowly, through the press of people, to tak to them, to en-courage them to hang on.

It was then that she noticed and read graffiti on the cell walls. When 4-LOM had first brought her there,
she had not noticed it. But some of the condemned held there had written their names. A few had written
lines of poetry. One had written his name and the address of his parents and asked that someone contact
them for him. Two-Onebee stood next to her. "Record this name and address,” shetold the droid. "I
want to con-tact this person's parents after we get back.”

Shefound Samoc standing in aback corner of the ship, her face and hands wrapped in white bandages.
They hugged.

"Y ou found away to save usal,” Samoc said.

"Were not out of thisyet," Toryn said.

She would be responsible for ninety Rebels at Darlyn Boda, fifty-two of them serioudy wounded. There
was astrong Rebd underground there-but the Empire still claimed Darlyn Boda. It controlled its
government.

Shelooked at Samoc. Toryn doubted her ability to do all she had to do. Twice she had put her personal
interest in Samoc's well-being above the interests of the many she was respongiblefor: thefirst time,
when she sent Samoc the medical droid; the second, when shetried to get 4-LOM to put Samoc on his
list of twenty-six Rebels. She knew, standing there with her sgter, that shewould do it again. It was not
fair to the others. She had to give up her command as quickly as possible. She hoped to find Rebels on
Darlyn Bodawho outranked her.

She returned to Zuckuss and 4-LOM.

"Edtimated arrivd at Darlyn Boda. 2.6 Standard hours,” 4-LOM told her.

Thisshipisfagt, Toryn thought, even with aheavy load.

Zuckuss suddenly began coughing in his suit. He could not stop. Soon he doubled over in his pilot's seet,
coughing uncontrollably.

Toryn saw blood spatter the faceplate of his helmet.
She kndlt and put her arms around him. "What'swrong?' she said. "What can we do?"

4-L.OM stood and began examining the seals on Zuckusss suit. "I s there an oxygen leak?" he asked
Zuckuss.

"No," Zuckuss said between coughs.

Toryn patched into the ship's comm system. "Two-Onebee,” she said. "I need you on the flight deck,



Little by little, Zuckuss gained control of his cough-ing. By thetime the medica droid got to him, he had
nearly stopped. He ended up telling the Rebel medical droid al about the injuriesto hislungs.

"With the proper medicd facilities, | could treat you,” Two-Onebee said. "However, thosefacilities are,
at present, unavailable. Rebel military researchers have discovered waysto genetically trigger the
regrowth of damaged tissues.”

"Clonethem?' Zuckuss asked.

"No. That isillegal. Regrow them ingdeyou. If our medica facilities survived the evacuation, | will be
ableto treat you at the rendezvous point when we get there. Y ou will have new lungsin only afew days."

Zuckuss leaned back in his pilot's chair and thought about that. He began to meditate, but soon went to
deep. In hisdreams he thought he was still meditating.

The misgtsaround dl his possible futures lifted for amoment.

There were SO many again, so many bright possibili-ties branching out ahead of him.

Darlyn Bodawas much as 4-LOM remembered it: steamy, muddy, shadowy. It was the perfect placeto
have begun alife devoted to crime. He walked adone down the streets of a city with the same name as
the planet, remembering the day he had jumped ship to start his new life. It had seemed to him then that
he had the power inside him to pursue numberless pos-sibilities. He had made decisonsthat had
contracted those possibilities, but he regretted few of them.

Zuckuss wastoo sick to leave the ship. The Rebel medica droids, Two-Onebee and Effour-Seven,
at-tended him. The Rebels had dl disappeared, though soon he was to meet Toryn Farr and five of her
hand-picked fighters. Together, they would fly to the Rebel rendezvous point.

And Han Solo, and the end of the Hunt.

Toryn had found the leaders of the Rebel insurrec-tion. Its officers outranked her, took charge of her
peo-ple, and ordered her on to the rendezvous point.

With aseded |letter she was to hand-ddiver to the Reba command.

4-L.OM had arranged to meet Toryn at acertain smal jewe shop he knew well, a place that bought, or
sold on consignment, rare jewel s-without asking about their provenance. He had businessin that shop.

An old woman dressed in rags rose to meet him. The shop was sill asdark and dirty asit had been all
those years before. "4-LOM!" the woman said. "Welcome.”

She could not stand up straight. She leaned over the few casesin front of her, bent with age. Anold
program 4-LOM had not used in along time activated in hismind, and 4-LOM let it run. "How are
you?' he asked the woman.

"Old," shesad. "But | can ill work. | ill sdl jew-€ls”

"When | |€eft here, you had three jewels of mine on consgnment,” 4-LOM said. "Have you sold them?"

"Two, yes. And | have creditsto pay you with. How do you want to be paid-Imperia credits, other



jewds?1 will show you my stock.”

"Which jewd isleft?'

"Ah, I will show you."

She gathered dl the jewels on display and put them in pocketsin her dress, then sherolled back arug on
the floor behind her cases and opened atrap door there. "Come," she said. Shelit acandle and started

down stepsinto the blackness.

4-LOM followed. Benesth the shop lay aroom that glittered with jewels. She had never shown him this
room before. He wondered why she did now. She knew hewas a thief.

"Canyou seeit?' shesaid, holding up her light.

4-LOM looked around the room and saw hisjewel, glinting blue in the woman'slight: the Ankarres

Sap-phire.

"I had hoped you would still havethat one," he said. He picked it up. It glittered beautifully. She had kept
it polished.

"Y ou wouldn't let me cut it down, and no one could ever afford the whole stone,” she said. "I was glad of
that, actudly. | touch it to wherever | hurt, every day. It healsme."

"That iswhy | need it now," 4-LOM said.

"To hed you?' shesaid. "You are metd. Go to afoundry.”

"The sgpphire will not hed me" hesaid. "'l need it for amortd friend."

He held the jewe out to the woman. "Touch it to where you hurt one last time before | takeit," he said.

Shetouched it to her wrists and ankles, held it to her forehead for atime, then handed it back to
4-LOM.

They climbed up to the shop, and Toryn walked in. She smiled at 4-LOM. It had been many years since
anyone had amiled at him. Other old programs rose, unbidden, to hismind: programsfor kindness,
sarvice, and saflessness. Hewondered if the jewd were affect-ing him, after all.

But that wasillogicd. It had had no effect on him when he had first touched the sapphire to hisforehead
years before. The old programs ran because he dlowed them to run. He did not stop them. Maybe it
was time to run those programs again. He could anayze them for their usefulness.

"Areyou ready to leave?' he asked Toryn.

"l am," shesad. "The othersare waiting outsde.”

4-LOM turned to the old woman. "I want you to keep the credits you owe me. Thank you for helping
me years ago when | needed it."

She bowed to 4-LOM, and he and Toryn left for the ship. Rivers, Bindu, Rory, Darklighter, and Samoc



went with them. "Samoc,” 4-LOM called when they got in-side the ship. He held up thejewd inthe
shadows of the corridor there. "Do you know what thisis?"

Shelooked at it for amoment. "No," shesaid. "But it is beautiful .

4-LOM explained it to her. "Touch it to your burns," he said. "1t might help you hedl." He held it out to
her.

She held it in her hands for amoment, then touched it to the bandages still on her face even after amonth.
After amoment, she had to sit down on the deck.

"Did it hdp you?' 4-LOM asked.

"l don't know. | fed so different-in agood way. Rested, maybe?"

"I must take it to Zuckuss," 4-LOM said. He took the jewe and found Zuckussin an acquisition's cell.
Zuck-uss had filled the cell with ammoniaand lay there out of his suit, coughing now and then. 4-LOM
entered the airlock, waited while ammoniareplaced the oxygen, then entered the cell. Zuckuss looked up
a him and said nothing. 4-LOM laid thejewel on Zuckusss chest.

Zuckuss looked at it. He knew what jewd it was. He had heard 4-LOM tell stories about it. After a
moment he put hishandson it to hold it tighter to his chest.

"1 will fly the ship to the rendezvous point now," 4-LOM said.

4-1L.OM flew the Mist Hunter out of the gdlaxy at a point near the gdactic equatorid plane, and he used
the massive gravitationa forces of the gaaxy itsdlf to prope the ship toward the rendezvous point.

Which was dmost exactly where Zuckuss had intu-itively known it would be.

The exact point was two degrees off. Soon, from their pilots chairs, 4-LOM and Toryn saw the
scattering of lights that was the Rebd fleet.

Or what was left of it.

Seeing it lifted Toryn's spirits. Shelooked from the fleet to the galaxy below, and thought how her future
was bright again. The Rebellion was not ended. It till had an army, reduced though it might be.

Toryn handled the communications and brought them in to ahero'swelcome. Friends and family
crowded around Toryn and the others, and many wept to see them. Toryn and everyone on her ship had
been listed as missing, and everyone bdieved them to be dead, or worse. Genera Rieekan himsdlf came
to wel-come them back, and to get news of the eighty-four once given up for lost now on Darlyn Boda,
and the eighteen others presumed still alive on Hoth. "I had feared the worst for you," hetold Toryn.

Two-Onebee and Effour-Seven rushed Zuckuss to sickbay. The Rebels made way for them. 4-LOM
started to follow-Zuckuss was so vulnerable now, and the

Rebels provided no security for him-but Toryn stood in front of him.

"4-LOM," shesaid, "l want you to meet Genera Rieekan. Generd, thisis4-LOM, one of the two who
rescued us."



The genera extended his hand to the droid, and 4-LOM shook it. "Y ou must excuse me, sir," 4-LOM
said. "My partner has been taken to sick bay without me and without any guards.”

4-L.OM darted off at once. Zuckuss had been out of hissight for 1.27 Standard minutes. He did not
know how to cal culate the odds for assass nation amongst these Rebels, but in other places that 4-LOM
knew well, Zuckuss would be dead aready. Two-Onebee and Ef-four-Seven could not protect him.

"4-LOM!" the generd called after him. 4-LOM did not stop. The genera actualy ran to catch up to him.
"4-LOM," hesaid. "You are safe here. Y our partner issafe. | give you my word on that. Murder is not
our way."

4-1.OM dowed down alittle, but he did not stop walk-ing. "Thank you for your reassurance, Generd,"
he said.

The generd walked with 4-LOM. "We are forever in your debt,” he said. "I understand you and your
part-ner want to join us. We need fighterswith your skills. Once your partner is healed, let'stalk about
your firs assgnments.”

They were at the doorsto the sickbay. "Thank you again, sir,” 4-LOM said. He paused and looked
down &t the generd. "l remember once living the way you de-scribe life here: in safety and trusting others.
But that wasalong time ago.”

"l understand,” the genera said. "1 won't keep you from your partner's sde.”

4-1.OM entered the Sickbay. The light was subdued there, and it was quiet. Evenin hisrush to get there,
processorsin his mind had recorded the faces and voices of the people he passed, matching them to the
Imperia Most Wanted List and hisguild'slist of posted bounties. 4-LOM analyzed those recordings now
and calculated the wedlth represented by the Rebels he had passed.

Their combined wedlth staggered him. So many had posted bounties. The bounty on Genera Rieekan
aone could have bought amoon in the gaactic core. It could have bought worlds on the rim.

But there were other acquigitions, worth much more, somewherein thisfleet.

Zuckuss was not the only patient in the sickbay. As he walked dong, 4-LOM heard otherstalking diere.
And what he heard from one room made him stop.

A bounty hunter was lucky if abounty included arecent hologram. It was the rare bounty that carried not
only ahologram, but arecording of the acquisi-tion's voice. The patterns of two of the voices he heard
speaking matched the voices of two of the Empire's most wanted Rebdls: Luke Skywaker and Princess
LeiaOrgana. Each of their bounties nearly matched that offered for Han Solo.

And they were talking about Han Solo. 4-LOM's en-hanced auditory sensors easily picked up their
VOICES.

Boba Fett had already captured him. The details were unclear, but apparently Fett was taking Solo to
Jabba to collect that crimelord's additiona bounty.

The Hunt was finished. He and Zuckuss had failed. Darth VVader had likely placed bounties on their



heads dready. But other possibilities occurred to him.

Hefound Zuckussin a specid ammonia chamber, attended by droids he did not recognize. They were
clearly just medica droids. He detected no hogtile activ-ity in the sickbay at all. Zuckuss did appear to be
safe here. The droids admitted 4-LOM to the chamber. "Leave us," hetold them.

"Not now. Our procedures must be monitored.”

"Leave usnow!" 4-LOM shouted. Zuckuss nodded to the droids and they Ieft quickly.

"Zuckuss aready knows," Zuckuss said before 4-LOM could speak. "Two-Onebee was called to attach
anew hand to an old patient of his: Luke Skywalker. Before Two-Onebee |ft, he told me how
Skywalker came here"

"| caculate Darth Vader and the Empire might yet forgive us-and pay a handsome bounty," 4-LOM said,
"if we take them this Luke Skywalker and one other | heard speaking with him: Lela Organa.”

"But what of Zuckussslungs?' Zuckusssad. "In only afew days, if Zuckussis monitored here, they will
have regrown and Zuckuss will have his hedlth again.”

"Days" 4-LOM scoffed. "Our odds diminish with each minute."

Zuckuss said nothing. 4-LOM calculated that Zuck-uss's present condition kept him from active
participa-tion in probably any Hunt amongst these Rebels-even if Solo had been here. It was up to
4-1.OM. His chances of success alone were low-48.67 percent, he cal cu-lated-but worth taking.

If they did not try, if they waited with the Rebels while Zuckuss hedled, there would be no going back.
Their motivations would aways be suspect.

"If you can get yoursdlf to the ship, | will bring the acquisitions,” 4-LOM said.

"Zuckuss can do that," Zuckuss said.

"Tonight then," 4-LOM said. "'l will make observa-tionsand determineatime.”

"Now!" 4-LOM said. It was |ate evening. The droid stood, blaster drawn, in shadows. "The acquisitions
are sanding in the sick-bay solarium, watching friends leave to rescue Solo. Those friendswill need more
than luck to accomplish that goa-and soon others they know will need rescue.”

Zuckuss sat up dowly. "Thereisanother way, 4-LOM," he sad.

"Tdl mequickly, then."

"Zuckuss has meditated since you left him, and he has had intuition about what will happen to us. Wewill
not capture Skywaker and Organa. We will end up with agolden, bumbling droid and the two medicd
droids we brought here, and their bounties will not buy Zuck-ussslungs, nor will turning them over to the
Empire clear our names. Both Rebds and Imperids-and the other bounty hunters-will Hunt us. Zuckuss

issck, and will not survive long without trestment. He has decided to stay here.”

4-1.OM did not know what to say. He cal culated ten quick responses that ranged from attempting the
kid-napping on his own to smply taking the Mist Hunter and leaving. But one fact loomed before him.



He him-sdf had calculated only a48.67 percent chance of suc-cessfully kidnapping Skywa ker and
Organa. He preferred working with better odds.

Before 4-LOM could complete his calculations and decide on a course of action, someone entered their
part of sick bay.

It was Toryn Farr. She walked up to the ammonia chamber and spoke to Zuckuss through an intercomin
the glasswall. "How are you?' she asked.

Before Zuckuss could answer, she saw 4-LOM stand-ing in the shadows, blaster drawn. "What are you
do-ing, 4-LOM?" she asked. "What's wrong?"

How quickly humans give their trust. 4-LOM thought. She had come to them unarmed. He put down his
blagter. "I am doing nothing, now," he said.

But there were many things wrong, many things he could not explain to her. All the choiceshe and
Zuck-uss had made had brought them to this point. They had known there were risksin Hunting
Governor Nardix, and now they had to accept the consequences of that Hunt.

But a set of subprocessorsin 4-LOM's mind finished one set of cal culations he had begun. He caculated
a72.668 percent chance that the New Republic would license bounty huntersto help enforceitslaws
and pro-tect its citizens from criminals. He cal culated that he and Zuckuss had an astonishing 98.992
percent chance of founding the New Republic's first bounty hunting guild. It could be an opportunity
worth pursuing. Hewould haveto study it further.

"Zuckussredly issafe here" shetold 4-LOM. "But if you are this concerned, | will come help guard him
on my time off. | know you need to attend to your ship, and you can do that while | watch Zuckuss."

4-L.OM attempted to calculate the best reply, but for amoment he could not. Her words made additional
old programs activate in hismind, and it took him amoment to quiet them. It had been many Standard
years since he had alowed himsdf to attribute a posi-tive meaning to another's actions, the way Toryn
had understood his drawn blaster to mean that he was guarding Zuckuss.

"Thank you, Toryn," Zuckuss said. "But you can St here with Zuckuss unarmed. Zuckusswould find it a
pleasureto talk with you when you havetime."

"Thenwewill tak," shesad. "But I'm here now to extend an invitation to both of you. I'm alittle

embar-rassed to say this, but the letter | brought to General Rieekan was actudly aletter commending
my actions aboard the Bright Hope. The Rebe command is promot-ing me to the rank of commander
tonight. 1 would like you both to attend the ceremony, since | would not be here without each of you.”

Zuckusstried to speak, but he started coughing. 4-LOM helped him lie back down. "I cannot go
any-wheretonight, Toryn," Zuckuss said. "But | congratu-late you."

"| asked Genera Rieekan to hold the ceremony here, so you could attend-if that isdl right?" Toryn said.
She had tried to explain to the generd that she was not qualified for apromotion. Shetold him what she
had done for Samoc. "But of course you helped Samoc," the general had said. "Sheis one of our best
pilots. We cannot afford to lose her. | thank you for everything you did on her behalf."

Toryn wondered if the general were just being kind, yet her promotion demonstrated confidencein her
and her judgment. So she had accepted the promotion and her new work.



Zuckusslooked a Toryn. "I will be honored to wit-ness the ceremony here," he said.
4-LOM looked a Toryn. "'l dso congratulate you. What will you command?”
"A unit of Specid Forces," shesaid. "I want to talk to both of you about that later.”

Samoc, Rory, Darklighter, Rivers, the medica droids Two-Onebee and Effour-Seven, and many other
impor-tant supporters of the Rebellion attended the cere-mony. Genera Rieekan announced the
promotion and Toryn's new assignment.

"Sheand | have discussed how best to rescue our friends who took the Bright Hope's escape pods back
to Hoth," he said. "We are till working to come up with aviable plan, and Toryn has asked to lead the
rescue mission, whatever it eventudly entails.”

Everyone applauded, but the ceremony was not over. General Rieekan walked forward. "For your
resource-fulness and courage in the line of duty, Toryn Farr, the Rebellion is pleased to grant you this
award of merit."

The genera draped the medd around Toryn's neck and shook her hand. Amidst the applause that
fol-lowed, agolden protocol droid popped open a botde in the back of the room and an R2 unit carried
drinksto all the oxygen breathers. Ammonia breathers among the Rebels brought glasses and afine
bottle-from Gand itself-to Zuckuss. Perhaps one day, perhaps soon, other Gands would join the Rebel
Alliance. The med droids analyzed asmall sample of liquid from the bottle, conferred amongst
themsdlves, and decided that if Zuckussimbibed one congratulatory drink it would not hurt him. They let
two ammonia breathers enter his chamber to present him with the drink. They took off their helmets,
introduced themselves, and poured for Zuckuss. He held his drink for amoment and looked at 4-L OM.

Heand 4-LOM had never been treated like this, not even by their own guild. The Empire certainly never
invited them to witnessits ceremonies. It had rushed to give them many things after they accepted the
contract from Vader, but it had not given them as gifts. It had not included them as members of ateam
fighting for an important cause, like these Rebelsdid.

The other ammonia breathers poured themsalves full glasses. Zuckuss held hisglassup. "To Toryn," he
said. They dl drank. Zuckussthen held hisglass up to 4-LOM. "To our new liveshere," he said. 4-LOM
bowed to Zuckuss while Zuckuss took a drink. Zuckuss coughed alittle. 4-LOM helped steady him on
the edge of the bed. He quickly calculated the importance of ceremony. He and Zuckuss would
incorporate it in their new guild. Ceremony, and the bonding it pro-moted, would give them asmall
datitical edge over other guildsthat might form in the New Republic.

In the days that followed, while Zuckuss hedled, 4-LOM received programming for his new work in
Specid Forces, and he oversaw the camouflaging and refitting of the Mist Hunter. Rebel technology
would make her aremarkable ship indeed. Genera Rieekan had talked with him about how he and
Zuckuss might attempt a possible rescue of Han Solo, since they would probably have accessto Jabba's
Paace. Perhapsthey could even intercept Boba Fett.

Thetimethey spent waiting for Zuckussslungsto rapidly grow could be explained astime spent hiding
from Imperias. 4-LOM cd culated extreme dangers in such aplan, since the bounties Vader had placed
on him and his partner were undoubtedly large enough to tempt Jabba, but it amused 4-LOM to
calculate Jabba's surprise when-if he and Zuckuss succeeded in rescu-ing Solo-Jabba would redlize that
he and Zuckuss were not merdly luckless bounty hunters but Rebel agents.



It also often amused 4-LOM to cdculate the Imperi-als shock when they redlized that not only had he
and Zuckuss defected to the Rebellion, but that they had managed to take ninety Rebels and two medical
droids from a downed transport with them.

That the Imperials would be furious was an under-statement.

And often, as he worked alone on his ship, he prac-ticed meditation. He completed more and more of
his equation. In one meditation, he thought he glimpsed the futures that lay ahead of him. One, above the
oth-ers, intrigued him. Init, he saw himsdf stting with young Jedi Knightsin anewly established
academy. He could not tell if he had learned the ways of the Force or if he were still attempting to learn
them. It was abrief glimpse only, and just one of many possible futures.

When 4-LOM told Zuckuss what he had seen, Zuck-uss never doubted him.

The Last One Standing: The Tale of Boba Fett

by Danie KeysMoran

The last statement of the Journeyman Protector Jas-ter Mered, known later as the Hunter Boba Fett,
before exile from the world of Concord Dawn:

Everyonedies.

Itsthefina and only lasting Justice. Evil exids it isintelligence in the service of entropy. When the Sde of
amountain didesdown to kill avillage, thisisnot evil, for evil requiresintent. Should a sentient being
cause that

landdide, thereisevil; and requires Justice as a conse-quence, S0 that civilization can exist.

Thereisno greater good than Justice; and only if law serves Justiceisit good law. It issaid correctly that
law exists not for the Just but for the unjust, for the Just carry the law in their hearts, and do not need to
cdl it from afar.

| bow to no oneand | give service only for cause.

"Joster Mered."

Journeyman Mered st in hiscdl, in chains, with early morning sunshine stresking in through atal and
narrow barred window, high on the cdl'swall.

His ankles were chained together so that he could not walk; another chain encircled hiswaist, and his
wristswere linked to that. He was young, and he did not rise when the Pleader entered his cell; he could
see that the discourtesy displeased the older man.

The Pleader Iving Credl seated himsalf on the bench facing Mered. He wasted no time on courtesies,
him-sdif. "How will | plead you?'

Mered had been stripped of the uniform of the Jour-neyman Protector. He was an ugly young man who
wore his prison grays with dignity, as though they were themselves auniform, and he took histime
answering, looking the Pleader over, examining him-as though, the Pleader thought with aflash of



annoyance, it was Iving Cred facing atria today, and not this arrogant young murderer. ™Y ou're Iving
Cred," hesadfindly. "I've heard of you. Y ou're rather famous."

Cred said giffly, "No one wantsit said you were not treated fairly."

An unpleasant grin touched the young man'slips. ™Y ou'll plead me unrepentant.”

Cred gtared at him. "Do you understand the serious-ness of this, boy? Y ou killed aman.”
"Hehad it coming."

"They'll exileyou, Jaster Mered. They'll exile you-"

"| could dways go join the Imperial Academy,” Mer-ed said, "if | got exiled. | expect I'd make agood
sorm-"

Cred overrode him: "-and they may execute you, if you anger them sufficiently. Isit such ahard thing to
say you're sorry for having taken alife unjustly?”

"l an sorry," said Mered. "Sorry | didn't kill him ayear ago. The galaxy's a better place without him."

Pleader Cred studied the boy, and nodded dowly. ™Y ou've chosen your plea; well enough. Y ou can
changeit any time before | makethe pleg, if you wish. think onit, | urgeyou. You'll face prison or exile
for the murder of another Protector; for al the man was adisgrace to his uniform, you had no business
killing him. But your arroganceislikely to see you exe-cuted yourself, Jaster Mered, beforethisday is
done."

"Y ou can't love life too much, Pleader.” The ugly young man smiled, an empty, meaningless movement of
thelips, and the Pleader Iving Cred found himsalf remembering that smile, at odd moments, for the rest
of hislife. "Everyonedies.”

Y ears passed.

The target was young-younger than the man who had taken the name of Fett had been led to believe;
indeed, tonight's target was not long out of histeens. In itself that was not a problem; Fett had collected
children many years younger than that. Among his earliest col-lections, not long after leaving the
stormtroopers, had been aboy of barely fourteen Standard years; the boy had dishonored the daughter
of awealthy businessman who had, even in Fett's wide experience, arather re-markable vindictive turn.
Most fathers, Fett knew, on most planets, would not have killed aboy for such be-havior; indeed, most
bounty hunters would have turned down such ajob.

Fett was not among them. Laws vary, planet to planet; but morality never changes. He had delivered the
boy to his executioners and he had never regretted it.

Now, yearslater, he stood in the shadows at the back of the Victory Forum, in the town of Dying
Sowly, on the planet Jubilar, and watched them set up for the main match in Regiona Sector Number
Four's All-Hu-man Free-For-All extravaganza.

The Victory Forum was ahuge place, poorly lit, named by the winning side for arecent battle in one of
Jubilar's wars. The Forum had had another name, not too long ago; and would, in Fett's estimation, have
an-other name again sometime soon. The current war was not going well. Jubilar was used as a pend



colony by half adozen worldsin the near stellar neighborhood; which army aconvict ended upin
depended upon which spaceport he was evicted .

The Forum's seats doped down toward the five-sided ring, two hundred rows of rising seats separating
Fett from the ring itsalf, and the fighting. The audience was till arriving, only minutes before the main
bout, and the Forum was only half full, an audience of some twenty thousand, mostly men, filling the
Sedts.

Fett wasin no hurry; hefocused his helmet's macrobinoculars on the ring, and the areaimmediately about
it, and prepared to wait through the fight.

Y oung Han Solo watched the ring attendant, a Bith, hosing the blood from the previous bout out of the
ring, and wondered how held gotten himself into such amess.

WEéll, not wondering, exactly, that wasn't accurate, Since actudly he remembered the eventswith a
certain painful clarity. Wondering how held been stupid enough to get himself into the current messwas
morelikeit. Han stood in the tunnel with the other three fighters, watching the blood get cleaned off the
mat he would shortly be standing on-fighting on-and swore to himsdf that if he got out of the current
messwith hisskin till holding hisinsdesingde, held learn to ded seconds so well that no onewould ever
cachhimatit.

Anyway, how was atraveling man supposed to know that cheating at cards was afelony in some jerk
backwarters?"A felony, "Han muttered aoud. He glanced over. and up. and up some more. & the
fighter standing next to him. "What did you get sent to Jubilar for?"

The man looked down a considerable distance at Han and said dowly, "1 killed some people.”
Han looked away. "Right. metoo," he lied after amoment. "I killed lots of people.”
The heavily armed ring attendant, standing behind the four of them, growled, " Shut up.”

A movement, out of the corner of hiseye, caught Han's attention; he leaned forward dightly and looked
off to theright. A fellow in. gray. Gray combat armor of some sort; he appeared to be watching the ring.

Boba Fett was not watching the ring. He was watching a young entrepreneur named Hallolar Voors, who
sat ringsde with apair of beautiful, immaculately dressed women in the seetsto each side of him; ayoung
entre-preneur who was going to be dead before he had the opportunity to sample the charms of elther of

them.

Even at that early age, Han Solo had managed to get some experience on him: "That's Mandalorian
combat armor. Who-"

The muted sounds of the crowd rose up in aroar and drowned him out.

Thering attendant yelled over it. "Timeto fight, you low trash, you smelly sinful one-eyed egg-sucking
sonsof dime-devils Timeto fight!"

From where he stood, high above the ring, Boba Fett watched as the fighters came up, out of the tunndl,
and into the five-sided ring. Four fighters, as Fett had been told was usua for a Free-For-All; the
announcer stood in the fifth corner, waiting patiently as the fighters dis-robed and took their pogitions, as
the full-throated roar of twenty thousand men reverberated through the Fo-rum.



Pickups, situated around the edge of the ring, would broadcast the fight around the planet.

Three of the fighters were what Fett would have ex-pected, big bruisers for whom the Free-For-All ring
had been the obvious dternative to conscription. The fourth surprised him; Fett zoomed in on the man-

The face jumped into focus. For amoment the image startled Fett; the fighter appeared to be staring
draight up a Fett. He zoomed the macrobinoculars out to awider viewing angle-and interestingly enough
the im-pression was accurate; the fellow was staring at him. The young fighter disrobed dowly, Staring up
past the ring lights, into the gloom, at the spot where Fett stood, asthe other fighterslimbered up in their
corners.

The man was young-no older, in dl likelihood, than Fett's target tonight. Bad night, thought Fett, to be
young and quick and full of promise.

The announcer moved out into the center of the ring, and raised his hands, palms out. His voice echoed
out across the Forum and the watching audience: "Thisisthefind eimination! These aretherules. no eye
gouges. No blowsto the throat or groin. No inten-tional deaths. There. are. no. other.

rules." He paused, and the audience's cheers rose to afrenzied pitch as his voice boomed out: "The last
one gtanding will bethevictor!"

The announcer climbed out of the ring, and despite himself, watching the fighters, the youngster in
particu-lar, sanding there aone and brave and scared, despite himsalf Fett found his pulse quickening as,
with the rest of the crowd, he waited for the dropping flag that would signa the bout's beginning.

There were moments when Fett gppreciated life-he was hardly an old man himself, and there were nights,
nightslike these, when it was good-and behind the helmet, Fett grinned at the thought asit cameto him-
when it was good to be young, and quick, and full of promise.

The dark blue match flag fluttered down from the rafters, and into the ring.

Thethree bruisers moved in on the young fighter.

Boba Fett said, "Spice.”

Thetarget, Halolar Voors, said "Y es, Gentle Fett. Spice. Eighteen canisters. And if you can handleit, we
can ddliver the same amount again, twice aquarter.”

Fett nodded as though he were paying attention. It was not long after the end of the fights, and he walked
with Voorsthrough ahuge, dimly lit, apparently de-serted warehouse at the edge of Executioners Row;
Executioner's Row was adum that was itsdlf at the edge of Dying Sowly. Fett wasn't impressed with the
imagi-nation they showed on Jubilar, but he had to concede they displayed a certain consistency.

Voors had traded in the two women for apair of conspicuoudy armed bodyguards. The bodyguards
trailed behind them.

"The spicetrade in this sector has been controlled by the Hutts for along time,” Fett observed. "Where
did you find an independent source?!

Voorssmiled at Fett; Fett, staring straight ahead, watched the smilein the heads-up tactical display in his



helmet. Thetac display gave him a 360-degree view of his surroundings; Fett wondered whether VVoors
knew that, or if he wasjust smiling for the practice of it. It was ahandsome smile, Fett had to admit.

The Manddorian armor itself bothered people, but Fett had found that it bothered people more when he
did not look at them while speaking. And if they thought he could not see what was going on around him,
S0 much the better.

Voorsdid not seem, to Fett, the sort who would know much about the capabilities of Mandalorian battle
ar-mor. In fact the man looked much like what he was: the son of awedlthy local businessman, adark,
charming, handsome young fellow wearing expensive clothes, with agood smile, who wasfatdly out of
hisleague and did not know it.

"The sourceis. private," Voorssaid. "And desiresto stay that way, I'm afraid.”
Fett nodded, once; he hardly cared.

Moments later they cameto awide, relatively empty area, lit well enough that Fett's macrobinoculars,
ad-justed to the darkness they had been walking through, lowered the gain automatically; insdethe
helmet, the scene still appeared bright as day to Fett.

Threerows of plagtic canisters, Sx to arow, sat out in the middle of the empty area. The canisterswere
fat, and haf the height of aman. Fett pointed at random. " Open that one.”

One of the bodyguards standing behind Fett glanced at \VVoors; Voors nodded quickly. The warehouse
lights changed, went dark red; norma white light activated spice. The bodyguard moved forward, knelt,
and touched the two claspsthat kept the canister seded; it left Fett with one bodyguard still behind him,
dightly to hisleft.

Fett took a step forward and looked down. It looked like spice; he reached in and pulled out a handful.
"Sedl it and turn the white lights back on.”

The lights came back up. and it was spice, all right. Fett scattered it acrossthe top of the canister, and it
lay there glowing in thelight, twinkling and flicker-ing asthe spice was activated. Fett's | eft hand, hanging
by his belt, touched a stud on the belt, releasing the neura toxin, and continued the motion, up to touch
his right hand. He worked free the glove, stood there with his naked right hand held up inthe air. "Do you
mind if | smell it? Real spice has asharp, pleasant odor-"

Voorsglanced at hisbodyguards. "If youinggt.”

Fett reached up, asthough to take off his helmet- saw them watching him with plain anticipation.
An-other of the armor's benefits; taking the helmet off became an act of theater. He paused with his hand
on the base of hishelmet, and relaxed. "l wanted to ask you a question.” The hand dropped dightly.
"Does your conscience ever bother you?"'

Voors stared at him. "Are you serious? Over spice?’

"Doesit ever bother your conscience,”" Fett said again, in the voice that dways sounded so harsh when
he spoke Basic, "trafficking in spice?’

Voorssaid alittle hedtantly, "It's not even addictive. And there are vaid medica usesfor it-"



The bodyguard nearest Fett blinked, shook his head and blinked again. " Substances that are not
addictive" said Fett, "frequently lead to the misuse of substancesthat are. Doesn't that bother you?"

Voorstook a deep breath and exploded. "Wo, it doesn't bother me! My conscienceisjust-" His mouth
shut. and then opened again, as though he in-tended to continue speaking.

The bodyguard behind Fett was farthest away from the neurd toxin; Fett spun, pulling hisblaster free
left-handed, and shot the man as he went for hisweapon. Thejolt took the bodyguard in the scomach; he
stag-gered backward, still clutching his blaster, and Fett moved forward as the guard backpedaled, took
am and shot him a second time in the throat for good measure.

He swung back to the spice, to VVoors and die other bodyguard. They weren't dead just yet, of course.
They fdl and Fett stood watching them; the pickups buried in his helmet were busy recording their degth
throes. Jabba would want to see the recording-this was one of thefirst times Fett had taken the Hutt's
commission, but Fett understood Huitts, Jabbawould pay abonusfor the actua images of hisenemies
deedis.

Heworked die glove back over hisright hand; it was numb aready, to the wrist, from exposure to the
nerve gas he'd released.

After their thrashing had ceased, Fett walked in closer, to get better pickups of them. He bent dighdy to
give his pickups the best angle. The pale-skinned body-guard had turned blue; V oors, darker-skinned,
had turned purple. His swollen tongue stuck out between histeeth; Fett imagined Jabba would enjoy that
touch.

After abit Fett straightened and stepped backward, getting a good dozen paces between himself and the
elghteen canisters of spice.

He undung hisflamethrower, lit the flame, and played it over the plastic drumsfor what seemed to him a
longtime.

The Hutt had not paid him to burn the spice; but Jabba had not paid him not to, either; and there were
thingswordi doing for free. When al that remained was a smoldering melted messin the middle of the
warehouse, Boba Fett, who thought himself afair and ajust man, dung the flamethrower back over his
shoul-der, turned about, and walked quietly out of the ware-house, into the dark, silent night, into afuture
filled with promise.

Fifteen years passed.

Inthe Savel, with engines and shields powered down to almost nothing, only atrickle of power feeding
the instruments and the lifeplant, Boba Fett hung up high-above Hoth System's ecliptic, high above the
sysem's potentidly letha asteroid belt. He looked down on Hoth System and was gratified to see that
he'd beaten the Imperials.

Somewhere down there, on Hoth itself, was, if Fett had guessed right, the current headquarters of the
Re-bellion. Fett didn't care about the Rebellion one way or another; the Rebelswere plainly doomed,
and the day and manner of their passing from the universe did not fill him with much interest. The Empire
would take care of them; Fett had smaller and more profitable prey in mind.

Where the Rebd s were, Han Solo could be found.



The hyperspace message from the Imperials had been short and to the point; it had announced a
crush-ing assault on Rebel headquarters, and offered abounty of fifteen thousand creditsto any Hunters
who helped chase down Rebels fleeing the Site of the battle.

Fifteen thousand credits wouldn't have paid Fett's operating expenses for haf ayear. But wherethe
Rebelswere.

Not too long ago, Jabba the Hutt's standing bounty on Han Solo had reached one hundred thousand
cred-its. It was one of the half dozen largest extant bounties Fett knew of; and if it didn't exactly put Solo
into the company of the Butcher of Montellian Serat, and the Butcher's five million credit bounty, it was
getting up there, getting up there.

Hetrained his sensors on Hoth at highest resolution, and keyed the computer to wake him if it saw the
Mil-lennium Falcon.

Sitting in the pilot's seet, in hisarmor, helmet in hislap, Fett closed his eyes and went to deep.
The hyperwave warning awvoke him.

Fett opened his eyes and scanned hisingruments. Wesak, flickering signasfrom Hoth, that might have
been no more than background noise (except that they weren't); that wasn't what had set off hisaarm,

though.

Ships, theinstruments said, were coming out of hy-perspace. Big ships, which meant Star Destroyers,
which meant the Empire. Fett triangulated-and swore in his native language. Hoth was between him and
the shipsleaving hyperspace. Oh, you foals, you fools, Fett thought. If they'd set off hisinstruments, as
far avay asthe Savel wasfrom their breakout point, then the Rebels, down on Hoth, must have been
jolted out of their beds by the shrill of darms going off.

Somebody had fouled up bad; and knowing Vader, Fett imagined that that particular somebody was not
long for the galaxy.

The Savel sat up abovethe ecliptic, and Fett did what he could while the inevitable battle played itself
out. Helit the engines and moved in closer to Hoth; when the Falcon I eft the planet, if it did, it would be
moving fast; Fett would have timefor only asnglerun at it.

Hetook up position, still well above the ecliptic, floating above Hoth, above the battle; and prepared to
wait. There was nothing elsefor it; if Fett had learned anything in histime asaHunter, it wasthat patience
paid. Certainly there was no profit to involving himsdf in the fighting. 1on cannon blasted up off the
surface of Hoth; beneath their cover, Rebel transport shipslifted off, accelerated away from Hoth, and
made the jJump to hyperspace. At this distance, even with image enhancement, Fett's sensors could do no
more than eke out the barest details of ship size and shape; but that little was enough. None of the ships
leaving Hoth were the Millennium Fal con; the shape of that ship was burned into Fett'sbrain.

A wave of trangport ships. A wave of fighters. Another wave of transport ships. another. Another.

Theion cannon on the planet's surface were firing more infrequently now; the Imperials must be having
some success a taking the emplacements out. Fett waited, fighting back hisimpatience. The transports
were away, occasond fighters il dipping the Imperid line and jumping to hyperspace. But ill, no
Facon-



There.

That was the Falcon, or it was an halucination. Fett's fingers danced across the controls and the Save /lit
itsenginesto give chase. The computer caculated trgjec-tories, and Fett did haf adozen things at once,
readied the tractor beam, fed power to the fore deflectors, threw up the Falcon's projected trgjectory
and ran an intersect for the Save |; he needed to grapple them just before they hit hyperspace, idedlly
while avoiding death at the hands of trigger-happy Imperids-

Fett swore adoud for the second timein asingle day. He wasn't going to catch them.

The Slave /streaked through space, high above Hoth System, at the ship's greatest acceleration, but there
was no time, and the trgjectories showed it plainly. Hoth was a cold world, far from its sun; the gravity
gradient thisfar out was smaller than usual for aworld habitable by humans-the Falcon was going to
jump to hyperspace practically any momen.

Any moment, now; she was being chased by a Star Destroyer and what looked likeits entire
complement of TIE fighters. And-remember the basics, and Basic Number One was. no bounty isworth
dying for. The Star

Degtroyer and the TIE fighters were directing awither-ing fire upon the Millennium Falcon, laser light
washing over the ship again and again; and if Fett got close enough to grapple, he would be close enough
to take the brunt of that fire,

Any moment now-

And something was wrong. The Falcon wasn't jump-ing.

Fett doubled-checked the trgjectory his computer had run for the Falcon, and the trgjectory was correct;
the gravimetrics were correct, the vectors were correct, the Falcon should have jJumped by now.

Something wrong with their hyperdrive, Fett thought, and amoment later knew himsdlf correct; the
Falcon veered off-

-heading straight into the Hoth System asteroid belt.

Fett cut hisengines, and smply watched as the Mil-lennium Falcon dove into the belt. Solo was
desperate; Fett wasn't, not nearly desperate enough to take the Save | in among those tumbling
mountains of stone and iron.

The hundred thousand credits could wait for an-other day; you can't spend money when you're dead-

Fett leaned forward dightly in his seat, thinking to himsdlf that it had, redlly, been quite aremarkable day
for Imperid supidity:

The TIE fighterswere going in &fter them.

Fett sat back in his seat, shaking his head. Plainly none of those people knew the first thing about cost
andyss.

After along blank moment he turned his sensors back in-system, and picked out the unmistakable shape
of Darth Vader's Super Star Destroyer Executor.



Hehailed it, received confirmation, and charted a.course.

They took him to see Lord Vader.

Vader stood on the bridge, watching the remnants of the battle. Stars glittered and asteroids tumbled
across the black sky beyond him. Vader did not look at Fett and wasted no words in greeting, and as
aways the deep voice seemed more the work of a machine than aman. "How did you know?"

Fett glanced around before replying; the bridge crew was so busy at its duties, or busy appearing to be
busy at its duties, that none c>f them had even looked at him as he was brought in; and as usua Fett
found himsealf touched by a certain grudging admiration for Vader'sleadership.

"Y our peopletold me," Fett said after amoment. "'In essence. They gave usamesting point in
interstel-lar space. | knew you wouldn't be jumping the fleet far, from that point; | ran the coordinates
against my chartsfor thisarea." He shrugged. "One planet too hot, an-other too cold, athird just right,
but aready inhabited by Lando Carissan's mining colony. That left Hoth."

"Y ou know the areawell, then." Fett did not think VVader expected a response; he offered none. Vader,
gtill without looking at him, nodded as though he had. "The other Hunterswill be here shortly. I'll brief
you dl whenthey arrive.”

Fett took a step forward. "How much?!

Vader was slent along moment. "1 don't care about the others who escaped. For Solo. one hundred and
fifty thousand credits. The same again for LeiaOrgana. Shewill bewith him." Heturned his head dightly.
"No digntegrations.

Fett's escort gestured; Fett shrugged and turned and followed the escort from the bridge. Vader wasa
diffi-cult client; he wanted living captives, not corpses or pictures of corpses. No disntegrations; he'd
sad that ev-ery time held hired Fett, after that first incident.

After the briefing, Fett and his competition were sepa-rated, and escorted back to their ships.

Fett's escort was visibly uncomfortable in his pres-ence; that suited him. Vader's ship wasthe largest
vesse Fett had ever seen, never mind actually been ingde; it took amost five minutesfor them to be
shuttled from the bridge to the docking bay where the Slave /waited for him, and Fett was, by genera
policy, in no mood to talk. Particularly not to an Imperid officer of low rank.

They waked from the shuttle station to Fett's ship. Halfway there, the Imperid said, "They say you're
Lord Vader'sfavorite bounty hunter.”

Fett stopped in histracks, stood till, and stared at the man long enough to intensify the fellow's
discom-fort. "Yes." Heturned and continued walking, and the Imperia had to hurry after him.

But the man was supid even for an officer of the Imperid Navy, or his curiogty surpassed histemerity;
he didn't take the hint. "They say you know the target. Thisfellow Solo, the one who helped Skywalker



blow up the Death Star. They say that you know him."

Fett walked aong without replying for agood bit. Finaly he said, reluctantly enough, "I saw him fight
once."

"Fght where?'

For some reason Fett answered him. "A long time ago. He got into the All-Human Free-For-All
competi-tion, out on Jubilar." With red surprise Fett heard him-sdlf adding, "He was young, and he was
outmatched. He made the fina's round, though. Have you ever seen the Jubilar Free-For-All?"

The escort shook hishead. "I've never even heard of the planet it takes place on.”

It was like listening to someone dse talk; the words smply flowed out of Fett. "They put four fighters
to-gether in aring, usualy of the same species. To makeit fairer." A quick smiletouched Fett's features,
as he thought about those fights; it wasthefirst time Boba

Fett had smiled in years, and he did not notice it hap-pening. "Fairer," he repeated. "Usualy three of them
gtart by ganging up on the one they think weakest, which in this case would have been Solo. Hewas
young, | told you that. They beat the weakest fighter into un-consciousness before turning on each other;
and the last one standing isthe victor."

"They beat him unconscious? Han Solo?!

Fett stopped waking-and looked sdeways at the man. A small motion, but-the Imperia found himself
garing into the bounty hunter's darkened visor.

Fett's harsh voice sounded like an attack. "He won. It was one of the bravest things | ever saw." He
paused. "I'll enjoy collecting him.”

The Imperid made avisible effort to collect himsdlf. "Yes. | expect you will."

Fett shook his head asthough to clear it, turned and headed down the corridor once again, perhapsat a
dighdy quicker pace.

It wasthe longest conversation held had in years about anything except business.

The months passed in arush; and when it was over Boba Fett found himself perhaps the best known
bounty hunter in the galaxy.

It was acrowded time, and in Fett's memory the events blurred into one another. Solo had hidden the
Falcon among the Imperials garbage, rdeased immedi-ately before the jump into hyperspace, and so
escaped from the Imperials at Hoth. A good trick, and one that might have worked against most Hunters;
it had worked againgt Fett's competition.

But Boba Fett had been fooled by that trick before, once. By now he had been in hisline of work longer
than most, and there were few enough ploys he hadn't seen, once or twice or adozen times. There was
only one place they could be going, one place close enough for them to reach with their main hyperdrive
disabled; Fett jumped for Cloud City, and there Lando Calrissian made the deal that delivered Solo to
Fett.



With Han Solo as cargo, frozen in carbonite, Fett started for Tatooine. There, for the sculpture of Han
Solo, and afew months of Fett'stime, not to mention anumber of inconveniences on the way, Jabbathe
Hutt paid, not 100,000 credits, but a quarter of amillion-

And not too long after that, the rescuers sarted arriv-ing. Lela Organa, pretending to be a bounty hunter,
arrived with Chewbaccain tow. She succeeded in re-leasing Solo from the carbonite. For the very death
of him Fett could not imagine what shed had in mind; whatever it was, it did not work. The Hutt put Solo
down in the dungeon, with Chewbacca, and intended to execute them in the near future; and Lela Organa
spent her daysin chains at the foot of Jabbas throne.

Fett lay on the bed in his darkened quarters deep in-side Jabba's Palace, wearing his armor, staring up
into the darkness. His helmet was baanced on his ssomach and cool air from the ventilators washed
acrosshimin rhythmic guss.

A heavy pounding sounded at hisdoor.. Fett sat up, donning his helmet and lifting his assault rifle; the
movements were so automeatic he did not even have to think about them. He threw the bolt on the door,
took severad steps backward and aimed therifle. He did not turn on the room lights. "Comein.”

The door swung open with areluctant creak. A pair of Gamorrean guards stood out in the passageway;
Fett leveled hisrifle at them. "What do you want?'

One of the guards stepped to the side, and aform-a human-was shoved into the room. Fett's finger
tight-ened reflexively on the trigger, but he held hisfire.

"From Jabba," the near guard grunted. "Enjoy her."

Fett reached back with one hand and touched the control for the light fixtures; and under the cool white
light that washed over the room, looked down on Leia Organa, Princess of Alderaan.

She scrambled to her feet and backed up into acor-ner of the room, breathing heavily. Fett imagined she
had fought with the guards as they brought her down to him. ™Y ou touch me->!vHer voice failed her, and
she stood there, shivering, and finally said, "Touch me and one of usisgoing to die.”

Helowered therifle dowly, and looked around the room. He had few enough possessions here with him
in the palace; everything he owned, which waslittle enough, was aboard the Save |. Finaly he pointed at
the thin sheet that covered the bed. " Cover yoursdlf. I'm not going to touch you."

Organamoved dightly to the side, leaned over and grabbed the sheet and wrapped it around hersdlf and
the brief costume Jabba had alowed her, and backed up again into the corner of the room that |eft her
far-thest away from Fett. "Y ou're not?'

Fett shook his head. He sat down in the corner fac-ing hers, moving carefully, and propped hisrifle
across hisknees. He had to move carefully; his knees had been getting worse in recent years. " Sex
between those not married,” said Fett, "isimmoral.”

"Yeah," said Organa. "So'srape.”

Fett nodded. "Soisrape." He sat in what was, for him, acomfortable slence, watching her. She settled
down in the opposite corner, being careful of her cov-ering; Fett approved of her modesty, but it did not
prevent him from continuing to look at her. He had never so much asheld awoman in hisarms, Boba
Fett, and the desire for awoman came to him less fre-quently, with the passage of the years;, but in Fett's



mind his chastity made him no lessaman, and she wasworth looking at, till flushed from her struggles,
with her dark hair cascading down over the pale sheset.

She adjusted the sheet around herself, pushing her-self back into the corner for warmth. ™Y ou're not
going to call the guards to take me back to Jabba?"

"And insult Jabba? | don't think so. HE'd feed you to the Rancor, and hold agrudge against me. Y ou can
go back inthe morning.”

Her breathing was quieting. "So we just St here. All night.”

"The stones are cold. If you want to use the bed, you're welcometo it.”
Organds skepticism was obvious. "And you'l just sit there. All night.”

"I won't hurt you. | won't touch you. Sleep if you will. Or not; | do not care.”

Silence descended. Fett watched the woman as she leaned back against the stone wall; watched her as
she collected hersdlf; watched her as she watched him.

Time passed. Both of his eyeswere open, but he was only haf awake when she burst out, ' 'Why are
you do-ing this? Why are you fighting for them?'

Fett stirred, stretching dightly. Therifle across his kneeswas steady asarock. "Over haf amillion
cred-its™" heinformed her. "That'swhat Vader and the Hutt have paid for my work.”

"Isit just money? Well pay you. Help us get out of here and well pay you-"
"How much?'
"More than you canimagine.”

Fett was amused by the audacity she showed, trying to bribe him, here deep insde the Hutt's castle. "l
canimaginean awful lot."

"Youll getit”

It was crud to let the woman hope. "No. What you're doing is morally wrong. The Rebelsarein the
wrong, and the Rebd lion will fail-and it should.”

Leia Organa could not keep the outrage out of her voice. "Morally wrong? Us? We're fighting for homes
and our familiesand our loved ones, the ones who are till dive and the oneswe'velost. The Empire
de-stroyed my entireworld, virtualy everyone| ever knew asachild-"

Fett actudly leaned forward dightly. "Those worlds rose in rebellion againgt the author”y legdly in place
over them. The Emperor was within hisrightsto de-stroy them; they threatened the system of socia
judtice that permits civilization to exist." He paused. "1 am sorry for the deaths of the innocent. But that
happensin war, Leila Organa. The innocent diein wars, and your Side should not have started this one.”

He shut up aboruptly; dl the talking was making histhroat sore.



His comments appeared to render Organa speech-less anyway; she looked off to the side, away from
Fett, staring at the blank stone wall, for severa minutes. When she findly spoke her voice was quiet and
shedill did not look at him. "It's hard for me to believe that you can redlly think like this. I've heard
Luke-Luke Skywalker, | know you've heard of him-1've heard him talk about the dark side-"

Fett was amazed to hear himself laugh. "That Jedi superstition? Gentlelady Organa, if the Force exigs|
have seen no proof of it, and | doubt it does.”

Now shedid look a him. ™Y ou remind me of Han Solo, alittle. He didn't believe-"
Fett heard his voice rise dangeroudy. "I am nothing like Solo and don't you compare meto him.”
Leiatook adow, deep breath. "Okay. Why does that offend you so?"

Fett leaned forward again. "Do you know what that man has donein hislife? Never mind the loya
citizens of the Empirethat he, and you, have killed during your Rebellion; war iswar and perhaps you, at
leadt, think you are fighting for Justice. But Sob? He's a brave man, yes; he's also a mercenary who's
never done adecent thing in hislife, who's never done a difficult thing that somebody wasn't paying him
for. He's smuggled banned substances-"

"Heran spice!”

Fett found himsdf on hisfeet and yeling. "Spiceisillega! It'saeuphoric, it dters moods, and the use of it
leads to the use of worse substances, and aman who will run spice," he snarled, "will run anything!" He
stood tense and motionless, holding hisriflein aquivering grip, saring down at Leia. " 'And if | had been
using spice tonight, Lela Organa, perhaps you would not be safe with mein thisroom.”

"Han has smuggled spice,” Leiasaid steadily, "whichisillega and does not please me; and he's smuggled
acohal too, whichislegd but the tariffs are high enough to make it worth smuggling in various worlds.
No, he's not perfect and he's broken laws you've never even heard of. But | know Han Solo, and I've
seen him take risks for things he believesin, risksthat | doubt you would have the courage to take-and
what are you doing working for Jabba the Hutt any-way?'

Fett exhded, loosened hisgrip on therifle. He forced himsdlf down to the ground once more, ignor-ing
the spikes of pain that flared in hisknees. "He's paying me. A lot. Once Skywalker comes, | will take him
to Vader, and then | will spend no moretime here.”

"That's not what | mean. Jabba the Hutt has sold mountains of spice, and of far worse than that-"
"Necessity makes dlies. Oncethe Rebdlion isover, | expect the Empirewill dedl with Jabba But heis
lessathreat than the Rebels." Fett reversed the assaullt rifle, touched the butt againgt the pad that
controlled the lights. His macrobinoculars compensated dmost imme-diately as darknessfdl on them; she
gprang into hisvison by thelight of her body heat. "1'm going to deep. My throat is sore.”
There was amoment of Silence.

"Luke Skywalker," Leiasaid out of the darkness, "is going to come and kill you."

"Everyonedies,” Fett agreed. "But since nobody's paid meto kill you. deep well.”

He dept with hiseyes open, insdetjie hdmet.



The Jedi, if hewas one, came aday later. Luke Skywalker was his name, and he killed Jabba's Rancor;
and Jabba put him down in the dungeon, in acell near Solo and Chewbacca.

The following morning dawned bright and clear and hot, and Boba Fett wasin avile mood.
It was Tatooine, of course. All the mornings were bright and clear and hot.
But the Hutt was going to kill Skywalker. And Solo, and Chewbacca, though that was hardly the point.

Skywalker. That was the source of Fett's vile mood. Hed tried to talk Jabbaout of killing Skywalker-not
that he cared whether Skywalker lived or died; Fett ex-pected the galaxy would be a better place with
that fool subtracted from it. HEd seen alot of remarkably stupid thingsin his day, but the spectacle of a
beardless young man trying to face down Jabbathe Hutt in his own throne room was near the top of the
ligt.

But, though Fett had argued with him more than was perhaps wise, Jabba was not behaving like the
Jabbawhom Fett had known all these years. The point was that Darth Vader would pay for the fool-the
Emperor would pay for him. The largest posted bounty Fett knew of in the gaaxy wasfive million
credits; but Fett was certain that L uke Skywa ker would bring more.

Jabbadidn't want to hear about it. He wasn't willing to share the bounty; he wasn't willing to take the
bounty himself, and pay Fett as go-between with Vader.

His pet Rancor had died; and Skywaker was going to diefor it.
Some days Fett was convinced he was the only sane businessperson left in the entire gal axy.

It galled him. He planned out scenario after sce-nario; none of them tempted him. He thought about
kidnapping Skywalker out of Jabba's hands, but time was short and Jabba's security was good; even for
mil-lions of creditsthe risk wastoo high.

And so hewalked around on the sail barge's upper deck, with uncharacteristic nervous energy, the
morn-ing after Skywaker'sarrival, the morning that Skywaker and Solo and Chewbaccawereto be
exe-cuted, trying to decide what he was going to do next, asthe sail barge headed out to the Gresat Pit of
Carkoon, taking the condemned to their degaths.

It came to him as something of a surprise that he hoped Solo died well. Y ears previoudy Fett had seen
Jabba drop haf adozen of hisown guardsinto the Great Pit of Carkoon, allegedly for conspiring against
him; held offered them all achanceto grove for their lives. Two of them had, and Jabba, of course, had
fed them to the Sarlacc anyway.

He knew Chewbaccawouldn't beg; he hoped Solo wouldntt.
Maybe Skywa ker would beg for hislife. That wouldn't be so bad.

Fett stood in the bow and watched the sand disap-pear beneath them. Thisfar out into the desert, there
was nothing but desert, all around them. Sand, drifts and dunes asfar asthe eye could see.

Fett wondered, in passing, who had killed more peo-ple, himsdf or the Hutt. Probably the Huitt, if you
counted his spice trade; probably himsdlf, Fett thought, if you only counted deaths by your own hand.



Eventud|ly the Great Pit of Carkoon came into view. Boba Fett, his mood improved not in the dightet,
abandoned the upper deck and went down to the view-ing area, to watch with the others as Justice was
ren-dered-

-and who knew how many millions of credits were wasted. /

The day had started badly; it got worse. Before it was over the sail barge was a flaming wreck, Jabba the
Hutt was dead, and Boba Fett was down in the Great Pit of Carkoon, being digested by the Sarlacc.

Oh, he got out; asfar as Fett knew he was the only person who ever had escaped the Sarlacc.

But by the time he got out and was healed again, or as healed of that experience ashe ever did get, great
events had transpired; and the galaxy had become something Fett would never have believed possible.

Fifteen years passed.

Or, to put it another way:

Darth Vader died; so did the Emperor. The Empire fell and was succeeded by the New Republic. On
the human scale fifteen yearsislong enough for babies to be born and grow into teenagers, human
children across the galaxy became adults and bore children of their own. For some long-lived speciesthe
period passed without significant change; for others, shorter-lived than humans, entire generations were
born, grew old, and died.

In asector of the galaxy Boba Fett had never heard of, astar went nova; it murdered aworld and an
entire sentient species. It aroused less comment than had the destruction of Alderaan, only adecade
prior; the galaxy at large barely noticed the tragedy, and Fett never heard about it. In agaaxy with over
four hundred bil-lion gtars, over twenty million intelligent species, such things are bound to happen.

The remnant of the Empire rose up againgt the New

Republic, and was defeated; L uke Skywalker fell to the dark side of the Force-and returned, as few Jedi
ever hadin al the thousands of generations preceding him.

Leia Organa married Han Solo; and together they had three children.

On Tatooine, adrunk Devaronian named Labriakilled four mercenaries, and vanished.

Boba Fett grew older.

On the planet of Coruscant, the world that had been the capitol of the Old Republic, the capitol of the
Em-pire, and was now the capitol of the New Republic, in the Imperial Paace, in the quarters he shared

with hiswife, Han Solo sat on the edge of their bed with his mouth set in an obstinate line.

"No. | won't go. Treaty signings bore me, and be-sides that worthless son of adorth Gareth tried to
cheat meat Laro last timewe werethere.”

Lelastood with her arms folded, her exasperation showing plainly. "Y ou cheated him back!"

"| cheated him better. Anyway that fool should fed lucky al he had to deal with wasme," Han pointed



out. " "'When | was akid, getting caught dealing seconds was afelony and they hung you for it."

"That's not true," Leia said-but atouch doubtfully, Han thought; he had known her long enough to know
that cheating at cards, and the consequences of it, wasn't among the things they taught princesses.

"Itistootrue" said Han righteoudy. "Anyway King Gareth was lucky nothing worse happened to him
than losing to me, that's the point here. So | don't know what you expect me to do, go up to the fellow
and say, 'I'm sorry, your scummy Roya Highlessness, that | chest better than you do'?"

Leiasghed. "'l wish you wouldn't use theword 'royd’ asthough it were aninsult. I'm-"

"Y ou're adopted, "Han said quickly.

It brought areluctant smileto her. "Y ou're not go-ing to come, are you?'

"Y ou'd wish two weeks of diplomatic boredori on me?”

"Y ou're sure you'd be bored?’

"| was bored last time, except that one night.”

"l don't think Gareth will play cardswith you again.”

"So I'll be bored every night.”

Leasghed. "You're not coming.”

"I'm not going."

"l wasthinking of taking the children with me. They're old enough and it would give them some use-ful
experiencein deding with-"

"It's certainly safe enough,” Han conceded. "I they don't die of boredom.”

"I could leave Threepio with you to keep-"

"You'd leave me here with Threepio? What did | do to deserve that?'

Lela Organaworked hard at keeping the smile off her face. "All right, I'll take him with me, too.”
Han Solo looked up at her and grinned. "Ded "

Sheleaned in on him and whispered, "Y ou better not bein jail when | come back.”

"Hey, hey," he objected. "Thisisme."

Hecalled Luke.

When Luke'simage gppeared in the hologram, Han said, "Hey, buddy. Y ou busy tonight?*

A amilelit Luke'sfeatures. "Han! How are you?"



"Fine. Look, Chewi€'s gone home and won't be back for another few weeks, my wife and kids are off-"
"-the Shadamitetrip,” Luke nodded. "Right. Why didn't you go?"

"-and | wasthinking," said Han doggedly, refusing to get Sdetracked, "we might go and seeif we could
dig up sometroubletonight.”

Luke shook hishead. "I can't, Han. I've invited agroup of the Senators to dinner. you are welcometo
join us, though."

"Trouble sounds more atractive," Han growled.

Luke grinned. "C'mon, Han. Y ou know | can't can-cel my own dinner. Besides, thisis Coruscant. We're
two of the best known people on the whole planet. Where are we going to find trouble?!

"I've managed it before.”

"And you sat injail for two days before you con-vinced them you were redly you. Leiawasworried
sck."

"Yeah," Han pointed out, "but L eids off-planet right now. By the time she gets back, thisstay injail will
be nothing but a pleasant memory."

Luke laughed. "Han, cometo dinner with me. Y oull enjoy yourself."
"With haf adozen Senators?1'd rather have atooth pulled.”

"You know," said Luke quietly, "you might think about joining the Senate."
"Without anesthetic \Vd rather-"

"They'd dect you in a heartbeat.”

"Andimpeach mein amonth.”

"Why?

Han thought about it. "Bribetaking," he said findlly.

"Y ou wouldn't take bribes," said Luke camly.

"Well, | admit it would depend on the bribe."

"Han, what's bothering you?'

The question startled Han. "Nothing.”

The steadiness of Luke's gaze was unsettling. ™Y ou're not telling me the truth, Han. Or you're not telling
yoursdlf the truth, I'm not sure which-"



That look was making Han uncomfortable. "I don't know. Maybeit's just Chewie being gone-"
"That'snot it."

Han stared at Luke. "No. not redlly. Y ou know. | don't know where I'm going anymore, kid. | havea
wife and children who love me, and who | love. But that's the problem. I'm Daddy. I'm Leias consort,
ftell amusing stories a ate dinners"

"Yourevery good at it," Luke said gently. "There's a place for those sorts of-"

"-and somebody asked me at one of those blasted dinners awhile back what it waslike, smuggling |
mean, back in the old days. | sarted to answer and suddenly | couldn’t remember. | couldn't remember
thelast timel'd run an Imperia barricade, or what the cargo was, or how it felt.”

Lukegrinned a him. "It was me and Ben and the droids."

Han looked gartled. "Y ou'reright-it was, wasn't it?* He smiled amost unwillingly. "Y eah. All right, let's
say | couldn't remember thelast time | made any money &t it-"

Luke turned his head, looked off-pickup, and turned back. "Han, my guests are arriving. Are you sure
youwon't join us?"

Despite himsdf Han felt tempted. . nah. Not tonight.”

Luke nodded. "I'll come by tomorrow. All right?*

"All right. I'll talk to you later, kid."

Lukeslipsquirkedinasmdl smile. "Han-"

"Yesh?'

"Han, I'm older than you were when we met." The smiledid not fade, but it changed quality subtly, ina
way Han Solo did not quite understand. " The world changes, Han. Y ou can't stop it and you can't fight it,
and you can't ever, ever turnit back." Han had the oddest impression Luke was studying him; and then
Luke nodded and said, "I'll talk to you tomorrow. Hang in there.”

Hisimage vanished.

Han Solo thought, The kid's turning into Obi-Wan right in front of my eyes.

He got arecording when he tried to reach Calrissian.

"I'm sorry, but | can't be reached right now. Busi-ness has taken me on an extended trip; I'll respond to
any messagesif | return.

"If thisisHan, buddy, you owe me four hundred creditsif | get back.”

Wéll, blagt it, Han thought. Lando had found some trouble,



L ate that evening he found himself down at the launch-ing bay where he kept the Falcon.

It was dark, except for the bay lights high above him, and quiet except for the distant sounds of cargo
being unloaded, in the commercia bays agood ways down.

Nobody questioned Han when he arrived; nobody asked him what he was doing there; he walked
through the darkened bay as though he owned the place.

Hevery nearly did.

Han Solo stood at the edge of the bay, and laid one hand againgt the control for the overheads; and four
banks of floods cameto life.

Benegth the wash of light, the Millennium Fal con glowed white. She had never been so clean, in dl the
years Han had owned her; she had never been so care-fully painted and beautifully detailed. Her engines
had been rebuilt-the new hyperdrive engines never so much as blinked. The wegpons emplacements
were d-mogt dl new equipment.

There were even spare partsfor everything.

Han had ceased to wonder about how much it had al cost; the New Republic had paid for it al. Hed
never even seen ahill.

Sitting in the pilot's seet, in the cockpit, he initiated alaunch sequence. He didn't redly intend to take the
ship up; hejust wanted to look at the sky.

The dome above the Falcon split intwo, did dowly apart asthe platform the Fal con rested on raised
itself up, and the sky came out.

Han Solo stared out at the world.

It was amazing how much better it made him fed, just to be Sitting here, in the closest thing to ahome that
held ever had. The seat next to him was empty, and that wasn't right-but it wasn't entirely wrong, ei-ther.
He hadn't met Chewbacca until well into hisadult years; and thereld been atime, before that-before
Chewie, after the death of his parents-when there had been nobody.

No one except himsdf.

Han wondered sometimes-rarely, to be sure-what hisfamily would have thought about him, if they could
have seen what he had grown into. HEd never had to wonder about it, when he was younger; hisfamily
had loved him, but he knew he had been a disgppoi ntment to them, and they had not lived to see him
grow into anything better.

Y ou can pinpoint moments when change occurs. Not always, some changes are like the tide, dow and
barely perceptible until they have come, or gone.

Sometimes, though-

Han did think about this, and with, oddly, increasing frequency, asthe event itsdf grew more distant in
time: the Death Star was coming; and it was going to destroy the Rebel base, the Rebels themsalves, and



their plainly doomed Rebdllion. Han had taken Chewie and the Fal-con, and had gotten out with timeto
spare-

Chewie wasfurious; Han could tell. Chewie wanted to fight. They'd sat here, together, in the Falcons
con-trol room, with Chewie not talking to him. Han had made not one, but two errors, calculating the
jump to hyperspace. Findly he had his trgjectory-and he hadn't been ableto runit.

"All right, dl right, let'sgo fight,” hed yelled &

Chewiefindly, amost twenty years ago, convinced they were both heading to their deaths-

He sat in the cockpit of the Falcon, dmost twenty years later, and wondered what might have been: Leia
would have been dead; and so would Luke. His chil-dren would never have been born. The Empire
would still rule the galaxy, and he and Chewie would be travel-ing from world to world, one step ahead
of the Imperi-as, one step ahead of the bounty hunters.

No, thought Han. Not 'one step.’ Someone would have caught me. Boba Fett, 1G-88-someone-and I'd
have had no friends to come and rescue me from Jabba.

Twenty years.

To thisday Han could remember with perfect clarity. how close he had come to punching in that
trgjec-tory, and leaving Leiaand Luke behind. He woke up at night, sometimes, in cold sweats, thinking
about it.

How very close.

If his parentswere till dive, Han thought, they'd be impressed by die man held grown into-and not the
least bit surprised at how close it had come to not hap-pening.

Mari‘ha Andona tapped a stud when the hail came.

"Thisis Control."

"Thisis Generd Solo. "Mari'hagrimaced at the use of thetitle; Solo was certainly entided to it, but
Mari'ha had been running flight control over this sector of Co-ruscant long enough that she knew Solo
only used it when he was going to be pushy about something.

"I'm going to take the Falcon up for abit. Any chance | could get you to pipe me aflight path?"

"Yes, gr. What's your destination?

"Haven't got one. "

Mari'hasad cdmly, "Excuse me? Sir?'

"/ don't have one. | don't know where I'm going yet."

Mari‘ha sighed, looking across the screens that showed dl the flightsin her sector. There were so many
of them that it was hard for ahuman to pick out any single blip asbelonging to an individua ship.



Shethought, Theflight droid isgoing to pitch afit. The flight droid always pitched afit; it had acquired a
dislikefor Generd Solo many years ago now, when-

"Which part of thisare you having difficulty with, Con-trol ?"
"I'm going to need a couple minutes,” she muttered into the comm unit. "The flight droid doesntt like you.”

"You need,” said Solo, "to clear acorridor and give me aflight path and do it right now before| haveto
go down to the tower persondly and charm you to desth. Do you copy that?"

"I copy you, Generd." She finished composing hisrequest for clearance, punched it in, and then sat there
punching Override, over and over again, at the flight droid's objections. "And. here you go. Have anice
trip, Generd. Don't hurry back."

"Try not to miss me too much, sweetheart. A pleasure as usud. Solo out.”

Not long after that, her supervisor's holo sprung into existence, one-sixth sized, in the viewing area off to
her right.

"Thisismog irregular,” he said severdly. "Did Gen-erd Solo give you aflight plan?

"Nope."

"Edimated time of return?'

"Nomn

It was dmogt ashriek. "Degtination?’
"Couldn't tell you. Nowhere in-system, though. He entered hyperspace about twenty minutes ago."

Strange things happen in the course of alifetime: When he had started out in his career as abounty
hunter, Boba Fett had never even heard of the place- Tatooine. But that small and meaningless desert
planet, asit turned out, became a part of Fett'slife, and over the course of the years kept intruding back
into it. Jabbathe Hutt had established headquartersthere; Luke Skywalker, Fett learned many years
later, had ac-tualy grown up on Tatooine.

Theworst disaster of hislife had taken place there, hisfall into the Great Pit of Carkoon, into the maw of
the Sarlacc.

Two years ago, Tatooine had intruded into Fett's life again. Four meres, two of them Devaronian, had
waked into abar in Mos Eidey. One of the Devaronian meres recognized, or thought he had recognized,
the Butcher of Montellian Serat. The identification might not have been accurate; the old Devaronian he
pointed to had promptly killed al four of the meres, and no one was able to question him about it.

The old Devaronian had vanished, clean off Tatooine. and Fett had tracked him. Here, to Pep-pd, a
world amogt as far away from Coruscant as Tatooine.

Thetarget. Kardué'sai'Madloc, the Butcher of Montellian Serat. There was afive million credit bounty on
the Butcher, five million credits of retirement money.



Boba Fett was not the man he had once been. Hisright leg, from the knee down, was artificid. Only
con-stant medical treatment kept him from devel oping a cancer; the days held spent in the bdly of the
Sarlacc had dtered his metabolism permanently, had damaged him genetically to such adegreethat he
could not have had children had he wanted them; his cellular struc-tures did not aways regenerate the
way they were meant to.

To say nothing of the memories he had carried away from the Sarlacc and the Sarlacc's genetic soup,
memo-riesthat were not dways his own.

Fett waited, on hisbelly in the cold, in the mud, nude except for the shorts that kept his privates decently
covered, with arrowsin aquiver dung across his back, and abow in one hand, and acrystd knifeinsde
aleather sheath. Mdloc-or Labria, the name he'd been going by for the last couple of decades now-was
trick-ier and more dangerous than anyone had ever dreamed. He'd had areputation in Mos Eidey, Fett
had learned; Labria, theworst spy in the city. He was a drunk, and nobody had respected him, or feared
him, until the day he had killed four meresin the prime of ther lives.

Darkness gathered. Fett waited, shivering, worrying. Artificia light of some sort glimmered in the hut's
solewindow. The meta content of hisartificial leg was low, but Fett did not know how good the
Butcher's security system was, al he knew was that it was there. Held dipped tripwires, light traps; had
crawled, centimeter by centimeter, past blinking motion sensors.

If there were not some sort of sensor sweeping the clearing, Fett would have been surprised. It wasthe
reason he had not worn his armor, nor brought more modern weapons.

Thelightsin the hut went out. The hut had no plumbing; the previous night at thistime Maloc had waited
for severa minutes after the extinguishing of hislight, letting his eyes acclimate to the darkness, Fett
assumed, before coming outside.

Fett reached over his back, pulled an arrow free, and strung the bow. It was a compound bow, that
required the least exertion after it had been pulled back; Fett pulled it and waited.

Last night at thistime Malloc had come outside to rdieve himself. Fett didn't know as much about
Devaronians as he might have (though he had studied an anatomy chart for Devaronians; he didn't want
to shoot the fellow in the wrong place). Conceivably they only relieved themselves once aweek. If so, he
was go-ing to have to think of some other approach-

The door swung open, and the bounty stood in the doorway, assault rifle cradled in both hands, took a
quick step outside, onto the porch, and then stepped off the porch and walked around to the side of the
house nearer Fett's hiding place. Fett tracked Mdloc as he moved over to the open-air toilet the
Devaronian had dug for himself, ten meters outside the hut. He waited for Maloc to disrobe and relieve
himsdlf-and then waited until he was done, and pulling his clothing back together again.

He needed to keep thisone dive, and Fett had shot too many individuas, of al species, to shoot anyone
before he, she, or it, had emptied itself. Someone d-ways had to clean up after it, and usualy that was
the person who wasn't in chains.

Fett let the fellow stand up from histoilet, turning away from Fett, and shot Malloc high in the back. He
was on hisfeet and running, in ahalf stlagger himsdlf, running on legsthat shrieked with pain, asMaloc
stumbled forward, giving voice to something that man-aged to mix ascream and roar. Fett closed on
Madloc and Fett rolled to get down low, and with the knife dashed Mdloc across the hamstring of his
right leg. Mdloc fell forward, to hisknees, ill reaching up to try to pull the arrow free from his shoulder.



Fett pushed him forward, up againgt the hut'swall, grabbed Malloc by one of hishorns and pulled his
head back, and got the knife against histhroat. "Move and you die," he whispered harshly.

The hut reeked.

The Butcher of Montdllian Serat, Kardue'sai'Malloc, sat propped up against the wall, the arrow pulled
from his back, but the wound till bleeding, and strained against the bonds that kept his hands pulled
behind his back.

The hut was spacious; the hut's Size was one of the things that had given Fett pause. Hed wondered what
the Butcher was hiding insde it-mostly, wondered what wegpons might be tucked away insde there,
wait-ing for the wrong person.

There were no weapons, though, except for therifle the Butcher had carried with him.,

Fett had known the Devaronians were carnivores, had he not known it, the contents of the hut would
have confirmed it. The daughtered carcasses of haf adozen animas hung along thefar wall. A corner of
the room had apile of bones and shellsinit, stripped amost clean of flesh. Dozens of empty bottleswere
scattered among them.

In the opposite corner was the pit where Maloc had dept; and another severd dozen bottles, till full of
Merenzane Gold, lined up along the floorboards next to the pit.

Fett had not bothered to ook at anything yet except the controls for the security system. Asfar ashe
could tdl it was dl passve security, nothing that would shoot at the Save TVif he brought it downto a
landing in the clearing afew kilometers back aong histrail. Findly satisfied, he turned back to the bounty.

"On your feet. Were going to wak abit. | had to leave the callback outside range of your sensors.”

Malloc grimaced, showing sharp teeth. He was large for a Devaronian, which made him very largefor a
human. He spoke in Basic with less accent than Fett's own. "No. | don't think 1 will."

Fett hefted the man's own assault rifle. He shrugged. "Devaronians are tough; | know that about you.
Y ou do not go into shock and you do not die easily. Y ou'll wak-or I'll burn off your arms and your legs
to make you lighter, and then I'll dragyou wherewe are going.” Fett paused. "Y our choice.”

The bounty said wearily, "Kill me. I'm not walking."

"I'll do worsethan kill you," said Fett patiently-his left knee was paining him, hisentireright leg wason
fire from the prosthesis upward, and he redlly didn't want to drag this very large Devaronian two
kilometers, not even after lightening him.

Malloc let hishead fdl back, to the wal behind him. "Do you know what you're doing, bounty hunter?
Do you even know who | am?'

Fett fired aquick burst into thewall near Maloc's head, to get his attention; it did no more than singe the
damp wooden wallboards. "Listen. | am Boba Fett.” It had been a generation since one of his bounties
had failed to recognize the name; it brought thisfellow's eyes dive. Fear, Fett assumed. "And you are
Kardue'sa'Madloc, the Butcher of Montdllian Serat, and you're worth five million credits. Alive. And
nothing dead, so you will not annoy meinto killing you."



"Boba Fett," he whispered. He stared up into Fett'sface. "Y ou're an ugly piece of prey. | heard you were
after me"

Fett couldn't believe how much talking he was hav-ing to do to keep from dragging thisfellow two klicks.
"Yes. Now do | burn your-"

"They say you're honest."

That was an opening to anegotiation, if Fett had ever heard one. ' 'What do you have? Something worth
trad-ing fivemillion creditsfor?'

Malloc stared at Fett, searching his features for-Fett could not imagine what. He took a breath, winced,
and then nodded. "Y es. By the Cold, | do. Something worth five million credits easy. Maybe more,
Something price-less, Fett-"

Fett said impatiently, "What?'
"Rang," Maloc whispered. "Maxa Jandovar, Janet Laasha. Miracle Meriko-"

The last name Fett recognized, and knew theidiot waslying to him. "Meriko died in Imperia custody
twenty-five years ago, you lying fool, and the bounty on him was twenty thousand credits, not any five
mil-"

"Music! "Madloc yelled. He glared a Fett. "Y ou unciv-ilized barbarian! Music! | have the music of Maxa
Jandovar, and Orin Mersali. M'lar'Nkai'kambric," he took a deep breath, yelled again, "Lubrics, Aishara,

Dyl

Fett shook his head wearily. "No. No, | don't care about your music. Now willyou get up? Or must |
carve you up and drag you?'

The Butcher leaned his head back and stared up at the roof. The light caught his predator's eyes and
glim-mered back out of them. "By the Cold," he whispered, "but you're ignorant. Even for ahuman
you'reigno-rant. There are people who will pay for that music, Fett. | have the only recordings left of half
adozen of the galaxy'sfinest musicians. The Empirekilled the musi-cians, destroyed their music-"

"Fvemillion credits?' said Fett politely.
The Butcher hesitated a second too long. "More than that-"

Fett pointed therifle at the Butcher'slegs. "Negotia-tionisover. | will drag you if you make me," and he
was not joking.

Malloc closed his eyes, and spoke a bare moment before Fett had decided to start cutting. "I'll walk. But
you have to make me three promises. Y ou dig up my music chips, they're buried in a holding case under
afew centimeters of dirt, out back. After you deliver me to Devaron, you take those chipsto the person
| tell you to take them to, and you sell them to her for whatever she can offer. And findly-" He nodded
toward the bottles of golden liquor. "We take six of those with us. I'm going to need them." He saw Feit
shaking his head, and said sharply, "Thisis not anegotiation, ignorant human. Y ou start shooting if you
think itis, but I warnyou, I'll do my level best to die on you between here and Devaron. | have amean
gresk in me, bounty hunter.”



Bounty hunting, thought Boba Fett wearily, isnot what it used to be. He waved therifleat Mdloc. "Fine.
Agreed. Get up. and show me where your blasted musicisburied.”

"We cometo Death, Gentleman Morgavi. What do you have to declare?’

Aswas 50 frequently the case anymore, at least when dealing with other humans, the customs agent
standing before Han Solo, in the bright Jubilar sunshine, seemed. well, he struck Han as younger than
Luke Skywalker had seemed the first time Han had seen him.

A grin touched Han; he couldn't help it. "No. Noth-ing to declare.”

The boy looked at the Falcon, and then back at Han. Suspicion worked itsway across hisfacelikea
baby negotiating itsfirst steps. "Nothing?' he asked findly.

Despite hisbest ingtincts Han's grin grew larger. "Sorry, no. | just cameto Jubilar for avist." Thekid
thought hewas asmuggler. "I'll just head on over to the port bar,” he said. "I expect you want to search
the ship right about now."

The grin appeared to be offending the customs man. "Y es, sir. Why don't you just. wait in the bar. While
we search. Of course, if you'rein ahurry-" The man paused.

Han Solo tried to remember the last time he had bribed a customs official, and couldn't.
"I haven't smuggled anything since, well, practicaly before the Rebelion,” Han told the fellow. He headed
off toward the main termind, turned back for amo-ment. "There are cargo holds right undernegth the

main deck. | left them unlocked, though. Don't bresk anything trying to get into them, okay?"

The customs agent Stared after him.

"I'll have abeer," said Han. "Corellian, if you've got it."
The port bar was nearly empty; only afew elderly Gamorreans sat together in abooth in back, playing
some game that involved throwing bones, a creature of some race Han had never seen before sat at the
far end of the bartop, inhaing something that, even from here, reeked of ammonia.
The bartender looked Han over, nodded, and turned toward the bar. A long mirror hung on the wall
behind the bar; Han stared a himsdlf init. He thought that the gray in hishair gave him adistinguished
look.

"| thought this city was cdled 'Dying Sowly, " Han said asadark beer waslaid down in front of him.
"When did the name change?'

The bartender shrugged. "It's dways been cdled just 'Death,’ far as| know."
"How long you been on-planet?’

"Eight years™"



"Wheat for?'

The bartender stared at him. "Take some advice- you don't ask that sort of question around here." He
shook his head and turned away.

Han nodded, and sat drinking his beer; held known that, once. A thought struck him. "Hey, buddy."
The bartender looked over at him.

"Just out of curiogity,” said Han-

He paused and looked around at the nearly empty mid-afternoon bar.

He leaned back in toward the bartender. "Now that spiceislega. what sorts of things get smuggled
around here, these days?'

Thetrip to Devaron took long enough that Malloc's shoulder wound was nearly hedled by the time they
neared hyperspace breakout, though the leg was start-ing to fester, and none of the drugs Fett had
seemed to be hel ping-Fett hoped sincerdly that the injury wouldn't kill the fellow before they reached
Devaron.

Fett had sent acommunication ahead to the Bounty Hunter's Guild. Normally he would not have
bothered to involve the Guild; but normally he did not have afive million credit bounty. A Guild
representative should be waiting at Devaron when they reached it.

Fett kept the Butcher down in the Save TV's holding room through most of thetrip.

In the remaining minutes | eft before their exit from hyperspace, Fett dressed himsdf. The Mandadorian
combat armor he dressed in was not the armor he had worn in years past; that armor, burned and
cracked, was still somewhere deep inside the Gresat Pit of Carkoon, back on Tatooine. But Mandaorian
combat armor, though rare, could still be acquired if you went about it right. For years Fett had been
hearing about another bounty hunter who wore Mandal orian combat armor, afellow named Jodo Kast.
It had annoyed him terribly. With some frequency, during those years, Fett had found himsdlf being
blamed for, and credited with, things Kast had done.

Lessthan ayear after his escape from the Sarlacc, Fett had hunted Jodo Kast down, viathe Bounty
Hunter's Guild; held pretended to be aclient, dis-guised in bandages; his own Guild had not known him.
Hed requested the services of Kast, and Kast had come; by that time Fett had changed into hisown
gpare armor, taken away the impostor's armor, and also hislife.

Before the ship left hyperspace Fett brought the Butcher up to the control room and put him in the chair
nearest the airlock. Maloc was sweating heavily, fighting with hisfear. Hed drunk hisfirg five bottles
early inthetrip; Fett had held back the sixth botde for this moment. Fett restrained Malloc at the ankles,
and by hisright hand; he left the Devorian's left hand un-chained, so that Malloc might drink. Once he
was satis-fied with Malloc's bonds Fett unsealed and handed Malloc the last bottle of Merenzane Gold.
It wasn't amatter of kindness on Fett's part; if it kept Malloc from struggling during the transfer to the
Devaronian au-thorities, better to let him drink.

They'd barely spoken to one another the entire trip. Malloc lifted the bottle to hislips and swallowed
three, four times, before speaking. "How much longer?!



Fett glanced at his controls. "Six minutes until bresk-out. At least twenty before we dock with the shuttle
that'll take you downside." He paused. "Time enough for you to finish the bottle, if you work at it."

"Do you know whét they're going to do to me?"

"They will feed you, still dive, to apack of starved quarra” Fett paused. "Domesticated hunting
ani-mals-this practiceis one of the thingsthat's kept Devaron out of the New Republic, I've heard.”

Malloc nodded alittle convulsively and took another drink. "It'sabad way to die. | saw it done once,
when | wasaboy. You wereright, Fett, we Devaronians don't die easy. The quarrago at the belly firgt,
the soft flesh. But the condemned doesn't die of that. They may nib-ble on your ears, or your eyesor
horns, but that won't kill you, either. If you're lucky the quarratear your throat out quickly. You arch
your head back and expose your throat, and if you're lucky-"

"Thetimeyou saw it done," said Fett curioudy, "What had the condemned done?

Malloc stared at the golden liquid in hisfree hand, and took another quick drink. "I don't think theresa
word for it, exactly, in Basc. He went hunting, during famine, and caught his prey-and fed himsdlf, and
his quarra. He didn't bring it back to thetribe." He looked up at Fett. "Do you know what | did?’

Fett glanced over at hisingruments. Severd minutesleft until breakout; best let him talk. He looked back
aMdloc."Yes"

"l was agood servant to the Empire,” the Butcher said. "My own people rosein rebellion. They sent my
command out to Hunt them down. And | did it, Fett. | Hunted them across the northlands, and | caught
theminthe city of Montellian Serat. We shdlled them until they surrendered-"

Fett nodded. "And after taking their surrender, you executed them. Seven hundred of them."”

"The Empire ordered usto move on. To reinforce loya troops, fighting just south of us. We were not to
leave any troops behind as guards for the prisoners. and certainly we were not to leave any of them

living"

"They didn't tell you to execute the prisoners.”

"They didn't haveto.” Mdloc drank again, a huge bdlt, lowering thelevel of the bottle noticeably. "It took
amost five minutes, Fett. We put them in aholding pen and started shooting at them. They screamed and
screamed and screamed. We just kept shooting until the screaming had stopped.” He said amost
plead-ingly, "l wasfollowing orders.”

"l know."

"They say you were Darth VVader's favorite bounty hunter.”

"Y$"

"Don't you have any loyaty to what you were?" A touch of real anger glittered through Maloc's despair.
"| did the Empireswork, man! Doesn't that count for anything?"

Fett thought about it. "'l wish," he said findly, "that the Empire had not falen.” He nodded, remembering,
and then said softly, "Yes. | used to enjoy my work more."



Hopel essness settled on the Butcher-he sagged, looking as though someone had just doubled the
artifi-cid gravity inthe Slave V. They aways thought they could bargain, or plead, right up to the last
moment. Malloc hadn't had a chance to ask the next question; he asked it now. Virtudly al of Fett's
bounties, given the chance, did-

"How did you catch me?"

A minute |eft to breakout. Fett nodded toward the bottle Malloc held. "I traced sales of Merenzane Gold
across the entire sector Tatooineisin. They said, at the bar you frequented on Tatooine, that it was your
favor-itedrink.”

Malloc stared at him. "That crap | drank on Tatooine? That wasn't Merenzane Gold, you idiot, they don't
serve Merenzane Gold in bars like that, they just pour it out of bottles that once, eons ago, were |ooked
at hard by aman who heard of Merenzane! Don't you know anything about liquor?* he asked in despair.
"Haven't youasnglecivilized vice?'

Fett shook hishead. "No. | do not drink, nor indulge in other drugs. They are an insult to the flesh.”

"So you Hunted me down because you thought | was drinking Merenzane Gold, dl those yearson
Tatooine. Fett, | had one glass of red Gold the entiretime | was on that miserable excuse for aworld.”
Malloc shook hishead in dishelief, took another swig from the bottle. "By the Cold. | can't believe | got
caught by anerf herder likeyou."

The hyperspace tunnd fragmented around them; Fett turned away from Mdloc, to his controls.
"Redity," sad Fett, "doesn't careif you believeit.”

Madloc threw the bottle, of course. The security sys-tem shot it out of the air with asingle blaster bolt.
The bottle blew apart into shards that rattled against the back of Fett's helmet; the liquid splashed against

Fett'sarmor.

"Y ou should have drunk it," Fett said. He did not have to look at Malloc to know the gray despair that
crossed hisfeatures. HEd seen it before, athousand times.

Fett docked with the shuttle, in orbit about Devaron.

The Guild representative came acrossfirdt. Fett stood in the main entryway, riflein hand, pointing it at the
representative as he entered.

The representative was Bilman Dowd, ahuman, tall and thin and elderly, with asevere bearing and no
discernible sense of humor; he had been in the Guild even longer than Fett, which was aremarkable
accom-plishment in thisday and age. "Hunter Fett," he said, courteoudy enough.

"Dowd."

Dowd |looked the Butcher over. Kardue'sai'Malloc sat motionlessly, staring straight ahead. He did not
seem to be aware of Dowd's presence. "Thisisthe Butcher, isit?’



"| bdievesn."

Dowd nodded. He carried with him asmall date, with various controls on it; he touched one now, and
spoke. "Come across.”

The Save1V'slock cycled again; four Devaronians entered, two of them in military dress, bearing rifles
that they carried pointed at the Save TV's deck. Thethird was afemae Devaronian, young, in gold
robes and a gold headdress; the fourth, wearing robes of a cut smilar to the woman's, except in black,
was an older Devaronian, perhaps the Butcher's age.

All four hesitated at the Sight of Fett, aming hisrifle at them-

Dowd gestured to the woman and said something in Devaronian. Fett had never actualy heard the
language spoken before; it was |ow and guttura and full of snarling consonants. It sounded like an
invitationto afight.

The woman's expression did not change. She crossed to the spot where Malloc sat-Fett had re-strained
hisleft hand prior to dlowing anyone else on board. She knedled in front of Maloc, looking the shivering
prisoner over asthough she were ingpecting a carcassin the marketplace. Malloc's skin had acquired a
bluetinge; Fett supposed it was something that hap-pened to Devaronians when they were deathly
afrad.

The woman stood up and nodded abruptly. She spoke in Devaronian-

Dowd sad, "She saysit's her father."

Fett nodded; it was the reason the bounty had been "Alive," rather than "Dead or Alive." It had only
changed afew years back; the Devaronians had no longer been certain that the Butcher would be
recog-nizable, dead.

The older Devaronian said grimly, in rather poor Basic, "We pay him now."

Dowd handed histablet over to the Devaronian. The Devaronian laid his hand flat againgt the tablet, and
spoke severa wordsin Devaronian. Dowd took the panel back, tapped two of the controlsin
succession, and turned to Fett.

"You've been paid.”

It was not the sort of thing Fett took anyone'sword for; he took severd steps backward, rifle il
pointed at the group, and glanced dightly to the side. In aholofield at the edge of the control pandl, alive
link to the Guild Bank showed the current balance in Fett's numbered account-

C:4,507,303.

Five million credits, lessthe Guild's handling fee of 10%, plus the seven thousand, three hundred and
three credits Fett had had in the account-business had been bad, recent years.

Therelief that washed over Fett a the Sght was the strongest emotion other than anger that hed fet in at
least adecade. He could afford to have areplacement clonefor hislower right leg; he could afford the
cancer treatments that had been bankrupting him. Fett bardly heard himsdlf say, "Take him. HEs yours."



They hauled the Butcher up out of the chair he was restrained in, being none too gentle with him. Asthey
pulled himto hisfeet, heyelled at Fett, in Basic: ™Y ou do what you promised!” Theglarein hiseyeswas
per-fectly mad, asthey dragged him toward the airlock. Y ou take care of my music!”

After the Devaronians had gone, Dowd stood with histablet, looking at Fett with plain curiogty. Fett sat
inthe pilot's seet, till holding hisrifle, pointed rather gener-aly in Dowd's direction.

Dowd said, "Youll beretiring, | presume.”
Fett shrugged. "1 haven't thought about it."
Dowd nodded. "What did he mean-about the mu-sic?"

"He had amusic collection. Music the Empire sup-pressed, apparently. He asked meto ddliver ittoa
woman who would see that the music was published.”

Dowd lifted an eyebrow. "Are you going to?"

"l said | would."

Dowd nodded. "Y ou're astrange one." The com-ment didn't offend Fett; Dowd had made the
observation before, and more than once, over the course of the decades they had known one another.

Dowd reached into the pocket of his coat, and Fett stirred, bringing the rifle up dightly.

Dowd's smile wasthin. "I've amessage chip for you. Message that arrived at Guild headquarters. Do you
want it?"

"Leaveit onthedeck," said Fett, "and leave. I'm very tired.”

The message was amazing.

The encryption code was S0 old that Fett had to dig into his computer's archivesto find the key for it.
He'd made the practice, over the years, of giving hisinfor-mants encryption codesin a numbered
sequence; thefirgt five digits of this message were 00802, which madeit at least twenty-five years
old-Fett's current encryp-tion identification numbers started well upwards of 12,000.

He unarchived the encryption key for the 802 proto-col, and decoded the message.

It was short. It said:

Han Solo ison Jubilar-Incavi Larado.

In alifetime of bounty hunting, Boba Fett had rardly, in conversation with others, said two words when
onewould do. Hedidn't talk to himsdlf, not ever-

BobaFett said out loud, "One from the vaults.”

On hisway to Jubilar, Boba Fett played the music that the Butcher of Montedllian Serat had thought more
im-portant than hisown life.

There were over five hundred infochipsin the carry-ing case the Butcher had buried; each chip had the



capacity to hold dmost a day's worth of music. Fett opened the case, pulled one free at random, and
pluggeditin.

The sounds that surrounded him were-different, he had to admit. Atond, crashing, and thoroughly
un-pleasant to the ear. He shook his head, pulled the chip free, and decided to try one more.

A long silence after the chip wasinserted. Fett waited, and findly, impatiently, reached for it-

The sound tugged at the limits of audibility. Fett froze in the motion of reaching for the chip, Sraining to
hear. The whisper grew into the faintest sound of awoodwind, and then ahigh horn joined it, playing
counterpoint-

Fett's hand dropped, and he leaned back in his chair, listening.

A voicethat sounded female to Fett, but might have been ahuman male or an dien of any of adozen
sexes, for al Fett would have sworn to, joined in, weaving in and among the instruments, singing
beautifully in alanguage that meant nothing to Fett, alanguage he had never heard before.

After abit he reached up and pulled his helmet off.
"Lightsoff,” hesad awhilelater.

He sat therein the cool cabin, on hisway to Jubilar to kill Han Solo, ligtening in the darknessto the only
copy, anywherein the gdaxy, of thelegendary Brullian Dyll's last concert.

In the icy Devaronian northlands, benegth the dark blue skies that had haunted Kardue'sai'Malloc's
dreamsfor over two decades, some ten thousand Devaronians had converged in the Judgment Field
out-side the ruins of the ancient holy city of Montellian Serat, the city Malloc had shelled into its current
deate.

It was abeautiful day late in the cold season, with achill breeze out of the north, and high pae clouds
skidding across the darkened skies. The suns hung low on the southern horizon; the Blue Mountainslifted
away up to the north. Malloc barely noticed the Devaronians surrounding him, the members of hisfam-ily
dressed in their robes of mourning, as they pushed him through the crowds, to the pit where the quarra
waited.

He heard the quarragrowl, heard the growl rising as he grew closer to the pit.

His daughter and brother walked a bare few steps behind him. Malloc recalled he had once had awife;
he wondered why she was not there.

Perhaps she had died.

A dozen quarrain the pit, lean and hungry, leaping up toward the spot where Maloc's guards brought
himto ahdt.

Devaronians are not creatures of ceremony; aherad cried out, "The Butcher of Montdlian Serat!"-and
the screams of the crowd raised up and surrounded Malloc, an immense roar that drowned out the noise
of the snarling quarra; the bonds that held him were re-leased and strong young hands shoved him
forward, and into the pit where the starving quarrawaited.



The quarraleapt, and had their teeth in him before he reached the ground.

He could see the Blue Mountains from where he fell.

He had dmost forgotten the mountains, the forests, all those years on that desert world.
Oh, but the trees were beautiful.

Arch your head back.

They made Han buy the speeder-Jubilar wasn't big on rentals. Too frequently the rentals, and/or the
renters, didn't come back.

In early twilight Han pulled the speeder to a stop at the address they'd given him, and got out to look
around.

Almogt thirty years.

Hefelt so odd: everything had changed. Places that he remembered as well-kept buildings had grown
run-down, places that used to be run-down had been torn down and new buildings built in their steads.
Slums had spread everywhere-the planet's never-ending bat-tles had razed entire neighborhoods.

The neighborhood surrounding the Victory Forum, where Han had fought in Regiona Sector Number
Four's All-Human Free-For-All extravaganza, was a blasted ruin. It looked like the remains of some
ancient civilization, worn down by the eons. The smal build-ings surrounding the Forum had their
windows broken out and boarded up; flame and shells and blaster fire had scored them.

All that remained of the Forum itsalf was broken rubble strewn across a huge empty lot. Han stepped off
the sdewalk, into the lot. Glass and gravel crunched benegth his feet as he walked acrossit, toward the
main entrance.

He stood in the empty lot, staring at the desolation, with a.cool wind tugging a him-and suddenly it struck
him as though he were there, that moment, al those years ago:

. standing in the ring. Facing the opponents, with the screams and cheers and taunts of the crowd in his
ears. His heart pounding and his breath coming short, as the match flag fluttered down toward the
ground, and the other three fighters came at him.

Han took arunning leap at the nearest. He got up two meters off the ground and landed a flying kick into
the face of the onrushing first fighter. The man's nose broke, his head snapped back-

To thisday Han had no clear memory of the next severd minutes. They'd recorded the fights, and he'd
seen the recording; but the knowledge of what had happened did not connect to his blurred memories of
the events themsealves. The boy had been hurt, and hurt badly, walking off the mat with a broken arm and
abroken jaw, two broken ribs and a concussion and bruises across haf his body; the bruises turned
purple the next day. The woman who'd cared for Han the next severd days, he couldn't even remember
what sheld looked like, she was a strange one and he did remember her running her fingers over the
bruises, plainly fascinated-

Here. Here. Right about. here.



Han stood on the spot. This empty place. thiswasthe spot. The ring. And when al was done, he'd been
thelast oneleft on hisfeet-

Thirty years. Over hdf hislife had passed sncethat day.

Han took adow step. stopped and took one last ook around at the devastation, aruin stretching to the
horizon; and turned away and walked back to the speeder, and sat motionlesdy in the speeder, leaning
back with his hands clasped behind his head, staring up at the sky as darknessfell around him,
remembering.

"Mayor Baker," Han said. "A red pleasure.”

Hed met her in abrightly lit hydroponics ware-house, in acomplex of warehouses at the edge of Desth,
in the part of Death they had used to call Execu-tioner's Row. He'd come prepared; he was visibly
armed with ablaster, had a couple of holdout blasters tucked inside his coat, and athird down in his
boot.

Not that he expected any trouble; thiswas business, abusiness held been in for along time before the
Rebd-lion, and he knew what he was doing. But no point in taking chances, on a planet like Jubilar, ina
city like Desth.

They wanted him to smuggle Jandarra, to Shalam- Han had dmost laughed aoud when the Mayor's
rep-resentative had approached him; Jandarrawas one of Leias favorite treats. He expected that even
she would be amused when he showed up on Shalam with acargo hold full of it; and certainly the
Shaamites wouldn't dare prosecute him over it.

The Mayor smiled at Solo. Shewas atall, obese woman with featuresthat did not take to asmile very
eadly. Four bodyguards were present; two at the en-trance to the warehouse, two afew steps behind
the Mayor, al armed with assaullt rifles. "' Gentleman Mor-gavi-Luke, isn't it?"

Han amiled at her. "That'sright. Luke Morgavi. As| told your aide, maam, I'm an independent trader out
of Boranda."

She nodded. "A pleasure, Luke. Please, follow me." Sheled him down through rows of hydroponics
tanks, to arow toward the back where the growing lights were both brighter and of a different
wavelength. Insde the tanks, small purple and green tubular vegetables grew. "Jandarra,” she said.
"They're native to Jubilar; they're agreat delicacy, and they usudly only grow in the des-ert after
relaivey rarerainsorms. After amost two years of work we managed to cultivate them-"

Han nodded. "And the Shalamite dapped a 100% tariff on you."

Anger touched her voice. "We have eighty thousand credits worth of Jandarra here that are only worth
forty thousand after the Shaamite tariff."

"Those Shdamite," Han commiserated. "Can't trust 'em. They chest at cards, too-did you know that?"

She stopped and studied Han. "No. Gentleman Morgavi. | did not." Y ou chest at cards, she thought, and
kept the pleasant smile on her face-it was hard work. He redlly didn't recognize her-well, thirty yearswas
along time, after dl, and she'd put on sixty kilos; and her last name, back then, before her marriage to the
unfor-tunate Miagi Baker, had been Incavi Larado.



He'd said held come back, and here he was, the New Republic's infamous General Solo-and only thirty
yearslate.

"Eighty thousand credits worth," she said again. "Delivered to Shalamite. That's aforty thousand up-side,
and wed bewilling to go-"

"Fifty percent," said Han politely. "Which would be twenty thousand credits, and I'd be happy to make
the run for that amount.”

Her eyes narrowed. "Y ou think you can get past the Shadamite Navy?"

Han said, "Lady, | used to run the Imperid lines. I'm talking about the old Star Destroyers-let metell you
agory-"

Out in the darkness, Boba Fett lay on his somach, care-fully adjusting his aim-he had to shoot in through
the main entrance to the hydroponics warehouse, which wouldn't have been difficult except that some of
the tanks were in his way-he was going to have to wait for

Solo to come back out toward the warehouse's en-trance.

Fett waited patiently. He was surprised by his good fortune; who would have thought that atrap he had
st three decades ago would come to fruition now?

Good fortune indeed-even today, with the Empire fallen, Han Solo had lots of enemies: Jabba's relatives,
loya officers of the Empire who had managed to main-tain smal fiefdoms on athousand planets across
the galaxy; and the various bounties on Solo, Dead or Alive, were still impressive, even with Vader and
Jabbaand the Empirelong gone; still worth making an effort for, even with four and haf million creditsin
the bank.

Oddly enough, the sight of Solo-looking a him through the rifle scope-filled Fett with anostalgia that
surprised him. There was no question in Fett's mind that Solo was abad man, worse in every way that
counted than the Butcher of Montellian Serat; and if that bounty had brought Fett no joy, he had handed
the Butcher over to his executionerswith little enough in the way of regret.

Solo, though-it came to Fett as arevelation that Solo's presence, over the course of the decades, had in
away been oddly comforting. He had been a part, how-ever peripheraly, of Fett'slife for so long that
Fett had difficulty picturing aworld without him. The world had changed, and changed, and only Solo
had remained a constant.

He'd Hunted Solo for various clients, various boun-ties. Fett had difficulty picturing aworld without
Solo-

-he leaned in and touched the scope's focusing ring. Solo'simage, and that of the woman Fett assumed
was Incavi Larado, though he did not recognize her, leapt into sharp relief; and Fett's finger tightened on
thetrigger.

He wouldn't make the mistake of trying to take Solo dive, not again.

And hewould learn to picture aworld without him.



They headed toward the entrance together, Mayor In-cavi Baker smiling patiently, and with a
certain effort that Han did not miss. He stayed a half step behind her as she walked, keeping part of her
bulk between him and the loading docks outside, where the lights had gone out not long after they had al
entered the ware-house together. The loading docks outside were pitch black; they might have
assembled an army for al Han knew-

"-s0 thiskid," said Han, "his name was-uh, Maris, and this old guy with delusons--Jocko, yeah, anyway
this guy Jocko, he thinks he's z.Jedi Knight-and let metell you, that old guy with hisdelusions, hewasa
pain in the butt-anyway they tdl me they haveto get past the Imperid lines"

What did they have waiting for him out there?
What had he walked into?
He knows something iswrong, Fett thought. He's-

The main power line entered the warehouse at the northeast, and split, one bundle running up to the
ceil-ing and the overhead lights, and another bundle run-ning back toward the hydroponics tanks.

Han cocked hiswrist a certain way, and the holdout blaster in hiseft deeve dropped down into his hand.

Boba Fett had the crosshairs hovering just to the left of Incavi Baker's gpproaching form; the cross-hair
found Solo'sbreadt, logt it, found it again.

Fett squeezed the trigger-
-the warehouse lights died-
The blaster bolt tore through the darkness like aflash of lightning.

Han hit the ground rolling, sparks <till trailing away from the spot where hisfirst shot had struck the
power cable, rolled away firing left-handed at the |o-cations where he remembered the two closer
body-guards standing, pulling his blagter free right-handed. Screams, the woman was screaming, and he
got off four shotswith the holdout before it malfunctioned, burn-ing out, the power supply flashing hot
and terribly bright asit went, lighting Han as atarget to the world, and Han came up out of hisroll and
madeit to hisfeet and ran backward through the darkness, through the rows of hydroponics tanks, spots
dancing in hiseyes, using his scalded left hand on the Sides of the tanks, to guide himsdlf, as blaster bolts
rained around him.

In that single flash as the holdout blaster had arced out, he had seen a shape running toward the
ware-house entrance, a shape out of Han Solo's nightmares, ashape out of the gdaxy's darkest history-a
man in Mandalorian combat armor.

Incavi Baker lay on her back, staring up into infinity. There was aterrible painin her side, and she knew
shewas dying.

Shewished it weren't so dark. Bright lights flashed around her, blaster boltsthat lit the world up briefly,
but even the blaster bolts were fading now.

A figureloomed up out of the darkness, knelt beside her. A man in gray armor. Incavi opened her



mouth- but nothing came, and the man reached for her.
Something sharp and cold touched her neck.

Gradudly, the pain went away.

A ringing in his ears.
The four bodyguards were dead; Solo must have killed the one off to the side, Fett thought, curled up
around whatever wound Solo had lft in him-Fett knew he had only killed the three who were il
stand-ing when he entered the warehouse, and that had been as much reflex as anything.
But-
He kndlt beside the woman, holding her hand, until her thrashing stopped.
Indl hisyears as abounty hunter he had never killed the wrong target before, and there was atightness
in histhroat he hadn't felt since the day of his exile from Concord Dawn. He felt an absurd desireto
gpol ogize to the woman, which wasridiculous, she was as gquilty of Sn asany human being had ever been
inthe higtory of time, Fett had known her in her earlier days and there was nothing worthwhilein her or in
her life, and cer-tainly the galaxy would not miss her presence-
But he had not meant to kill her.
She shuddered dightly and her hand, holding his, went limp.
The macrobinoculars buried in his hemet didn't help much, not in this darkness; they showed the
gtill-warm forms of four bodyguards, and the bulk of this dead old woman; they showed the heet il
emanating from the lamp fixtures that were now without power.
Toward the back of the warehouse, a heat source moved.
Fett cameto hisfest, riflein hand, and went Hunt-ing.
Mandal orian combat armor.
| didn't come prepared for this, Han thought. He had an assaullt rifle, taken from the bodyguard he'd

kicked in the groin, but that wasn't going to help so much, unless he got in close to Fett, and that was
going to be hard, with the macrobinocularsin Fett's helmet.

He had to get out of this darkened warehouse, out into the night, where there were placesto run, and
placesto hide, and try to reach the speeder he'd come herein.

Han couldn't believe thiswas hgppening to him.
He gathered hislegs up beneath him, checked the safety on the assault rifle-he heard movement, out

toward the front of the warehouse. Careful and quick- he kept his head down and ran in a crouch toward
the warehouse's rear entrance.



Lando would bejedous, if Han made it back to tell him about it, and Lando made it back to betold.
Lelawas going to befurious.

Fett ducked down behind one of the growing tanks, unlimbered hisflare gun and fired a shot toward the
warehouse's roof.

Actinic orange light flared; it would give Solo somelight to work with. Theinterior of the warehouse
be-came bright as day, and huge wavering shadows struck away from the warehouse's supporting
beams, astheflare hit the ceiling, crawled aong it for severa sec-onds, and started to descend.

Something rattled, off at the eastern end of the ware-house; Fett held his position, held hisfire. Solo had
thrown something-the sound came again. Patience, patience-

A single shot, the sound of broken glass, that was Solo making an exit for himsdlf through one of the
windows, before the flare faded, while he could still seeto run, and Fett surged to hisfeet to shoot Solo
down as he made for the broken window.

He had time to see Han Solo, standing fifty meters away, pointing one of the bodyguards assaullt rifles at
him. The shot took Fett in his breastplate and blew him off hisfeet.

Han Solo turned and ran, hit the shattered window and dove through it like ayoung manin his prime.

Boba Fett rolled over, staggered back to hisfeet only asecond later, the breastplate of his combat armor
s0 hot it burned everywhere it touched him, and in amurderous rage charged after Solo, as unaware of
the pain that throbbed in hislegs and chest asif it be-longed to someone else.

Han ran toward his speeder under the dim light from the planet's only moon. He was dightly disoriented;
he couldn't remember whether the downlot where held |eft the speeder was south and west, or south and
eadt; he ran south down one of the long alleyways between the warehouses, bresth coming short, and
came up to thelast building, the last cover before the downlot, and hesitated before rounding the corner,
the downlot was either immediately to hisleft or immediately to hisright. Hetried to envison the layout of
the warehouse park in his mind-he thought hed come the quick way around, but maybe not, and if he
hadn't, then Fett might have reached the downlot before him.

A scraping sound, meta on stone-

Before he even redized what he was doing Han found himsalf rounding the corner, rifle up and finger
tightening on the trigger as Boba Fett was turning toward him, bringing up hisown rifle-

They stood there in the middle of nowhere, on a planet the rest of the galaxy had more than half
forgot-ten, pointing assault rifles at one another, from adis-tance of lessthan ameter.

Han didn't fire.

Fett didn't fire.

Bizarre details piled in on Han. The aperture of Fett's assault rifle was huge, as big as the Degth Star had
seemed at firgt Sght. The barrel wasn't perfectly steady, it wavered dightly, moving around in almost

invisbly tiny circles. The moonlight glinted off Fett's scarred armor; Han could see the moon, reflected
darkly on the black visor.



Hewas dtill out of breath from the running. His voice caught when he spoke. "1 guesswe're going to. die
together."

Fett's voice-as harsh and raw asever. "Evidently."

Han stared over the sight at him. ™Y our armor won't save you. Not at thisrange.”
"No."

"| doubt you can kill me quick enough to keep me from firing."

Fett's hedmet moved, dightly-anod. "I doubt it too."

Han did not dare take his eye away from hisriflés sight, aiming at the base of Fett'sthroat. "Y ou killed
those people back there. The woman.”

Han could have sworn he saw a shiver run up the bounty hunter's frame. "'1'm sorry about that. They-
she-was not the target.”

Han dmogt pulled the trigger on him. He could hear the ragein hisown voice. "Y ou're going to dieand
I'm going to die and maybe we both of us deserveit. That woman didn't do any-"

"She'sthe onewho caled mel”

Han took a step forward and screamed, "Idon't care!™ He found to his amazement that he was standing
with thebarrel of hisriflejammed up againgt Feit's armor, that the barrdl of Fett'sriflewas digging into his
own breastbone. "I don't know what made you like you are, you think you get to decide who lives and
dies, | don't care, come on, pull thetrigger and well die together!" He stared into the black visor. "Last
decison you'l ever get to make."

Boba Fett said in avoice so soft Han would have sworn it could not have been Fett's, "You first." His
Voice got even softer, amazingly. "Y oure married, aren't you? Y ou have children who need you. What
were you doing out here, Solo, pretending to be young? Thisis no place for aman like you."

The fury that touched Han was bone deep. "Don't you talk about my children, I'll kill you so fast-"

"Do you want to die?"

Han took a deep bresth. "Do you?"'

Fett shook his head, the tiniest possible movement of the visor. "No. But | do not see away out.”

Thefaintest bresth of hope touched Han. "All right. Y ou put down your rifle. | won't kill you if you put
downyour rifle

Fett whispered it. "No. Y ou put down yours. | won't kill you if you put down yours. I'll let you go back
to your family, unharmed. Put down your wegpons-"

"I don't trust you."



"Nor |," said Fett, "you."

A cool wind blew across the downlot; Han felt it dry-ing his swest, chilling him. "We take five steps
back," Han said findlly. * 'Y ou drop your rifle and you run like agundark on fire. Even if | do shoot at you
that armor would protect you."

"I have bad legs. | don't think | can outrun you."

Han could not stop thinking of his children, of Leia. "Just wak away, put the rifle down and walk away.
I'm an honest man. | won't kill you."

"Yourealiar," said Fett, "by dl the evidence. | think you would." Fett paused. "When | was ayoung
man," hesaid findly, "I think | would have pulled the trigger by now. But | find that | do not hate you, and
| am not ready to die to remove you from the world."

"I made amistake, coming hereto Jubilar. | do hate you, | hate everything you've done-but my wife and
children need me."

"l don't seeaway out of this" said Fett, "that does not involve trying to trust one another.”

"Thisrifleis getting heavy,” said Han, which it was, he watched Fett over the Sght. "What are we going to
do?'

"Everyonedies,” sad Fett.

"Y eah. Eventually. But it doesn't have to be today, not for either of us."

Fett shook his head; the helmet barely moved, and Han did not imagine that Fett's attention had shifted
evendightly. "I do not know," Fett said softly. "Trust ishard, among enemies. Perhgps we should return
to the battle; perhaps, Han Solo, we should let fly, and once more | et fate decide who will survive, aswe

did when wewere young."

TheEnd
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