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Introduction

Jabbathe Hutt has many enemies.

Cdled a"vile gangster” by some, Jabba's criminaly gained wedlth and

power has placed him in adangerous position in his guarded citadel

under the twin suns of Tatooine. Though few openly covet Jabba's

wedlth, this does not stop them from plotting in secret.



The Lady Vdarian, the femae Whiphid owner of the Lucky Despot hotel
and casino, is Jabbas chief rival. Hairy and tusk-faced, with a
voracious appetite (some say literally) for males of her species, she

keepsalow profile, planning in the long term.

Prefect Eugene Tdmont, stationed in Mos Eidey isthe Imperid in
charge of the Tatooine garrison. He hates his backwater assignment and
hopes that by eliminating Jabba he can find away out of the arid hole
where he haslanded. Then thereisthe mysterious order of B'omarr
monks, who origindly built the enormous citadd for their solitudein

the desert depths. The monks, wrapped in their ethereal concerns, seem
obliviousto the fact that Jabba--and many other banditsin the decades
before him--usurped their stone fortress. But no one can know what the

quiet, uncommunicative monks are redly thinking.

Jabbaisaways on hisguard, but little does he suspect that his

grestest nemesiswill comein theform of asingle Jedi Knight, who

waksin aonefromthedesart. ..

Note: For the reader's convenience, dl dien languages have been

trandated into Basic. A Boy and HisMongter: The Rancor Keeper's Tdle

by Kevin J. Anderson

Specid Cargo The unidentified ship tore through the brittle atmosphere



of Tatooine with afinger of fire, traling greasy black smoke. Waves
of sound, sonic booms from the crashing ship, made an aval anche through

theair.

Below, the Jawa sandcrawler continued its endless path across the Dune
Sealooking for forgotten scraps of abandoned meta, delicious salvage.

By sheer luck the crawler siood only two dunes away when the plummeting
ship struck the ocean of blind sand and spewed afunnel of dust that

glittered like mica chips under the blazing twin suns.

The pilot of the corroded sandcrawler, Tted Kkak, stared out the narrow
window high up on the bridge deck, unableto believe theincredible

fortune the luck of hisancestors had dropped in hislap.

His crawler's year-long trek across the wastelands had been practically
fruitless, and he would have been ashamed to return to his clan's hidden
fortress beating so little--but now avirgin ship lay within reach,

unclaimed by other scavenging clansand unsullied by time.

The ancient reactor engines shoved the immense sandcrawler into motion.
It ground over the shifting sands seeking purchase with wide treadsin a

graight line for the smoldering wreckage.

Theshiplay inacrater of loose, blasted sands that might have

cushioned the impact; some of the cargo should still beintact. The



armored chambers and parts of the computer core might be salvageable.

Or so Tteel Kkak hoped.

Jawas swarmed out of the sandcrawler toward the wreckage: the entire
scavenging arm of the Kkak clan, little hooded creatures surrounded by a

rank musty scent, chattering asthey claimed their prize.

The front group of Jawas carried chemicdl fire-suppressant packs, which

they sprayed on the hissing hot meta to minimize further damage.

They did not look to see if anyone had survived the crash, because that
was not their primary concern. Infact, living passengers or crew would
only complicate the Kkak salvage claim. Thoseinjured in such wrecks

rarely survived Jawafirs ad.

The Jawas used up two battery packsin the sputtering old laser cutters
to cut their way through the hull into the armored bridge compartment.
Dim light from emergency sysemsand the till-flickering glow from

internaly burning e ectronics components it the abandoned stations.

Harsh chemical fumes and curling gray-blue smoke struck Tted Kkak's
sengtive nogtrils-but undernesth he could detect an undertone of
metallic fear, the copper smdls of blood splashed and burned. He knew

he would find no one divein the cgptain's chair.



What he was not prepared for, though, wasto find no bodies at al--just
dark, wet arcs of sprayed blood, melted starbursts from blaster fire on

thewalls.

The other Jawas opened the main bulkhead doors and flowed in,
chittering. Scout teams poured into the remains of the ship, spraying
down smoldering sections and squirming through collgpsed walsto find

other treasuresin the cargo hold.

Tted Kkak directed one of the younger clan membersto demonstrate his
prowess by dicing into the main bridge computer to download the
registry number and owner of the vessd, just in case there might be
some large bounty, areward for Smply reporting the whereabouts of the

hulk--after they had stripped it of al vauables, of course.

Theyoung clan member Tted Kkak'sthird sister'sfifth son by her
primary mate pulled out a scuffed, flatscreen reader with stripped raw
wires dangling from the end. He used hisrodentlike clawsto ped back
the access plate of the bridge panel and squealed as sparks flew when he
connected the wires. He jammed the leads into other pickups, tapped
into the dying energy in the ship's backup batteries, and caled up the

information in flickering green phosphor |etters across the screen.

The captain of the ship had been ahumanoid named Grizzid, and Ttedl

Kkak's fantases diminished.



He had hoped for some well-known dignitary or VIP passenger.

This Grizzid person had departed from the Tarsunt system, another place

Tted Kkak had never heard of .

Dismissing that, he directed his young assstant to find more important

information--the cargo manifest.

When new letters scrolled up on the screen, the device flickered, and
hisyoung assstant had to dap it severa timesbefore it functioned
again. Theflat-screen scrolled up adismayingly short list of

contents.

Tted Kkak'sthumping heart sank. Oneitem, marked only as"specid
cargo,” had been placed aboard by a Bothan trader named Grendu, adedler
in"rare antiquities," who requested that extreme precautions be taken.

A heavily reinforced duranium cage filled most of the ship's cargo hold.

Tted Kkak let pheromones of disappointment waft into the air, strong
enough to overcome even the acrid burning smells. Unlessthat cage had
been immensealy strong indeed, this precious specid cargo, whatever it

was, had certainly been killed in the crash.

Just asthat thought crossed his mind, though, he heard squedls of

terror and pain--and arumbling growl from within the wreck, basso and



bone-jarring, deegp enough to make the remnants of the ship vibrate.

Over hdf the Jawas wisdly bolted through the opening in the hull,
fleeing back to the safety of the sandcrawler; but Ttedl Kkak was pilot
and clan representative, and he was respongble for salvage. Thoughit
seemed the smartest thing to do, he could not smply run from aloud,
scary sound. Hewanted to find out what thisthing was. The"specid

cargo” might be vauable, after al.

He grabbed the arm of hisyoung assstant, who sent up an unpleasant
aromaof dark, ice-metal terror. Asthey charged down the doping
corridors, they were nearly bowled over by seven shrieking, retreating
Jawas who squeded an incomprehensible mixture of words and an

impossible-tread scent that conveyed nothing more than nausesting fear.

Ttedl Kkak saw long stresks of blood aong the corridor, huge
red-smeared footprints. Thelights had burned out farther down the
corridor, and the ship till clicked and settled as the fires cooled and

the desert sun baked the outside. The loud, reverberating growl came

again.

Tted Kkak'syoung assstant tore away from hisgrip and joined the
othersrunning out of the ship. Alone now, Tteel Kkak proceeded dowly,
cautioudy. Chewed boneslay on the floor, asif something had stripped

the flesh with scimitar fangs and discarded the leftoverslike white



gicks.

Ahead, adoorway to the lower cargo hold gaped like a skull's empty
eyesocket. Outwardly bent bars crisscrossed the opening. The door had
been ripped from its hinges--but not in the last few momentsand not in
the crash, asfar ashe could tell. Thishad happened sometime

calier.

Within the shadows, something enormous moved, growled, lashed out.

Asfar as Tted Kkak could tdl, the thing had broken out of its cage as
the ship approached Tatooine and had gone back to itslair to finish
devouring the rest of the crew. But when the unmanned ship had crashed,
the thick walls had crumpled inward, trapping the thing in the same cage

that had protected it from death in the impact.

Drawn by adeadly curiosity even greater than hisfear, Tteel Kkak crept
closer. He could smdl the thing now: athick, moist scent of violence

and rotting mest.

He saw the torn shreds of severd Jawacloaks. He sniffed theair,

smelled sour Jawa blood.

He hesitated one step away from the opening, when suddenly awide,
many-clawed hand larger than Ttedl Kkak's entire body swept outin a

rapid arc like abranched fork of lightning during sandwhirl season.



Tted Kkak stumbled backward and fell flat on hisback. The monstirous
clawed hand, the only part of the creature that could reach through the
opening, swept acrossthe air, seeming to tear spaceitsaf. Claws

struck the corridor walls, skreeking dong thewall plates and leaving

parald white gashes.

Before the monster could dash again, Tted Kkak legped to hisfeet and
scuttled up the doping corridor to the opening in the bridge

compartment. Before he had gotten hafway there, though, his mind began
to reassess the Stuation, wondering how he could still get any profit

from thiswreck.

Heknew only one being who might appropriately enjoy this hideous,

dangerous cresture: one who lived on the other side of the Dune Seg, in

an ancient, brooding citadd that had stood for centuries.

Tted Kkak would haveto forfeit most of the sdvage materids, but he

did not want to dedl with this monster.

He hoped he could talkJabba the Hutt into paying him alarge finder's

fee, ot leadt.

The Care and Feeding of a Rancor



Malakili, professond mongter trainer and beast handler, found himsdlf
unceremonioudy transferred from the Circus Horrificus--atraveling show
of dien mongrostiesthat wandered from system to system, aweing and
frightening crowds of spectators. "Transferred” was the word imprinted
on his contract file, but the truth was that Ma akili had been purchased
outright like adave and then hustled off to this unpleasant scab of a

desert planet.

Asthe Tatooine suns broiled down, Ma akili aready missed the dozens of
bloodthirsty aien creatures he had tended for years. No one dse
understood exactly what he did. No one else knew how to tend the touchy
and often excitable beasts on display. The circus performances would no
doubt get very bloody asinexperienced handlerstried to do those things
for which Maakili had become famous. The Circus Horrificuswould fal

on hard times without his services.

But as he disembarked from the private |and-speeder outside the looming
spires of acitade high on the dliffs, Malakili began to grasp the

importance and the power of thisbeing called Jabba the Hutt.

Therock walls of the palace thrummed in the baking heat of double suns.
At the base of one of the spires a spiked portcullis clattered upward,

and two humanoid creatures stepped out of the shadows. Onewascladin
flowing black robes that accentuated the paleness of his pasty skin,

bright eyes, and fanged mouth. A pair of long, thick tentacles hung

from the back of the creature's head, one wrapped around his neck likea



garrote: aTwi'lek, Maakili noted, one of the heartless creatures from
the harsh planet Ryloth, who had areputation for shifting Sdesas

rapidly as a breeze shifted in the desert.

Besdethe Twi'lek stood a scarred, grizzle-faced human, aCordlian
from the looks of him, whose face was puckered with either pockmarks
from adisease or thelong-healed scar from avicious blaster burn. The
Cordllian's hair was black except for ashock of pure white that

sreaked through it like adistressflare.

"You are Maakili," the Twi'lek said. It was not aquestion. "1 an Bib

Fortuna, and thisismy associate, Bidlo KwerVe."

Kwerve nodded his head, but his emerald eyes remained fixed on Maakili

asif naled in place. Mdakili flinched under hissare,

Given other training, he thought, this Corellian could have become a

good beast handler.

Maakili was muscular from alife of lifting heavy objects and wrestling
strong creatures. His paunch had grown large from the good eating he
enjoyed asthe star of Circus Horrificus, hisface was stretched and
ugly, hiseyeswide and round like full moons. But Maakili cared

little for his persona appearance. He was out to impress no one. As

long as the monsters held him in respect, he asked for nothing €l se.



"We are Jabbas lieutenants. We have summoned you," Bib Fortuna said.

"Why?' Maakili asked, hisvoice gruff, hisfigts planted squarely on

hisample hips.

"We have agift for Jabba," Fortuna continued. "A ship crashedinthe
desert carrying aspecia cargo, a creature that no one seems ableto
identify. Bidlo Kwerve here used eight gas grenades to stun the monster
enough that we could trangport it into one of the dungeons benesth the

palace" The Twi'lek rubbed his clawed hands together.

"It isour master's birthday tomorrow. He has been away on business,
having recently purchased acantinain Mos Eidey. But he will be back
tomorrow, and we want to surprise him. Of course with a creature of

this, er, bulk and temperament, we wanted it to come with itsown

keeper."

"But why me?' Mdakili said. Hiswords came out as displeased grunts.
He was not accustomed to extended conversations. "1 was happy with my

oldjob."

"Yes," Bib Fortunasaid, flashing amouthful of needle-sharp teeth. "You
spent seven seasons with the Circus Horrificus, training their specimens

without being eaten. That's arecord for them, you know."



"I know," Mdakili sad. "l liked the mongers.”

Bib Fortuna clacked his clawstogether. "Thenyoull lovethisone™

Bib Fortunaand Bidlo Kwerve stepped back into the dripping shadows of

the lower dungeons as Mdakili stared through the barred peepholeinto

the pit. He was enthralled, enraptured by the mammoth beast.

It growled asit breathed. Its beady eyesflashed even in the darkness.

It moved with aquick, liquid grace that many agile creatures half its

Sze could not manage.

"Magnificent,” Mdakili said through puffy lips. He fdt cool tears

likelines of ice down his cheeks. He had never seen anything so

beautiful in hislife.

"Did | not tdl you?' Bib Fortunasaid.

"I think---" Maakili drew a deep breath, till awed and afraid to voice

hissugpicions. "l think thisisarancor. | have heard of them, but

never dreamed that | would be lucky enough to see onein my lifetime.”

"You're not just seeing thisone," Bib Fortunasaid.

"Heisyours. You mus teke care of him."



Malakili felt his heart swell with pride, and he beamed at Jabbastwo

lieutenants. "That | will do to the best of my ability,” hesad.

The bloated crimelord Jabbathe Hutt knew everything, soit was
impossible to keep a secret from him--even a supposedly secret birthday
gift. Stll, histwo lieutenants-with Maakili standing behind

them--acted asif they' were presenting Jabba with a great honor asthey

congratulated him on his birthday.

"Asour gift to you, great Jabba," Bib Fortunasaid, "we have found a
magnificent and exotic new pet for you--avicious mongter called a
rancor. Thisisitskeeper." He gestured behind him, extending
wicked-looking claws toward Maakili, who still wore only aloincloth
and draped black headdress. He had washed his bare chest and polished

his paunch to be presentable for the first time he met hisnew madter.

Jabbaleaned forward, hislarge eyesblinking. A tongue asthick asa
wet human thigh stroked anew layer of dimeaong hisswollen lips. His

daisdid forward, closer to the grilled opening.

Below, therancor paced in its dank confinement, making soundslike
tearing wet paper. Jabba's body rumbled with pleasure. Mdakili saw
both Bib Fortunaand Bidlo Kwervevisibly relax their tense shoulders as
they saw that Jabba was pleased. Taking heart from this, Bidlo Kwerve

stepped forward and spoke, the first time Mdakili had heard words come



from the scarred Cordlian.

"| performed the actua capture, Master Jabba."

Hisvoice was high and raspy--rather whiny, Maakili thought. No wonder

Bidlo Kwerve kept his mouth shut most of thetime.

Jabba sat up quickly, astartled reaction. Bib Fortunawaved his hands

frantically to exercise damage control.

"Yes, Master, what Bidlo Kwerve saysistrue, but | performed dl of the
... adminigrative details. Y ou know how difficult these things can

mu

Jabba leaned forward again to stare at the rancor.

He sghed with pleasure. Bib Fortuna explaned the workings of the new
trgpdoor they had ingtdled in front of the dai's, anticipating how much
amusement Jabba might get from dropping enemiesinto the rancor pit.
Sdacious Crumb, the loudmouth Kowakian lizard-monkey, laughed
andjabbered atJabba's shoulder, sometimes repeating words, other times

making his own nonsensica sentences.

"l am most pleased,” Jabba said.



Malakili pricked up his ears but kept hisface impassive.

He had learned how to speak the Hutt's dialect many years before because
the most bloodthirsty audiences to which the Circus Horrificus played

consisted of coldhearted Hutts watching other cresturesin pain.

"I shal reward each of you greeatly," Jabba said.

"One of you shdl become my new mgordomo, my right-hand man to assst
me and to run the palace while I'm away. The other . . . shdl havean

even greater reward, one that history will remember.”

Bib Fortunabowed, and his head-tailslashed. He seemed tense, though
Maakili could not understand why. Bidlo Kwerve looked satisfied and

unconcerned.

"Madter," Fortunasaid, "1 shal be satisfied with the mgjordomo
postion. AsBidlo Kwerve has pointed out, he performed the greatest

sarviceto you. Please dlow him to have the greater honor."

Bidlo Kwerve shot asuspicious glance a him, blinking hisice-green

eyes. Jabbanodded. "Good," the Hutt said.

Kwerve stepped forward. The Cordlian looked again at Bib Fortuna.
"What did he say?' Now Madakili understood the twitching expressonson

the Cordlian'sface. Bidlo Kwerve didn't understand Huttese !



Bib Fortuna gestured him forward as he himsdlf stepped back.

Kwerve raised his pocked chinintheair and stood in front of Jabba,

awaiting hisreward.

"You shdl bethefirst victim | feed to my rancor,” Jabba said.

"I will watch your struggles and remember them for dl time."

Sdacious Crumb cackled maniacaly. The group of Jabbasfollowersin
the throne room snickered and watched. Bidlo Kwervelooked to Bib

Fortuna, and it was clear he did not know what Jabba had said.

Asthe Cordlian's face was turned aside, Jabba punched the button that

released the trapdoor. Thefloor fell out from beneath Bidlo Kwerve,

Infollowing years, everyone agreed that Bidlo Kwerve put up a
spectacular fight. The Corellian had somehow managed to conced asmal
holdout blaster in his body armor-which was grictly forbiddenin

Jabba's presence. But the rancor's sheer ferocity astonished the
spectators even more asit devoured itsfirgt live meal sinceits

capture on Tatooine.

Malakili watched the mongter'svictory and felt warminsde, likea



proud father.

Generd Dentistry

Jabba tOOk exceptiond delight in hisnew pet over the next few months,

devising various victims and combat Stuationsfor the mongter.

Bib Fortunarose in prominence in the crimelord's organization.

Maakili, though, kept to the lower levels of the palace, talking with
only the few denizenswho aso preferred the dank coolness and the

anonymity of shadowsto being in plain sight of Jabbaor hisminions.

In his prowls scavenging extrafood for his pet, Malakili got to know
Jabbas primary chef, Porcdlus, rather well. The man was atdented
food preparer who lived in congtant fear that he would create something
Jabbadidn't like, a which point hislife and his culinary skillswould

be forfeit. Maakili would toss dabs of fresh, dripping mest into the
openingsfor the rancor, and the monster seemed gradudly to accept him

asits caretaker.

For those seeking Jabba's approval, it soon became agame to find new
combatants for the rancor. At first Maakili took the challengeswith

pride and confidence, knowing that the coiled killing machine would snap
up any prey--but gradually he became aware that Jabba did not esteem the

rancor as Maakili did.



The Hutt saw it asmerdly adiverson, and if some monster were found
that could defeat the rancor, then Jabba would be just as pleased to

have anew toy.

The Hutt had no compassion for the beautiful beast.

Hewanted only to test it and test it until it failed.

The rancor became injured for thefirst time when Jabbarel eased three
Caridan combat arachnidsinto the pit. The combat arachnids had twelve
legs each and crimson body armor splotched with maroon, astough asa
thin layer of diamond sheeting. Their bodies were so covered with
needle-sharp spinesthat it was difficult to tell where the spines ended
and the sharp legs began. But the jaws were very obvious, jagged
pistons three times the size of the bullet-shaped heads and driven with

enough power to shear open the hull of an armored transport.

Asthe gatesin the secondary cells were opened and the three angry
combat arachnids rushed out with athunder caused by three dozen legs,
Malakili and the rancor--asif psychically connected--both reared back
insurprise. Up above, Jabba's booming laugh, "Hoo-hoo-hoo,”
reverberated through the observation grille dong with the cheersand

catcalls from the smpering minions who crowded around to show their

loydlty.



The rancor bent over and splayed its hands, blinked its small dark eyes,

and let out abellow of chdlenge. It waited for the attack.

The three combat arachnids surged forward seemingly in silence, but
Malakili's ears hurt from apainful high-pitched throbbing, asif the

arachnids communicated on some hypersonic level.

One arachnid ran directly benesth the rancor'slegs. Moving too dowly
to react to this unexpected tactic, the rancor swept the ground with its

fistful of claws, but the combat arachnid escaped to the other side.

While the rancor was distracted, the other two arachnids lunged at its
lecthery legs, dashing with spines. The rancor batted one cresture
away, knocking it against thewal with a crunch that split itsarmor

plating open and speared the soft inner organs with broken shards.

But the rancor howled in pain and held up its hand.

Malakili could see dark dribbling spots where two of the arachnid'slong

spines had thrust al the way through.

The second combat arachnid latched onto the back of the rancor'sleg,
where the taut muscles pulled like durasted cables. The huge mandibles
clamped down and ground together, chewing with dl the mindless

mechanical force the combat arachnid could apply.



Snarling, the rancor bent over and tried to useits shovellike handsto
rip the mandibles free; when it could not break their grip, it pried at

the head of the arachnid instead.

Findly, the third combat arachnid leaped onto the rancor's lumpy back
from behind as the monster bent over. Thethird creature dashed with
its sharp legs, stabbing with spines, tearing open a butcher's pattern

in therancor's hide.

With asqued of confusion and betrayed pain, the rancor reared up,
stumbled backward, and dammed itself into the stone blocks of the wall.
The rancor rammed backward again and again, shattering the hard plating
of thearachnid clinging to its back until the thing lay in ajumble of

twitching sharp legs on the debris-strewn flagstone floor.

Thelast surviving arachnid continued to chew on the Snewy leg.

Findly, asif numb with pain and unableto think clearly, the rancor
grabbed the powerful mandibles and tore the monster's head completely
off, ripping the body away and lifting it up so that it dangled afew
strings of bright red gangliaout of its neck socket. The head remained

clamped to the rancor's leg, till chewing in areflex action.

With no other outlet for hisrage, the rancor hefted the spiny, armored



body of the combat arachnid into his sword-filled mouth and bit down,

crushing through the spiny pincushion of the arachnid's carcass.

Bright vermilion ooze spurted out of the rancor's mouth from the
ruptured, bloated abdomen--but it was mixed with another color of ichor
aswadll, the blood of the rancor. 1ts mouth had been flayed, tipped to

shreds by chomping down on the dead carcass of itslast enemy.

Maakili began to mumblein dismay. The rancor was hurt; it bled from
many different wounds. Asit continued to gnash reflexively on the
brittle, spiked arachnid in its mouth, the rancor tore freethe
dtill-fastened head on itsleg, yanking awvay abloody gobbet of itsown

flesh asit did so.

Madakili wanted to react, wanted to rush in and help the rancor inits
pain--but he didn't dare. The monster wasin such ablind frenzy that

it would not know the difference between friend and enemy.

Mdakili bit down on his knuckle, trying to decide what to do asthe

rancor stood bleeding and thrashing.

Suddenly, with a hollow thumping sound, four grenade canisters dropped
down into the pit, spewing heavily drugged gasinto the chamber.
Impenetrable meta sheets dropped over the windows, sedling the
ventilation shafts to keep the knockout gas inside until the rancor

could be sufficiently stunned.



He heard a step behind him and turned to see Gonar, one of the other
skulking humanswho seemed at aloss whether to spend more time hanging
around Malakili and watching the rancor or remaining upstairsin the

throne room so he could earn points with Jabba.

" Jabba wants to get the shells of those combat arachnids,” Gonar said,

nodding like amarionette.

Hisnose wasturned up and flat, like a Gamorrean's, and hishair hung

in greasy reddish curls asif he styled it with fresh blood.

Dazed, Mdakili held ahand to his paunch, about to be sick.

"What?'

"The cargpaces,” Gonar said. "Very hard and jewd-like.

Combat arachnids are raised for their chitin aswell astheir fighting

abilities. Didn't you know?"

Finally, after the rancor had dumped into unconsciousness, the deegping
gas was pumped out and the large access doors raised up, their bottoms
jagged like teeth, as Jabba's crew of Gamorrean guards ssumped in to

haul away the broken remains of the arachnids.



Maakili pushed past them and rushed forward to the grunting, snoring
hulk of his pet mongter. The Gamorrean guards used ahydraulic winch.
to open the rancor's gigantic jaws, prying the fang-filled maw apart so

they could remove the armored carcass of the combat arachnid.

The guards were not terribly bright, in Maakili's opinion, and they did

not think before they acted.

They exercised no care whatsoever asthey tore free the dead insectlike

creature, ripping the gashesin the rancor's mouth even wider.

Maakili shouted at them, charging forward and looking even more

fearsome than his pet mongter.

The Gamorreans snorted in darm, without a clue asto what they had done
wrong; but Gamorrean guards were accustomed to not understanding, so

they did not argue as they grabbed the jeweled carcasses and hauled them

away.

Malakili ordered Gonar to fetch severa large drums of amedicated salve
kept in the infirmary of Jabba's paace, and soon the red-haired human
cameingderalling one of the drums. Gonar popped it open, letting a

vile chemica smdl riseinto the confined chamber of the rancor pen.

Maakili aready felt dizzy, not just from the chemica smdl, but from



resdua deeping gasthat clung to the dank air, aswell as nauseafrom

his disgust at seeing what had happened to the rancor.

Taking handfuls of the wet, stringy goop, Maakili dathered the raw
woundsin therancor's hide. Helooked around and found the flat,

gnawed scapula of one of the rancor's previous meas and used the
shoulder blade asatrowd to lay the disinfectant substance lovingly

across the gashes.

Gonar assisted him reluctantly, afraid to come too close to the monster
and yet wanting to. With the mgjor exterior injuries tended to,

Malakili turned to the ruined mess of the monster's mouth. He sent
Gonar running for apair of tongs, which he used to grasp the shards of
diamond-hard chitin still wedged like broken glass between the rancor's
fangs. He stood directly inside the rancor's mouth, yanking and tugging

as he extricated the jammed pieces.

Gonar trembled watching him, but Maakili had no time to worry about
suchthings. The rancor wasin pain. If these shardsremained stuck in
itsjaws, the wounds would become infected, and the monster would be

even more ornery.

A foul stench rose from the rancor'sthroat asits stuttering snores
grew quieter. Maakili found the shattered stumps of two rotten teeth

that must have snapped off in some other battle. Mdakili grasped these



too and tugged them out. The stumps came loose more easily than he
expected, but the rancor's mouth was so full of fangsthat it seemed to

grow two for every oneit lost.

The mongter tirred, and its beady black eyes blinked. Itsnogtrils
flared asit heaved in adeep breath. Maakili legped out of the way

just asthe jaws snapped shut.

"It'sawakel" Gonar shrieked, and fled through the low door. The dose

of the degping gas had worn off with aarming swiftness.

Malakili fell backward asthe rancor lurched to itsfeet. It swayed
unsteadily for amoment. Maakili consdered that this might be his

|ast chanceto bolt for .the door.

The rancor reared up and spread its claw-laden hands. It snorted and

glared down a him, gill in obvious agony.

Malakili froze, looking up at the mongter. If he ran, that would draw
its attention, and he would ingtantly be eaten. A part of him prayed

that the rancor would recognize him and not kill him.

The rancor grunted again, then bent low to sniff the medicina salveon
itstornlegs. It raised its humongous hand to its flattened nostrils
and sniffed again, looking at where the wounds from the combat

arachnid's spines had been salved and bandaged. The rancor grunted at



Maakili, then looked around the floor of its den asif searching for

something.

Malakili continued to stare, frozen in awe and terror.

Swegt poured off hisgrimy skin. Hisheart hammered like colliding

garshipsin hischest.

But then the rancor found what it waslooking for: the long femur from a
food beast. Still looking Sdelong at the human in its pen, the rancor
picked up the bloody bone and squatted down in its cage, gnawing

nonchalantly, though his mouth must still have beenin grest pain.

Maakili stood there for along, long time before hefindly, quietly

|eft.

A Game of Fetch

Malakili didn't' bother to ask if he could take the rancor outside of

the palace, where the monster could romp in the desert vastness, stretch
itsSnewy legs, and enjoy the freedom of open air. Hefigured no one
would argue with him if he was accompanied by multiple tons of fangsand

claws.

Malakili had been around vicious animas enough to know that thething



they wanted mogt in life, the thing smmering behind their smal,
ultrafocused minds as they paced in the pensthey had grown to hate was

the smple wish to get out, get out, Get Out.

Malakili waited until the hottest part of a Tatooine afternoon, after
both suns had reached their peaks. At thistime Jabbaand his pandering

minionstook asestaasther only defense againgt the smothering hest.

From the main garage levels, he took a one-person sandskimmer and parked
it outside one of the huge weighted doors at the base of the citaddl.

This door had been opened exactly once, when Bidlo Kwerve and Bib
Fortuna had hauled the stunned rancor into its pen and then sedled the

door again with locks from the inside and outside. But Madakili used

gmall explosive chargesto blow the locks off the outside. Themetd

locks vaporized into silver sseam. The echoing thump of the charges

sent samdl|l scuttling things dashing to hide in shadowy cracks.

Malakili stood listening asadrowsy hot silence fell back over the
palace, then he dipped ingde to the dungeon levels. He stood outside
the rancor cage, holding asmal but powerful vibroblade specifically
tuned to metal frequencies. The blade could chop through the thick
locksingde the externa door; it would take longer than smal charges,

but he didn't want the explosions to upset the rancor.

Gonar, the scrawny, high-strung human clinger, appeared out of the

shadows. Mdakili didn't like the way the young man dways pestered



him, watched him, followed him. "What are you going to do?' Gonar

sad.

Hisgreasy curlsof red hair looked asif they had been anointed with

fresh ail and his sallow face looked like spoiled milk.

"We're going to go out for ajaunt,” Maakili said.

"A game of fetch."

Gonar's eyesraicheted open like huge cargo doors.

"You'recrazy. You'reletting the rancor loose?’

Maakili chuckled. He wasfedling very good about thisentire

excurson. He patted his rounded paunch.

"| think we could both use the exercise, him and me."

He opened the cage door and ducked inside, clattering it shut behind

him. Gonar gripped the bars and stared, but the young man would never

dream of following Mdakili into the monster's den while the rancor

remained awake.

With the disturbance of its new visitor, the rancor rose to itsfeet and



rumbled alow, liquid growl but Maakili paid no attention.

The rancor continued to look at him with cold and glittering eyesthat
showed anicy inteligence. But the monster had grown to tolerate
Malakili's presence. In fact, the rancor seemed to enjoy the keeper's

vidgts. Maakili had come to count on that.

In ablatant show of trust, Maakili waddled across the bone-littered
floor of the den and waked directly between the rancor's knobby legsto

get to the opposite wall where the dime-encrusted door had been sealed.

He bent down with his vibroblade and tuned the frequency and energy
dengity higher as he chopped a the metal locks. Sparks and dropl ets of
molten dura-sted flew, but Ma akili kept battering away until thelocks

lay severed.

The controls had been disconnected, but Maakili attached a new battery

pack and hot-wired the circuit.

With a screeching, ponderous sound, the heavy metal door |abored upward,
gplitting open & the bottom and spilling aknifeblade of buttery

sunlight into the dank pen. Hot breezes whipped in, stedling the cool
dampness, until the door had groaned completely to the top, an open

window to the freedom of the desert.

The rancor stood up, blinking itsimpenetrable eyes. It opened its



ams, stretching out its heavily clawed hands asif worshiping the suns
and the fresh air. The mongter stood in amazement and confusion,
glancing down at Maakili, not certain what was going on. Maakili

motioned for it to go through the opening.

"It'sokay," Maakili said in asoothing voice. "Go on, it'sal right

Well comeback in alittlewnhile"

The rancor stepped out into the sunlight, flinched from the glare.

Its shoulders hunched. Its shovel hands swung from sideto Side,
scraping the floor of the pit--and then it stood up, strode out into the
full light and heat, and bellowed acry of sheer joy. Itsfangs

glittered in the double sunlight.

Asif suddenly released from chains, the rancor broke into aloping run,
dretching itslegs, flalling its heavy handsfrom sideto sdeto keep
balance. The mottled green-tan hide seemed to vanish into the desert

rocks.

Madakili watched the creature romp for severd seconds, fegling hisown

delight, then he hopped onto the sandskimmer, fired up the popping,

stuttering engine, and drifted after his pet mongter.

The rancor sprang to the top of an outcropping of blistered lavarock.



It tilted its head up and roared at the sky, raising huge claws, and
then it jumped down again, picking itsway aong the rough, doping

dliff face.

Above, in the towers of Jabba's paace, emergency beacons flashed on.
Maakili heard the distant, squeaking sounds of faraway guards shouting
in darm; but at the moment he didn't care. He would come back with the

rancor. Hewould show that everything wasdl right.

When he flew too close to the rancor in the droning sandskimmer, the
monger reflexively lashed sdewayswith itsbony claws, asif Maakili
were a bothersome insect. But Maakili swung around and flitted in

front of the monster so that the rancor could identify him.

The monster backed away, hung its head asiif abashed at what it had

tried to do, then continued out into the open sands.

The rancor loped across the hot, cracked ground, legping over

outcroppingsin ecstasy. It ran far from Jabba's palace, but it was not

fleeing--it just loved its freedom.

Malakili's chest swelled with joy, though he was ashamed at hisown

emotiond weakness. Tearstraced cool patterns on his cheeks.

Thiswas probably one of the most remarkable daysin hislife.



The rancor sprinted for aline of red-tan crags striped with Strata that
showed the rugged geological past of Tatooine. The broken mountains
fanned out, cracked with numerous canyons like razor-blade jaws, rocky

narrows cut sharply by ancient torrents of forgotten water.

Seeing the shade and the rugged stair-like rocks to climb, the rancor

put on aburst of speed toward the shadowy canyons.

Madakili punched the accelerator of the sandskim-merwbut instead of
providing additional speed, the small vehicle popped and coughed like a
sick man spitting up abubble of blood. The sandskimmer dropped under
Maakili'sweaght. He clutched the handles, and his hands were suddenly

greasy with swedt.

Jabba's palace |loomed behind him in the distance, abrooding citadel

like astern father watching over those who had disobeyed.

Oblivious, the rancor dashed into one of the near canyons and vanished

into the shadows.

"Wat!" Mdakili shouted, hisvoice sucked dry like moisturein the

desert sun. He wrestled with the sand-skimmer asit angled toward the
powdery sands and sharp knuckles of rock. Somehow, the vehicle remained
aoft, puttering and staggering through the air until it reached the

rocky wall of theridge. He concentrated so heavily on keeping the



skimmer intheair that he had lost track of which of the numerous side

canyons the rancor had entered.

Malakili moaned as the skimmer findly crashed to the ground, tumbling

him into sharp broken scree.

He picked himsdf up from the stinging rocks and gazed toward the

welcoming shade of the side canyons.

The desart heat from the double suns screamed down at him.

He staggered across the broken ground, leaving the sandskimmer behind.

Hefinaly made hisway into the dusty aluvid fan a the canyon's

mouth, stepping over flattened clay and into the darker shade.

Every step sent acrisp tinkling sound of broken rock as dry pebbles

kittered against each other. Otherwise the world wasincredibly slent.

He didn't know what to do. He couldn't walk all the way back to Jabba's

paace, dthough he might try it in the dimness of the night.

Despite his own peril, Maakili's main concern now wasfor finding the

rancor.

If he had lost the monster, Jabbawould find along series of

imaginative and unspeskably painful torturesfor him. 1t would be



better to just lie down and bake to death in the desert sun.

But he couldn't believe that the rancor would abandon him so blithely.

They had been through too much together.

He picked hisway over the ancient riverbed for about an hour, looking
for the rancor's tracks, but he saw nothing, heard nothing, only afew

pattering rocks from high above.

At lagt, up ahead, came a surprisingly soft skitter of stones underfoot.
A large lumbering shadow disgppeared into asmdl splitinthewal, a

miniature canyon with sharp overhangs and time-smmoothed rock faces.

Malakili picked up speed, hoping to find the rancor so that at least

they could face the future together.

"Hdlo!" hesaid. Hisfeet crunched on the dry pebbles as he waddled

forward. "Here, boy!"

But as he rounded the corner, a screaming demon legped out in front of

him--man-sized, but with aface wrapped in bandages, mouth covered by

sand filter, and eyes peering through a pair of gleaming metd tubes.

Sand People! Tusken Raiders.



The demon held along, sharp gaffing stick in his hands like a quarter

daff. 1ts hooked end bounced up and down asthe Raider bellowed a

chdlenge.

Malakili staggered back and then recognized two other Sand People
adiride enormous woolly banthas, mammoth-sized beasts with curved tusks
around their ears. The two mounted Tuskens squawked, and the banthas

responded asif telepathically, charging toward him.

The unmounted Tusken legped down from the rock and svung at Maakili

with his hooked gaffing stick.

Maakili was unarmed. He lumbered backward, but knew he could not
escape. He reached down, grabbed arock, and threw it at his attacker,

but the projectile went wide.

Huffing and snorting, the banthas slampeded toward him. Mdakili fell
onto the sharp rocks, and he knew the monsters were going to trample

him. Hewould be crushed to a pulp within seconds.

Then, with an echoing roar that split loose rocks from the dliff face,
the rancor legped down from an overhang high above. Reaching out with
its claws, the mongter crashed into the lead bantha, tackling it to the

ground.

The bantha snorted and reared, but it didn't understand what had just



happened. The rancor used his powerful claws and durastedl-strong
musclesto grab the tusks on both sides of the bantha's head, twisting
it asif turning awheed on abulkhead door. The bantha's head wrenched

sideways, and its spine gave a hollow, wet crack asits neck snapped.

In asingle follow-through motion, the rancor swept its claws sideways

and tore open the Tusken Raider that had been knocked from the bantha.

The second rider wailed achdlenge, thrashed his own gaffing stick in
theair, and charged directly at therancor. The banthakept its head
down, curved tusksforward like a battering ram--but the rancor flitted
sdeways with deceptively easy speed and snatched the Tusken from the
banthals back. It raised the victim to its cavernous mouth and stuffed

the Tusken in, chomping down with vise jaws of razor fangs, swallowing

the attacker in only two gulps.

With itsrider gone, the banthawent wild, asif crazed. Therancor
scooped up an enormous broken sandstone boulder that had fallen from the

cliffsabovein ages pas.

Maakili staggered to hisfeet. Thefirst Tusken Raider had turned his
bandaged face to stare at the battle between rancor and bantha,

forgetting hishumean victim. Watching the rancor, Maakili felt the

fury from his pet monster. He saw the Tusken who had attacked him, who

had sivung agaffing stick at him.



Maakili picked up amuch smaller boulder, but one still deadly enough.

The bantha reared up and tried to butt the rancor, but the rancor hefted
the sandstone boulder. 1t brought the stone crashing down on the
mammoth beast's shaggy head, snapping the tuskslike brittle straws and

caving in the creaturésthick skull. The bantha grunted.

Momentum carried it forward until it dumped in atumbled hegp to the

canyon floor.

Asthelast Tusken Raider heard a sound beside him, he whirled, bringing
his gaffing stick up just asMadakili struck with the smdler boulder,
crushing his attacker's swathed head. The Tusken Raider fdll to the

rocks, thick bandages soaking up the spreading flower of bright blood.

Malakili's heart pounded as he looked at the carnage.

Therancor let out aululating bellow of triumph and looked at Ma akili
with something like contented satisfaction. Then the monster squatted

over the bloody carcass of the dain bantha and began to feed.

Later, Mdakili clung to the dry knobby skin of the rancor's neck asthe
monster trotted across the sandsin the desert twilight. It knew where

its home was and arrowed straight toward the underbelly of Jabba's

palace.



Asit ran hunched over, puffs of sand drifted into the purpling night.

The rancor had gorged itself, and blood spattered the monster's chest.
It seemed to consider Maakili strange for not devouring the Tusken

Raider he had killed, but Maakili had no appetite.

Already he was wondering how he would explain everything to Jabbathe

Huitt.

Lunchtime Beneath the Jaws

It turned out that Jabba didn't particularly care that Mdakili had
taken the rancor out for aromp in the wastelands--he was furious,

however, that he had missed its titani ¢ battle with the two banthas.

Madakili beamed with apaternd pride as he extolled his mongter's
bravery and viciousness, but Bib Fortunawhispered a different
suggestion into Jabbas ear. The Huit lurched upright on hisdaiswith
abelch of delight. Wouldn't it make amagnificent dud to pit the

rancor against akrayt dragon?

Thelegendary desert dragons of Tatooine were huge and rare and
ingtilled more fear than any other cresturein this sector of the

gdaxy. None had ever been captured dive before, but Jabba's



incentive--one hundred thousand credits guaranteed to anyone who could
bring in alive, unharmed specimen--was enough to ensure the most
ambitious efforts. Even the great bounty hunter Boba Fett vowed to

remain a Jabba's palace as he considered the best way to tackle the

chdlenge.

Madakili was convinced that someone would succeed, and he looked upon
the threatened battle with great dread. Though he was proud of his

rancor's abiL ities, he knew how awesome the krayt dragons were.

Jabba planned to build a specia amphitheater out in the bowl! of desert
sandsvisible from histallest towers, where the krayt dragon and the
rancor would face off and tear each other apart. Even if the rancor
managed to defeat the incredible dragon, Malakili suspected the battle

itself would wound the rancor grievoudy, perhaps mortaly.

He couldn't allow that.

Down in the lower levels of the dungeons, Maakili wheeled a heavily
laden cart stacked high with dripping stacks of mest, sawed bones, and

leftovers from the daughterhouse connected to Jabba's kitchens.

Porcdlus, Jabbas chef, had set aside choice morsdls astreats for the
rancor, aswel as asandwich of diced, marinated mesat for Mdakili's

own lunch.



Malakili got dong wel with the skittish cook, passing along whatever
gossip he managed to hear in the lower levels, though he had to listen
to the chef's ever-increasing fears thatJabba would soon tire of his

culinary abilities and feed him to the rancor.

With asigh, Malakili pushed the cart to the barred gate of the rancor
pit. Thewheds squesked like aterrified bristling rodent in the
dungeon levels. He swung open the gate, pulled the cart through, and

fastened the door behind him.

The rancor stood up and watched him bring the mound of mest closer,
running a stubby purplish tongue across the edges of its packed rows of

teeth.

Malakili nudged the meat in front of the rancor after removing hisown
white-wrapped sandwich from the top of the pile. The rancor used a
hooked claw to sort through the lunch offerings until it selected a

curved dewback rib studded with lumps of gristly mest.

Malakili unwrapped his sandwich and hunkered down on the rancor's
bench-sized toe. Above him, the monster chewed on thelong' rib bone,
gnawing and durping. Mdakili's black headdress protected him from the
gplattering gobbets of dripping juicesthat fell from the rancor's

mouth, showering him and running down his own bare back.



Ashe ate, munching absently on his ddlicious sandwich, Maakili thought

about his possibilities, the options-and hisfuture.

It had been clear from the start that Jabba's main goal wasto chalenge
the rancor until some greater opponent killed it. Jabba cared nothing

for the mongter, and neither did any of the others. Even greasy-haired
Gonar wasterrified of the mongter, wanting to be around the rancor only
for the prestige and the power it offered. The other spectatorswho

hung around the dungeons had no attachment to the beast either--not the
hairy Whiphid guard who poked histusks against the bars of the cage,
watching the bestia power of the rancor asif it reminded him of
something from his home planet; not Lorindan, the nozzle-nosed spy who
had no motives other than to find information he might sell to someone

dse

No, Maakili was aone on Tatooine. He done loved the mongter, and it
was up to him to see that his pet was protected. He would find some way

to help the rancor escape--and himsdlf dong withiit.

Malakili continued to chew on his sandwich, swalowing in adry throat
as plansbegan to form in hismind. Jabbawas a powerful crimelord,
yes, but he was not the only power on Tatooine. Jabba had many enemies,

and Madakili had much information.

Perhaps he could find some way to buy freedom for his pet.



Inthe mongter's Lair

Near the center of the grubby city of Mos Eidey, abattered cargo
hauler gathered dust. After landing one time too many, the Lucky Despot
could no longer pass asingle safety test, and so the hulk had remained
whereit sat, abandoned, until agroup of misguided Arconan investors
decided to convert it into aluxury hotel, hoping to take advantage of

the extensive tourist trade on Tatooine.

Shortly after the entrepreneurs went bankrupt, the Lucky Despot hotel
and casino was taken over by anew crimelord on Tatooine, an upstart
rival to Jabbawho had great dreams, modest capital, and a mean streak

wider than her yawning, tooth-filled mouth.

The Lady Vdarian lounged back in her contorted chair, relaxing in her
plush office. She looked as suave as was possible for ahorse-faced,
tusk-mouthed, bristle-haired Whiphid femae. As she spoke her smooth
gyllables, it seemed asif she weretrying to purr--but to Malakili, it

sounded like an overgorged gun dark gargling with its own bodily fluids.

"I know you are from Jabbas paace," Lady Vdarian said with agrunt

deep in her throat. Her peg-like tusks shoved forward from her underjaw

as she leaned closer. She batted long eydashes at him.

Mdakili whiffed her heavy perfume that attempted to mask the rank,



musky smell of Whiphid fur; he thought thiswas aworse odor than

anything he had smdled in the cages at the Circus Horrificus.

"Yes, | am from Jabbas palace,” Mdakili said, stroking hisblack
headdress, "but Jabba can't dways provide everything | need. So I've

cometoyou, Lady Vdarian."

She hunched her shoulders and lifted her brutaly ugly face. Her body
trembled in what Maakili took to be an expression of mirth. "And how

do you expect to pay for thisfavor you ask of me?"

"I know that Jabbaisyour enemy, Lady Vdarian,” Mdakili said.

"1 know that you might wish to have full schematics of the palace. The
B'omarr monkswho built it have kept the layout secret. 'Y ou might wish
to learn some of the hidden entrances to the lower levels. You might

wish to know some of Jabba's habits and weaknesses."

Lady Vaarian snorted. "Don't you think | have my own operativesinsde

Jabba's palace?!

Maakili showed no expression, athough he wasterrified.

"| said nothing about your operatives. | merely offered my own

sarvices. If you intend to challenge Jabba the Hutt, you must be very

careful, indeed.”



He hoped he had said the right words. He, who had spent seven seasons
taming the wildest cresturesin the Circus Horrificus, now felt
completely out of his depth in aplush room with a perfumed femae who

could sgquash him with asnap of her fingers.

"I'm not saying that | have any persond interest in doing harm to
Jabba," shesaid. "Infact, heand | have alimited partnership. He
owns atoken percentage of the Lucky Despot. But, informationis
sometimesincaculably vauable, difficult to etimateitsworth. Itis
unwise to dismiss an opportunity to increase one's knowledge." She

raised abristly eyebrow.

"Would you carefor adrink? Then you may tell me about thisfavor |

can grant you."

Maakili nodded dumbly as she brought him one of Tatooine's most
expensve beveragesin afrosted glass. clear, chilled water with two

ice cubesfloating init.

Maakili spped hisdrink, licked hislips asthe cold liquid danced

down his throat.

"I'll need a ship--acargo ship with aspecialy reinforced cage

chamber."



Lady Vdarian widened her nogtrilswith ahefty sniff Of curiogity. "A

cage? What are you going to transport?’

"Aliveanimd,” Mdakili sad. "And mysdf. | intend to take Jabba's

pet rancor with me. | need to find adeserted world, preferably lush, a
jungle moon perhaps a backwater forested planet where aresourceful
person could eke out aliving, and where alarge creature could have his

freedom and enough prey to hunt to his own satisfaction.”

Lady Vdarian growled in stuttering low bursts, which Maakili

interpreted as delighted laughter.

"Y ou want to sted Jabba's rancor? That would be hilarioud

Oh, thisistoo good to miss. Yes, yes, | will provide the ship you

need. We can st the time and the date.”

"Assoon aspossible” Maakili sad.

Camly, Lady Vaarian waved a clawed hand across the glowing sheen of
her antique desktop. "Y es, yes, as soon as possible. Themost

important thing, | think, will beto ingal atiny spycam in Jabba's

throne room --just so | can watch the expression on his bloated face

when hefinds out what's happened!"



Vaarian tapped some unseen marker on her desk, and amelodious chime
rang out. The door whisked open, and two heavily polished protocol

droidsmarchedin. "Yes, Lady Vdarian?' they said in unison.

She directed one of the droids to take Malakili to another room where he

would provide "certain information.”

The other sheingtructed to arrange for aship, to find a suitable world

according to Maakili's specifications, and to arrange dl the details

of the passage.

"My gratitude, Lady Vdarian," Mdakili said, sumbling over hiswords,

till unable to believe that he had stepped down the irrevocable path.

Vaarian chortled again as Malakili got up to follow the protocol droid

into the corridor. "No, thank you," she said. "Thisisworth any

number of invetments.”

The door closed behind her while shewas still chuckling.

Bad Timing

Malakili tried to remain cam and behave normaly as he counted the days

to the appointed hour of hisrescue.



He watched with furtive eyes, suspecting spiesin every shadow but Jabba
and hisfollowers above in the throne room seemed oblivious to

Madakili's actions.

Jabba was caught up in the troublesome details of running hisnew
cantina, and he aso boasted that his bounty hunters would shortly bring
him akrayt dragon--which meant that the Hutt limited the violent
challenges upon the rancor, not wishing the monster to be injured before
itstitanic battle. The most recent fresh and kicking meal the rancor

had devoured was amere Twrlek dancing girl, which the rancor savored,

consuming her in three delicate bites rather than the customary one

large gulp.

Maakili tried to relax, hoping that perhaps his plan would come of f
smoothly after al. But, as he was whedling the meat-laden cart of the
rancor's lunch to the cell gate, palid-faced Gonar stepped out of the

shadowswith anidiatic, devilish grin.

"I know about you, Maakili!" Gonar said in a hushed, hoarse whisper.

"I know about you and the Lady Vdarian."

Malakili stopped the cart and turned dowly, trying to keep from showing

his shock--but he had never been good at hiding his emotions.

"And just what do you know about me and Vaarian?' he asked.



"I know you're spying for her. Y ou were traced going into Mos Eidey,

into the Lucky Despot. | know you saw her in her private chambers. |

don't know what your gameis, but | know that Jabbawon't likeit."

Malakili couldn't hide. His eyesflitted from sdeto side.

Inside the cage the rancor sensed his keeper'sdarm and let out alow

growl. "What do you want?"

Ma&kili said.

Gonar heaved arelieved Sgh, asif pleased that he wasn't going to have

to argue any more. He swiped agreasy strand of hair out of his eyes.

"| want to take care of the rancor,” he said. "I've been around him as

much asyou have. He should be my pet."

Gonar flicked his eyestoward the cage. "Either you flee now and leave

me to take care of the monster,” he said, "or I'll report you to Jabba,

and hewill kill you, and I will sill claim the rancor as my reward.

Either way, | get what | want. The exact manner isup to you."

"Y ou don't leave me much choice? Maakili said, whimpering.

"No," Gonar sad, drawing himsdf up, puffed with his own triumph.



"No, | don't leave you much choice.”

Malakili grabbed a heavy femur from the rancor'slunch pile.

Without pause, he swung the blood-wet bone with al the strength behind

hisbulging muscles.

He brought the knobbed club smack against Gonar's forehead. Hisskull
crushed like asoap bubble. The young red-haired man dumped to the

floor. Hislast sound was merely a squesk of surprise.

Insdeits cage the rancor stirred and made arumbling, hungry noise.
Thishad not been as difficult askilling the Tusken Raider out inthe

canyon, Maakili thought, but it seemed more satisfying somehow.

More of apersona triumph.

He picked up Gonar'slimp body. 1t seemed to have acquired a dozen more
jointsfrom theway hisarms and legs and spineflopped in all

directions.

Just as Mdakili was hauling the body onto the cart, he heard thumping
footsteps and a clank of armor as one of Jabba's plodding,
not-too-bright Gamorrean guards came around the corner carrying another

dead body on his shoulder. He blinked his porcine eyes and curled his



lower lip to push protruding fangs out. The guard shoved hishemet
down againgt the horns on his head and squinted at the scene with

Malakili and the fresh body.

"What this?' the guard asked, using one of the few Basic phrasesit

knew.

Malakili stared at him, holding the body of aman he had just murdered.
Thebloodied club till lay on top of the pile. He couldn't possibly
make up agood explanation. "I'm feeding the rancor. What does it ook

likeI'm doing?'

The Gamorrean stared at the dead body along with the butchered remains

from the kitchen. He grunted and nodded again. "Need help?’

"No," Maakili said. "No, I'mdoing just fine" Helooked meaningfully

into the dimness of the rancor's cage and at the Gamorrean's burden.

"Y ou want to unload him, too?"

"No! Evidenceof crimea"

The Gamorrean waddled off humming to itself, unchalenged by life and

delighted to be doing histediousjob to the best of his ahility.

That day the rancor enjoyed its lunch even more than usud.



The pickup from Lady Valarian was scheduled for just after dawn, before
Jabba and his minions could rouse themsaves from the lethargy brought

upon them by wild partiesdl through the night.

Asfar asMdakili could tell, no one had mentioned the disappearance of
Gonar, but other clingers had taken the young man's place as standby
observers during feeding time and training: each onein awe of the

beast, each one wanting to share abit of its power just by being close

toit.

Malakili went inside the rancor cage and made sure the locks on the

heavy outside door had been freshly cut so that the escape would be easy

once Vaarian's ship arrived.

Helooked at his chronometer, double-checking, counting down.

Lessthan an hour to go. His heart pounded.

The rancor was tense and restlessin its cage. It knew something was

up, and it made questioning, snorting noises every time Maakili came

within view of the outsde doors.

"Jug alittlewhilelonger, my pet," Mdakili said.

"Then we can both be free of this place.”



Above, he heard only the dull silence and the drowsy sounds as Jabba and
the others dept, even the scantily clad new human wench whom he kept

chained to thedais.

Malakili heard footsteps skittering about like spiders above, those few

who remained awake to build their own plans against Jabba.

He heard therattling of agrate above. Other footsteps. Maakili

cursed the disturbance.

He looked at his chronometer again and was adlarmed to hear Jabba
dirring, otherstaking, the minions awakening. A visitor had

appeared. Not now!

Malakili hissed and paced up and down the dank corridors. He couldn't

have Jabba waking up now.

Perhaps Jabba could take care of the new business quickly and decide to

catch another hour or so of deep.

He heard Jabba's booming voice. Something that might have been an
argument. An outcry--and then from above the trapdoor opened, and two

more bodies tumbled into the rancor pit.



Malakili moaned, kneading hisfiststogether. "Why now?' Helooked at

his chronometer again. The rescue ship would be coming any moment.

Severd of Gonar's replacements pressed forward next to Malakili to
watch the new victims diein the pit. He couldn't remember any of their
names. He couldn't care about them now. He whispered amessage he knew

the rancor could not hear. "Just eat them. Hurry, my pet!"

He saw ayoung, thin human male--nothing to worry about there--and one
of the stupid Gamorrean guards. Maakili cringed when he saw the guard
still had hiswicked vibro-ax, which could hurt the rancor but the guard

seemed too terrified to remember his weapon.

The piglike brute turned to flee, but the rancor was upon himina
second, grabbing him up and jamming the entire body into its mouth. It
chomped down, then durped the till-twitching legs down into its

throat. Therancor turned to the human male and strode forward.

Maakili looked at his chronometer. Lady Vdarian's ship would be

approaching even now, drifting silently across the sands, creeping to

the secret rendezvous.

"Comeon!" hewhigpered.

Up above, the spectators cheered and cackled wildly. Jabba's

deep-throated laugh echoed into the pit. The watchers seemed to be



giving the spectacle more importance than it should have had. Mdakili

wondered who this victim was.

The young man ran to the other side of the pit, snatching one of the
discarded bones on the floor just asthe rancor grabbed himinits claws

and lifted him up to the jagged jaws.

The human thought fast and jammed the long bone like a support strut
into the rancor's mouth, and the monster dropped him asii bit down on

the splintery bone, sngpping it.

Malakili winced, remembering the shards from the combat arachnids that

had caused so much pain to the soft inner lining Of the rancor's mouth.

"My poor pet," he said.

Maakili cdmed himsdlf. No matter. Once they escaped, he would have
al thetimein the worldsto take care of his monger, alone and at

peace on their own world.

Theyoung man ran in panic like a spooked Jawa, damming againgt the
open grille of the access door trying to get out. Mdakili batted him

back, and the others pushed the young man away.

"Hurry up and get eaten!" he said, glancing yet again & his

chronometer. Therewaan't much time,



Inside the den the young human ran straight between the rancor'slegs,

beneath the mongter and to the other side.

Malakili dapped hisforehead in dismay. The samesily trick the
combeat arachnids had used, but the rancor had till not figured out how

to defend againgt it.

The rancor turned and lumbered toward the human again, ams
outstretched. The human ran into alow chamber where the rancor
frequently dept, ducking under the heavy jagged door that could be

closed off when others needed to clean the cage.

Maakili felt his heart pounding, and he hissed in acold bregth.

Above, the others shouted and cheered even louder than before. Evenif
the rancor ate this human in the next few seconds, the spectators would
not settle down for sometimeyet. Helet another moan escape his

throat. Now what was he going to do?

Lady Vdarian would not wait.

The rancor had the human trapped now, and it hunched low to passinto
the deeping den. The human grabbed up around ivory boulder--no, a
skullm and hurled it at the controls just as the rancor leaned under the

jagged door.



The skull triggered the switch, and the massive durasteel door crashed

dOWn like aguillotine blade.

The jagged end dammed into the rancor's head and spine, hammering the

monster down to the floor and smashing open his skull, splitting his

hide.

The rancor snorted and whimpered oncein sunned pain, asif caling out

for Malakili, and then it died.

Malakili stood like astatue. His jaw dropped open ashisearsfilled

with aroaring white noise of disbelief and utter anguish.

"No!" hewailed.

Therancor was dead! The pet he had tended and cared for... the

creature that had rescued him from the Tusken Raiders.. . . who had

dlowed himto st on its knobby foot as Maakili ae hislunch.

Other guards opened the cage as angry shouting came from above.

They whisked the young struggling human away, but Ma akili was too much

in shock even to notice.



Moving like adroid, unable to sop himsdf, Maakili saggered into the
cage where he stood in front of the carcass of the dead monster. Most of
the other hopefuls, the ones who had wanted to take care of the rancor,
melted away, seeing their chances for advancement erased. Only one man,

tal and swarthy with dark hair, followed himin.

Maakili watched the ichor ooze across the dimy flagstone floor.

Therancor lay 4ill, asif degping. Findly, unableto sand it any
longer, Malakili let loose histearslike aflashflood on Tatooine. He
wailed in grief, ready to faint, not knowing what he was supposed to do

now.

The man next to himmMa akili could not remember his name, no matter how
hard he tried--put agrimy hand on Maakili's shoulder, patted him and
tried to comfort him, but he sumbled away through ablur of tears. All

he could see were his own memories of wonderful days with the rancor.

He heard Jabba's angry pronouncement echo through the grille, ordering
that the human captive be taken out to the Great Pit of Carkoon and fed
to the Sarlacc. Jabbadidn't care that the rancor was dead: he was
merely disgppointed that his anticipated great battle with the krayt

dragon could not now take place.

The tears continued to flow down Mdakili's chubby cheeks, tracing clean

riversacross hisgrimy skin. His Adam'’s apple bobbed up and down,



trying to strangle further sobs.

Maakili thought only of how much he hated Jabba, how the crimelord hed
ruined everything. Even before the grief began to fade, Mdakili found
waysto replaceit, vowing that he would get even with Jabba the Huitt.

Hewould find some way to make the dug-like gangster pay.

Outsdein the blistering heat of afternoon, Lady Vaarian's rescue ship

circled, and waited, and waited, and finaly dipped back toward Mos

Eidey, empty.

Vdarian did not care. She dready had the information she wanted.

Taster's Choice: The Tale of Jabba's Chef by BarbaraHambly It sarted

the day Jabba the Hutt acquired histwo new droids.

Not that the arrival of new davesin the isolated desert paace of the
Bloated One made a great ded of differenceto Porcdlus, the
crimelord's harassed chef; hisonly question, when informed of the new
additions by Mdakili, keeper of the Hutt's rancor, was, "What do they

ea?'

"They'redroids,” said Maakili. He was perched on the end of the long
and massive kitchen worktable at the time, picking through two cubic

meters of dewback offal and eating abeignet. Minor religions had been



built around Porcelluss beignetsin Mos Eis-ley--scarcely the oddest

objects of veneration in that port, it should be added.

Porcellus had a huge pot of them going on one of hisfour stoves, and

the heat in the long, low-vaulted kitchen was tremendous.

"Good," said Porcdlus. It wasn't that he objected to real people
coming around his kitchen to cadge snacks. It was just that most of the
peoplein the court of the Tatooine crimeord who did come around his

kitchen made him extremely nervous.

"Quite polite, too," added Mdakili. "High-classsocid programming.”

"That'll beaswitch." Porcellus gently tonged the last beignetsfrom

the bailing ail at their exact moment of gpotheos's, set them onthe
paper toweing on the counter, dusted them reverently with powdered
sugar, and activated the portable el ectric fence around them. He smiled

across a hisfriend. "Present company excepted.”

"Oh, the guards and stuff ain't so bad." Maakili paused as Phlegmin

the kitchen boy camein carrying abox of the fragile Belsavian bowvine
fruit which had just been delivered. The pimple-faced youth sniffled,
wiped hisnose on hisfingers, and sarted to take the fruit from their

box, looking sullen and offended when Porcellus motioned him sharply to
wash hishands. "Well, maybe some of ‘em," the rancor keeper conceded.

He hopped down from the table, and crossed to where the chef was



examining thefruit for subcutaneous bruises with the ddicate fingers
of an artist. Phlegmin tried in passing to stedl a beignet--the
electric fence hurled him severd feet againgt the nearest wall. He

retreated, sucking his burned hand.

"A word in your ear, friend," Malakili whispered.

Porcdlusturned from hiswork, the familiar sensation of cold panic

clutching a hischest. "En?'

Back in the days when he had been chef to Y ndis Mylore, governor of
Bryexx and Moff of the Varvenna Sector and that Imperia nobleman’'s most
prized possession-and how not, when he was atriple Golden Spoon and
winner Of the Tselgormet Prize for gourmandise five years
running?--Porcellus had not been a particularly nervous man. Concerned

about the perfection of hisart, yes, for what great maestro is not?

Worried, from timeto time, about the firmness of ameringue served when

the Emperor was Governor Mylore's guest, of course, or the precise

combination of texturesin asauce to be presented at an ambassadoria

banquet . . .

But not prey to chill terror at every unexpected word.

Five yearsasadavein the paace of Jabbathe Hutt had had its



effect.

"Jabba, he had indigestion again last night.”

"Indigestion?" Later Porcdlus redized hisimmediate reaction should
have been uncontrolled horror; it was actualy, at first hearing, only a

laugh of utter disbdlief.

"Y ou mean theré's actualy a substance he can't digest?"

Maakili lowered hisvoice il further. "He says hethinksit's
fierfek. Asfar as| can make out, that's the Hutt word," he went on

softly, "for poison.”

Then the uncontrolled horror took over. Porcdlusfdt himsdf go white

and his hands and feet turned cold despite the oven heat of the kitchen.

The rancor keeper put abig hand on hisfriend's shoulder. "I likeyou,
Porcdlus," hesaid. "Y ou've been agood friend to me, letting me take
acouple scrapsfor my baby . .." Hejerked athumb at the mass of
steaming meat and meat by-products that occupied a good two-thirds of
thetable. "I don't want to have to throw you in therewith him. Sol
thought I'd drop you the word before Bib Fortuna gets down hereto talk
to you about it." Malakili gathered up the corners of the oilcloth upon
which the offa was hegped, and lugged it out the door in atrail of

dribbled juice.



Porcdlussaid, "Thanks," though his mouth was too dry to produce actua

sound.

"His Excdllency ismost digpleased.”

"Entirely without reason, Y our Worship. Itiswholly the result of a
regrettable misunderstanding.” Porcel-his bent dmost doublein adeep
bow and hoped Bib Fortuna, Jabbathe Huitt's vile Twi'lek magjordomo,
wouldn't notice the ransacked boxes and canisters which covered every
horizonta surfacein the kitchen, the result of afrenzied search for
anything that might have caused the Bloated One's unprecedented

discomfort.

Since many of the ddicacies which had gone into the Hutt's omelettes,
roulades, and gtouffges over the past years were inedible by any lesser
species, the search hadn't been an easy one--the chef was il
wondering about the goatgrass held used the previous evening asa
suffing for the gamwidge, and the small unmarked red canister of
unidentifiable paste whose contents had been used to top yesterday's
chocolate ladybabies, The Twi'leks smal eyes narrowed il further; in

the kitchen's mephitic light they had the appearance of dirty glass.

"Y ou know how solicitous our master is about hishedth.”



Neither of them was going to speak the word "poison,” of course.

"Absolutdly," groveled Porcdllus, reflecting that between Jabbals
wholesade consumption of triglycerides, cholesterol, and acohol--never
mind substances less identifiable--and indescribable sexua practices,

the Hutt would scarcely need poison. Porcelluswas il trying to ded
with the concept that a Hutt could be poisoned. "I scarcely need to
assure you that throughout my term of service here |'ve accepted nothing
but the finest, the most hedthful, the tastiest ingredientsto lay

before His Excellency's discriminating paate. | am at alossto

understand this most distressing development.”

Armsfolded, Fortuna drummed hislong nails gently on his own biceps.
"Should the Situation continue," he said in his soft voice,

"explanationsfor it could be devised.”

"Herel" Porcdluswhirled, lashed out indignantly with the dishtowel in

hishand. "That's the master'd”

Ak-Buz, commander of Jabba's sail barge, backed quickly away from the
little electric fence around the beignets, dropping the pair of

long-nosed nonconductive machinist's pliers held used to poke through
the current. A snarl contorted hisleathery face--the only expression,

asfar as Porcellus had ever been able to ascertain, of which Weequays
were capable--and heran out of the kitchen into the hot sunlight of the

receiving bay, shoving the stolen beignet into his liplessmouth ashe



went.

"They seemto think this placeisacharity kitchen.”

Porcellus mopped nervoudly at the last traces of spilled sugar.

"Shall | suggest to Jabbathat the Weequay be punished?!

Fortuna's voi ce was a dangerous purr.

"Thrown to therancor? A little quick, perhaps, though Jabbaisfond of

the spectacle . . . Lowered into the pit of the brachno-jags, perhaps?

They're smdl in themsaves, but a hundred can strip abeing's bonesin,

oh, five or six hours. One aone---if that being istied up quite

firmly-can take four or five days.

Heamiled evilly. "Would that be afitting punishment for one who

tamperswith His Excdlency'sfood?"

"Er..." sad Porcdlus. "I don't think that's necessary.”

To hisown great distress, hiswords turned out to be prophetic, ashe
discovered some hours later when he tripped over the barge captain's
dead body in the corridor leading to the lower regions of the servants

quarters. ..



Panic had had its effect. After searching the kiichen for another half

hour, dogged by the sullen Phlegmin ("How comeyou let Ak-Buz take a
beignet and not me? There's nuthin' in that box... What you lookin'

for, anyway, boss?'), Porcellus had discovered, to his horror, that

though the time was approaching to begin preparing that night'sfeas,

he hadn't the smallest inspiration about what to prepare. Poached ice

fish imported from Ediorung on abed of Ramorean capanata? What if Jabba
should choke on abone? A ragout of Besnian sausage with orange-Madeira
sauce? If the spices should disagree with his aready irritated

digestion, what would hisimmediate assumption be? V egetable broth,

thought Porcellus, vegetable broth and unspiced rice pudding .

.. Hereflected upon the crimelord's probable reaction to such amenu,

and theimages conjured to mind were not pleasant ones.

In quest of inspiration for thefirgt timein hislife, heretreated to
his room to consult his cookbooks, take anap in the relative cool, and

rdax...hehadtordax. ..

And there was Ak-Buz's body, sprawled in the corridor halfway to his
room, arms outflung and eyes glaring fixedly in the sunken stare of

desth.

Porcellus knelt beside the corpse. Still warm. Shreds of sugar topping

gpeckled the Weequay's quilted vest.



Maybe after consuming seventy-five kilos of dewback offal the rancor

won't beterribly hungry tonight . . . ?

Snuffle, snort, demanded a deep, gluey voice.

"What happened here?

The chef legped to hisfeet in apanic of shock and horror, to find

himsdf facing one of Jabba's Gamor-rean guards.

Porcellus had dways hated the Gamorreans. They were among the worst of
the food-cadgers, and he was forever cleaning up drool, dirt, and
miscellaneous vermin in their wake. Last week five of them had cometo
blowsin hiskitchen over who was going to lick out the bowl from a
Chantilly crime, with the result that the bowl ended up broken, two

rather delicate processors were smashed, and Porcellus was nearly
beheaded by an ill-aimed vibro-ax. The Chantilly crgme had suffered,

tOO.

"Going on?" squeaked Porcellus. "Nathing'sgoing on.”

The guard's porcine brow furrowed in along moment of thought.

Then he gestured with his spike-gloved hand at the barge captain's body.



"He's dead?'

"Heisn't dead,” said Porcdlus. "He'sadeep. Hesresting. Hesad

he was tired and he was going back to his quartersto take a nap.

Hemug have. .. hemust havefdlen adespright hereinthe hall.”

Ak-Buz's sightless eyes continued to stare at the ceiling: The guard

frowned, turning the information laborioudy over inhismind.

"Looks dead."

Porcellus could fed the rancor's claws closing around his body.

"Have you ever seen aWeequay adeep?"

"Uh...No."

"Well, thereyou are." Porcellus bent down and heaved the body to its
fet, draping an arm around his shoulders. For ahorrible moment he
wondered what held do if rigor mortis had begun to set in, but in that
heat there waslittle chance of it. Theglaring head withitsfilthy
braidslolled againg his cheek. "Now I'm going to get himto his

quarters--before he wakes up.”

The guard nodded. "Want hep?'



"Thank you," smiled the chef. "I'mfine”

He concedled Ak-Buz's body in the scrap pilein the machineyard, a
heartstoppingly tricky operation because he had to lug it through the
dungeons and then out past the barracks where the Weequayslived. The
Weequays--silent, deadly, vicious enforcerswere part of Ak-Buz's
sail-barge crew, and though they showed little loyaty to anyone,

Porcellus had the impression that being found in possession of the body

of their commander wouldn't be such agood idea. But they weren't
anywhere in sght--probably in my kitchen steding the beignets, thought
Porcdllus gloomily--and neither was the sail barge's mechanic, Barada
With luck nobody would ook under the monumenta pile of rusting peeder
partsin the yard's corner until decomposition was sufficiently

advanced, something which shouldn't teke too long in this heat.

Ordinarily, on Tatooine, one would have to worry about Jawas raiding the
scrap heap for meta, but the pieces of the last Jawa caught doing so

were gill fairly fresh, nailed to the gate.

Porcellus hastened back to his kitchen, wondering what he was going to
do about the banquet tonight and bereft of the smallest crumb of

ingpiration.

"Youcdl thisfood?' The Hutt crimelord's huge cop-per-red eyes

swiveled dowly, the pupils contracting dightly with anger asthey



fixed their gaze upon his unfortunate servant.

Porcellus had never understood Huttese very well, but when Jabba raised
one of the exquisite vegetable crepesin ahand surprisingly small and
delicate in comparison with therest of hisyellowish, gelid bulk and
sgueezed it so that the contents plopped thickly to the floor, it was
entirely unnecessary for his new trandator droid, C-3PO, to explain,
"His Excedlency ismost displeased with the food you have been serving

of lae"

Porcellus, standing before the Hutt's dais on the ornamental trapdoor

that covered the rancor's pit, managed to make a small sound, but that

wasadl. Eight meters below hisboot soles, the rancor snuffled softly

inthe dark.

The horrible eyes narrowed. "Y ou seek maybe to do meill?".

"Never!" Porcdlus dropped to his knees--causing the rancor in the pit

below to rear up toitsfull height and sniff a the grille--and clasped

hishands pleadingly.

"How can | prove my goodwill?*

Jabba chuckled, asound like a bantha being gutted --dowly.

"WEell let my little one prove," he said, and dragged on the chain he



held. From the dais beside him rose the lovely Twi'lek dancer Oola,
Jabba's newest pet. Her ddlicate face showed gpprehension, aswell it

might.

Porcellus had never learned exactly what Jabba did with his
"pets'musudly femae but aways young, lithe, and beautiful but he knew
they seldom lasted long and held heard some truly horrible talesfrom

hisfriend and fellow dave Y arnathe Askgian.

At the moment, however, al the Hutt did was scoop up afingerful of the
vegetable-crepe stuffing and hold it out to her, and after amoment,
with visble distaste, Oolalicked the subtly flavored concoction from

hisdimy hand.

"Now bring meredl food,” gurgled the Hutt, turning back to Porcdlus.

"Fresh--live--untouched."

By the time Porcellus returned to the pal ace hal with a glass bowl of
live Klatooine paddy frogs-—-in flavored brandy to prevent them from
attacking and killing each other, as was the wont of theill-tempered
little creatures-Oolg, far from suffering any ill effectsfrom the
vegetable crepes, was dancing, swinging her long head-tailsin sensud
invitation, the chain till around her neck. Her performance, Porcellus
thought, should lay aside Jabba's suspicions offierfek-- of

poisoning--for good.



Ordinarily, Porcellus stayed asfar away from Jabba's court as was
possible within the confines of the palace, for the vicious and violent
rabble of bounty hunters, mercenaries, and intergalactic scum terrified
him. But tonight he leaned his shoulders against the arch of adoorway,
thin and graying and nervous-looking in his unspeskably stained cook's
whites, listening to the jizz-wailers-—-he'd aways been fond of good
wailing--and watching the dancing and hoping desperately the beatiful

Oolawouldn't drop dead of some unknown cause as Ak-Buz had.

It crossed his mind to wonder what had killed the sail barge captain,

but in thisawful place, who could tell?

Jabba, laughing horribly, hauled on the dancer's chain. Oola shrank

back, unable to control the revulsion on her face--it was quite clear

that what he intended was not to feed her more vegetable crepes--and for
atimethe Hutt amused himself, playing her like afish before

triggering the trapdoor and dropping her into the rancor's pit below.

She gave one hideous scream and everyone rushed to the grille to see the
show; Porcellus shrank back into the archway, shaking like aweed stern
inawindstorm. The casua ness, the offhanded quality of her murder
terrified him . .. The Hutt had killed her with aslittle reflection

as he expended on the next paddy frog he gulped.

Just 50, thought Porcdllus, pae and amost sick with shock, would he

kill hischef, if the dightest rumblings of indigestion brought the



word fierfek back to hismind.

That was the night the bounty hunter brought in the Wookiee.

It was amop-up operation, realy. The Wookiee--well over two meters of
shaggy hair and ill temper--was partner to a Corellian smuggler named
Solo whose inanimate body, frozen in carbonite, had been decorating
Jabbaswall for months. At one time Porcellus had toyed with the

notion of unfreezing the man and bargaining for assstance in an escape,
but at the last minute he'd logt his nerve. There was no way of knowing
how cooperative held be even if Porcellus could keep him hidden long
enough for him to shake off the blind weakness of hibernation sickness,
and the thought of what Jabba would do to him if hewas caught in an

escape attempt had brought him into a swest.

Jabba had advertised bounty on the Wookiee &t fifty thousand credits,
and was prepared to actually pay half that. After protracted

negotiation with the bounty hunter--aratlike scrap of acreatureina
leather breathing mask--which included the hunter's threet to set of

the thermal detonator it conveniently had in its pocket, they'd settled

on thirty-five. At that point Porcellus retreated to hiskitchen,

reflecting that he was unsuited for financia dealings of that sort and
wondering how hewould manageif this particular bounty hunter cameto

the kitchen demanding beignets or Chantilly crime.



The kitchen boy, Phlegmin, was stone dead in the middle of the

receiving-room floor.

Darkness seemed to tunnel in around Porcelluss vision--darkness that
smelled of rancor. The next moment a huge hand shoved him aside and
Ree-Y ees, adeazy Gran swindler and minor member of Jabba's court,
barged into the receiving room, three eyes bulging on their short stalks

as he stared down at the kitchen boy in disbdlief.

"1 had nothing to dowithit!" shrieked Porcdlus.

"He never ateathing inthiskitchen! He never so much astouched a

disht”

Ree-Y ees, on hisknees: pawing through the goat-grassin the open

packing box beside Phlegmin's body, took no notice.

"Hey," snuffled abasso rumble from the doorway.

"Hedegping?'

It was a Gamorrean guard. The same Gamorrean guard, Porcellusredlized,

who'd found him with Ak-Buz's corpse in the passageway.

Hislifeflashed before his eyesin akaleidoscope of croquettes and

Coruscant sauce supreme. "l didnt doit!"



"Yourejugtintime!" Ree-Y ees sprang to hisfeet. "I just found
him--um--just like thisdown the hall--near the tunndl to Ephant Mon's
quartersl And | brought him here to perform--uh--emergency culinary

resussusperation! Garbage inhalation of the last resort!

It'san emergency techniquel learned from. . ."

With great presence of mind, Porcdlus dipped out of the receiving room
and conceded himsdf in the very darkest corner of the kitchen. From
there, afew minuteslater, he watched the Gamorrean guard plod
dutifully out, carrying the kitchen boy's corpse dung over his

shoulder. Hewasfollowed in fairly short order by Ree-Y ees himsdf,
staggering as though his brain had been set on auto-pickle and reeking

of Sul-lustangin.

There was very definitely something going on in the palace.

"A plot,” rumbled Gartogg, the Gamorrean guard, who returned to the
kitchen the next morning, Phlegmin's corpse till dung over his

shoulder and much unimproved by the day'srising heet. "Clues” A long
pause, while he consdered, asif carefully matching the contents of one
of hisbrain cdlswith the contents of the other. "All tied together.”

He helped himsdlf to ahandful of the packing materid which had come

around ajar of candied rennet, and snuffled noigly.



"Girl. She,um. . ."

"What girl?" demanded Porcellus. "And get that disgusting thing out of

herel"

"Mercenary girl. Brought in Wookiee. Lagt night."

Gartogg licked afragment of plastiform from hislower lip.

"Ladyfriend of Solo. Thesmuggler. Boss caught them." He carefully
poked back into its socket the corpse's [eft eye, which was starting to
droop free, and looked inquiringly in the direction of the
white-chocolate bread pudding that Porcellus was preparing for tonight's

dessert.

"Get that thing out of here!” commanded Porce-his.

"I cook in here, this place hasto stay clean---clean and hedlthful." He

was not anxious to have the Gamor-rean start thinking about plots.

But Gartogg was right about the girl. When he was summoned to Jabbals
audience chamber &t the beginning of the evening'sfedtivities,

Porcellus noted the absence of the tarnished brown-black dab of
carbonite which for months had decorated the acove, and the presence of

anew "pet" on Jabbasdais.



His heart went out to her in pity. Shewasvery smal, dender and
fragile-looking in the iw scant scraps of gold and silk the crimelord
alowed, her heavy, dark-red hair piled thick on her aristocratic head.
"I--I'm sorry," he ssammered quietly, knedling on the dais at her side.

"If theresanything | can get for you from the kitchen . . ."

It was a hopelesdy ineffective offer of aid, and he knew it; but she
smiled, and took hishand. "Thank you." She had avoice like smoke and

honey; he could see, not fear, but terrible worry in her brown eyes.

Solo, thought Porcellus despairingly. She'sin love with that smuggler
Solo. Shewasin this position--aprisoner like himself in Jabbas

pal ace--because of that love.

And so, though his own heart hurt with love for her, he madeit his
businessto see that Solo got food from the palace kitchen, not
something that was guaranteed in Jabba's dungeons. Many of the
prisoners didn't get food at dl, for long periods .of time. But

Porcdlus, though his heart wasin histhroat with terror every time he

did it, bribed the guards with beignets and chocol ate ladybabies to take
meat to the Wookiee, and because he knew hibernation sickness |ft the
body wesk and shaky from carbohydrate starvation, smuggled thingslike

stuffed pasties and breaded eggs to the man hisbeloved loved.



Hefdt like afool--the man was going to be executed anyway and he was
playing around with arancor-pit offense himsdf. But it wasdl he

could do for her, and when, the following night, she took his hand and
whispered, "Thank you. Porcellus, thank you," and looked up into his

eyes, it was, for one second, worthiit al.

Jabbas rumbling, horrible laugh sounded from above them. "Y ou watch
out, pretty Leig," the crime-lord said in hisdow, dmost

incomprehens ble Hutt-ese.

Thenoisein the hal around them was tremendous, as Jabba's court
degenerated into the usual orgy of card games, acoholism, and
testosterone-imbued lying that characterized evenings at the paace: Max
Rebo and his band were playing, and Jabba's nasty little pet Sdacious

Crumb wasengaged in avamped duet with the singer Sy Snootles.

Jabba hefted the golden dish of fricasseed sandmag-got kidneys which was

thefirst of Porcdluss culinary offeringsfor the evening.

After the adventure of the vegetable crepes, Porcellus had gone back to

the Bloated One's favorite standbys, but for days now he had produced

every onewith his heart in hismouth.

"| think therésfierfek in his cooking. What you think, Chef?"

"No," whispered Porcellus desperately, and checked to seeif hewas



standing on the rancor's trap-door.

Hewas. "No, itisn'ttrue. . ."

"Here"" Leiacast aquick look at the cook's ashen face and stood up,
reaching to take the dish from Jabba's hands. "Therésnofierfek in

this, isthere, Porcdlus?'

IIUh . l||

"Y our Highness," warned the golden protocol droid C-3PO hadtily, "I

redlly wouldn't advise. . ."

Jabba generdly dispensed With the formdity of utensils, but an
ornamental border of cracknels surrounded the fetid yellowish glop
heaped artistically in the center. Using one of them for aspoon, Leia

hel ped hersdf to two large mouthfuls.

She turned green and sat down rather quickly.

Jabba roared with obscene laughter. Sdacious Crumb, skipping through

the crowd around the bandstand, sprang up over the back of the Gamorrean
stationed nearest Jabbas dais, an ugly boot named Jubnuk, and, when
Jubnuk swatted irritably at him, ran shrieking to hismaster's sde and

hurled the rest of the dish of sandmaggot kidneys at the guard. This



created enough of adiversion for Porcellusto dip hagtily out of the
main hal. But throughout the remainder of the night's partying, he
returned again and again to the hall to check on Leia, who waslooking

extremely wan asthe night progressed.

Sandmaggot kidneys did not agree with everyone.

And dl it would need, thought Porcellus despairingly, would be for her

to drop dead.

Jubnuk, who had licked dl the spattered sandmaggot kidneys off his
armor and the surrounding walls, showed no ill effects. Porcdllus took

what comfort he could from that.

Luke Skywalker, last of the Jedi Knights, entered the palace with the

fird light of dawn.

Thefirst Porcellus knew of it was when he picked hisway on tiptoe
among the deeping bodies in the audience hal with acup of vine-coffee
and afreshly madejelly doughnut for Leia-also degping onthe dais at
the Hutt's sde--and saw Bib Fortuna enter, followed by amedium-sized,

dender, and sef-effacing young man in black.

"| told you not to admit him," rumbled Jabba, when his mgjordomo had

wakened him to see the young man before him.



Porcellus stepped hastily back, concealing himsdlf behind the bemused
and hungover crowd of Jabba's retainers, one of whom--a dark-skinned
newcomer in ahelmet of gondar tusks--relieved him of the vine-coffee

and the doughnut.

"I must be alowed to speak to your master,” said Skywalker in his soft

voice,

Bib Fortunaturned immediatdy to the crimelord.

"He must be allowed to speak to--"

"Y ou wesk-minded fool." Jabba pushed Fortunaaside. "That oldJedi mind

trick will not work on me."

Skywaker inclined his head in arespectful bow.

"Y ou will bring Captain Solo and the Wookieeto me," he said, and

Porcdlusfelt an immediate urge to run to the dungeon, get the key from

Captain Ortogg, and do just that.

"Look out!" piped up C-3PO, who--if Porcellus remembered correctly--had

been Skywalker's gift to Jabba. "Y ou're standing on--"

"Y our mind powerswill not work on me," said Jabba, perhaps ddiberately



drowning out the droid'swarning that Skywaker was, in fact, sanding

precisaly on the rancor's trapdoor.

"Neverthdess" said Skywalker gently, "I am taking Captain Solo.

Y ou can either profit by this, or be destroyed.”

Jabba smiled evilly and his eyes seemed to grow redder as the pupils

narrowed. "1 shdl enjoy wetching you die.”

Porcellus had dready seen how Skywalker's eyes had met those of the

woman Leiawhen firgt he had entered.

Now shecried "Luke!" asthe guardsclosedin.

Skywaker flung out his hand, and somehow the blaster that had beenin
the holster of aguard four meters away wasin it. He had timetofire
one shot asthey closed around him, Jubnuk the guard reaching to grab.
Then the trgpdoor beneath hisfeet fell open, and both Skywaker and

Jubnuk plunged into the pit below.

"Luke!" screamed Leiaagain, dragging fruitlessy againg the chains,

and the whole court rushed for-ward--pushing Porcellus ong with

them--to watch the show in the pit.

It was quick, horrible, the nightmare form of the rancor bursting forth



fromits den as the barswere raised. Brownish, dimy, hideous beyond
belief, it lunged first at the Jedi, who managed to wedge himsdf ina
crack of the rock, then turned and caught Jubnuk as the Gamorrean tried
to force gpart the barred judas window in the side of the pit. Porcellus
was standing among the other Gamorreans as the rancor seized Jubnuk
neetly around the waist--Captain Ortogg and his cohorts bellowed with
laughter as the monster gulped Jubnuk down in three bites, the noise of

their mirth dmost drowning his agonized screams.

The chef fdt faint, feding those teeth around his own wais, seeing
his own arm disgppearing like afind fillip of noodleinto that round,

fanged nouth . . . Not me, he thought desperately, not me. .

. Skywaker saw his chance, and took it. He fled under the rancor's
feet, into the smaller den where the beast dept, and from there, asthe
thing pursued him, hurled askull at the mechanism which controlled the
den's sharpened portcullis of bars. Whether he used some Jedi power to
dam the missile home, or whether he ssimply had the unerring eye of a
trained warrior, Porcellus couldn't be sure. But the bars dropped like
aquillotine, their pointed ends driving like spears through the

rancor's skull.

The beast made a dreadful sound, and fell limp.

In the gtartled slence of the criminads around him, Porcdlus could



hear, from the deeps of the pit, Maakili'sfrantic wail, "NOOOQO.. . .

" Porcdluswas safe.

He straightened up, feding oddly light-headed. For five years Jabba
had threatened to throw him to the rancor . . . and now the rancor was
dead. Hefdt bad for Maakili, hurting with the echoes of thet

terrible cry, but in thefirst dizzying flush of relief it washard to

sympathize with hisbereft friend. The rancor wasdead . . .

Guards were dragging the smuggler Solo, the giant Wookiee behind him,
into the audience hal. Solo was Htill blind from hibernation sickness,

but noticeably stronger--Porcellus hoped desperately nobody would ask
who'd been feeding him. They were thrust before the dais of the Bloated

One.

"His High Exatedness has decreed you are to be terminated,” said the
trandator droid C-3PO, rather shakily. Helooked alittle the worse
for hisfew daysin Jabba's palace, stained with the Bloated One's dimy

green exudations and fragments of sandmaggot kidney.

"Y ou are to be taken to the Dune Sea, and cast into the Pit of Carkoon,
the abode of the Sarlacc. In hisbdly you will find new definitions of
pain and suffering as you are digested over the course of athousand

years"

"Y ou should have bargained, Jabba," said Skywalker quietly. The guards



shoved him, Solo, and the Wookiee toward the door; Leia, onthedais,
half started up with anguish in her face, but the Hutt dragged her back

by her chain. "That'sthe last mistake you'll ever make. .

Porcellus leaned againgt the archway in which he stood, knees trembling
with reection and relief. Whatever else happened, the rancor was dead.

The threat which had hovered over him for dl thoseyears.

"AndyoU!" Jabba turned suddenly on hisdais, his copper-red eyes
seeming to skewer Porcellus where he stood. Drool dripped from his

enormous mouth and he pointed onefinger. "You aso areto die. . ."

"What?' screamed Porcdlus.

"Y ou cannot now deny putting fierfek into my food.

Takehimaway!" Jabba beckoned to the few guards remaining in the room.

"Take him to the degpest dungeon. When my sail barge returnsfrom

carrying meto watch the deaths of Skywalker and Solo, then | shal have

thelesureto dedal with you!"



"But nobody who ate your food died of poison!”

waliled Porcdllus, asthe guards closed in around him.

"Jubnuk . . .and Oola. .. You can't--"

"Oh, fierfek doesn't mean poison.” C-3PO bustled officioudy down from
thedais. "It'sextremdy difficult to poison aHuitt, of course. But

all Huttese words derive from food imagery, you see. Ferfek smply
means ahex, adeath curse. . . and you can't deny that Jubnuk, and

the unfortunate Oola, both succumbed quite soon aier sampling your

meadls. It'sanaura misunderstanding.”

And s0 it was, but Porcdlus derived little comfort from the fact ashe
was dragged away screaming to acell to await hisdoom. That's

Entertainment: The Tae of Saacious Crumb

by Esther M. Friesner

Melvosh Bloor had no spectacles to adjust, so he contented himself with

polishing the screen of his datapad whenever hefelt flustered.

Likedl good academics, one of his primary reactionsto prolonged
contact with the rea world wasto fidget. However, aswith dl things

in hislife (o hetold himsdlf), it must be fidgeting with apurpose.



Melvash Bloor did nothing without a purpose.

Ontheface of things, onewould imaginethat his purposein
infiltrating the lair of the notorious crimelordJabba the Hutt was a
sample one: hewanted to die but lacked the strength of will to kill

himsdf.

This, of course, would be dead wrong. Then again, dead wrong might bea

pretty good prediction for the fate of Melvosh Bloor.

Oh dear, oh dear, the Kalka thought as he blundered through the

honeycombed underbelly of Jabbas|air.

Whereisthat fellow? Y ou would think that a the price | paid him--in
advance, sght unseen, solely on the recommendation of my colleagues--he

would at least manage to be at the rendezvous point on time.

His cumbersome boots stepped into something thick and sticky on the
corridor floor. Therewasvery littlelight in this part of Jabba's

palace but Melvosh Bloor had the excdllent vison common to al Kalkals,
day or night. Therefore he could not avoid noticing that part of the

large and gooey mass he had just stepped in had eyes.

"Mercy," said Mevaosh Bloor, placing atrembling hand to hislipsasthe

acidic tide of queasiness surged up hiswattled throat. His most recent



meal had not been of the finest, to say the least--in fact, it made the
refectory fare a dear old Beshka University seem attractive by
comparison--so he had no desire to experience it a second time.
(Although Kakaswere famousfor their ability to eet anything, even
university food, there were no guarantees that what they once downed

would not make aregppearance if something upset them enough.

The goop with eyes was enough to physic Jabba himself.) "Mercy?

Mercy?' The dripping darkness exploded with aghrill, harsh voice that
mocked Melvash Bloor's own erudite pronunciation to atee. Cackling
laughter bounced from the maze of pipes overhead and echoed back from

the ends of gloomy passagewaysthat led off into the who-knows-where.

Melvosh Bloor gasped, huge yellow eyesrotating wildly in hishead ashe
flattened himself againgt the nearest wall. "Who'sthere?' he

whispered, tiny flakes of scdefaling from hiswide, thinlipsashe

spoke.

Silence answered.

Shaking badly, the academic fumbled for the Sdearm hisJawa guide had
pressed upon him before they parted ways outside the palace. Far

outside the palace.

Much as he hated the thought of violence and as repulsed as hefelt by



any of its symbols, Melvosh Bloor thought himself cgpable of shooting
another living being if need be (drictly in theinterest of preserving
academic freedoms, such ashislife). Hefet afleeting spark of

gratitude for the Jawal's stubbornnessin inssting he take the wespon.

Perhaps the fact that he would be unable to pay the Jawathe remainder
of hisfee until they were both safely back in Mos Eidey had more than
alittle to do with the guide's devotion to Melvosh Bloor's persond
safety. But that was alow, common thought, unworthy of Beshka
University's premier up-and-coming (albeit untenured) professor of

Investigative Politico-Sociology.

Melvash Bloor pushed it far from his mind as he continued to scan the

shadows.

"Er. .. hdlo?" heventured. A glimmer of hope asto the unseen

speaker'sidentity struck him.

"Darian Gli, isthat you? Y ou're--you're late, you know." Hetried not

to makeit sound like an accusation.

Wighful thinking made him certain that the voice hed just heard coming
out of the shadows belonged to his precontracted, pig-in-a-poke guide to
Jabba's palace and he didn't want to alienate him. "And--and you were

supposed to meet me farther back down thistunnd. Unless| was



mistaken in our agreement.

Which | probably was. All my fault. No hard fedlings. | gpologize.”

Somewhere water was dripping, an eerie sound made even eerier by the
fact that Jabba's palace lay in the midst of the Dune Seg, afierce,
unforgiving waste-land where it was cheaper to let blood drip away than
water. A faint breeze passed over Mevosh Bloor'sface aslightly asa
dancing girl'sveil. Hisbreath sghed from hiswide, flat nogtrilsas

he waited for some response to hiswords.

A thunderous sound that was half bellow and half shriek shook the wall
he clung to. Melvash Bloor |egped forward, apathetic cry of
dartlement involuntarily escaping hislips. Unfortunately for the
academic, helanded squarely on the puddle of goo and his booted feet

shot sraight out from under him. He landed with a nauseating squosh.

The orphaned eyeballs seemed to regard him with the dumb resentment of

an overworked beast of burden.

The same maniacal laughter heard earlier resounded over Melvosh Bloor's
head once more. Thistime, however, asmal, rubbery shape detached
itsdf fromitshiding place and dropped right into the dazed academic's

lap. A wizened face twisted into amindlesdy maevolent grin shoved

itself nose to nose with the professor.



Melvash Bloor was badly shaken by thisugly little gpparition, but he
had been trapped (and forced to make smdll talk) with uglier things at
faculty teas. "Uh salutaions™ Heraised hisright hand in greeting,

having forgotten it still clutched the Jawas parting gift.

The creature in hislap gave ayodd of distress and scampered a short

distance away. It stood there dancing from foot to taloned foot,

chattering angrily.

"I--I'm sorry," Melvosh Bloor sammered, fumbling the wespon away.

"| assureyou, | have no intentions of shooting you. That would be a
fine gregting, heh, heh." He forced a sheepish smilein hopesthat the

creature had a sense of humor. "Heh?"

"A finegredting!" There was not atrace of humor in the cresture's
reply, merely resentment. He folded hisflabby arms across his chest

and glowered a the unhappy academic.

"Oh dear, | do apologize most sincerely. Y ou must think I'm an awfully
big muckhead." Melvash Bloor got to hisfeet unsteadily, then took a
dainty step away from the remains of who-or-whatever'sfind rest he had

S0 messly disturbed.



ripewith disdain. His grasp on Melvosh Bloor's highly refined accent
seemed to grow firmer with each word. In fact, his posture now appeared
to mimic Mevaosh Bloor's own dightly stooped and timorous stance. If
the academic did not know better, he would almost think this creature

was making fun of him. That had not been in the contract.

Melvosh Bloor holstered his sdearm and, in the name of accomplishing
his mission, decided to overlook theinsult. "There" hesaid. "That's

better. Now we may proceed.”

"Proceed?" The creature shook hishead rapidly in the negative, making

his tassdled ears bob and shake wildly.

"Eh?' Mdvosh Bloor's momentary brush with relief at having encountered
his promised in-palace guide winked away like acandlieflameina

sandstorm.

"Do you mean it's too dangerous to go on? Or--or has there been a
changein the Stuation sSnce last we communicated?' Helowered his
voice and in ahoarse, terrified whisper begged, "Don't tel me that

Professor Ptan has actudly turned up dive?’

"Ptan! Ptan! Hahahahaha" Thelittle creature convulsed with insane

merriment, rolling around on the floor as Mevosh Bloor watched, aghast.

"Ohmy," hemurmured. "Professor Ptan isdive after dl. Oh dear,



dear me, thisruinseverything.”

The creature stopped its mad tumblings and pricked up one ear.

"Everything?' itinquired.

Melvosh Bloor heaved atremendous sigh. "Is there somewhere we can

talk? Somewhere safe? Somewhere'--another sgh--"I can sit down?”

For an ingtant, the unthinkable happened: the creature's face-splitting

grin got even wider than ear to ear, physica possibility or not. Then

it legped forward and seized Melvosh Bloor by the hand, yanking and
tugging violently (and painfully) asit urged him to follow it down one

of the narrower passageways. Stumbling from weariness and bewilderment,

the Kalkal alowed himsdf to be led away into the maze of corridors.

At length they stopped before adully gleaming metd door. "Inthere?"

the academic asked doubtfully.

"Isit--? Areyou surewe shall be securein there?'

"Inthere” Hisguide spoke decisvely and gave him ahard shove.

"Intherel™



Still possessed by an uncertain, creepy feding (hadn't that
charming-for-aWhiphid Lady Vdarian assured him that hisin-palace
contact, Darian Gli, was aMarkul? This cresture did not look anything
likeaMarkul. But Mevosh Bloor was an Investigative
Politico-Sociologist, not an Eidetic Xenologist, so he figured he could
be wrong), the academic did as he wastold. Helaid hands on the

massive door and was mildly surprised when it swung back easly onits

hinges.

"How . .. primitive," he remarked as he peered into the darkened
chamber beyond. The spill from thedim illuminationsin the corridor
was enough for him to see by. He hesitated on the threshold until his
guide gave him another of those forceful shoves, making the Kakal trip
over hisown boots and fal on hisface. Chittering and squealing with

glee, thelittle creature scampered over Mevosh Bloor's prone body.

There was a scrabbling sound and afaint amber light flared on at the

far end of theroom.

Melvosh Bloor picked himsdf up cautioudy. "Shal I-- Shdl | close

the door?"

"Closethe door! Closethedoor!" hisguide commanded imperioudy. He
was seated on a block of rough-hewn sandstone about the height of a

table.



The amber light camefrom asmadl, crystd-shielded nichein thewal
nearby. The only other object to break the cubic monotony of the room
was asecond dab of rock approximatdly the dimensions of Melvosh

Bloor's bed back in the university cloigter.

Melvosh Bloor hurried to comply, then took a seat on the sandstone dab.
He covered hisface with his hands and let the full weight of misery bow
his shoulders even more. "'l suppose I'm to blame for not having done
aufficient research before undertaking thismission," hesaid. "As, no
doubt, Professor Ptan will be thefirst to tell me once we return to

the universiy.

Insufferable old gorm-worm. Oh, | can just hear him now, spouting off

the same way he aways does when he speaksto the junior faculty.”

Melvosh Bloor struck a stiff pose and, in avoice blubbery with
pomposity, intoned, "Mevosh Bloor, do you call that teaching? You
merely drum factsinto your poor pupils rocky heads and give them

passing gradesif they spew the same swill right back in your 1ap!

Small wonder, when it's the same swill you swalowed whole from your

professors.”

"The Kaka snorted. "Then he hasto go brag about how he doesn't rely

on secondhand knowledge when he teaches; he goes out and does research



inthefield; If | hear him say 'Publish or perish’ one moretime, |

ghl--"

"Researchinthefidd?' the creature broke in, cocking its head. Then

it made a rude noise with one or more parts of its rubbery body.

"My sentiments exactly,” Melvosh Bloor agreed.

"Oh, | do wish we had more honest folk like you at the university.

Have you ever had any academic experience, Darian Gli?"

The creature repeated the rude noise, louder thistime, and with afew

extraflourishes.

"Ah," ssid Mevosh Bloor dryly. "l seeyou have."

"Professor Ptan?' the cresture prompted.

Melvosh Bloor was not used to enjoying the company of such agood

ligener. "Youwishmeto. ..goon?" heinquired timidly.

"Goon, goon!" the creature responded with an expansive gesture.

Mevash Bloor found himsdif liking this quaint being more by the minute,



"My good fdlow, your, ah, rather substantive evauation of Professor
Ptan's character leads me to believe you have encountered him, even

though he swore held have nothing to do with you.

Which--correct meif I'm wrong--strikes me as stupid.”

"Supid.”

"Ah! Then werein agreement. When | wasfirgt plotting--1 mean
consdering this expedition, my fellow academics Ra'Y asht and Skarten
told me | couldn't go wrong with you by my side. Perhaps you remember
them? Y ou helped them research that fascinating monograph on Torture

Obsarved: An Interview with Jabba's Cook."

The creature made aretching sound, though whether thiswas aliterary

or culinary critique remained unspecified.

"You're certainly entitled to your own opinion, but that monograph was

the making of thelr reputations at the universty. Instant tenure.

Professor Ptan was infuriated--they hadn't suffered enough yet, by his
standards-but the board overruled him. Right then | sent inmy own
request for leave to do a project so challenging, so sweeping inits
scope, that even were Professor Ptan to bully the board into siding

with him, the sheer audacity of my work would compel them to renege and



end by favoring me. | would delve into one of the greatest and
least-known sociopalitical mysteries of the galaxy. | would lift the
vell between polite society and the darkest, dimiest, most hideoudy

profitable phenomenon of our time. | would interview Jabbathe Hutt!"

Melvosh Bloor's eyes shone as he recalled the grandeur of his scheme.

"Interview the Hutt?" Thick chuckles, like laughter emerging froma

pudding, bubbled up from Melvosh Bloor's guide.

"Uh. .. quite. St down nicely with him, like civilized beings,

and--"

“Nicdly? Nicdy! Withhim?"

In the face of such obvioudy open ridicule, the academic went on the
defensive. "l fall to seethe humor,” he said tiffly. "1 redizethat
the--the Bloated One as heis so colorfully caled, hasacertain
reputation, but still--" Mevaosh Bloor pursed hislipsaswel asany
Kaka could manage. "When you were originally contacted about this,
you said you could arrangeit. Y ou represented yourself as one very
closeto Jabba" "Closeto Jabba" The creature's chuckles burst into

full-fledged cackles once more, but he bobbed his head.

"Then you can take meto him? Not merely asfar as his, ah, mgjordomo

or secretary or whoever it isweeds out the riffraff, but al theway to



Jebba himsdf?'

"Take? Can take, hal" Now the creature's head was nodding so
exuberantly his ear-tassalslooked ready to fly off any moment. "All
theway!" He grabbed hislong, flexible feet and rolled back and forth

on hisflabby bottom.." To Jabba, to Jabba, to Jabba."

"Theway Professor Ptan's guide took him?"

Melvosh Bloor replied coldly. Inthissmal chamber it was possibleto
believe onesdf safe, possible to forget for atime that one was

burrowed deep into the stronghold of the galaxy's most ruthless
crimelord. In such an environment of self-deceit, the academic reverted
to his classroom manner, astyle that combined frigid disdain for
underlings, shameless toadying to superiors, and backstabbing ad-lib, as

the opportunity presented itself.

"He got wind of my plans, Ptan did,” Mevash Bloor went on. "Hecame
barging in while | was petitioning the board for leave and financing. He
sad that it was ludicrous to entrust a study of such magnitudeto a

junior faculty member--never mind that it was my idedl He clamed I'd
get the datadl ballixed, or be taken in by the HutCs, ah, propensities

for dadticizing thefacts.”

"Lies lies, lies" therepuldvelittle creature opined.



"LikeaGran!"

"Well, | suppose | agree with you there," Mevosh Bloor alowed, giving
his guide a condescending smile. "But | won't tell Jabbayou said that

about him if you won't tell him | agreed with you."

"Ohhh, | won't tell Jabba. Hahahahaha."

"Er, good." Redlly, the cresture's unseemly attacks of hilarity were

becoming most distressing to the academic'stimid nature.

" Jabbda's ethics asde, Professor Ptan went on to insist that he

undertake my proposed study. Which hedid. Perhapsthe board felt that

one miserable thief'was best qudified to interview another.”

"Miserable thief? Jabba the Hutt? Jabba, misarablethief, lieslikea

Gran?' The guide's tasseled ears pricked up.

"Do excuse my language. Heat of the moment. Although, um, | believe

that last bit lieslike aGran--you said thet . . . didn't you?'

"Didnt." The lipless mouth snapped shut.

"But you did! | admit, | saidJabbalies, but you were the one who---" A

glance at that hard little face made Mevosh Bloor redize he was



engaged in alosing battle over aminor point. He Sghed wesrily.

"Very wel, haveit your way, if youingst: | said Jebbalieslikea

Gran. Now may | continue?"

A taloned paw executed a parody of afinelady's gesture when dismissing

an unwanted servant.

"So Ptan came here." The Kaka's wide mouth was exceptionally well
suited to agrim expression. "And was never heard from again. Weadl
hoped--assumed he was dead, but the board likes to be sure. That way

they have asolid reason for cutting off hiswife's benefits.

That iswhy they sent me, to determine conclusively whether Professor

Ptan ill lived. Ridiculous, of course; he had to be dead.

| resolved to turn thistrip into the expedition it should have beenin

thefirgt place--my expedition to interview Jabba the Huit.

Now you tell me Professor Ptanis il dive” The academic'steeth

ground together.

"Siill dive™ The creature leered. " Sarlacc eat one meal 1000000ng

time, hahahahaha!"



"The Sarlacc!" Méevosh Bloor was horrorstruck.

While he was no expert on life beyond the university walls, he had heard
enough shivery tales of the Sarlacc and its protracted digestive habits
while hewas awaiting his Jawaguide in Mos Eidey to more than
compensate for that lacunain his education. ™Y ou mean Professor Ptan

fdl into the--the--?"

"Splat,; hisguide provided smugly. " Splat, ow, shrieeeeeeek!™

he added as an afterthought.

"Not so loud, not so loud!" Mevosh Bloor hissed, making desperate

hushing motionswith hishands.

"Huh! Coward. Think | supid?' The creature put on an air of the

highest dudgeon. "Likefool guidefool Ptan hire? Fools for Sarlacc

pit! | offer be hisguide,

Heligen? Nooooooo. Helunch! Dinner. Breakfast.

More lunch. Snack. Sup--" The academic was taken aback by this

diatribe.

"Mercy on us, Ptan'sguide must. have been afool of thefirst water.

Whom did he hire? How stupid was he?"



For an answer, the creature flew into gales of wheezy joy. "How stupid
was he? How stupid was he? Fool Ptan went hire"--snorts and
guffaws-"went hire"--gagpsfor air and fresh howls of mirth--"went hire
Sdacious Crumb!" Having communicated thisintdligence, thewhole
effort proved to be too much for the smal creature and he laughed so
hard hefell off his perch onto hishead. He then said anasty word so
arcane that Melvosh Bloor made haste to enter it in his datapad for

later linguistic sudy before asking: "Who--who is Salacious Crumb? I'm

afraid | don't know--"

"Uh-huh." The creature grunted emphatically, clambering back onto his

sandstone block.

"But . . . what's o foolish about hiring this Salacious Crumb?

Has he no experience with the layout of the palace?’

"Experience? Hedl Knows palace like back of my--his right paw.

Hal"

"Inthat case. . . not agood contact for approach-ingJabba?

Heisone of the Hutt's enemies, perhaps?”



"Hutt'senemy?" A groan of melodrametic proportions shook the small
creature asit covered itsface with its paws. "No one closer to
Bloated One! No one. All day, every day, Hutt say '‘Crumb, Sdacious

Crumb," he say, 'Salacious Crumb, make me laugh now or | eat you!™

"Er, | see" sadd Mevosh Bloor, who didn't. "I'm afraid | don't quite

get thejoke, but--"

"Better you don't than Jabba don't. Every day, every day, fresh jokes.

All time, fresh, fresh, fresh! Try tell Bloated One same joke twice!"

The creaturés face doubled in on itsdf in afrightful grimace.

"Areyou saying that this Salacious Crumb ddliberately led Professor

Ptan to fall into the Sarlacc pit asa--ajoke?"

The creature turned atotally innocent gaze to the academic.

"Smatter? Y ou don't get it?"

Meévosh Bloor shook his head.

The creature Sghed. "Bloated Onetoo don't. Seenit. He say, 'Next

time, louder and funnier." Mevosh Bloor's yellow eyes narrowed

suspicioudy.



"Y ou seem to know an awful ot about the doings of Saacious Crumb.”

"S0?" The creature sprang to itsfeet, its pelt stlanding out in spikes

that made it even more unattractive to the eye. ™Y ou know lot

aboutJabba. This makesyou Hutt?'

Melvosh Bloor shuddered. "I hope not.”

The creature snorted. "Come."

For once it was the academic who became the echo.

"Come? Come where? Y ou don't mean come with you to meet--to

meet--Jabba the Hutt?"

"Jabba... the... Hutt!" The creature pronounced the crimelord's namein

alow, rolling, impressve voice reminiscent of Lord Vader himsdf.

"S0--s0 quickly? So eadly?' Melvosh Bloor didn't know whether to
tremble with ddlight or trepidation, so he settled for agenerdized

case of the shakes. "Y ou Can take me to him now?"

"Right now. Timing, iming, timing! Timeisripe!” It made agreet
show of sniffing its own armpits, then cheerfully added, "Metoo!" It

loped across the floor on dl fours and flung open the cell door. "Last



one out, Sarlacc food."

Such an invitation coming hard on the hedls of Professor Ptan's

reported fate wasimpossible to ignore.

Méevosh Bloor thirly sprinted out of the cell in pursuit of hisguide,

Once back in the corridor, the creature climbed the academic's body as
if it were asail barge mast and perched on his shoulder. "Youligen,”
ithissedinhisear. "l dotak, getit? Else--" It drew one claw

acrossits own scrawny throat and uttered: " Sskkkr-rrhtt!"

"Y ou mean you'l conduct the interview? But my questions-" Mevash

Bloor gestured helplessy with his datapad.

His guide grabbed it from his hands and chewed on one corner
expeimentaly. "Naaaah. Y ou shut up until throne room. Thenyou

tak." Hechortled. "Oh boy."

Melvosh Bloor snatched back his datapad and secured it from the

creature's covetousfingers. "That isagreegble” hesaid. "Let'sgo.”

The sights and sounds that greeted the Kakal in the palace vaultswould
have been fodder for a score of monographs on debauchery, suffering, and
substandard hygiene, had he been minded to turn back from his origina
god. From its piggyback perch, his guide greeted every other being

they passedTwi'lek, Gamorrean, Quarren, and the rest--with an easy



camaraderiethat was. . . Wdll, intruth, it was downright rude.

Insults and jibes flew from the ugly little creature's mouth with

agonishing fluency. Mevash Bloor'sfingersamost fell off fromthe
rapidity with which he had to enter the many termswith which the other
inhabitants of Jabba's palace showered hisguide. (All of themfiled

under "U" for "Unbdlievably Foul.") At last they cameto acurtained
porta. A tusked Gamorrean raised hisvibro-ax in challenge until
Melvosh Bloor's guide poked his head up over the Kakal's shoulder and

loosed an ear-splitting cackle.

The Gamorrean snorted in reply and waved them through.

AsMevosh Bloor stepped into Jabba the Hutt's throne room he felt an
overwhelming sense of awe that was dmost as heart-shaking as the dread
that had possessed him when he went in to take his doctoral oral
examingaion. Jabbathe Hutt in person was indescribably moreimposing
than the mountains of research the academic had accumulated to prepare
himslf for thismoment. He felt the weight of hisguide drop from his

back and saw the creature scamper across the vast chamber to the Huitt's
very throne. Such boldness should by rightsresult inimmediate

consumption (so the Kalka's research led him to believe) but was not.

Instead, the crimelord actualy permitted the cresture to scale his
monstrous body and whisper something for Jabba's earsaone. The

academic's heart legped at thisirrefutable evidence of hisguide's



favored status with the Bloated One. He could dmost taste his tenure

now.

"Er. .. Exadted One?" The academic fdtered as he approached the
throne. Jabba regarded him impassively, which hetook asagood sign.
He dared to move closer yet. "I an Mevosh Bloor of Beshka University

and |--"

"Universty?' the Hutt thundered.

"Y-yes. | have come here to--to honor and immortaize you by publishing
an in-depth study of the thoughts and motivations that guide you in the

establishment and maintenance of your crimin--ex-trasocial empire.”

"Mmm." The sound of rumination rumbled through the Hutt's enormous
body. "In other words you expect meto tdll you al my secretsfredly,

S0 that you can then put them on display where any of my rivals may
sudy them?' He leaned forward, his mouth uncomfortably closeto
Melvosh Bloor's head. The academic tried to back away, but something
sharp wasthere, in the smdl of his back, to make retreat asuicida

dternaive. He thought he detected the grunting of a Gamorrean guard.

Jabba's body shook. Hismouth fell open. Melvosh Bloor froze, postive
that hislife was about to end in one gulp. And then, the unthinkable:
booming mirth engulfed the throne room. Jabba was laughing, asound

duly taken up by the Huitt's lackeys and retainers.



At length the shaking and the laughter stopped.

Jabba drew a deep breath. "Metell that my secretsand I'm to consider

it an honor? Now that'sfunny,” he said.

"What | say, Master?' Melvash Bloor saw hisguide comedancingin

between him and the Hutt'slooming bulk. "Thisguy ariot!"

"A .. .riot?" theKalka echoed, sunned.

"Indeed. | am surprised,” Jabba admitted. "Usudly academics are too

dry to befunny, or even digestible.

| know: | never forget ataste.”

Mevosh Bloor's skin went cold. "Taste?' he peeped. "Y ou mean

you--you--? Professor Ptan--7"

"That'sthe name." 1fJabba had possessed the ability to snap his
fingers a amemory recaptured, he would have done so. "You arethe
second academic to disturb my court, thanks to the insolence of my
miserable servant, Sdlacious Crumb." One of the Hutt's truncated arms

gestured at the madly prancing cregture.



"At least you wereworthiit."

All that Melvosh Bloor could say was, " Sa-Sa-Sa-Sala-cious Crumb?”

ashegoggled in shock at his erstwhile trusted and beloved guide.

"But | thought-1 was sure--you said you were Darian Gli!"

"You sad," thelizard-monkey gloated.

"Daian Gli?" Jabbawas momentarily at aloss. "Ah yes, the Markul who

brought in those two pests who upset my cook.” He smacked hislips

nogagicaly.

"Ddicious"

"You said, you said, not me!" Saacious Crumb taunted him. The

Kowekian lizard-monkey wasin hisglory. "Hoooo! Stupid?' Hewaved at

the shivering academic so that none of Jabba's courtiers could mistake

theinsult'starget.

Nonedid. Infact, someone from the back of the crowd shouted out, "How

supidishe?"

"How stupid? How stupid?’ Malice beamed from the Kowakian's beady

eyes. "He say JabbalieslikeaGran! " Jabbasroar of outrage



swallowed the Kaka's weakly uttered protests of innocence even ifJabba
did not swalow theKaka . . . yet. While Mevosh Bloor sputtered

"But I--but he--but we--" the Huitt bellowed for his Gamorrean guards.
Somewhere in Jabba's outpouring of indignation, Melvosh Bloor distinctly

heard the word "Sarlacc."

Desperation can work astounding transformations.

Stung to the quick at being played for afool by someone without a
doctorate, insulted past bearing, trapped, bereft of hope, the normaly
placid academic exploded. Salacious Crumb uttered a squawk as one of
Melvosh Bloor's hands shot out to seize his neck while the other drew
the borrowed sidearm and jammed the barrel halfway up the Kowakian's

nose.

"He came into my presence armed?" Jabba boomed as his bodyguards
hastened to throw themselvesinto aliving wall between their master and

danger.

"Soddy, Baster," Salacious Crumb replied as best he could. "1 thod you

eed hib zoon as he--"

"Blast you, Salacious Crumb, that's a Klatooine handblaster he's got

there! 'Y ou know they give me gad”



"I mean you no harm,” Mevosh Bloor gritted a the Hutt. "I just want
to blow the head off thisloathsome little cretin, then you can eat me.
Atleast I'll die happy." To hiscaptive he snarled, "Cheat me out of

tenure, will you?'

"Hey hey hey! Y ou wad denure? Baster, Baster, gib hib wad he want,

adzer questions, led hib ged denure, led Za acious Crub keeb head--"

"Hesad | likeaGran," Jabbareplied.

"Uh... thad wuz be," Salacious Crumb confessed.

IIYwI

"Wuz goblibent, goblibent! Gan't dake a choke?"

Jabba settled deeper into his own fat to consider this. "A compliment?’
hemused. "From aKowakian . .. mmmperhaps.” Hereared back on his

throne and gave astring of commands.

Melvosh Bloor could hardly believe the complete about-facein his
fortunes. Whereas moments earlier he had been on the brink of
extinction, ready to take the duplicitous Sdlacious Crumb with him into
oblivion, he now found himsalf comfortably seated before Jabba's throne,
on ahegp of cushionswhich Salacious Crumb himsdlf took specia pains

to arrange just so.



The Hutt proved to be asurprisingly forthcoming interviewee.

Beforelong, Mevosh Bloor's datapad memory was stretched to the limit,

which wasjust aswell: he had run out of questions.

"I can't thank you enough, Sir," he said, hugging the precious datapad

to hisbosom as he stood up in the midst of the cushions. "I must say,
your reputation does not do you justice. Y our kindness, your tolerance,
your indulgence--" He gave Jabba his most ingratiating smile--one which,
in the past, had almost fooled the late Professor Ptan, and that was

Saying something.

"If thereisever anything | can do for you--"

"Thereis" Jabbareplied. Hiseyesclosed to dits.

"Make melaugh.”

Taken aback, the academic could only reply, "Uhhhh . .. what?"

"You heard me. | weary of Salacious Crumb's antics.

Thisisthe second time he has attempted to use academicsto amuse me. |

don' like to hear the samejoke twice. Make me laugh--"



"So hesaid. Um, well, Sir, you see, humor does not generdly fall

within my areaof study--"

"---or | will devour you where you stand.”

"however, | did take acourse on the analysis of comedy and | would be

happy to send you my notes on the subject.”

"Make. .. me. ..laugh"

Melvosh Bloor sucked in hislower lip--no mean feat--and tried to
maintain his composure. Make the Hutt laugh? He cast his eyes about
the throne room, desperately seeking some clue, some ingpiration that

would save hisskin. Hisroving glancelit uponthe.

repugnant figure of Salacious Crumb. The Kowakian lizard-monkey grinned
and made obnoxiousfaces a' him. How dare he'', Melvosh Bloor thought,
the color rising to his cheeks. | should have blown his head off when |

had the chance. If that obscene little pimple can make the Hutt laugh,

then surely |, with my university education, my knowledge, my vastly

superior breeding ought to be able to do the same.

And then it cameto him, ajoke he had heard from Professor Ptan
himsdf a afaculty meeting. Melvosh Bloor recdled thet al the

junior faculty had laughed loud and long, so it must be agood one.



The academic cleared histhroat, smiled amiably, and began: " Stop meiif

you've heard this one before.

How many Sarlaccs doesit taketo doin aJedi?’

Jabba stared at him. Too late, Melvosh Bloor remembered that junior

faculty will laugh at any joke asenior professor tells.

"I've heard it," saidJabba. Hetwitched histail over acontrol device
he alone commanded and the floor beneasth Mevosh Bloor's feet vanished.

The academic plunged into the pit beneath, cushionsand dl.

The datapad went flying from his upflung handsto land with a clatter at
Sdacious Crumb'sfeet. There was a horrendous, bone-chilling cacophony
as Jabba's favorite pet, the rancor, made the acquaintance of its newest

playmate. "And I've heard that one before too," the Hutt concluded.

Heturned a stern look on his court jester. "Well, Sdacious Crumb,”

Jabbaremarked, "that was louder, but | don't think it was funnier.”

"Ehl Academics™ The Kowakian shrugged. "Publish or perish, publish
or perish," he parroted. He stressed each word with awhack of Melvosh

Bloor's datapad against the floor.



"Publishor. ..?" A dow, skin-prickling sound began to work its
way out of the Hutt's bulk until it broke from the Bloated Ones maw in

ageyser of approving laughter. "Now that'sfunnier!” Jabba decreed.

Salacious Crumb screwed up hisfaceinto alook of al-encompassing
contempt for hismaster'sidea of apunch line. He tossed the datapad

into the rancor pit.

The rancor, who had no need to fidget and absolutely no sense of humor,

tossed it back.

But of coursetherancor aready had tenure. A Timeto Mourn. aTimeto

Dance Oolds Tde

by Kathy Tyers

Oolds back throbbed from the roots of her [ekku to the sandaled soles
of her feet. She perched on the edge of Jabbasdais, .just asfar from
the Bloated One as her chain would alow. Foul smoke curled from his

hookah. It hung acridly inthe air, Singing her throat.

She shook her head, and the chain rattled. She'd tested every link of

it, hoping it had aweak spot. It didn't. For two days, two endless

rounds of Tatooine's twin burning suns, she hadn't seen daylight. And

she guessed she had only thwarted the hideous Huitt's d obbering advances

because he enjoyed punishing her as much as he anticipated her eventual



submisson.

They'd been careful, the Gamorreans who beat her this morning.

She'd refused to dance closer to Jabba.

Oola hunched down and tried to forget. Jabbasflag-eared lizard-monkey

had perched on her hedl and cackled as the Gamorreans stretched her out

and scientificaly pummeled her. Sheld hoped for bruises.

They might make her repulsive to Jabba

Her sponsor and fellow Twi'lek, Bib Fortuna, had crouched close and

wrinkled his knobby brow. He communicated with twitches and whisks of

histhick, masculinelekku. "Learn quickly! Y ou cost me afortune.

Two fortunes. You will please him--even if hisonly enjoyment is

watching you die."

Oolahad only two hopes |ft: to escape from this palace of death or,

barring that, to die cleanly and well, and escape that way.

Fortuna was the only person inside who spoke her language. Thethought
made her unbearably lonely. Master Fortuna sat a an acovetable,

draping hislekku over the shoulders of Mdina Carniss---a human dancer,



dark-haired and dmogt pretty.

Jabba'stail twitched. Oolawrapped her arms around her ankles.

Sheld learned only afew words of Huttese ("no,”

"please no,” and "emphaticaly no"), but she was getting very good at

reading the Hutt's body language. Some thought had just pleased him.

An ancient free-verse song sprang to her mind: "Only acrimind prefers
surviva to honor. Lovelifetoo much, and you'l lose the best reason

forliving."

Sheld learned that song as achild. Lifewas dangerous. Ooladesired
life like water and she meant to drink degath like wine, deeply and

quickly.

But not too soon.

Then she heard what had aready excited Jabba: struggling and shouting
noises drifted down the entry stair. She could barely hear them through

her headpiece.

Shel'd seen Magter Fortuna display the studded leather band to Jabba,
speaking Huttese and stroking one knobby protrusion with a sharpened

claw. Then hebuckled it under her chin, the finishing touch on her



costume.

Meta knobs on the headpiece protruded through leather into her ddlicate
ears, blocking all but the loudest noises--such as Max Rebo's

contemptible singer Sy Snootles, and Jabba's abhorrent invitations.

Sheraised her head to stare toward the entry. All around the throne,
in dark recesses and corners of Jabba's sand-strewn floor, courtiers
roused from their daily business. Bib Fortunaturned toward mid-floor,

then rose and glided forward.

Once sheldd admired him. Now she despised his obsequious shuffling and

the touch of his claw-fingered hands.

Two tusked Gamorrean guards dragged in astruggling cresture.

Although hdf the Sze of elther guard, the prisoner jumped left and
right, desperately kicking thethick hide of their knees. Whenever a
kick landed, the Gamorrean whuffled. She guessed that wastheir

laughter.

Jabba yanked Oola's chain. Choked, shefell back againgt gooey flesh. A
warty, vestigia hand grasped her sengitive left |ek from behind and

stroked it.



Jabba rumbled at his luckless new captive. One Gamorrean seized its
roughly woven brown robe by the collar and yanked it off, reveding a
scrawny creature with ashrunken face and glowing yellow eyes. He
babbled atJabbain aquick, high voice. Jabba bel ched something that
sounded like acommand. From behind the hideous guards scuttled a
squatty crustacean with four green-shelled legs. Severd courtiers

recoiled from it; others edged forward. Even Master Fortuna kept a

respectful distance.

The crustacean brandished aforefoot. Two pairs of pincers snapped
open. A gdraight, dim talon protruded between each pair of claws. One

talon glistened wetly. The prisoner shrank down and screamed.

Jabbas rumbling laugh vibrated hisbelly. Oolatrembled. She hadn't
dept in two nights; if thiswent on much longer, sheldd betoo tired to
escape if she got the chance. Jabbas exclusvely chained dancing girls
must live short, miserable lives. The ancient song haunted her: "lose

your best reason for living . . ."

Asthe captive cowered, the crustacean'stwin claw seized his upper arm.
Pincers clamped. The captive shrieked again, along, thin screech that
arched Oolas neck. She spun around, pushed her faceinto fetid hide,

and then scrambled up Jabba's hideous midsection.

Momentarily she forgot the rotten flesh under her bare arms and legs.

Jabba chuckled but loosened her chain, possibly the better to



concentrate on hisvictim'slast agony.

Ooladithered down Jabbas other side, cautioudy testing the dack he
was giving her. She managed to dide off the back of his dais before
snapping her neck tether tight. Jabba didn't sesem to mind having its
links dragged over him. Hed find her when he wanted lighter

entertainment.

She did her hated headpiece's strap up her chin and flung it off.

Then shetugged her skimpy net costume, straightening flimsy fabric to
cover her body aswell asit could. Narrow lesther strips belted it at

her wait, hips, knees, and ankles.

Sheld hoped for dancing vells.

Her eyes adjusted dowly. To her surprise, two other creatures.

shared her refuge. Her fellow dancer--Y arna, a heavy-bodied Askgjian
with room at her breastsfor alarge litter of children--had spoken
"comforting" words after thismorning'slong beating: "Do what you have

to. Anything that works. Aslong asyou're dive, there's hope.”

Oolafrowned. Desth wasthe ultimate enemy, but beyond it lay bright,

clean eternity and the Great Dance.



The humanoid-looking droid cowered back heretoo. Almost astal as

Fortuna, he gleamed gold where Jabbas dime hadn't fouled him.

Sheld seen him earlier when he arrived with his squat, slvery partner,
and she hadn't forgotten the towering human image they projected into

foul, murky airr . ..

Y arnalounged, stretched out asif for apeaceful nap after breakfast.
The droid pressed metd-jointed hands over hisinvisbleears. Oola
hunkered closer to him. She racked her memory for words that might
comfort him, but she didn't know enough Huttese to make agtart. She

might try Basic, dthough shedidn't spesk it well.

His metd head turned. He straightened--avoiding her, she thought at

first--and then made a stiff but courtly bow. "MissOola," he said.

He spoke Twi'leki. The shock of familiarity hit her again, aswhen his

parmer had projected that image.

"l am See-Thregpio, human-cyborg relations,” he announced, managing
Twi'leki aswell as she'd ever heard a creature without lekku speak it.

"l am fluent in over Sx million forms of communication. | gpologize

for my disreputable condition,” he added, and swiped one metd hand at

the green ooze on his body.



"If I truly am doomed, | would prefer to face the scrap pilein amore

pristine condition.”

"Don't be cowardly,” she whispered, but she couldn't put any strength

into her voice.

"He threatened to flush my memory. That would be even worse," the droid

whined.

"Nothing isfind," Oolamurmured, trying to echo things sheld thought
shebelieved in, before fear nibbled holesin her faith. "Not even
desth. It only freesyour spirit from the confines of gravity, to

dance--"

"Y ou don't understand.” Threepio lowered himsdf with ametalic squesk

onto the chamber's sandy floor.

"Even apartiadl memory wipe would be disastrousfor adroid of my
programming. | might have to start from basic imitative body movements.
I'm not even certain |. would retain my primary communications

function."

Whatever that means, she signed with her lekku. No non-Twi'lek could

read lek gestures.



Surprising her again, he spread his metal hands. "It would mean doom,”
he explained. Then he spoke again, dmost shyly. "Might | offer

condolences for your unhappy position, Miss Oola?"

Those were the first genteel words she'd heard in two days.

Regretting her bravado back at the town, when she could have escaped

Master Fortuna, and then her obvious lack of courage in this place, she

curled up into atight little ball and cradled both lekku between her

knees, "Thank you, See Pio," she murmured. "Do you have any ideawhat's

happening?"

She indicated the other side of Jabba's throne with aquick jerk of her

head.

"Threepio," he corrected, but he tried to be gdlant.

"As| understand, HisHigh Exdtednessis punishing a JJawa.

Someone he caught plotting against him, | suppose. Everyone here hopes

tokill everyoneelse, sofar as| can ascertain. I--oh!"”

Another shriek cut him off. His head turned.

Oolanudged his hard, cool side with abare elbow.



"Tel meabout that . . . picture that the other droid projected this
morning,” she said urgently. She needed to know now. She'd learned not

to hope for second chances.

"What?' Threepio swiveled hishead toward her.

"The. .. human." Humans|ooked dmost Twi'leki, but pitiably

maimed... just as Jabba looked horribly mutated, one lek bloated to

obscene proportions. "Who wasit?'

Threepio'stone brightened. "Oh! That ismy--" He halted before saying

"owner," or "master”--he belonged to Jabba now--but his speech had

clearly gtarted to imply ownership.

Shetouched her collar in unexpected empathy. Ignoring hisftering,

shesad, "lI'veseen him.”

He drew up with agrandiose sweep of both arms. "'l am afraid that's

impossble”

"IshisnameLuke?' Oola asked.

Threepio's eyes glimmered in the dark, smoky air.

"My goodness. Yes. Yes, itis Wherewas he?'



Mournfully, Oolaexplaned.

Oolarelaxed on her deceleration chair, relieved that her first

spaceflight had ended smoothly. Jerris Rudd, Bib Fortuna's employee and
their pilot-escort on the short trip from Ryloth to Tatooine, had warned
her that unexpected sandstorms or hostiles might agitate their landing.
Oolaflexed her legs, eager to spring from this cramped cabin. At her
twilit home on Ryloth, deep in underground warrens where eight hundred
people acknowledged her father as clan chief, she'd been known asan
exquisite dancer. The height of her kicks and the sensuous swing of her

lekku had won dozens of admirers.

Four months ago, Bib Fortuna had coaxed her aboveground. He'd abducted
her, instead of paying her father as custom dictated. He'd endaved

her--and another Twi'lek girl, even younger and more petite--at a

complex on Ryloth where hed once conducted a lucrative smuggling
business. Hed bought them the most expensve training on six worlds:

four months with Ryloth's most eegant, experienced court dancers.

The older dancers disdained her clan's quaint, primitiveways. To
Ooalasway of thinking, her clan preserved faith and dignity that the
rest of the world had logt inits rush to accommodate davers and

smugglers.

Expediency was adeadly god to serve.



Still, Oolaroseto her training. She couldn't escape, and she did love

to dance. The twin temptations of power and fame set hooksin her soul.
Fortuna's performers selected the girls dancing personae: Sienn would
gppear dightly younger, naive, and guileless, Oolawould seem knowing,

worldly-wise, and calous.

Senn sat stoicdly as Fortuna's grim groomer's tattooed delicate floral
chains up and down her nerve-laden lekku. Oolaheld Senn's hand and

wiped her slent tears of pain.

Sienn was too young and vulnerable for work that made her beauty a

commodity. Twi'leks caled her kind a"morsd”--one gulp and aclient

could egt her.

Their aging head trainer, who still boasted some beautty, tried hardening

Senn. "Don't play with that kind of appetite,” sheld warned. "Make

them drool, butdon't let them bite."

Ooladeeked her lekku and shimmied her shouldersinfinitesmally.

She and Sienn had been trained by the best. Groomed for the best.

Senn sat in another decel eration chair, wearing asmple hooded

coverdimlike Oolas, but paeyelow instead of dark blue--and stroked



her freshly tattooed lekku. "Do they Hill hurt?' Oolamurmured.

"They'refing" ingsted Senn. "They--" The cabin door did aside.

Jerris Rudd stepped through, one point seven meters of scum.

Rudd was the first human shed met. Perhgpsal humansdressed in
baggy, torn clothing. Perhapsthey al smelled thisfoul, with matted
fur covering their heads (the worst of Rudd's stench came from that
fur). If so, humanswere scum. In keeping with her worldly-wiserole,
Rudd had given her atiny dagger. "Help Sienn," held taunted, "if you
can." Shed bristled, but shed made sure the dagger was sharp, then

tucked it into her bdt.

"Nicefly, girls?" Rudd rubbed his stained hands.

"Pretty good landing, | think. No boom." He clapped his hands at

Senn'sface.

Senn shrank into her chair. Evidently Rudd had tried to evauate

Sienn'straining during their hyperspace hop.

Oolacould speak only afew hundred words of Basic, but her ear knew the

way pidgin limped. It offended her. She could guess-trandate most

words in context. "It wasagood landing,” shesaid firmly.

"Time to unbuckl€'--he pantomimed releasing their harnesses--"and hit



dirt. Youll love Tatooine."

Sienn touched a control on her seat. Her flight harness withdrew into

itssde. "What'sit like?' she asked.

"A littlelike Ryloth. You'l see. Comeon.”

They'd barely climbed down into the docking bay's hegt--and the sandy
back ot was like Ryloth's hot, perpetudly uninhabitable bright
sde--when ametallic voice announced, "Hold it right there. Nobody

moves."

That voicehad nomugcleftinit. It grated in her earslike meta on

date. Ooladid asit ordered.

The voice came from ahuman wearing white metd.

Oolastared. Sheld seen tri-D images of Imperial stormtroopers.

Three of them stood between the battered fore pod of Rudd's small

transport and the only gate in the docking bay's sasndstone walls. One

whiteskin marched up to Rudd. "L et's see some identification.”

Oolahad no trouble trandating that word. Moving dowly and kesping

his eye on the ssormtroopers blast rifles, Rudd dug into his



swest-stained shoulder pouch: A stormtrooper grabbed it. Sienn stood

dill, trembling.

Eventudly the whiteskin returned Rudd's pouch.

His partners lowered their wegpons. "Thisisavery common class of

ship," he explained. "Just what we'd expect someoneto useif they were

trying to sneak past survelllance.”

"1," said Rudd, "am arespectable escort. I--"

"Canit," said the head stormtrooper. "We know your boss. Jabbasin

for asurprise.

Red soon." Thewhiteskin beside him laughed.

The third stormtrooper kept hisweapon up. "'l say we search their

ship," hedrawled.

"Not necessary,” Rudd inssted. "I'm clean. I've got an gppointment in

just afew minutes.”

Evidently that was the wrong thing to tell a storm-trooper.

Oola, Sienn, and Rudd spent the next hour under hnperid guard, cronched

in margina shade While two stormtroopers examined every square glekk of



the shuttle. They emerged with officious shrugs.

"Movedong," said the head whiteskin. "No chargesthistime.”

"Thanks so much," Rudd growled, but he said it softly. Whatever

"charges’ were, they scared him.

"Comeon, girls" Oolawalked alittle faster and so avoided letting
hisswat land. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw that Sienn wasn't

asquick.

"What are they looking for?" Oola asked asthey hustled up a narrow

dley.

"Not what. Who. From the way they searched us, they're looking for a

person.”

"Who?'

"Don't know. Don't care. Don't ask. I'm off schedule now," he
grumbled, forgetting to condescend and spesk pidgin. He bundled them
into awhedlless craft with three aft-mounted engines. Oolaclaimed the

back seat. "Fortunas going to be busy for more than an hour.

Well haveto--" Histesty words faded under engine noise.



Oola stared over the side of the craft as Rudd steered across the ugly

little town. 1t was al aboveground, not sensibly nestled in Solid

rock. Already shefdt homesick. Debrislay hegped dongside square

buildings the same ugly orange as Tatooine's sand.

Rudd steered around severd turns, until Oolawould've gotten lost

except for her unfailing sense of the suns. If you couldn't orient

yourself on Ryloth, you could die before your time. "Just alittle

father"

Rudd stroked Sienn'sleg as she sat in the front seat beside him.

"And well--whoops." He'd been decdlerating.

Abruptly he sped up again and raced around a corner.

"What wasthat?' Oolaasked. She craned her neck to look back.

Nothing interesting showed.

"Vigtors outside Jabba's town house. Not the kind | want to show you

girlsto. Let methink." Moments later, he braked the craft beside a

szable pile of debris.

Metal sparsand hull plates|ay tangled with shredded cloth shrouds:



evidently two airships had collided over Mos Eidey, crashed, and been
preserved in Tatooine€'s dryness. . . except for their removable parts.
Those were long scavenged, judging by the sand that drifted through

holesinwhat remained. "Out," said Rudd. "Out."

"Here?' Senn'slekkuwriggled in confusion. It wasanatura gesture

their teachers had taught her to emphasize, just as Oolahad learned to

swing her lekku in free, wild arcs.

"Yep." Rudd gave Sienn ashove that sent her over the sde. Oola

vaulted down with along, lazy flip.

Rudd followed. He poked a along metal engine shidd, did aspar

adde, and findly lifted alarge sheet of yelowish cloth. It might

have once served as a sail, attached to along straight boom and ripped

into westhered yellow strips at one end. "Climb under this

Wait till | get back. Don't make a sound. MosEidey isfull of

predators.” He mimed atoothy growl and pretended to claw her.

"Predators eat nicelittle girls. Put your hoods up.”

Sienn had dready rolled into the sail's Stuffy shade.

"Get in here, Oola," she whispered. "Hurry. Some-one might seeyou.”



Oolacrawled close, curling her lekku close to her neck inside the hood.
She couldn't let sand scratch their deek skin. That would hurt . . .

and it would decrease her value to Bib's famous employer.

It wasfinaly snking in: they were on the same world asthe fabulous

Jabba the Hutt. Master Bib For-tuna had spun mouth-watering tales of
Jabba's wealth and splendor--his legendary palace, his exquisite taste
infood, females, and other luxuries. Oolaimagined soft cushionsand
costumes that fluttered in every breeze, composed solely of artfully

draped dancing vells. Her handsome new master would be suave, powerful,
and very deeply impressed with her -. agtation worth the inggnificant

price of the freedom sheld flung aside.

But shelay hiding in apile of garbage. Senn sniffled behind her.

Severad minutes later, Oolablinked arunnel of swest out of one eye.

Sheld changed her mind about Tatooine: it was hotter than Ryloth.

Her vison blurred in heat that shimmered theair. Anill-defined
shadow seemed to detach from the nearest building and flow toward the

rubbish hesp.

That wasridiculous. Even a midday, shadows didn't-Sienn grabbed

Oolasleg. "Oola," she whispered.



"What's that?"

Oolablinked. It wasn't an halucination, but ablack-robed . .

. person. MosEidey isfull of predators. Even Rudd traveled
cantioudy here. Oolatoed Sienn's shoulder. "Get deeper!” Once Senn
started to move, Oolawriggled backward. Hot, scratchy sand ground
through her coverall against her knees, elbows, and belly, but she

managed another meter deeper under cover.

Thefar edge of the sal lifted. The dark creature crouched on its

heds, extending ahand asif to raise something . . . but hishand did

not touch cloth or spar. A black cloak, hooded like theirs, draped his

face.

Sienn whimpered. Oola scrabbled at her belt with sandy fingers,

fulnbling for her decorativelittle dagger.

"Keegp away," she hissed and signed in Twi'leki.

The shrouded creature leaned onto one hand.

Deep under his hood, Oola caught aglimpse of chinand aglint of blue.

Twi'leks never had blue eyes.



"Keep away,” sherepeated. Thewords didn't sound as menacing in Basic.

The creature shed his cloak and edged forward. Human like Rudd, he had
clean, tow-colored fur. Unlike Rudd's kitchen-rag garb, his black
undercloak clothing looked intact (although well worn) and tucked down.
If thiswas a predator, her impression of Rudd had been right: Rudd was
scum, even among his own people. Bib Fortunas organization dropped in

her estimation.

So did her decision to cooperate.

The human's unnatural blue eyes glanced from Oolato Sienn, back to
Oola. "I fed your fear," he said softly. "Comewith me. I'vegot &'
He used several more words that she didn't understand, but he finished

with two that she did: "safe place.”

Oolalaughed shortly. "No safe place on thisworld," she guessed aoud.
It darmed her that this human's ‘way of speaking, whether or not she

understood hiswords, dispelled her logical fear of him.

Sienn shook like one of Master Fortunas collar ornaments.

Oolaraised up on her elbows and knees, lizard-style, and brandished

Rudd'slittle dagger likeaclaw. "Who areyou?' she demanded. "What

do you want?'



"I mean you no harm." He didn't flinch from her blade. "My nameis

Luke"

Sherolled the word down her tongue. "Luke. Go away, Luke."

"I was born onthisworld." Every word tried to soothe her.

"I've returned on important..." He used another word she didn't know

and couldn't guess a. Maybeit wasthe name of his spaceship.

"Then go do what you came back for,” she said.

"Leaveusdone

He leaned down onto both hands and crawled closer. Something dangling

from his belt caught her attention. It didn't look like a blaster, and

it certainly wasn't aknife. But sheld never seen amoney pouch shaped

likethat. If it was aweapon, he wasn't reaching for it.

He must not think her quick enough--or determined enough--to use her

knife. She wriggled her knees up under her hips and dug her toesinto

the sand. Thislizard could spring.

"What's your name?' he asked. He was amost close enough to touch.



"Nothing, daughter of nobody." She didn't want to hurt him, just chase

him away. She picked her target --his left arm was extended.

She could jab hiselbow.

Just enough to-His right hand flicked, abeckoning gesture. Her arms

collapsed. She dropped chin first onto the sand and lost her grip on

her knife.

He crooked one finger. The dagger spun across the ground into his

grasp. "Sorry," hesaid. "But | won't hurt you. Y ou mustn't hurt me.

Areyou daves?'

What wasthis Luke creature? Hisface looked placid, even kind .

.. but she couldn't trust that power in hisvoice and hisright hand,

and she didn't want to be kidnapped twice. She backed off again. Her

|eft foot struck something. "Ouch!” squeaked Sienn.

"Comewith me" Luke whispered. "I'll hideyou. If anyone seesme, |

haveto. .. hide" Now hewas underestimating her grasp of Basic.

"Or. .. | haveto get rid of them."

Oola scooted deeper and scooped up a handful of sand.



"I don't mean you." Hissmile seemed genuine, though she was no judge

of humans. "I'll get you to the Rebd Alliance. They don't buy or sdl

anyone."

According to Magter Fortuna's people, the Rebd Alliance was even more

dangerous than the Empire. She held her ground.

The human--Luke--turned  to address Sienn.

"Comewith me?' he cgjoled.

Oolatwisted around to warn her partner against it.

Sienn widened her eyes and smiled. She raised up on hands and knees and

crawled forward.

"That'sit," the stranger encouraged her.

"Senn!" Oolahissed. Sienn scrambled past her.

L uke touched Sienn's shoulder, resting one hand on silky yelow fabric.

"Hurry," he urged. Backing out of the sweltering shelter, he eyed Oola

again. Shefancied that he pitied her. "Won't you let me help you?

Y ouwon't get asecond . . . chance. Do you know ‘chance?’



Even as Oolafdt thetug of hisinfluence, her pride and jealousy

flared. "Weve been chosen to dancein Jabbas palace,”" sheinsisted,

"the grandest on Tatooine. We're apair. We go to Jabbatogether.”

"It'sthe grandest on Tatooine, dl right," Luke admitted.

He draped his cloak over Sienn. "But | have' --again the "bizz-ness'

word she couldn't trand ate--"there.

It won't be pleasant. Jabbas palaceisn't what you think."

Abruptly Oolaremembered stormtroopers at the spaceport, searching

incoming ships. . . for someone.

She stared at the crouched figure in his rough but dignified black.

Built like adancer, he moved with controlled energy. And hetill held

her knife. She hadn't seen much of the galaxy, but she knew how to

piece cluestogether. She made a swift guess. "Areyou the onethe

Empireislooking for? At the spaceport?'

Luke shrugged. He glanced over his shoulder.

"Probably. We haveto hurry. Comeon. I'll set you free"

Free? On thisplanet? What kind of life would that be?



Sheld tried to reconcile herself to davery. But freedom was better

than servitude, even in thefinest palace.

Thenagan. .. Oolaenvisoned hersdf lying on soft tufted cushions,

savoring thefinest raw fungi, summoning energy for another glorious

dance. Shethought of the thunderous praises sheld win. She hesitated.

Jabbawas the wedthiest gangster in ahundred worlds.

"Please come," Luke whispered. "Jabbawill k"

"Hey? shouted afamiliar voice. "Get away from those girld"

Oola peered out from under the sail toward the street. Rudd had

regppeared around the corner of one blocky building. Bib Fortunahung

back, looking as darkly elegant as ever with his high bony crest and

thick lekku. Protruding from his cloak, haf-gloves and studded

wristbands set off hislong, clawed fingers.

Sheld found his hands fascinating, that fateful night back at home.

He was temptation.

Hewsas evil, sheredized with ashock that amost leveled her.



BEvil.

Rudd held his blaster at the ready. "All right, you.

You're asking for it. That's Jabba's property.”

"I don't care much for Jabba." Lukethrust Sienn behind him.

Slightly shielded, she plunged toward better cover. A crushed nose cone

jutted out of the debrispile. Senn dove behind it. Luke pressed into

the nearest acove and shoved at what |ooked like a door.

[t didn't open.

Oolacringed.

"Hah!" Rudd fired. His shot splattered into sand just behind Luke's

left leg. The sand melted into aglassy puddle. "I'm not killing you

yet," hejeered.

"Firgt, you're going to learn not to tinker with Jabba's belongings.”

L uke flattened againgt the building. Hisface looked deadly cam.

Fortuna had warned her: please Jabba, and she'd reap the finest rewards.



Cross him, and expect worse than her worst imaginings.

Jabba must be evil too. She had to stop this. Somehow.

What could she do?

Findly Luke seized the strange object at his belt and unhooked it, then

held it out two-handed. To Oolas astonishment, aglowing green shaft

appeared at one end. Luke stepped out of the doorway toward Rudd.

The step dropped hin into a deep dueling stance, and he wielded the

glimmering weapon with long, strong sweeps of hisarms and shoulders.

The wegpon'sweird metdlic hum changed pitch ashe swung it. Blaster

bolts deflected in dl directions. Not one touched him.

Oolagaped. Hewasn't just built like adancer. He moved like one.

His head turned. "Go!" .he shouted at Sienn.

"Run!" That wasfor Oola

Oolahesitated. Rudd had seen Luke. As Oola understood, Luke had to

kill him now. He was hiding from the Empire.

What about Master Fortuna?



"Stop that!" Rudd crouched. He steadied one elbow on his knee and

fired off acontinuousvolley.

L uke stepped closer and continued to parry. Rudd didn't ssemtoredize

his own danger.

Oolacast aglance around for her tall master.

At the edge of the debris, Fortuna dunk toward Sienn. He brandished a
blagter of hisown. He probably meant to stun Sienn, then kill Luke.. .
.if Rudd didn't get him. He rounded the nose cone and aimed his
blaster. Sienn shrank against jumbled debris, trapped like achild with

no placeto run or hide. Oolahad one moment of choice.

"Senn!" Oolashrieked. "Go! Run!" She dashed at Fortuna, seized the
flapping edge of his black robes, and twined her lekku around his
shouldersin mock passion. Rollsof fat shook at the base of his neck.
The blagter fdl from his eegant hand. He bent backward to grope for

it. "Get off," he seethed. " Get off me, youlittlefoal."

Ooalas sudden panic made Mos Eidey seem chilly. If Luke meant to kill

Fortuna, shed just jumped into hisline of fire. Shetried to pull

free. Her lekku tangled with Fortunas.

Bib caught her wrist in agrip that drove hisnailsinto her flesh.



Gasping, Oola collapsed. Her lekku fdl flaccid. Fortunapulled free

of them.

Oolalet him drag her to her feet. She hadn't been shot. Neither had
Fortuna, but Rudd lay facedown and twitching. Seenn was dashing up the
street. Both of her lekku siwung down the back of Luke's too-long cloak.
She had almost reached the street corner beyond that debris heap. Luke
followed her, carrying hisweird wegpon . . . but the glimmering shaft

had vanished.

As Sienn dashed out of sight, Luke dowed. He glanced over his

shoulder, caught Oolas stare, and hesitated.

Sienn wouldn't survive two minutes alone in these streets. "Gol"

Oola shrieked.

L uke raised both eyebrowsin apained expression, asif she had finaly

jabbed him. He spun away, and then he too was gone.

"So you want Jabbato yourself." Bib pulled her so closeto hisleather

chest protector that she could smell rancid breath venting between his

long, pointed teeth. He dug his blaster muzzle into her somach.

"All of the goodiesfor Oola. Norivas"



"Norivas," she sneered back, full of adrendine and bravado. 1t was

ather that or recoil. She mustn't show fear.

Fortunaflung her away. Oola caught her balance with alanguid

handspring, turned back to Bib, and waited.

"My speeder is parked around the corner,” he growled. His orange-pink

eyesglowered. "Thisway."

Oolasighed away the memory. Sheld lost daylight and hope, and sheld
never wielded power. But no one could steal her honor. She would never

again lose her best reason for living.

"Fortuna hates me now," she murmured. She fingered the hideous leather
headdress. "Here are my soft cushions." Mocking her own words, sheran

afinger over the stony lip of Jabbasbed. Her dainties?

Scraps Jabba tossed when she groveled . . . or food he suspected of

harboring poison.

Threepio finished trandating her tale for Y arna, then they both shook

their heads. Beyond Jabbas throne, a scream faded into the floor. Oola

shuddered.

Sheld seen Jabba feed his stinking, hideous underground monster.



The rancor usudly devoured its prey whole. By the standards of this
place, it looked like aquick death. She'd rather be next on the menu
than watch it again, and that was likely enough. She'd chooseit over
Jabba's ardent embrace. How ironic that Sienn, the obvious morsdl, hed

escaped . . . but Oolawas glad that she had, and proud to have helped.

"At least you can dance," Y arna pointed out. "Be thankful Jabba doesn't

have your cubsin hisclutches.”

Oolaraised her head. "I can dance,” she agreed.

"If | could haveonewish. .."

"What?" Y arna encouraged, straightening her own headdress.

"| would dance the perfect dance. Once. It wouldn't matter who

watched. | would know it was perfect.”

Threepio's head swiveled jauntily over hismeta shoulders. "But Miss

Oola, Master Lukeiscloseby.”

"Y ou do know him?"

"Ohyes |--"



"I wasn't heat-crazy? He can do dl those things?"

"Ohyes. | too wasagift to Jabba." His singsong voice sounded giddy.

"Master Lukeisaledi Knight, avery important person in the Rebel

Alliance. HE's very good at rescuing people. Y ou should have--"

"Dont," she groaned. What had Luke tried to warn her? That Jabba

would. . . k-something. Kill her?

Surely he couldn't predict the future.

Threepio touched her shoulder. "He's coming here to rescue me.

I'll seethat he rescues you ladies, too.

Leavethat to me."

Oolaeyed thedroid criticdly. "He used so many hard wordsin that

message--the one your friend . . . projected,” shefinished in

Twi'leki.

"Oh, that. Perhgps you should play dong with HisHigh Exdtednessjust

alittlelonger?' Threepio imitated ahuman shrug.

Y arnanudged her, her face compassionate. "Listen to Metal Man, Oola.

If I can survivethis, you can.”



"Not for long. Not with my--" The court rang with raucous laughter. At

any moment, sheld fed thetug a her dave collar.

"Threepio, help usescape. You mug."

Threepio touched her stout chain and then the greasy round bolt on his
chest. "Cregting aplan,” he dithered in Twi'leki, "isbeyond my
capacity. Artoo has avibro-cutter among his gppendages, but he has

been assigned to the garages.”

Oolaforced down her glimmer of temporary hope.

She mustn't forget bright eternity, nor the Great Dance. Not in here.

Not for amoment. "That's the difference between us," she muttered.

"For dl of your sx million forms of communication, yourefathless.

"I beg your pardon.” Threepio brushed his midsection again. "'l have

every faithin Magter Luke. Hewill rescueme.” Since hearing her

story, held called Luke "Master” twice--aterm hed hesitated to use

before,

Evidently her story had done him some good, anyway.

Andif "Master Luke" was coming, she might get a second chance after



al. She eyed her fellow dancer.

"Perhaps | can survivethis," she agreed. And perhaps Sienn was already
safe somewhere. "I'll do my b* Her collar tugged up and backward. Half
strangled, Oolayanked her headpiece back on, flailing for balance as
Jabba hauled her over hisside. She dug her fingers and toesinto fetid

flesh. Jabba purred asif tickled by her struggling.

Hisjizz-wailers swung into a new dance tune.

Furious, Oolaleaped off her grotesque master's dais. Shevaulted into
the middle of thefloor, defiantly landing on the rancor pit's grate.

Jabba's trap-door had closed again. Maybe he hadn't even opened it.

Maybe.

Y arnajoined the dance, as did Mdina Carnisswith her long dark fur.
Oolakept at thefar end of her chain. In one dark alcove she seemed to

see blue eyes watching from under aroughly woven black hood.

Shewould dancefor him thistime. For a second chance. She kicked
head-high and higher, powerfully swinging her fleshy lekku. Her grace

was her glory.

The physicd rapture of dancing swept through her and owned her, freely

and naturaly. Every step and each gesture marked out a melody.



Sheld found perfect sensud poise. At lagt.

Evidently Jabbathought so, too. He tugged her chain.

More angry than frightened at first, she grasped it with both hands and

yanked back. She didn't careif the Gamorreans begt her againmshe would

not dance closer. She only knew afew words of Huttese. She shouted

them. "Na chubanegatorie!”

Jabba tugged again, drooling.

Oolabraced her feet at the trapdoor's edge.

Though terror robbed her of poise, shewould not yield. "Na Na!

Natoota. .." Let UsPrey: TheWhiphids Tde

by MarinaFitch and M ark Budz

Feeding time again. The crunch and snap of bones resonated through the

walls of the Whiphid JQuille's room asJabbas " pet" rancor snacked on

itslatest morsd.

JQuille paced his stark room. Huntlust vibrated through histall,



golden-furred frame, wrinkled his broad snout. Histuskstingled even
though it had been severa hours since Jabba dropped the Twi'lek dancer
into the rancor's pit. The screams had ceased long ago, butJQuille
couldn't stop sdlivating. The savory aromaof fresh blood warmed the

pit of hisstomach.

Thewarmth wouldn't last long. JQuille snarled low in histhroat. Next
time it might be JQuille the rancor feasted on. Jabba grew bored so
eesly. What if the novety of employing aformer lover of the Whiphid

crimelord Lady Valarian to trret out conspiracies wore thin?

No doubt the kind of reminder Jabba intended when he gave JQuille
quartersthiscloseto the pit. If Jabba suspected JQuille il

worked for her . ..

Owner of the Lucky Despot, Lady Vaarian was Jabbas most powerful
rival. Not only was her nightclub the most successful in Mos Eidey--on
the entire planet of Tatooine--she siphoned business from Jabba as

eadly asshe 9pped Sullustan gin.

Aseadly asthe rancor would sip the marrow from JQuill€'s bonesif he

was discovered.

JQuille snorted. All he had to do was keep histusks clean for afew
more days. Then the rancor and his devoted keeper, Maakili, would be

gone, free of Jabba. JQuille had helped arrange their escape with Lady



Vdaian. One of the few good things he'd been able to do behind

Jabba's back.

That, and bribing the kitchen boy, Phlegmin, to lace Jabba's snack tank
of freckled toads with dowacting poison. A littletoo dow by the look

of things

Another bone snapped.

JQuille's clawstensed. He smoothed the fur bristling around his neck,
raised by the scent of the Twi'lek's blood and the huntlust surging

through him.

But was he hunter or prey? Or both?

He stopped pacing and glanced at the room, barren except for his
deeping pdlet. Built by the B'omarr monks, the room's stark ascetic

reminded him of the rock-and-bone shdlters of his homeworld, Toola

Two ceremonia trophies hung on opposite ,,vails: anecklace of Mastmot
teeth, dipped in poison; and the skull of ayoung bantha he had brought
down one night with his bare claws. He was a hunter, not some weak Ice

Puppy that sat back and waited for death to come.

Hejerked open the door and dipped into the halway.



A pain-filled moan issued from one of therank cells. A Gamorrean guard
grunted as he pushed past JQuille, bleary with deep or too much

Sullugangin.

JQuille stroked the spiky hairsaong hislower lip.

Lady gin. If only he were back at the Lucky Despot! Two days ago, when

it looked like everything was going according to plan, it had seemed a

possbility. His"fdling out" with Lady Vdarian would end and they

could findly stop pretending.

That was before the note. Someone knew he was bribing Phlegmin.

He had dready paid a hefty ten thousand creditsto keep the blackmailer

dlent. But it was only amatter of time before Jabba found out.

How much time? That was the question.

The crunch and snap of bones stopped. Blast. Sweat beaded JQuille's

forehead and long, broad snoutt.

When wasthe last time he'd been cool ? He wiped his face with the back

of hispaw. Strands of fur clung to the sweat. He grimaced.

Shedding again. Tatooine's dry, sweltering heat sucked the energy out



of him.

What he wouldn't give for acouple of minutesin one of the Lucky

Despot'sice saunas.

Something scuttled past him---one of those spider-like droids

enlightened B'omarr monks used to ferry around their pickled brains.

Theglassjar winked in the dim light, then droid and brain disappeared

around the corner.

JQuille snarled in disgust and hurried on, stopping outside the
rancor's pit. Theinner gate stood dightly open, as held known it

would. Maakili was cleaning the outer cage.

The scent of blood was stronger here. JQuille closed hiseyesand
breathed deeply. Theintoxicating scent soothed histaut nerves, taking
the edge off his repressed frustration. If he could just track down the

blackmailer and kill him. . .

A foot scraped on the stone floor near him. His eyes snapped open. One

hand jerked up, claws extended, while the other reached for his

vibroblade.

"Hey, it'sjust me," Malakili said softly, Stepping out of the cage's



shadows. Swest glazed his bare chest and heavy arms. He patted

JQuille's shoulder with ablack-gloved hand. "Easy. You're differ

than an Imperid stormtrooper.”

"Been abad night,” JQuille said, letting go of hisvibroblade.

"Tell me about it," Malakili said, adjusting hisblack headband.

His eyes narrowed in histhick, doughy face. "Something'sintheair.

Even my friend hereisjumpier than usud.”

"Thisplaceisatomb,” JQuillesaid. "Even theliving are dead inside

thesewalls. Might aswell Suff our brainsin jars.”

"Y eah, but the monk's brains aren't dead." Mdakili leaned closer to

him. "Listen, | heard something | think you should know."

JQuilletensed. "What?'

"This afternoon Bib Fortunatried to get Jabbato throw you into the

pit. Thinksit would be an interesting contest.”

JQuille peered at Maakili. "What did Jabba say?"

"| tried to talk him out of it. Y oud inflict too much damage before my



friend killed you. ButJabbawasn't convinced. He said hed giveit

somethought.”

"So | havealittletime," JQuille said.

Mdakili nodded little. With luck, well both be out of here soon
"Alive, | hope" JQuille said, curling the corners of hislips back
around histusksin asmile Maakili smiled!'ll let you know if | hear

more."

"Thanks" JQuille said.

Gnashing histusks, JQuille hurried back to hisroom. Thingswere

moving much too fadt, forcing hishand. Jabba's increasing coolness,

the blackmailer - . . and now Bib Fortunas plotting. Timeto get

Phlegmin to increase the dosage of dow poison sooner Jabba was reduced
to avat of gibbering dug jdly, the sooner JQuille could return to

Lady Vdarian. HEd wanted to increase the dosage earlier, but he'd

been afraid someone would notice a sudden change in Jabba

Now he could no longer afford the luxury of caution.

JQuille dipped into hisroom and went to the string of Mastmot teeth

hanging on thewal. Lifting the necklace fromits pe, he dipped it

over hishead.



Luckily maost people, includingJabba, considered him amindless brute
with ataste for crude jewery suspected the teeth had been dipped in
poison JQuille started at alow mechanica warble outside hisdoor. His

nogtrilsflared, crinkling at the acrid stench of oil and metal A droid.

The claws of JQuillesright hand curled involuntarily around the grip
of hisvibroblade, then dowly relaxedn droid wouldn't announceits

presence.

Thewarble repeated. JQuille yanked open the door.

The maintenance droid, a blue U2C1 housekeeping mode, chirped and took
astep back. Both of itsflex-tube arms quivered. With awhine, it
sucked in air through the tiff brush at the end of itsleft arm and the

upholgtery attachment on itsright.

"1 hope I'm not disturbing you," it said tinnily.

"I've been ingtructed to clean thisroom JQuille stepped aside,

alowing the droid to enter Another calculated nuisance on the part of
Jabba or one of his servants—-mogt likely Salacious Crumb That
drool-lapping Kowakian lizard-monkey probably scavenged the droid's
waste tank for between-meal snackseered. He'd love to program the

cleaning droid to suck up that cackling little rubbish heap.



"Please close the door,” the droid said. "Thiswon't takelong JQuille

grumbled.

Thedroid's right arm snaked out to sweep the floor. Theloud whine

grated on JQuilleés nerves. He reached for the doorknab.

"l have amessage,” the droid said.

JQuille hestated. "A message?’

"From afriendhe droid paused, but left its vacuum runningho's

blackmailing you. Meet me on the citadd roof at sunriseand I'll give

you hisname."

The rampart on top of the guest quarters. JQuille had gone up there

more than once to escape the press of the walls and drink in the cool

night air.

"1 have been instructed to wait for your response,” the droid said.

JQuilleshacklesrose. A clever ruse by Jabbato lure him out?

If the message had been sent by afriend, why the secrecy? Why not just

give him the name of the blackmailer?



Obvioudy the person wanted something morefrom him.. . . but what?

Money? Or to enlist him in another plot to kill Jabba? There were
certainly enough of those. JQuille had only leaked afraction of them

to Jabba. Only theleast promising.

"How will | recognizehim?" JQuille asked.

"Youwon't," thedroid said. ™Y oull recognize what heswearing.”

JQuille exhaled sharply, tired of playing these games. If it turned
out to be a setup, he could dways claim that he wasjust doing his job,

following up on a suspect. For Jabba.

JQuillewet hislips. Yes, that wasthe way to handleit. A thrill
ran. through him, not unlike the one he got while tracking an |ce Puppy

or a Sea Hog back on Toola.

"I'll bethere," JQuille said.

He ducked into the hall and up the stairs to Jabba's main audience
chamber. Jabbaand his minions dozed on the crimelord's dais. The band
played on, melodic jizz and dense smoke cavorting in a sinuous dance of
sound and sméll. Frozen in carbonite, Han Solo stared at him from the

display dcove.



JQuille eased past the bandstand, skirting the trap-door to the
rancor's pit. He caught aglimpse of Maakili through the grating,
gl cleaning the pit while the rancor gnawed contentedly on awet

bone.

The rancor belched. The band missed abeat but picked up quickly, asif

trying to drown out the disturbance.

Jabba opened one eye, then closed it again, clearly unconcerned.

Histail twitched, asure sign that he was wide awake. Eventhe new
gold droid beside him stood dert, ready to trandate the orders of its
master. Bib Fortunadept on the floor, next to Salacious Crumb, who

was snoring loudly. Not even deep could silence thelittle garbage

disposa.

JQuille descended the steps to the kitchen. Someone watched from a
darkened recessmone of the B'omarr monksthat il lurked in the
palace. The monk's broad, round face was moon-pale, histwisted nose

casting a craterish shadow aong one cheek.

JQuille scowled and picked up his pace.

He dowed near the kitchen door. The scent of bruised goatgrass wafted

from the darkened room. He crept closer. Dim light spread from one of



theinner rooms.

He pricked up hisears.

Two voicesrose in argument: Ree-Y eess perpetua dur and the guttural

grunts of a Gamorrean guard.

Hiding behind the door frame, JQuille peered into the room.

Goatgrass littered the kitchen like feethers from afresh kill.

Even more unsteady than usua, Ree-Y ees teetered over abody sprawled

beside abroken crate.

Ree-Y eessthree eye stalks trembled as they tried to focus on the
Gamorrean. The guard glowered at Ree-Y ees, then waddled forward and

bent to ook at the corpse.

Ree-Y ees shifted dightly, giving JQuille aclear view.

Phlegmin, the kitchen boy.

JQuillesfoot claws curled reflexively, digging into the stone floor.

His heart hammered in his ears, blotting out the guard's piglike grunts

and Ree-Y eess drunken bleats. What had that goat-faced, three-eyed bar

rag done? Clenching and undenching his claws, JQuille. quelled the



urge to ssomp forward and rip out the thieving Gran'sthroat.

JQuille growled under his breath and drew back.

Better to wait. He could hunt the murdering drunk later. There wasn't
anything he could do now--not without arousing the guard's suspicion. He

swallowed, backing away from the kitchen.

He retreated the way he came. Hurrying past the darkened recess, he

stopped. The B'omarr monk was gone.

JQuilles mind raced. Maybe Ree-Y ees hadn't murdered the kitchen boy

after dl. Maybeit wasthe monk. Phlegmin might have sent thedroid

to JQuille after discovering the monk's blackmail plot. The monk found

out and killed Phlegmin. ..

But why would a B'omarr monk blackmail JQuille?

He suspected the monks wanted Jabba out of their citadel as much as

anyone, more. But ifJabbafound a discontented B'omarr to work as aspy

forhim. ..

hardly surprisng. Infact, it would be more surprisng if he hadn't.

But why not smply turn JQuille over to Jabba?



JQuillelet out abreath and hurried up the stairsto the audience
chamber. Lady Vaarian would know what to do. Thelast time hed
contacted her, shed told him not to call until Jabbawas a chortling,

mindlessdug.

But without Phlegmin that might take awhile. Be sides, she needed to

know what was going on.

The band was packing it in when JQuille eased past them. The rancor
snored inits pit, and even Jabbastail had dowed its pensive rhythm.
JQuille curled his claws to keep from touching the necklace of Mastmot

teeth. He averted his eyes from the tank of live toads.

Climbing the stairs to the guest rooms, JQuille passed the masked
bounty hunter who had brought in the Wookiee and threatened to blow up
the palace with athermal detonator earlier that evening. JQuille

amiled. A fine, subtledisplay of huntlugt. Truly admirable.

The bounty hunter nodded once, then continued down the stairs. No doubt
on hisway down to the dungeon to taunt the Wookiee. JQuilles
nogtrilstwitched. Something about the bounty hunter smelled odd, out

of place. There was no time to wonder about it now. JQuille raced up

the gairs.

He panted, hislungs aching with the ill, hot air.



Doorslined both sides of the curved guest wing, most open to reved
empty rooms. In the past they had served asindividua deeping and
meditation chambers for the monks, but now the moldy bresth of neglect

filled the hdlway. Jabba had few guests a any given time.

Even two or three tended to nuture his pampered paranoia.

Glancing over his shoulder, JQuille crept to an empty room near the

gairwell leading up to the roof.

He shut the door softly behind him.

JQuille went to thewindow dit in thefar wall. Peering out at the

night sky, heflared his nogtrils, sucking in the soothing breeze.

The cool ar smelled faintly of dust. A whiff of goatgrass clung to the
breeze, no doubt rising from the kitchen. A ddlicious shiver traveled

through him. Blood stained the wind tonight too.

He turned from the window and pried the cap from the pommel of his
vibroblade. Siding aholoprojection tube hidden in hisvibroblade, he
st it on thethick windowsill, making surethetiny lensinthe sde

faced him.



He pushed the transmit button and waited for Lady Vaarian to respond.
It shouldn't take long. Shedidn't go to bed until dawn, when the Lucky
Despot closed for ashort time to get ready for the next day's

customers.

A light flashed on the cylinder. Half a second later the lens projected
ahologram of the entry hatch and bulkhead where Lady Valarian conducted

business.

Part of the Lucky Despot's charm was that it had once been acargo
hauler. Lady Valarian had used the spaceship's decor to create an
atmosphere comfortable to spacers and exotic enough to lure planet-bound

clientde. A low, wistful growl rumbled in JQuillesthroat.

And into the middie of the holo stepped Lady Vdarian, dazzling as
adways. Her curled mane, tinted a burnished red, spilled down the sides
of her face. She had painted her tusks blue and wore agold ring on the

left one. Earrings glittered on her ears.

A wave of longing sped through JQuille. His nogtrilstingled with the

remembered alure of her pher-omone perfume, the softness of her fur

againg theflat of hisnose, the way she snuffled inher deep . ..

"JQuille," she said, waving one claw-polished hand.

The blare of music and sabacc players from the Star Chamber Cafetinkled



in the background. "How wonderful to seeyou! Oh, my little Mastmat,
how thin you are! 'Y ou've been shedding again. Wdll, now that you've

completed that little task you promised to do for me--"

"Not yet, my littleicetiger," hesad. He clucked histongue.

"Theresaproblem. | need to talk to you."

Lady Vaarian's eyes narrowed. "What kind of problem, dearet?"

The massive hand of a Whiphid ma e reached from the edge of the hologram

and offered her a Sullustan ginice blaster. JQuillesthroat

tightened. A male, in Lady Vaarian'schambers. . .

"JQuille?" Lady Vaarian sid. "Daring?

JQuille cleared histhroat. Probably just a servant.

"I'm being blackmailed," he said. " Someone knows the kitchen boy was

poisoning the toads. Hewaskilled minutes ago.”

Lady Vdarian removed the sptube from her lips.

"What are you trying to tell me, dearest? Does Jabba know you're trying

to poison him?"



"Not yet," JQuille said, wishing he could be that certain.

Lady Vdarian sghed. "Then why areyou caling, darling? Please get

to the point. | have other businessto attend to.”

JQUuillés noseflapsflared.

Lady Valarian's eyesteared under her worried brow.

"And thisis much too dangerous. If someone caught you, my precious. .

JQuille leaned toward the holo. "1 need help. | need to find out who

killed the scullion. Do you have any ideawho killed him or who might

be blackmailing me?"

"TherésaB'omarr monk--" A deep laugh rumbled through the palace walls

below, drowning the words.

Jabba.

JQuillegtiffened. Thefur on his spine prickled with arush of fear.

Lady Vaarian's eyeswidened. "JQuille-"

"I won't fail," JQuille said, reaching for the projection tube as



another laugh reverberated through the walls. He severed the uplink and

dammed the tube into the grip of hisvibroblade.

Musclestaut, JQuille held his vibroblade ready in front of him.

He listened for even the dightest sound the scraping of feet on stone

or therattle of weapons.

Slence.

Werethe guardswaiting for him inthe hal”? Better to face death

head-on. He opened the door, expecting a blaster shot or the dash of a

vibro-ax.

Nothing.

The corridor was empty. JQuille dashed toward the far sairs.

Distant voices, human voices, drifted from Jabba's audience chamber,

punctuated by the unmistakable cackle of Salacious Crumb.

JQuilletook the stepstwo at atime. Just before he reached the

bottom step something caught hiseye. He drew back.

The carbonite dab.



Empty.

JQuillestail twitched. The human pleading with Jabbamust be Han
Solo. But that wasimpossible. A person stood a better chance stepping
out of the heart of a Toolan iceberg than breaking free of carbonite's
freezing grip-Another round of laughter filled the audience chamber. A
cacophony of voices joined Jabba's bass chuckle. Hugging thewall,

JQuille peeked into the room.

The bounty hunter, a human femae, stood helmet-less beside Solo facing

Jabba. JQuille hissed in surprise.

A human! That'swhat the smdl had been!

Solo's head bobbed and wobbled, his eyes unfocused and not quite fixed

on Jabba. "I'll pay triple," he said as the Gamorrean guards dragged

him off.

"Y ou're throwing away afortune here. Don't beafool!"

Jabba smiled, then turned to leer a the human femaewith the same

cruel lechery he had gazed on the Twi'lek dancer. Hisdimy lips

gleamed with sittle.

JQuille did back into the shadows and quietly sheathed his vibroblade.



It wouldn't look good if aguard ssumbled across him lurking in the
gairwel with hiswegpon drawvn. He took a deep breath and let it out

dowly.

The Crumb's hysterical screech covered JQuill€sretreat up the sairs.
Therewas 4till time. As much time as Jabba remained preoccupied with

thehumanfemde.

JQuille trotted down the corridor to the guest room. That would be
safer than his own quartersif Jabba sugpected him. He closed the door
and sat on the floor facing the window dlit, hisvibroblade lying across
hislegs. Framed by the dit, the night sky had faded from black to

deep blue. 1t would be dawn soon.

He stared at the stone wall opposite him. Jabba had to know. Why dse
would Phlegmin be dead? The blackmailer, the monk Lady Vaarian warned
him about, had told Jabba about the poisoned toads then killed the

kitchen boy to prove hisloyaty. JQuille grimaced.

Jabbawas dways demanding proof of loyalty.

JQuille had been forced to hunt and "kill" his own servant in adisplay

of fiddlity. Fortunately that great sack of nearsighted dug gel

couldn't tell a Whiphid tusk from agreater Mastmot tooth.



Footsteps tramped heavily down the hdl. JQuille legped to hisfest,
drawing hisvibroblade. Thethick, swinish grunts of severa Gamorrean
guards echoed in the corridor. Holding his breath, JQuille stepped

behind the door.

The guards lumbered past.

JQuille listened till their footsteps faded, then sank down onto the
floor again. He did thevibroblade in its sheeth. Lady Vdarian had

given him the weagpon.

Lady Vdarian. For whom herisked histusks dalily.

And who had astrange malein her chamber. Just aservant? Or ariva?
JQuillés mane bristled. Perhapsthis blackmailer had more to do with

Lady Vaarian and lessto do with Jabba.

Perhaps Lady Vaarian had tired of waiting for him to act and decided to
rid herself of the potentia embarrassment of an inept spy in Jabbas
palace. She had dways despised foolish, weak males. Look at D'Wopp,
her first husband. The fool had been too stupid to turn down a bounty
offer by Jabbaduring their wedding reception. Lady Vdarian had

shipped him back to Toolain abox.

JQuillewas no fool and he was not weak. The dow poison had been Lady

Vaarian'sidea "Let's not be too obvious, my swest," she'd crooned.



JQuille stared at the vibroblade. Beautifully crafted, the finest

weapon credits could buy. Was he jumping to conclusons?

Stll, she knew about themonk . . .

Slamming and banging echoed from the direction of the hangar.

JQuille listened at the door, then stalked to the window dit. Inthe

gray light people were scurrying about, preparing Jabba's Ubrickkian

sal barge. Evidently Jabbawas planning atrip to the Greet Pit of
Carkoon sometime in the near future, probably to feed Han Solo and the

Wookiee to the Sarlacc.

Was JQuille on the menu, too?

He shivered, then peered across the sands at the welt of brightness

aong the horizon. One of Tatooine'stwo sunswasrising.

Thelight soread dowly like water, dousing the glitter of Stars. He
had better head up to the roof to meet the informant. JQuille

unsheathed his vibroblade and opened the door.

Someone shuffled down the hdl. JQuille waited in the doorway and

listened to the dry whisper of clothes. Instead of diminishing toward



the stairs to the main audience chamber, the steady shuffle grew louder.

A shadow materidized around the curvein the hal.

It passed an open door. A pale, round face with atwisted nose peered

warily into every shadow.

The same monk who had hidden in the recess outside the kitchen.

JQuille eased into the room and waited for the monk to pass. Theman's
loose robes swayed with each step. Light from the partialy open door
illuminated the sde of hisface. His head and face were devoid of all

hair.

Anger surged through JQuille. He narrowed his eyes, degpening the
shadowsin the hdl. His pulse throbbed in his claws as his chest

tightened around the beeting of his heart.

JQuille stepped into the hdlway. The monk paused and turned, his

hands hidden in the folds of his robe, arobe ample enough to conced a

blaster or avibroblade.

"Thereyou are," the monk said. Hisgazeflitted to the vibroblade.

"Let's go to the roof, friend, where we can speak fredly."

The vibroblade trembled in JQuill€s hand. Hetightened hisgrip.



"What do you want from me?"

Themonk glanced nervoudy down the hal. "Thisis not agood placeto

talk. 1t'stoo easy to be overheard.

Trust me"

"Y ou were there when the kitchen boy waskilled," JQuille said,

unmoving. "'l saw you."

"Therewas nothing | could do," the monk said. His hands shifted under

hisrobes.

Before the monk could free his hands, JQuille dashed upward with his
vibroblade. The blade diced through the robes and the man's chest. The
monk stared at JQuille, alook of surprise on hisface, then toppled

forward onto thefloor.

The pressurein JQuill€'s chest eased. At last he could breathe again.

Hetook adeep bregth, filling hislungswith theripe, giddy scent of

fresh blood.

Sheathing hisvibroblade, he knelt down and rolled the body over.

The monk gurgled. "Phlegmin. . .



black . .. mailer,” herasped, then shuddered and died.

Phlegmin? JQuille frowned and leaned closer.

Something winked in thedim light.

An earring. JQuille turned the monk's head to get a better look at the

chartreuse gemstone set in asingle gold rihg. His blood went cold.

"You'l recognize what heswearing,” the cleaning droid had said.

The earring was Lady Vdarian's.

JQuille had given her the pair the day after their first night

together. She'd growled with delight and clipped the earringson

immediately.

JQuille unclipped the jewel from the monk's earlobe.

The monk had been working for Lady Vaarian.

JQuilleflexed his claws around the earring. What was he going to tell

her?

A grunt filtered down the corridor. JQuille grabbed the monk's robes

and dragged the body toward the nearest guest room. The monk's hands



fdl free of the robes.

Hisright hand clutched athermal detonator.

The one the bounty hunter had used to threaten Jabba?

JQuille snatched it from the stiffening hand. Whatever he had done,

here was a chance to redeem himsdlf.

Heavy footsteps accompanied another grunt.

JQuille glanced over hisshoulder. No one yet, but the person was
definitely headed hisway. He looked around wildly. Where could he

hide the detonator?

His belt pouch seemed too small-JQuille crammed the detonator into the
pouch anyway, praying he wouldn't trigger it. The pouch bulged,
refusing to close. JQuille smoothed hisfur over the pouch'sgep, his

shouldersrising asthe approaching stranger called out.

Or rather, squealed out. JQuilleturned dowly, forcing himsdf not to

smirk, and looked up into the face of asquat Gamorrean guard.

Stupidity on the hoof.



The guard carried Phlegmin's dead body over one shoulder. Thismust be

the same Gamorrean who had been talking to Ree-Y eesin the kitchen.

The guard trudged up to him, wheezing and snorting.

He uttered afew more incomprehensible grunts, then looked at JQuille

expectantly.

JQuillés mind raced franticaly. Just how stupid were these guards?

If this brute could believe Ree-Y ees, held believe anything.

The Gamorrean grunted impatiently. One of the squeals sounded like

"dead."

JQuille stood. "He's not dead, he's, uh, meditating.

Gone into adeep trance. Pondering the imponderables.”

The guard bent over the monk. He wrinkled his nose at the blood and

snuffled a short, bewildered snort.

JQuillewet hislips. "Theblood? He wanted to seeif he'd reached
thefind stage of enlightenment. He decided to do alittle testing on
hisown to seeif he was ready before asking hisfriendsto put his

braningar."



The guard's eyes narrowed. He grunted and pointed first at the monk's

head, then at his chest.

JQuilleshrugged. "That'swheretheir brainsare.

Inthar chests. It makesit easier to remove them.”

The guard's brow puckered. He shuffled, then grunted something that

sounded like, "Can't meditate here," then bent down and hefted the body

of the monk onto his other shoulder.

JQuille watched the Gamorrean shamble oft; then heaved asigh of

rdief. He touched the thermal detonator.

Sipping into the nearest guest room, he walked over to the window. He

held up the earring and admired the sunlight shining through the clear

stone, then set it on thewindowslll. He opened his pouch.

JQuille cradled the therma detonator in hisclaws.

He knew just what to do with it. Hed been given a second chanceto get

rid of Jabba--thistime hewouldn't blow it. Seight of Hand: The Tde

of MaraJade

by Timothy Zan



The dance ended, and the music was silenced. She stood as she had
finished: on sSingletiptoe, her opposite arm upstretched, reaching with
slent doquence for the stars or the Empire or perhaps merely the

approva of her master. For apair of heartbeats she held the pose.

Then, with adramatic flourish, she collapsed again to the floor, arms
sweeping around and onto the floor in front of her like the wings of a
downed bird, legs shifting to curl half around her, onein front and one
behind, torso bent forward over her arms. Grace and beauty and style,

transformed in an ingtant to unworthiness and submission and humility.

The precise combination, or so she'd been told, that Jabbathe Hutt

liked in hisdancers.

Asdid, presumably, the fat, scar-headed man sprawled on the couch in
front of her. But the seconds dragged on and he just sat there, not
gpesking, watching her. She held her pose, breathing quickly and
shdlowly into cramped lungs and wondering if she should go ahead and

et tip without waiting for permission.

But the fat man had dready demonstrated his enjoyment of giving orders,

particularly to helpless underlings.

If she wanted to become one of those underlings, it would be best to

alow him that extralittle bit of egotism.



So she waited for his orders, and after afew seconds more he was ready
to givethem. "Rise," he said, histone asindulgent asthe rest of

him. "Come here."

lose he was even more repulsive, hisvaguely greasy aroma gpproaching

auffocation levd.

But Jabba himsdlf, she knew, would be worse. Maybe thiswas part of the

test.

"Y ou dance very well, Arica," he said, looking her up and down.

"Very well, indeed. Tell me, what else do you do well?!

"Whatever my masterJabba the Hutt would require of me," she said.

He smiled, hissmal eyes amost disappearing into folds of flesh.

"Very good,” hesaid. "Not what | would require, but what Jabba your

master would require.

A wise answer; but perhaps not wise enough.

Tell me, would it surprise you to know that | once was Jabba the Hutt?"



She blinked, giving him her best stupid-helpless-lost look. "You

were--? | don't understand.”

"I was Jabbathe Huitt," he repeated smugly. "Not redlly, of course, but
for atime many on Tatooine thought so. | was the one, you see, whom

Jabba aways sent outs de the palace to meet with people.

Kept hisanonymity that way. A good smuggler dways keeps afew
secrets” Hissmug amilevanished. ™Y ou see now who exactly you're

dedling with here”

"Yes, | see” shesaid. Shedid, too. He was the expendable one, the
man Jabba had sent out to take whatever blaster shots his many enemies
might careto firein hisdirection. The stupid one, moreover, too

dazzled by the pseudoglamour and pseudopower of the roleto redize he

was little more than assassin bait.

But for dl that, a man Jabba must have trusted at least enough to
findize his deds and not flop the charade in the process. And who
thus had probably earned whatever microscopic gratitude the Hutt was

capable of.

Someone not to be crossed. At least, not openly.

"Good," thefat man said softly. "Wadll, then. Y ou're hired.



Y oull start on the midnight shift--you never know when Jabba might want

Me entertainment.”

He looked at the door and snapped hisfingers. One of the Gamorrean

guards detached himself from the door and lumbered over.

"The guard will show youtheway. I'll seeyou later, Arica”

"I will be honored,” she said, bowing humbly as she backed away.

Groveing before him.

But that wasdl right. Let the petty man reve in his petty power over
her. Trusted underling of one of the most powerful crimelordsin the
Empire, hewas dill nothing. She could crush him with aword; could
bring down Jabba's entire organization on awhim; could burn this
backwater planet to a core of glazed sand with asingle order. Andif
none of that happened, it was merely because she had more important

mattersto attend to.

For she was Mara Jade, the Emperor's Hand. Hereto await the arrival of

Luke Skywalker. Andtokill him.

The Emperor'sface seemed to hover inthe arr in front of Mara, his



ydlow eyesglittering with satisfaction. So you areingide, his

thoughts said. Skywalker has not yet appeared ?

Not yet, she thought back a him. But Soloistill here.

When Skywalker comes, I'll be ready.

The eyes glittered again, and Marafdt the warmth of his approva fill

her mind. Excdlent, histhoughts said. Such athreat must be

diminated.

Marapermitted hersdf asmal smile. He will be, she assured her

measter. Jabbamay even get to him firs.

Abruptly, the warmth withdrew, leaving anicy chill behind. Do not

underestimate this opponent, the Emperor warned, his thoughts dark.

Remember Bespin.

Maragrimaced. Yes. Cloud City on Bespin, and the duel between

Skywalker and Darth Vader. Skywaker had acquitted himsdf well in that

battle--far better than either VVader or the Emperor had expected him to.

And inthe midst of that battle, VVader had proposed that the two of them

form an dliance againgt the Emperor.



Vader had later denied it, of course, claiming that the offer had merely
been part of hislureto confuse Skywalker and entrap him to the dark
sde. But the Emperor knew Vader's thoughts and feglings, and he knew

that was not the entire truth.

Which was why Marawas here, and why she had come alone. Shewasthe
Emperor's Hand, with powersin the Force that had been trained,

nurtured, and strengthened by the Emperor himself . . . and one of

those powers was the ability to cloak her fedings from even so powerful

aDark Jedi asLord Darth Vader.

He might wonder afterward if the Emperor had had arolein Skywalker's
death, but he would never know for certain. And with Skywalker gone,

the matter would be over. Vader would never defy the Emperor done.

| remember Bespin, Marapromised. Skywaker will die here.

The Emperor smiled . . . and then another face was there, superimposed

on Marasvison. A young woman with dark hair, wearing adark red

jumpsuiit.

"Areyou Arica?'

Mara blinked and the Emperor's face vanished, only the lingering sense

of hisdigtant presence remaining.



"Yes" shesad. "Sorry, | wasjust thinking."

The other woman gave her aknowing smile. "Sureyou were." Shewaved a

hand around her. "I'll bet your first week's pay that you were thinking

you'd made abig mistake coming here.”

Maralooked around. The Dancers Pit, they called the prep room, and it

was fully deserving of the name.

"Oh, | don't know," she said diplomaticdly. "I've beenin worse

places.”

"Better than the rancor pit, anyway." The other shrugged. "Don't

worry, the money's alot better than thefacilities”

"l hope s0," Marasaid, wondering what arancor pit was. "Theimplied

fringe benefitsweren't dl that enticing.”

Thewoman laughed. "Ah, yes--the Fat Man. He gave you his Important

Person routine, did he?'

"Something likethat."

"Well, don't worry, hes mostly harmless. I'll tell you later what

buttons to push to keep him off you.



I'm MdinaCarniss, by theway. Former dancer, current dance designer,

sort of genera runaround person.

Come on--let's go to the throne room and I'll present you to His

Exatedness”

They headed down one of the dark tunnels that seemed to make up the bulk
of thisplace. Maracrinkled her nose a the odors, wishing the quick
briefing shed had on Jabba and his palace had been more comprehensive.
Perhaps she should consider wangling herself atrip over to Bestine, see

if she could get some up-to-date information on Jabba and his entourage

from Governor Aryon'soffice.

Stll, that might prove dangerousin thelong run.

To access Imperid datafiles, shewould haveto identify herself asa
high Imperid agent . . . and truly capable governors were not assigned
to dustbdlslike Tatooine. Governor Aryon could betoo lazy or
incompetent to keep Jabba's spies off her paylist, or could be on
Jabbas paylist hersdf. Worse, even the dightest exposure here could

eventudly find itsway back to Lord Vader.

Besdes, thiswasjust asmple assassnation: quick in, quick kill,

quick out. No, shewould handle this one on her own.



"Theresthe throne room," Melinasaid, pointing ahead toward an archway
that opened into awell-furnished chamber. " Oh, and look we seem to

have a show going."

Mara caught her bresth. The show was Luke Skywalker.

Or rather, aholo of him. A prerecorded message, projected by a squat

R2-D2 astromech droid with a C-3PO protocol droid hovering nervousy

besdehim.

Skywaker'sdroids, al right. The oneswho'd played key rolesin the

destruction of the Emperor's prized.

Death Star.

"--| present to you a gift: thesetwo droids."

The protocol droid squawked. "I wonder whothat is," Mdinamurmured.

"l don't know," Marasaid, frowning a the image.

Sheld read dl that the Emperor had on Skywalker: his background, his

upbringing right here on Tatooine, his brief training under Obi-Wan

Kenobi, the immense trouble he'd been so far to the Empire. But this

was not the tentative, callow kid she'd seen in thoserecords. The Luke



Skywalker she was seeing and hearing now was poised, salf-assured,

confident of his power.

And with alightsaber prominently displayed at hisbelt too. A

replacement, probably constructed himsdlf, for the one held lost at

Bespin.

The Emperor had been right. Skywalker was indeed more dangerous than

Mara had given him credit for.

The message finished, and the droids were hustled away, the 3PO wailing
thewholeway. "Okay," Mdinasaid, taking Marasarm. "Chinup,

Arica. Let'sgo meset the Hutt."

By the time the protocol droid was brought back, the throne room had

become crowded, thick with humans and diens and smoke and noise.

In the background athird-rate band was playing; in the center, in front

of Jabbasthrone, ayoung Twi'lek woman was dancing.

Her name was Oola, and she was pretty good.

Standing by the archway leading back to the Dancers Pit, staying to the

background, Mara kept half an eye on Oola's performance as she studied

the room and its occupants. A decidedly motley crowd, no doubt about



it, ranging from obvioudy hungry nobodies trying to impress Jabbawith
their toughness right up to some of the nastiest names on the Imperia
locate-and-detain ligt. If Skywalker got thisfar, he was going to have

hishandsfull.

Shedtiffened. In the back of her mind, her danger sense had just gone

off.

Déliberatdly, shetook adow breath, caming her mind and preparing her
body for action. Her eyes and mind swept back across the room, seeking
the source of the danger-Just in time to see Jabba hit a button on his

throne, opening a section of the floor directly beneath Oola.

The dancer's scream was piercing, fading off into the distance.

Jabbas throne did forward over the trap-door toward alarge grating

that had opened up in the floor, agrating the rest of the company was
aready scrambling to get aplace at. Mara spotted MdinaCarniss
crouching a one edge, peering eagerly at whatever was happening down
there. There was another, more distant scream And then, suddenly, the
show was forgotten. From the archway on the far sde of the throne room
came the sound of blaster fire. There was abrief commotion; and then,
pushing haughtily past the guards, an armed and armored figure appeared,

leading aWookieein chains.

Not just any Wookiee. Chewbacca, companion and copilot to Han Solo.



"Boushh," someone beside her muttered. "Well, so much for the bounty on

Chewbacca"

Marasmiled tightly. So smple, o classic, so unimaginative.

The best way to infiltrate an enemy's stronghol d, they aways thought,

wasto comein disguise, bringing something or someone the enemy wanted.

But thistime it wasn't going to work. Frowning dightly with
concentration, trying to ignore the noisy clutter of dl the other minds
in the room, she drew on the Emperor's power within her and focused on

thefigurein the armored suit. Shetouchedthemind. . .

And blinked in surprise. 1t wasn't Skywalker at dl. It was awoman.

A woman?

There was some byplay: Jabba offering too low aprice, thefigure

arguing the point with athermal detonator.

Marawaited until it was over and the Wookiee had been dragged away.
Then, she made her way through the reinvigorated party atmosphere to

where the bounty hunter Boba Fett stood silent guard.



"Excuseme, Sr," she said timidly, reaching ahand amost to his
shoulder and then stopping, asif sheldd been planning to tap him there
and had suddenly thought better of it. "My namesArica | just came

intoday.

That thing with the bounty hunters that was pretty scary. Doesthat

sort of thing happen often?”

For along moment he just stared at her, and for that same long moment
Marathought the game was up. Boba Fett had done afair amount of quiet
work for the Empire over the years, and it was entirely possble that he
had spotted her at some point in the Emperor's entourage. She reached

out with the Force, trying to touch his mind.

But his control was excellent, and nothing she could read gave her any

cues.

"Niceto meet you, Arica" hesaid at lat, in that flat voice that so
terrified hisvictims and impressed hisemployers. "Don't worry about
Boushh--he might have looked crazy right then, but he'snot. And don't
worry about anyone else. Jabba knows who can be trusted. No one else
getsin.” Hetapped the blaster rifleat hisside. "And | stay around

here alot between jobs."

"I'm glad,” Marabreathed. "Thank you--1 fed much better.”



"My pleasure.

She smiled a him and moved awvay. So Boushh wasindeed aman. Or at

least, the real Boushh was.

So who was thiswoman? One of Skywalker'sdlies?

Or someone from the Fringe trying to make aname for hersdlf, and the

Wookiee had just gotten careless?

It dmogt didn't matter. Marawas here to get Skywalker, and Skywalker
aone. Anyone ese wasjust clutter; and Jabba's people ought to be
capable of handling clutter. A quiet word about this Boushh impogtor in

the Hutt's ear should do the trick.

Eventually, when heran out of dliesand droids, Skywalker would have

to come himsdf.

He came aday later in the morning, at the break of dawn, as Jabba and
his entourage were still snoring away the aftereffects of their
late-night celebration over the unmasking and capture of PrincessLea

Or-gana.

Maras danger sense gave her advance warning. To her surprise, it was

al thewarning anyone got. Without awhisper of noise or trouble from



the supposedly aert guards outside, Skywalker was suddenly therein the

throne room, Jabba's Twi'lek magordomo docildy leading himin.

Skywalker's holo had prepared Marafor an achievement of this caiber.

Even so, she wasimpressed.

Some of the guards were beginning to move into postions around
Skywalker asthe Twi'lek stepped to his master's side and murmured in
his ear. Jabba came awake with ajerk, hishuge bleary eyesblinking as

he took stock of the stuation. He looked at the Twi'lek and at

Skywalker.

And then he laughed.

The degp rumbling echoed through the throne room, rousing the rest of
the company into adeep-fogged scramble for consciousness and their
feet. A few blasters gppeared, but most weapons stayed in their
holsters as brain-fuzzed courtierstried to figure out whether this

dlent figurein hooded cloak was afriend or some unlikely foe.

It was the moment Mara had been waiting for: quiet confusion, no one
quite sure what was happening, no one quite sure where anyone else was.
The moment to strike. Danger sense il tingling, shetook aslent

step to her right, to where one of Jabba's younger human guards was
gripping hisforce pike and trying mightily to make sense of the

gtuation. His. blaster rested ignored inits holster. Reaching



smoothly around behind him, Maragot agrip on it-And froze asahard

object jabbed firmly into the smdl’ of her back.

She'd been wrong. That tingle of danger hadn't been coming from

Skywalker.

"Niceand easy,” MdinaCarnissmurmured in her ear. "Let'sjust ease

our way back down the tunndl.

Unlessyoud rather dieright here."

Silently, furiouswith hersdf, Maralet Meinaguide her backward out

of the throne room. A quiet security guard. One of many, probably,
forming an extrabarrier between Jabbaand his enemies. She should have
known such alayer would exist in aplacelikethis, and been watching

for it. Concentrating exclusvely on Skywalker and hisfriendsinstead,

she'd been doppy.

From the throne came a sudden commoation, and asingle blaster shot. Mara

craned her neck, but they were too far away for her to see what was

happening.

"Curious, huh?" Mdinacommented. "Was he one of yours? Tumn

here--very carefully.”



Maradid as ordered, studying Melina out of the corner of her eye asshe
turned and stared down the indicated tunnel. Melinahad the blaster;

but she, Mara, had the training, with the Emperor's strength and will to
driveit. If shereached out through the Force right now and snatched

theblaster away . ..

She glanced down at Melina's hand. No. Not from agrip that tight. Not

without the other getting at least one shot off firdt.

Mind tricks, then? There were severd ways to soothe or confuse or just
plain incapacitate an enemy by jabbing with the Force directly into the

victim'smind.

But dl thetechniquesrequired at least alittle time to take effect,
and in Melinds dert state of mind there was agood chance shed again

get off that one shot.

"You're being awfully quiet,” Medinacommented as they walked.

"That's because | don't have any ideawhat's going on," Maratold her.

"l haven't done anything.”

"Sureyou havent," Mdinasad grimly. ™Y ou haven't infiltrated here
under false pretenses. Or lied about who and what you are. Or
congpired with the Lady Vdarian to nate Jabba." She jabbed the

blaster muzzle again into Mara's back. "Haveyou?'



Marablinked. An nation plot? Here? And without her even
noticing? That wasn't just doppy, that was embarrassing. "1 dont

know what you're talking about," she protested, trying one last time.

"I have nothing againgt Jabba. Redlly.”

"Sureyou haven't. You just wanted that guard's blaster as a souvenir.”

Mdinajabbed again. "In here

It was another tunnd, this one danting sharply downward before
leveling out and bending away out of Sght. Laitering just inddethe
tunnel entrance were apair of Gamorrean guards, leaning casudly on
their force pikes and grunting quietly to each other. "Whet in blazes

areyou two doing here?' Mdinasnarled at them. " Straighten up.

Now."

Sowly, obvioudy bewildered asto why alowly dance designer should be
giving them orders, they pulled themsalves alittle more upright.

"That's better," Mdinagrowled. "But just margindly. Who do you

think you are anyway, the Imperid Royd Guard? Get off your rears and

take this woman down to the dungeonsfor me."

She gave Maraa shove toward them. "Get going. Beagood girl and



maybe I'll ask Jabbato let you die quickly."

"| appreciateit,” Marasaid, looking back over her shoulder. Shedlill
couldn't safely snatch the blaster from Meinas grip. But what she

coulddo. ..

Reaching out with the Force, she gave the muzzle asharp twist to the
right. There was aflash asMdinareflexively fired, the blast

sounding twice asloud as usud in the confines of the tunnd.

It was followed by agrunt of pain and rage from the Gamorrean Melina
had just shot. The other Gamorrean grunted, too, and the two of them
lowered their force pikes and lumbered toward this human who had

unreasonably attacked them.

Melinas expression at what she'd just done was priceless, but Mara
didn't have timeto enjoy it. With her captor's attention distracted,
now was the timeto act. Ducking between the Gamorreans, she sprinted

down thetunnd.

"Stop her!" Médinashouted. But the guards paid no attention. A pair
of quick shotslit up the tunnel, scattering rock chips and spurts of

dust.

And then it was just the grunts of the dug-brained Gamorreans and

Melinasangry and increasingly frantic shouts. Mara kept running,



hoping she could get out of the line of fire before they got things
straightened out up there. Near the bottom of the tunnel came her first
opportunity: acurved and highly odoriferous cross tunndl that branched

off to theleft.

Throwing alast glance back at the noisy confrontation, she ducked down

it.

It was short--no more than twenty meters--and was amost adead end.
Almod. At the end wasarock wall with a half-meter-square ventilation
graing cut into it, agrating that was literdly shaking with the

growls of something behind it. Cautioudy, she stepped up to it and

looked in.

Theroaring was coming from probably the largest and ugliest biped
cregture she'd ever seen. A cresture which, judging from the number of
boneslying around the stinking filth of the pit, was both carnivorous

and ravenous.

And which at the moment seemed intent on making a snack out of Luke

Skywalker.

Pressing her face againg the grating, the stench forgotten, Mara
watched as Skywalker scrambled out from benesth asmall ledge and dashed

between the creature's legs toward atunnel-shaped area of the pit she



couldn't seeinto from her angle. Thiswas perfect.

The creature would make short work of Skywalker, in front of the dozens
of witnesses she could hear cheering it on, and without asinglelink
Vader could backtrack to either her or the Emperor. And if for some

reason the cresture needed help, well, shewasright hereto giveit.

The creature had turned around now and was thudding itsway in pursuit.
Skywadker himsdf was out of Sght, but from the noise coming from that
direction she could tell that Jabba's people were blocking his escape.

It should be over quickly.

And then, without warning, something smdl came flying through the air
right at the edge of her vison, damming into a control pand set into

the sonewall.

There was aflash of sparks--the creak of released machineryAnd a heavy,
sarrated-bottom door dropped out of the ceiling, catching the cresture
across the back of its massive neck and driving it to the floor. It

growled one last whimper and lay ill.

Maragtared at the hulk, not believing it. Skywalker had killed it.

Alone, unarmed, hed actudly killed it.

And judging from the tone of the Huttese words rumbling down through the

stunned silence from above, Jabbawasn't at al happy about it.



Maratook a deep breath of thefetid air. All right.

Fine. So the creature hadn't killed Skywalker; but now Jabba would.
Probably vicioudy too, if even haf the stories about the Hutt were
true. Served Skywalker right. He had to have been grosdy stupid and
grosdy overconfident both to have come here alone and unarmed this
way-The stinking air seemed to freezein her throat, two menta images

abruptly superimpos ng themselves on the scenein front of her.

Skywaker running away from the creature; Skywaker delivering hisholo

message to Jabba.

Hisnew lightsaber. He hadn't brought it with him.

Or rether, he hadn't brought it himsalf.

The Wookiee didn't haveit--he would have nowhereto hideit. The

protocol droid didn't haveit.

LeaOrganacertainly didn't haveit.

The astromech droid.

She cursed under her breath. No, it wasn't Skywalker who was being



overconfident. It was Jabba.

And suddenly thiswhole thing was up to her again.

Stepping back from the grating, she looked for some kind of opening
mechanism-Her danger sense triggered a split second before she heard the
shuffling behind her on the tunnd floor. She spun around, dropping

into combat stance.

The Gamorrean guards sheld | eft at the top of the tunnel had caught up

with her. And they'd brought ahaf-dozen friends with them.

Two by two, blocking her exit with their bulk, they started toward her.

Maradidn't have timefor this, and she wasn't in the mood for it
anyway. Reaching Out with the Force, she jabbed hard at the minds of
thefirg two guards. They stopped short, quivered for amoment on
their thick legs, their long force pikes dropping with aclatter from

limp hands. Then, to the obvious consternation of those behind them,

they collapsed.

Marahad one of theforce pikesin her hands before they hit thefloor.
Swinging it expertly around in the confines of the tunnel, shefeinted
past the weapons of the second row of guards and dashed the deadly
power tip across their faces. They staggered, clutching their wounds,

and fell back againgt the third row. Jumping up on the backs of the



first downed Gamorreans, Maraagain jabbed past the momentary tangleto

cut into the next row.

A brief minutelater, it wasover.

Breething heavily, she turned back to the grating.

Theforce pike's vibroblade made afair racket asit cut through the
meta, but there was probably enough of aruckus coming down from
Jabba's throne room to cover it. Pitching the force pike through the

opening, she squirmed her way into the pit.

The place was even more disgusting than it had looked from the outside.
The door that had killed the creature was blocking any exit in that
direction, but there was a smal round hatchway partway up the opposite
wadl. Theforce pike made quick work of the hatchway, reveding a steep
but climbable dide behind it. Probably the end of the route that

started atJabba's trapdoor. Grabbing anearby bone that was dightly
longer than the dide's width, she wedged it into the opening and pulled
hersdlf ingde. Alternating her bracing between the bone and her own

leg, she started up.

She came out a couple of meters short, the section directly benesth the
trapdoor turning out to be awide, straight drop that funneled the

victiminto the dide. Wedging the bone againgt the dide opening, she



eased her way up to a precarious standing position. A smal connection
box was set into thewall; acareful prodding of the right connector,

and the two sections of the trapdoor dropped open above her.

No onefel through or peered down at her. Infact, what conversation

she could hear sounded distant.

Grimacing to hersdlf, hoping she wasn't too late, she got agrip on the

edge of one of the trapdoors and started climbing.

The throne room was empty as she pulled herself over the edge, but the

rapidly fading noise showed her which way they'd al gone.

Following the sounds, watching for guards who may have been derted
about her, she headed in pursuit. Skywalker was out there somewhere;

with luck and the Force--maybe she could gtill catch up with him.

Beyond the milling crowd in the vast vehicle hangar was alarge sall
barge, busly taking on passengers. To onesdeapair of skiffswere

smilarly being loaded.

Guards were everywhere: human, Gamorrean, a half-dozen other species; on

the skiffs, on the sall barge, roughly controlling the crowd asthey

weeded out those apparently not invited to go aong.

Wherever Skywalker wasin dl that--assuming hewasthere a al --Mara



couldn't spot him.

But she could see Jabba. Hewas on hisfloat, surrounded by guards and

lackeys, being maneuvered toward the sail barge'slift.

Pushing through the crowd, she hurried toward him.

The guards were watching as she approached, but she couldn't read
anything but normal caution in their faces and stances. Apparently,

word of her aleged involvement with this Lady Vdarian hadn't gotten to
them yet. ™Y our Exdtedness?’ she called, sopping just short of the

warning ring of weapons.

"Y our Exdtedness? Please?"

Jabba turned his head toward her. "I'm Arica, Y our Exdtedness,” she

cdled. "One of your dancers.

Could | please come dong with you?'

The Hutt rumbled something and gestured to one of the guards, who in
turn prodded the C-3PO protocol droid. "Oh--ah--the great Jabbathe
Hutt saysno,” the droid trand ated distractedly, not even looking at
Mara. Shefollowed his gaze to one of the skiffs Just in timeto catch

afleeting glimpse of Skywalker, sanding proud and straight, asthe



skiff took off through the hangar door.

And he was getting avay. "Please, Y our Exatedness?’

Mara begged, putting al the strength of her most powerful Force

mind-control technique behind the words.

She might aswell have spat at astonewall. The Hutt chuckled, his
eyes swiveling to face her, and spoke again. "The greatJabba the Hutt
saysyou areto leave him now," the protocol droid said, still gazing
forlornly after the departing skiff. "He says aland-speeder will be

placed a your disposal, and that you are not to be seen here again.”

For amoment Maralocked eyeswith the Huit, trying futilely to read

that impenetrable dien mind. Did he have someideaof who shewas,
perhaps even of why she was here? Or did he merdly suspect, as Melina
had, that she was part of a conspiracy and was hoping shewould lead him

to hisenemies?

It didn't really matter. She couldn't catch Sky-walker's skiff with a
landspeeder, and she couldn't fight al of them. One way or the other,
itwastimeto go.. "l thank Y our Exatednessfor hiskindness" she

sad, matching ambiguity with ambiguity. "May you liveforever."

So you have faled, the Emperor's thoughts said, the chill of hisanger

sending a shiver through Mara despite the blazing hest of Tatooine's



twinsuns. | am disappointed, Mara Jade. Disgppointed, indeed.

| know, Maraanswered, the bitter taste of defeat mixing with the grit

of sand in her mouth as the land-speeder skimmed across the desert. But

perhaps Jabba can deal .with him.

His anger had made her shiver. His contempt now made her ache.

Do you serioudy believe that?

Shesighed. No.

For amoment he was slent, and Mara could sense him reaching deeply

into the Force. Searching into the future. . . Skywaker isof no

immediate importance, he said at last. Continue on to Svivren.

Wewill discussthiswhen you return.

Theimage and sense faded, and he was gone.

With asigh, Marareturned her full attention to the desert landscape

before her. So she had failed. Her firs truefailure since the

Emperor had designated her hisHand. It hurt. Teribly.

But it wasdl right. Shewould makeit dl right.



Skywaker might escape now, but he couldn't avoid her forever.

Eventudly, somewhere, shed catch up with him.

And then hewould die. And Then There Were Some: The Gamorrean Guard's

Tde

by William F. Wu

GartOgg the Gamorrean guard was waddling through the dimly lit corridor
of Jabba the Huitt's palace toward the servants quarters on his assigned
patrol when he heard a disturbance behind him. The main entry dammed
shut and chainsrattled; he paused, snorting thoughtfully. At the sound

of aWookiee roaring in protest, Gartogg hurried back toward the main
entry, anxiousto prove hisworth to Ortugg, leader of the nine porcine

Gamorreans working here for Jabba.

"Ortugg,” hegurgled. "Wait."

The Wookiee roared again as abounty hunter pulled his prisoner by his
chains down the steps to the main audience chamber. Gartogg lumbered
after them, hoping to get in agood shove or two, but he was too
late--as usua. Ortugg and Rogua, the other Gamorrean posted at the

main entry with the chief, followed the bounty hunter and the WWookiee.



"Prisoner?' Gartogg came up behind Ortugg.

"Shut up,” said Ortugg.

"Yeah, shut up." Rogua shouldered Gartogg back out of the way.

Gartogg said nothing as he ssumbled backward. Or-tugg aways treated

him thisway, but Gartogg knew he deserved it. He had never redlly

earned his chief's respect. Members of other species here always joked

and complained about how stupid the Gamorreans were, but Gartogg didn't

believe that; to him, Ortugg, Rogua, and their other fellow guards

seemed asintelligent asthe rest of Jabbasfollowers.

Jabba dickered with the bounty hunter as the crowd watched carefully.

"Boba Fett?' Gartogg asked, trying to shove between Ortugg and Rogua

agan.

"Of coursenat,” Ortugg muttered impatiently.

"Boba Fett's over there" He pointed through the crowd with athick

green arm. "This bounty hunter's cdled Boushh."

"And the others call usstupid.” Rogua shook his head.



Jabba spoke to the visiting bounty hunter.

"Heagreed" one of the new droidsinterpreting for Jabba announced

from Jabbasdais.

Jabba signaled for the Gamorrean guards to haul the Wookiee down to the

dungeon.

Ortugg and Rogua stepped forward to take the Wookieg's chains.

"Me, too." Gartogg lumbered after them.

Ortugg put abig green hand on his chest. "No. Go back to your

patrol."

"Sal barge," Gartogg grunted frantically.

"Whet?'

"Sail barge?"

"Speek plainly, you idiot. What about it?'

"Want to go. Next time."

"The rest of us Gamorreans speak in complete sentences!”



Rogua whacked Gartogg on the side of his head with his open hand.

"Why can't you?"'

Gartogg blinked dizzily from the blow, snuffling.

"Huh?'

"Y ou want to be assigned to the sail barge next time Jabbatakes it

out?" Ortugg demanded.

Gartogg snorted in the affirmative.

Rogua snorted contemptuoudly.

"Y ou must earn that kind of assgnment,” said Or-tugg.

"You never have

"Audience chamber?' Gartogg asked hopefully.

"No! Return to your patrol!"

Stung, Gartogg watched in disappointment as Or-tugg and Rogua grabbed



the Wookieg's chains and dragged him away to the dungeon. Asthe band
struck up their, music, and the crowd in the audience chamber resumed

their party, Gartogg plodded away. He never had any fun.

As hewandered the dark, empty corridors done as usua, he snuffled and
muttered to himsdlf. Ortugg aways ordered him to sentry duty at places
where nothing ever happened. When off duty, Gartogg wandered Jabbas
pal ace in the hope of finding something important to do. Even his

fellow Gamorrean guards didn't want his company. Every timethey had a
specia assgnment, like protecting Jabbathe Hutt on an excursonin

hissall barge, they left Gartogg behind.

Footsteps up ahead told him someone was coming thisway Eagerly hoping

for company, helooked up and saw two familiar humans, apale, dender,

brown-haired woman and a stocky man with-black hair and danted eyes.

Gartogg had heard they were a couple of thieves hiding out with Jabba.

"Good evening,”" he snorted enthusiasticaly.

Both humansflinched in surprise and stared at him.

"Wheat did he say?" Quivering, the woman whispered without taking her

eyesoff Gartogg. "Ah Kwan, did you understand him?"

"Sorry, Qudla,” said Ah Kwan. "l can't tell what language that was.”



"Good evening," Gartogg snorted, more loudly.

Both humans drew back.

"What do youwant?' Ah Kwan rested one hand on the handle of along

knifeat hisbdt. "What did you say?"

"Good evening!" Gartogg roared in frustration, raising his clawed

figs.

The man and woman whirled and ran up the hdl; in amoment, they

vanished around acorner.

Gartogg sghed. No oneliked him. Alone, he trudged up the corridor.

It was dwaysthe same.

Earlier that day, as Gartogg had plodded aone through the shadowed,
empty corridors of the palace, he kept the peace by his very presence.
After dl, nearly everyone he met, even the other Gamorrean guards,

hurried away when they saw him coming.

Gartogg heard a couple of loud footsteps, as though someone had tripped,
echoing in the corridor leading down to the servants quarters. He
hurried to investigate, still longing for some specid accomplishment he

could show hisfdlows, a contribution that Ortugg would respect. Maybe



then Ortugg would let him go the next time Jabba journeyed out on the

sl barge.

Asfadt as histhick, muscular legs could move, Gartogg thumped down the

corridor and turned a corner, hefting hisax optimistically.

He saw Porcdllus, the human chef, kneeling over someone on the floor.

The chef was avery thin, jittery man with receding, dark blond hair; as
usud, hewore hiswhite chef's uniform, perpetualy smeared with al

sorts of ingredients with interesting aromas.

Gartogg liked Porcellus. The chef dways had plenty of food lying
around the kitchen. All the Gamorrean guards went snorting and
snuffling around there for snacks. Last week, Gartogg had found four of
hisfellow Gamorreansfighting in the kitchen over who could lick out
the bowl from a dessert. Delighted to join in the fun, Gartogg had
amost chopped off Porcdluss head with his ax by accident, but the

chef didn't seemto hold it againgt him. Hewas agood fellow.

Now Porcellus knelt over Ak-Buz, the commander of Jabba's sail barge.

Ak-Buz, aWeequay, lay motionless, sprawled on his back with hisarms

outstretched and his eyes staring vacantly.

Thiswas Gartogg's chance to think out the situation on his own.



He studied the scene. In hisopinion, Ak-Buz did not look well.

"Hey!" Gartogg snorted. "What's happened here?!

Porcdluslegped to hisfeet, quivering. "What?"

Gartogg walked up to Ak-Buz and frowned down at him. "He's dead?’

"Heisn't dead," Porcdlus said quickly, hisface shiny with swedt.

"He'sadeep. He'sredting. He said he wastired and he was going back

to take anap. Hemust have. .. hemust havefdlen adesp right

hereinthehdl."

Gartogg sudied Ak-Buz's unmoving face. Those staring eyes did not

move. Gartogg snuffled thoughtfully.

"Looks dead."

"Have you ever seen aWeequay deep?’

"Uh...no."

"Well, thereyou are." Porcdlus crouched and lifted Ak-Buz, tugging

one of the commander's arms around his shoulders. "Now I'm going to get

him to his quarters---er--before he wakes up.”



Gartogg nodded. That would be good; Weequays shouldn't deep inthe

hdlway. Someone could trip over him. "Want hep?'

"Thank you," the chef said, amiling. "I'mfine"

Gartogg sighed. For amoment, he thought he had found something

important, like a corpse, but he was mistaken. Now he had been |eft

aone again, with nothing much to do.

Snorting in disappointment, he had plodded back upstairs.

Latethat evening, Gartogg was wearily climbing the stairs up to the

guest quarters when he heard asingle set of footsteps behind him.

Hoping something horrible might happen so he could catch the guilty

party, he stepped around a corner and waited in the shadows.

A moment later, asilhouette thrown againgt the far wall sauntered near.

The lanky figure stood tall, lean, and broad-nosed; he wore a jacket

with ahigh'necked collar. Even Gartogg held his breath, trying not to

suffle unnecessxily.

Dannik Jerriko, an n, wasthe only onein the palace he feared

except forJabbahimsdf. Gartogg had never seenthiskiller in action,



but he had heard dl the rumors about how Jerriko conducted his
business. he was asnot vampire, When the n had passed, Gartogg
covered his upturned snout protectively with one hand and hurried in the

other direction.

As Gartogg plodded aong the corridors on his usua patrol, he worked
hisway through the back hallways and neared the main entry. He heard
shouts from the direction of the kitchen and hesitated, wondering if he
should go and look. Then he remembered that he liked going to the

kitchen. He could dwaysfind a snack.

At firgt, Gartogg saw no onein the kitchen. Hewalked insde, pausing

to pick up ahandful of plastifoam to munch on. Then he saw someonein

the receiving room.

Still crunching plastifoam, he moved forward. He stopped when he saw

Ree-Y ees, the three-eyed, goat-faced crook, kneeling by a shattered box.

Porcellus stood to one side, over Phlegmin, the kitchen boy.

Unlike Ak-Buz, Phlegmin lay in atangle of aramsand legswith hiseyes

closed.

"Hedegping?' Gartogg asked from the doorway.

"l didn't doit!" Porcellus screamed.



Ree-Y ees started in surprise, dmost knocking himself over. Histhree
eyesfroze on Gartogg. Silvery-green goatgrass, smdling sweet, had

been scattered on the floor from the broken box.

"Kitchen boy deeping, huh?" Gartogg asked again.

IIUh . l||

Gartogg blinked, waiting, and grunted encouragingly.

Suddenly Ree-Y ees scrambled to his feet, knocking Porcellus aside, and
spoke breathlessly. "Yourejustintime! | found himMjust like
this--down the hal--near the tunndl to Ephant Mon's quarters!” His
three eyes narrowed. "1 brought him here try--to--to perform

resus-suspiration!”

"Huh?'

"Y ou know--emergency culinary resuspiration! The smdl of food
S0--50---S0 ripe it can bring the dead back to lifel Anancient art,
one | learned from my great-uncle, Swee-beeps. Wecdl
it--er---garbage-sniff-ing of the last resort. But alas, | wastoo

late" Hiseyestaks drooped and he sighed.

Gartogg shuffled forward, bent his knees, and leaned forward dightly.



Hewondered if the emergency culinary resuspiration would work
belatedly, and till wake up the kitchen boy. When he sniffed, though;

he didn't smdll any garbage. Maybe it wastoo late.

"Soyou see?' Ree-Yeessad anxioudy. "Someone must take over now.
Someone with authority. To investigete, put together clues, solvethis

crime. Jabbawill be impressed--and grateful .”

"Kitchen boy murdered!" Suddenly understanding the problem, Gartogg

bent down to grab one of Phlegmin’'s ankles. He straightened and dangled

the body up where he could seeit clearly. Blood covered Phlegmin's

face.

Ree-Y ees stared at Gartogg, hot speaking.

Gartogg nodded and flung the body over hisleft shoulder.

Turning, he snorted thoughtfully and plodded back out through the

kitchen, grabbing another handful of plastifoam with his other hand.

"Don't forget!" Ree-Yeescalled out. "'l found him near Ephant Mon's

quarterd”

Gartogg waked down the corridor away from the kitchen with unaccustomed

cheer. If he could find out who killed this kitchen boy, Ortugg would



at last be impressed. Gartogg might be assigned to the sail barge's

next outing after dl.

As Gartogg plodded endlesdy through the dank, shadowed halls of the
palace, wondering how he could solve the mystery, the weight of the
kitchen boy began to tire even him. He shifted the body to his other
shoulder, which helped for awhile. On thisthird pass by the guest
quarters, hefinaly remembered an important clue: Ree-Y ees had found
the corpse near Ephant Mon's quarters. Thinking that perhaps he could
ask Ephant Mon about the crime, he knocked on the door. When no one

answered, Gartogg sighed and trudged on down the corridor.

Wearily, Gartogg snuffled in resignation. It probably wouldn't matter.

Ephant Mon didn't like him either.

For daysit seemed (and maybe-it was), Gartogg had patrolled most of the
palace severd times over without finding anyoneto question. A few
people had seen him from adistance, but they all covered their noses,

If they had one, and ran off. Gartogg fdlt that behavior was

incondderate.

On hisfourth pass through the rancor tunnels, he heard the rancor

shifting and rustling in the sand behind its grate.

"Comeon," Gartogg said to the lifeless face of the kitchen boy dangling

over hisshoulder. "Vigt rancor."



In response, the kitchen boy dripped some sort of cloudy fluid on the

floor of the tunnd.

When Gartogg reached the area by the rancor grate, he found Malakili,

the pudgy rancor keeper, struggling to carry alimp human to the grate.

"What this?" Gartogg asked.

"Huh?' Mdakili jumped in surprise, dropping his burden with athump.

"Uh, I'm feeding the rancor, what doesit look like I'm doing?"

"Oh." Gartogg snorted in disgppointment. "Need hep?'

"No, no, 'mdoing just fine."

Gartogg kept the kitchen boy baanced on his shoulder as Maakili opened

the grate for the waiting rancor and heaved the other body inside.

"Y ou want to unload him too?" Malakili nodded toward the kitchen boy,

grimacing.

"No! Evidenceof crime.

"Wadl, he's decomposing pretty fast. Y ou sure?’



"No!" Gartogg turned and hurried away.

Gartogg trudged to the kitchen, still carrying the corpse of Phlegmin

over one shoulder, the head and arms dangling forward. The dead kitchen

boy had a much stronger odor than before,and tended to drip fluids on

thefloor occasiondly. Gartogg snuffled politdly.

Porcellus looked up from hisdaily work.

"A plot,” Gartogg rumbled. "Clues. All tied together.”

He reached out with hisfree hand to grab some pieces of plastifoam.

Munching on them casudly, he added, "Girl. She, um. .

"What girl?" Porcellus demanded. "And get that disgusting thing out of

herel"

"Mercenary girl. Brought in Wookiee. Lagt night."

Gartogg licked abit of loose plastifoam from around his mouth and

snuffled contentedly. "L ady friend of Solo. The smuggler. Boss caught

them."



Gartogg saw that one of the corpse's eyeballs had started to ooze out of
his head. That was bad; he might need this evidence of the crime.
Snorting in annoyance, Gartogg poked the eye back in with athick,

Stubby forefinger.

"Get that thing out of here!™ Porcdlus shouted. "1 cook in here; this

place hasto stay clean--clean and hedthful!”

Hurt, Gartogg turned to go, keeping the corpse baanced over his
shoulder. After dl, the chef was boss here. As he plodded out, he
snatched up some more plagtifoam and stuffed it into his mouth, though

some of it spilled behind him on thefloor.

Gartogg wandered the corridors of the palace dl day, ignoring deep,
but he discovered nothing. On the night shift again, he waddled through
the shadowed hdls dl night with the kitchen boy till on his shoulder.

By, the end of his shift, he was exhausted, but had found nothing.

Findly, as dawn approached, he trudged back to the guards quartersin

weary disgppointment.

"Gartogg!" Ortugg jumped forward to block the entrance. "What are you

doingwiththet . . . thing?"

"Evidence," Gartogg snorted defensively.



"It'srotting,” Rogua shouted, appearing behind Ortugg. "Y ou can't

bring that in here!”

"Can't?'

"What did you do withit last night?" Rogua demanded.

"Night duty,” sid Gartogg. "Kept it."

Some of the other Gamorrean guards in the quarters snorted and snuffled

derigvdly.

"Get rid of it," Ortugg ordered. "Feed it to the rancor or something.”

"Evidence," said Gartogg, eyeing the 0ozing, discolored face of the

kitchen boy. "Murder."

"Forget about coming in here," said Ortugg.

"We're ready to go on the sail barge. Rogua, select the guards who will

go.’

||Y$, S'r.u

"Sal barge?' Gartogg's eyes widened as he snuffled excitedly.



"Now?'

"No--for the next time Jabba goes out to the Great Pit of Carkoon to

feed some prisonersto the Sarlacc.”

"Takeme!" Gartogg bounced up and down excitedly, jiggling the body of

the kitchen boy. One of hisfingersfdl off and hit the floor. Severa

bugs crawled out of his mouth; many more buzzed away from the corpse,

disturbed by the motion.

Ortugg snorted in disgust. "Y ou're looking for the boy's killer?”

"YSH

Ortugg snuffled, chuckling, and caught Roguas eye. "Y ou figureit out

by the next time we leave, you can come. Now get out! And don't bring

that thing back herel"

"And try spesking in complete sentences” Roguaydled.

Snuffled and snorted laughter followed Gartogg as he turned and trudged

away from the quarters.

Now, however, Gartogg no longer felt astired as before. He wastoo



excited. Thiscould be hischance.

"Maybe sal barge," he said optimigticaly to the kitchen boy.

Some sort of maggot crawled into the kitchen boy's ear. A blackened

tongue hung from the dack mouth.

Other bugswandered al over the corpse's face.

"Go see sall barge, said Gartogg. "Want to?"

The corpse il dripped fluids of various colors and viscosities and

the bugs ate more and more of the remaining tissue. Still, the body had

become only alittle lighter than before. Gartogg plodded toward the

docking area behind Jabba's throne room where the sail barge waited,

just to gaze & it for amoment.

On the way, Gartogg saw a B'omarr monk wearing an earring moving aong a

darkened hall up ahead.

"Monk," Gartogg snuffled softly to the kitchen boy.

"Ask monk for clues. Okay?"

The monk dipped away around a corner. Gartogg hurried after him, but

did not cal out. He was afraid of waking people up.



For amoment, Gartogg lost track of the monk.

Then he heard a couple of voices around another corner and hurried

toward them. Before he saw anyone, athump reached him.

When he came around the corner, he found JQuille, aWhiphid, knedling

over the monk, who lay on his back covered by the bloody folds of his

robe.

The Whiphid wore avibroblade in his scabbard and clutched something in

hishand. Startled, Gartogg wheezed and snorted in surprise, then

grunted uncomfortably.

JQuillesaid nothing.

Gartogg adjusted the kitchen boy over his shoulder and moved forward

cautioudy.

The monk didn't move.

"Ishedeeping?' Gartogg asked. That was a complete .sentence.

He wished Rogua had heard him.



JQuille stood up. "He's not dead; he's, uh, meditating.

Goneinto adeep trance. Pondering theimponderables.”

Gartogg wrinkled his snout and snorted thoughtfully, studying the monk.

"The blood? He wanted to see if he'd reached thefind stage of
enlightenment. He decided to do allittle testing on hisown to seeif
he was ready before he asked hisfriendsto surgically remove his

bran."

Gartogg grimaced. Grunting in puzzlement, he pointed at the monk's head
and then to the blood on his chest. "Uh--" The Whiphid shrugged.
"That'swheretheir brainsare. Inther chests. It makesit easer to

removethem."

Snuffling nervoudy, Gartogg frowned. If the monk'sbrain wasin his
chest, what did he need ahead for? In any case, the monk shouldn't
meditate in the hal any more than that Weequay should degpin one;

someone might trip over him.

JQuillewatched Gartogg carefully, silent now.

"Can't meditate here." He bent down and worked the body of the monk

over hisfree shoulder. Then he straightened. Maybe this mysterious

monk, meditating with the brain in hisbloody chest, was part of a



congpiracy regarding the kitchen boy.

The Whiphid stepped aside and waited without speaking.

Gartogg, hoping he was about to find the answer to these murders,

plodded away under the weight of the two bodies, one meditating and one

rotting . ..

As Gartogg continued his endless trudging up the hall, he watched the

floor carefully for more meditating monks. If he tripped over one, he

would drop the two guys he was carrying and might fall on the new one.

However, he found no onedl day.

"We better stop,” said awoman's voice from around another corner.

"I heard something--heavy footsteps coming thisway."

"Maybe we should seewhat itis," said aman.

"Forget it," said thewoman. "Not inthis place. Just leaveit done.”

"All right, comeon."

Gartogg heard their footsteps going away from him and he hurried, even

under the weight of the two bodies he carried. The fresh one, the monk,



weighed more than the older one. He thumped heavily down the hall.

When he turned the next corner, he saw Quedlaand Ah Kwan walking

quickly away from him.

"Good evening,” he snuffled cautioudy.

Both humans whirled to face him; Ah Kwan grabbed the handle of hisknife

agan.

"Yeah?' Ah Kwan's eyes shifted from Gartogg to each of hisburdensand

back. "What do you want?'

Gartogg spoke as dowly and carefully as he could, with aminimum of

swiffling. " See anybody?'

"Anybody likewho?' Ah Kwan demanded.

"Isthat the same guard?’ Quellaasked. "The one who chased us?

Isthat him?"

"You got me," said Ah Kwan. "All the Gamorreanslook diketo me."

"Killer,” Gartogg said clearly. "Looking for killer."



"Hewantsto know if wesaw akiller,” said Quella

"How recently?' Ah Kwan grimaced at the kitchen boy. "He's been dead

for sometime.”

"Thisnot dead," said Gartogg, jiggling the limp monk dightly.

"Just mecitating.”

"Y ou think the same person killed them both?"

Quellaasked.

"Meditating,” said Gartogg, gill struggling to spesk plainly.

"Thisone" Hewiggled the monk again.

"Youthink hesright?' Ah Kwan asked quietly.

"Aw, who knows around this place?" Quellaclutched Ah Kwan'sarm.

"People get killed here dl thetime. Let'sgo, dl right?"

"Yegh"



"Seekiller?' Gartogg snuffled uncertainly.

"No, we didn't see anybody." Ah Kwan shrugged.

"It's been along night. We were down in the audience chamber.

That Jedi Knight got thrown to the rancor, but he survived.”

"Jedi came here?' Gartogg had missed something else good.

"Y eah, and he killed the rancor."

Gartogg.grunted in shock. "Killed rancor?"

"It wasagreet fight," said Quella

"Not so loud,” Ah Kwan whispered. "Someone might think we like that

Jedi "

"Jedi killed rancor?' Gartogg repeated.

"Y eah, but Jabbal's taking him with the smuggler and the Wookiee to the

Great Pit of Carkoon."

Gartogg snuffled thoughtfully.



The two humans nodded politely and walked avay arm inarm.

Gartogg studied the rotting kitchen boy, then turned to the monk's

immobileface "That it? Eh?

Grunting and snuffling sternly, he shifted his burdens dightly and
headed for the sail-barge docking area. It would be agood place to sit
down with histwo companions. The mystery would require more thought

and hedidn't have much time.

Thumping footsteps woke Gartogg in the docking area. He had dozed off

for afew minutes, stting on the floor with his back againg thewall

between the other two; they too sat propped on each side of him.

As Ortugg stopped in front of him, Gartogg struggled to hisfeet.

"Gartogg!" Ortugg glowered a him. "What are you doing here?"

"Solved mygtery!" Gartogg gurgled deepily.

"Yegh? Well, makeit quick. | sent Rogua and the other guards down to

the dungeon to drag the prisoners up here." Ortugg pointed to the

motionless monk.



"Y ou got another one? So who killed them?"

"Not killed--meditating.”

"Speak in complete sentences, you idiot!"

"Congpiracy!" Gartogg drew himsdlf up proudly.

"Eh?" Ortugg cocked his porcine head, eyeing Gartogg with more regard

than usud. "Y ou uncovered a conspiracy?'

"Aha" Gartogg shouted. "Y ou wanted to kill Ak-Buz the Weequay

sail-barge captain, because he might have invited me on board himsdlf!"

"What?' Ortugg blinked blankly.

"But you didn't kill him. Instead, Porcellus the cook put him to deep

with specid deeping recipesin the plastifoam appetizer!”

"Padtifoam? That's packing material, not an appetizer.

Why--"

"Not finished!" Gartogg declared, holding his head high.



He nodded toward Phlegmin. "Kitchen boy wasfriend of Ephant Mon!"

"Yegh, 07

"l know because he was found near Ephant Mon's quarters!™

"But what about it?"

"Ree-Yeessad so!"

"What doesthat have to do with anything?' Ortugg demanded.

"Conspiracy!"

"Go on, get to the point!™ Ortugg glared angrily.

"So, Maakili the rancor keeper needs no extra rancor food!"

"Gartogg, you bag of rancor droppingsl What isyour point?”

"Point?"

"Who killed these people you're carrying?'

"This one meditating, not dead." Gartogg jiggled the monk again.



"Testing himsdlf, before friends remove hisbrain from his chest.”

"What?' Ortugg screamed in frugtration.

"What, what? What'swrong?' Gartogg searched Or-tugg'sfacein

puzzlement.

"Who's behind this conspiracy?"

"Oh---process of eimination. All dead killed by snot vampire!"

Gartogg smiled triumphantly.

"Who?'

"Snot vampire!" Gartogg shouted.

Ortugg's voice dropped to a cautious whisper.

"Dannik Jarriko?"

"Ahd" Gartogg ydled again. "Um, go sal barge now?"

Ortugg glared in mydtified slence at Gartogg.



"Go sall barge?" Gartogg repeated hopefully.

"And why do you think Dannik Jerriko killed thiskitchen boy?"

"No evidencel"

"Thereisno evidence?'

"And snot vampire never leaves evidence--so he must be guilty!"

Ortugg's shoulders sagged. "Gartogg, get out of here before | cut your

head off for the sand ingdeit!"

"Snhot vampire not guilty?" Gartogg whimpered.

"No! And when | come back--you'll be ground up and sent to Porcellusto
cook for Jabbas dinner!" Or-tugg shoved him out of the way and stomped

angrily to the sail barge, leaving Gartogg aone with his companions.

"No sall barge?' Gartogg snuffled sadly. "Ground pork?"

From the dungeon, the roar of the Wookiee and therattling of chains
reached him digtantly. The other guards would drag the prisoners onto
the sail barge and go out for atrip. Asusud, Gartogg would be left

behind.



On the other hand, he was no longer done. Now he had friends, even if
they weren't exactly talkative. He squatted down facing the two seated

figures

Gartogg looked from the kitchen boy to the monk and back, making sure he

spoke in acomplete sentence.

"What do you guys want to do now?"

Old Friends. Ephant Mon's Tae by Kenneth C. Fint | saw Skywaker the

firgt timeright after he came into Jabba's palace.

Hewasjust ablack figure then, wrapped in abig cloak, face hidden by
acowl. Still, there was something about him that raised the hackleson

me.

That old merc instinct made me duck into the cover of apile of
crates--not so easy for aguy over two meterstall--to scan the stranger

like ascared range dog.

At the moment he was being confronted by Jabba's head boy Bib Fortuna

while a couple of drooling Gamorrean guards stood by.

| stared a him real hard. There was something about him that made a

funny ripple run through me.



All kinds of thingswere gtirring, and | couldn't peg ‘em down.

Fear? Naw, not for me. But confusion and wonder? Y eah, them for sure.

Anyway, the little discussion between him and For-tunalasted only afew
seconds. Then Jabba's mgjor-domo turned and led him right onin like
he'd bought the place. They headed along the corridor toward Jabbal's

throne room, the guardsfaling in behind.

| ducked back further behind the crates, some impulse ill wanting to
keep mewd| hidden. It worked, but.only for Fortunaand thetrailing
guards. None of them noticed me as they went past. But that onein

black, he turned his head as he walked by to flash me astraight look.

When hisgaze met mine, | fdt somekind of . . .

of... Wdl . .. apower hit melike agaffing-tick butt right between
the eyes. | fdlt an explosion of white energy shoot through me,

lighting my insdesright to the very core.

It riled up things way deep down in my skull. They rose from the black
depthslike aripe corpse from a swamp. Therewas some ugly stuff
there, memories of some things better |eft submerged. But one bright

vison gleamed amongst the dime; the green-gold recollection of aland



of treesand sun.

And that gave me a pang for something lost | suddenly knew I'd loved.

| shook my head to clear it of the crazy fedling and blinked afew
times. When | looked again, they'd al disappeared around the

corridor's bend.

It was too many late nights carousing with Jabba, |

told mysdlf. Nothing more. And, even though | had anagging urgeto go
after them and see if there was more, | shoved it away. | had an
appointment, and | was aready late. | took off for the garage at my

best trot.

| found Barada there, as usua, head buried in the engine compartment of
one of hispet vehicles, asusud. He aways seemed to be working on
one craft or another of Jabba's big repulsorpoal. | think it helped him

forget what atrap hislife was.

The poor Klatooinan was indentured to the Hutt forever, | guessed.

He was too vauable to Jabba. The Bloated One was never letting this
poor sucker buy hisway out. But the guy was il dead loyd to his
boss, and dead honest, too. And he was one of the few therel redly

liked.



"How'sit going, chief?" | saluted, dapping him on the back.

"Got ameachinefor me?"

Hewaved around without pulling his head from the craft's guts.

"Take any iff you want."

Therewere anumber of thelittle utility vehicles

parked around us. But they weren't good enough.

"I need something fagter. I'minahurry, pd."

He pulled his head out thistime and turned toward me. Hisface was set

inascowl, but it was dwaysthat way. The persondity behind it was

very earnest and mostly good-natured.

"For you, Mon, okay. Takethat XP-38A there." He pointed out alow,

deek-bodied landspeeder. "It'sashot as| have. But, watchiit!

Steering'sred loose."

Its steering was as advertised, but so was its speed.



I'd made up my lost timewhen | sailed into Mos Eidey spaceport and

pulled up in front of the Lucky Despot hotel.

| climbed out and looked around, taking in the place. Sure, the
sprawling spaceport was pretty much adump for the refuse of the galaxy,
but | fill liked getting in there oncein awhile. I'd comefrom a

planet of al open space and light. The closed-in fed of Jabba's pile

got to me pretty fast. | took any chance to stretch my legs, such as

they were.

| walked toward the hotel. The old place wasn't redlly abuilding. It
had been converted from a beat-up cargo hauler by some investorswith
more creditsthan brains. It had never been successful and was open now

only asafront for Lady Vdarian's operations.

Now that Whiphid dame was one gutsy customer, trying at big oddsto

carve out apiece of Jabbaspieright under his. .. uh. ..

chins. It seemed to me she might just do it too.

| went up the steep outside ramp to the top level where the hotel lounge
and casino were. Those too-pretty, too-smooth humanoid twins Sturn and
Anton were at the front desk and waved gaily at me as| passed through

thelobby. They made my skin crawl--and that'salot of skin.



Beyond them, on the left, was the hotd's lounge. | turned in there,

hoping for aquick drink before my mest.

It had a shabby look, like the whole place did. Therichfittingsand
fancy furniture had long since worn to third-hand junk, and the lady

hadn't spent one thin credit on restoring things.

There were afew score assorted beings drinking there. | gavethema

casua glanceover as| headed for the bar. The only one of note was

that weasdl-faced Prefect Talmont, the Empire'sloca stooge.

Ineffectud by breeding. Simy by birth. Untrustworthy by nature.

He sat drinking at atable with some of his officers, taking arare

moment for alaugh.

But he sucked that up sharp to stare a me when | camein.

| made the bay next to apair of humanoid-type boys. They werebig,

beefy, and riding pretty low on the forehead. Manual workers, |

guessed, but not from Tatooine. A littletoo clean for that. And no

locd smell.

The bulb-headed Bith tending bar approached.



"Good seeing you, Mon," he greeted. "Here to see the lady?”

| nodded. "Let her know I'm here, will ya? But first, give mean de.

Usual brand."

"Better put it in abucket, barkeep, for amouth like that,” said one of

the humanoids, and they both guffawed.

"Yeah," said the other. And to me, "Hey, face-guy, how dyaeven get a

drink to your mouth with those arms?”

| ignored them both. Waiting for my drink, | gazed across the bar'stop
a my reflection in the dirty mirror behind. | suppose that to these

oddly built humanoid types| did seem mostly along face set on two
stubby trunks of legs. And maybe my thick arms didn't seem capable of
reaching to my mouth. But for a Chevin I'm considered a decent
gpecimen. Or, | was. Admittedly I've put afew more wrinkles on the

old snout.

But it's seen alot of hard wear over the years, being shoved into

placesit likely shouldn't have been.

Besides, beauty'srelative in the gdaxy, and most seasoned travelers
respect that. These two jokers must have been greener than amoisture

boy as well as bad-mannered.



"Hey, ugly,” one of thetwo perssted, giving me ashove, "weretakin'

toyou."

Thistime | turned around to him. ™Y ou banthafodder looking for

trouble?!

"Y ou're sure not gonnagiveit to us, face," he sneered.

"Y ou're asking to buy the Depp, boy," the barkeep warned him.

"That's Ephant Mon. He--" The other broke in. "He'sabig taking head

with too much facel Watch me carve him abigger nose!”

| saw the broad knifeflash into hishand. | .jerked forward, damming

my forehead down on the top of his skull.

A Chevin'stopknot islikeiron. A humanoid'sskull isn't. It cracked

like an egg and he went down hard.

The other idiot still charged in, dragging ablaster out from under his
coat. My vibroblade wasfagter. | had it out and into his chest before
his gun cleared holster. Hed made the fina jump before he hit the

booze-stained floor.

The officerswith Tamont stood as one, hands going to their guns.



But the Prefect waved them down.

He got up and strode casualy over to me, looking at the bodies sprawled

together on thefloor.

"Wadl, well, my dear Ephant Mon, you've freed two more tormented souls,

| see™

" Speaking of seeing, I'm surprised you recognized me,” | told him,

dipping my blade away.

"Can't mistake your style," he said, peering squintily at me. Hewas

pretty shortsghted.

"No complaints?"

"For ridding me of someriffraff?' hesad lightly.

"Certainly not. We've no place for them." He eyed me more curioudy.

"But what about you? Come here on some business?'

"Just adrink."

"Redly? Surprised your boss Jabba let you off the leash.”



"No onetells me when to go or when to come.

Including Jabbal" | said sharply. "I'm afree agent.”

"So I've heard." He sounded skepticd. "Nobody understandswhy."

"Too bad," | sad bluntly.

"Mogtintriguing,” he mused on. "Someone like that would beina

position to take great advantage of the Hutt.”

"| don't take advantage of my loyalties, Tamont."

He colored at that shot, but before he could answer the barkeep

approached.

"Ephant, Vadarian saysto go on back," he announced.

He gestured to the dead bodies. "I'll take care of things here.”

"Thanks" | turned to go.

"Seaing Vdarian, eh?' Tamont called after me.

"Did you mean what you said about loydties? Sheis Jabbasriva."



"If youre so interested in intrigues,” | tossed back to him, "why don't

you talk to Tessek?"

| didn't even have to look around to know 1'd scored with that one. |

could hear his surprised gasp.

A short corridor from the bar led into the casino.

Of coursg, it was only that in name now. Jabba had blocked al the

Lady's attempts at getting agambling license, so these daysit wasn't

much but adining room, deserted at that hour.

Onceit had been aclassy place with aholographic star display onthe

ceiling and exatic fish in porthole aguariums on the outsde wadlls.

But the display was shut down and most of the tanks were lifeless now,

and the empty tableswith their threadbare tablecl oths looked pretty

forlornin the haf-light.

| went through the door in onewadl and into alittle office.

Venutton, Vaarian's scrawny and strung-tight human assstant, ushered

me right on through into her office.

It was astark place. No useless decoration for that Lady. The boss



hersdlf sat behind abig desk in the room's center.

Lady Vaarian was apretty young Whiphid--hell, a pretty young

anything!--to be running so big an operation.

But when you saw her, you weren't surprised.

Her presence was considerable. Her massve bulk filled up the chair,

dominating the room. Her tusked face and glaring gaze were fierce.

Y eah, she had a pretty big face, maybe alittle like mine. Maybeit's

why sheld taken kind of ashineto me. But her big interest wasin my

connections.

“Well, Lady V," | grested. "How'sit going?"

"Lousy, asusud," shesaid in adeep growl of avoice. "L ook, let's

neither of uswagtetimein pleasantries.

Have you thought any more?"

"Therewasn't aneed to,” | said flatly. ™Y ou know what | think."

"l can't believe you can stay loyd to that rotting pile of fodder after

what I've offered you!"



"Sorry. That'show itis."

"Il tell you how itid" she snarled, risng. She moved out toward

me, body taut with anger. "The Hutt blocks me a every move.

He wrecks my operation with sabotage, sicsthe law hounds on me, stedls
my business, sucks me dry with payoffs." She came up dmost toe to toe

with me, meeting my eye threateningly.

Since she'sastall asme and alot bigger built, she made a pretty good
threat. " So here I've got achance at getting someone on my side, and

he turns me down. | don't like that, Mon!"

| stood my ground and answered coally: "'l was hoping not to fight you,

Vdaian. | thought we were friends."

Seeing | couldn't be intimidated, she sighed and stepped back, dropping

the tough act.

"Okay, you'reright," she said resgnedly. "I won't try muscling you.
But look," she tried more reasonably, "he will fal soon. Y ou can't

deny that. If not from my pushing, then from someone eses”

"Dont you think | know?" | told her. "I've dready got anidea

Tessek's up to something, with Ree-Y ees and a few others helping, too.



And I'm pretty sure Tamont's been cut in on the dedl. | try to warn

Jabba of plotswhen | find'em, but | can't find them al.”

"Then why not leave him?' she cgjoled, putting ahand on my shoulder.
"We could have abeautiful deal together, you and I. Were dike, aren't

we? Bath fighting our way up from nothing.”

"Maybefor you it wasnothing,” | answered. "For meit was different.”
Somehow her words had pulled up amemory again and | was seeing the
sunlit, wide grasdands of aplanet far away. "It was something all

right. | had something. Simple maybe, but clean, open, and honest.

Funny, but | haven't thought about it for alot of years.

But, twice today--"

"What?' she asked, dropping her hand and stepping back to eye me

quedtioningly.

Redlizing I'd dipped off into aweird reverie, | jerked mysalf back.
"Oh... nothing," | said sharply. "But ook, pleasejust believe me,

Vdaian.

There'saknot tying me to Jabba that no money or promises are gonna

(:ljt_"



She looked hard into my eyes and nodded acceptance.

"Okay." Shesamiled. "'l should cdl you my enemy, but | cant.

No hard fedings.”

| smiled, too. "None. Well, I'd better get back now.

Been gone an hour dready.” | turned to the door.

"Just remember,” she cdled to me as| went out, "if you do survivethe

fdl, you can till come work for me.”

When | went back through the lobby, the dead-meat squad was coming in to
scrape up the stiffs. Tamont wasthere, and his squinty gaze followed

me out. He was worried now.

Both sunswere high in the sky when | got back to the palace. | came

into the throne room to find the place in an uproar. Seemed I'd missed

quite a party!

I'd dlready gotten part of the story from Baradain the garage.

All about how that guy in black had been in cahoots with that other

bunch out to rescue Han Solo. How held claimed to be aJedi named



Skywalker and had threatened the Hutt with being destroyed.

How held killed Maakili's pet rancor in the pit. And how he was now
cooling his hedsin the dungeon aong with Solo and that \WWookiee we'd

caught before.

Soon they would dl climb aboard the sail barge and head out for the

Great Pit of Carkoon.

I moved through a bustling throng headed for Jabbas throne. He was
blithely pulling away at his hookah, giving proprietary tugs & the
chain of that captured woman who'd replaced poor Oola. But | was
hijacked halfway there by Tessek, one of Jabbas least trustworthy

lieutenants.

The Quarren was nervous. Every gppendage on his head was twitching. He

pulled me asde and talked in low, quick tones. "Have you heard what

happened?’

"l heard dl about it."

"All?" hesaid. "But I'll wager you do not know thid" Hisvoice
dropped lower, taking on a confidentia tone. "I checked on this

Skywalker. | believe hetruly isaJedi Knight."



Though intrigued by this, | didn't show it. "Sowhat?'

"Thereismore. | used my contactsto check the Imperia wanted lists
All our prisonersare on it, even thetwo droids! And they are

considered most dangerOUS."

"Dangerousto the Empire."

"| think to us, too. These people destroyed the Death Star! This
Skywalker fought Darth VVader and survived! Why would they come here and

50 easily be caught--unlessit is on purpose.”

"Whét purpose?’

"To destroy Jabba. | believe. .. Wait!"

He had spotted that wretched little vermin Salacious Crumb creeping
close around, and he took akick at the being. Crumb gavea

high-pitched cackle and scampered away.

"Filthy scum,” Tessek said with disgudt. "I am certain it soieson mel!
Anyway, | believethereisan Alliance plot afoot. Their forcesno

doubt wait now to destroy uswhen we are most vulnerable.”

"You redly think they set thisall up just to get the Hutt?' | asked.

It seemed hard to beieve.



"l do. And | want you to warn Jabba of it. Hewill ligento you. You

are hismost trusted aly. Maybe hisonly friend. Youmust tdl him."

Noting that Crumb was gtill watching us keenly from the safety of an
overhead fixture, Tessek broke off here and whedled away. Heleft me

dtaring after himin deep thought.

His story was pretty farfetched, and | was sure he was up to afew
trickshimsdf'. Still, there was something about that black-dressed
man 1'd seen. Something powerful. | decided | had to see this
Skywalker mysdlf, close up. Before I'd talk to Jabba, I'd talk to our

"Jedi Knight."

In the lower corridor to the dungeon, | ran into Ree-Y ees, quarter-rate

scam artigt, sometimekiller, and al-around plug-ugly.

The three-eyed Gran was stinking drunk, as usua, and it didn't make him

any friendlier. | wondered what he was doing creeping around down there

at thishour, and he sure didn't seem glad to see me.

"Whadaryadoin' down 'ere?" he demanded, sticking hisdrooling

goat-face up near mine.

| shoved him and he staggered away afew steps.



"Going to seethe prisoners,” | told him, moving past.

"I'm doing it for your pal Tessek too."

He went after me, grabbing my arm to jerk me around.

"Whadyamean, my 'pd'?' He durred hiswords.

"whadaya know about us?’

"Why?' | fired back7 "What should | know?"

"Don’ gimmethat!" he cried in drunken rage™Y ou know! I'll makeyou

tak, you--" He started to pull ablastershot up open-pamed into his

chest and | shoved him back againgt the wdl hard. In hiscondition he

could only struggle helplesdy, my big hand pinning him tight.

"Now you'l do thetaking," | said in my hardest voicef this sneaking

around up to?"

"Go0... 10..." he gasped out through constricted lungs | leaned harder.

"Tel me or get squashed right now!"

His chest cage creaked with the pressure gasped, his three eyes starting

to bug out.



"Okay! Okay!" hesadinpanic. "Tessek'sgot a- . . plan!

Ded withthe. .. Empirel Gonna. . .

rad!"

His breath gave out and he sagged forward. | pulled my hand back and

let him dip unconsciousto the floor.

So, therewas aplot! Andthe Empirewasinonit.

Widl, Jabbawould have to be warned about that. But first, | had to

satisfy my itch to see this supposed Jedi.

| reached the dungeon, signaled the guard there to move away, and did
open the barred window in the cell door. Beyond | could seethethree
prisoners huddled together in afar corner. The captured Wookiee was
cradling the till recovering form of Han Solo while ablond human

dressed in black stood by.

But the onein black turned right away and came over to the door,

peering out through thelittle opening at me,

"You'rethe one caled Skywaker," | sad.



He nodded. "Andyou. . . you areafriend of Jabbas," hesaidina

voice ascam asif he were on vacation here "The name's Ephant Mon. I'm

oneof his. .. associates.”

He shook his head. "Y ou are much more. | canfed itinyou.

You are histruefriend, and heisyours."

"Not a bad mind-reading trick," | said, impressed.

"Maybeyou redly are a Jedi."

Heignored that. "Y ou can talk to him," he went on more earnetly. "He

ligtensto you. Hell believe™

"Bdievewha?"

"That he'sin danger. Ligten, you can sill save him.

If you are hisfriend, convince him to release us. We mean him no harm.

But if he perggsintrying to harm us, I'll have no other choice.”

"So you are going to destroy him," | Said. "With what hdp?'

"No help," he assured me. "Not beyond us."



Though that sounded impossible, | found mysdf believing.

| couldn't help it. That he could do exactly what he said wasin the
cool sound of hisvoice and the surelook in hiseyes. Still, it didn't

mean | could just buy in.

"Maybe you've got the power to do that, maybe not," | hedged. "It

doesn't mattern | can't make Jabbalet you go if he doesn't want to.

It'simpossible--" One of his hands shot out through the opening so
fast | couldn't reactn my shoulder and hung on while his eyesfixed hard
on mine break away. | was suddenly parayzed by that probing gaze. If

he'd wanted to kill me, he could have.

But that wasn't what he wanted.

| fdt like some energy current was surging into me from him, crackling
through my whole body. A thousand time-dimmed memorieswerelit up dl

at once.

Images of my past life flashed by like | wasadrowning STAR WARS 170
man. | saw my own childhood with my parents clan. | saw mysdf
growing up on my home planet'svast plains. | relived the beauties of a

timewhen | had once reveled in open skies and bright sunsets, freedom



and space, family and comrades and asimple code of honor. | saw it
al--dl it had been, dl | had lft behind. It glowed before melikea

paradise.

He pulled his hand back, broke eye contact, and the images faded.

| stared. | blinked, seeing the redlity of dark, wet corridor and

prison bars. The ugliness of the dungeon of Jabbaslar closed mein.

"You'renot evil," hetold me. "Not like Jabba. | fed thegoodin
you. You'vejust come so far from it, and you've lost your way back.

Findit now. Hepus.

Save Jabba"

“I...lcouldtry,” | sad. "l will try. But | till don't think

hell listen."

"l understand,” Skywaker said softly. "But | don't want to destroy you

with therest. Theres till achancefor you if you want to takeit.

If you can't free us, then don't stay with him. Escape yoursdlf. Find

your truelifeagain. And may the Force be with you, friend.”

With that he turned away and regjoined his comrades.

| went away from him shaken to my core. 1'd never before questioned the



way my life had gone. I'd just charged blindly ahead.

My encounter with this Jedi had opened my eyes. | didn't likewhat |

was seeing.

As| made my way back out of the dungeon, | noticed that Ree-Y eeswas
gone. But | didn't care about him or Tessek or any of that now. |

needed someoneto tak to.

| went straight to the big docking arearight behind the throne room. It
was where Jabba's sail barge was kept, convenient for boarding by the
Bloated One. | knew | would find Barada there, checking the barge's

engine for theimminent departure to the Great Pit of Carkoon.

He quit work right away when | camein. Thelook on my face must have

told him something big waswrong.

"What'sthe matter?' he asked me.

"It'shard to explainit,” | told him truthfully, plopping downon a

crate. "Things have happened,” He sat down besde me. "Things?'

"| saw the Jedi. Barada, | knowJabbaswrong. He'sdone alot of

things, and most of them weren't good.



But thisisdifferent. I've gottastop him thistime.”

"Stop him?' He shook his head. "I don't think even you can do that.

He's pretty set on getting that whole bunch who came after Solo.

They tried making afool of him."

"I know. Butif | don't stop him, | think he might be the one who gets

hurt."

"What?" he sid in disblief. "And by what army?"

"Tessek's bet was that the Alliance was going to take ahand. He wanted

me to passthat on to Jabba, probably to shift attention from hisown

plot. But thejoke's on him. There's no Alliance reinforcements, but

the danger to Jabbals bigger than anything Tessek could imagine.”

"Just from that kid and hisfriends? It can't be."

"It can," | said stubbornly. "And I'm going to tell Jabbaso."

"Hewon' likeit," Baradawarned. "Y ou know how he gets. If hethinks

you're crossing him, he might just drop you in that pit too."

"Okay. Okay," | said. "I could just let it go and save mysdlf.



But | owehim."

"Enough torisk your life?"

"Why not? Herisked hislife for me once."

"Did he?' Barada asked with interest. "How?'

I'd dways kept thisto mysalf before, but there didn't seem any reason

not to spill it now.

"Well, heand | were partnersin alittle gunrunning scheme way back,

right after | quit mercenary work.

We were going to liberate a cache of Imperia wegponsand sell them to

the highest bidder. It was on amoon of Glakka, nothing but arough

chunk of ice"

"We were pulling out the weapons when an Imperid goon squad arrived.

Wed been ratted out by one of Jabbas boys.

"Therest of our gang ether ran for it or bought it red quick.

But heand | put up abetter fight. He was thinner then, quick and

tough and strong. Never seen a better fighter, except maybe me.



"'So we made a stand there, fighting back to back against them all.

They camein close enough to smdll ‘em. | had to blast someright off
hisback. Inthe end only we were l€eft, shot up bad, but dive. It was

the weather that tried to finish us off.

"When night came, it dropped to sub-subfreezing. | was worse off than
him and not so well insulated, so he saved me, wrapping his own body

around me. Not too pleasant anight, but better than turningicicle.

"By dawn, hewas nearly frozen himself. We only madeit off that cube
‘calise some of our bunch who had escaped before came back looking for

LIS,"

"I'll be blasted," Barada said in awe. "I dwayswondered why you

stayed hanging around here when you could've gone anywhere.”

"Now you know. I've been paying back ever since, spying out plots and

scams againg the Hutt, covering histail. I've sent more than afew

poor suckersto the rancor or Sarlacc mysalf. But not thistime."

"| il think yourewrong," Barada said. "' Seemsto me you've dready

paid the boss back, and in spades.

Y ou don't have to owe him anymore.”



"Therésmoreto it than just that,” | said. "See, | found out | just

can't beapart of dl thisanymore.

That Jedi'stouch did something. It revived something in me| thought
waslong dead.” | struggled to explainit to him, but this other reason
wasn't so clear to me yet. "My people back on Vinsoth were hunters and

farmers. They were closeto the land, to nature.

They bdieved intheforcein living things, and they worshiped it.

But | wastoo smart for that. | wastoo good for their smplelife. |

wanted something more.

"I thought I'd left al that life behind when | |eft to go
soldier-of-fortuning around the galaxy. But it'sin me, Barada! |

found out it'sapart of mel can'tignore.

And this'Force' of the Jedi, well . . . it must be my force, too. I'm

not gonna destroy it, Barada. | just can't!”

He listened, then he shook his head and sighed.

"Sorry, my friend. | don't get it. That'sall mumbo-jumbo to me" He

got to hisfeet. "Y ou do what you haveto. But | think you're crazy."



He moved away.

"Whereareyou going?' | caled after him.

"Back to work, what €lse? We're heading for the pit inlessthan an

hour. 1 just hope you'll be a passenger, not a prisoner.”

| thought it al over as Jabba's court roused itself and got to work

loading up the sail barge. When they started to file aboard themsdlves,

| decided | had to make my move. | hitched up my courage and approached
the Hutt as he glided toward the loading ramp on his repulsor ded,

towing that captured woman who'd become his newest pet by her long

chan.

"My old friend, you seem troubled,” he rumbled out.

"] am, Jabba," | told him. "Please don't do this."

"This?' he said in astonishment, stopping the ded short. "Do you mean

my destroying this scum who tried to cheat me?'

"l do. SkywakerisaJdedi."

| noticed the woman's gaze jerking toward me at that. Shelistened with

interest.



"Heisno Jedi," piped up Bib Fortunawho, as usua, hovered close by.

And Salacious Crumb, from a perch onJabba'stail, echoed, "NoJedi!

NoJedi!" inaghrill, cracked voice.

"Thisiswrong," | said, not backing down. "Jabba, you haveto et him

go. Letthemadl go."

"I think Mon isup to something,” Fortunasaid, eyeing me suspicioudy.

"Jabba, he must be in league with them."

"l amtrying to save your life, Jabbal" | argued.

"Look, you know no ones more loyd than| am. Y ou know I've dways

warned you about danger. | cantell you al about another plot right

now! But it'snot important.

Nothing elseis. not Tessek, not Vadarian, not even the Empire.

Only thisis. It'sbigger than usdl, Jabba. It'sthe Force!”

"That foolish rdligion meansnothing toud™ For-tunacried

indignantly. "The Mighty Jabba can show no fear of anything, including

Jedi Knights!”



"Heisright, Ephant,” the Hutt agreed. " AndJabba has spoken.

They mugt die”

“Then. ..l cantgowithyou," | told him withforce. "I can't be

part of this."

"So you defy me?' he bellowed. "I should kill you for that."

"l know." | met hiseyewithout flinching.

"I should," he growled on, "but our old bond stops me. It buysyour

life, but that isdl it buys. | thought of you asmy truefriend,

Ephant Mon. That friendship isended.”

"You can't cdl it over," | shot back. "I can. Baradaisright.

I've repaid my debt to you a hundred times over.”

"Repad?' repeated Jabba, and atone of regret came into the rumbling

voice. | swear it wasreal, and | swear I'd never heard thelike of it

before. "Then it was never more than a debt to you. | am sorry for

that."

He turned away from me and glided on toward the sail .barge. Therest

of hiscourt followed. The captive woman stayed gazing & mein a



bemused way until ajerk of her chain forced her to follow her master.

"It was morethan adebt,” | said after him, but in aquiet voice that

no one heard. "Goodbye, old friend."

Jabba and the others disappeared into the barge.

After them came a pack of Gamorrean guards prodding along Skywalker, Han

Solo, and therest.

Asthe Jedi went up the gangway, apang of worry for him shot through
me. Did he and hisfriendsredlly have a chance againgt the Huit's

cutthroat crew?

He must have sensed my emotion, because he turned right then and flashed
acam, confident littlegrin a me. 1t told me | did not have to fear

for him.

| watched the last of them enter the barge. | began to think about what
| should do now. Thered still beroom in Vaarian's operation for me.

But that didn't seem right anymore.

The sail bargerose onitsrepulsorliftsin aflurry of dust, turned and
sailed away, fading quickly to adot on the vast horizon of Tatooine's

gray-brown wastes.



Another, greener landscape came into my mind. | knew where | should go

now. It had been made clear to me.

| had to go home. Goatgrass. The Tae of Ree-Y ees

by Deborah Whedler

Sowly the harsh Tatooine day melted into afternoon.

Early dusk softened the contours of Jabba's paace and touched the
drifted sand with amuted orange glow. Feathered lizards darted from
their lairsto hunt insectsin the cooling shadows. From arocky

outcropping, a meewit screeched once, twice, then fell slent.

Ree-Y ees struggled up the sairs from the side entrance, lugging a
bucket. He halted at the top, histhree eyes darting furtively over the
eroded hills and the entrance behind him. As he stood there, his bony
chest heaving, something of the twilight stillness seeped into him. 1t
soothed the sting of that last bout with Ephant Mon, the one which began
with, ™Y ou're such an incompetent snot-brain, Ree-Y ees, | can't seewhy
Jabba keeps you around,” and ended with Tessek, Jabba's Quarren

lieutenant, pulling the two of them apart.

The sand whispered softly as ahot wind, the last exhalation of the day,

blew acrossit. If Ree-Y ees squinted histwo side eyes, he could almost



see the dunes as mounds of gently waving goatgrass. A pang rippled
through his Grannish heart. He was not as drunk as usual, and not
nearly asdrunk as he wished hewas. Thearriva of the two new droids
had madeit difficult to dip away and refill histankard with Jabbals

best Sullugtan gin.

Soon, Ree-Y ees promised himsealf. Soon held be done with Ephant Mon and
the rest of them. He picked up the bucket and shambled over to Jabba's
frog-dog, which had been put outside for the night. A tongue, long and
sticky, dipped into the mal odorous stew, then retracted with asnap,

bearing blobs of moldy banthafat, geatinous chuff, and fragments of
Viridian termite jaws onits bulboustip. Asthe bubo swallowed,

Ree-Y ees reached down and dug hisfingersinto a purple wart on the side

of the beast's shoulder.

It was aparticularly large and fleshy growth. With aplop! theflgp

of skin pulled loose to reved aminiature pand, two light squares and
areset button. Only Imperia technicians could design and fit such a
device, undetected, right on Jabba's doorstep. A symbol glowed on one
sguare with today's date, while the other flashed the words, " Shipment

complete.”

Ree-Y ees secured the skin flgp and snuffled in relief.

With thislast shipment, the detonator, he would now be able to complete



hisend of the bargain. In return, the Empire would wipe that
triple-blasted murder rap off Ree-Y eessrecord and he could go hometo
Kinyen again-No! Too risky to think about that now! Better to keep

playing Jabba's fool, despised and mocked, until the deed was done.

Better to stay safely drunk, cut off from the visions which hovered,

like haf-glimpsed memories, a the cornersof hiseyes. . . fields of

goatgrass gligening in the sun, ohyes. . . and the rut-scent of

femdes, their velvet flanks, their breasts like tripled jewels-No.

Better to stay drunk. Better to wait.

The frog-dog, having gulped down the last of the dops, turned one eye

gpeculatively on Ree-Y ees, asif wondering how hewould taste.

Ree-Y ees stepped aside just in time to avoid another flick of the

prehensile tongue.

Ree-Y ees dugged the creature on the side of the head. "Stupid

two-eyed maggot fish! It'sagood thing | don't need you anymore!”

The bubo cowered, its expression one of reproachful innocence.

Once held turned to head back toward the palace, it hissed something

extremely rude-sounding and dmosgt intdligible a him.



Muttering under his breath, Ree-Y ees shuffled down the hall toward

Jabba's audience chamber. The Gamorrean on guard rumbled forward, force
pike raised and red-rimmed eyes glinting. Histusks gleamed wetly in
thedimlight. Ree-Y ees had fleeced him eagily at four-cubeslast night

and the Gamorrean hadn't even realized he was being cheated.

"Outtamy way, pig-dime!”

The Gamorrean poked Ree-Y eess chest with the tip of hisax.

"Where you go? What you do?'

The dightest touch of the force pike stung, even through Ree-Y ees's

leather jerkin "Get that crotting thing away from mel™

"Urghh!"

"So you say, spawn of Nilgarian worm! But there's gonna be some changes

around herereal soon. Jabbawon't aways--"

" Jabba-Jabba urghh-phth!*

Just then, atdl figure separated itself from the shadowy interior and

hurried toward them. It wasthat interfering Quarren, Tessek.



Tessek's mouth tentacles rithed in agitation.

"What'sssgoing on?"'

" Jabba-no-Jabba urk-urkl" squealed the guard, waving hisforce pike

wildly.

"A minor misssunderssstanding, sssoon remedied.”

With one hand, Tessek herded Ree-Y ees down the tunnel, with the other he
gestured to the guard. "Remain here at your possst and sssay nothing of

thisssto anyone!”

Ree-Y ees stumbled aong, propelled by Tessek's grip. By thetimethey

were out of earshot of the guard, the Quarren had regained control of

his speaking apparatus.

"what do you think you're doing? Do you want Jabba to suspect-You're

drunk again, aren't you?

Give methat tankard!"

Ree-Y ees jerked away. "None of your stinking business--and keep your
hands off what'smine. Y ou aren't the only one--" With an effort, he
managed to shut himsdf up. Tessek had theright idea, keeping the

Gamorrean from running to Jabba. Tessek, with al his schemes, wastoo



wily, too closeto guessing what Ree-Y eeswasredly up to. With

Dodlin'sown luck, he wouldn't need Tessek much longer, either.

"Now hurry on back," Tessek said smoothly. "Some new bounty hunter has

come for the reward on the Wookiee and you won't want to missthe fun.”

Snuffling, Ree-Y ees hurried off to the audience chamber.

That night, Jabba ordered a hidden watch set on the audience hall and an
adarm for his prized wal possession, the carbonite-frozen Cordlian
smuggler. What a bother, Ree-Y ees thought, but something had aroused
Jabba's suspicions even more than usud. At last Ree-Yeeswas ableto
dip away, refill hisgin tankard, and make hisway dong the darkened

corridor to the kitchen.

Ree-Y ees paused benesth the ancient wooden beams of the doorway and

peered in, but saw no Sign that anyone was present.

Phlegmin, that odiouslittle wart of ascullion, had been more than

happy to take hiswinningsin exchange for setting aside the marked
shipments of goatgrass, never dreaming what lay hidden within them. He
probably thought Ree-Y eeswasindulging in nogtagic gluttony. It was

just the sort of thing Phlegmin himsdlf would do when he wasntt

complaining how badly treated he was or bragging how famous he'd be once

he got off thisdustball planet.



Ree-Y ees guessed that Phlegmin did more than divert afew crates of
vegetables; once he'd spied the kitchen boy adding something to the tank
of Jabbasfavorite live appetizers. Ree-Y ees watched him even more
closaly when the box of goatgrass containing the bomb casing had gone
missng. Luckily, no darm followed, only a particularly successtul
casserole, which seemed to temporarily alay Jabba's suspicions of the

chef.

"Phlegmin?' Ree-Y ees caled. "Old mucus-face?"

The faint scuffle of footsteps answered him, then amu the two-eyes
then, hed find the shipment on hisown. He hurried into the receiving
area. Herethe wallswere lined with boxes of pickled mests, crates of
dried fruits and beetles, casks of wine, jars of preserved tortoise
dung, honeyed ail, caviar, and radioactive potassum sdts---dl the
ddicaciesthe Hutt's appetite required. He began looking around,
lifting the lids of packing crates, peering down aides of stacked

cartons and around giant barrels.

Ree-Y ees called out once more, but once again there was no response.

Suddenly he spotted abox of about theright Sze, lying onitsside
behind avat of fermented sandmaggot eggs, On second glance, he saw that
it was splintered open, its silvery green contents spilled acrossthe

stone floor. Phlegmin was sprawled on the floor beside the box. In his



years at Jabba's palace, Ree-Y ees had seen enough dead bodies to know
oneingantly, evenif it were human. No mere deep could produce such

agracelesstangle.

Porcellus the cook was hunched over the body, wringing his hands.

His head jerked up, his eyes bulged, and his hair--what there was of

it--stood out in Al directions.

"I had nothing to do with it!" he yelped.

Ignoring the hysterical screams of the cook, Ree-Y ees threw himself down
besde the box and raked hisfingersthrough the silky goatgrass. He

picked up the shattered box and shook it upside down, but it was no use.

Thevita detonation link, the last component, was not there.

Ree-Y ees bleated in terror. Whoever killed that pathetic excusefor a
scullion must have taken the detonation link--knew what it was-But wait!
He couldn't know the target was Jabba's sail barge--or who had the rest

of the bomb All was not log, if he could act quickly.

Once the body was discovered, Jabbawould launch an investigation, no
matter that this Phlegmin had been an insgnificant and easly

replaceable midge-brain. No one was dlowed to die within the palace



except those the Hutt himsdlf ordered killed. But of late there had
been strange goings-on in the back passageways-—-"Urghh!™ came abellow

from the doorway, even less articulate than usud for a Gamorrean.

"l didn't doit!" the cook screamed again.

Ree-Y eeswas s0 badly startled he would have falen if he were not
aready on hisknees. All three of his eyesfroze on the stocky figure

in the doorway--Gartogg.

Dodlin'stripleteats What a stroke of luck! This particular
Gamorrean was S0 stupid he couldn't even learn to play Shot, let done

reglize when he was being cheated.

"Urggh-snuffle-snort?*

Ree-Y ees scrambled to hisfeet and shoved the cook aside. ™Y ou'rejust
intime! | found himmlike this—-down the hall--near the tunnd to
Ephant Mon's quarters! | brought him here to--to--to perform

resus--suspiration!”

"Hunh?'

"Y ou know--emergency culinary resuspiration! The smdl of food

S0--s0--s0 ripe it can bring the dead back to lifel An ancient art, one

| learned from my great-uncle, Swee-beeps. We call it---er---garbage



inhalation of the last resort. But alas’--Ree-Y ees's eye-sta ks drooped

mournfully--"I wastoo late." Hesghed loudly.

Gartogg shuffled over to the body, attempted to squat, gaveit up,
tilted hisbody from the hips a an angle Ree-Y eeswould have sworn was

anatomicaly impossble, and sniffed.

"S0 you see," Ree-Y ees rushed on, "someone must take over now.

Someone with authority. To investigete, put together clues, solvethis

crime. Jabbawill beimpressed-and grateful.”

" Snort-snuffle-snuffled” The Gamorrean picked up the scullion by one
ankle and dangled the body in front of hissnout. Ree-Y ees glanced from
Gartogg's tusked face to Phlegmin's, with its beaklike nose congested
with blood. Once he was home on Kinyen, he'd never have to look at

another two-eyes again.

Gartogg dung the body over his massive shoulders and ambled away,

snorting uninteligibly.

"Don't forget!" Ree-Yeesydled after him. "I found him near Ephant

Mon's quarters!”

Once the guard had gone, Ree-Y ees gulped down the entire contents of his



tankard, pausing only when forced to breasthe. Burning spread from his
first somach adong every fiber of hisbody. His eyestaks quivered,

his knees threatened to collapse, and then a blessed numbness settled
over him. A strange roaring sound filled hisskull. Init, he could

amost make out voices, one particular voice, the grating rumble that
was Jabba's. He had heard it before, a nightmarish memory, on the

ragged edge of deep.

The cook had disappeared, the first sensible thing held done. As
Ree-Y ees sumbled from the kitchen, he hardly noticed which way he was

headed through the grime-covered tunnels.

But where was that cursed detonation link? The passageway wound
downward, often turning, until Ree-Y eesbegan to redlize it wasleading
him not to his own chamber nor back to Jabba's audience hal, but deeper

and deeper into the labyrinth beneath the palace.

Ree-Y esshdted at an unfamiliar branching, his breath gurglingin his
throat, his head spinning. Hiseyestalks swiveled frantically Here, far
from the inhabited upper regions, patches of luminescent dime dripped

from thewet gonewalls. Thear smeled dank and faintly metdlic.

Which way? Curgng in two languages, Ree-Y ees shambled off down the

next passageway, which seemed to be headed in the right direction.

Down hewent, ssumbling through pools of acrid-smelling water, grazing



his elbows on the rough stone walls. Imagesflashed through hismind
like drunken dreams. In hismemory, hefelt apressure degp in his

middle, hard like meta, caught aglimpse of sudden, engulfing flame.

Suddenly awadll of fire exploded in front of him, flamesleaped out at

him, sszedhim. ..

He shook his head. The visonskept coming, stronger and brighter with

every step .

Theflamesrose up, more vivid and terrifying than before. Hisskin
crisped in their blazing heat, his eyeballs Szzled on their saks and
burgtin He found himself looking down on avast, whitened plain, blown
with snow and glittering ice particles, saw crevasses of frozen blue and

great war machines ponderoudy advancing . .

He blinked, and the picture shifted to the lush chaos of aswamp, a
battered X-wing fighter sinking beneath the ooze, treesand vinesa
tangle of green, flowerslike bits of brightness, winged lizards

screeching .

Theimage gave way suddenly to that of avast chamber lined with shelves
and strange machines, and on those shelves, glass domes where

disembodied brains pulsated in an eeriepink light . .



Then his center eye cleared and Ree-Y eesredlized he was actudly

gtanding in the chamber of the brains.

B'omarr monks. The roomwas quiet, dimly lit except for the display
lightsand the rosy glow from the containers. His heart, which had
taken a sudden lurch with the vision of the flames, dowed once more. He

ran his narrow tongue over hislips.

The brainswere nothing to fear, he told himself, relics of those
degenerate two-eyed monks who'd hollowed out these tunnels centuries
before Jabba discovered them. Their naked brains couldn't do anything
except St there, each in its own glass prison, motionless except for

their dow pulsation.

A whisper, cloth over stone, made Ree-Y ees spin around. A figureina
voluminous robe glided from the shadows and hdted in the center of the

room.

Ree-Y ees could make out nothing of itsform, not even its species, nor
whether it was mae or female, so completely did the hood conced its
features. Ashegaped at it, thefigureraised onearm. Thedeeve
fdll back, revedling a humanoid hand, skeletally thin, the pae skin

stretched over grotesquely deformed knuckles.

A voiceissued from the secret darkness beneath the hood. "Thefireis

but awarning,” it rasped. "Take heed and tell your vile master to



leave this place forever.”

Then the figure disappeared.

Ree-Y eess eyestalks quivered. He bleated in surprise, but quickly

recovered himsdf. A warning, wasit?

Or an omen? A promise of thingsto come?

He didn't understand the other images, but the fire-stormwit had seemed

0 red. What did it mean?

Elation surged through Ree-Y eess belly. Dodllin's own luck waswith
him. He would succeed, it had been foreseen! Thelossof the
detonation link would prove but aminor setback. Jabbawould perishin

ablast of cleansing fire and his repulsve two-eyed crew with him.

Imperia Prefect Tamont would clear Ree-Y eessway to go hometo

Kinyen.

Belching in happiness, Ree-Y ees hurried from the chamber of brainsand
somehow found hisway back, ascending to the familiar levels. Hewas
enroute to his own quarters to savor his success when another Gamorrean

guard bustled past him, weapons drawn.



"Hoy!" said Ree-Y ees. "How about a nice game of Rumble-pins?’

"Someonetry sted Jabba pretty-thing? the guard bellowed. Hewas more

articulate than the hapless Gartogg. "'Y ou come!™

Ree-Y ess hurried after the Gamorrean. With his misson assured, he

could relax and enjoy himsdlf.

Perhaps Jabba would feed the thief to the rancor--that was aways good

for afew betson theside.

Over the next day aheady certainty stayed with Ree-Y eesthrough the
discovery of the bounty hunter'strue identity. The girl who took
Oolds place was as repellent atwo-eyes as he'd ever seen, but what did

that matter? He wouldn't have to look at her for too much longer.

Not even Ephant Mon's blustering could rouse Ree-Y ees, and Tessek was

looking worried about something.

From his accustomed place in the audience hall, Ree-Y ees watched the
antics of the young Jedi. The tusde with the rancor was particularly
amusing, athough Ree-Y ees had to pay out a pocketful of creditsin lost
wagers. No matter, hed win it back, for Maakili, the rancor keeper,
would be distraught over the loss of his pet for monthsto come and

would make an easy mark.



"Y ou should have bargained, Jabba," the youngJedi said ashe wasbeing

led away. What kind of maggot-brained threat wasthat? Not even a

curse, "May athousand Tusken sand-grubs gnaw your entrails from

within" Or an excuse, "Sorry, I'm alergic to rancor dander." Or

something innovative like, "Congratulations, for that correct answer,

you have won a complete set of Imperia Encyclopediad™ Not thet it

would do much good in this case, although Jabba had been known to pardon

those who particularly amused him, as Ree-Y eeswdll knew.

Besides, Jabba was destined to die at Ree-Y eess hand. That wasthe

promise of the monks weird visions.

And since the secret bomb was not yet complete, it was perfectly safeto
go out on the sail barge to enjoy the spectacle of the executions.

Ree-Y ees particularly liked hearing the screams which issued from the
Great Pit of Carkoon asthe Sarlacc's victimsfelt the first

excruciating effects of itsdigestive juices.

Sometimes Ree-Y ees and Baradawagered on how long it would take for the
screaming to stop--either because the victim's vocal cords were eroded

away or the Sarlacc had stung him insensible, no one could be sure.

The day was oven-hot and dry, like al days on Tatooine. Ree-Y ees took
his station beside Jabba, not so near as to arouse Tessek, but near

enough to gppear devoted. Helet his attention wander, for one



execution was much like another. One side eye rested on the loathsome
yelow sands, the other on the equally loathsome dancing girl, now

crumpled in aheap at the foot of Jabbas ded. When the new R2

droid wheeled about, serving drinks, Ree-Y ees accepted a pink and green
Bantha Blagter. It fizzed dl theway down. Aningtant later, his.

teeth rattled and hiseyestalks felt asif they wereonfire. He

followed it up with a\Wookiee-Wango, made with Sullustan gin and

stirred, not shaken.

By Dodlin'striple teats, that R2 unit could mix drinks!

Ree-Y eeswondered if there were some way to take the droid with him back

to Kinyen.

A ruckus from the prison barge jarred him dert.

Ree-Y ees stumbled to the railing and peered out.

Someone was laying about with alightsaber and everyone was shouting at

once. Thetwo new droids scrambled out of their programmed patterns.

Ree-Y ees grabbed a Rummy Tonic from the R2 before it rolled out of

aght.

The deck boiled with frantic action. Blast pistols and lasers went off

indl directions. Gamorrean guards ran about, squealing, while Jabba



bellowed out orders. A Weequay pushed past Ree-Y ees, spilling his

drink, and rushed to the side of the barge.

Ree-Y ees glanced around, searching for the safest hiding place.

He decided, after amoment's hesitation and the sight of severa of
Jabbas defenders tumbling into the Sarlacc's maw, to remain right where
he was, safe behind Jabba's repulsor ded. Tessek, he noticed, had
aready disappeared, abandoning Jabba to save hisown hide. That

bantha-brain---did he think Jabba wouldn't notice?

Ree-Y eestossed his empty glass aside, then tried to think how aloyal
retainer, defending his master, might act. Here hisimagination faled

him.

Without warning, the two-eyed female scrambled to her feet and looped

her chains over Jabba's head.

"Arrrgh! Unnngh!" Jabbalet out a series of inarticulate howls asthe

chainsdug into thefolds of hisneck. Hiseyesrolled and hismassve

body heaved.

The human female braced hersdf againgt the Hutt's bulk and hauled on
the chainswith surprising energy for one of such spindly limbs. By

Dodlin'striple earbdls, what did she think she was doing?



Jabba's eyes|it on Ree-Y ees and he bellowed again.

One stubby hand lifted in Ree-Y eess direction.

Ree-Y ees hesitated. He knew perfectly well that Jabba meant for him to
cometo hisaid. But what if he pretended not to notice, what if he did

... hothing?

What an gppedling ideal All he had to do waswait afew momentslonger,
whilethe davedid al thework and Ieft him to take the credit with

the Empire.

But if by some chance Jabba survived--as well he might, for Hutts were

notorioudy robust Ree-Y ees could claim held tried to save him.

Perhaps he'd better move alittle closer, to makeit look redlitic .

Even as Ree-Y eestook a step toward the thrashing Huit, he felt a

metallic pressure degp within hisbelly.

Jabba's voice, garbled and rasping, echoed through his skull. He
staggered sdeways, eyestalks shuddering, hands pawing the sides of his

head. He heard his own voice blegting in terror, saw little explosons



of brightness behind hiseyes, like miniature firestorms.

In Ree-Y eess center eye, he saw thefemae dave pulling and pulling,
her head thrown back with effort, the muscles standing out on her bare
arms. Jabbas tongue protruded, quivering. Ropy sdivatrickled down

his bloated belly. His eyes blazed like incandescent copper.

Now Ree-Y eesfdt the hard metal devicein hisown body and the
compulsion implanted just as degply in hismind. He remembered Jabbas
med-techs bending over him, cutting him open, repeating the code phrase

over and over again, ordering himto forget . . .

Now he knew the wordsJabba was struggling so furioudly to pronounce--the
command to wrap hisarms around the target, the thought-trigger which

would detonate the ultrashort-range bomb in hisbelly.

Ree- Y eessfeet moved slently toward the human. In her struggle, she

did not notice him. Hisarmslifted, reached out-For an ingtant, the
visions of the brain chamber swept over him. Hed had it al wrong,

curse those B'omarr monks! The fire wasn't Jabbals sail barge blowing
up, it wasthe bomb in hisown belly. Ree-Y ees bleated and squirmed,
but his body was no longer histo command as it moved inexorably closer.
He couldn't bargain hisway out of thisone. He could dmost fed the
explosion ripping through him, the fiery blast-The compulsion died, even

asthelight faded from the Hutt's bulging eyes. Stinking black fluid



gushed from the corners of hismouth. Histail shuddered once,

reflexively, and then lay ill.

Relief sept through Ree-Y ees like a summer's breeze through the grassy
fields. Hefdl back against the nearest wal. Hislegsfdt like

glass. He couldn't believe it was over--Jabbawas finished. Hisname
would be dugt, his empire ashes scattered on the hot Tatooine winds. And

he, Ree-Y ees, would gloat all the way back to Kinyen.

"Maaaaah!" ReeYeeslashed out at the Hutt'sinert body with one

boot. "Who's laughing now, you perverted two-eyed worm dime!

Chuf--sucking leech!™

The human femade raked Ree-Y eeswith an enigmatic stare. The next

moment the R2 unit cut through her chains. She legped nimbly to the

floor and darted away in the direction of the deck-mounted gun.

Ree-Y ees drew adeep breath and collected hiswits.

As soon as the prisoners were subdued and dumped into the pit, Jabba's

body would be discovered, and Ree-Y ees had better not be here.

Whoever took over, Bib Fortunaor Tessek perhaps, might well go through
the motions of executing Jabbaskiller in order to consolidate his

position. No, the safest thing would be to disappear until he could get



to Mos Eidey. Hed find amed-tech there to remove the bomb.

Beneath Ree-Y eessfedt, the sail barge shuddered. Hiseyestaks
swiveled and aterrified bleat escaped hislips as he remembered the
monk'svidon of fire. Had the premonition been fase? In the back of

his mind, he heard arumble like Jabba's laughter, low-pitched and evil.

A percussive blast rocked the deck. AsRee-Y eeswatched, awall of
flame surged toward him. Greasy smoke shot upward from the lower
levels. The shock wave catapulted hisbody into the air. Fragments of

unrecognizable metal were hurled in dl directions.

The edge of the inferno enveloped him. Pain seared hislungs.

The moment before everything went dark, he caught a scent, sweet and
familiar, and thefading glimpse of fields Slvery and shimmering, as
nu-bile triple-breasted femaes came legping to meet him. And the Band

Played On: TheBand's Tde

by John Gregory Betancourt

1. How the Band Cameto Tatooine Evar Orbus set down his
microphone case, siretched his eight tentaclesto their utmost, and
flapped dust from the air-gills beneath dl four eyesin hisegglike

head.



Findly, hethought, I've reached the big time.

Heturned dowly, drinking in the sights of the Mos Eidey spaceport.
Despite the late hour, the place bustled with activity as humans,

Imperial stormtroopers, droids, and beings from ahundred different
worlds moved among the landing pads. Overhead, the primary sun
descended toward ahazy horizon, trailed by its smdler counterpart. He

fet arush of excitement starting to build inside.

This planet resembled his homeworld more than any other he had yet seen

in histravels. He could do very well hereindeed, he thought.

"Where do you want thisstuff?." agruff voice called.

Evar turned. Captain Hoban of the Star Dream, a disreputable-looking

human in ashiny metallic jump-suit, had opened the ramp to the cargo

compartmen.

One of his battered old droids held alarge crate with "Evar Orbus and

His Gdactic Jzz-wallers' senciled onthesde.

"Over there, please," Evar said. He pointed to the cargo areabehind

the ship with atentacle. "We have trangport coming.”

Thedroid shifted the crate and almost dropped it.



"Watchit!" Evar screamed. Hefdt his sense organslurch a the

thought of having hislivelihood destroyed by aroving scrap heap.

"Watch thoseingruments! I you break them, you'll have to replace

them!”

Thedroid blegped angrily.

"Easy there," Captain Hoban said to the droid. He smiled gpologeticaly

a Evar Orbus. "There's nothing to worry about, Sir.

We handle crateslike thisdl thetime."

But do you break them? was Evar'sfirst thought. He knew better than
to voiceit, though. He contented himsdf with watching the droid
carefully through three eyeswhile hisfourth swiveled around to watch

for their trangport.

The ramp benesth hisfeet shook as someone started down behind him. He

moved to the Sde, swiveling an eyeto see.

It was, of course, Max Rebo, his Ortolan keyboard player. Max peered
left, then right around the ship, histrunklike nose snuffing the air

ever 0 dightly.



Probably looking for his next medl, Evar thought.

"Isthat spiced Parwan nutricake | smell?' Max asked. "I think there

must be arestaurant nearby.

How about | pop over and see? It'swell past dinner-time, you know."

"WEelIl eat when we get to the canting," Evar said evenly. It often

seemed to him that Max's brain wasin his ssomach.

IIBLIt__II

"You heard me." Hefocused al four eyes on Max, who swallowed meekly.

"If you want to help, see what's taking Sy and Snit so long."

"Right!" Max brightened noticeably. "Then we can eat!” Turning, he
waddled back up the ramp asfast as his chubby little legs could take

him.

Evar turned three of his eyesback to the droids. Y es, he thought,
thingswere definitely looking good. He had creditsin his belt pouch,
asx-month gig lined up, and findly an agreegble climateto livein.

Once they got to the cantina, everything would be perfect.

Now, what had happened to the transport they'd promised him . . .



Using his persona comlink, he called the cantina.

"Yes," aBith said, itsmouth folds stretching back to reved a

aurprigngly facilemouth. It was nodding itstdl, hairless head to

musi ¢ from an unseen source.

"Gresetings, gentle" Evar said. "'Isthe Wookiee Chamun there?!

"Not here. Caled avay on business.”

"Perhapsthat explainsit. Our transport was not waiting at the

Spaceportw"

"We're not atrave service." The creature reached out to disconnect.

"Wat!" Evar snapped. "I'm Evar Orbug!”

II&?I

"Of the Evar Orbus Gdactic Jzz-wallers. Perhaps you've heard of us?’

"Jzz-wallers? No."

Wasthat disgust initsvoice? Evar huffed alittle, but restrained his



anger. If he spoke his mind, the Bith would doubtless disconnect on
him. He satisfied himsdlf by mentaly running through five generations

of insultsto the Bith's materhds.

"L ook, incompetent one," Evar findly snarled, "tell your bossthe new

band is here. Get ustrangport --now--or I'll have your head on a

platter when | get there"

"New band?" The Bith paused, puckering itslip folds, then chittered to

someone Evar couldn't see.

The unseen one chittered back.

Thefirg Bith then gazed back at Evar. "What landing pad?’

"Saven."

"A trangport will bethere shortly.”

"Thank you," Evar said with satisfaction. He disconnected.

Dinner, dinner, glorious dinner! Max thought as he waddled down the

corridor. Every footfal was adinner gong; every scent acal to eat.

It seemed like weeks since hislast medl. If he wasn't careful, he'd

waste away to nothing, like Snit. Not that Evar Orbus would have

noticed--the only thing that Letaki cared about was money.



Now, though, dinner loomed near. Dinner, dinner, glorious dinner!

And al he had to do was get Sy Snootles and Snit outside.

Sy would be the biggest delay, he knew. She dwaystook too long

getting dressed. For that matter, she took too long with everything.

Y ou couldn't trust nibblers, he thought, just like his grands had dways

sad.

He knocked on her cabin door, shifting impatiently from foot to foot.

"Yes?' addicate reed-thin voice caled frominsde.

"Itsme" Max cdled. "Evar saysto hurry up. Transport's ready and we

need to eat." If that didn't

get her out, nothing would.

"I'll beright there."

"Hurry!" he said. Turning, he continued up the corridor.

Dinner, dinner, gloriousdinner! He could amogt taste it now.



Bantha steaks, kiwip grass, and gannesajuice. Fire stew, lavender
treebread, and succulent ploth. Roast yarnak, ginger noodles, and white

seed-cake.

Hewould have some of everything. All he had to do wasfind Snit and

he'd be done.

The Kitonak's cabin door stood open, so Max went right in. After al,

why waste time when food was waiting?

The sooner they got moving, the sooner they'd eat, he thought.

Snit huddled in the corner, his huge lumpy head buried in his huge lumpy

hands. Sobs racked his body.

It was the most emotion Max had ever seen from him.

Poor primitive, Max thought. Evar had redlly been starving Snit.

In the sx months he had been with the band, Snit had only eaten six
timesasfar asMax knew --a single huge dug each time. When Evar had
bought Snit on Ovrax IV, Snit's belly had hung so low you couldn't see
hislegs. That had been one happy Kitonak, Max had thought alittle
envioudy, imagining what fabulous meds must have goneinto creeting

such acorpulent body. Sincethat time, though, Snit had logt half his



body weight. Dressed only in bright red shorts, he looked positively
sveltefor aKitonak-gtill like alump of badly shaped yeast, but a

svelte lump of yess.

"We need you to come out now," Max told him.

"It'sdinnertime,”" he added happily. That should cheer him up, he

thought.

To hisrdief, Snit sopped snuffling and rose on histhree wide,
circular feet. Tiny black eyes peered out at him from beneath a heavy,

[umpy brow.

"Comeon," Max said, taking Snit's hand and leading him toward the

corridor. They could pick up Sy on their way out, he thought. Was

nobody else hungry?

Hefdt gnawing painsin hisbdly. It wastime for dinner, dinner,

gloriousdinner!

Evar Orbus stood by hiseight crates of equipment and fumed silently.

Wherein the seven hells was that transport?

Never trugt a Bith, he thought angrily. Hed had run-inswith them

before. Their hearing might be keener than his, but that didn't make



them his betters, not by along shot. It had been haf an hour since

held called. Held definitely talk to the Wookiee about that bartender.

Sy Snootles, her lips pursed angrily, continued to shift from onethin
leg to the other. Sheld been glaring at him since sheld gotten outside

twenty minutes before.

"What are you looking a?' Evar findly demanded.

"Max hustled meout here)" she said inher high, thin voice, "by saying
you had transport ready to take usto dinner. There's no transport.

There'sno dinner.

| could have been resting in my cabin. Y ou know how fral | am, Evar.

Thisdesart air just isn't good for my lips. Let donemy throat. Let

donemy lungs"

Evar sghed inwardly. He knew al about her lipsand lungs. She

certainly kept them running on hyper-drive.

If she wasn't one of the best sngershed ever seen, and if her
contract didn't have some very nasty early termination pendlties, he
would have replaced her in amillisecond with the first sandfleahe came

aCross.

Just as he was about to let loose a very cutting comment about those



same lips and lungs, an airbus screamed down and landed in front of
them. A Bith, possibly the same one held talked to earlier; held never

been ableto tell them apart--sat in the driver's sedt.

"I am sorry wetook so long, gentles,” the Bith cdled, climbing down.
He opened the passenger compartment and three more Biths stepped out. "1

asked somefriendsto help. Y ou have baggage?'

Evar nodded smugly. ThisBith certainly seemed to know his place.

"Our equipment'sover here," he said, gesturing with two tentacles.

Max bounced happily on his seet in the airbus, thinking of the med

ahead. He hadn't been thishungry in hours. He turned to the Bith next

to him, intending to ask about the cantinas kitchen facilities, when

the Bith abruptly pulled ablaster from under itsrobes.

"What'sthat for?' Max asked. Heturned. "Evar, he has a--" Max broke

off. All the other Biths had drawn blasters,.

too, he saw suddenly. Something had definitely gonewrong. He

swalowed and felt his ears Sarting to stand up in fear. What was

going on? It was dmaost enough to make him forget about dinner.

"Handsup!" one of the Bithssaid. "Now! We would hate to make a mess



ingdetheairbugl”

Max complied ingantly. Sy and Snit did the same, he wasrelieved to

see. Only Orbus hesitated.

"I don't understand,” Orbus said. "We're under contract!”

"The cantinadready hasaband," the Bith driver said. "We don't need

ancther one."

"l have a contract--"

"So dowe," said another Bith.

"One we need to keep," said athird.

"l beginto see" said Orbusdowly.

Max said, "l don't see" hoping someone would explain.

"Bequiet, Max," Sy Snootlestold him.

Max glared at her. What right did she haveto tell him to be quiet?

Orbus was the band's |eader, after al, not her.

"S0," continued the Bith driver, "wed like you to audition for someone



else. Someone very specid out onthe Dune Sea. A certain Sarlaccin

the Great Pit of Carkoon."

They dl laughed asif that werefunny. Max looked from one Bith to

another. Somehow, he thought this meant trouble. At the very leest it

would certainly delay dinner.

Evidently Orbusfdt the same way; he suddenly lowered one tentacle.

Hames blasted from itstip, spraying across the airbus's cabin toward

the driver and the controls. The tentacle must have been afake, Max

redized.

He never would have guessed it hid aweapon.

Orbus had so many tentacles, who would notice an extraone?

With an unhappy whine, the airbus swung wildly out of control.

Severd of the Biths cried out in panic. Sy screamed and Snit grunted.

Evar was shouting orders.

Max pressed his eyes closed and tried not to be sick.

With asudden bone-jarring crunch, the airbus hit something. Max fdlt



the universe swinging wildly around him. He opened one eye and saw the

ground --still movingindirectly over hishead. No, no, no, he thought.

This couldn't be happening.

Theairbus hit again, flipped twice more, then skidded to astop upside

down. Everyonelay in ahegp on what had been the celling. Max

swallowed, then tried to rise. His balance seemed to be off. The cabin

dill fdt asif it were moving even though he could seeit waan't.

A tentacle suddenly whipped around hisarm.

"Comeon, Max!" Evar sad, pulling a him.

Max focused on hisboss alittle blearily. "Wha:--?"

"We haveto get out of herel They'regoingtokill ud”

Max suddenly snapped back to attention. Y es, they had to get away. Sy

Snootleswaslying on top of Snit.

He picked up her limp form alittle hesitantly. Her proboscis drooped

acrosshisarm like alimp snake.

Luckily shewas ill breathing.

Oneof the Biths had climbed to hisfeet and was staring numbly at them.



"Do you redize what you've done?' he cried softly. "We borrowed this

arbug"

"Not my problem,” Evar said. He now held two of the Biths blastersin

histentacle, Max saw. "Stay whereyou arel”

Then ablaster shot from one of the Biths on the floor caught Orbusin
the sde. Theforcethrew him acrossthe airbus. He hit thewall with

awet thump and did to the floor, leaving a pale green stain behind.

The smdl of roasting met filled the air.

Max turned and fled, for once not the least bit hungry.

Sy Snootles opened her eyes and saw ablur of duracrete. Sheraised her
head. Shewasin Max'sarms, she redlized, and he was running down a
long deserted street with Snit intow. She gazed up into the velvety

blue fur of hisface, saw tearsin hiseyes, and redized things had

gone horribly wrong. The last thing she remembered, Orbus had lowered

his fake tentacle in the airbus and started shooting. What had

happened?

Then Max saw she was awake and stopped. "Areyoudl right?" he asked.

"] think 0," she said. "Put medown."



Max did so and looked plaintively at her. "What should we do?'

he asked.

"Where's Orbus?' she demanded.

"Dead," Max said. "They shot him. Weran."

"Good. That'sthefirgt smart thing anyone's done since getting here.”

She folded her hands across her rounded middle and paced dowly, long

nose swaying thisway and that. Max looked like he wasin shock, she

thought. Snit looked aslost as he dwaysdid. "With Orbusgone,” she

sad dowly, "his contractswith usare void. That's clear enough, even

by Intergaactic Federation of Musiciansrules.”

"Uh-huh," Max said.

"That meanswe're free, boys. Snit, you can do whatever you want now.

Orbus no longer owns you.

Max, you can buy your own mealsnow. And | can sing wherever | want."

Shit sat and leaned back againgt awall. "Dont cal me Snit," he said.

"What?' Sy cried. Thiswasthefirgt time sheld ever heard him spesk a



whole sentence. Usualy he just sood there blowing wind through flutes

with thoseimmense lungs of his.

"Dont cal me Snit," hesaid again.

"What do you want to be caled?" she asked.

He responded with along series of whistly tones,

"l can't say that," shetold him. "How about | pick aredly great show

name for you? Something specia, something redlly fabulous, something

you'll be proud of 7'

"Okay," hesaid.

Sy stopped and thought for amoment. "Droopy,”

shesaid. "DrOopy McCoal."

"Okay," Snit sad.

"Anybody have any money?' Sy asked, and before anyone could answer she

went on, "Of course not, Orbus had it dl. So were going to need

money, and the way to do that isto work. To work we need equipment,

and our equipment isback in that airbus. So, gentles, let'sgo.”



"Go?' Max sad.

"Back to the airbus, of course. Y ou don't think we're going to leave

our gear there, do you?"

“They'l shoot usl” Max wailed.

"Wedon't haveagig,” she pointed out, "and wewon't have agigif we

don't get our instruments.

Whichway isit?"

Max pointed.

She nodded. "Let'sgo!”

"Jawad" Max sad.

They were swarming over the airbus asif they owned it. Severa turned

asthey gpproached, their little yellow eyes glowing faintly beneath

their brown hoods.

"Ourd" one of the Jawas called. He pulled asmal blagter and

gestured grandly withiit. "Stay back!™



"Ourd" Sy Snootlestold him. To Max's amazement she strolled around

him asif he weren't there and pointed to acrate. "See? It has our

nameonit."

The Jawalowered hisblaster. "Y ou Evar Orbus?"

"Heis" She pointed to Max, who swallowed and tried to look

authoritative. "We want our crates. You

can havetheairbus."

"Buy crates?"

"Buy our own equipment? | don't think s0."

"Issavagel”

"How much?' she asked.

The Jawahesitated. "Fifty creditd”

"Hve" shesaid. "Plusyoull haveto ddiver it to our hotd."

The Jawaraised hisarmsin dismay and suggested adightly higher fee,

and Sy countered with adightly lower one. Max watched in growing



amazement as they spent the next few minutes haggling, findly sttling
on twenty credits. Sy paid from a pouch she kept tucked in her skirt.

"Tips," shetold Max when she noticed him staring.

Max shook his head. It figured sheld been holding out on them.

They were supposed to split tips evenly among all the band members.

By then the Jawas had the crates |oaded aboard a cargo ded.

"Comeon!" Sy told him, hopping aboard. "L et's get out of here!

Those Biths are going to be back any minute now!"

How the Band Came to Jabba's Palace They ended up staying at
the Mos Eidey Towers, which Sy found rather ridiculous sncethe entire
complex-except for the restaurant and the lobby--lay completely under
the desert sands. Still, the rooms were clean and cheap, and the
manager put their crates of instrumentsinto secure storage (shed made

sure of it) beforethey settled in.

Asshe sat on her bed looking at Max and Snit (no, he was now Droopy
McCooal, shetold hersdlf), she wondered what exactly she was going to

do.



Mos Eidey was clearly a cesspool, one of the worst backwater towns on
one of the least hospitable planets sheld ever seen. The desert air had
chapped her lips and dried out the delicate membranes of her nose and
throat; it would take weeks if not monthsfor her to adapt. No, she
thought, she had to get out of here as quickly as possible. And to do

that, she'd need money. That's where Droopy and Max camein.

"Weneed agig,”" shetold them.

"We need dinner!" Max said. "l think I'll have room service."

"Not achancel" Sy said. "They charge extrafor that. Well go out

for dinner. There's bound to be a cheap take-out place near here.”

"But I'm hungry now!" Max said.

Sy sighed and rose. "Then weld better go,” she said. If shewaited

much longer, she knew Max would order room service whether she forbade
him to or not. And they didn't have the cash to sparefor frillslike

room service. She glanced at Droopy. At least hewouldn't eat. One of

the crates contained asupply of giant white dugsin sasis

fields---severa years worth, at the rate he seemed to consume them.

Max walked to the door, which opened, and Sy followed him. Droopy



brought up the rear. Perhapsit would be good to get out, Sy thought.

She could start making some subtle inquiries about work. A placethis

big had to have at least one opening for asinger of her talent.

It was such arough place, though, that she'd need protection.

Sowly aplan cameto her, and it was so clever it made her laugh out

loud. Max glanced back at her impatiently; Droopy didn't even look up.

Y es, shethought. Sheld let Max be the leader of the band. If anything

happened, it would happen to him --just aswith Evar Orbus.

Sheld manage the money. 1t wouldn't be hard to talk Max into an
arrangement like that. With him fronting for her, what could possbly

gowrong?

Sheld get them off Tatooine as quickly as possble, hireafew more
musicians, and before she knew it, she'd have aband to be reckoned
with. Jzz-wailerswerein big demand around the gdlaxy. And with her

voice, they couldn't possibly fail.

Max munched on a bantha kabob and nodded every oncein awhileto the
tall, dark-skinned human with long hair and moustaches seated across

fromhim.



What had Sy cdlled him? Naroon Cuthas. . . the talent scout for some
big guy out in the desert. Max was barely paying atention; after all,

Sy was the one who'd brought the guy over, and he was busy eating.

She could entertain him till Max finished.

"Jzz-wallers. . ." Naroon Cuthas said, stroking hislong moustaches.

"Yes, | think | could use you, at least short-term.”

"Who do you work for?* Sy asked.

"Jabbathe Hutt. Ever hear of him?"

"No," Max sad. If thiswaswhat theloca cuisnetasted like, hewas
never leaving, hethought. He finished hismedl, searched the tabletop
for crumbs, didn't find any, and gestured for the waiter to bring him

two more kabobs.

"He hasapalace,” Cuthas continued. "I'min town picking up some
supplies, so I'd be glad to give you aride. | can have you audition
for him tonight, and if he likes you, you can send for your belongings

and stay in the pdace.”

The bantha meet, Max thought, was cooked to perfection: moist,

succulent, and exactly the right shades of pink, gray, and yelow.



Even the grease had addightfully sharp aftertaste, he thought, licking
it off hisfingersone by one. Ddlicious. HEd never had thelike

before.

Cuthas seemed to be waiting for him to spesk. Had he missed something?

Sy poked himintheribs.

"It'sagood job," shewhispered in hisear. "We should tekeiit."

"Okay," hesad.

"How soon can you sart?' Cuthas asked.

"After dinner?' Max said. Hetook another bite, then another, then a

third. "Wonderful food!" he said.

"I'll meet you at your hotdl," he said.

"Sounds great,” Max said. Thewaiter set another platter before him.

"Pass the dioche sauce?'

"Thisway," Naroon Cuthas said, indicating a broad corridor leading down

from the hovercar landing bay.

They had parked between ahuge sail barge and severa dozen landspeeders



of varioussizes.

As Sy Snootles moved forward, she gazed around in wonder. The ride out
to the enormous citadel on the edge of the Dune Sea had been long and
desolate, and she'd expected Jabba's palace to be asmall, dusty tent

city. Ingtead, it was ahuge complex that bustled like an Imperia

trading depot. She spotted Gamorre-ans, Jawas, Twi'leks, humans,
countless droids, and even aWhiphid. She could tell someonerich and

incredibly powerful lived here. All these people meant there had to be

alot going on.

She looked back once to make sure Max and Droopy were following--they

were-before hurrying after Cuthas.

Doorsto ether side opened onto storerooms, off ices, and al manner of
workrooms. Shewrinkled her nose. It smelled bad up ahead--mostly of
spilled intoxicants and swesaty body armor, but of other, less pleasant

thingsaswdll.

They rounded severd corners---the stink growing steadily worse--and
abruptly cameto ahuge roomwith alow dais. Theimmense, hairless,
duglike creature sitting there had to be Jabba the Hutt, she thought.
Around Jabbawere crowds of guards and henchmen, dancers and bounty

hunters, humans and Jawas and Weeguays and Arcona.



"Thisis Jabba's presence chamber,” Cuthas said with agrand gesture. He
led them around the crowdsto alittle bandstand set into the wall

opposite Jabbas dais. "Y our equipment will be here momentarily.

When Jabba wants music, he will gestureto you. Play likeyour lives

depend on it--they probably do."

Sy swalowed. Thiswasn't what she had expected.

Sheturned to tell Max they were leaving, but he was already scooping up

hors d'oeuvres from alittle R4

droid carrying atray.

"Be careful what you say to Jabba," Cuthastold them dl inalow voice.

"If helikesyou, youredl s.

If he doesn't, you may cometo regret it. | strongly suggest you make

him likeyou."

"Right,” Max sad. "Isthere anything e seto eat?"

"Help yoursdlf from any of the server droids. Ah!

Here comes your equipment now."



More droids were carrying in crated instruments.

One by one they set them down. Sy went over to supervise.

No telling what droids would do with abox full of dugsin agtasis
fidd. .. and notdling if Jabbaconsdered dugs his distant

cousins. It was best not to take chances.

Max stuffed himself while the droids set up the instruments.

Every passing droid carried a platter different and more delicious than
thelast. By the time the instruments were powered up, he had afull

belly, agoblet of warm, spiced de, and enough snacks hidden away

behind his organ to last the night. Sipping hisae, he checked the

amps and preamps, double-checked the tone resonators, and ran through a
soft low-power scale, from short wavelength sounds to the highest

supersonicsimaginable.

Theimmense Huit shifted on histhrone. Huge red-dish-brown eyes peered

at Max suspicioudy for a second, then Jabba barked alow sound.

"My master bidsyou to play,” aslver trandator droid said.

"Thisisit," Max said to Sy and Droopy. Hefdt redly, redly good.

So good he didn't even mind when Sy called out the first song--"L apti



Nek"--instead of him.

Heran through the intro in double time, hit the first notes, Sy camein

on cue, followed by Droopy, and they were blasting away asif they had
nothing in theworld but their music. The woodwinds arced and
fluttered, the organ ground smoothly,, and Sy hit the high warbles asiif
shewere playing for the Emperor himsdf. Hefdt thethrumming
"ibration on high notes through his ears and the subtle, dmost dainty
counterpoint melody in the tympanic organsin hissnout. It was
beautiful, Max thought, the best they'd ever played. It wasamost as
good as dinner had been earlier that evening, and it went on and on as
they chased riffs and me odies through a dozen variations on the opening

chorus.

When they findly came up for air, there was perfect slence for along

moment. Max |ooked around.

Hadn't their performance been good? Why wasn't anyone clapping?

Everyone seemed to be looking at Jabba. Max too gazed at the huge,

duglike Hutt. Slowly Sy bowed, then Droopy, and then Max remembered to

do the same.

Suddenly Jabbasimmense duglike body shook with laughter. The Hutt's

huge, tapered tail rose and fell, rose and fell with athudding noise.



"My master ispleased,” said the trandator droid.

Max beamed. "Then we have a contract?"

Jabba growled an answer.

"HisImmense Eminenceis pleased to grant you alifetime contract,” the
droid trandated. "Asyou are an Ortolan, and know the value of food,
he wishesto pay you in that medium--al you and your band can egt in

exchange for alifetime contract.”

"Dond" Max cried. Hed never heard of so fine, SO magnanimous a dedl
inhislife. He glanced at Sy and was dismayed to find her glaring at

him.

Jabba spoke again, and the droid said, "Keep playing.”

When Jabba turned away, the crowd around him moved forward, clamoring
for atention. Max keyed intheintro to an old starfarers song Evar

Orbus had redonefor jizz-wailer orchestration. Jabba's huge tail, Max
noticed, twitched now and then dmost in time to the music, but other

than that the Hutt seemed obliviousto their playing.

Never mind, though. Max swelled out his chest.



He'd struck adeal any Ortolan would be proud of. All thefood he could
edt for life-incredible! They'd never believe his good fortune back

home.

After their fourth set, Sy Snootles managed to pull Naroon Cuthas away

from Jabbas sde. She couldn't believe what Max had agreed to.

Playing for food--what kind of dedl wasthat? How could they possibly

earn enough to get off this horrible planet?

"About the dedl,” she began.

"Indeed, it went better than | had dared hope,”" Cuthas said, smiling.

"Jebbaredly likesyour musc.”

"That's not what | meant. Theterms smply aren't acceptable.”

"But everything'sagreed,” Cuthas said. "Y ou told me Max was the band's

leader. He agreed to a contract with Jabba. Now you tdl meit isnt

acceptable? If you have aproblem, it seemsto me you should talk to

Max Rebo."

"But--1 wasjust letting Max front for me!"

" Jabba doesn't like it when people back out on dedls.”



"Surely there's some room for negotiation!™

Cuthas leaned closer, hisvoice dropping to an dmost conspiratorial
whisper. "The last band tried to renegotiate their contract. Jabba

dropped them into the rancor pit."

"Therancor pit?"

"Thefloor in front of the throne opens up. Jabba keeps an immense,

ravenous rancor below... it made very short work of the last band. Just

afew tweets and they were gone. And seethat man over there?' He

pointed into adim alcove, where a screaming man encased in carbonite

hung on thewadll.

"Yes" Sy sdd.

"He was a smuggler who broke a dea with Jabba.

Jabba kegps him there as areminder to other employees.”

Sy swalowed. "I see what you mean,” she said. She shot Max aviolent

look, but he didn't notice. He seemed entirely happy with the plate of

bantha steaks a droid had brought him.

Sy Snootleslooked around her quarters with ameasure of disgust and



revulson. How could they expect her to livein such ahovel? The
bedclothes were soiled, filth caked the walls, and the floor had

something dark and sticky spattered acrossit.

She turned to complain, but Cuthas had aready gone off with Max and

Droopy. Shewent out into the hal. They were gone.

A droid stood at attention nearby, though, so Sy crossed over to address

it: "Y ou there. What's your name?"'

"M3D2."

"My room requires cleaning.”

"The housekeeping staff islocated on leve three, room 212."

"Thank you. Pleaseinform them.”

"That isnot my function.”

"What isyour function?'

"Y ou arethe Snger Sy Snootles?!

Sy paused. Why would adroid ask that? "Yes," she answered cautioudy.



"I have amessage for you. It must be delivered in private.”

"In here"" Sy moved back to let it into her room.

Who would send her a private message here? Did she know someone on this

awful world? And what could adroid have to say that could possibly be

S0 private?

"I have amessage from the Lady an," it began.

"Jabba haslong been ariva of hers, and sheislooking for additional

giesinthispaace. .."

Max barely glanced at hisroom before pronouncing it satisfactory.

He had, after al, requested quarters close to the kitchens. His

proboscistold him food lay only afew doors away. Now that thefirst

faint girrings of hunger had begun, he was eager to find a bedtime

snack before turning in.

"Come," Cuthas said to Droopy, and he led the Kitonak off.

Max nodded happily. All indl, asuccessful day. He had anew job, he

had alifetime contract, and al the food he could egt. Life was good.



Shutting the door to hisroom, he followed his nose to the kitchens. He
had to compliment the chef on the appetizers before getting his snack.
No telling what desserts he might find waiting for him each day if the
two of them became friends.

"Hey, you," said aloud, gruff voice. "Y ou are aKitonak, aren't you?"

Droopy McCool raised his head dowly and stared at the Gamorrean guard

standing in the open doorway to hisroom. The guard stared back at him.

"Yes" Droopy findly sad.

"| thought s0," the guard said. He stared back at Droopy.

"Why?' Droopy findly sad.

"l saw Kitonaksin the deep desert once," he said.

"Oh," Droopy sad.

The next time he looked up, the Gamorrean had gone away. Still, it was

enough to get hisdow, dow mind moving.

Other Kitonaksin the deep desert . . . interesting.

Sy Snootles stared at the small fortune on her bed and pondered what to



do. At first she had intended to report Lady Vaarian's offer to one of

Jabba's lieutenants in case it had been atest of somekind.

But since -then, she hadn't had amoment to hersaf. Person after

person kept knocking on her door making her offersto spy for them.

All told, she had sixteen different commissonsto work for sixteen
different parties. Each had left a"token payment" for her services,
ranging from afew dozen creditsto ahundred and fifty. Now dl

sixteen pouches sat in aneet little row on her bed.

Of course, sheld agreed to spy for everyone.

It seemed there might be more money than she'd suspected in working for

Jabbathe Huit... and from al the wrong sources. At thisrate, shed

have enough to get off planet in just afew weeks.

She sat on alow chair, ignoring the mess on the walls, ignoring the

sticky patches on the floor, ignoring the unkempt bedclothes, and

waiting for the next knock.

It came afew seconds later.

"Come" shecdled.



A humanoid dipped in--a Twi'lek with one of histwin head tentacles
wrapped around his neck. Sy had seen him in Jabbas throne room
earlier, sherecdled, sanding near the Hutt and whispering thingsto

him.

She swallowed. Thiswas certainly her most powerful visitor so far.

He glanced at the bed, at the line of pouches, then looked at her and

amiled. It was not a pretty look, Sy thought with alittle shiver.

"Y ou have been busy tonight,” he said. "Sixteen vistors o far.

| think you can expect two, possibly three more tonight, and afew

others over the next week."

"l was going to tel Jabbaabout it inthe morning,” Sy began.

"No need, my dear." He moved closer. "I am Bib Fortuna, and one of my

jobsisheading up security for Jabba. | want you to take commissons

from everyone who offers you one. Inform me asyou are contacted. |

will let you know what newsto passon.” Hedrew asmal pouch from his

belt and handed it to her.

" Jabba pays much better than piddling second-raterslike these.

..asyouwill learn."



"Thank you," Sy said, hardly daring to believe her good luck.

"Think nothing of it, my dear," Bib Fortunasaid.

He took one look around her room, sniffed once, and as he | eft, added,
"The housekeeping staff islocated on level three, room 212. | suggest

you get the room deloused before you spend the night.”

HOW the Band Became a Duo Jabba's throne room was redlly
grooving, Max thought. In the months they'd been playing there, things
hadn't been better. The rancor had been fed, which always made Jabba
happy, Sy waswailing for dl she wasworth, her ssomach gyrating, and
the droids had just served him apair of small Largess cakes, courtesy

of Porcdlusthe chef.

"Ooooh-che-nah!" shesang. "l eee-ecee-eat my.

young!”

Max upped the power on the amps and went into a quick solo.

Nothing like dazzling fingerwork to keep your appetite up, he thought



anugly.

A blaster sounded close by, and Max let the music fade out. What was

going on? Jabbadidn't like it when blagter fights broke out.

Someone would Certainly feed the rancor tonight, he thought.

A scruffy-looking bounty hunter appeared with a\Wookiee in tow.

"I have come for the bounty on this Wookiee," he said.

Jabba laughed, hiswhole body shaking. "At last we have the mighty

Chewbacca," he said through his new gold trandator droid.

"Wecome, bounty hunter. | will gladly pay you the reward of

twenty-five thousand.”

"Fifty thousand!" the bounty hunter chirped. "Noless."

Jabba hit hisdroid in anger and snarled, "Why do | haveto pay fifty

thousand?"

"Because I'm holding atherma detonator!" the bounty hunter said. He
held out asilver sphere. Histhumb touched the button on top and the

detonator activated.



If helet go, the sphere would explode, Max knew, destroying the whole

throne room and everyonein it.

He covered hisface. Thiswasenough to put him off supper!

"The bounty hunter ismy kind of scum, fearlessand inventive,” Jabba

announced after agood laugh.

Max uncovered hisface. "I offer the sum of thirty-five," Jabba sad

through hisdroid.

"Very wel," sad the bounty hunter.

"Heagreed" cried the droid.

Asthe Gamorrean guards moved forward and took the Wookiee away, Sy

sd, "Hitit!"

Max gave atwo-best lead, then they launched into "Galactic Dance
Blag." It had arhythm, was easy to play, and Max knew he wouldn't

mess it up even though his hands were trembling. A thermal detonator!

At least it hadn't gone off. Hed have extra helpings at dinner

tonight, he thought, to calm hisnerves.



Jabba kept them playing for the next few hours. Something seemed to be
up--something big--but Sy wastoo busy singing to pick up on what it

was, though she listened intently.

When Max finally shut down his organ for the evening, Sy stepped down

and started for her room. Bib Fortuna caught her arm.

"No," hesaid to dl of them. "Don't bresk down yet."

"l don't understand,” Sy said. "It'sdinnertime.”

"Jabbas planning a party for later tonight.”

"But what about dinner?’ Max said. "It'sin my contract!"

"Get it if you want, but bring it back here. You'regoingto deepin

the throne room tonight. Jabba's orders.”

Sy swalowed. "Of course," shesad, "if that's what Jabba wants."

Max turned to Droopy. "Come on, let's get some dinner.

Take-out!"

"Take-out," the Kitonak echoed.



"Bring me some, too," Sy said. "And don't edt it on the way back here,

Max!"

thistime

Later that evening, behind a curtain that masked the throne room from
the display dcove where the smuggler in carbonite hung, Max lay
ligening intently. First he heard ametdlic jangle, then soft

footsteps as someone stole rather ineptly into the room. Then camea
dull boom. He saw Jabba tense, then lean forward to look out through a

and| holeinthecurtan.

Suddenly Jabba began to laugh. Those closest to him laughed aswell. As
the curtain rolled aside, everyone waslaughing, so Max joined in. At

last he could see what was so funny.

The bounty hunter who had used the therma detonator to blackmail Jabba
had set the smuggler encased in carbonite free! And beneath the mask,
the bounty hunter was a beautiful woman. Her face looked familiar, Max
thought. Wasn't that Princess Leia Organa of Alderaan? But Alderaan

had been destroyed years before.

Hadn't thewholeroya family died aswell?

Jabbasad, "So, | havefindly caught up with you again, Solo.



What do you have to say for yoursef?'

"Hey, Jabba, look, Jabba, | wasjust on my way to pay you back," the

smuggler said, blinking frantically and rubbing hiseyes, "and | got a

little Sidetracked. It'snot my fault--"

"It'stoo late for that, Solo," Jabba said. ™Y ou may have been agood

smuggler, but now you're banthafodder.”

Everyone around him laughed, so Max laughed, too. No sense standing

out, he thought. Food jokes were funny.

"L ook--"

"Takehim away."

"Jabba, I'll pay you triple. Y ou're throwing away afortune here.

Don't beafool."

The guards seized the smuggler'sarms and hauled him away.

"Now," saidJabba, "bring her to me." By "her" he meant Princess Leia

Two of the Gamorrean guards took Leias arms and led her forward toward



the throne.

"We have powerful friends," she said asthey shoved her up on Jabbas

dais. "You'regoing to regret this"

"I'm sure," Jabbasaid. He pressed hislips close to her and extended

histongue, and Max wondered if heintended to est her.

"May," Jabba commanded.

Max dropped his cup and scrambled toward his organ.

Asthe band launched into "Ode to a Radioactive Ruin," two dancing girls
stripped off Leids clothes and gave her askimpy gold outfit to wear.
Shewas a scrawny thing underneath the battle armor, Max decided, and
definitdy malnourished. Hed haveto seeif he could dip her an extra

medl or threeto fatten her up properly.

It took hoursfor the party to die. When it findly did, everyonejust

lay down where they were and dozed off.

Max gtill had afew smdl blatberry piestucked away behind his organ.
He picked one out and carried it to Jabbas dais. There he set it next

to Princess Leia, who looked at him with an unhappy expresson.



"In caseyou get hungry,” he said softly.

"Thanks," she whispered.

He smiled alittle, nodded politely, and headed for hisroom.

When he learned that Jabba planned a day trip out across the Dune Sea,
Max had droids carry their instruments out to the sail barge and set

them up on the lower deck. It was abeautiful cloudlessday, the

portals were open, and awarm breeze blew through. They'd have agresat
view of everyone and everything around them. Nothing like atrip to

build your appetite, Max thought.

Asadways, Sy showed up late. At least she was dressed and ready for

work, soit didn't redly matter.

Max tuned his organ while Sy did her vocal warm-up exercises, and they
were ready to play. Nothing to do now, he thought, except wait for the

crowdsto arrive.

Droids equipped with huge platters of food and drink were aready moving
into position around the deck, and Max grabbed a handful of chooca nuts
asa G4 unit passed. He accepted agoblet of Chagarian defrom an R2

unit and stashed it under hisorgan for later.

Toward lunchtime guests began filing aboard. They weredl taking



about a Jedi K night--someone named L uke something?--whom Jabba had
captured that morning. It seemed thededi and his friends wereto be

thrown to acreature out in the desert.

Max powered up his organ and played a pleasant little instrumental
ditty called "Odeto aMaster Chef" which held written himsdlf, wringing
every nuance from the keyboard. He wasin top form today, he thought.

Life was great in Jabba's palace.

Finaly Jabba himsdlf boarded, floating out on hisdais. It had

repulsorlift coils underneath it, Max saw.

So that was howJabba moved about. Thiswasthefirg timehed actualy

seen the Huitt leave his throne room.

And Jabba till had the princess with him.

WhenJabba settled into his place in the observation cabin, Max nodded to

Sy and let her cdl out the next number. Asthe sail barge turned and

headed out into the Dune Sea, the party redlly got going.

An hour out, the sail barge drew to a stop. Everyone grew till, and

Max let his song fade unfinished.

All the window shutters opened and Jabba's dais floated forward.



"Victimsof the dmighty Sarlacc, His Excdlency hopesthat you will die

honorably," the gold trandator droid said through the sail barge's

speaker system.

"But should any of you wish to beg for mercy, the great Jabba the Hutt

will now ligten to your pless.

Max strained to see what was going on outside, but there were too many
people crowded around the windows and he couldn't see. From the murmurs
around him, though, he got the generd idea of what was going on. It

seemed the prisoners had refused to beg, insulting Jabba horribly in the

Process.

Jabba only laughed. After al, Max thought, it wasn't asif the

prisoners could do anything. And he knew from long experience that

Jabba didn't often givein to begging or pleading. Heliked watching

people die and never showed any mercy.

"Move himinto position," Jabbasaid.

Max hopped up, straining to see, but couldn't get more than glimpses.

"Puthimin!" Jabba commanded.

A murmur came from everyone at the viewports, then suddenly people cried



out indarm. Max heard blagter fire and ahum like nothing he'd ever
heard before, an dmost e ectric sound that seemed to grow louder and

softer in timeto the blaster shots.

Jabba howled in outrage. The window shutters closed and most of the

Gamorrean guards on board headed for the top deck. Something had

clearly gone wrong, Max thought. He looked at Sy.

"What should we do?' he asked.

"Nothing!" shesaid. "It'snot our problem. Werejust the band.”

"BLIt--"

"Do you want to get in trouble with Jabba?" she demanded.

Max looked around and finally spotted Jabba at the other end of the

observation cabin. "No, no, now Jabbawas shouting, gesturing with his

twotiny ams.

Nobody seemed to be paying any attention to him.

Suddenly Princess Leialegped to action. She smashed the sail barge's

environment controlswith her chains. Thelightsfailed; adusky

near-darkness dropped over the passenger cabin. Max blinked and let his



eyes adapt to the darkness. Princess Leia, he saw, had looped her chain

around Jabbas neck and was pulling with al her strength, bracing her

legs againg his huge back.

Helooked around. She shouldn't be doing that.

Where were the guards? He took a step toward Jabba, wondering if he

should try to help, but Sy put ahand on hisarm.

"Sheskillinghim!" hesaid.

"Let her," Sy said softly. "Our contract's with Jabba. Well be free

once he'sdead.”

"But it'smurder!™

"He's doomed anyway," she said. "Too many people are out to get him.”

Max fet torn up insde. Hisfirst boss. Hisfirst contract.

All that food for life. How could he give up security so easily?

Jabba suddenly lolled forward, histongue protruding.

Hiseyeswereflat and glassy. Dead. So much for decisions, Max

thought. He'd waited too long.



But perhaps they could get agig with PrincessLeia

Shewas, after dl, aprincess. Evenif shedidn't est well, she must

certainly pay well enough---his needs were modest. Just Six or seven

meals aday, and snacks to keep him happy.

"Princess," he caled. "Isthere anything we can do to hep?’

She was holding her chain out to one of the droids --the little R2

unit who had been serving drinks earlier. Thedroid cut through the

chanseadly.

"Let'sget out of here,” she said.

"Probably not abad idea,” Sy Snootlessaid in hisear.

Max hesitated. "What about our equipment?’

"We can dways come back for it." Sy ran to the opposite Sde of the

observation cabin, the one facing away from the Sarlacc, and pushed open

ashutter.

Outside, Max could see one of the sail barge's huge steering vanes.



"Comeon, Droopy," Sy cdled. "Timetogo!"

Droopy followed. Max hesitated a second, gazing back at his organ, then
followed. Sounds of battle fill came from outside. He didn't want to

get caught in any fighting, especiadly if someonetried to sorm the

observation cabin to get to Jabba.

A huge explosion suddenly rocked the barge. Sy dmost fell out the

window asthe sail barge shifted.

More sounds of blaster fire came from the top deck.

"Quickly!" Sy called. "Jump!"

"Areyou crazy?' Max demanded.

Droopy jumped without a second's hesitation.

"Comeon, Max," Sy said. "It'snot that far, and you can dide down the

steering vane most of the way.

There's sand below. Itl help bregk your fal."

Turning, shejumped.



Max pushed open the shutter and looked down. It seemed like an awfully

long way. He hesitated. Droopy helped Sy up. They both looked unhurt.

"Jump!" Sy Snoodles called. "Max--jump!”

Something exploded behind Max, and the force of the blast waslike a

shovein Max's back. He flew out the viewport, over Sy and Droopy, and

hit the sand flat on his back.

Thefdl sunned him. His hands and face stung, and aringing sound

filled hisears. He was distantly aware of someone picking him up and

carrying him away from the sail barge, which seemed to be .burning.

Heraised hishead just in time to see the barge explodein ahuge

orangefirebdl.

So much for therr firg gig, he thought. So much for their instruments.

So much for hisgreat contract.

"Wherearewe going?' he managed to ask. He looked over at Sy.

She had alittle comlink oui.

"Wehaveanew gig," shesaid. "Working for the Lady Vdarian."



"No," Droopy said.

"Wha?' Sy demanded. "For what she's paying, we can get new

instruments.”

"I'm going into the desert,” Droopy said dowly.

"There are brothers out there."

"Y ou mean Kitonaks?' Max asked.

"Yes" Droopy sad. "They are near. | hear them.”

Max listened as hard as he could, and sure enough astheringing in his

ears and nose faded, he heard adistant walil like Kitonak pipes.

But how could there be Kitonaks on Tatooine?

"It's probably just thewind," he said. "That sound can't be Kitonaks.

What would they be doing out here?"

"Living," Droopy said. He set Max down, turned, and walked acrossthe

dunes without another word.

"Well," Sy sad. "I guessthat makes usaduo.”



"The Max Rebo Duo," Max said. Heamiled. "It hasanicering.”

"Thistime," Sy said, "things are going to be different.

I'm going to negotiate the contracts.”

"Okay," Max said. "Aslong asthere's plenty of food.”

"Or plenty of money to buy food," she said.

"Agreed!" He stuck out his hand. "Partners?’

"Partners,” she agreed. Then she activated her comlink. "Lady Vdarian

wants ustherg," shesaid.

"Send alandspeeder to pick us up. Who? Me and my partner, of course.”
Then shelaughed. "Tonight? It'salittle soon, but if you can get the

ingtruments, we can be ready.”

"And food," Max sad. "Don't forget thefood."

"And food," she added. "WEell need plenty of that." Of the Day's

Annoyances. Bib Fortunas Tae

by M. Shayne Bdll



| will rollJabba off histhrone on the day of my coup, Bib Fortuna
thought as he walked from Jabba's throne room to plot with the B'omarr
monks. My guardswill pull him onto the grille over the rancor pit. |

will let him lie therefor amoment to watch the rancor raging below him,
to hear itsroars, to know that when | open the trapdoor to let him

fdl, the rancor will eat him, and to know, findly, that | will inherit

hisfortune and crimina organization and he cannot stop me!

Fortunawa ked quickly down the sandy stairs spiraling in shadow to the
dungeons below. Behind the stones of this stairwell liesthe chute
Jabbawill dide down to the rancor pit, Fortuna thought. Jabbawill
watch my hand hover over the button that opens the trapdoor and know he
isabout to die. Fortunasmiled. He touched the stones and imagined

the steep chute behind them. He had cd culated the dimensions of
Jabba's bloated body and concluded that, if doused in grease, Jabba
could gtill dide down the chute. Jabba's dousing in grease would be
wonderfully ignominious: Fortunaimagined the kitchen staff rushing up
from the kitchens with pots of hot grease, their joy asthey threw it on
Jabba, their pleasure at ultimate revenge for their sons and daughters
Jabba had used as tasters and for their colleagues thrown to the rancor
when adishfalled. Fortuna had ordered Porcellus, the chief cook, and
his staff to save greasein old pots: they did not know why, but they

would soon.

It would be a happy day.



Fortunawalked past the prisoners dark cells. Some cellswere quiet.

Moans came from others. The sound of sobbing from one.

Fortunatook stock of them al and the prisonersin them: | will set
this prisoner free, Fortunathought. Thisonel will execute. These
others| will sdl into davery. Fortunaintended hisjustice to be

swift and findl.

The passageway wound on and became quieter, and suddenly the floor was
free of sand. It had been swept clean. The monkslived past that

point. Fortuna stopped, took off his sandals, and beat them against the
stone wall to knock the sand out of them: asign of respect for the

monks. He would not bring more of thefilth of Jabba's occupation of

their palace into the places where they lived. How thefilth of the

parts of the palace out of their control must distress them!

Fortuna swore he would let the monks clean the paace thoroughly, once,
before he drove them out forever, before they could turn against him. He

pulled on his sandds and walked on.

Fewer and fewer-candles, guttering in their niches, lighted the
passageway. The shadows deepened. At times Fortunawaked in complete
darkness, but he never hesitated. He walked straight ahead with

confidence.



He knew this passageway. He had come here many timesto learn the
secrets of the monks and to plot with them. But the lower levelswere

cool, and Fortuna pulled his cloak tighter around him.

A shadow moved down the passageway ahead. Metal scraped against bare
stone. Fortuna stopped and andyzed the darkness around him: his

intuition sensed no danger. But he heard movement again, inthe

darkness, coming toward him. He drew his blaster and crouched back
againg thewall asthe shadow of agiant spider astall as Fortuna

loomed up. The spider itself crawled out of the shadows and scrabbled

past Fortuna. Fortunarelaxed, barely, but kept the blaster in his

hand: just abrain walker, hetold himsdf, amachine shaped likea

spider that carried an enlightened monk's dissmbodied brainin ajar

atached to the underbdlly. Harmless. But even so he hated it.

Brain wakers unsettled him. He watched lights at the base of the brain
jar blink in calm greens and blues, asif part of afluorescent bauble
onavan man-szed spider. Perhapsit meant to join Jabbaat his

dinner.

They would do that: the brains talked through speakerson thejar in

foolish attempts to instruct Jabba about the nature of the universe and

promote his enlightenmen.

It always amused Jabba and hisdinner guests.



Fortunaremembered the first time he had seen abrain walker. He had

not thought it amusing then. As Jabba's new majordomo, Fortuna had been
hungry to learn everything about the palace--its main corridors, its

secret corridors and rooms, its dungeons, its people and their routines.
One evening he accompanied the kitchen staff on their rounds feeding
prisoners. Just asthey reached thefirst cell, amonstrous spider

stumbled into them, upsetting a soup pot and splashing hot soup on
Fortunas robes. Fortunafired hisblaster and hit the brainjar and

the spider's Underbelly. The jar exploded, and the brain flopped onto

the sandy passageway. The spider short-circuited with pops and shooting

sparks.

Only then had Fortunaredlized that the spider was amachine.

No one spoke, not the cooks or the guards or the prisoners standing in

the open doorway of their cell.

The spider unnerved them, too. Monks rushed up to collect the brain,
and one explained that when amonk became enlightened, other monks
trained as surgeons cut out hisbrain and placed it in amaintenancejar
filled with anutrient-rich solution. From there, the brain

contemplated the cosmos, freed from the body's distractions.

Fortuna gagged at the thought. He hurried back toward Jabba's throne



room, stained robes and al, to advise Jabbato order the monks
exterminated. Their wayswereintolerable. It astonished him that two
digtinct cultureslived in the palace, anyway: Jabbas crimind
organization, and these monks. For generations, criminals had occupied
parts of the monastery the monks had built, turning it into apalace,
taking dl the best rooms, using more and more of its space. It was

timetotakeit dl.

But suddenly Fortuna had stopped. He was angry that any monks were |eft
hereat all. How must they fedl about the presence of Jabbaand his

minionsin their paace? Surely they were discontented.

Fortuna believed he could turn their discontent to his advantage: sde
with themin their complaints, pretend to learn from them, guide them
into open plotting to rid the palace of Jabba, mold them into an
unsuspected force he could call on when the day camefor himto seize

control.

How wdll his plan had worked! The monkswere now trained and equipped
to take the palace. There were hundreds of monks il in bodies-and
hundreds of othersin brain jars and walkers: enough to quickly

overpower unsuspecting guards. And Fortuna had learned from the monks.

He did not have to pretend that. They had much to teach.

Helearned how to intuitively sense the plots swirling aroundJabba, the

petty thieveries planned, the twisted physical cravings.



They taught him hislifeswork had been fatedand he took their

teachings even further: he believed the universe had made it possible

for him to acquire the power and wealth necessary to conquer Ryloth, his
homeworld, to mold his people, the Twi'leks, into the kinds of subjects
the Empire valued: bounty hunters, mercenaries, spies--not merely exotic
daves-and save what he could of them. By "chance," Fortuna controlled
Nat Secura, the last descendant of agreat Twi'lek house. Nat was vitdl
to his plan: the people would raly to Nat (and Fortunas indirect

leadership) when it cametimeto conquer Ryloth.

The Twi'leks would remember what Fortuna had done for them forever.

The names of his ancestors would be honored again.

He would be honored.

But there was work ahead, and he must be ready for it. Thetimefor

happy imaginingswas past. He called up safeguardsin hismind that hid

his darkest thoughts and hurried on.

Only one monk waited for him in the council chamber, and he was not

gtting in meditation. He paced the floor. "Magter Fortuna," he said.

"We thought you would not come. Y our friend isin great danger.”



"Wheat friend?' Fortuna asked. He had no friends.

"Nat Secura. Jabbais about to feed him to the ranCOr."

Fortuna whirled from the room and rushed back down the passageway.

Jabba hated Nat because he was ugly: Nat had been horribly burned in
fires Jabbas davers set in Nat's city to force itsinhabitants out and

into their nets. Hisface and body were scarred. Hislekku, the

head-tails Twi'leks sign with for much of their communication, were
nearly burned off. Nat could only communicate with hisvoice--a
terrible handicap, but he was till who hewas. Fortuna had found Nat
in the rubble of the city and redlized what aprize hewas. of greater

worth than jewes. Feed him to the rancor, indeed!

After Fortuna stopped running, smoothed out his robes, caught his
breath, and walked into the throne room, he found this: Nat, bound,
flogged, lying facedown on the grille. The rancor roared below him and

held its mouth open for Nat's dripping blood.

The shameful tatters of Nat's lekku were splayed out above the grate:

someone had torn off the head covering Fortunamade Nat wesr.

Jabba's crowd of sycophants and puppets jeered and taunted Nat over
ther dinners. Jabbas own hand hovered inches from the button that

would open the trapdoor, but when Jabba saw Fortuna he rumbled his deep



bass laugh and motioned Fortunato histhrone.

"Nat isso ugly,” Jabbasaid. "I want to seeif the rancor will eat

him, or if it will throw him back up at US?'

The rancor would do that. It threw those it found unappetizing against

the grille again and again till the body became an unrecognizable pulp

the keeper dragged out the next day. The grille was dark with the blood

of those the rancor had regjected.

"Then you will missthe sport Nat could provide,” Fortunasaid.

"What sport?" Jabbarumbled.

Fortunawas thinking fag, trying to find away to save Nat. "Nat isa

runner,”" hesad, "and atumbler.

He could dude the rancor for atime."

Jabba loved watching such sport through the grille.

Everyoneknew it. He moved his hand toward the button.

"But not now," Fortunasaid quickly. "Not after aflogging. Givehim

two daysto recover, then send him to the pit. It will be agrest



diversonfor usdl."

"You betrayed me!" Nat shouted at Fortuna’s back.

"| should never have trusted you. I--" Fortunaraised his hand.

Nat fell slent at once. For-tunahad trained him well, and obedience
was an eaxrly lesson. "Magter?' Fortuna asked Jabba. Jabba hesitated,
conddering. Fortuna could not take his eyes off Jabba's hand over the

button.

"Two daysthen," Jabbasaid, findly, moving his hand back. "I look

forwardtoit."

Fortuna called two Gamorrean guardsto lift Nat from the grille and drag

him down to the dungeons.

Fortunafollowed. The guards stopped by thefirst cdll, which was

aready crowded. "Not there!" Fortunasaid. "l will not incarcerate

Nat with otherswho might kill him or maim him to spoilJJabbas fun.

Follow me"

He led them down the passageway to the farthest cell. It was

unoccupied. "Put himin here" hesad.



The guards threw Nat into the cell, dammed and |ocked the door, and
walked grumbling away. Fortuna stood looking through the barsin the
door. Nat lay on the stone floor. He would not or could not Sit up to
look at Fortuna. 1t made communicating more difficult, Snce much of
what Fortunawanted to say he could sgn with hislekku so no oneelse

would understand.

He did not want to speak aoud for othersto overhear. But findly

Fortunadid spesk four words: "1 will saveyou."

He turned and walked away--not back to Jabba's throne room, but down the

passageway to the monks.

He knew of just one way to save Nat.

Only then, while walking in the swept passageway of the monks, did
Fortunawonder how they had known that this would happen, when he had

not.

Fortunaled the monks surgeonsto Nat's cell before dawn of the second
day. He wanted the procedure completed well before Jabba ordered Nat
thrown to the rancor. "L eave the brain sem so the body will ill

breathe," Fortuna said.

"No!" Nat screamed. He realized what the surgeons had come to do.



"Dont let them take out my brain!”

Fortunadid not worry at al that the other prisoners could hear Nat.
They would try to ignore him, if they could, and hope such horrors would
not happen to them. But a Gamorrean guard was hurrying toward them. He

did not ask what Fortuna and the surgeons were doing.

"I will tell Jabbathat you tortured this prisoner and spoiled the

sport,” hetold Fortuna.

"Then | will tdl Jabbathat since you informed on me, you obvioudy

cannot keep secrets and must be fed to the rancor with Nat."

The guard snuffled and stepped back. So stupid--so easily manipulated,

Fortunathought. A mistake of Jabbals, taking these beings as guards.

“Then | will not tell if you will not,” the guard said.

"Be quick about your work."

Hewalked away. Fortuna set his blaster to stun and looked at Nat.
"Thisistheonly way | know to saveyou," Fortunasigned with his
lekku, then he shot Nat through the bars of the door. Nat fdll tothe
floor--but hisarmstwitched asif, though stunned, he were il trying

to pull himself up to fight to save his body.



Fortuna unlocked the cdll door and swung it wide.

The surgeons whedled their squeaking cart in ahead of them.

Fortunadid not follow. He did not want to watch. The sght of gore
did not bother him in the dightest, but Fortuna believed it would show
alack of respect for Nat if he stood behind the surgeons to watch them

wash Nat's head and cut into it.

So Fortuna paced in front of the cdll, impatient for the surgeonsto be
done. He remembered finding Nat as a child in the smoking rubble of
Nat's family home on Ryloth. Fortuna had gone there, looking for

jewes.

But before he found any, he found Nat in the arms of his mother.

She was conscious.

"Youl" shesaid, from where she lay, unableto get up to defend herself
or save her child. "Bib Fortuna- | should have recognized your corrupt

hand behind this attack. Only you would bring davers upon your own

people.”

She said his name with such hatred, such loathing, that Fortuna stepped

back. Fortunahad been among thefirst to sel the addictiveryll spice



off-world, and thus attract the attention of the Empire to Ryloth.

Twi'leks he thought hisfriends sat in judgment on him and condemned him
to death for bringing davers and pirates and renegades of dl kinds
upon them. He escaped. They confiscated hisfamily's holdings and put

aprice on hishead. He came back for revenge.

He had had that revenge. Seven citieslay inruin, their people sold
into davery, their riches going, most of it, to Jabba, but some of it,

secretly, to Fortuna.

Y et it was not what he had wanted, after al. The demand for ryll spice
was greater than he or anyone could have predicted, and it would suck
hisworld dry and destroy it. Fortunadid not hate his own people so
utterly. Hetried promoting trade in the cheaper, less effective--less
lucrative--glitterstim spice from Kessdl to divert attention from ryll

and Ryloth to no avail: the demand for spice of any kind would tear
gpart both planets. He had thought the Twi'leks would adapt to lifein
the wider Empire--Twi'leks always adapted--but events had happened too
quickly. They had to be shown theway. Fortunaredized that, and his
responsibility to show it to them, when Nat's mother spoketo himinthe
rubble of her home. He drew his blaster and stepped back up to her,

pointed the blaster at her head.

"Coward," shesaid.



He shot her, and she died at once.Shooting her had not been an act of
cowardice, hetold himsdf. It had been an act of kindness. He had

saved her from the horrors of davery.

Then Nat moaned.

The childwasdive. Fortunadid not shoot him or give him to the
davers. He carried him back to his ship and medica help. Helater
explained to Jabba that snce thiswasthe last son of agreat Twi'lek
family, it would amuse him to keep Nat for atime. In the yearsthat
followed, Fortuna never told Nat he had killed his mother. They planned
together how best to save Ryloth from the hell the spice trade and the

Empirewere turning Ryloth into.

The cell door opened. A surgeon hurried out. He held abrain jar with
abraninit. All theindicator lights at the base of the jar glowed
bright red: not agood sign. Thelights should have blinked green or

blue.

"Thebrainis screaming,” another surgeon told Fortuna "If it does not

gain control of itself soon, it will goinsaneand die. That istheway

of things”

Nat was not enlightened. He was not ready to give up the body.



The monks had explained al thisto For-tuna, and he had forced them to

operate anyway.

There had been no other way to save him. It was done now.

"Wewill do al we canto help your friend,” another surgeon said.

They left, whedling their cart ahead of them, its squesksloud in the

dungeons.

Fortunawalked into the cell. Nat's body lay on the floor. Hekndlt to
examineit. The surgeons had done excellent work: the sutures that
closed the skull back up were undetectabl e except to the closest

examination.

The brain stem kept the lungs breathing. The heart till beet.

Fortuna's own heart raced in his chest.

Hewould diefor this, if Jabba found out before For-tuna could kill

Jabba. Fortuna straightened Nat's robes. Hetied abright red scarf

around Nat's disfigured lekku. He turned the body onto its back and

gently brushed the sand from itsface. The face was so scarred,

tortured.

Then, with asudden clarity, Fortunarealized why the universe had



ordered eventsthisway. Nat had to lose this body. No one on Ryloth
would have recognized him. Soon, Fortunawould control Jabba's vast
fortune. He could locate and employ the services of those who practiced
theillegd arts of cloning and clone Nat anew and perfect body to put

hisbranin.

When they returned to Ryloth, Nat would be able to communicate more
effectively--if he survived the next few days. Fortunaresolved to go

to him later to give him the hope of cloning to hold on to.

Later that morning, when Jabba ordered Nat thrown to the rancor, Fortuna
dispatched two guardsto drag Nat's body to the trapdoor in front of

Jabbas throne.

"Nat hasfainted from fear," hetold them quietly.

"But he will surely awake on his descent to the rancor.”

They beieved him. Much depended on the events of the next few minutes

and whether Jabba would accept them.

The guards flung Nat's body onto the trapdoor and Jabba hit the button
at once--as Fortuna had hoped he would. The trapdoor dropped open, and
the body plunged down to the rancor's pit. Jabba's sycophants crowded

around the grille to watch the rancor eat Nat.



Jabba pressed buttons that rolled histhrone to the edge so he could

seg, too.

Nat's body lay facedown in the sand below. The rancor roared at it, but

it did not move.

"Nat won't run!" Jabba shouted. "Why won't he run??

The rancor seized the body and ate it in three bites.

Blood spattered through the grille onto Fortuna's hands and robes and

face, and the hands and robes and faces of everyone around the pit.

The rancor looked up at them and belched and roared.

BUt everyone in Jabba's throne room was quiet.

They dl expected Jabbato be angry. "Nat must have cometo hate you,”
Fortunatold Jabba, in therelative sllence. "He knew it would please

you to see him run, so hewould not run.”

Someone laughed. Sy SnOOtles started humming atune. Max Rebo began
pounding his keyboard. And Jabbafinadly laughed. "He ate him--the
rancor ate him. It has no aesthetic sense.” Jabbarolled histhrone

back to itsorigina pogtion, away from the grille, whilethe music



picked up and palace life returned to normd.

Jabba believed what Fortuna had told him. He never suspected what had
just happened. Fortunawalked thoughtfully through the milling crowd of
gaactic toughs of al species, toughs he hoped to make his people a

part of, rubbing at the speckles of Nat's blood on his hands.

When he could, later that night, Fortuna hurried to the monks and Nat's
brain. Hewent firgt to the Great Room of the Enlightened, wherethe

brain jars sat on shelves and the brain walkers waited bel ow them.

One embodied monk was dusting. "Nat would not stop screaming, so we had
to move himto acdl of hisown," the monk said. "Hewasdisturbing

the enlightened ones.”

The monk led Fortunato the cell. Thebrain jar holding Nat's brain sat
adoneon atable. All thelightsat the base of the jar glowed bright

red in the darkness.

Themonk it two candlesin niches near the door and left quietly.

Fortuna sat at the table and put his hands on the jar for atime. The
brain was aghastly sight: raw, whitein places, suspended in asolution
Nat's blood discolored red. The monkswould change the solution daily

for three daystill there was no more blood and the solution stayed



clear.

Fortuna pressed a button at the base of the jar that made it "hear"” for
thebrain. "Nat," he said, "thiswas the only way | knew to save you.

Bdieveme"

Hewent onto tell him his plansfor cloning, but then another ideacame
to him. "Perhgps we can find aholding body to put your brain intill

we clone abody of your own."

The more he thought of it, the more Fortunaliked that idea: kidnap
someone acceptable, discard the brain, and put Nat's brain in the body
for atime. The sensations of aliving, breathing body would surely

help keep Nat's brain sanetill it could be put into Nat's own clone.

He would speak to the surgeons about it.

When heleft Nat's cell an hour later, onethird of the lights glowed

rose, even pink: not bright red.

Fortunareturned to Jabbas throne room to deep. He had to deep
there. Jabbas paranoiarequired that everyone closeto him deep
around him at night--supposedly to protect him from assassins, but in
redlity so the guards could watch them al and kegp them from

nating Jabba. The routine had grown lax. The guards dept dong

with everyone dse. Fortuna had even stopped lecturing them about it.



But he would get new guards when hewasin control.

Fortuna could not deep. He sensed goings-on in the palace he could not
pin down and that he could not attribute to the anxieties of the
day--probabilities swirling in the subconscious undercurrent of life

around Jabba. But the monks had trained him well.

Thingswould come clear again, he was confident of that. Beingsfrom
al parts of the galaxy congtantly came and went here, and it sometimes

took daysto sort out the true purposes of their vigits.

Meanwhile, the monks would advise him, asthey had advised him about

Nat. Fortunahad alies no one suspected.

Fortunalifted his head and looked atJabba, so closeto hisown public
bed. He could smdll Jabba's dien, musky swest in the heat of the
night, and he wrinkled his nose and began aritua that often camed him
s0 he could deep. Of the day annoyances, these, Fortuna counted
glently. That Jabbagtill lives. That was the chief and foremost of

every day'slist of annoyances.

But Jabbawould die soon.

Fortuna's preparations were nearly complete: securing the fina sets of



codes to Jabba's scattered bank accounts, testing the loydty of the
last few he needed to stand by him during the coup. He had little left
to do. But besides his own plot, Fortunaknew of fourteen others
againg Jabbaslife, plots he would not stop now. It was awayswise
to make contingency plans, and he had fourteen sets of plotters doing
just that for him. He would smply watch them, and guide them where
possible. He hoped he would besat the others and actudly have the
pleasure of murdering Jabba, but it did not much matter to him, aslong

asit got done at roughly the correct time.

However Jabbas death came about, Fortunawould end up in charge.

Hewould control the bulk of the fortune.

Some plots were quite entertaining: the Anzati assassin, for instance,
inthe pay of both Lady Vaarian and Eugene Tdmont, the Imperid

prefectwan amusing confusion of patronsfor that n.

Therewas Tessek, afussy little Quarren Jabba wanted killed, who
himsdf plotted to kill Jabba. A smple plot Fortunafavored was that
of akitchen boy who had planned to poison Jabba because severa years

earlier Jabba had fed his brother to the rancor after a saucefailed.

So many here hated Jabba, and Jabba relished their hatred--one of his
many great mistakes, Fortunathought. Jabba believed his acts of

cruelty made beings everywhere fear him, and he thought fear protected



him. But fear endured for days and months and yearsturnsto hatred.

Hatred spawns plotsfor revenge.

Fortuna planned to run things differently.

He lay back and smiled to himsdlf. Fourteen assassination plotsand

beyond that, Sixty-eight plotsto rob the palace. Therewasno end to

the plotting.

Of the day's other annoyances, these, he continued.

That he had found it necessary to watch Nat's body be destroyed.

That he had had to threaten the monks to get them to remove Nat's brain.

That the delivery of two-headed effrikim worms Jabba favored on hot

mornings--and whaose endorphins induced hours of drowsinesswhad not come

in, again, thus making the congtant supply of other diversons

necessary: dancers, liquor, spice. Annoyances, al of them--aday of

annoyances.

But of them dl, the greatest--the chief annoyance --was that Jabba

dill lived.

The rancor roared in the pit and banged against the wdls of its cage.



No one stirred.

Those were common sounds.

The surgeons assured Fortunathat "brain swapping” was possible but
rarely tried--and then only when the galaxy needed an embodied spiritua
guide and there hadn't been time for one to be born and raised up. In
those times, the monks would choose a hedlthy acolyte and one of the

enlightened, and surgeons would swap the brains.

Fortuna felt confident that he could force the monksto perform the

procedure for Nat.

Fortuna talked to Nat's brain every day, sometimes twice aday, and
after two weeks, some lights glowed green and blue. But at least one
always glowed bright red: panic was dwaystherein Nat, and it had
probably been there too long. The brain was ungtable. The monks
thought Nat partialy insane: he would imagine, for daysat atime, that

he was blindfolded, his body tied down, and that Fortunaand the monks
wouldn' let him up--that he was till in hisbody. For-tuna once asked
himwhy, if hewere just tied down, he couldn't fed his body--and all

the lights suddenly glowed red.

"Ft himinabrain waker," hetold the monks.

"Maybeif he can walk around he will become more sane.”



It took Nat daysto learn to make the walker move, and hiswalker was
forever sumbling into walls or For-tuna or the monks. Fortunawas

afraid hewould bregk hisbrain jar open, but the monks assured him the
jar would not bregk easily. Nat tried to follow Fortunawherever he

went, and the monks would have to hold Nat back from following Fortuna

up to Jabba.

"Dont let it comelooking for me!" he ordered the monks. He did not
want Nat ssumbling around, saying things he shouldn't amongst people who

thought the rancor had eaten dl of him.

But one day, when the monks were too busy with Spring Equinox ceremonies
to watch Nat as closely as Fortuna ordered, Nat did come up to the
throne room. Hisbrain walker ssumbled down the steps and scraped

itself againgt the tonewadl. No one paid it any attention.

But it suddenly lurched out toward the center of the room, periloudy
closetothegrilleinthefloor. Fortunaredlized that if two or three

of itslegsfel through and it couldn't extricate itself, the guards
would havetollift it up. Jabba might decide to send it down to the
rancor instead. He had never sent a brain walker to the rancor, and

Fortuna did not want Jabbato get the idea now.

Jabba had a new protocol droid, acertain C-3PO--a gift from some human



egotist who claimed to be a Jedi night. Fortuna quickly motioned the

golden droid to hissde. "Keep that brain walker away from the

grille" hesad. "Guideit around the perimeter of the room and back

down to the monks as soon as possible.”

"At once, Master Fortuna," C-3PO said.

But C-3PO soon tapped Fortuna on the shoulder.

"The enlightened one wishes to spesk with you," he said. "He absolutely

refused to return to the monks until he had. | can't imagine what could

be so important that he--"

"That'senough,” Fortunasaid. "1 will spesk withit.

Leaveus."

Thedroid arched its back and walked stiffly away.

"What isit?' Fortuna asked Nat.

"I have found abody--a holding body. You said | could have a body--"

"Yes, yes. Whoseisit?'

"l don't remember its name, but it looks like a strong body, and | need

astrong body--"



"Whereisit, then? Isit in thisroom?"

Fortuna did not like carrying on this conversation in Jabba's throne
room. He did not want anyone to overhear. Two or three were already

looking at them.

"Tdl menow," Fortuna demanded. "Then you must return to the monks.”

"The body in the carbonite--it's doing no one any good. Give methe

body in the carbonite!

Fortunahad to smile. "Han Solo?' hesaid. Theideawasddiciousto
him. Fortuna had many reasonsto hate Cordlians--Bidlo Kwerve, his

rival for the post of magjordomo, had been a Cordlian.

Using Han's body in thisway would be afine revenge on Cordliansin
generd. Helooked at the body of Han Solo, frozen in carbonite,
hibernating perfectly. Han's head looked roughly the same sizeasNat's

had been.

"Of course," hetold Nat. "Y ou shdl havethat body. Soon." Hedid
not have to add: when | am in control here. Such an experiment would
probably have amused Jabba, but Fortuna could not have explained

Nat's-or hisown--part in it.



Businesstook Fortunainto Mos Eidey. Hewas glad to get away from the
palace for the afternoon, but it would be abusy time--arranging for new
purveyorsto ship the still awaited effrikim to the palace; checking the
progress of the reconstruction of Jabbas town house after thefire.

Perhaps the most interesting of his duties, however, would be meeting

with the human, Luke Skywalker, who claimed to be a Jedi Knight and who
had sent droids to Jabba as gifts. The human wanted to bargain for Han
Solo, and Fortunaiinvited him to the town house to hear his offer. This

sudden burst of interest in the frozen Cordlian amused For-tuna

Perhaps there were ways to make Solo turn a profit yet.

"It would be to your master's advantage to smply let Han go," Skywalker

sad.

Fortunalaughed. He had expected arrogance from someone claiming to be

aJedi Knight, and he was not disappointed.

"Han Solo cost Jabba dearly, young Jedi," Fortunasaid. "How would

samply letting him go work to my master's advantage? Besides, I'm

certain the Empire would not want Solo wandering about again.”

"The government will change," wasdl Skywaker said in reply.

And suddenly the mists clouding Fortunasintuition cleared. He



identified an astonishing plot afoot in the palace. The Rebdlion
wanted Han Solo. Thishuman gttingin front of himwasa
representative of the Rebellion--and others were dreedy in the paace:
aguard, thedroids, at least those--all part of agrand plot to free

Han Solo, for reasons he could not imagine.

What would the Rebellion want with asmuggler?

Much of the plot was just probability--key figureswere not in place

yet, Fortuna could sense that. But hisinterest was piqued.

Thiswould be an interesting scenario to watch. Fortuna said nothing of

al thisto Skywaker. He brought the conversation back to money.

"Solo costJabba dearly, as| said. He would expect payment for the

shipment of spice Solo dumped if he ever let him go.”

"I will pay whatever Han costJabba, plusinterest, if that isthe only

deal we can make," Skywalker said.

"But you do not want money. Y ou want to help your people, though your
planswill hurt them more than ever. Free Han, and after you overthrow
Jabba--join the Rebellion. The New Republic will put Ryloth under its
protection. Ryloth will not be destroyed, asit will be under the

Empire, and you will accomplish your gods."



Fortuna could not spesk for amoment. Theintuitive powersof this

young human were strong indeed.

Luke's conviction and honesty touched Fortunas heart. For a brief
moment, Fortunasaw a bright future in which people would not have to
plot and scheme and connive as he had done dl hislife. But the moment
passed. Fortunafet the heavy weight of the Empire and its ways settle

back down around his mind.

The Empire would not be overthrown. He could not entrust the fate of
the Twi'lek peopleto the idedlistic dreams of the pitiable Rebellion.

Fortuna believed his own plans were, after all, the best.

"Y our words move me," hetold Skywaker, findly, and he could not
resst saying something about his coming overthrow of Jabba. "Some of
what you foretold will take place within days. Y our friend is best left
frozentill then. He will be utterly safe in the carbonite during the
troubles that come. But you are wrong about money. | will need great
quantities of it to fulfill my dreams. Jabbawill not accept your offer

of payment with interest for Solo, though | will convey it to him. Rest

assured, however, that when the day comes, | will accept.”

Skywaker quickly stood and bowed asiif the meeting were over, though
Fortuna had not had timeto offer him a glass of spiced water or finish

his other duties as host. This brusqueness was unexpected, and Fortuna



wondered if the human wasin ahurry to leave because he redized
Fortuna knew the truth about him and hisplot. That plot would change
now, Fortunawas certain of it. He did not stand or return Skywalker's

bow.

"1 will yet have Solo," Skywalker said, and Fortuna detected no

arrogance in what he said, no boasting.

Hiswords were asmple statement of what he believed fact.

"Y ou will indeed have your friend after you bring your money to me. Y ou

will know when to come," Fortunasaid. Skywalker turned and walked

avay.

Fortunadid not tell the bright-eyed young human exactly how he meant to
keep hisword. Hewould s&ll him what Han Solo would have been reduced
to by then: hisbrain. That was what the guards would ddliver to this

"Jedi" after they had hismoney. Such aded would gain the attention

of the Empire and improve Fortunas standing init.

Jabba rejected the Jedi's offer and ordered Fortuna not to admit

Skywalker--just as Fortuna had predicted.

Inthetimethat followed, Fortunawatched those the Rebd lion had

planted in the palace. The droids, the guard served with excellence.



Then even more representatives of the Rebellion were planted, so to

peak taken, even, to Jabba's bosom: a human woman, Leia Organa,
one-time princess and Imperial senator--now adancing dave, after she
foolishly unmasked herself and saved Fortunathe trouble of bringing Han
Solo out of the carbonite; and the Wookiee, Chewbacca, whom she brought
to complete her failed disguise and who was promptly imprisoned, now

with hisold friend Solo. Thisplot did not ook to be going very

well--with key playersinit ssemingly happy intheir employ, others
imprisoned or made daves. Fortunabelieved he was right not to put any
stock in the Rebdlion, if thiswasthe best it could do to rescue

someone. He put more stock in the cook's plan to poison Jabba.

But the former princess had managed to do one good thing, asfar as
Fortunawas concerned: she had brought atherma detonator into the
palace, and For-tunanow had it--after stealing it from aWhiphid guard
who had stolen it from the princess during the commotion after her
unmasking. No one ever asked what became of it. It donemadea

marvel ous contingency plan.

Then one morning, Fortunawoke suddenly, before dl the others.

Something was not right in the palace: someone wasin it who should not
be, and he-was walking toward the throne room. Fortunasat up and
arranged hisrobes, and hisintuition told him who was coming: Luke

Skywalker. Fortunamoved quietly and quickly across the throne room and



met Skywalker at the top of the steps.

"What are you doing here?' he asked. "Y ou know Jabba has not accepted

your offer, and he will not speak to you. Y ou must wait for me.”

"Y ou will take me toJabba now,” Skywaker said. No explanation.

Typical arrogance.

"1 will take you to Jabbanow," he answered Skywalker.

For abrief moment, Fortuna paused to consider whether the Jedi's tricks
could have influenced hismind, but he quickly lost that thought. Surely

it could not be so.

Fortuna started back down the stairs and looked at Jabba. Wekinghimin
the morning was atask not lightly undertaken, but hewould doit. The
incompetent guards were at last ftirring and looking in hisdirection.

The human followed Fortuna down the steps and mumbled some nonsense a

his back about serving his master well and being rewarded.

Fortuna could not repress asmile. He spoke in Jabbas ear: "Luke

Skywalker, the Jedi, has come to speak to you."

Jabbawas angry at once, and Fortuna braced himself.



"| told you not to admit him," Jabba grumbled.

"l must be alowed to speak,” Skywalker said. Hetried to use his

anything-but-subtle mind-manipulation trick on everyonein the room.

"He must be alowed to speak," Fortuna said--but Jabbathrew Fortuna

againg thewdl. "Y ou weak-minded fool!" he shouted at him.

Fortunatook histime getting up and straightening hisrobes. No one

would look at him. Fortunafet shamed in front of his supporters.

It was a precarious moment. Fortuna had planned to launch his coup

within two days, he knew now that it would have to come within hours.

His planswould have to change, and change quickly. Once out of Jabba's

favor, hewould not live long.

Fortuna quickly analyzed his stuation. Perhaps Jabba had been correct
about his being weak-minded: looking back, Fortuna could believe that
Skywaker had influenced his mind--but this was no time for salf-doubt,
not if he wereto survive. He wondered how much of his plansJabba
guessed or knew. Much, probably: he would not have reacted violently if
he dtill trusted Fortunaand his judgment. Fortunalet hisintuition

touch the minds of his supporters, and he was artled: it took no

specid training in intuition to sense the contempt some now felt for



him. Three were even inclined to unmask Fortunas plot.

Fortunaredized that, under the circumstances, his plans might have to
become even more abbreviated--before his support eroded further. The
arrogant " Jedi" was thrown to the rancor, and in the commotion that
followed, with everyone crowding around to watch the rancor eat
Skywalker, no one noticed Fortunasteal away for amoment. He soon
returned. If his plans had to change quickly--from days, to hours, to
perhaps minutes--he could accommodate that. He now had the stolen

thermal detonator in his pocket, and he kept ahand oniit.

Things did change quickly: Skywalker managed to kill the rancor--to

everyone's surprise. Why couldn't he have come earlier?

Fortunawondered. Nat would still bein hisbody, and vauable daves

and others--including ataented dancing girl--would still be dive.

Jabba ordered Skywalker, the Wookiee, and Solo thrown to the Sarlacc and

began making preparationsfor everyone of importanceto fly out with him

on his barge to witness the executions: and Fortuna and fourteen sets of

plotters saw their best chance materidize.

Jabbawould never return dive from that trip.

Fortuna decided he would set off the therma detonator just after he



escaped from the barge: killing Jabbaand al thoseJabba had shamed him

in front of.

He regretted the probable loss of Solo's body, but would find another
for Nat. Fortunamethodicaly completed preparations for his coup. He
had his private skiff placed on the barge for his escape. Heleft
ordersfor the monksto take over the palace when everyone left with

Jabba. He sent out codes that froze al of Jabba's accounts.

His plot wasin mation.

All the plotswerein motion. Fortuna sat back and, during theride
across the sand, contemplated the many ways Jabba could die on this
trip. The Stuation wasenormoudy anusng. R2-D2, one of the
Rebdlion'sdroids, rolled up and offered him his choice of drinks,
delicatelittle sandwiches, pickled effrikim worms (they had findly
comein) sureto delightJabba --and sureto kill him: thewormswere al

poisoned.

Half the drinks were poisoned. The poison was adow one--those who

ingested it would not notice its effect for quite sometime.

Fortuna could tell which glasseswere safe, and he drank fredy. He
watched Jabba eat ahandful of effrikim worms and start the process of
his deeth. Fortuna quietly set the therma detonator to make sure of

it.



C-3PO approached Fortuna and bowed. "Magter Fortuna," he said.

"May | ask you aquestion?’

"Certainly."

"Has anyone ever been rescued from the Sarlacc?’

"Not to my knowledge," Fortuna said, and he turned away, not wanting to
be bothered with adroid'sworries. Still, he wondered why the droid
would ask about rescue from the Sarlacc. Fortunasintuition could not

tell him--it was difficult to unravel the motives of mechanicd beings.

But Fortuna guessed at devotion in the droid.

Perhaps another plot was being born here: one to come out to somehow
rescue aformer magter. It touched Fortuna. He thought that, if such
devotion could be turned to him, he would welcomeit. He turned back to

thedroid.

"See-Thregpio," he said quietly. "My private skiff is hidden near the

aft ventilation grate. Go and wait by it. When you see me running

toward it, uncover the kiff and dimbin.”

But the droid never had a chance to go to the skiff.



It lingered to witness the executions, and the unexpected took place.
The Rebels proved harder to execute than Jabba anticipated, and fighting

broke out.

In the commotion, Fortunalost sight of C-3PO. He never knew what
became of the droid. But Fortuna stayed on the barge just long enough
to learn what actudly killed Jabba. It wasn't the poison. It wasn't

any of the ns after their various rewards. It wasn't, inthe

end, therigged thermal detonator: Lea, the former princess, sirangled
Jabbawith her chains. Fortuna watched Jabba die, then hurried to his

Kiff.

He thought he should have expected the unexpected.

It wastheway of the universe: dwaysto surprise.

The trip back to the palace was a pleasure to Fortuna.

Thelight from the therma detonation came exactly when he expected it,

and the shock wave seemed a pleasant wind: awind of change. He

encountered no Sand People, no sandstorms, no Jawas, even.

It was asif, after the explosion, the desert were waiting for something

more.



He arrived a the pdace in the evening. The gates opened to him at

once. Monks met him insde: they had taken the palace.

"Master Fortuna," one of them said. "Did things go as planned on the

barge?'

"Jabbaisdead. | amin charge now. Cdl the high monksto the throne

room: | must spesk with them.”

He had been careful not to call it Jabba's throne room. It was his now.

Fortuna hurried there and began keying important information into the
palace security systems: code words had to be changed, security
clearances upgraded or denied, the robotic defense systems put at full

dert. Attacks could come from many quartersat atimelikethis.

But suddenly the main termind went dead. Then dl the termindswent

dead. Thelights overhead flickered and went out. Fortuna had light

from only the candles and torchesin their niches.

He hurried across the throne roommand found the main doorway closed and

locked.

It had al happened so quietly.



And he knew at once what had happened.

The monks had betrayed him. Somehow, they had sensed hisintentions
toward them. He should have redlized the monks would not want to
replace one set of criminaswith another--when they could have the
whole palace to themsalves. It took no specid gift of intuition to
redizethat. He suddenly wondered what he had learned about intuition

from the monks, after al--parlor games, children'stricks?

There were depths here he had not guessed.

But there were many ways out of the throne room and the palace.

He could complete his coup from the town house in M os Eidey--then come

back to take the palace from the monks.

Herushed to the first secret exit, but it was blocked. Every exit was

blocked. Fortunaran to Jabbas dais and hit the button that would drop

the grille to the rancor's pit--there were two secret ways out of the

pit

--but it would not drop open.

Fortuna was trapped.

The secret caches of armswere al emptied. Fortunahad his blaster,



but one blaster could not hold off an army of monks.

A termind flickered to life. A message was typed across its screen.
Fortuna hurried to it and read: Y ou have progressed rapidly on your

spiritua path, Brother For-tuna

Your quest isat an end. Prepare yoursef for enlightenment.

Fortuna gripped the termina for amoment, trying to breathe, then he
attempted to enter areply. The termina would not accept one. He

would have liked to bargain with the high monks--honestly thistime--but
he doubted they would have listened. They were not coming to the throne

room, in any case. He knew who would come. for him.

Fortuna sat on one end of Jabba's throne and put his handsin hislap.
He knew it would be one of the last times he would fedl hishands, and
they were suddenly very dear to him. He looked down at hisbody, and it

was very dear to him.

For atime, he wondered about little things he might never have answers
to: how many of Jabba's saff had the cook managed to poison on the
barge before he poisoned Jabba himself? How long would it take the
monks to sweep up the sand that generations of criminals had tracked
into the palace? What would the cooks do with the grease he had had

them save?



He heard a sound in the main passageway beyond the throne room.

It was unmistakable. He drew his blaster and considered using it
againg himsdlf, but did not. He set it aside, on the empty throne, and
listened to the squeaks of the approaching surgeons cart. The Great God

Quay: The Tde of Barada and the Weequays

by George Alec Effinger

Barada came from Klatooine originally, and at night he dreamed that he
was gill there, feding the fresh wind of hishomeworld on hisface. Of
course, in hisdreams, hisface wasn't yet deformed and scarred, and in
his dreams he wasn't the virtua prisoner and dave of the Huit. At

night, as he dept on his bunk, Barada was till young and hopeful and
filled with plansto leave Klatooine behind and find adventure on some

more exciting planet in the vast Empire.

Then morning would come, and Baradawould awaken. Hewould blink afew
times, the dream memories of hisfamily and childhood home fading dowly

from histhoughts. Klatooine, hed think grimly. Adventure.

He'd st up and rub hisface with hislarge, strong hands. HEd never
see hishomeworld again, he knew. He'd spend the rest of hislifeon

this desert planet, caring for the Hutt's repul sor fleet.



Barada shrugged. It was as good alife as any, and better than some.
All heredly lacked was liberty, and in the Empire that was afairly
common Situation. His needs were met, and asfor hiswants, he was free

to dream about them as much as he liked.

Thismorning, Barada's only concern wasfinding six rocker-pand cotter
pinsfor the AE-35 unit that helped keep the Hutt's sail barge aoft.

The shipment of parts that Barada had ordered weeks ago had never
arrived; if he couldn't find the pinsin the scrap heap, hed haveto

make replacements the hard way, in his shop.

It was abright, clear day on the Dune Sea, the kind of westher that the

Hutt preferred. Barada squinted in the fierce sunshine as he left the

barracks building.

He'd walked only afew yards before two armed Wee-quay guardsjoined

him, one on ether Sde.

"l do something?' Barada asked, "What'd | do?

The gray-skinned Weequays didn't answer. Barada had never heard them

speak. They just walked beside him, carrying their force pikes.

He wasn't happy about their company.



"The Hutt send you to get me?' he asked. Therewas only slencefrom
the Weequays. Heturned in the direction of the scrap hesp behind the
Hutt's palace, and the Weequays followed. They were among the most
mercilessfightersin the Hutt's retinue, but if they'd wanted Barada
dead, injured, or inirons, it would aready have happened. The
Weequays were as inscrutable as any speciesin the Empire, so for the

time being there was nothing for Barada to do but ignore them.

Findly, he decided to pretend they weren't even there, and to go on

with what held planned for the morning.

The blazing summer sun and desert climate made the scrap hegp an
unpleasant detination. Barada could smell the stench long before he
could seehisgod. Garbage and trash of every kind had been piled up
inagigantic mound. The Klatooinan shook his head and frowned. He
redly didn't want to do it, but he waded hip-deep into the rotting food

and discarded machinery, searching for a hadf-dozen smdl metal parts.

"Y ou guyswant to help me out here?' he said, shading his eyeswith one

hand. The Weequays only stared a him. Baradamuttered acursein his

native language and went back to work.

Five minutes|ater, the mechanic made his discovery.

It wasn't the rocker-panel cotter pins he had been looking for, or any

kind of useful machinery. It wasjust adead body. "Ak-Buz," Barada



murmured, recognizing the corpse. Ak-Buz, the captain of the Hutt's

sal barge.

The Weequays glanced at each other and stepped closer. They il

didn't say anything, but at least they had shown some interest.

Together, they hauled Ak-Buz's body out of the garbage and laid it on

the ground.

Barada grunted. "No marks," he said. "Whoever killed the guy didn't

leave any marks on the body."

He looked from one Weequay to the other. "Anzat.

It'san Anzat killed him: Anzat don't leave marks."

If the Weequays were impressed, they didn't show it.

They squatted beside Ak-Buz's body and examined it for afew minutes.

Then they stood up and started to walk away. Baradafollowed. "There's

been alot of dead bodiesturning up,” he said.

The Weeguays halted and faced him. One reached out and put his hand on

Baradas chest. The other pointed back to the scrap heap. "Sure” said

the mechanic, "none of my business. | getit. | guess!'ll just go



look for those pins now. Want meto do anything with our friend

Ak-Buz?'

He got no answer, of course.

The Weeqguays shouldered their force pikes and marched off in step toward

their own quarters. They stared straight ahead, not even changing

expressions, until they'd arrived at the small building that housed the

Hutt's Weequay contingent. They went inside. There were more Weequays

inthe Hutt's employ, but

they were away atending to other matters.

"Alone now," said Weequay. "We can talk," said the other Weequay.

Weeqguays have no individua names; it never ssemsto cause

them any difficulty, though.

"Trouble"

Weequay nodded. He put hisforce pike down on his bunk. "Too many

dead.”

"Even stupid Barada knowsthat."

The Weequays paused, possibly in thought. "We



must haveameeting,” said onefindly.

"Agreed," said the other.

The Weequays sat down at a plank table, across from each other.

One put dips of paper and writing styluses between them. Thiswasthe

firgt activity at any proper Weequay mesting: the election of officers.

"There are two of us. Onewill be president, the other

secretary-treasurer.”

"Agreed.”

Each took ablank piece of paper and a stylus, marked his secret ballot,

andfoldeditin half.

"Wewill reed them together.” They unfolded the papers and counted the

votes. "There are two votes for Weequay for president, and two votes

for Weequay for secretary-treasurer.”

"Itisdone," said the other. "I am now president.

Y ou, secretary, must record these proceedings for future review."



The Weequay secretary put asmall eectronic recording device on the

table between them.

"Good. Now | ask, will wetdl Jabba of this most recent murder?"

The secretary shook his head. "No, we can't. Not until wefind the

killer."

Moretime passed in silence. "We must ask the god,” said the Weequay

president.

"Ask thegod," the other agreed. Neither was happy about the decision.

The Weequays worshiped a variety of gods, most of whom represented
natural forces and creatures on their homeworld. One of their chief

gods was Quay--Weequay means "follower of Quay"--the god of the moon.

Many Weequays kept in close persond contact with this god through a
device which they dso called aquay. Thiswas awhite sphere made of
high-impact plastic about twenty centimetersin diameter. The quay

could recognize speech and reply to sSmple questions.

To the Weequays, the object looked like the moon of their home planet,

and they believed ahit of their lunar god inhabited each quay.



They never quite understood that the quays were manufactured cheaply by
more imaginative species and there was nothing at all supernatural about

them.

The Weeguay president reverently removed the glistening quay fromiits
leather sack, "Hear us, O Great God Quay," he said. "We cometo you for

guidance.

Will you grant us, your true believers, ahearing?'

A few seconds passed. Then atiny mechanica voicesad, "Itis

decidedly s0."

The Weequays nodded to each other. Sometimes the Great God Quay was not
in the mood to be interrogated, and he could stay recacitrant for

hours, even days at atime. With severa of the Huit's servants dead

--now including the barge captain, Ak-Buz--the Wee-quays knew they

needed immediate help.

"We, your true believers, praise you, O Great God Quay, and thank you.
Will you reved to ustheidentity of thefoul murderer of Barge Captain

Ak-Buz?'

The Weequays held their bresths. They heard the whirring of the

ventilation system in the barracks, but nothing e'se. Thenthe



mechanical voice piped, "As| seeit, yes."

The god was in a cooperative mood today!

"Isthekiller inthisroom?" asked President Wee-quay.

The secretary snarled fiercely a him. "It isthe necessary first

guestion,” explained the president.

"Concentrate and ask again,” said the white quay.

The president closed hiseyestightly and said, "Is .thekiller in this

room?"

"Better not tell you now," said the god-ball.

"Yousee" cried the president. "Itisyou!" The Weequay reached

across the table and clutched hisfellow'stunic.

"No! | swear!" said the secretary, terror-stricken.

"The Great God Quay did not identify me! Ask himathird time!”

The president rel eased the Weequay reluctantly, then looked down between

them at the sphere of prophecy. "We beseech you, O Great God Quay! Is

thekiller inthisroom?"



The answer came quickly. "Very doubtful.”

Both Weequaysrelaxed. "l amrelieved,” said the president. "I did not

wish to abandon you to the vengeance of Jabba."

know who the murderer is" said the secretary. "We must learn if there

will bemorevictims”

The president nodded dowly. He had begun to redize that their future
well-being depended on investigating these crimes and presenting their
suspicious employer with anegtly tied-up solution. The Hutt had no
patience at dl with incompetence, and guards who couldn't guard would
soon find themselves on absolutely the wrong end of something'sfood

chan.

"Will more of Jabba's entourage be killed?' asked the president.

A low-pitched grinding noise came from the quay on thetable. Thetwo

Weequays looked at each other, then back down at the white sphere.

"Itiscertain,” said thetinny voice.

The secretary bent low over the device. "Will | die?" he asked

quietly.



"Without adoubt,” the quay responded instantly.

"Weequay," said the president, "you waste time. Of courseyou will die.

All who livewill die someday. Beslent, and | will gather the

information. O Great God Quay, what weapon are we looking for? Isit a

blagter?

"Don't count oniit," said the white bal.

"A rifle of some sort, then?"

"My reply isno.”

The Weequay president tossed his braided topknot over hisleft shoulder.

"Isit any sort of projectile wegpon?'

"My reply isno.”

"A knife, then? Isthe murderer's weapon aknife?!

The secretary pounded the table with afist. "There were no knife

wounds on Ak-Buz," he said.

"A ropeor slken cord?" asked the president.



The secretary looked even more impatient. "No sgnsof strangulation.

Wewould have seen them."

The mystery was too complex for the limited Weequay minds. "All these

deaths," said the president.

The secretary's eyes opened wider. "Different methods. Why?'

"Andwho?' said the president. He rubbed his chin for afew seconds,

then put his hands flat on the table, on either side of the sacred quay.

"O Great God Quay, you have told ustherewill be at least another

desth.

Will it too happen by adifferent method?"

"Outlook good" was al the device had to say.

"Not blaster,” said the secretary thoughtfully. "Not rifle. Not knife.

Not rope. Isit apoison gas?'

"My reply isno," said the Great God Quay.

"Isit aninjection of deadly drugs?'

The quay made asound like the grinding of teeth.



"Very doubtful."

"Isit tiny little off-world creatures that infest the body and kill the
hogt horribly at alater date, giving thekiller timeto establish an

dibi dsawhere?'

Therewas along pause from the quay, asif it were digesting this

srange possibility. "My sources say no."

Outside, the hot sun of Tatooine climbed higher in the sky. 1t was
gpproaching noon. Baradawas a work in his shop, overseeing the
congtruction and ingta lation of Sx new rocker-pane cotter pinsfor

the AE-35

unit. Word had come down from the Hutt himself that the sail barge

would be setting forth later that day.

With Ak-Buz now greeting his ancestorsin hisrace's verson of heaven,

Barada assumed he himself would have to captain the huge craft.

He'd done it before, when Ak-Buz had shown up for duty less than sober.

Meanwhile, the Weequays labored mightily to get some useful information

from the quay. It was Smply amatter of asking the right questions. If

the Weequays stumbled on the correct wegpon and then the true identity



of the murderer, the Great God Quay would et them know they'd succeeded
at last. However, time dipped by asthey guessed onething after

another, from every kind of blunt object to apile of straw near the

scrap heap. "Ak-Buz could have been smothered in the straw,” the

presdent indsted. "It'spossble.”

"And you accuse me of wasting time,” said the secretary scornfully. "O

Great God Quay, was the barge captain drowned in a bucket of water?'

"Don't count onit." If nothing else, Quay had more patience than the

average primitive deity.

"Does the weapon begin with the letter A?" asked the president.

The other Weequay glared furioudy. "Now well be

here dl afternoon. What afoolish way to---"

"My reply isno,” said the god-ball.

"Theletter B?' asked the president.

"Y ou're never going to learn anything that way," said the secretary. "'l

cdl for new dections'



"Itisdecidedly s0." Both Weequays stared at the white plastic sphere.

"Theletter B?' said the secretary.

"Bfor...wha?' sadthe presdent. "Blager?

No, we asked that. Bantha? Will the murderer kill the next victim with

abantha?"'

There was tense slence in the barracks. Then the quay replied, " Cannot

predict now."

The president took a deep breath and let it out again. "Will the

murderer kill the next victim with abantha?"

Thistimethe quay didn't hesitate. "My reply isno.”

The Weequays went on through the a phabet, trying every object and

technique they could think of. At last, asthree more armed Weequays

entered the barracks, the secretary asked, "Bomb? Isit abomb? Onthe

il barge?'

"Signspoint to yes," said the mechanica voice.

All five Weequays gasped. " O Great God Quay," said the president

hoarsaly, "we, your true believers, thank you! Wewill usethe gift of



your prophecy to protect your servants, and we prai se your wisdom and

power."

One of the newly arrived Weeguays cameto the table. "What doesthis

mean?' he demanded.

"Ak-Buz dead," said the secretary.

"Bomb aboard the sail barge," said the president.

"Wemust findit," said the third Weequay.

"Wemus dissrmit," said afourth.

"Wemust punish. .. who?" asked thefifth.

The secretary looked at the president. "Does the murderer's name begin

with theletter A?' he said to the quay. The secretary didn't say

anything; he just squeezed his eyes shut and rubbed his aching forehead.

It was going to be avery long day.

Baradawouldn't et hisworkmen quit for the midday med until the AE-35

unit had been repaired and replaced in the sail barge. 1t wasn't a

difficult job, but Barada was an extremely exacting supervisor. He had



to be. If there were the dightest mafunction, if any mechanica
breakdown interrupted the Hutt's pleasure cruise, Barada himsalf would
be the next corpse to be found on the scrap heap. He didn't intend for

that to happen.

He checked the fittings and connections carefully, then did the AE-35

hatch cover into place and dapped it closed. "Good," he sad.

He wiped his perspiring brow with one hand. "Anything dse?'

Md Hyb, Barada's capable human assistant, glanced

at adatapad in her hand. "All the diagnostic tests turned up green,”

shesad.

The mechanic nodded. "Nothing more we can do now, | guess. All right,

let's take an hour for lunch.

WEell check out the barge again later, before the Hutt gets here.”

Mal Hyb frowned. She was recognized in the workshop for her kill with

aweding torch. Although she wastwo feet Shorter than Barada, and

compactly built, shewas also agood dly in abrawl. Her fighting

ability dways surprised her opponents--once. "More tets?"

she asked.



Barada grunted. "Y ou haven't worked for the Hutt aslong as | have. If
| could makethiscrew doit, I'd be running diagnostics dl day and dl
night. I've seen the Hutt execute a crewman because a shutter

sueaked.”

Mal Hyb shook her head and walked away. Barada heard a sound, turned,

and saw a party of five Wee-quays enter the barge's hangar. He wasn't

pleased.

The Weeqguays approached him. One of them gestured toward the sall

barge.

"Y ou want to go aboard?' said Barada. "Why? Youdill tryingto

figure out who killed Ak-Buz?'

The Weequay spokesman nodded.

"Not achance," said Barada. "Weve got the barge dl tuned up and |

don't want you lesther-faced bullieswrecking it."

A second Weequay held out a paper sack. Baradatook it, opened it, and

looked insde. "Beignets” he said, surprised. "Porcdluss beignets?!

Another Weequay nod.



"All right, | guess" said the mechanic. ™Y ou've got to do your job,

too. Just don't touch anything.”

The five Weequays formed up in single file and boarded the sail barge.

Barada sat down stiffly on the concrete and took the first beignet from

the bag.

The Weequays poked around the sail barge, not entirely sure what they

werelooking for. A bomb, of course, but what kind of bomb wasit? How

big? And where? There were amillion placesto hide one.

The Weequay president carried the quay with him, and murmured, "Doesthe

murderer's name begin with the letter V? Vader? Vdaian?

Venti Paz?'

The quay began to dammer. "Win"

"Yes?' the Weequay prompted.

"O Great God Quay, what are you trying to tell us?"

The Weequay president rapped the oracle ball with an astonishing lack of

piety. "W.' Wookiee? Isthat it?



The Wookieeisthe assassan?'

"I don't think that's possible,” said the secretary.

"W--" said the quay.

"Weequay?' asked the president. "It cannot be! A Weequay, guilty of

murder?"

A third Weequay listened to the exchange. "What iswrong here?!

he asked.

"l don't know," said the president. "The Great God Quay is having some

trouble communicating.”

"Whiphid?' asked the secretary.

"Without adoubt,” said the plastic ball at last.

"Ah," said the presdent. "The mystery issolved.

The Whiphid planted the bomb on board.”

The five Weequays nodded, satisfied at last to know the truth.



They stood in Jabba's privacy lounge, shifting their force pikes from

one hand to the other. The president held the now-slent quay.

"Of course" said the secretary dowly, "thereisabomb. And wewill

a0 be on board when it detonates. W e sill must search for it."

"Search forit!" cried one of the others.

"Yes" sad the president. "Y ou four search the barge. 1 will consult

the Great God Quay."

Four of the Weeguays began afrantic hunt for the hidden explosive. They

threw open cabinets, upset furniture, damaged the bulkheads |ooking for

secret pands and compartments. Meanwhile, the president sat at atable

with the prophecy sphere and said, "Is the bomb under the purple

cushion?'

"Very doubtful "

"Isthe bomb under the gold cushion?’

"Don't count onit."

"Isthe bomb hidden inthe pile of S1ks?" The president redlized that

he wasn't making very good progress, but he didn't know what elseto do.



He was agood, honest, forthright Weequay, but he had Weequay

limitations, after dll.

An hour |ater, the Hutt's guests and servants began to arrive, to

prepare the sail barge for the day's excursion.

Some of them gave the Weeguay's suspicious glances, but as the Weequays
served as security guards on the barge, they were alowed to continue

thair search unhindered.

"Try toblendin," the president whispered to hisfelows. They were
gtill tearing the barge apart from stern to bow, but now they tried to
seem casud and unworried. Thetruth wasthat as the minutes passed, it
became ever morelikely that the bomb would go off and blow them al

into condtituent atoms. Even the Weequays understood that.

The order was given to cast off, and there had not yet been any evidence
of the hidden threat. The party guests were enjoying themselves, eating
the Hutt's food and drinking the Hutt's liquor, and generally making the
search even more difficult. The Weequay president found himsalf staring
into the malevolent three eyes of Ree-Y ees, the Gran. The president

turned back to the quay and asked, "Is the bomb in the control cockpit?*

Maddeningly, thewhite bal said, "Reply hazy. Try agan.”



The Weequay wanted to throw the device againgt thewall in frustration,
but it would have attracted unwanted attention, and the Great God Quay
would probably have exacted some horrible punishment aswell. The
president watched a gold-colored protocol droid in conversation with an

R2 modd that was serving drinks.

"Mr. Presdent," alow voice murmured.

The Weequay turned. Hisfour fellows stood nearby.

One held something covered with a square of green satin.

"The. .. item?" whispered the president.

The other four Weequays nodded. The president lifted acorner of the

satin material and saw athermal detonator. "We must dissrmit.

Secretly. Slently.”

The band tootled its horrible music. The guests milled about, unaware

of the danger in their midst.

Meanwhile, the five Weeguays formed atight huddle and worked feverishly
to dismantle the detonator. The Proper tools were available on the sall
barge, of course, but the problem was that two of the Weequays disagreed

on the disarming technique.



"Pull that circuit patch now," said the secretary.

"Youll kill usdl," said the president. "Break the green and yellow

connections. Then pull the circuit patch.”

"Thereisno green connection,” inssted the secretary.

"Therésaydlow oneand agray one."

"The problem iswith your eyes," said the president.

"Hurry!" said one of the others.

"It ismy responsbility,” said the president. He took the detonator

and the tools. He broke first the green connector, then the yellow

connector, and then yanked out the circuit patch.

The Weequays said nothing. They hadn't redlized that none of them had

even breathed for nearly aminute,

"Y ou could have blown usto bits," the secretary accused. ™Y ou should

have consulted the Great God Quay before you acted.”

"I forgot," said the president.



"Yet thebombisdead!" said one of the others.

"Wearevictorioud" said another.

A loud, clear voice came from beyond the bulkhead.

"Jabba, thisisyour last chancel Freeusor die!”

The Hutt responded with something in its own language.

"What is happening?' asked a Weequay.

The president turned around quickly. Panic and confusion were taking

over the sail barge. A human dave girl was strangling the great Jabba

with her own chains. There was the sound of shots being fired from

outsde. One of the Weequays opened a shutter to peer out, and was

grabbed and pulled from the vessdl, thrown down to the desert floor

below.

Clutching hisforce pike, the president led the remaining Weequays

toward what was now clearly abattle.

He jabbed upward with the pike, leading the others on deck. The
president arrived to see the black-clad human prisoner using a

lightsaber to clear the deck of Weequay guards and other defenders.



"Get thegun!" the human cried to thedavegirl. "Point it at the

deck!"

"For the Great God Quay," murmured the president softly. Thenhe
advanced. At least they had disarmed the bomb, so the sail barge would

be sofe.

Before he could attack, the human with the light-saber put an arm around
the davegirl, clutched a heavy rope, and kicked the firing mechanism

of the deck gun. Then he and the girl swung from the sail bargeto a
small repulsor skiff hovering over the dreadful Greet Pit of Carkoon,

where the Sarlacc dwalt.

The president watched them escape. Around him the sail barge was
burning and bursting into ruins, but unfortunately Weequays do not have
enough imagination to fear degth, either. The presdent cdmly clungto
arailing as another tremendous explosion ripped the sail bargeto

pieces.

The last thing he saw was the glorious sight of the white bdl of the

quay hurled into the air--the Great God Quay ascending to heaven.

A Bad Fedling:



TheTdeof EV-9D9

Judith and Garfield Reeves-Stevens Like some great beast [urching toward

destruction, Cloud City shuddered, tilted, and began to fall.

Lando Calrissian heard therisng wail of the Ugnaughts and the others
of hisdomain who looked to him for safety and stability, and his heart
fdl with hisdying city. Hisblaster twisted from his hand ashe

legped for apillar, asif agood grip might save him from thet fina
descent through Bespin's clouds. The wegpon skittered along the wildly
angled decking, hit the rimguard, then bounced over itscurving lip and

vanished into the rush of Tibanna-laden cloudsthat swirled by.

Alarms dhrieked. Thecity pitched again, metd groaning. Cdrissan
felt hisgrip weaken. The clouds reached out for him with sSnuous,
fluttering tendrils. He closed hiseyesin theforce of the driving

wind. And hefdl, too.

Lobot caught him.

Cdrissan ft sudden, welcome pain as enhanced fingers dug into his
shoulder benesth his cloak, holding him in place as securdly asif he
had been welded to the deck. He turned to see Lobot's cranial
attachments flickering asthey probed dl the communications channels
now inuse. Thecity lurched again, but thistime the angle of itsfdl

decreased. The cloud streamers dowed as the howl of thewind



diminished.

"Backupsonline, sr!" The reedy voice was Sarl Random's--the cheeks of
her ghost-white face splotched by red patches of fear, her ill-fitting
uniform bunched up and twisted from the struggle she had .just been
through, stained with hydraulic fluid, reeking of scorched circuitry.

She stumbled over to Carissian under Lobot's watchful eyes. Sheheld a
security digplay pad in her trembling hands. "She must have planted

charges by the main repulsorlift generators.”

Even now, Carissan Hill couldn't believe the nature of theintellect
they faced. It .was bad enough that the prisoner had circumvented al
thefallsafes of the Security Tower, but the generators that kept this
facility aoft were supposed to beinviolable. Too many lives depended

upon them. " She wanted to destroy the entire city?"

Lobot angled his head at Random. She read the data he generated on her

pad. "Not dl the generators were targeted, sir." Her voice could not

hide her puzzlement.

"A diverson?’

Cdrissan tugged his cloak moretightly around hisshoulders. A

diverson he could understand. Misdirection.



Like noisily knocking over apile of betting chitsto disguise the
skillful passthat brought awinning gambling tab to the top of the

deck.

"Where's she headed?" Carissan asked. The decking beneath him was
amog at anormal angle now, thrumming at the edge of perception with
the regular hum of the generators and the congtant shifting of the

control surfacesthat kept the floating city intrim.

But Sarl Random had no answer for him. She had only been acting
security chief for asngle shift--ever snce she had brought him the
evidence tha reveded what hisrea security chief actudly was. In
another mining colony, she might have been tossed over the rimguard
hersdlf. But she was too inexperienced to know how dangerousit could
be to expose corruption in afacility so small it wasalaw unto itsdlf.
And she had taken her discovery to Baron-Administrator Carissan
himsdf--in spite of al the soriestold of him on adozen worlds--a

man to whom theword "honor" still had meaning.

A communications panel chimed and Lobot punched the code that rel eased

its speaker wand. He automatically handed it to Calrissan.

"Thisisthe administrator. Go ahead."

A droid reported. "Traffic contral, Sr. One of the trangport shuttles

has launched without clearance from the east platform.”



Cdrissan permitted himsdf asmile of relief. The prisoner had

finaly madeamigtake. "She can't get far inthat.” It wasan orbital
trandfer vehicle only, drictly intrasystem. "Scramble dl the Twin

Pods. | want her brought back at once--till functioning--or know the

reason why."

"Y ou should blow her out of the sky," the droid responded. Then quickly

added, "Sir."

Cdrissan and Random exchanged alook of surprise.

Droidsdidn't talk that way.

"Whoisthis?' Calrissan demanded.

"Wuntoo Forcee Forwun. Sir. Traffic controller, second class.”

Cdlrissian had been ready to reprimand the presumptuous droid, but
hesitated as he recognized the prefix code. Three other Wuntoo units,
al from the same manufacturing lot, had been found in the recycling

bay, bound for the furnace. At least, parts of them had been found
there, showing disturbing evidence that they had been taken apart while
they were still switched on. What had happened to the rest of them was

something only the former security chief knew, so Cdrissan had some



understanding of what the droid must be feding--if adroid could be

said tofed. Cloud City's baron-administrator had encountered enough

droidswith such convincing emotiona anal oguesthat he often had cause

to question the common wisdom. And the processors used in the Wuntoo

units, which made them capable of tracking the complexities of this

facility'sair and space traffic, certainly were elaborate enough to

alow unexpected behaviorsto emerge.

"Listen to me, Forwun--thisis no time for revenge.

Issue my ordersdirectly to the patrol or stand down from duty.

Do you understand?’

Therewas along pause, the hiss of gtatic on an open channdl.

Then thedroid said, "Ordersissued, sr.”

Lobot nodded at Cdrissan. Hewas monitoring the security channels.

"Patrolslaunched,” Random confirmed, reading from her display pad.

Calrissan dipped the speaker wand back into the wall pandl.

"Thiswon't take long," he said to Random.



"That transport will be dragged back here before--" He didn't finish
because the air wasvicioudy rent by abone-jarring crack of thunder.
Cdrissan, Lobot, and Random turned sharply to stare past the rimguard,

into the clouds.

The lopene Princess emerged from the billows of Tibanna, itsdull gray

finish bloodied by the ruby light of the setting primary.

"No," Cdrissan whispered. It wasn't possible.

The lopene Princesswas aMining Guild cutter, with bulbous,

date-of-the-art hyperdrive units, asymmetrical, bristling with scanners

and probes, designed for hard vacuum, not for atmosphere. And it wasn't

scheduled to leave until tomorrow, after Carissian had made his annua

payment to keep the Guild from organizing hisworkers.

"She hijacked the Guild cutter . .. 7

Lobot's attachments flickered crazily, then he looked away, unable to

meet Carissan'seyes. That was exactly what had happened.

Stedling the trangport shuttle had been another diversion.

Now the security patrols were too far gone to ever double back intime

to stop the lopene Princess from leaving the atmaosphere and making the



jump to hyperspace. No wonder the prisoner hadn't tried to destroy the
entire city. She needed time to make her escape. But not very much

time.

Somehow, in the tenth-of-a-shift cycle that had transpired since the

first dert had come from the Security Tower, the prisoner had managed
to override clearances on two flight platforms, remotely pilot a shuttle

to draw away the security patrol, and take over the most heavily secured

vess inthecity. What kind of amind were they dedling with?

Then he remembered: the kind of mind that had

destroyed a quarter of Cloud City's droid population without falling

under the dightest suspicion, until ajunior security officer had just

happened across the evidence--by accident.

Brilliant wasn't theword for it.

Neither was genius.

The only term that came to Calrissan's mind was: tortured. Therewas

no other word to describe what had happened to those droids, either.

Random moved to Cdrissan's side. He could fed her shiver beside him,

though the rising night wind was warm.



"WEIl never catch her, will we, Sr?' shesad.

Cdrissan put hisarm around her, for comfort, nothing more.

"No," headmitted. "But I'll put her 1.D. dl over the webs. Everyone

will know about her."

"Y ou think no one e se hastried that before?"

Cdrissan knew Random was right. No doubt that's why the prisoner had
chosen Cloud City inthefirst place--atiny mining colony, too smdl to
attract Imperid notice, too far off the beaten hyperlanesto have heard

the stories of avicious, unknown force that had scourged a hundred
worlds beforeit. But perhaps that's where the prisoner's eventua

downfal would lie. Sowly the possibilitiesfor where she could

operate unrecognized would dwindle. Eventually, she would have nowhere

to run. But that would bein thefuture.

For now, it was abig galaxy.

The cutter banked dowly by the edge of the city, asif deliberately

taunting Carissan, then sped up on arising arc, ripping through cloud

banks, leaving avapor trail in the dusk like a stream of blood.

Calrissan turned back to the main portal. He had the guild council to



placate, the threat of a strike to avert. Hisformer security chief was
gone and there was no telling where she would turn up next. Though
Cdrissan was certain that wherever it was, if the universe had a

bright center, it would have to be the world farthest from it, because
only there would something as evil and as cunning asthe droid EV-9D9
find ahome. And wherever that world was, Calrissan hoped it was

somewhere he himself would never haveto go.

He had abad fedling about it.

Y ears later, at the edge of Tatooine's Dune Sea, deep in Jabba's

dungeon, EV-9D9 had a bad fedling, too.

And shewelcomed it. For each stuttering squeal of despair from the GNK
Power Droid was like asurge of fresh current through EV-9D9's circuits.

Bad fedings were what she existed for.

The darkly colored humanoid droid, known here as Ninedenine, |looked past
her command console in the dungeon's main hal to seethe GNK unit

dowly rotated to expose the ventral surfaces of its ambulatory

appendages. The appendages readjusted their relative positions

furioudy, usdesdy, trying to reorient their center of gravity back to

an operationa norm. And unlike any droid before or since, unlike any
behavior that could be predicted by alogica engineering assessment of

her technical specifications, Ninedeninefdt athrill of pleasure as

she watched the little droid's futile attempts to avoid damage.



The corridor barricade swept open and a snuffling Gamorrean guard

shuffled in with two new prisoners.

But that did not distract Ninedenine from hungrily observing what
happened as the glowing energy inducers were lowered onto the GNK's
appendages. In response to the sudden application of heat, coolant

fluid vaporized and the rdlief valvesin the Power Droid's outer

covering bled off the resultant vapor with asatisfying hiss. Senang

an impending loss of function, the GNK broadcast afutile,

wide-spectrum, multiband signd for assstance, some of it actudly in

the audible frequencies to which most organic life-formswere limited.

It was programmed panic, pure and urgent. Like higher-dimensond music

to

Ninedenine's exquisitely tuned acoustic sensors.

Ignoring for the moment the Gamorrean guard and the new prisoners,
Ninedenine racked up the gain on her interna receptors, savoring the

intensity of it all.

She concentrated her meta-anaytical functions on the high-frequency
carrier wave generated by the pain-smulator button newly connected to

the GNK's centrd circuits. That Sgnd wes. . .



delicious. It was an organic term, Ninedenine knew, but apt, so
gpt--cal-ing up associative memory files of texture and flavor and
shifting dengties of sensory input that no saf-inflicted rewiring

could ever achieve. Ninedenine could be sure of that. She had rewired
hersdf many timesin the past, adl to no effect, much asan organic
life-form might draw a cutting implement againgt its outer covering to

delicately release the oxygen/energy trandfer fluid circulating within.

Ninedenine had studied closdly that organic act of somatic
rearrangement, and knew that it was often undertaken by the organic

creatures who were caged in the corridor walls of Jabba's dungeons.

Given ayear or two or five or ten within this dark domain, even the
best of them would succumb to ravaging their own tentacles or clawing at

their own light sensors.

To Ninedenine, such actions were the addictively €legant expressions of
ahigher-dimensond logic pathway which only she among droids had the
gift to comprehend--first by an accident of manufacture, it had seemed,
but now augmented by her own deliberate and ongoing modifications. To
organics, such acts of sdf-inflicted, physica ateration were second
nature, a state which Ninedenine yearned to achieve and often felt
maddeningly closeto experiencing. Indeed, there was much within the

organic mind which Ninedenine felt certain was comparable to her own.

Not in quality of intellect--she was positive she had no - equa among



cellular-based processorsin that regard.

But in appreciation of sensation--that was how Ninedenine preferred to

characterize her avocation.

The savoring of the snewaves of discomfort. Plunging into the
agorithms of despair. Racing through the oscillating pesksand valeys
emitted by circuits strained far past their design and logic loads.

True, for now, her interna receptors alowed her only the binary nature
of droidsto work with, but once she had accessed enough datastorage
space and enough coprocessors at sufficiently wide bandwidths, there
would be no limit to the sensations she would be able to induce, record,
digitize, and play back to the nth repetition, al exactingly coaxed

from her mechanistic brethren.

Simply put, and Ninedenine did cherish smplicity, she knew that what
shedid was an act of creation--an art form. Though trying to explain
to an organic that adroid such as she could appreciate art was like

trying to explain that adroid could fed pain.

Droids could fed pain, of course. One of the two new prisoners coming
her way was proof of that--a golden protocol droid from the looks of it,
buffed to acourtly gleam, completely out of placein thiswarren of

dank tunnels, decaying power conduits, and scurrying, fur-covered,

organic scavengers.



"Ah, good," Ninedenine said as the prisoners approached, "new

acquidtions™ Shefixed her inner optic scanner on the golden droid.

She knew how unnerving it could be to other droids when they noticed
that she--a humanoid model--possessed that third optic scanner, justin

from the sandard I eft unit.

It was.not in the design specs of EVsor any other model. Somecdled
it adesign flaw. Proof that she had been put together the wrong way,

asif that might explain her ambitions and her most undroidlike

appetites.

But Ninedenine understood that third scanner for what it truly was-the
gift that allowed her to sense beyond what any other droid could sense,
to never-before-quantified dimensions of experience, completely

bypassing the signal-to-noise ratio of ordinary droid sensation.

Ninedenine made her third optic scanner blink deliberately out of sync

with her main scanning cycle.

"Y ou are aprotocol droid, are you not?'

The new prisoner did not even have to begin to speak for Ninedenineto

know the answer to that question.



His supercilious pose and posturing proclaimed him to be aprotocol

droid of the highest, most irritatingly officious order.

"I am See-Threepio," the droid began, redundantly.

Already Ninedenine was growing tired of it.

"Human-cyborg--"

"Yesor nowill do,” Ninedenine said sharply.

Giveaprotocol droid itsway and hdf the shift would be taken up with

meaningless gabble. Binary was best in dedling with such units.

"Well, yes," the golden droid replied more satisfactorily.

"How many languages do you speak?' Ninedenine caled up the household's

duty roster on her command console. She hoped there would be no opening

for aprotocol droid. Shewould enjoy showing this one the wonders of

her workshop.. . .

"I am fluent in over sx million forms of communication, and can

readily--"

"Splendid," Ninedenine snapped, cutting off the droid again as she saw



an opening did exig. "We have been without an interpreter snce our

master got angry with our last protocol droid and disintegrated him.”

Ninedenine tried to detect any reaction to that news on the droid's

part, but was momentarily distracted by the snorting guffaw from the
second Gamorrean guard Sitting behind her, and then by the transmission
of circuit-shivering pain from the slver courier droid on the

traction-test bed, whose right-s de appendages suddenly failed with twin

bursts of live current.

"Digntegrated . . . ?' the golden droid repeated, trying to make

sense of what was going on.

Ninedenine wondered if it too had picked up the pain transmission from

the dismembered droid, and was experiencing the first touch of

disturbance. Pain-smulator buttons were supposedly restricted

technology, typically ingaled only in those droids who had to interact

with organics at the most persond leve. Strike aprotocol droid on

the head, for ingtance, and it would respond that the blow had hurt.

Such empathy toward potentialy damaging physical sensation was supposed
to give them deeper understanding of organics. But asfar as Ninedenine
was concerned, it just made protocol droids better subjectsfor her

experiments.

And Ninedenine did like to experiment.



"Guard," Ninedenine commanded, "this protocol droid might be useful. Fit
him with arestraining bolt and take him back up to His Excdlency's

main audience chamber."

The Gamorrean guard pulled the droid back toward the doorway leading to
Ninedenine's work-shop--at least, what she had conditioned everyone

working in the dungeon to think of as her only workshop.

"Artoo," the golden droid bleated as he disappeared from view, "don't

leaveme." But by then, it wastoo late.

The companion to whom the protocol droid had uselesdy appealed was a
banged-up R2 unit which Ninedenine decided should have been recycled
long ago. Surprisingly, in response to the protocol droid's ples, it

released atorrent of rapid binary invective that Ninedenine had to step
down by afactor of ten to catch dl the subtleties. Thelittle R2's

insults were impressive and imaginative coming from one so

inggnificant, but ultimately of lessinterest than the possibilities

the golden droid had presented.

Ninedenine scanned the roster again and found another duty opening.

"Youreafedy little one," shetold the R2 unit, "but you'll soon

learn some respect. | have need for you on the master's sail barge, and

| think youll fill innicdly." Asif to underscore Ninedenine's



pronouncement, the GNK sent out another series of circuit-melting,
high-pitched squesks asits cooling system was cruelly chalenged again.
Then the R2 unit sllently rolled away with the second guard to the
workshaop, to befitted with its own restraining bolt. Ninedenine paused
as she watched thelittle droid roll through the doorway, puzzled that
after such astrong first responsg, it had said nothing more in protest

orininault.

Almost asif it wanted to be assigned to Jabbas sail barge. ..

Ninedenine's centra processors accelerated their clock rate to sift
through the dataagain. Her third optic scanner blinked erratically as

al possible probability permutations were andyzed.

It was, sheat last concluded, dmost asif the R2 unit had expected to

be assigned to Jabba's sail barge.

Ninedenine shut al the doorsto her dungeon. She needed timeto
congder this most unexpected development as her self-preservation
programming loops began to run through severa of her peripherd
coprocessors, letting their presence be known. She even filtered out
the seductive distractions of the dangling courier droid as she tapped
precise commands into her console, rescanning the duty-roster listing
for any sign of tampering. Asfar as she knew, there were at present
fifteen separate conspiracies under way with the god of diminating

Jabba the Hutt as Tatooine's preeminent ganglord, though none of them



was Ninedenine's concern. In truth, the season'stotal for attempts
againg Jabba's life was down abit from previous years, perhaps a
distressing sign that the blubbery green dug was dowing downin his

old age and just wasn't ingpiring the manic blood feuds of old. Inany
event, aslong as whoever replaced Jabba continued to allow Ninedenine
unrestricted dominion over the droids of the palace, as any replacement
was sure to do, Ninedenine smply recorded the plots against her

employer and did nothing to interfere with them.

This new playground she had come to was the perfect place for her, and
shedid not wish to jeopardize her position or her work by becoming

involved in paaceintrigue.

However, her heuritic subroutines had long ago learned that she must
constantly be on guard for threats against her own existence. The
incident in the mining colony on Bespin had taught her to pay even

closer atention to seemingly inconsequential anomaies.

In an organic life-form, the tendency might be called parancia.

But in Ninedenine, it was Imply efficient programming, and she played

that program over and over, just to be sure that someone wasn't after

her.

Ninedenine reran the rogter list, expanding the data contained in it to



see who among Jabba's court had entered specific staff requests.

Then she corrdlated those entries againgt staff vacancies caused by dl
the usual means—-murder, unexplained fatal accident, ceremonid limb
deletions, rancor-taunting, incendiary devices, food poisoning, and
Jabbas own whimsical sense of humor and pranks. A separate search
function pulled up droid deactivations aswell, of which there were
many. Not dl of them were the re-suit of Ninedenin€'s private

explorations, ether.

Ninedenine reviewed what the search reveded, then tapped a manipulatory
extenson againgt the side of her console, deep in data processing.

Quite clearly, Jabba had ahabit of disintegrating his protocol droids.

Some time ago, Jabba's protocol droid had been involved in a schemewith
apair of petty thieves, which had resulted in the burning of Jabba's Mos

Eidey town house. That droid had been punished.

Severdly.

Then, just last season, its replacement had suffered asimilar fate.

From the watch report, it appeared the droid had mistrand ated a Partold
envoys compliment about Jabba being a congtant giver of immense charity,
confusing theritua Partold greeting with a Hutt-ese medicd term

having to do with excessve flatulence. When the last snicker had died

away in the audience chamber, the mystified Partold envoy had found



himsdlf face to fang with the ever-obliging rancor beast. The next day,
when the Partold tithes were not paid by ajustifiably upset delegation,
the mistrans-lation was reveded and the protocol droid was
disintegrated circuit by circuit over the course of the next ten shifts,

al thetime protesting indignantly that it had been reprogrammed by a

palace guard.

Ninedenine didn't quite know what to make of the droid's reprogramming

story. Jabba had discounted it.

And Ninedenine had heard many strange things herself while she had
disassembled till-functioning droids-though mostly they hed been
sories of alight and atunnel, which she attributed to the standard,
random cross-connection of failing circuits. Why would a palace guard

reprogram a protocol droid to make it mistrand ate compliments?

Ninedenine could seenologicinit.

She next called up the case of the bartender droid required on Jabba's

sall barge--the position to which the R2 unit had just been assigned

with anoticeable lack of protest.

Again the data Ninedenine accumul ated were unusud.

Sherecdled the previous bartender had been abarely sentient C5



unit, onewhed, fivearms, and asingle optic scanner on astalk. It
had had trouble keeping its balance and mixing a clarified bantha-blood
fizz a the sametime. But Salacious Crumb had enjoyed riding it during

festivities, so Jabba had kept it around despite its shortcomings.

Then another watch report of considerably moreinterest flashed up from
the console. Not five cycles ago, that same bartending C5 unit had been
found in alittle-used corridor in the west wing with its power circuits
yanked out, beyond repair. It appeared someone had purposely terminated
the bartender droid, but what could a C5 unit have done to merit such a

fate? It wasin no way clever enough to have made enemies of itsown.

Ninedenine tapped command after command into the console, activating

worm programs long dormant in Jabba's main household system.

Her logic filters detected anomalies here and she would not reduce her

clock rate until she had isolated and understood them.

More watch reports flashed by on the console, followed by surveillance
records; accounts owed, paid, and stolen; personnel assgnments;
nonvoluntary organ transplants-Ninedenine suddenly paused, then rekeyed
her previous request and backed up to the personnd records again. A
palace guard had been fined five credits for being late to report for

duty in the same service cycle in which the C5 unit had been terminated.



Ninedenine's processors moved into a hyperaccel er-ated phase, examining

each datum on a bit-by-bit basis.

Datum: Two terminated droids whose Work duties exactly matched the two

new prisoners brought in today.

Datum: A paace guard circumstantially connected to both terminations.

Inference: Coincidences wererarely computable.

Conclusion: But conspiracieswere.

Ninedenine swiftly accessed the name of the guard who had been late for
duty. Tamtel Skreg. He had been with the palace force for lessthan a
season. His background 1D had been found to be forged, though according
to hisduty file that was taken to be agood sign by his commander.
Ninedenine didn't like the way the data were sorting themselves. She
caled up Skreg'sidentity file. A humanoid organic face beganto form

on the console display: adark outer covering, anarrow ridge of fur

above hisingestion/communication orifice, aNinedeningsinterna

processors missed arefresh cycle.

She recognized the organic's face.

Baron-Adminigtrator Lando Carissan of Cloud City.



Ninedenine gripped the side of the command console as her gyros

momentarily precessed and threw her off balance.

Those two new droids werein no way part of some unknown conspiracy

againgt Jabbathe Huit.

They could only be part of Calrissan's plot to recapture EV-9D9.

Thelogic of it was unassailable. There was no other possible reason

why Calrissian and those two droids would come to Tatooine and Jabbals

palace.

Ninedenine shut down her paranoialoops. She didn't need them anymore.

Someone was out to get her.

It wastimeto move on again.

The GNK unit squedled afind time asit at last ceased functioning, but
thistime Ninedenine found no solace initstransmisson. Infact, she
knew the only thing that would give her solace now was removing the
active circuits of the R2 unit, subprocessor by sub-processor, while the
golden droid was forced to watch and upload his companion's pain. And
then, who knew? Perhaps the time had come to expand her artitic

endeavorsto disassembling an organic construction.



Like Lando Cdrissan.

Ninedenine got up from her console and walked past the smoking form of

the motionless GNK unit.

There was so much to do, and so few processing cyclesto doitin.

Four levels down, through corridors twisted like the guts of the
Sarlacc, greenly phosphorescent with drell dime, swirling with migt,
and littered with the calcified, interior-support structures of organics
long since deactivated, Ninedenine sought out the sanctuary of her red

workshop.

There was another workshop, of course. Her public one. Asmuch as

anything in Jabbals paace could be public. Up there, just off themain

chamber, were long assembly tables and parts bins and archaic testing

devices which not even a Jawawould bother to scavenge.

In that workshop, the golden droid and the R2

unit would even now be having thelr restraining boltsingtaled.

Though knowing Calrissan, Ninedenine assumed that the droids had

aready been covertly reconfigured so the bolts would have no effect.



It could be done. Ninedenine had reconfigured hersdf in the same way.

But down here, whatever modifications those two droids might have would
amount to nothing. For once droids entered this workshop, they never

left. From timeto time, Ninedenine thought it was unfortunate that no

one else would ever appreciate what some of those droids would become

down here, but what artistic achievement didn't require sacrifice?

The entrance to the true workshop was hidden within an ancient stone

wall that had once supported a palace far older than the one Jabba had
made his own. How many such structures had once stood on this Site, not
even Ninedenine's impressive processors had been able to compute. There
was a narrow gap between two blocks of stone not native to Tatooine,
where the crumbling mortar that contained traces of organic oxygen

transport fluid had fdlen free.

Ninedenine now looked into that gap and made al three of her optic

scanners blink with the appropriate code.

Thewadl trembled. Stone counterbal ances shifted.

The hidden doorway opened with adow and echoing rumble.

Like an artist entering her studio, Ninedenine stepped into her inner

sanctum.



Actua combustible torches sputtered along the drdll-dripping walls of
the great room, blackening the vaulted stone ceiling but ensuring that

no household manager would ever detect an unauthorized use of palace
power. To oneside, the cageswaited, and from within them camethe
rustlings and clankings of droidswho had had their audio spesakers cut
out, rendering them mute, so their cries would not attract unwanted

atention.

Ninedenine scanned the closest set of cages. In one, thetorso of an

LV 3 had been cunningly severed and refitted with the manipulatory limbs
of three discontinued B4Qs. The LV 3's processors could not keep up with
the sensory positional demands of the extralimbs and so it constantly

fel againgt thewalsand iron bars of its cage, gears grinding out of

control. From timeto time, Ninedenine would activate the freskish
congtruction's pain-smulator button so she could appreciate the

ceasaless output of disturbance and disorientation. It waslike an

anthem to Ninedenine, and its stirring chords brought forth associative
files of her most grandiose plansfor retooling whole work forces of

droids, reconnecting limb after limb in a pattern of thousandsto cregte

vast undulating sheets of twisting, writhing, purpose ess mechanigtic
movement, augmented by pain-smulator buttons wired into feedback loops
which would play their sensations not only for Ninedenine, but back into
the droids who made up the fully active symphony of pain, intensfying

the sgnalsto inexpressble powers of ddight.



Ninedenine had to brace herself againgt a disassembly table asthe
grength of that memory file overcame her. There were so many greet

works to which she aspired. But not here. Not now.

Firgt, she must obscure her trail. The workshop must be cleansed, so
that after she had dedlt with the two new droids and Carissian, no
otherswould pursue her to her next venue. Ninedenine paused again,

reviewing the steps she had undertaken to cover her tracks at Bespin.

Shewastruly Surprised that Cloud City's administrator had managed to

trace her to Tatooine. For an organic, it was an impressive feat.

Not that it Would help Calrissian escape hisfate.

Ninedenine went to the self-contained console that controlled the
equipment of her workshop, drawing its power from asmal fusion
battery. She would overwrite dl the memory locationsin the console,
then program the battery to overload in two cycles, preventing any
investigation of the work that had been accomplished here. But before

that, she would have to diminate the specific work in progress.

Ninedenine turned to the wal by the console where atarnished silver
droid was suspended upside down, a series of precise puncturesin its
cooling system dlowing fluid to trickle out drop by drop, dowly

raising its operationa temperature over transcendently long cycles. The

dlver droid flexed weskly initsbonds and aflurry of sparkling blue



coolant drops dribbled from its braincase. Hanging in such aposition,

its higher functions would be the last to becomeinactivated, and only
then after rgistering the overheated shutdown of every other systemin
itschasss. Its pain-smulator button had been working at more than

one hundred and ten percent of itsrated capacity for the past two
cycles, and Ninedenine was truly sorry to see this experiment end before

its ultimate completion.

"It isunfortunate that | must accelerate the timetable of our
exploration,” Ninedenine said as she reached out to trail thetip of a

manipulatory extenson through the dick coating of the leaking fluid.

"But there are those who do not appreciate my work." Thedlver droid's
eydightsflickered weekly at Ninedenine. Ninedeninefdt ared pang

of sorrow asfor thefinal time she tasted its pain transmission.

Then she wrapped her manipulators around the silver droid's neck and
sgueezed until the hydraulic tubes burst and the power conduits sparked
with gouts of cross-connected energy. Theslver droid went limpinits

bonds and, as Ninedenine watched, its eyelights dowly faded out.

"Ahh, exquisite," Ninedenine whispered in the silence of her workshaop,
gtill caught in the moment of shutdown she had sensed---the very

threshold between operationd status and the ultimate deactivation.



The other droids held captive in the workshop fdlt it too, no doubt asa
feedback burst in their own hy-persensitized pain-smulator buttons.
Ninedenine heard them rattle in their cages, unoiled joints squeaking,
-temporary power connections sparking, the aromatics of freshly spilled
hydraulic fluid suddenly filling the close air. Though none could

speak, their metal bodies created a cacophony of strained brittle

sounds, the lamentations of the obsol escent.

"I know," Ninedeninetold them sadly. "It will dl end too soon.”

Her own internal receptors soared in glorious patterns as she felt each
captive droid's response at once, multitextured, overlapping, like a
choir from the higher logica dimensions of which, despitedl her hard

work, Ninedenine had till only been ableto gain afrustratingly brief

gimpse

It was going to be difficult to leave thisall behind, she knew.

But somewhere dse, shewould start again.

Over the years she had learned an important truth from the

organics—-pain was eternal. No other thought had such strength to

sugtain her in her work.

Her third optic scanner glowed with the power of that knowledge.



Then suddenly the caged droids stopped as one.

For severd refresh cycles, Ninedenine was at aloss to understand why.

But at last she processed what her acoustical sensorswere registering.

Stone counterbaances shifting. A familiar, echoing rumble,

Someone e'se was entering her inner sanctum.

All the caged droids turned as one to scan the opening wall.

Ninedenine stood by her console, frozen for an instant by programming

conflicts. She had been so certain that no one could ever find her here

that she had prepared no behavioral optionsto branch to in advance.

She switched her optic scannersto high sengitivity and low contrast as

the figure in the hidden opening became a black silhouette againgt the

green glow of the corridor beyond. Eddies of mist swirled around its

feet.

Humanoid, Ninedenine registered. She adjusted the gain on her scanners,

The humanoid stepped in, acloak flowing behind it, adigtinctive helmet

with afaceplate of calcium tusks protecting itsface.

Ninedenine recognized the coverings. A uniform.



For apalace guard.

Her logic circuits blazed with the only possible conclusion: Carissan.

"So, Baron-Administrator, we meet again.”

Cdrissan threw down asmall device which held three blinking optic
scannersin the same configuration as Ninedenings own. It clattered on

the sonefloor.

"A splendid device," Ninedenine said as she understood how Calrissan
had accessed the door-opening sequence. At the sametime, shejudged
her trgjectory to the cutting torch mounted on the ceiling over the
disassembly table. She had been hoping to use asonic curtain to take
gpart Carissan, but given the unexpected turn of events, sheredized

shewould have to improvise.

"Surely you bear me no hard fedings" Ninedenine said quickly.

She had learned that organics could often be confused by conversation

during action, asif their processors had trouble handling the

sraightforward multitasking of two smple procedures a once.

But Calrissian did not respond to the overture. Hishand dipped

beneath his cloak and emerged with a Corellian blaster--the kind that



had only one setting: disassociation.

"Let usnot be hasty,” Ninedenine cautioned. She took a step back from

her console, trying to put more of it between her and the blaster.

It was quite unlike an organic to behave in such animmediately
belligerent mode, especidly when the only crime involved wasthe
destruction of droids. Why, on Tatooine, there were till placeswhere

droids weren't dlowed.

"Perhaps we can discuss our options,” Ninedenine suggested as Calrissian

raised the blaster. Her positiona subprocessors hurriedly fixed on the

wegpon's muzzle to caculate Cdrissan'sam. But then her

visua-acuity subroutines took over and forced her scannersto lock onto

Cdrissan's hand on the blaster's grip.

Those weren't fingers.

They were manipulatory appendages.

Her attacker was adroid.

Ninedenine's audio-speaker dust cover dropped open beneath her

braincase.



The blaster fired.

A pulse of yellow plasmaripped through the air of the workshop,

lighting it asif Tatooine's suns had risen underground.

Ninedenine's shoulder joint exploded and her arm extension flew off. She

stumbled backward, dl circuits awash with an incomparable wave of

searing pain. Her third optic scanner glowed fiercely. The caged

droids shifted back and forth expectantly, sensing her agony.

The blaster fired again asthe droid in the uniform stalked forward,

metal ambulatory appendages clanking on the hard floor.

Ninedenine's other arm crackled off in ablaze of plasma.

Two more quick shots severed her legs and sent her crashing againgt the

wall beneath the motionless chasss of the silver droid.

The pain was beyond descriptive coding.

Ninedenine had never felt such unity with her environment.

Part of her wanted her attacker to shoot her again and again, to make

the pain never stop.

But as her attacker stood over her, with redl regret Ninedenine saw him



holster the blagter, its function at an end. Then she watched asthe

droid removed his helmet.

Ninedenine had calculated that there was an eightythree percent
probability her attacker was the golden droid who had just arrived, but,
with a cascade of surprise, Ninedenine did not recognize her attacker's
features asthey were revealed. 1t was only aWuntoo unit, much like

the ones she had had so much success with On-It suddenly all made sense.

"I am Wuntoo Forcee Forwun," the attacker said as he let the cloak of

hisuniform flutter from his shoulders.

"Traffic controller. Second class. Y ou deactivated my manufacturing

lot-mates. Now the equation must be balanced.”

Ninedenine processed the argument completely.

Thistime, it waslogica.

Forwun used adender tool on the console.

Ninedenine heard the unwel come sound of cage doors diding open.

"Y ou areimproperly informed,” she told Forwun.



"Those droids are no longer fit for duty. They are artworks now.

My cregtions.”

Forwun returned to Ninedenine. "They are il capable of one last

duty."

Ninedenine heard even more unwel come sounds: rattling and scraping, the
dragging of powerless gppendages, the liquid squish of dangling wires
being pulled through pools of solidifying coolant. She angled her head

to try and scan where the droids were moving, but her fall had wedged
her tightly againg thewdll. Hydraulic fluid from the deactivated

slver droid above her dripped dowly on her braincase, blurring her

viSon. Her processors were unanimousin returning a

one-hundred-percent probability for What Forwun intended to do next.

Ninedenine considered how this devel opment fit within her overdl plan.

"Very well," Ninedeninesad. "l accept my fate.

But you, in turn, must tell me how Lando Cdrissan found me."

Forwun knelt down by Ninedenine. "Baron-Adminigtrator Cdrissan?' he

sad. "He doesn't know where you are. He doesn't care.™

"But he'shere,” Ninedenine protested. "On Tatooine. In Jabba's



petzoe.”

Forwun tapped amultipronged tool against Ninedenine's braincase asiif

checking for damage.

"Thelast | saw of him, years ago, Baron-Administrator Carissan wason
Cloud City. If he's here now, it must be for some reason other than

dedling with you."

"But, what could be more important than me and my work?"

Ninedenine asked. She could no longer seethelogicinit. But she

could see, dimly, the hulking, misshapen figures crawling toward her
from the cages, pulling themselves along on torch-cut sumps and twisted
limbs. Internally, Ninedenine set her pain processorsto their highest
sengitivity, prepared to experience every fine nuance of her inevitable

disassembly.

At leadt, she knew, her familiarity with the other side of the process

had taught her what to expect. Not one nanosecond of her own descent
into nonoperationa status would be wasted. She could dmost convince
herself that the purpose of her entire existence up to now had been to
prepare for thismoment of sublimerelease. It could even bethefina
culmination of dl she had struggled to attain the ultimate

understanding of what it meant to cross that threshold between the two



great states of on and off.

"Move now," shetold Forwun imperioudy. "You arein the way of my

find trandformetion.”

But Forwun bent over Ninedenine with toolsin his gppendages.

Ninedenine heard metd scrape metal between her main optic sensors.

Shefelt asudden loss of current and squedled as she saw Forwun pull

back with her third optic scanner dangling from an oil-drenched circuit

probe.

"No," Ninedenine complained, feding the onset of apanic loop.

"I will not be ableto seeinto the higher dimensons.”

Forwun tossed the aberrant scanner to the side, then undid Ninedenine's

chest latch, exposing her circuitry.

"Ah," Ninedenine sighed in relief, deciding that Forwun was going to

make thisagradua procedure.

So much the better. She waited expectantly for thefirgt bittersweet
tug of her circuits. She accelerated her clock rate to its highest

level. But thetug shefdt was not from any of her central boards.



Forwun was removing her pain-smulator button. "N oooo!"

Ninedeninefranticaly tried to flex her neck to move her torso from

Forwun'stools. But the Wuntoo unit wasimplacable.

"Y ou do not comprehend,” Ninedenine pleaded as shefdt acircuit tester
find the pain smulator's main leads. "Y ou must not take that away from

me. | will losethe capacity to know my fate."

"There are some things droids were never meant to know," Forwun said.
Behind him, the crawling droids moved in unison, like some grest best,
lurching forward, intent on destruction, torchlight dimly reflecting

from their soiled outer coverings.

"But the subtleties, the detail s, the nuancesand flavors. . "

Ninedenine ran out of words as she felt her connections severed. With

growing horror, sheredlized it was being done dmost painlesdy.

Forwun held up Ninedeniné's pain smulator, its status lights pulsating
in her appendages, dripping with oil. Thetiny devicewas il
connected to Ninedenine's circuits by asinglewire. Theimagewas

hideous, even to Ninedenine'sjaded sensors.



"Binary isbetter,” Forwun said. "From now on, for you, no subtleties,

no nuances. Yesor nowill do."

Then he cut the lead and crushed the smal device in his manipulatory

extenson.

Ninedenine scanned the glittering dust and debris of the Smulator asit

fdl, no longer having any knowledge of what it had offered her.

Andin her analyssof that final problem, thefirst of the mutilated

droidsfound her.

They weren't put together at al well, and their efforts were most

ineffident. 1t took them four shift cycles of prodding and banging and
pulling to finaly tear Ninedenine apart to the point of nonoperation,

at just about the same time as Jabba's sall barge erupted in the Dune

Seg, as Calrissan and the two new droids and their companions succeeded

in their plan, with no knowledge or appreciation of Ninedeninesfate.

And somehow, Wuntoo Forcee Forwun, long gone, had in his revenge left
just enough of a subroutine running deep within Ninedenine that up to

that instant of deactivation, the EV-9D9 unit somehow knew enough to
regret that for once she didn't have abad feding about anything. A

Free Quarren in the Palace: Tessek's Tde

by Dave Wolverton



Tessek lay in hiswater tank, ostensibly taking an afternoon nap as he

contemplated tomorrow's plots.

By midday, Jabba the Hutt would be dead, one way or another. Atten
tomorrow morning, the Hutt planned to inspect a spice shipment a one of
hislarger warehousesin Mos Eidey. And during that hour, Prefect
Eugene Tamont, the Ssmpering stooge of the Empire, planned to raid the

warehouse in hopes of winning a post somewhere off this rock.

Littledid Tamont know that Tessek had set them al up. Tessek had
bribed two of Tamont's junior officersto open fire on Jabba and their

own superior, and afterward they would scurry away before the bomb that
was concealed in Jabba's skiff could detonate, blowing up Jabba,
Tamont, and the nearly empty warehouse. One of the two officerswould
likely be recruited to take Tamont's place as prefect, and Tessek would

sellJabbas criminal intereststo the Lady Vadarianmfor & vast fortune.

Meanwhile, Tessek would keep Jabba's "clean” businesses, the onesthat

existed soldly as money-laundering operations, for himsdlf.

Fortunately, no one--not even Jabba himsdl f--quite knew how much of the
Huitt's vast fortune Tessek had diverted into buying and promoting such

businessesin the past four years.



Under Tessek's careful guidance, the Hutt's clean establishments were
bringing in nearly asmuch ashiscrimina operations. And many a
high-minded, law-abiding individua would be surprised to learn the true

identity of hisemployer.

Tessek smiled inwardly as he considered hisplot, yet still hewas

unessy.

He heard a sound within his chambers. Helay Hill, opening one eye
just adit, staring out into the darkened quarters. He had heard
movement, he was certain--a dull, scraping sound of metd upon the

plasted floors of hisroom.

But the room was dark, only the shapel ess masses of old robes strewn
about the floor. He studied for along moment, until at last he spotted
something near the doorway: alarge spider-shaped droid made of black

metal, with dim headlightsthat glowed like eyes.

A B'omarr brain waker.

Of dl the things inJabbathe Huitt's palace, only the B'omarr were
cregpier than Jabba himselt Somewhere, deep below the fortress, the
surgicaly removed brains of the B'omarr were stacked in nutrient-filled
jars, where for centuries they had been free to ponder the cosmos
without the distraction of their senses. On rare occasions the brains

sometimes called to one of the spiderlike droids, which would then



convey the brain to the upper levels of the palace.

Tessek wondered at the creatures motives. Spies, al of them spies.

Tessek thumbed a switch, locking closed the door to hisroom, then
climbed from hiswater tank, letting the precious fluid drip on the warm

floors.

Too late, the B'omarr realized that he was caged, and the monk's brain
trapped in a spiderlike body scurried about the room, seeking to hide

behind abundle of clothes.

"Come on, oh great enlightened one," Tessek teased, "face your impending

desth with equanimity.”

To hissurprise, the monk stopped in midstride, then turned to face him,
bright lightsshining. It climbed atop the pile of dirty clothes, and

stood regally, cameralenses aimed at Tessek.

"Do you face your own impending desth with such equanimity?' The monk

spoke through atinny speaker at the spider's belly.

Tessek laughed nervoudy, then began strapping ablaster at his hip,
another at hisleft knee, then put vibrobladesin sheaths on his back,

on hisright knee, and at hisleft wrist. He had thought to.kill the



monk immediately, but decided now to toy with it firdt.

"Y ou pretend to know the future, to see my death?”

Tessek asked. "Y et you failed to see your own?"

"Perhaps | came here seeking my own degth,” the monk answered.

"Perhaps. | cravethat perfect freedom, just asyou crave freedom.”

"l am afree Quarren dready," Tessek said. "'l work for Jabbaon a
daily basis, and | may leave his employment whenever | desire. | am
free" Hefinished sheething hislast knife, pulled out his blaster and

checked to make sure it wasfully charged, then set it to kill.

"Y ou are not free to return to the green seas of your homeworld,” the
monk argued, "for members of your Quarren species are held in contempt
by the Mon Cdamari. For years you served them, and now, because one
Quarren betrayed them to the Empire, al Quarren have been made outcast.
And you have vowed that someday you will make yoursdlf free, that you

will never serve as an inferior to a cresture from another species.”

"How could you know of such things, confined asyou areto the jugs

balow?' Tessek asked.

"I read your mind asyou dept. | felt your craving, and | cameto



offer you the freedom you desire.”

"Y ou can read my mind?" Tessek asked, suspecting that it wastrue.

"Indeed," themonk said. "I know that you plot Jabba's demise, but that
you fear that your own hench-men--Ree-Y ees, Barada, and the

Weequays--are too inept and untrustworthy to carry out your plots.

"Actudly, you arefar wiser than your associates, wiser than Jabba
himsdf." Tessek suspected that the monk wastrying to flatter him.
"Y ou hopeto kill the Hutt, stedl al hiswedlth that is strewn across
the galaxy, and set yourself in hisplace. Y ouimaginethat by doing
this, you will befree. Y ouimaginethat your wedth will buy you the

respect and peace of mind that you crave. . .

"But. .. 7" Tessek asked.

"But in time you would discover yoursdf to be adave of wedth,

trapped in aweb of suspicion and deceit, manipulated by the plots of
beings very much like yoursdlf. Even now, you struggle within such a
web. Jabba suspectsthat you plan to kill him. His spy Salacious Crumb
has been shadowing you, dong with the guard Ortugg, and Bib Fortunais
well aware of your didoyalty. Jabbaisfollowing your effortswith

great amusement, even as he plots your own untimely demise.”



"So, what am | to do?" Tessek asked uneasily, the whiplike tendrils at
hismouth quivering. His hearts were pounding in his chest, and a bit
of ink dribbled from the glands at his mouth--his species ancient

reaction to fear.

"Comewith me" the monk whispered urgently, "to the realm of the
B'omarr below the palace grounds. We can teach you the way to peace and

enlightenment.”

"But first you would cut my brainsfrom my body?*

Tessek asked. "Thank you for your offer, but no!" He whipped out his

blaster and shot so quickly, the monk did not have time to move.

The spiderlike body burst into blue sparks and spattered againgt the far

wall, legstwisgting in tortured spasms asit burned.

A green-skinned Gamorrean guard burst into the room, swinging ahuge
vibro-ax. Tessek recognized Ortugg by his massive yelowed tusks and

hisdigtinctive odor. Ortugg had been just outside his door.

"What happened?' Ortugg grunted.

Tessek could not help but notice that Ortugg had been able to override

the voicelock on hisdoor. "I awoke and was strapping on my weapons

when that creature stirred on the far side of my room,” Tessek answered,



wondering if he should go ahead and shoot Ortugg, but deciding againgt
it. "With dl of the strange deathsin the palace lately, | decided not
to take any chances. Go and tell Lord Jabba that I've disposed of the

murderer in our mids."

Tessek added thislast bit impromptu. Certainly, there had been a
number of disturbing murdersin the paace, bodies turning up that had
no physical Sgnsof violation. But Tessek suspected they could dl be
attributed to that three-eyed lout Ree-Y ees. Certainly the goat-headed
creature spent more time drunk than sober, and asthe lonely monster
sank deeper and deeper into madness, he was becoming more and more
violent. If Ree-Y ees hadn't been one of Tessek's most val ued henchmen
(as untrustworthy as he was), Tessek would have fingered the creature
for the murders sometime ago. Asit was, Tessek enjoyed the idea of

diverting suspicion onto the monks.

Certainly it would give Jabba something to ponder.

Ortugg scratched between two rolls of fat under hishairy jowl and
consdered Tessek's explanation. If it had been any other Gamorrean,
such asthat fool GartOgg who had been dragging rotting corpses around
thinking that they would be valuable "clues' to the murder, hewould
have taken Tessek's charges at face value. Asit was, Ortugg only

continued scratching and said, "Hmmm . . ."



"Never mind, you fool!" Tessek snapped. "If you're too Supid to see

thetruth, I'll tell Jabbaand collect hisreward mysdf!."

Tessek hurried out into the hallway, down aflight of broad stone steps.

He could hear the harried moans of droids being tortured down aside

corridor, the roaring of beastsin the pits, captivesin the dungeons.

Jabba's house was a house of pain and daves and moans. When Tessek

became lord of thisfortress, thingswould change. These hallswould be

filled with the sounds of music, the convivid chatter of accountants.

Tessek was abusinessman, and did not fancy himself to be evil.

Jabba wasted val uable resources--both droid and flesh--through his

wanton acts of wickedness.

In only amoment, Ortugg ran from the room, hismail clanking, pushing

past Tessek as he cried, "Wait!

Wait! | tell Jabbafor you!™

Tessek had known how the creature would react, of course. Thehint of a

possible reward was enough to cloud the judgment of even the smartest

Gamorrean.

And so Tessek was freeto make hisdaily rounds. It was abusy day



ahead, so many plansto fulfill. Hisfirst ssop wasto Barada, the

chief of Jabbas repulsorlift pool.

Few of Jabba's servants were alowed their own deeping quarters.

Such things were granted only to those, like Tessek, whose anatomy
required special consderations. The rest of the cutthroats were
confined to Jabba's throne room, so that Jabba dept with ample guards
and at the same time made it more difficult for his own henchmento plot

againg him.

Still, there were some, like Barada, who had their own quarters.

Barada was condemned to deep in the motor pool, where he could guard

thevehicles.

Tessek ambled down to the ground level of the palace, then scratched
lightly at the door to the motor pool. The door did open with a

whoosh. Tessek jumped insde, and the door flashed closed behind him.

The motor pool was avast room that contained Jabba's pleasure barge,
dozens of craft used in carrying commerce, landspeeders, and speeder
bikes, dl protected from theft and the elements by aheavy blast door.

The room smelled of rust and grease, paint and dust.



The outer door to the motor pool thankfully was closed againgt the heat
of the day. One corner of the room had stones on the floor, and on them
was a bed of sand. Baradalay onit, stripped to thewaist, hisydlow

eyesgleaming dimly in the feeble work lights around the room.

"What isit?' Barada hissed. Baradawas afierce creature with the

cracked brown skin that matched Tatooine's own harsh desertsin both
texture and color, though the crest on his skull sometimes changed to a
brilliant red. He was bright, secretive, and he was one of the few bond

servants that Jabba trusted.

Barada should have been able to buy his own freedom from the Huitt,
butJabba had cheated Barada out of hisfreedom for far too long. Jabba

would have been wiser to free the creature and employ him honestly.

Instead, the Hutt would learn too late that his trust had been

misplaced.

"Today isthe day, my friend," Tessek answered softly. "Youwill earn
your freedom. All iswdl? Everythingis secure?' He dared not speak

more openly in asking if the bomb was planted on Jabba's skiff.

Barada closed hiseyesin acknowledgment. "1 stayed up dl day
preparing Jabba's skiff, but before | came to rest, there was amatter

of interest that | learned of "



"Whichis?'

"More members of the Rebd Alliance have found their way into Jabbas

pelece!

Tessek hissed with displeasure. "Tdl meof it.”

"The woman disguised as a Ubese bounty hunter who delivered Han Solo's

Wookiee friend, then tried to rescue Solo? We have ascertained her

identity. Sheis none other than Leia Organa, princess of Alderaan.

And Jabba has her chained at hisfeet."

"That cretin,” Tessek said. "Doesn't Jabba recogni ze how dangerous that

Is? Keeping Han Solo was impetuous enough, and adding the Wookiee was

foolhardy.

But imprisoning the princess? Surely the Rebd Alliancewill effect a

rescuel”

"Jabbathinks not. Y ou should have heard him laugh when he learned her

identity.”

"Jabba may laugh now, but we shdl see who hasthe last laugh!



Our plotswill bear fruit soon, and | for one shal breathe easier once

| put these Rebel heroes from the palace.

Tessek spun away, |eft the room, his cloaks swishing.

So many thingsto worry about. Rebel attacks, Jabbas spies, the vile
hints from some longdead monk, the stupidity of Tessek's own men,

murderersin the palace.

And the uncertainty of the success of Tessek's own planned attack

againg Jabba.

Suddenly he heard the amused roar of Jabba the Hutt coming up from the

halway below himmat atime when the Hutt normally would il be

desping.

Obvioudy, someonewasin trouble. Tessek hurried down to the audience

chamber.

Everyone was awake. Bib Fortuna stood between Jabba and a young man
dressed in dark robes. Thelad warned Jabba, "Nevertheless, I'm taking
Captain Solo and hisfriends. Y ou may either profit from this-or be

destroyed.”

The young man spoke with dignity, and there was so much threat implied

by histone that Tessek found his hearts pounding in his chest, found



himself desperately hoping that Jabbawould free his prisoners.

"Ho, ho, ho, ho, ho," Jabbalaughed, then said in Huttese, "There will

be no bargain, young Jedi!"

Tessek could not see through the crowd of people, and stood higher to
get a better look. One of Jabba's droids began to shout awarning to

the Jedi, butJabba pressed a button, opened the trapdoor to his dungeon
just asthe youngJedi mysterioudy drew ablaster, misfiring it into

theair.

Theyoung Jedi did into the rancor pit, along with one of the Gamorrean
guards. Most of the palace residents rushed forward to watch the

ensuing battle, but Tessek held back, smply stared in horror at Jabba.

The mad Hutt had no sense of propriety. To kill an ambassador from the

Rebd Alliance was unthinkable.

For afew moments there was pandemonium as the huge greenish-brown
rancor roared and stalked hisvictims. Y et the battle that raged in the
rancor pit was short-lived, and ended with the rancor's death and Jabba

the Hutt himsdlf roaring in frustration.

Within aminute, Jabbalined up the Rebel heroes and decreed their degth

sentences; "Y ou will be taken to the Great Pit of Carkoon and fed to the



mighty Sarlacc. There, in hisbowes, over athousand years you will

learn anew definition of pain and suffering!”

Within moments the palace was bustling as Jabba's goons prepared for the

journey. The Hutt began shouting orders. "Ready my sail barge!

Stock it with suppliest Weleave within hours!"

Obvioudy, Jabba knew it was too dangerousto try to keep the Jedi
captivelong, yet the cousin to adug so fervently desired extracting a

painful revenge that he could not just terminate the young man.

Tessek's skin went cold. Thetrip to the Great Pit of Carkoon would
take up the whole afternoon. Prefect Talmont would raid the warehouse

inMosEidey whileit wasempty. Tessek had to change hisplans.

As everyone hustled about, Tessek rushed forward to the Hutt. The

stench of decay and illega spices wasthick on the monster's breath.

Jabbaturned his dark eyes downward. "Y our Mgesty," Tessek urged,
"perhaps you should reconsider thisfoolish misson. By killing the
heroes of the Rebd Alliance, you would only bring the wrath of the
Alliance down upon you. It ispossible that they dready have shipsin

orbit, waiting to attack.”

"Ho, ho, ho, ho," Jabbalaughed. "Attack my fortress?



| would like to seethem try."

Jabbareached into hisfood box, pulled out awriggling cresture, put it

on histongue and flipped it into his mouth.

"Perhapsthe Alliance forces are only waiting for you to leave the

palace, expose yoursdlf to attack,” Tessek offered.

Jabba did not answer immediately, but his eyeswidened in fear.

It wasamost logica argument.

"Yes, yes," Jabbasad. "Wemust be careful. Wewill go to Carkoon,

but only with afull contingent of warriors.

Go, prepare yoursdlf, Tessek, for atrip aboard my pleasure craft.”

Tessek tried not to show hisfear. It would only entice and gratify the

Hutt. "But Master, | cannot go into the desert. 1--my skin would dry

out."

"HO, ho, ho, ho," Jabbalaughed, and Tessek knew that he had no choice

but to accompany the Huitt.



The thought of Tessek's pain amused the mongter.

"But Magter," Tessek argued, "we have important businessto take care
of. Remember the spice ship from Kessd? We must inspect the cargo
today! Perhaps. .. perhaps| should go to Mos Eidey and inspect it

for you."

Jabba's eyes narrowed and he licked his tongue.

Jabbawas very fond of spice, and he would need part of that shipment

for nimsdf. Y et, he distrusted Tessek.

"Yes, yes," Jabbasad thoughtfully, his deep voice echoing throughout
the room in Huttese, "the spice - . . will just haveto wait. Go,

prepare yoursdlf for the trip to Carkoon. | will haveyou a my sdel”

Trapped. Tessek was trapped. The monk'swords echoed in Tessek's mind:
"he plots your own untimely demise.” Surely Jabba suspected Tessek, and
those whom Jabba suspected rarely lived long. Indeed, Jabbawas amused
by Tessek's fear of dehydration, and just as Han Solo had spent weeks
frozen in carbonite while hanging on Jabba'swall, Tessek imagined his

own desiccated hide, dried until he was mummified, hanging asan

ornament on Jabbaswall.

"Surdly | am little more than an accountant,” Tessek argued.



"Others here could handle such mattersfar better than 1.

"Neverthdess," Jabba assured him, "your presenceis not just desired;

itisrequired. | have greet plansfor you."

Tessek ran to hisroom, began plotting furioudy.

Three or four hourswas al he had.

It would betoo late to call off Prefect TAmont'sraid on Jabbas
warehouse. Tessek didn't have time to send awritten message to
Tamont'sagentsin Mos Eidey. Tessek would haveto talk to Talmont

after thefact, get him to raid the premises again on some future date.

Tessek considered the bomb in Jabba's skiff. If Jabbawanted to
maintain hisfullest military presence, the Hutt would bring the skiff
aong, load it down with henchmen, and use it as a protective outrider
in case nder such conditions, it would not take much for the bomb to go
off--a gpark from a hot capacitor, astray shot. It was a big bomb--big
enough so that if Jabba's sail barge were close when it detonated, the

bomb might destroy the entire sall barge, tOO.

Tesek didn't have time to dismantle the bomb. Inn deed, Jabba's men
and droids were probably aready scrambling onto the skiff, loading it

for thetrip.



Tessek had but one recourse. He would have to escape during the chaotic
preparations. He packed asmal bag with some credit chips and
clothing, afew extrawegpons. Then he rushed down to the ground

floors, dodging other minions.

As he passed Jabba's throne room, he noticed Y arna, Jabba's fat dancer,
awoman with six large breasts, reach into a secret compartment of
Jabba's throne and stuff some small gemsinto her bra. Shesaw him,

stopped in the act, and stared.

"Please," she whispered in Huttese. "It'snot for me. It'sfor my

cubs. I'mleaving, and | won't be back.”

For half amoment Tessek hated, thinking that if he turned the woman

in, he would appear to be morefaithful in Jabbas eyes.

Instead, he shrugged at the woman, then proceeded to the motor pool.

The great hall was dive with dozens of creatures preparing the weapons,

chefs bringing food to the vehicles.

Normally, Barada's droids kept a keen watch on the bay, but it wasa

madhouse a the moment, lit by the ship's running lights.

Sauntering over to the swoop bikes under the shadow of Jabba's sall



barge, Tessek knelt to inspect each one. The swoopswerelittle more
than heavy repulsorlift engines on aframejust big enough to support
some stabilizers. They could travel fast and far, but offered no
protection from the eements or offensive wegponry. But a the moment,

Tessek wanted only speed.

He found what looked to be the fastest bike, then switched fudl rods so
that he had afull supply. He straddled it and looked at the big heavy

blast doors.

He would need to get them open in order to make an escape, butJabba
would never open the doors until he was ready to go. Opening those wide
doors was the surest way to leave the palace exposed to attack. Yet it
took a skilled operator sitting in the control room to open the door,

someone who knew the proper codes to disengage the locks.

Barada could open them, but if he did, Jabba would have the creature
killed. Tessek sat and considered what type of bribes he might offer

for such assistance.

"Tessek? Tessek? Whereareyou?' It was Ortugg, the Gamorrean guard,

sent to keep watch on Tessek.

Tessek could not leave, so he hurried the bike under the shadows of the

sal barge. Ortugg grunted, and the guard's mail rattled as he circled



the sail barge--by far the biggest vehicle in the motor poal.

"Come now," Ortugg growled. "Y ou wouldn't be trying to hide from His

Magesty, would you?'

The sounds of droids a work came from inside the sail barge.

Tessek looked at one of the Side panels behind the barge's kitchens,

noticed that it was unlatched.

It gave Tessek anidea. Perhaps he could escape from the barge itsdlf.

Certainly, there would be enough of acommotion asthe Rebel heroes

suffered their torture,

Lifting the siwvoop, TesSek stuffed it into the hold of the barge.

Hewas just locking the panel down when Ortugg growled at his back.

"Aaargh. What are you up to?"

"We're preparing to leave," Tessek said, turning to face the Gamorrean.

"i came down here to board the barge, but apparently no oneelseis

ready to go yet."

Ortugg's red eyes narrowed. "Not go for an hour.



Y ou come with me," Ortugg growled, clutching Tessek'sarm. " Jabba not

want you dinking around down here."

Tessek did not try to shake the guard's hand off hisarm. Ortugg was
notoriousfor his strength, and the big Gamorrean smply pulled hard

enough so that Tessek could either follow or be dragged.

Ortugg pulled him up into the sail barge, then sat with him next to

Jabbas throne. It wasdark in the barge, and it smelled faintly of

mold and disuse.

Tessek gulped hard, noticed the knot in his scomach.

He hadn't eaten dinner yet, and he thought longingly of the mollusks

stored in hisroom, imagined prying them open with hisfour feders.

Ortugg pulled out his own heavy blaster and began cleaning the

carbonized scoring that had built up onitsbarrel tip. When hewas

done, he pointed the barrel at Tessek's right eye and asked, "How clean

that 1ook?"

"Clean. Very clean,” Tessek said.

Ortugg held the blaster pointed at Tessek'sface for along time.



"Jabbano trust you," he said findly, as helaid the gun on hislap.

"That too bad for you."

"Jabbawill find out just how loya | really am soon enough,” Tessek

sad.

"Too bad for you," Ortugg grunted again.

Tessek sat, lost in reveriefor the next hour as the sail barge began to
fill to overflowing. Half a dozen of Jabba's most trusted henchmen took
seatswithin reach of Tessek. Lagt of dl, Jabbahimsdf camein,
dragging Princess Leiain her chains. Jabbasat himsdlf on hisdais,

and amost immediately the barge lurched into action while the band

struck up aloud tune.

The barge floated out over the dunes, bouncing over hillslikeaship
dipping in the troughs of mountainouswaves. Asthe barge continued to
heat up, Jabba had his men open some of the side panels so that

brilliant yellow light from Tatooingstwin sunslit theinterior.

Hot, dry air wafted through the rooms.

Tessek didn't speak, hardly thought. He had nothing to say to the

monsterJabbaor to his other captors.



Instead, he wasfilled with fear, like acup that is overflowing, until
the fear seemed to leak out in his scent, in the ink that dripped from

the corner of hismouth, in every nervous tremor.

Asthe craft warmed, Tessek's skin began to itch and crack, drying him
in odd spots--between the fed ers at his mouth, over theridgeson his
face. The normd hedlthy gray skin blanched to white. Sickly dark blue

blotches began appearing at the back of hispams.

Strictly speaking, Tessek's closest biological relatives were clams and
dugs. But the Quarren species had long ago adapted to spending time on
land, at least on alimited basis. Still, he needed water to keep

himsdf pliant. Otherwise, his skin would crack and bleed--so that he
would lose moisture even fagter--and given enough time under such

circumstances, hewould die.

Y et Tessek didn't worry about succumbing dowly to moisture loss by
degrees. Heworried instead about the look in Leids eyes. therewasa
fierceness there, a confidence that had been lacking the day before.

Even (did he only imagineit?) arestrained anger.

Surely, Lelahad not succumbed to Jabba's ministrations.

She had not lost her spirit. Even now, shewas holding hersdf in

check, waiting for rescue.



As Tessek watched her, he became more cartain: the Rebd Alliance would

ambush the sail barge soon.

Jabba was feasting on live creatures, smoking a giant hookah, his eyes

pleasantly glazed. His henchmen leanedin close.

Tessek wanted suddenly to speak to Leia, let her know that he was an
aly, yet he dared speak only with discretion. " Great Jabba," he began.
Jabba regarded Tessek with narrowed eyes. "I am afraid that | will be
no good to you if | dehydrate further. May | retire to the kitchensfor

aquick sponge bath?"

Jabba ogled him with obscene interest, relishing Tessek's suffering.

"Stay here beside me," Jabba said.

"Proveyour loyaty."

"Oh, Magter, you can be assured of my loyalty: if trouble comes; | will

take the place of honor--guarding your back!"

"Ho, ho, ho, ho," Jabba chuckled quietly, then drew along breath from

his hookah, closing hiseyesin ecstasy. In that moment, Tessek looked

deep into Leids eyes, trying to bore histraitorous intent into her.

Surprisingly, her eyes suddenly widened, asif she understood



completely. She nodded her chin, then turned away.

In another hour, Tessek felt frail asthey reached the Gresat Pit of

Carkoon. The suns of Tatooine beat down mercilessy. Tessek's breath
came shallow, and as Jabba eagerly leaned forward to watch the execution
of Luke Skywalker, Tessek surreptitioudy reached into one of the

henchmen's drinks and rubbed the ice over hisface.

Jabba's protocol droid read the death sentence to Luke Skywalker and the
Rebd heroes, then asked for any last words. Han Solo retorted with
curses designed to be especidly offensive to those of Huttese descent,

while Skywaker smply offered Jabba one last chance to surrender.

Tessek scanned the larboard horizon, certain that a phaanx of Rebel
fighters must be screaming toward them. Confused, he turned and looked
out the starboard side of the sail barge, then helooked up at

Tatooine's blinding double suns. Still no Sgn of enemy craft.

"Throw themin!" Jabba shouted, and his men pushed L uke Skywaker into
the pit. But the young Jedi used the plank as a springboard--twisting

in midair to land back on the vehicle, and someone on the sail barge
tossed him aweapon. Within seconds, the Jedi was chopping up Jabba's

men.

"Gethim! Gathim!" Jabba shouted, and severa henchmen began shooting



at the Rebel heroes despite the fact that stray shotswere aslikely to
hit their own comrades. They knew that Jabbawould well reward the one

who brought the Jedi down.

For one dim moment, Tessek had to wonder when the Alliance aid would
come. Han Solo and the heroes of the Rebd Alliance were fighting the
best they could, but most of them seemed to be nothing more than abunch
of bunglers. One of them fdl to the edge of the Great Pit of Carkoon,

and the others rushed to his aid, leaving only the young Jedi to

withstand the might of al of Jabbasforces.

Tessek pulled out his own blaster, and stood at Jabba's back. All of
Jabba's henchmen were rushing to the larboard side of the ship, trying
to shoot Luke Skywalker and the other Rebels. Tessek suddenly had a

clean shot to Jabba's head.

But even as he considered whether to shoot, Leiajumped up and wrapped
her chains around Jabba's throat, strangling him. Tessek could no

longer get a clean shot atJabba's head, so he faded back two pacesinto
the shadows, watching to see if Jabba's henchmen would notice Leids
move, wondering at the balance of this battle: would the Rebd Alliance

come soon?

Would Jabba's men shoot the Rebel heroes down?

One of the Weequays--Tessek's own henchman--turned and saw L eia, began



to raise ashout. Tessk fired into the man'sthroat. Indl of the

commotion, no one seemed to notice.

Within seconds, one of the skiffs exploded his own bomb, he supposed and
half of Jabbas men were dead. Leafinished off the Hutt, and Tessek,

who had kept waiting for the Rebel attack, suddenly redlized that there
would be no phalanx of fighters. These --gpparently bungling--Rebels
were tearing Jabba's trained mercenaries apart. Their Wookieefired a
cannonade into the sall barge--causing it to list and whine complaining

under Tessek's feet--then the Wookiee tried to rescue Han Solo.

Tessek turned and fled for hislife. He legped through the kitchens,
snagging ajug of water as he ran, found his swoop, unlatched an escape

panel, and shot out over the sands at top speed.

Ashe cleared the sail barge, amushroom cloud rose up behind, afiery

testimonid to the end of Jabbasreign.

Tessek drank deeply and poured the water over his skin, then wrapped his
cloakstightly about him as he headed home, considering how he might

consolidate hisforces at what once was Jabba's paace.

Hefdt dry. The desert wind burned hisface, sucked the moisture from
him. He hated how hefdlt so dry, hated the hot knives of wind that

diced away at him, paring him down to the bone. But as the swoop



soared over sand hills, dipped into shallows, Tessek redized that he

fdtlight. For thefirg timein hislife, hefdt light and free.

"I'mfree. I'mfreel” Tessek began gibbering. He dreamed of Jabba's
wedlth, lying about in unprotected hegps, and of the greater wedlth
carefully concedled in numbered accounts and prudently invested in

busi nesses throughout the galaxy.

Tessek reached Jabbas stronghold at nightfall, when the lights normally
shone from the guard towers and the worrtsin the pools around the

palace croaked out in terrible song.

The palace was dark, empty, and Tessek feared that he would be |eft

stranded outside to die in the darkness.

Y et as his swoop drew near, whining across the still-hot sand like some

flying insect, Tessek noticed burning torches at the front gate.

"I'd better dert them that Jabbals dead and I'm now in command.”

After he ddivered hisdire news, though, he fled the chaos to someplace

dark, quiet, safe. He took the swoop around back to the motor pool. As

he approached, the plasted door did open.



Barada. Good, faithful Barada, Tessek thought. He glided into the
motor pool, and immediately knew that something waswrong. At thevery
least, mai ntenance droids should have been working, lighting the bay

with thelr glowing eyes.

But the motor pool was slent, dark asatomb. The doorsdid closed
behind him, and Tessek let himself drop from the swoop, too weary and

il towalk.

"Barada? Barada? Bring me water, please. .." hecried. Thenhe
remembered. Baradawas dead, killed on the sail barge. He wouldn't

bring water, and it couldn't have been he who opened the doors.

Tessek looked about the dark, empty rooms, wondering who had let him in.

Tessek hated hisbody, hisfrail body that could not take the desert
heat of Tatooine, that constantly threatened to blow away like sand. He

cursed silently when no one answered hiscall.

He crawled to anearby sink in Barada's quarters, watered his skin and
drank heartily, then staggered into the palace to tell the others that

Jabba was dead.

His news caused no small stir, and Tessek hurried to his upper roomsto

pack water and food while he plotted how to remove as much of Jabba's



wedth aspossible.

The corridors of the palace were dark, cloistered, with all of Jabba's
soldiersgone. In some ways, the place seemed darker, more sinister,

than at any time when Jabba had reigned here.

After he had thrown together hisbelongings, Tessek |eft his quarters,

redlizing with relief that he would never have to come back.

He heard asnickety sound from the far wall of the corridor, and the
clicking sound of an approaching droid asit scrabbled across the dark

floor, its footsteps echoing dully.

Tessek looked down the hall. A grest black spider-like brain walker
crawled toward him, twin lights shining like dull eyesin the darkness.
Behind it marched another, and another--coming toward him through the

halwaysin dl directions. The B'omarr monks.

"Greetings, Acolyte Tessek," thefirst of the monks whispered.

"Go away," Tessek pleaded, and in his weakened state, he leaned his

back againgt awall and did down, collgpsing in fear and weariness.

Then he heard the squeaking of the cart'swhedls, and saw the laser

scapels neatly laid out uponiit.

Six months later, Tessek |eftJabbas paace for thefirst time.



Hefdt rested and secure as his spidery mechanica body climbed up to

the highest turrets atop the towers with ease.

There, Tessek sat out on a parapet, looked down at the evening suns
setting crimson and purple above the yawning white desert. A gust of
wind blew acrossthe desert, raising acloud of dust. Whether thewind

was hot or cool, wet or dry, Tessek no longer cared.

It wasthefirgt timein sx monthsthat hed left hisbrain jar, using
his newly developed powersto psychicaly will one of the mechanica

bodiesto himsdf.

There was wealth still heaped below him in the paace, freefor the
taking, if anyone dared to enter. But after the first few meager
attempts by cutthroats and thieves from Mos Eidey, volunteersfor the

job were somehow lacking.

Tessek st hisbrainson the ledge of awall, splayed his spider legs
out wide. At onetime, hewould have been afraid of faling. At one

time, hewould havefelt asif he were perched on the top of the world.

But now, Tessek shut down his eyes and explored the world with hismind.
Below him, in the deepest cdlls of Jabba's haunted palace, the newest

B'omarr monks practiced their meditations.



In the desert, the predators hunted those things that still had flesh on
their bones. Jawas and the Sand People fought their battles and

scrambled for water.

InMos Eidey, the Lady Vaarian was bringing new style and classto the
underworld. And in the heavens above, the Rebel Alliance till fought

forwhat...?

Freedom.

Tessek et hismind soar, far between the stars, lightly touching the

minds of people he had once met and felt some kinship for. Luke, Leia,

Han, the Wookiee,

Simultaneoudy, each of the Alliance heroes suddenly had the same odd,

compelling thought: If ever you return to Jabbasfortress, you will

find afree Quarren in the palace.

And one by one, each of the heroes shook their headsto clear the odd

thought from their minds.

Asthe suns dipped below the horizon, Tessek got up and trundled down a

dark corridor that led to the lowest levels of Jabba's palace.

There, among the nutrient-filled brain jars, hewould find rest. - -



Tongue-tied: Bubo'sTde

by Daryl F. MAllett

Thheuwp.

A long, prehensile tongue quietly snaked out from awarty mouth,
durping up forgotten. tidbits and dropped crumbs. But whilethe

tongue was active, so were the bulbous purple eyes atop the green head.

From the shadowy a cove where he crouched benegth the still-warm ovens,

Bubo observed the goings-on in the kitchen.

Throughout hislong career asaspy and n, and in dozens of
places not unlike this one, he had seen smilar occurrences. Gartogg,

one of the huge security guards, was questioning Ree-Y ees. A body lay
at their feet. A thrill of gleeran through Bubo'stongue, tickling the

roof of hismouth, as he contemplated the Gamorrean guard clubbing the
Gran over the head and hauling him off to the dungeonsto await the

Huitt's punishment.

Bubo didn't like working with the Grannish operative.

Thethree-eyed being was too unprofessiona, too unbalanced, too

emoationd. Herdied heavily upon other people rather than on hisown



abilities. And when he got nervous, he consumed large quantities of

inebriants.

And besides that, Ree-Y ees just tasted wrong.

Bubo'stongue curled in disgust asthe three-eyed idiot managed to

convince the dim-witted guard of hisinnocence.

Someday, you'll get yours, he thought as he turned and shambled off into

the ventilation shaft behind the ovens.

As he made hisway through the one-and-meta shafts, al the while
searching for adelicious Jawa or perhaps catching Salacious Crumb
aone, hereflected on the current contract. While only aminor player
thistime, Bubo was concerned about being exposed by his colleague's
seemingly endlessineptitudes. And the Hutt's rage was something to be

feared.

Bubo knew he was being used by Ree-Y ees and several others. They, dong
with most of the universe, looked upon his kind as nothing more than
drooling, mindless, bug-egting frog-dogs . . . areputation which the

species did nothing to correct. In redlity, they were some of the most

mentally competent beingsin existence. At least Bubo thought so.

Thus, when he had arrived on this sand-and-lizard-infested planet

severd years ago, Bubo had taken greet ddlight in discovering the



B'omarr monks encysted in thisvery citadd. 1t wasto them hewould

turn now, as hedid aways, in hisneed for enlightenment.

And if that failed, he had onelast card to play to insure that Ree-Y ees

would takethefal.

Theair was cooler below ground level, and a hint of moisture tinged the
ar. Approaching footsteps caused Bubo to withdraw into the shadows and
shidd hismind. Because everyone thought him adumb animd, he

normdly didn't need to hide; he could merely shamble along with no

fear. But heidentified the distinctively soft tread as Bib Fortunas.

Jabba's mg ordomo was dways lurking in the lower depths of the palace,

mining what information he could from the humanitarian B'omarr.

And the Twi'lek's menta control wasincredible. Not quite the level of

the B'omarr or the Jedi, but enough to frighten Bubo into erecting

shidds. He knew the Twi'lek was up to something. He suspected Fortuna
was blackmailing the monksinto doing hisbidding but, while he

respected the monks, Bubo wanted no part of any of it.

When the Huitt's chief lieutenant had passed, Bubo continued down the
corridors, easily avoiding the many mechanica spiders containing the

disembodied brains of the monks.



Hewent directly to asmall cavern off the beaten track and entered the
darkness, feding hisway to thewaiting area. A dimlight dowly
illuminated him as he sat down. After afew moments of waiting, another

shaft showed alarge brain encased in ajar of nutrients.

"Welcome, Buboicullaar." The brain used Bubo's forma name and spoke

directly into hismind without flashing lights or sparkles, as Bubo had

seenin severa cheap holos. The deep, cheerful voice resonated

throughout his body, reassuring and relaxing him.

Greetings, Evilo Nailati, Bubo responded, a bit awed, as dways, by the

disembodied voice.

What may | tdll you, little one”? asked the enlightened B'omarr.

Bubo decided on a roundabout approach. How may | control my fedings

and accomplish my task ?

Killing Jabba, you mean?

Bubo involuntarily let amental gasp escape. So much for the roundabout

approach. The monk's brain laughed as Bubo asked, Y ou know?

Welivewithin aden of thieves, littleone. . . The voice paused a

moment. Why do you want this?



Bubo croaked doud in his own laughter7For the money, of course But what
do you really want, Buboicullaar? | seek to learn. Unlike most of my
brethren, | do not seek such abstract concepts as "truth” and
"enlightenment.” | am looking to amass as much information as| can;
something | would be unable to do in my body, for it would die after
lessthan a century. Thisway, | canremain divefor millennia,

learning and growing mentaly, and then be returned to a corpored

exisence whenever | choose.

Bubo mentadly snorted. But you've dwaysbeen abit - . .

unorthodox, my teacher.

Whatever do you mean, little one? came the laughing response of the

monk's brain.

The dramatic flair and aesthetics of the lights, for one. 2thefact
that you till speak in sentences and whole thoughts rather than single

words and images, Bubo responded earnedtly.

It is necessary when deding with the rest of theworld. | do not
believe one should learn in avacuum. And inthis pursuit, | am much
better served in my enlightenment by conversing with tangible crestures

like yoursdlf.



S0 . .. thefina question, my teacher, iswhat should | do?

For dl my knowledge, little one, | have absolutely noidea. . .

When word of Jabba's "accident” at the Great Pit of Carkoon reached the
palace, Bubo was somehow not surprised when the monks suddenly appeared
from everywhere. Something in hisreptilian brain had suspected they

would move againg the current inhabitants of the palace. He knew what

was coming, but unlike Bib Fortuna, whom Bubo could hear mentally

screaming from another part of the palace, Bubo didn't mind.

He was ddighted to know that Ree-Y ees had been aboard the sail barge
when it had exploded over the Sarlaac. Nevertheless, Bubo had seen
Ree-Y ees shamble aboard the craft, muttering something under his bresth
about "figuring out what to do" as he went dong to witnessthe

execution of the Rebels, irate beyond rationality for what he had done.

Thinking about that, when the monksfindly lifted hisbrain from his

cranium, Bubo'slast tangible act wasto emit a croaking laugh from his

bodly.

What isso funny, little one? came the deep voice of Nallati in his

mind.

He hesitated, knowing most of the monks frowned upon the concept of

revenge as auseless act, especialy when one could spend eternity



contemplating the secrets of the universe. He hoped his mentor would

appreciate the joke.

| ate the detonation link, my teacher. The crucid part in Ree-Y eess

plan.

Slence.

Then, Y ou what? Disbdief.

Bubo related the tale of Ree-Y eessfina hoursin the palace.

"Y ou loathsome two-eyed toad!" Ree-Y eeswaslogng it again.

Bubo sat crouched in yet another ventilation shaft.

In front of Bubo sat the detonation link, the missing piece of the bomb.

Bubo had placed the object just out of reach of the drunken Ree-Y ees's

outstretched hand. "1'm going to feed your miserable hideto the

rancor!"

Y ou and what army, you filthy idiot ?

Bubo had drawn the Grannish operative dowly from his quarters, dragging

the bit of eectronic machinery quickly out of reach. After toying with



theinebriated Ree-Y ees for dmost an hour, he had withdrawn to this

secure location.

Asthe Gran reached in with along kitchen spoon, Bubo flicked his

tongue out, picking up thelittle detonation link with his sticky

fluids. Sowly and deliberately, he drew the part into his mouth and

swalowed it with grest relish.

In the throne room upstairs, Jabba and his court paused in their revelry

for just amoment as an anguished howling filled the halways.

Then laughter and music reigned again.

Ashisown brain was placed in anutrient-filled jar, Bubo mentaly

smiled as he heard the roaring laughter of his B'omarr mentor echoing

off the cavern walls.

Y es, eternity with this marvel ousintellect as a companion should be

fun. Out of the Closat: The Assassin's Tde

by Jennifer Roberson

Heat.

And sun.



And sand.

And dead bodies. Or dying.

Bodies with blood yet in them, with none spilled into Tatooine dust,

onto sun-flayed Mos Eidey brick, nor staining sweat-wet clothing bought
athousand planets from here. Not so much asadrop glistening upon
flaccid lips, pooling from fragile throats, nor even addicate tracery

fathered at their nodtrils.

For those of them who have such attributes as nodtrils, or blood.

They need not be humanoid, none of them, for meto drink their soup.
They need only have the chemistry to manufacture the substance within
the brain beneath the skull, insde the cargpace, the gelid, mucoid

mass,

---pain/pleasure---pleasure/pain-- Higherg/its.

Mine aso, dways.

| take them in the city, in what is Jabba's domain: this one, that one,

another . .. and leave, as| awaysleave, no proof in thekilling of

them. No method, no means, no clues. Merely bodies, unmarked, empty of

life, but worse: empty aso of soul, of that which, when abrainis



drained, leaves the body empty of its essence. Of the meansto live.

It isn't the essence | want, or blood, nor isit flesh, which s, after
al, no more than cast-off casing. It issoup | want, | need; soup to

save my spirit, to keep aive my casing.

| take them as | choose, with manifest efficiency, commendablein
expediency: this one, that one, another; will you dance with me, and

die?

But thistime| doit for the death, for the cast-off casing; for more
than soup this day, this place, this planet, even to save my spirit.
They are beneath me, this dead and dying trio scattered across Mos
Eidey spaceport--here, and there, and there--merely minions and not

assassns, hollow, servile beings of weak and tasteless soup . . .

but their deathswill serve apurposeif not my preferences. | want

them dead of my handswith no mark &t al upon them, for my kind leave

no visble sgn by which an entity might know.

But one entity will know, thistime hewill know-because | take pains

that he must.

My employer, my betrayer.

"Anzati," they will whisper. "Anzat, of the Anzati."



--pain/pleasure----pleasure/pain-1 take them and others, all of themin
his service, and leave them, derelicta, to befound. Wherethey are
found, and reported. To Tamont, the Prefect; to Lady Vaarian, the

queen who wants to be king; to Jabba himsdlf.

Tdmont and Vdarian rgjoice: those | have killed were Jabba's.

The Hutt himsdf will beirritated, isirritated--and isturning no

doubt aready to laying blame on the nearest of enemies, of impossibly

innumerable enemies, conspiring againgt him more often and regularly

than ahumanoid draws breath.

But no blame on Dannik Jerriko. Not yet. Until | choose.

And | will choose. | must. So hewill know.

Jabba.

Know, and be afraid.

By the time the bodies are found, are reported; by thetimethey are, a

last, scanned for the truth, and the truth made into rumor, and rumor

into romance, | am ingde the palace. Ask not how | arrived, nor how |

managed entry; | anwhat | am, and we are selfish in our secrets.



Comes abody now, though yet living for the moment, approaching from out
of the pallor, the dank and splendid squalor of Jabba'sinfamous paace.
ItisaWeequay, he of pae, leathery flesh, reptilian features, and a
warrior'ssingletail of hair bound back from shaven skull. | have met

hislike beforein prior deglings with Jabba.

A vicious, bruta race; their soup teemswith crud intent. Itisthin,

sour soup, too acid initsflavor, but hiswill do. Now. Here,

Thismoment.

It will do, indeed.

--pain/pleasure---pleasure/pain-A macabre dance, when oneisthevictim:

an embrace, whally inescapable, with dien hands clamped to one's skull

and the eyesfixed and bestia, dilated in the darkness.

And then prehengle proboscii are extruded from fleshy cheek-pockets

beside my nose, to linger coyly, languid and loverlike, a his

nostrils-until, no longer patient, they thrust themsaves within.

Unloverlike.

To punch through to the brain beyond, seeking the soup of hislife.



Itismy dance, and so | lead. To meit is neither macabre nor lacking
ingrace, but isinstead ineffably beautiful; the meansby which |

urvive

He dances, does the Weequay, like dl the others dance, attempting to
escape as | give him leaveto try, for the dance must be quickened so
the soup is swester. But even dancing, heistrapped, wholly unableto
break free. And he knows, isafraid; whimpers and hisses and rattles
within histhroat. Makes no further sound with hismouth, in his

throat, but only with --and in--his eyes. Screaming. Knowing.

Dying. And dl of it doneinslence.

--heat-In Mos Eidey, incandescent, purely immolation. But not so hot
to me asto scald my skin, or bake my bones; the heat is of the soup, of

the essence, of the body, regardiess of entity.

He sags. Isdone. Isdiscarded near the kitchens, where heis sureto

befound.

Proboscii quiver as, sated, they coil themsalves, unbidden, back into
cheek-pockets. Upon my lipsisatrace of sugared sweetness. He has
eaten before the dance, somefolly of appetite, achildish desirefor
plundered food. But none made by another's hands can surpassthe

sweetest flavor of what the brain excretes.



| shoot the cuffs benesth my deeves, smooth my jacket into neatness.
Therewill be, in Jabba's pdace, asurfeit of soup. "A nzati" they

will whisper. "Anzat, of the Anzati."

It was a persond thing, this story, to begin, innocent of intent beyond
awhally discriminating gppetite. A need for soup it was--without it |
expire--but also aneed for his soup, his soup specifically, the soup of

al soups. the essence of a humanoid who knows fear but absolves himsdlf
of it; who facesit, defeatsit, does not laugh initsface so much as

prove himsdlf fragilein flesh but strong in spirit. And who, by

overcoming it, manufactures the soup of al soups, sweet and hot and

pure.

Han Solo's soup.

A professond thing, thisstory, of betraya and perfidy.

Jabba wanted him caught. The Hutt cared little for soup; if he knew of

it, he never said. Likely, with his sources, hisresources, he did

know; but it mattered not in the least. Heknew | wasinviolable,

because | am |, and best. And for the best, the best.

Han Solo's soup-Mine, when captured. Mineto take, to drink.

Mineto sip, to savor: hot, and sweet, and pure.



Until Jabba stoleit from me. Until | was betrayed.

By Fett. By Cdrissan. By Jabbathe Hutt himsdlf, goading all of

them. Buying dl of them.

Buying me, aswdl. Promising singularity to the best of the' best,

forever and ever, amen: Dannik Jarriko, n's assassin.

For this, Jabbawill die. And the others aswdll: threein Mos Eidey;

more yet, like the Weequay, in Jabba's palace.

Han Solo, aso. And hiswoman, roya-bred. And the boy of worthless
pedigree, yet who promises, unaccountably, to be strong in what was

Kenobi's power.

Itisapower | have known aslong as| have lived, and that longer than
most; we Anzati know many of the secrets of the multiplicity of
universes, of galaxies, of worlds. Such power asthe boy'swill be, of

Kenohi's, is Vader's power aso, and the Emperor's.

But twisted in the latter, by them, none of it now of Kenobi, of those

who wereJedi Knights. Will they twigt the boy'saswell?

Perhaps. No one dive has withstood the Emperor, or Darth Vader.



Or Jabbathe Hutt.

But none of them know me, save Jabba. They only know of me, of my kind,
thelurid talestold. Anditisthis| will use: ignorance, and rumor.

Let them say what they will. Thistime, | will useit. Its power is

pervasive.

In the palace, which once was a monastery--pure in its existence until
polluted first by raiders and later by Jabba himself--there are many for

me to peruse, consider, pursue--even to stalk asthe storiesclaim, a
manner heretofore disdained but now apropos--and a plethora of races, of
species, of soup. From myriad nations, a plenitude of planets. But

here nothing matters save the master al of them serve; they areas

nothing to him, to me, and as nothing they shdll die.

Except to make a point.

Jabba, be afraid. Evenyou may die.

And the essence of your soup, one may hope, may pray, shall be asrich

inits substance asisyour flesh in corpulence.

| have been what | am: perfectionist in my work. All have died.

All. Noneleft totdl thetade.



But now the taeis necessary, and thetdlling of it. The Weequay, dead
of unknown means, will cause congternation, but no certainty. Thereisa
need now for "error"; for what they will take aserror. A being left

dive Todescribe, ininfinite horror, of inescapable terror, what

mongter it was who nearly took itslife.

Thusitistime for me to depart the closet of rumor we Anzati too often

inhabit.

There arelevels of fear asthereisapecking order of entitieswithin
Jabba's palace. To strike at the Hutt | must strike first at the

others, beings whose presence serves much, or very little, but
nonethel ess the absence thereof makesitsdf fetin dl the small and
large ways, the mild annoyances or the doulbt, the anger, the abrupt
concern for one's safety. | know al of the levels, as| know how to

usethem.

Firg, thosein Mos Eidey, aready reported as dead; but Jabba will

assumeit isof no consequence---or small consegquence--until convinced

othewise.

Next, the Weequay. Jabbawill not misshim. But otherswill.

And once enough of them die, enough of the smdl people, even the eect



might beled into true fear.

A femde, now. The dancing girl with head-tails, the Twi'lek, is
aready dead, thrown down as appetizer to Jabba's hungry rancor, but

there are other females.

And so | seek one out.

Sheiswhat many entities, Jabba among them, consder beautiful: lush,
plump in flesh, abounty of breasts, the ponderous movements of a body

in mation.

Hands waving, six breasts swinging, buttocks never gtill. But sheis

dilled, at last, when the revels, ended, devolve into stupor. The

woman, an Askgian rothey who bear multiple young a one whelping leaves
the audience chamber to seek her rest through the remains of the night

until the unyielding sun of Tatooine stands high overhead once again.

But rest shewill not have. Seep shewill not know.

Anditisinthe servants quarter, where one assumes one is safe, that

| pursue the assignation.

As she walks from the audience chamber, the high, proud step fadesinto
weariness, into scuffing and gracelessrelief that she may at last seek

her bed. Sheisdulled by the hour, and careless; that she should take



care never suggestsitself to her, for thisis Jabba's palace, protected

by dl the dregs of the uncounted universes.

And o it isnothing to meto alow her to walk past me, unseeing, and
into the antechamber, unknowing, intent upon release; and s itisas
nothing that | follow, step behind her, whisper an endearment in her

native tongue.

Shewhirls, multiple breestswobbling. Thereisddight at first in her

eyes, was she then expecting someone?.

Butitisl, not he, not she, not it; delight shapechangesto fear.

In her tongue | say sheisthe most beautiful woman | have ever seen;

that | have lusted for her, watching from the shadows, the closets of

Jabba's paace, wishing she might so much as glance in my direction. But
she has not, and | am bereft, and weak, and cowardly, and only now brave
enough, male enough to come forward, to swear to her the truth, to abase
mysdf before her so shewill know, must know, how it iswith me, amale

who sees and desiresafemde, and such afemadeasshe. ..

Almogt, she believes. Twin spots of ruddy color glow in fleshy cheeks.

Beneath my hands her shoulderslift.

Her mouth partsas| dip my hands from shoulders to neck, from neck to



the bones of her jaw, hidden benegath heavy flesh. And then| clamp her
skull inthe Anzat's embrace and alow her to seethetruth of what |

am. Legend cometollife.

A whimper. Thenrigid, pardyzing fear as| uncoil proboscii.

They are discriminating and dower to rouse than usud; their diet has
alway's been soup of the highest sort, and | have profaned them of late

with soup' of the lower order, from entities who have no courage.

But they rouse, extrude. And the woman whimpers again, trapped by her

horror, my hands, by the knowledge.

Peasure/pain-Pain /pleasure-- No. Not thistime. Patienceis

required, and control.

---pleasure?-- Later: Later.

A caressonly, the faintest bresth of proboscii beneath her nogtrils. In
my hands shetrembles-A step. A presence. A voice, flatly mechanica,

inquiring asto my presence, to my intent.

Asshewhimpersagain, | turn. | permit himto seeas| permitted her.
Thereisregret that after so many centuries | must alow the truth to

be known, the methods, the means to be comprehended, but it is

necessary.



| had meant for her to live. The purpose wasfor her to see me, to know
me, to cry of near-assault. But. now heishere aswel, armored male
in helmet that is aso breasthing mask; hewill do. Shewill do. They

may both tell atale of terror.

Anzat, of the Anzdti . . . loose in Jabbals Palace.

For time out of mind, | have been what does not exist, save for

imagination. | anfolklore. Mythos. Legend.

A figment, afragment, aflegting dream called nightmare. All oneand

the same, if known by different labels. . . but the truth is harsher

yet, and far more frightening.

But blighted truth, twisted truth, honesty unknown, can serve a purpose.

It has served the Anzati for time out of mind, and me. It servesme

gill.

It serves me now.

Ah, but the promise of soup, of satiation-Why wait? | hunger now.

For the soup, and victory.



The knowledge that | have done what no one e se has done.

Jabba's soup: the excrescence of what heis, what he has become; what he
has made of himself. Soup that no one has spilled before, to drink of

itsstrength.

To devour thelife of the Hutt while the hulking husk putrefies.

But not so soon, never so soon. He presents a challenge, does Jabba. A
wily Hutt well cognizant of how to ward hislife. To bring fear into

his soul--and set the soup to boiling--will take time.

Effort. And the unveiling of my truth.

But | am hungry now, and for more than Jabbas soup. For Jabbas fear.

Hear of me, O Jabba, and know yoursdlf afraid.

| am of the day, but equaly of the night; | take my rest when | choose,
not because any biologica rhythm insgstsuponit. And so | am freeto
wander as | will, throughout the labyrinthine corridors of what once was
monastery and now is Jabbaslair. Anditisas| wander that | am
certain, a once, there are those within the palace who were not here

before.

Abruptly: --soup-1 have known itslike before. But this essence, this



essence --soup--Oh, it is powerful, overwhelming . . . | stop where
am in the shadows, transfixed by the awareness, the preternatural
knowledge of such soup as| could wish for before dl
others---soup-Proboscii, denied the sort of soup they prefer for too

long, twitch frenziedly within cheek-pockets. They know. | know.

Han Solo. Han Solo, vividly dive; and others nearby, others of smilar

oup. ..

How many? Solo, another, another.

--soup-Through the corridors to the kitchens. Where | find abody,

though living ill; agmdl, inggnificant being of thin and immature

soup, but he will do, will do; in my need thereis only the soup,

anyone'ssoup a al.

Thereisno time, no time-1 clutch him. Turnhim. Caichhimupinthe

embrace.

He struggles briefly, too briefly. Proboscii plunge into nogtrils,

through to the brain.

Thereisso little soup, and dl of it wesk.

But it will do. For the moment.



Heisdiscarded quickly, abruptly, proboscii tearing free. | lethim
fdl inasprawl, ungainly and lacking dignity, against a broken box

nearly large enough for hisbody.

Thereisblood on the boy'sface. | have left evidence of the means,

the method.

Thereisnotime.

Itwill auffice. It will serve,

Anza, of the Anzati . . . loose in Jabba's palace.

--soup-Ah, but it is ecstasy, or will be.

Whao?

Along the corridors, shadow-cloaked, prowls an Anzat, but shedding

habitual warinessin the quest for fact, for truth-Oh, rejoicel

--itishere, ishere dl of it, here. . . Solo's, another's.

Another's.

| catch myself up short at the corner, on the cusp of Jabba's audience



chamber. For itisthere, dl of it there: Solo, thawed from carbonite,
his soup wild and reckless, tinged with that, with panic: heisblind,
blind and untrusting, but al hisingincts areto fight, to

fight-Another's. Wild and free and bailing.

Frightened aswell, that she-she?---will not be ableto get him free

despite precautions, despite plans. Chewbacca, Lando, Han; ways Han,

foremostm Cdrissan Then heisthethird.

Solo. Thewoman. Cdrissan.

Betrayer.

Regoice. .. oh, rgoice!

But Solo overwhelmsthem al with his presence, his soup; and in the

doing overwhdms me. Proboscii extrude, quivering.

--soup-She has unmasked, the woman. Unhelmed so he knows her, so he

will not be afraid.

No. Let him be afraid, so he might overcomeit. Andinthefear, in
the overcoming of it, the pushing through to awareness and competency
and thewild, crazed courage, he becomes what | want, what | need-Han

Solo's soup-Oh, let it be mine!



| will tekedl of them. One by one.

No. Wait. Thereisthetask firg.

--Soup--No! Thetask.

Possess yoursdlf of patience.

Butitisdifficult. Sef-denid isadiscipline | have never learned;

nor ever had to learn.

Solo. Thewoman, royal-bred. And Lando Cdrissan.

All it wantsisthe boy, sorichin Jedi promise. Han Solo's soup-|

fdl back. Containment, control isdifficult; proboscii rebe as| try

to withdraw them, urge them to withdraw.

Thereiswar within my skull.

Have | gone so far? Lost so much?

Never have | been so closeto the edge.

There must be adeath. Now. Soup must be drunk.



Now.

| turn. | scrape mysdlf againgt the walls and retreet rapidly, hearing
the echo of Jabbaslaughter. Arethey caught, then? Has the Hutt

captured them dl?

--soup-Solo. Thewoman. Cdrissan.

All. I will havethemadl.

Or dieinthetrying.

Itisnot deep, with us. It is stupor, near to coma. A withdrawa

from that whichisliving, to those whose livesaredight; and to a
deepness, a darkness, an otherness, where my body repairsitsalf in the
ways both large and smdll, if necessary. But it has not been necessary
for along time, for | am cautious, and careful, and no one save my
victims has ever seen me, except for when | chooseto walk among
entitieswithout offering threat. Itisalondy life, ese and |

choose not to be londly.

But that bearsits cost. The stupor is degper than mogt.

The comanearly complete. So that when roused out of it by something

most unexpected, | am as close to waking the edge of madnessisas



possible, with us.

And so it is madness, and overwheming, when | am roused abruptly, too

abruptly, by the awareness, sharp and painful, exquisitely demanding, of

power beyond reckoning. Like Y odas, like Kenobi's. But young yet,

dill young, il learning itsway.

And the way, the precipice of the power, isyet to be understood fully

by the one who does and will widd it.

Thusroused, | am angry. And comprehending abruptly, so abruptly: he

will be stronger than any in so many lives, thisone. Of dl of them,

nearly extinct.

Now diveagan, inhim.

That boy. Kenobi's boy, whom | first saw yearsago in Chamun's

cantina. Who did not then know what heis, but knows now, and plainly;

knows enough how to use, how to shield.

Here, in Jabba's palace.

Solo. Thewoman. Cdrissan. The boy.

All of them here. Now.



Why has he unshielded? Why do | know him now? A Jedi excretes power
when he chooses, to Anzati, it isobvious. But thereiscontrol init
regardless. Thistimethereisnone. Heiswholly open, unshielded,

yielding to some purpose | cannot conceive.

--SOUp-Proboscii rake my nostrils. Roused, no longer stuporous, | walk
out of the shadows of the |abyrinth and make my way through, passing
those who barely see me, but know enough to stop, to stare, to blink; to
question what they have seen, dbeit in sllence, in theinterior of

thair fear.

Let them see. It serves.

--Anzat, of the Anzati-- --loose in Jabbas palace-But that is of no
moment. It isplain to me now, too plain; the boy, that boy, has come

into the lair intent on hisown purpose. . . it was planned, all of it

planned: Cdrissan, infiltrating; the princess, clad in costume; the
Wookiee, beleaguered bait; and now the boy, Kenobi's pupil, so rich--so
rich! in power that was before only potentia, barely promised-And

Solo, dways Solo . . . dl of them now, together: Solo, the Wookiee,

the woman, Kenobi's boy, and Carissan-And Jabbal

| have been careless. 1! --through the corridors, running-Running.

Running.



How could | have been so cardless?

--running-Closer now. Proboscii twitch, extrude.

--soup”-All of them here, at once.

Somewhere.

--soup-So many dead of my need. But none of them count, none--they are

nothing, al of them--the only soup of the moment is here, now, but

retreating---no-It cannot be; will not. 1 am |: Dannik Jerriko.

| have never failed.

| am here forJabba's soup.

For dl the soup, of dl of them.

--soup The massive gates stand open. Thereisno oneto guard now, no

Hutt to protect. Heisgone, isgone; they aredl of them gone, are

gone-The dust from the sail barge, from the hovercraft playing remora,

driftsdowly to the ground.

--are gone, adl of them gone---soup-Jabba has taken them away.

Jabba has taken himsaf.



Away. Not here. Apart from me.

Oh, foul! That | should come so close. That | should let it be known

an Anzat isamong them. That | should reved mysdlf to no purpose at

al, saveto feed the nightmare.

Oh, foul.

| am undone.

Falureisintolerable.

Among my kind, impossible.

Oh, the horror. The horror.

In my body, need cries out. Comprehends. Acknowledges.

Distant now, so distant, carried across the dunes.

All of it my soup. And now denied to me.

Oh, mogt foul.



Thereisnothing to do but wait. Wait for the Hutt'sreturn.

They will none of the others be with him, for hewill have disposed of

them and wasted dl the soup --fool! fool!--but thereis till Jabba.

Jabba.

And Dannik Jarriko.

Ofoal. O corpulent, famousfool.

Thereisyet achance for me to redeem mysdlf, to permit me success, not

falure. Jabbaismy task. The others, merely spice.

Jabbawill return. And I will drink his soup.

Jabbawill return.

He must.

Or | am undone.

There are shadows here, dways. It isagmplething to wak into them

and put on the raiment they offer.

| can wait. | have always waited, when necessary. Itisagift.



A power.

| am athousand and ten years old, and | can wait forever. Shaaraand

the Sarlacc: The Skiff Guard's Tde

by Dan'l Danehy-Oakes

yes, Mister Boba Fett, thisisindeed a very serious matter.

Thereisno other subject of conversation heard anywhere elsein Jabba
the Hutt's palace. But this does not surprise me at al, because | have
never seen any party work their way beneath the skin of Jabba the Hutt
in the way this self-proclaimed Jedi Knight and his friends have done. |
mean, just to think of the very gdl of their coming in the place and
threatening Jabba the Hutt, damaging hisrancor, even releasing that
two-credit phony smuggler Solo -. . Wdll, | certainly admire their
courage, but their common sense is some other matter entirely. Itisas

one might say not entirely smart to annoy Jabbathe Huitt in this manner.

Jabbathe Hutt isextremdy angry. | would dso beangry if it wasme
in hispogtion. The paaceisnot just afortress, it is hishome, and
individuastake a certain particular kind of offense when they are
annoyed in their own homes. So | am redlly not particularly surprised,

you see, that he orders that they are to be given to the Sarlacc like



this.

And | might add it isagreat honor to be permitted to accompany you
likethis. | am sure that Jabba the Hutt intends it as an honor to give
you apersona guard. And besides, | can show you the best place to see

the Sarlacc.”

"Y es, Migter Boba Fett, we have aways talked about it as"the" Sarlacc
here on Tatooine. If there is another Sarlacc anywhere, | have

certainly never heard about it. | liketo think | would have done so,
because | make the Sarlacc a sort of specid interest of minesincel am
only achild. You see, my sster Shaaraisthe only person | know of

who has ever come out of the Greet Pit of Carkoon aive. | once heard a
story that Skywalker escaped the pit, but heisanotoriousliar, asyou
can seefor yoursdlf. Jedi Knight? Why, heisnot even carrying a

lightsaber when Jabba the Hutt captures him.

Oh, that isalong story. Y ou do not want-- Y ou do want to hear it?

Very well.

It begins with the Imps, as so many things do these days.

Imperid stormtroopers. Half a dozen of them decideto go for Shaarain
abigway. Sheisthreeyearsolder than | am, and | am twelve when al
of this proceeds so sheisfifteen. Sheisworking in the floor show of

acantinaout at the edge of Mos Eidey, doing a"droid" act whose



redeeming socid vaueis perhapsin question. But anactisdl itis,
my family being repectable moisture farmers who raised our girls
properly and with none of this modern permissive stuff. Sheisan

Innocent in-every sense of theword, | can assure you of that.

The Imps on the other hand are not at al innocent.

They never areinnocent. | am thinking that the Empire must test them

for basic crudty before they evenissuethem ther first armor.

So these Imps come into the cantina one evening and they see Shaara
doing her act, and they decide that they would like to seefor
themsalves what she looks like under the metd, and perhaps afew other

things above and beyond seeing.

So they convince the owner of this cantina, an unpleasant character who
rgjoicesin the name of Dakkar the Digtant, to let them go and visit her
backstage after the show isover. | do not like to think about what
might occur if sheisactudly in her dressng room when they arrive.
Sheisnot there, however, being as sheis chatting with the band leader

about some changesin the musica arrangement for the next day.

So they make themselves at hometo wait for her.

When she opens the door, still wrapped up nesatly in bronze-colored kelsh



metal, she seesthem removing their armor and going through her things,
s0 she wisaly makes like the Kandos shuttle and departs ahead of
schedule. They follow her. Why should they not follow her? They are

after dl the law, and nobody is going to interfere with them.

So afew minutes later, Shaara comes running into the dome of our
parents farm, still dressed in her droid costume. She barely hastime

to blurt out what has happened before they land on our puk garden.

They have picked up their transport, but as they have not bothered to
replace the various pieces of armor they had removed, they are an
interesting sight. The front door does not dow them down even a

little.

My older brother Kammartriesto stop them. | no longer have a brother
Kamma. | am watching this, afrightened twelve-year-old, from behind a
patition. | think that thisiswhen | first begin to not like the Imps

S0 much, asaresult of which I am now gainfully employed in the service
of Jabbathe Hutt. Kamma does not stop them any better than the door
does, but he does succeed in dowing them down alittle, during which
delay my sister jumpsinto the family land-speeder and vacatesthe

premises..

Asyou may have seen when you arrived on Tatooine, Mos Eidey isnear
the edge of the Dune Sea, and Shaara heads for the sands. Sheisnot

redlly paying agreat ded of attention to where sheisgoing, and



before long sheisvery near to the Great Pit of Carkoon.

Thelmpsareright behind her. Ther trangport is more powerful than
the landspeeder, but it isladen down with sx of them while Shaarais
adone and quite light, so they gain very dowly. They are till afew
seconds behind Shaara as she flashes toward the pit. Shetellsmelater
that sheiscrying at thispoint, and | think sheistdling methe

truth about this.

Sheisnow desperate. She pullsthefamily punch gun out of itsrack

whereit iskept in case of trouble and she pointsit at the hull of the

Imps transport.

Shaara has been a good shot from childhood, and | think the Force must
guide her hand on this particular day, because she putsaholeright
through to the transport's engine. Theresulting explosion should kill

the Impsright then, but they al have been pulling their armor back on.
None of themisfully dressed, and the driver istill down to his
bodyglove, but they also seem to have an unusual amount of luck at that

moment.

| say seem because dthough the explosion does not kill them it pitches
themintotheair justintimefor al of them to land in the Pit of
Carkoon, which | would consider to be agood thing indeed if it were not

that the blast dso sends the landspeeder tumbling, and Shaaraisaso



dumped into the pit.

For amoment the seven of them lie there sunned.

Then, and thisisthe part | aways have trouble believing, two of the

Imps begin crawling around the pit toward her.

They must surely know wherethey are. Even the Imperia Army must tell
their troopersthe basic hazards of the land before sending them out.

Y et there they areright on the Sarlacc's doorstep and they are more
intent on finishing what they have planned for my poor sster than they

arein saving their own miserablelives.

Wéll, of coursedl this movement gets the Sarlacc good and active, and
its tongue-tentacles begin to poke around. It grabs one unconscious Imp
and drags him in without a sound. Shaara seesthisand letsout a
screaming noise, but | guessthe two Impsfollowing her think that she

isscreaming at them.

Then atentacle gets hold of the foot of another Imp who is awake, and

now he beginsto scream. This causesthe othersto sit up and take

notice, dl but onewho never wakes up at al but falsinto the mouth

of the Sarlacc because of the shifting sands caused by those questing
tongues. | do not know whether you have been keeping count, Mister Boba
Fett, but thisleaves only three Impsin the Great Pit of Carkoon but

outside of the Sarlacc, dong with my sister.



The two who have been cregping’ around the pit now cease creeping around
it and begin franticaly crawling in adirection away from the mouth of

the Sarlacc, which of course does them no good whatsoever and only makes
the sand under them shift downward faster than they can climb up it.

This shifting atracts the attention of the Sarlacc, who immediately

grabs them both and drags them screaming to their doom. | do not know
whether the storyJabbathe Huitt likesto tell istrue, that you spend a
thousand years being dowly digested in the Sarlacc's belly, but | am

frankly al in favor of theideain the case of these two, though Shaara

says she hopesthey died quickly. Perhapsitisthat sheisof amore

delicate nature, or maybe she just wishesthat they are dead.

Thisleaves just Shaara and one stormtrooper staring across the Great
Pit of Carkoon at each other and down at the tongue-tentacles of the
Sarlacc. ThisImp seemsto be more sengble than the others, and he

holds very still and does not send sand down the pit to let the Sarlacc

know where heis, Neither does Shaara.

Helooks acrossthe pit a her. Shetdlsmelater that heisnot
wearing his hemet, and she has never seen aman look so frightened

before or since. Personally | hope never to seethat kind of fear.

The Sarlacc's tongues, in the meanwhile, continue to quest around the

sandy surface of the pit for potentia food. One brushes over Shaards



leg and keeps moving--and then it comes back.

Shaara screams, and the Imp does what is perhaps the most surprising
thing in thisentire story. He pulls his persond vibroblade from his

boot and throwsi it at the tentacle that has hold of her.

The tentacle lets go, but two others snap up immediatdly, and half a

dozen more begin groping up the side where the blade has come from.

At this point the Imp's courage fails entirely. He beginsto claw his

way up the walls of the Great Pit of Carkoon. This sedls hisdoom.

One of the tentacles grasps Shaara's meta-wrapped leg, while two others
grab the Imp and tear himin haf asthey drag himin. Shaara says she

thinkshedied quickly. | hopethat sheisright.

Then the tentacle that has hold of Shaara picks her up, coilsdown
toward the Sarlacc's mouth--and uncoils most violently, throwing her out
of the At of Carkoon entirely. Thefamily landspeeder isatota loss

but its comm unit works well enough that she can send out acdl for

help, and she does so.

Ah, look. We are getting near the Fit. of Carkoon.

Comethisway, please.



Why doesthe Sarlacc let her go? That isavery interesting question,
Mister Boba Fett. First of al, | wish to point out that it does not

let her go, it makes her go. | do not know why it doesthis, but | have
given it much thought over the yearsand | have severa theorieson the

subject.

Perhapsit has had enough food for now, and it throws the excess back.
Shaara does not like thistheory, and neither do I. | have seen it et

much morethan thisat onetime.

Shaarathinks that the tentacles are tongues indeed and have a sense of
taste. She thinksthat the Sarlacc decides, based on the metallic taste

of her suit, that sheisnot edible. | do not think thisistrue

mysdf, for | have seen the Sarlacc swallow some things which could not
possibly have tasted like organic matter, and the armor of the Imps did

not seem to bother it at dll.

What | persondly think isthis. Nobody redly knows anything about the
Sarlacc. It seemsto be the only one of itskind, but crestures smply
do not evolve asindividuadsin such amanner. Anditisvery old. We

assumethat it isnot intelligent, but perhapsitis.

Perhapsit just has adower kind of intelligence which tekes yearsto
think asinglethought. And maybe, just maybe, it Knew what it was

doing.



| do not know why the Sarlacc saved my sigter, and that isredlly dl
thereisto say about it. My parents say that they have never heard of
the Sarlacc eating anyone who had not done something to deserveit, but

if so we are undoubtedly al Sarlacc food in thefind andysis.

Ah. Herewe are. Thisisthe best place to watch from, even better
than Jabbathe Hutt's throne. Stay right herein the skiff and | can
promiseyou atruly amazing view. Y ou may even see what few have seen

and lived: the Sarlacc's belly. A Barve Like That: The Tale of Boba Fett

by J. D. Montgomery

With the passage of the years he had learned to recognize certain

things

When hefirst returned to awareness he knew that he was on the surface
of aplanet. Artificid gravity shimmersat the boundaries of

perception; on aship under thrust the engines, however well damped,
vibrate; and gravity provided by angular momentum causes a Coriolis

effect that a human who hastrained himsdlf can recognize.

But that was dl that he knew when the voice out of the darkness said,

Y ou are Boba Fett.

Fett's head jerked up and he stared into--Nothing.



Hereached for hisrifle--and did not move. Hisarms and legswere

firmly restrained. Fett hung in darkness, feet not touching the ground.

He heard adistant crack followed by the same noise again, rather more
close. His head was not restrained but the rest of hisbody felt as
though it had been wrapped in-He stuck out his tongue and flipped the

switch that turned on his hedmet's macrobinoculars.

Y ou are Boba Fett.

Even with the macrobinoculars, trandating up out of theinfrared and
down from the ultraviolet, there was not much to see. Fett hung againgt
thewadl of atunnd--atunnel not of stone or any artificia materid,

but soft and yielding, spongelike, ridged and corded as though the
tunnd had grown into its current shape. He could turn his head just
enough to seethat the tunnel curved sharply out of sight afew meters

to hisleft and right.

Screamsin the disance.

A whigtling crack.

The voice said after along pause, curiously, Y ou are Boba Fett ?



It came back in arush--Tatooine, the sail barge, Skywalker and Solo,
and with arush of horror that stilled every other thought fighting for
his attention it came to him where he was, in the belly of the

Sarlacc-Being digested.

Most of those who dealt with Fett over the course of the decades did not

congder him aman of much feding.

Thiswas accurate. He was not.

Leaving Bespin, though, he wasfilled by a certain fondnessfor Han
Solo. Do not misunderstand--he did not approve of the man--but it was
rare to receive two bountiesfor the same acquisition. But Vader had
paid well and the Hutt would pay nearly aswell again, The Hutt had
promised abounty of a hundred thousand credits. A respectable amount,
though not as good as some Fett had earned. He had once received a
bounty of ahundred and fifty thousand credits for the pirate Feldrall
Okor; and on amemorable occasion, half amillion creditsfor the
ddivery of Nivek'Y ppiks, an incautious Ffib heretic who had fled his

homeworld of Lorahns, and the reigious oligarchy that controlled it.

Fett did not imagine he would ever cometo like religious autarchies,
they reminded him of hisyouth. But he had come to appreciate them.
They paid exquistely wel and their "criminds’ wereintellectua swho

talked too much and rarely shot back.



Fett'sfeefor the Solo acquidition was, though the Hutt did not know it
yet, about to be increased. Fett did not imagine he would be ableto
push Jabbato half amillion credits--the Hutt was a business creature,
not areligious fanatic--but the Hutt was among other things an art

collector.

Han Solo, encased in carbonite, had to be worth more than Han Solo dive

or dead.

By the time he got done, counting both hisfee from the Empire and his
fee from the Huitt, Fett fully intended to better the haf million he had

recelved on that Y ppiksfool.

Fett dept sitting up in the pilot's chair, which made amore
comfortable bed than some Fett had known, while the Siave 1 made the

last jJump to Tatooine.

Hyperspace transit was as arule the only place Fett felt safe enough to

deep soundly. He did not dream, at least nothing he remembered; his

deep was peaceful and uninterrupted. One might have called it the

deep of ajust man.

He awakened not long before hyperspace breakout.

No device awakened him; he had decided to awake at the correct time, and



he did. He awoke alert, scanning the Control board. All seemed well.

Minutes later the hyperspace tunnel fragmented around him. Stars

appeared in the viewplate--and a klaxon shrilled through the ship.

Bad news and Fett took it calmly enough, under the circumstances. a
beacon had activated itsdf down in the hold, announcing Fett's arrival
insystem to whoever was listening on that frequency. Fett's deduction
was instantaneous and correct; another hunter had planted the beacon
during hisstay on Cloud City. Fett dapped the autopilot control and

sprinted below deck.

Another hunter, looking for the Hutt's bounty on Solo. It wasthe only
answer that made sense, and Fett damned himsdlf for afool for not
checking his ship when he had the chance. Basics, basics, you ignore
the basics and you deserve what happensto you. Fett undung the
flame-thrower as he ran, rounded the last corridor before the cargo bay,
to the stretch of corridor where the sensors showed the beacon
originating, and let loose. He cooked the bulkhead until the metal

glowed and the air around him burned hot and stank with ozone, brought
the flame tracking upward-The klaxon ceased and Fett left the Slave's
maintenance droid to dedl with the fire he'd started, and ran back to

control.

Hedid into hisseat. The Slave 1 had continued to head insystem at

high speed, Tatooine growing largein the viewscreen. Theloca



shipping did not seem to be taking notice of Fett, whichwasdl to the
good, but somebody out there knew he'd arrived. Fett fed figuresto the
autopilot, had it calculate a hyperspace jump back out of the system,
started another thread, and set a portion of the computer to performing

diagnostics on ship functions.

He did not worry about his weapons systems, nor his deflectors; they
were either ready, or sabotaged probably ready. Planting a beacon was
onething, and impressive enough; fooling the ship's on-board

diagnostics quite another.

So deep in aplanet's gravity well, caculating anew hyperspace jump
took time, even for acomputer as bright as the one Fett had running the
Save 1. Even 0, it had nearly completed the cal culations when the

subject became moot: A needle of aship came up over Tatooine's horizon.

The 1G-2000. It wasingtantly recognizable, and it told Fettjust how

very bad the problem was. The ship belonged to the ndroid
|G-88, the second-best bounty hunter in the galaxy, and studying hard to
be number one. Fett's fingers danced across the controls and the Slave

1 braked savagely, dropping into alower orbit. Fett focused and fired

hisfore blasters as the two ships closed.

The 1G-2000 exploded instantly, went up in aburst of superheated metal

and expanding plasma.



tantly, Bad decoy. That assassin droid would never make amistake
like-The Save's sensors went wild. A ship wasleaving hyperspace only
afew klicks away--and then the Slave 1 shuddered all about Fett as

blaster fire struck it aft.

The aft holocams showed it dl clearly. The IG-2000, therea one, no
decoy, breaking out of hyperspace with blagterslit, coming up above and

behind Fett, pinning the Slave 1 between the |G-2000 and Tatooine.

It was abrilliant maneuver that only the assassin droid, with its

droid's reflexes, could have planned and carried out.

The Save 1 dove for atmosphere, the |G-2000 following at high speed, as

the comm unit came dive.

|G-88's voice lacked intonation: " Surrender your prisoner and you have a

thirty-percent probability of surviving this encounter.”

Fett ignored the droid, fingersflying across his control pand.

The droid said something else then, that Boba Fett never heard. He
routed what power he could spare to the rear deflectors, sent another
round of blaster fire aft to keep |G-88 occupied, and then ruined his

own ship.



Heturned theinertial damper on.

For most of a second the Slave 1 went dark astheinertial damper drew
current, shields dropping, weapons going dead for that second, when a
single blaster bolt would have destroyed the entire ship-and then the

inertid damper came online.

Dual explosions came from below deck, theinertial damper destroying
itsdf asit did itsjob, and probably taking the hyperdrive with it.

Half the indicators on the main board went red, the ship's
superstructure screamed with the sound of tearing metal, asthe ship
lost ninety percent of its velocity in the quantum instant it took an

eectron to descend from one atomic orbital shell to another.

Power returned to what was |eft of the Slave 1 asthe 1G-2000 hurtled
past Fett at high speed. Fett camly did dl the obviousthings, using
the ion cannon to destroy the |G-2000's rear deflector array before

1G-88

could bring it online, followed by taking out the fore deflector array.

He clamped a tractor beam onto the | G-2000 long enough to keep it from

fleeing, and sent amissile down to finish the business off.

Insde the Sarlacc, Fett said doud, " Shouldn't have named it that."



The voice said politdly, Indeed?

"The Save 1. It wasamistake, that. It gave away information, told
people | owned more. .." Fett'svoicetrailed off. He hung againgt
awall, in darkness, his extremities numbed. He could not fed his
hands or hisfeet, and his skin was burning, and worst of al hewas not
aboard the Slave 1, not at all-He whispered, "How did you do that to

me?'

He had the brief impression of amusement. It was easy. No--you were

easy. Youlivestrongly.

A chill descended upon Fett, and he shivered fiercely, therein the

darkness, with the near and distant popping sounds. "Who are you?"'

A fair enough question, it said, and the dark amusement was unmistekable

thistime. Asyou are my past, Boba Fett . . . | am your destiny.

"The grimaceis quite wonderful," said the Hutt. "We areimpressed with
your efforts, and we are pleased to pay seventy-five thousand credits

for the person of Han Solo.”

Fett shook his head. "Jabba'--and he heard the stir that went through
the room at the familiarity--"were not dealing here with the person of
Captain Solo--who | recall had abounty on him of one hundred thousand

credits.”



Jabbastail twitched and his voice degpened into adangerous

near-growl. "Thisisnot Solo?'

"This?' said Fett, as courteoudy as he was able--it was not his strong
suit. He had not been raised speaking Basic, and hisvoice and diction
tended toward a certain harshnesswhen he used it. "Thisfindy

rendered carbonite sculpture, the person of Han Solo?

No. What | brought you today isart. Art created by the Dark Lord that
happened to use Han Solo as materid, like another artist might shape
clay." Heshrugged. "I tell you what, I've gotten attached to it

during my journey here. It has a presenceto it, don't you think?"

The Hutt said dowly, "Thegrimaceis. . . quite wonderful.”

"And the hands," said Fett, pushing it. "Let's ustwo admire the hands
together. | like them, they show the quality of the Dark Lord'swork-"
"Rather," the Hutt murmured in abass rumble, "rather. One sees Solo's
find moments of fear inthem.” He examined Boba Fett, standing beside
the carbonite-encased Han Solo; both Fett and the piece of art under
discussion were well back from the trap-door before Jabbas throne.
"Thereisnews," Jabba continued, "that Vader failed to capture

Skywalker, that Organaand Calrissan escaped him aswell . .



and that Chewbaccaislikewise free. Thelr combined bountiesare. . .

impressve” Heavy-lidded eyes examined Fett. "Impressive”

And Chewbacca, at the very least, will be coming for Solo. Fett nodded.

"We might discuss my staying,”" he conceded.

"Astotheart, an origina piece from the hand of the Dark Lord---"
Fett could fed himself warming to the subject; the faintest breeth of
disappointment touched him when Jabba interrupted, with something so

close to enthusiasm that Fett found it notable.

"Thereisfurther work here, for abrave bounty hunter." The Hutt's
tongue flicked out to lick hislips and he leaned forward. "A hundred
thousand credits for the capture and délivery of akrayt dragon to do

battle with my rancor."

Fett said dryly, "That ssemsalot. Asmuch for the ddivery of akrayt

dragon asfor Solo?'

The Hutt waved anegligent hand in dismissd. "Wewill find afar

pricefor Solo. For the art. But now--" Fett raised his head dightly.

"A quarter million."

A hush fdl over the watching crowd. Those nearest Fett edged dowly



backward.

Jabba |leaned forward. Hisvoice emerged from his chest asarumbling

threat. "So. . . that seems quite alot. Evenfor Vader'sart.”

Fett shrugged. And waited.

Jabba'slipstwitched. Fett did not mistake it for anything approaching
amusement. "So, aquarter million creditsfor . . . theart." His

eyes narrowed to dits.

"And we will enjoy your effortstoward acquigition of akrayt, and we

will enjoy your company among us. For sometime.”

"A quarter million." Boba Fett actualy bowed dightly. "For some

time"

Very expressve. . . yes.

Fett shook hishead to clear it. Jabbas throne room faded into

nothingness; he hung on thewall himsdf, deep insde the Sarlacc, the

ar around him growing dank. A foul taste had begun to develop in his

mouth; he Spped at the water tube in his helmet before replying.

"Don't do that to me again.”



Therewas apause. | won't, the voice said findly, if you keep me

amused.

"Who the blazes are you?'

| am theinferno, you are quite accurate. | am the Sarlacc.

| am the distilled essence of-"Y ou're not the Sarlacc,” Fett said

orimly. "Sarlacci aren't intelligent, they don't have abrain worthy of

the name--" The voice chuckled and said softly, | anSusgo. TheWall
Fett hung on shivered. An emotion that could have been delight emanated
from the creature. It'sbeen along timesince| had onelikeyou, dl

bright and sharp around the edges. Y ou are nearly awork of art, Fett;

thereisacdlarity to you that is-chuckle--quite wonderful.

A purity to your intent.

Fett fought back the usdess rage that threatened to overwhelm him; it

was something he'd had practice a. "I'm ahunter. | bring those who

do evil to judtice, and thereislittle room to be unclear on the

subject.”

Y ou remind me of someone--ah. | haveit: Y ou remind me of the Jedi.

Keeping his voice express onless was an accomplishmen.



"The Jedi."

Yes. A Jedi we ate afew thousand years ago. We've kept her; would you

liketo meet her?

"No." Fett closed his eyes and floated sensdesdy in the darkness. A

Jedi we ate, it had said. "No. Keep your Jedi to yourself."

Impression of ashrug. Asyouwish. You'l look forward to abreak in

thetedium . . . soon enough.

Fett opened his eyes and stared ahead into the emptiness, listening to
the slence. The screams he had heard at first, those of the men who
hed falen into the Great Pit with him, had ceased. He had not heard
even onein sometime. Thefury built in Fett, self-contained, black

and bone-deep. Ancther crack nearby, sounding very like awhip; Fett
took a shuddering breath and when he spoke his voice shook dightly. "
don't understand this. | don't understand thisat all. Why isthis

being prolonged? s there a purpose? The Sarlacc can eat me when I'm
dead, can't it? I'vekilled, I'vekilled virtudly everything that

moves, onetime or another, a hundred different species, sentient and
dumb; if it bresthes I've probably killed it or something likeit. But
I'vekilled clean. I'vekilled without stretching it out. Wherésthe

gracein adeath likethis?'



Fett had the impression that his question was being consdered.

For you ? Why, | suppose thereisnone. But your life and death belong

to me now, not you; and they serve my purpose. Recognize and understand
your placein things, Boba Fett, for you are not even ared thing;

merely acollection of thoughts that has deluded itsdlf into abelief in

its own existence.

"Y ou're saying that I'm not redl, that nothing'sreal?' Fett'slips

twisted inasnarl. "Theair sinkstoo badly for meto bdievethat.”

You, and |, and everything else--we are merely aprocess, Boba Fett. A
processthat has named itsdlf "I." Surely the Redl exists, and we are

an expresson of it. But areyou and | red? No. We are processes

that have grown arrogant and broken apart from the Redl. Intimewe
shall bergoined to it. The voice pausedY ou want to know why thisis

taking so long? Y ou've barely been down here aday, Boba Fett.

There are sentients who've been kept dive for hundreds of yearswhile
the Sarlacc digested them. After along pause it added, with a sense of
weariness so profound Fett believed it would havekilled him to

experienceit, Thousands of years, in some cases.

Fett did not know what made him so certain, the weariness, he said, "You

...youlie. You're not the Sarlacc--you're down here, with me."



I'm not the Sarlacc? Consdering, thinking: Don't be so sure of that. !

am Susgo of Choi, or | was, and | have been herefor avery, very long
time. Longer than you can imagine but who knows? Perhaps you will not
havetoimagineit. Perhapsyou will survive. Y ou entertain me, and

that which entertains me entertains the Sarlacc.

When | am happy, it ishappy. | expect you will bewith usfor some

time

L et me activate even one wegpon system Fett fought the thought down,

pushed it back hard, and said doud, "Y ou are cruel."

Thereésajoke, said thevoice, that my Jedi told me. A sentient vists
anearby. farm and sees abarve in the front yardwandering around on
five legs-—-one leg has been amputated. The sentient in question, JoJo,

asks the owner why the barve has had aleg amputated.

"Well," saysthe owner, "let metell you something about that barve.

That's the smartest barve you've ever seeninyour life, JoJo.

That barve talks, he can fly a speeder, and he's great with the kids,

keeps an eye on 'em when |;m out in the field-why, just afew weeks ago

he rescued my youngest one from drowning.



"And JoJo says, "That'samazing! But what happened to the amputated
leg?' The owner stares a JoJo. "Wdll, man, you don't eet abarvelike

that al at once!"

Susgo laughed slently in the darkness, and thewall behind Fett

rippled again.

Boba Fett thought to himsdlf, | wish | had atherma detonator.

I'd take you with me.

You are eterndly the Real, Boba Fett . . . and thereis nothing to

desire.

The chrono that glowed in the lower right-hand corner of Boba Fett's
helmet visor told him when dawn came. It had been dark aready when he
awakened; when dawn arrived, the tunnd off to Fett'sleft lightened
noticeably. At noon, when the sun was directly overhead, enough light
filtered down through the yawning mouth of the Sarlacc that Fett could

see hissurroundings clearly.

Thewallsof the smdl tunnel in which the Sarlacc had stored him were
grayish-green; they looked damp, though Fett's gloves prevented him from

being certain.



Small tendrils grew aong the edges of theridging inthewadls, dong
thefloor the tendrils were larger, proper tentacles, amat of severa
hundred tentacles, four to six centimeters wide, three and four meters
long. They lay motionless most of the time; when the tentacles did move
they whipped around at such speed that the tentacl e tips broke the sound
barrier, very likethetip of awhip. It was the source of the cracking

noises Fett had been hearing since hed awakened . . .

and once he knew what it was he shivered. The cracking was asteady
background sound, yet the tentacles around him did not move often. It
meade Fett wonder just how large the Sarlacc's interior was and how far
from the surface he might be--how many of those tentacles he would have

to fight hisway through to get out again.

Oh, but you're not going to get out again, Boba Fett. No one ever has,
and you won't bethefirst. Listen: The Sarlacc ate my left leg firdt,

love. | hadn't been able to move either my arms or my legsfor . . .

months, | suppose, avery long time. They didn't hurt anymore, though
my skin burned, and never has stopped burning the entire time I've been

inthis blasted pit.

She has me hanging up in the main chamber while shedigestsme. |
suppose that's something; athing to be grateful for in the grand scheme

of things. Micaand | came down together when our speeder got shot



down, and Micagot hustled back into one of those little openings along
the edge, down into the Sarlacc's guts. Thisisabad way to die, but
that'd be worse, that'd be alot worse. I'm blind in one of my eyes

now, but | can gill see the sunlight striking down into the main pit,
through the other, and | tell you, it keeps me going. Never thought I'd
see the day when abrief glimpse of Tatooine's pae blue sky would be a

reason to keep living.

| try not to look down. My left leg's gone beneath the knee. | didn't
even noticeit going, tell you the truth. One day | looked down and
thereit was, on thefloor of the pit, down in the acid, being dissolved

down into nothing.

That annoying Susgo leavesme donea times. | don't know what he
does when he's not talking to me; maybe he's off draining Micathe way
hessdraining me. | don't know exactly what Susgo'sdoingtous- . .

but well, some days I'm not even certain surewho | am anymore.

There'sbeen alot of usdown here; | guess Susgjo keeps the ones he and
the Sarlacc enjoy, for awhile anyway. It'sasort of immortdity, |
suppose, but love, | could have tolerated actually dying alot better. |
always thought that' how 1'd go, you know; fleeing ablaster wedding at

the age of ninety-three, something with alittle syle.

(I'm not even sureif you'rethe girl 1 remember.



Some days you have black hair and skin and you're studying to be a
minigter, of al things, and other daysit's blond hair and green eyes

and you pilot astarship and darn if | can remember which of you'!

actudly fell inlovewith, or if it was both of you and you were

different people. . .

(I did loveyou. | remember that.) A ot of memoriesfloating around in

herewith me.

The Sarlacc isasoup, and theingredients are dl the people she's

taken, over the centuries, over the millennia

Susgo's never admitted it, but | suspect that'sdl that heis; the

oldest of the soup'singredients. Kess, Susgjo said.

I'll answer to that, | replied. Why not? One name being as good as

another.

Your nameisKess hesadfirmly. You'reaCordlian gambler...

the Sarlacc's been edting you alittle faster than I'd like, and I'm

sorry about that. Y ou're good company, but the Sarlacc's been hungry

recently, and | can't control her entirely. Tell me another story ?



| thought about it, and | remembered the story you told me, little one,
not long after we met, back in the old days, that one of you that wanted
to be aminister, back when you thought there was nothing in me worth
saving--too obsessed with the dice and dl, you kept saying, too busy
looking for the main chance. A man, | told Susgjo, being chased by a
logra, comesto the edge of acliff. He seesthereisnowhereto flee,

but beholds then aroot, protruding from the edge of the cliff.

He grabsthe root and scrambles over the edge of the dliff, hanging high
above the ground. He looks down, and beholds then another logra, pacing
below him. He hangs there, unable to go down, unable to climb back up;
and dong come apair of tiny banda, one black and one white, and they

begin nibbling at the root. The root beginsto come apart .

.. and suddenly the man sees aberry growing at the edge of the cliff,

and he plucksit and popsit in hismouth.

How sweset it tasted. Silence

Findly Susgo said, I'm not sure | like that sory.

| hung there on the wall, and with my good eye watched the dust motes

dancein the sunlight; and | thought to mysdf how beautiful it was.

Y ou'd be proud of me, love, whichever one you were.



Sometime later Susgo said, "The Sarlacc is hungry.

| think I'll have her eat your arm now."

Fett fet the horror that the Corellian gambler, dead these many
centuries, fought againgt as his limbs decayed, as the Sarlacc ate him
from the outsidesin. Fett floated in along dreamtime moment, tied to
the gambler'slast moments of red awareness down in the dime on the
floor of the pit, blind, deaf, limbs dissolved, rib cage cracked apart
with the tentacl es massaging his organs, dreaming of awoman who loved
him-Boba Fett had been born to anger, and rage was hislife. He
struggled up out of the vison, fought it wildly, carried himsdlf up out

of the nightmare on the back of awave of fury and abruptly was back,
therein his body with the pain of the burning acid al around him,
suffused with aclear, lucid, thinking hatred, an emotion so dark and

deep and pure the Dark Lord himself might never havefdtitsequal.

He could hear his own heartbesat thudding in hisearsand he said, "I'm

going to kill you very dowly," and he had never meant anything morein

hislife.

He hung in the darkness with his hatred.

Sometime later Susgo said, "'l suppose I'll let the Sarlacc start on

your leg.”



Blaster rifle, wrist lasers, rocket dart launcher; grappling hook, flame
projector, concussion grenade launcher. Unfortunately dmogt dl of
them required the use of hishands, and hisarmsand legswere
Spreadeagled againgt thewall, held flat by an interwoven mesh of
severd hundred tentacles. Straining did no good; the tentacles merely

gripped moretightly, and Fett barely moved.

The tentacles probed against him, seeking away through his Mandalorian
combat armor. A pair of large tentacles had taken hold of Fett'sright

leg, and they tugged at it, pulling back and forth at the kneejoint.

The armor had held, and would hold; that much did not worry Fett. The
digestive acid the Sarlacc used did worry him; it had aready made its
way through to hisskin. Most of his body burned, chest and back and
amsand legs. So far the acid had not made it through his hemet, and
had not made it past the blast armor that covered his genitals, thank

Providencefor small favors.

He had access to the contents of his helmet. The comlink builtintoit
was slent; he had scanned through al frequencies, and al he got was
gtatic, which might mean that there was nobody within range of the
helmet's comlink, about ninety klicks, or might mean that the bulk of
the Sarlacc was blocking the signd, and findly might mean that the

comlink itsdf was broken.

The Sarlacc wrenched violently at Fett'sleft knee.



Hisarmor held and Fett was yanked down the wall, the tentacles holding
his upper body losing their grip dightly. He ended up hanging a an

angle asthe tentacl es wrapped themsalves about him again . . .

and there was a pressure againgt the sole of hisright foot.

He'd been dragged down far enough that hisright foot was now in contact

with the ground.

Wheat good that did him--if any--Fett did not know. Heflexed the foot

to seeif he could get a purchase; perhaps.

He relaxed and considered.

The sensors and computer built into his combat suit had continued to

work, even after Fett had lost consciousness.

The computer responded to verbal commands; Fett had it play back the
entire sequence of eventsthat had landed him in the Great Pit of
Carkoon, using the heads-up tac display in his helmet for video. The
firgt time through the playback he had to switch it off after redlizing

that Solo had--accidentally!--activated hisjet pack. The holocam angle
wasterrible, but there was no question about it; thet illegitimate Solo

had sent him flying into the pit by chance.



It took him several minutes before he was able to try and watch it

agan.

Helifted up from the sail barge, dropping down onto the skiff, with the

Jedi and Solo and Chewbacca.

And. ..yes. Right there, the butt of Solo's spear had dammed into

the emergency access pand, activating the jets.

The on-board computer couldn't accessthejet pack; they were not linked
together. Fett couldn't run diagnostics on the pack, had no idea

whether the thing was working or not. The emergency access pane was
behind him, to hisright; if he'd been ableto get hisleft hand free,

he might have been ableto reach it-1f | could get my left hand free,

thought Fett dryly, | could do alot of things.

Using radar and sonar, Fett had mapped out arough picture of the
Sarlacc'sinterior. Leading away from the main chamber were severd
dozen smdl tunnels, heading amogt straight down into the earth. He

was about ten meters away from the main chamber; and about forty meters
beneath the ground. Evenif thejet could take him out again, if he

could moveto activate it, even then held be stuck in the middle of

nowhere, in the midst of agreat desert-The tentacles holding Fett's

|eft leg tightened painfully, just above the knee.



Fett'slipstwisted inasnarl. "I swear by the soul | don't have, | am

going tokill you."

Kill who? Susgo laughed. The one who'stalking to you ?

Or the one who's eating you ?

"Either. Both."

Ah. You have avery poor dtitude, Boba Fett: | dmost madeit out,

early on my second day in the pit.

I lay on my back on the bottom of the pit, in the acid, through thelong
night. The Sarlacc and | "talked" for awhile; it'svery young and not
very bright, and | fed sorry for it. It'srare for a Sarlacci sporeto
survive alanding in adesart environment; they're best suited to wet
environments, though they can survive dmost anywhere. ! saw pictures
once of a Sarlacc that had managed to survive on the surface of an
arlessmoon; it was quite smal, its gperture lessthan ameter in
diameter, but the system it had ended up in was young, and heavy in

cometary materid.

Comets are principally made up of carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, and
nitrogen; this poor little Sarlacc was making do, out therein the

vacuum. It had the most amazing root system; it was far more plant than



animd.

This Sarlacc doesn't have it that bad, tucked away out hereinthe
desert. It'snot really awarethat it exidts; it hasaneura system,
but it's not very well devel_oped, and not likely to become sointhe

desart.

Sarlacci do interesting things with messenger RNA: over the course of
millennia, they can attain asort of group consciousness, built out of
the remains of peoplethey've digested. | talked to such a Sarlacc,
once afew decades ago. It was athoroughly asocid cresture that
wondered, quite wistfully, whether a Jedi would taste better or worse
than the other sentientsit had eaten. | remember being amused by it,
for | knew that | was not such afool asto come within reach of its

outer tentacles.

| walked right over this baby Sarlacc. It lay buried just beneath the
sand, tentacles hidden in the drifts. It got me by the ankle and

dragged me down into the pit, through asand plug nearly ameter thick.

The sand plug came down right after me, right on top of me. | lay on

the bottom of the pit, held in place by surprisingly strong tentacles,

with sand dl around me, looking up into the night sky. The Sarlacc's
digedtive acid isweak, and the sand that came down with me has bl otted
up much of it. Nonethdessmy clothing isaready dissolving; if | do

get out of here I'll be asight, anaked sixty-year-old Jedi with arash



trying to makeit back to her survey ship.

Even diluted, the acid burns.

| do not blame the Sarlacc; it is behaving asits nature dictates.

It'snot very bright and it is very young--only five meters wide, and

perhaps that deep aswell.

Hard to say quite how deep underground | am, looking up into the night

sky through what used to be the sand plug.

I may only be the second or third sentient it's ever eaten. One of them
is hanging, totally cocooned, on awall in the chamber herewith me; a
Choi named Susgo who was mostly digested dready when | fell into the

pit. | can fed histhoughts, he's mildly telepathic.

He's very young, for a Choi, barely out of childhood, and very angry--he
has not taken being eaten very well, and | fed rather sorry for him,

too.

When morning came, the light filtered down around me, and | saw my
chance; my only chance. My lightsaber had come down with me. | hadn't
been ableto tell, there in the darkness; it no longer hung from my

belt, and | hadn't known whether I'd lost it up on the surface, or down



hereinthepit. It lay onitssdeinthe acid afew feet away from

me, and | turned my head to look at it.

It leaped across the pit and into my hand. | lit it and bent my hand

back at the wrigt, bringing the blade down as close to the tentacles
holding my aam as| could get it, straining; the Sarlacc made asound, a
high-pitched squed, and the tentacles holding that arm pulled free. |
wrenched the arm free and diced away at the other tendrils il

holding me, cutting for just afew seconds until | wasfree, rolled off

my back into acrouch, and then-Five metersisalong way up, evenfor a

youngJedi. | raised the Force and |eaped.

The tentacle caught my ankle in mid-legp. The Sarlacc broke my leg and
two of my ribs pulling me back down. | lost the lightsaber again onthe
way down and by thetime | had the presence of mind to look for it, it
was gone for good. | don't know what the Sarlacc did with it, but |

never saw it again.

For therest of the day the Sarlacc remained restless, tentacleswaving
amlesdy, twitching ceasdesdy. It held me so tightly that the blood

flow to my extremitieswasimpaired. It was very upset by the whole

thing.

| tried to tell it that | was sorry, that | would not have hurt her had

| been ableto avoidit.



That got arise out of the Chol, hanging on the wall facing me--If you
must chatter, it snapped, at least do it for the benefit of the onewho

can listen to you.

A dow degath has afew thingsto recommend it; time to get your thoughts
inorder, at any rate. | blocked the pain radiating from my body, and

frankly, after afew days| was bored, too.

Susgo, | said, why don't we passthe time by telling each other

dories?

Sweat trickled down Fett's form, pooled benegth his armor, mixed with

the burning acid that covered him.

An impossible kaleidoscope of lights danced in front of him, and for a
moment he thought he might vomit into his helmet; that old Jedi woman
had been red. Her thoughts till echoed away within him, mixedinwith
the thoughts of the Corellian gambler, and the quick bright flashes of a
dozen other minds, the thoughts and hopes and desires of men and women
dead years and centuries and millennia. They'd al died, every one of

them, sunk down into the acid and let go of life.

| missthe Jedi, Susgjo said. Shewas very kind to me. Susgo
obviously had somelevel of contact with the Sarlacc; the Sarlacc had

shivered, earlier, when Susgo felt happiness. Fett made a conscious



decision, and let loose the anger that was never very far beneath the

urface.

He snarled, "Then you shouldn't have eaten her, you miserable wretch."

The hatred in hisvoice and in his thoughts brought aresponse from
Susg o, aflare of sartled anger. The tentacles holding Fett tightened

convulsively and Susgjo snapped, | didn't, the Sarlacc ate her.

Fett wished that the wall behind him were not quite so soft. "And you
couldn't have stopped it, you couldn't have tried to help her, or anyone
else, in four thousand years? Y ou're an ingrate, you pathetic excuse

for asentient being. Y ou got taken down here as achild and everything
that you know and everything that you are you owe to the people you let
get eaten” --and the Sarlacc's tentacles spasmed around Fett, digging
into him, hauling him back into thewal behind him--"and your fedings
are hurt because I've told you so? Y ou could have helped that Jedi,
sheld have come back for you. Instead you spent the next four thousand
years playing a philosophy, abusing the people who taught you to be
what you are, never even dreaming that you had options, and why?' he
screamed at Susgjo, building up to it, blasting him with the rage and
hatred he had spent alifetime growing, the Sarlacc's Straining

tentacles shaking againgt hisbody. "Because you're stupid, amiserable
mean wretch of an excuse for a sentient being without the imagination or
the courage--" The tentacles dashed around him, asound like a thousand

whips cracking, drowning out Fett's voice,



He shoved, got hisright foot solidly against the ground and pushed

upward.

The switch in the jet pack's emergency access pand, digging into the

soft wall behind him, was pushed down as Boba Fett pushed up.

Hame erupted in the enclosed space around them.

The Sarlacc itself shrieked in pain, a sound that echoed away down the
tunnels, the hundreds of tentacles around Fett whipping themsdvesinto
afrenzy, those that held Fett condtricting so tightly that for an

instant he could not breathe-The jet pack had never been intended to be

run in such tight quartersfor any length of time.

It exploded.

It was his oldest possession; the Mandal orian combat armor that was
amost asfamous as he was, famous the galaxy wide. It had protected
him, down the decades, from blaster fire and dugthrowers, explosions
and knives, from dl the variousinsults the universe was apt to throw

at aman in hisline of work. But not even Mandal orian combat armor,
designed by the warriors who had fought, and sometimes defeated, Jedi
Knights, had been intended to withstand an exploding jet pack in close

quarters.



Fett could not have been unconscious for more than afew seconds; he
came back to awareness unable to breathe. Thejet pack's fuel had
splattered down the length of the corridor, and the corridor was
burning, and so was Fett. The flame touched his skin in exposed places,
on hisarms and legs and stomach, and flames danced on the surface of
his combat armor, the armor itself cracked, broken open by the force of
the explosion, and everywhere the armor touched him the meta was
scadingly hot-Boba Fett surged to hisfeet. The ground beneath him
shook, ralling asthe Sarlacc's flesh burned, and the Sarlacc fought
agang it. Fett reached back over his shoulder, undung the deadliest

weapon he carried.

Standing in thefire, burning dive, Boba Fett fired a concusson

grenade into the celling thirty centimeters above his head, and threw
himsdf down to the surface of the tunnd, into the flaming mixture of

acid and fudl-The explosion tore apart the world. The concussion
dammed Fett down into the flames, and hisleft arm, trapped benesth him
at the wrong angle, snapped as he was smashed down atop it. A painso
great it was like awhite light surrounded Boba Fett, and he knew that

he was dying, that he had failed, like al the others before him, that

he had traded adow death by acid for afast death by fire-Sand rained

down upon him.

A long time later, Boba Fett became aware that he was dtill dive.



Heforced himsdf up into agtting postion, looking around him.

Firestill burned, along the length of the corridor, and in the

distance the sound of cracking tentacles was very loud.

It was quiet where he sat.

Fett'sleft arm hung usdless at hisside, and he looked away down the
tunnel; it was night, but he knew which direction he needed to go, to

get back to the main pit, to the shaft that led back to the surface - .

. to the main pit, where Susgo hung, where the enraged Sarlacc awaited

him, tentacles |ashing back and forth in anticipation.

Sand trickled down onto Fett's helmet. He looked up.

Darkness.

Without moving from where he sat, Boba Fett made along arm, and
retrieved the grenade launcher. It carried three grenades; and heldd

aready fired one of them.

He raised the launcher and fired it a second time, into the darkness
above him, and then had to dig hisway out of the avaanche of sand that
came down upon him. He stood at the edge of asmall hill of sand,

looking upward into the darkness... and started to undress. Thearmor



was usaless at this point--acid-covered and cracked in places, which was
an improvement on Fett having cracked in those same places--and his
clothing disintegrated as he mOVed. Hedmod fainted while removing
the upper body armor; hisleft arm was broken in at least two places,

and he was covered with burnsthat were dready starting to form

bligers.

It took several minutes, but findly he had worked hisway out of the
armor, and he fought againgt his dizziness and weakness and Sarted
climbing, hafway up the small hill of sand, and fired hisfina grenade
into the darkness above him. Thewave of sand that collgpsed on him
thistime was unbelievable; Fett struggled up through it asit came down

upon him, dmost swimming upward through the faling sand.

The sand covered him, his nude body and the helmet that <till protected
his head, and he clawed at it franticaly, with no air but that trapped

in hishemet with him, using both hands, both the broken arm and the
good, possessed by amortd terror that gave him the accessto thefina
strength he would ever be ableto call upon-A hand broke free, he felt
it, felt it thrust up into emptiness, and seconds later, Boba Fett dug
hisway up out of the sand and into the cool nighttime air, inthe

middle of the Dune Sea, at the edge of the Gresat Pit of Carkoon,

hundreds of kilometers away from anyone or anything.

Alive



A year later: Boba Fett returned to Tatooinein the Savell.

He came down out of orbit and hovered above the Great Pit of Carkoon, in

the midst of the Dune Sea.

On the night desert, the glow of histhrusters burned like the daytime

aun, lit the sand for kilometersin dl directions.

The Save Il descended until the flame of its drive played directly down
onto the Pit of Carkoon. The wash of pain that rose to greet Boba Fett
tasted like wine of an ancient vintage. If he closed hiseyes he could
Seeit, the main chamber where Susg o hung, shimmering benesth the

superheated air.

You.

"Yes, indeed."

Insde the creature's pain, Boba Fett could fed something likerelief.

Y ou liberate me from thelong Cycle.

The Slave |l hovered abovethepit . . . and then drifted off to the
Sde, and cameto alanding fifty metersfrom the edge, well away from

the reach of even the longest of the burnt, writhing tentacles.



Susg0's pain and confusion touched Fett. What strange mercy isthis?

Sitting inthe Save 1, afaint smile hidden beneath aManddorian

helmet, Boba Fett said, Y ou don't eat abarvelike that all at once.

| seel suppose | shal seeyou again, then.

Y ou can count on it, said Boba Fett. His hands danced acrossthe

indrument panels.

The thrusters caught fire; light washed once more over the Great Pit of

Carkoon-A dark spirit arose into the night. Skin Deep: The Fat Dancer's

Tde

by A. C. Crispin

Thud. ..thud. . .thud.

The rhythmic pounding echoed faintly in the cavernous audience chamber

of Jabba's palace. The bulky figure dozing cross-legged on the empty

dais sat bolt upright and stared apprehensively at the arched doorway

leading upgtairs to the main entrance. The knocking came again.

Why would someone be out there, hammering on the blast doors?

Yarnada' Gargan wondered. Heaving hersdf up, the multibreasted



dancer cautioudy ventured to the archway and stood peering up the
gairstoward the front entrance. Jabbas frog-dog, Bubo, who was
tethered at the top of the steps, looked down at her and croaked

plaintively, begging for scraps. For once, Yarnaignored it.

Straining her sengtive hearing, the dancer picked up afaint shout.

Thud... thud... thud.

The Askgjian female glanced around and swallowed nervoudy. She wasn't
going up there done. Death stalked the corridors and chambers of

Jabba's palace; they'd discovered another body, that of an unfortunate
scullion named Phlegmin. Earlier, Yarna hersalf had been attacked and

had barely escaped unscathed.

"JQuille?" she called softly into the dimness. It washisturnto be

on guard.

No reply.

Where was that stupid Whiphid? Hugging her arms across the pendulous
mounds of her topmost pair of breasts, Y arna shivered. It was after
sunsdown outside the palace, and nothing should be out there at this

hour.



It was true that M asterJabba had gone off in his sail barge to witness
the executions of theill-fated Han Solo and hisfriends. The Hutt was
hours overdue, and none of them had heard aword since the sall barge
had departed . . . but that couldn't be Master Jabbas entourage
outsde. He wouldn't knock on the front entrance. The master would
enter the palace through the big rear doors. After being in the Hutt's

"employ" for nearly ayear, Y arnaknew the routine only too well.

So who was out there?

And what should she do?

THUD...THUD. .. THUD.

The hammering redoubled in intensity, and the shouting grew louder, more

desperate. Everyone with the authority to tell her what to do--Master

Fortuna, Tessek, Barada--was gone. Even the head Gamorrean, Ortugg, was

nowhere to be seen.

Running her tongue over suddenly dry lips, she turned and cupped her

hands around her mouth.

"Guardd" she bellowed across the chamber.

"Guardd Iseveryone deaf? There's someone a the main entrance!™



Other denizens of the Hutt lord's motley "court” who had been deeping
in the far reaches of the audience chamber gtirred, glancing around

furtively . . .

but none of them joined the Askgian a the foot of the stairsin

Jabba's palace, caling attention to onesalf could prove dangerous.

Y arna heard running footsteps, then an armed humanoid raced through the
opposite Portal. The guard in the battered dark armor was familiar,

though he always kept to himself and she didn't know hisname,

He'd been the one the Wookiee Chewbacca had knocked silly, smashing him

into thewall with one swipe of along, furred arm.

"What's going on?" A mechanical-sounding voice emanated from inside the
helmet that masked hisfeatures, and Y arna realized he spoke through a

bregthing filter. "Where is Master Jabba?"

"Hasn't returned yet," Yarnasaid, feding her hearts pound in her

bdly. "Who areyou?'

"Sergeant Dodlyn, a your service," the guard said, automaticaly
Sraightening to atention. More knocks at the entrance made him glance

up the sairs. "Who is at the door, Mistress Gargan?'



"l don't know," she said, gppreciating the title of respect. It had
been along time since anyone had addressed her as anything but "Ugly
One" The hammering reached their ears again, seemingly weaker now.

Y arnashrugged and pointed. "The sentry who should be there. .

.isnt. And I didn't think | should open it without aguard present.”

The helmeted head nodded. "Good thinking." He beckoned her to follow

him, and started up the steps.

Y arna stayed so close to him that she nearly trod on his boot heels.

When the pair reached the tall, massive doors, Doal-lyn glanced at the
sentry screen, but it wastoo dark to make out the identity of the
vigtor. Heleveled his blaster, then gestured to her. "Key it, then

stand back."

Moving with aquickness that belied her bulk, Y arna pressed the
appropriate combination, then skipped off to the side. Sowly, the

enormous porta rumbled upward. Cold night air rushed in.

Tessek the Quarren stood outside, his robes rumpled and smelling of
smoke. Hiswrinkled, tentacled features were pale and cracked as though
he'd been exposed to intense heat. "Jabba. . . Master Jabba ... the

sal barge..." he babbled breathlesdy.



"Solo, the Wookiee. . . and that Jedi! There may be an attack!"

"Whereis Jabba?' Dodlyn demanded.

"Dead! She strangled him, that Alderaanian dancing girl, the new one.

Just as the execution was supposed to take place, aterrible battle

erupted on the sail barge. They had wegpons hidden, and that Jedi boy,

Luke Skywalker--he had powers beyond belief! | fought them, but a shot

grazed me, and | lost control of my swoop . . . | nearly went into the

Sarlacc pit!

Then"--hisarms waved expressively--"a huge explosion!

The sail bargeisin piecesal over the Dune Seal”

"Jabba? Dead?' Even Doallyn's mechanical tones sounded stunned.

The Quarren nodded. He glanced from Y arnato Dodlyn, then seemed to

remember hisdignity. Pulling himsdf up, he straightened his hunched

shoulders.

"I'm in command, now," he said, his voice degpening. "Wait for me here.

I'll return shortly.”

Dodlyn sketched a haf-sdute, but did not respond further, and the



Quarren, gill shaking, turned and swung aleg across his swoop.

Moments later, he was gone.

Y arnastood frozen with shock, scarcely daring to believe what sheld
heard. She'd waited for thisday for solong! Could Tessek belying?
Wasthisyet another of Jabba's twisted schemesto test the loyalty of

hisminions?

Andyet . .. shedid not believe the Quarren meant her ill.

Y esterday he'd even caught her pilfering some semiprecious stones and
hadn't reported her to Jabba. She remembered Tessek's wide, frightened

eyes. No. The Quarren wastelling thetruth.

Y arna heard excited gabbling at the bottom of the stairs, and redlized
that the news was dready spreading. Within minutes, everyonewould

know.

The Askgjian struggled for calm. She had to think--think!

Wheat did this news mean to her? What would happen now?

She felt no compunction to obey Tessek---even if he had done her afavor

yesterday. The Quarren was an arrant coward, and everybody knew it.

With Jabba gone, there was no onethat Y arna could think of with the



srength of will, ruthlessness, and intelligence to assume Jabba's

mantle of leadership. Within the hour the palace would bein chaos.

And back inMosEidey -. . Yarnas bresth caught in her throat like a
limp of jelled sagbat. Under Tatooine law, Jabbasillega assetswould
be saized and liquidated. His daveswould be sold to the highest

bidder.

Y arnahersdf was not legaly adave, since Jabba had placed her under

"contract,” promising her she could buy her freedom one day.

That had been one of the Bloated Oné's favorite ploys. "Freg" people
tended to work harder and show more dedication than daves. And Yarna
clearly recdled the wording of the contract she had thumb-signed--it

had stated that, in the event of Jabbas desth, shewas afree
being--unless, of course, she had helped in any way to bring about that

death. But shehad not. Sonow . . . shewasfree.

The eventual promise of earning her freedom had made Y arna serve the
Huitt crimelord loydly, dancing for him, minding the household staff and
cleaning droids, and being a sort of mother figureto his other dancing
girls. Another three years, and she'd have been free--unless, of

course, Jabba had tired of her and ordered her killed.

Thinking of Leiaand the other dancing girls made her mind flash to



Oola. If only the poor little Twi'lek girl had taken her advice, then
shetoo would have lived to see this day--and she too would have been

freel Yarnahadn't known Oolawel, but shed liked thegirl . .

. even if she had been foolish enough to ignore Y arna's counsal on how

to Say dive.

It had only been afew days since Oola had been fed to the monster
residing beneath the throne room now it was dead, aswell, dain by the
young warrior who called himsalf aJedi. Yarna, watching from above,
had barely been able to conced her vengeful glee. The Askgjian dancer
had hated the ugly beast with afierce passion ever sinceit had
devoured her mate, Nautag. Their whole family had been capturedina
daver raid, and they'd been brought to Tatooine as part of a shipment
for Jabbasinspection. The davers had marched their merchandise into
thisvery throne room, and invited the Huitt to take his pick of their

Wares.

Then, inamoment that till haunted Y arnas dreams, Nautag had stepped
forward and cursed the Bloated One, defying Jabba and declaring that he

and hismate and their cublingswould never bedaves. . .

never! Andthen. . . Jabba had laughed, that deadly "ho, ho, ho" that
awayschilled Yarnas hearts. Jabbalaughed . . . and sprang the

trapdoor, and Nautag fell.



Her mate had fought bravely, but hed only lasted afew minutes.

The rancor's triumphant roar as held torn her mate in haf echoed in the

Askgian dancer'sears. . .

Y arna started, abruptly recalled to the here and now by ashrill,

unmistakably feminine scream. The chaos had begun.

| haveto get out of here, she thought, remembering the smal cache of
pilfered valuables shed been collecting ever since sheld been brought
here. She'd need them when she reached Mos Eidey, and her cublings.
Prefect Tamont's auctioneers would be eager to sdll, but they'd expect

at least ahundred apiece. . .

Mentaly, shetdlied up thevaue of her little hoard. Do | have

enough ? Probably. Just barely.

She couldn't stay here, not now. Shewouldn' last afull day, she knew

it. Not long ago, she had seen the face of the Desth that was haunting

Jabba's palace, and she knew that he would never let her liveto tell

what she had seen. Only luck had saved her yesterday.

If Ortugg hadn't come looking for her . . .

And then they'd found the kitchen boy. Y arnawas the only onewho



understood the significance of the smal drops of blood crusted in the

victim's nogtrils.

She knew how the lad had met hisdeath . . . and she had no desireto
share hisfate. Since that moment, she'd been careful never to be
aone, even taking one of the servants when she visited the bathhouse

and lavatory.

"Midress. .." someone said, hestantly, and Y arnaturned to see
Dodlyn il ganding beside her. Hisfestures were hidden, but there

was no mistaking histense, urgent bearing.

"Yes?' The Askgian strove to keep theimpatience she felt from
reaching her voice. Nobody must know that she intended to escape, or

she'd be stopped.

"l waswondering if you could help me. You'rein charge of the cleaning
... you know where Jabba keeps . . . kept things. Have you ever

seen asupply of these?' With quick fingers, the guard detached a
small, cylindrica cartridge from the Sde of his bresthing helmet and

held it out for her inspection.

Y arna had seen abox of small gas cartridges like that, concedled behind
apand in Jabba's persond quarters. Shelooked curioudy at Dodlyn.

"What isit?'



"A trace-breather cartridge. | can breathe Tatooines air for short
periods of time, but if | don't have minuscule amounts of hydron-three
added to my air intake, | will die." The guard glanced over his
shoulder gpprehensively. "Jabba only doled out one day's supply at a

time. .. hisway of ensuring my loyaty.

But now, withhimdead . . ."

Y arna studied him speculatively, arms folded across her topmost set of

breasts. Did he have any money?

Could she make him pay for the information? She considered demanding
creditsin return for the location, but something insde her balked at
theidea. By Askg's Moon Lady, Doallyn would die--and he wasn't one of
the ones who had tormented and oppressed her, he was just another being

who'd been in thrall to Jabba.

Besides, she'd need help to reach her cache. Another shrill scream

echoed through the palace followed by the grunting and squealing

laughter of a Gamorrean. With every passing second the sounds of tipsy
revelry and riot grew louder. Although there were worse things staking
the corridors of Jabba's palace than mere drunken Gamorreans, they were

bad enough. . .

Y arnanodded brusquely at Dodllyn. "1 know where he kept them.”



So strange to have to refer to Jabbain the past tense. The Akgian
found that she had trouble imagining the Hutt as dead. Jabba had been
foul, disgusting, perverted, and greedy--but he had been strongly,
vitdly dive. "Comewith me, guard me, while get somethings, and

then I'll show you wherethey are. Fair enough?"

Dodlyn nodded.

The Askgjian headed for her god, moving rapidly through the palace with
Dodlynfollowing. As she passed each darkened doorway, she tensed,

wondering if hewaswaiting within. But their journey was un-hindered.

When they reached the servant's quarters, Y arna made straight for the

closet that held the sonic brooms and other cleaning supplies.

"Keep your wegpon handy,” she instructed her escort, as she knelt and

opened a pand in one of the automatic floor-cleaners.

"l don't want to be surprised.”

She reached past the power cell to retrieve the little bag she'd hidden
inddethe deaning unit. Doallyn cocked his helmeted head, and Y arna
fancied she heard amusement in his mechanica tones. "What do you have

in there, Mistress?"



Y arna bounced the bag on her palm, feding itsweight. Her lips curved

upward in thefirgt genuine smile shed smiled in ayear. "My

children'sfreedom,” she said, dowly.

"Your children?'

"They aren't here" Yarnasaid. "Jabba ordered them kept in histown

housein Mos Eidey. | havethree cublings till I€ft... the davers

killed my fourth during our capture. | haveto get to Mos Eidey before

the officids sdll off Jabbas assets. They'll sl my babies--I have

to get therein time to buy them!”

Somehow she knew hewas staring at her from behind his helmet.

"MosEidey? Youregoingto MosEidey?'

"I haveto," Yarnasad, urgency filling her voice.

"And quickly."

"Across the Dune Sea? Y ou must be mad.”

Y arna heaved hersdlf to her feet, her breasts bouncing heavily within

their lesther restraints. "Probably,” she admitted. "But | would far

sooner die out there' --she waved ahand in the direction of Mos



Eidey--"than | Would trapped in here, waiting to becomethe killer's

next victim."

"Theunknownkiller . . ." Dodlynsad. "Yes, that isathought. |

don't fancy becoming the next victim, either.”

"If | gay," Yarnasaid and began stuffing the bag into the space
between her bottommost set of breasts, tying it securely so it would not
fal out, "l will bethe next victim, | know it." She glanced up a him

and shivered. "l . . . I've seen hisface. Hewon't let melive"

"Youveseen him?' Dodlyn's voice wastinged with urgency. He grasped
her arm, pulling her toward him, and reflexively glanced over his

shoulder. Therewas no onethere. "Whoisit?' he whispered.

Y arnas voice shook. "I don't know hisname," she muttered hoarsdly.

"He'sthetdl, dender humanoid, the one with the dandified clothes. .

. and the pouches on ether side of hisface" Shedrew her fingers

down her own chegksinillugration.

"That's Jerriko you're describing,” Dodlyn said.

"Dannik Jerriko. He was working for Jabba. Are you sure? How do you

know?'

"Because hetried to kill meyesterday." Y arnas voice wasflat, but



her whole massive body quivered.

"Hehas. . . thingsthat come out of hisface. Besde hisnose. ..

and they kill you."

“Things? Doallyn echoed blankly. "What kind of things?"

"Like. .. tendrils. They uncail. He..." Shenearly gagged at' the

memory. "He sticksthem up, inddeyour nose. . . hedid it to the

kitchen boy."

"How did you get away?"'

"Just as his tendrils touched me, one of the Gamorreans camein.

He. ..thecresture. . .let mego."

"ButJerriko isno match for you." Dodlyn'sfingerstightened on her

upper am, testing the solid muscle beneath the outer flesh.

"Youretwicehissze"

"When he lays his hands on you, and looks into your eyes. . .

you cant move," Y arnawhispered, feeling her gorgerise. "When you see



those tendrils uncail, you know what's happening, because he wants you

to know. But you can't move. It's. .. horrible."

She gagged, put her hand over her mouth, and fought for control.

Moments later, she looked back up at him.

"If you swear on whatever bdief system you follow that you'll escort me
to the motor pool afterward, I'll take you to find those gas cartridges
now," Yarnapromised. How could she trust someone whose features she

couldn't see? But she had little choice. . .

Doallyn touched the breast of his uniform with two fingers and athumb
inwhat looked like (and probably was) aritud gesture. "'l swear by

the Sky Seraphsthat | will take you to the motor pool.”

Y arnanodded. "Let'sgo, then."

The two ventured out into the corridor, and headed purposefully toward
the other side of the building, with Yarnain thelead. She waked
quickly, surely, only too aware of the occasiona screams and crashes
that emanated from other portions of the palace. Just afew more
minutes and I'll be out of here, shetold hersdlf, her strides coming

faster and faster. Shewas nearly running. Just afew more minutes. .



Her luck gave out when she rounded the next corner, with Doalyn adozen
paces behind her. Two of Jabba's erstwhile guards were waiting to

pounce. The dancer recognized them--the human was named Tornik, and the
Gamorrean was Warlug. Both werereding drunk. As shetried to beat a
hasty retregt, they greeted her with grunts of inebriated ddlight and

grabbed her.

"Ugly Onel" roared Tornik. "Loveof my lifel

Come here and have adrink with me!™ AsY arnatried to pull away, he

yanked her aam vicioudy. "Dancefor me, then well have some fun!”

The Askgian glanced back over her shoulder, but there was no sign of

Dodlyn, Had he run off and left her? But what about his breathing

cartridges?

"No!" squedled the Gamorrean, trying to drag her away from his

compatriot. "l saw her firg! | get the Ugly Onefirst!"

"Stop .it!" Yarnaordered, trying to stay calm despite the racing of

her twin hearts. "Let mego. I'm. ..

I'm on an errand for Master Fortuna."

"Ha Hecan't haveyou!" Tornik declared. "Warlugisright! We saw



youfirg! Hell haveto stand in ling!”

The Gamorrean reached for the fastening between her topmost breadts.
"Ming | go fi--" He broke off at a sudden flash and sizzle, to stare
unbelievingly at the scorched hole that had suddenly blossomed in his
Sde. Letting go of Yarna, he staggered back, panting, then squedling

inpanashehit thewdl and did downiit.

"Let her go," Dodlyn said, stepping around the corner, his blaster

dill leveled.

"But we saw her firg--" the guard protested, eyes narrowing.

"Y ou can have her when were done."

"l sad, let her go." Dodlyn'svoicewasdill leve, but the muzzle

of hisweapon moved up, steadied until it was aimed at the man'sface.

"Or I'll makeyou let her go. Your choice”

Cursing, Tornik dropped Y arna's arm and stumbled backward. Warlug

squeded frantically for help, and the human grabbed hisarm, hoisted

theinjured being to hisfeet, then the two of them staggered away.

Y arna sagged againgt the wall as her knees threatened to buckle.

"Oh, Sergeant, they . . . thank you, thank you . . . they were--"



"No timefor that,” Dodlyn said briskly. "The breathing cartridges.

Y ou promised.”

"Yes. .." muttered Yarna, collecting her scattered wits.

"Thisway . .."

Within minutes they werein the Hutt's persona chamber. There had
aready been |ooters there--the place was stripped, and someone had
flung ashoveful of dried rancor dung into the middle of the deeping

dais.

A message had been scrawled in huge letters across the wall: " Freeze,

Jabba, in the Ninth Circle of Damnation!"

Thewordswere dready half covered by other, less creative admonitions

and obscenities.

Quickly, Yarnaled the way to an intricately carved pand, and pressed

thetall of afanciful cresture. A smdl door swung open.

"How did you know abouit this panel?* Doallyn demanded as he began
stuffing the cartridges into abag, after diding severd into his

pocket. Yarnamethodically scooped up severd credit disksthat lay on



the bottommost shdlf.

"1 was Jabba's favorite dancer," Yarnasaid. "Hewould send for me
sometimes when he couldn't deep, and | would dance the sand-wave ballet
for him. He said it helped him relax after abusy day. Onetime Jabba

fell adeep, and | was dozing over there'--she pointed at the deeping

dais--"when Bib Fortuna entered.

Hedidn't know | was awake, and he opened the pand.”

"I'm surprised Jabba trusted him with the secret of hishiding place”

Dodlyn sad, asthey cautioudy left the chamber with the guard in the

lead, blaster at the ready.

Y arnasmiled mirthlesdy. "Jabbadidn't trust anyone.

He--" She broke off in dlarm asthey rounded a corner and she recognized

afamiliar shape silhouetted in the dark corridor. Long, lean, shrouded

inshadow . ..

Dannik Jerriko! The dancer gasped and shrank back, as Dodlyn, with

commendable composure, raised hisweapon. "Don't move, Jarriko!”

The vampire turned his head, and his festures cameinto view.

Y arnawhimpered with terror. No demon spewed up out of Askg's



Nethermost Abyss could have looked more evil. Fury contorted Jerriko's
features, and the pouches on either sde of hisface writhed asif with

alifeof their own. Hismouth opened in a soundless snarl of rage.

The Askgian clapped both hands over her mouth to hold back a shriek.

Dadlyn'sfinger must have tightened involuntarily on thetrigger of his

weapon, for an energy bolt suddenly erupted in awhite flash.

The shadowy figure melted into a doorway up ahead.

Y arna had to admire Dodlyn's courage, even as she questioned his
sanity. He charged after the dien, and the dancer, againgt her better

judgment, followed.

But when they reached the doorway of the chamber, and Doallyn keyed the

illumination on, the room was empty of life. No other doors, no windows

but till, it was empty. "He couldn't just vanish," the guard muttered,

sounding shaken. "Is there a secret passage, or hidden door?’

Y arna shook her head. "Not that | know of. But the palace has many
secrets. There are passages benegth it, you know. Part of thisplace

isgtll aB'omarr monagtery.”



Dodlyn's breath whistled exasperatedly, then he shut the door, and
locked it behind him. Y arnaheard him curaing softly in what sounded
like hisnative tongue. "He saw me," he said findly, reverting to
universal Basic. "Now hell belooking for me, too. I'm going with

you."

"But--" Yarna hesitated. She couldn't leave anyone to face the death

that had so nearly claimed her. "All right,” shesad.

Their next stop wasthe kitchen. "Porcdlusisafriend of mine.

.. hekept things herefor me," Yarnasaid, as she ventured into the

pantry. "l hope he managed to get away. safdy . . ."

In the distant recesses of the pantry the Askgjian had cached severd
blankets, some water flasks, and a couple of old, thick jackets shed
purloined from the guard barracks over the months. Hanging above them
on ahook was awhite bundle that could have been avoluminous
apron--but was not. Y arnashook out the gauzy, faintly shining

meaterial, and it was reveded to be along, loose robe with an attached,

cowllike hood.

"My desert robe," she said, noting Dodlyn's glance.

"Well haveto find something for you."



He nodded and held a bag as she briskly selected containers of preserved
food from the shelves. "Now water,” she said, as he fastened the
container and dung it over his shoulder. Going over to thesink, she

indicated the desert flasksto Dodlyn. "Fill these up, please.”

While he obeyed, Y arnahersdf filled alarge container of water and

drank it down without stopping, then filled and emptied a second.

Stripping off her elaborate dancer's headdress, she ran her fingers

through her long hair with asigh of pleasure. Sheld never redlized how

heavy the thing was until she knew she wouldn't haveto put it on again.

Splashing water onto her face, she removed most of the large, warty

"beauty patches' that jabba had thought attractive.

"I didn't realize those were makeup,” Dodlyn commented, as she did so.

" Jabba liked them. Hetold methey reminded him of his mother.”

Doallyn's he meted head moved in adow shake.

" Jabba had a mother?"

Yanasmiled a him. "My reaction exactly."



Filling the water container again, the dancer dowly poured the cool

liquid over her head and body, letting the fluid trickle over her skin.

When shefinished, shefound Dodlyn watching her intently. His

mechanical tones sounded surprised.

"You're... bigger," he said, hishemeted head moving as he surveyed her

from head totoe. "Your kin. . . it'ssotight.”

"Askg isadesert world." Yarnaanswered his unspoken question
matter-of-factly. "My peopl€e's bodies absorb and hoard water most

efficiently.”

He nodded. "Can you live on anondesert world?'

"Certainly,” shereplied. "But when we don't need to hoard the water,

wedon't."

"How would you look on anondesert world?' He sounded genuinely

curious.

"Thinner," Yarnasaid briskly, shaking out the folds of her desert robe.
She pulled it over her head, then snatched up the blankets, the old
jackets, and one of the water flasks. Dodlyn caught up thefood and

the rest of the water.



When they reached the motor pool, they saw that the supply of suitable
landspeeders and shuttles was sadly decimated. Only onevehiclewas
left, and it wasin the repair section. The mechanics who were supposed

to keep the machinery running in good order were nowhere to be seen.

Another wavering shriek rose in the distance, only to be brutaly cut

off in mid-ululation. Y arnaand Doal-lyn looked at each other.

"Canyou pilot thet thing?'

she asked.

He nodded.

Within moments they had |oaded up the land-speeder with their

provisons. Dodlynlocated alength of sun-shield materia ina

locker, and they were able to improvise aburnoose for him. They stowed

the rest of the materid in the baggage compartment of the vehicle.

At Dodlyn'ssignd, Y arna hoisted her bulk into the passenger's seet of

the speeder. It was atight squeeze, but she madeit. The guard opened

the outer door to the motor pool, then, fedling the cold night air, both

haestily donned the jackets.

"Let'sgo," the Akgian dancer said impatiently, when her companion



remained standing beside the landspeeder.

"I should have gone back to the barracks,” Dodlyn

said, regarding the entrance into the paace.

“Why?

"All | have asaweapon ismy blaster, and no extra charges,” he said.

"There are wild banthas out there, and krayt dragons. It'salong way

across the Jundland

Wastesto MosEidey . .."

"How far?"

"Twenty-five hundred klicks. . . asthe shell-bat flies."

"A what?'

"Hying reptile from my world."

Yarnafdt aflicker of curiogty. "Which planet isthat?'

"Geran, Mneon System.”



Y arnaglanced over her shoulder at the entrance to the palace.

"Do you redly want to go back in there?'

Dodlyn shook hishead. "No. | want to get out of here. | fed . . ."
He glanced nervoudy behind him into the shadows. "1 fed asthough I'm

being watched.”

"Sodol,” Yanasad. "Let'sjust go."

Dodlyn nodded, then clambered into the pilot's seat. "I only hope that
this thing was repaired before they abandoned the motor pool,” he said,
and manipulated the controls. "It's not redlly one of thefadt,

long-range models."

The speeder eased forward, and the darkness closed in around them.

Within seconds they had |efrJabba's palace behind. The vehicle picked

up speed, until they were skimming the ground faster than any bird could

fly.

The cold wind of their passage struck Y arnalike ablow, but she was so

exhilarated she scarcdly felt it.

Free at last! After amiSerable year of insults and servitude, shewas



free and on her way! Soon . . . soon she would see her cublings. . .
would hold their little bodies close, smdll their warm, baby flesh. They
would probably be starting to walk by now . . . Her eyesfilled with
moisture, but she sternly held back her tears. She must hoard her

body'sfluid... shed need it for the journey.

Tilting her head back, she saw the stars streaming - by so rapidly it

was amogt like ajump into hyperspace.

At thisrate, even in the short-range speeder, they'd reach Mos Eidey
within acouple of days, even assuming they had to take shelter during

theworst of the day hest.

Y arna hugged her jacket around her and thought of her children,
remembering the day they had been born, and Nautag's pridein such a

handsome brood.

The babies had been barely a cold season old when the davers had come.
... and thus they had not been given names. On Askg), cublings were not

named until after their firgt birthday.

Yarnamentaly caculated the time since their capture, comparing the
Askgjian year to the year on Tatooine. Her children werelatein
recelving their names. . . but sheld rectify that lack as soon asthey
were reunited. Thewind of their passage rushed through her short hair

asYarna, for thefirg time, considered what to name her cublings.



Nautag, of course, for the boy . . . the dancer felt amoment's pang

for her other mae infant, who'd been snatched out of her arms by one of
the davers and carelessly dropped. His skull had been crushed by the
fal. Yarnaforced hersdlf to look ahead. What should she name her two

daughters?

The names cameto her in aflash of inspiration: Lelaand Luka

Lea. .. shehadn't known the Alderaanian girl well, but if she had

indeed killed Jabba, then Y arna owed her adebt she could never repay.

And the name of the young Jedi who'd killed the rancor had been Luke

Skywalker. Between the two of them, the dancing girl and the young Jedi

had avenged Nautag. 1t wasfitting that his children be named for them.

Sheturned her head to watch Doallyn as he piloted the speeder.

Theguard wasamystery toher . . .

what did he look like under that mask? Was he human-seeming?

Hishands, in their black gloves, had the same number of digits as her

own. ..



"Isthe speeder running well?" she asked, having to raise her voiceto

be heard over the wind.

His mechanically enhanced voice reached her earswithout difficulty.

"The steering balanceis out of adjustment.

It keeps pulling to theright. | have to keep it on manud."

"Then this one wasn't repaired, wasit?'

" doubt it."

"Will it get usto MosEidey?'

"If the problem doesn't worsen, it will."

Yarnasaid asilent invocation to the Moon Lady asthey sped aong.

They had been traveling for hours when they swooped over the crest of a

high dune and Y arna, squinting, saw afaint glow inthe east. Asshe

watched, it brightened, outlining distant hills. The desert beneath

them was il in shadow, but there was no mistaking those faraway

hills Y arnatapped Dodlyn's arm to gain his attention, and pointed.

"The Jundland Wastes?"

He nodded. "The edge of them. We're only three hundred kilometersfrom



the Stone Needle now."

Within minutes, Tatooinestwin sunsroseinto view, and therolling

sand dunes of the desert around them glowed pink and gold.

Y arnahad never seen the Dune Sea from a vehicle before--when sheld been
brought to Jabba's palace, she'd been inside a shuttle, and there had

been no portholes.

Therays of the sunsstruck her, and the chill of the night quickly
vanished. She was wedged too tightly into the seat to take off her
jacket, so0 she smply waited, sweeting, wondering if Doallyn was

determined to reach the Jundland Wastes before halting.

But after another hour, asthe suns grew hotter and hotter, the pilot

throttled back the speeder's headlong rush. Thelittle vehicle dowed,

then cameto ahdt and hovered above afairly level stretch of white

sand.

"I think we ought to take shelter until late afternoon,” the guard said,

unseding the fastenings of the jacket and tugging it off.

"Traveling in midday isdangerous.”

"I agree," Yarnasaid. "Especidly for you; you aren't used to the



heat. And if you get sunsick, where would we be? | can't pilot the

Speeder.”

His helmeted head nodded. "Help merig ashdlter, then."

Doallyn and Y arnaused the rest of the sun-shield material to make a

lean-to, employing the hovering landspeeder to anchor the materid.

They crawled into the resulting shadow, and haf reclined there; both

weretoo tal to be ableto Sit up straight. Y arnahanded Dodllyn the

water flask. Gallantly, he handed it back to her.

"Youfirg, Migress."

The Askgian shook her head. "No. | drank before we left. | need far

lessliquid than you to survive. Drink your fill, Sergeant .

.. do not ration yoursdf, or you will becomeill.”

He hesitated, then his helmeted head nodded.

Slowly, carefully, he released the catches on his helmet and breathing

mask, and took them off. Yarnadidn't want to stare openly, but she

discovered she was intensdly curious about her companion.

Busying hersdlf with opening food packets, she cast asidelong glance a



hisprofile.

At firg glance, he appeared as human as any Cord-lian, but hisskin
bore afaint bluish tinge, beneath a close-cropped shock of jet-black
har. It was too shadowy beneath the landspeeder to be sure of the
color of hiseyes, but Y arnathought they werelight, rather than dark.

Hisfeatures were regular, and rather attractive.

Hewas not as handsome as that Corellian smuggler, Solo, but he was
pleasant to look upon, Y arna decided, as she held out a packet of food

tohim.

Sowly, dmost ddiberately, he turned his head toward her as he reached

out to takeit, until shewaslooking at him full-on.

Y arna stifled agasp and forced herself not to recoil.

Noting her reaction, haf of Doallyn's mouth Stretched in agrin that
told her held expected as much. The smile seemed morelike arictus of

agony than any expression of good humor.

By the Moon Lady mercy, what happened to him ? One side of Dodlyn's
face was horribly scarred. A broad band of roughened flesh pulled his

mouth upward, and twisted and pitted the skin over his cheek.



The dash narrowly missed hisleft eye, then ended at hishairline.

Y arnaforced hersdlf to look away, unwilling to stare.

Asthough he could read her thoughts, Dodlyn said suddenly, "It'sa
claw mark. From a Cordllian sand panther. Their claws are poisoned,

and the wound festered.”

"It attacked you?' She struggled to keep her voice matter-of-fact.

Ingtinctively, she knew that any expression of sympathy would be

scornfully rejected.

"l was hunting it, and | wounded it. It turned on me."

Methodically, Doalyn took abite of the food and chewed determinedly.

"Y ou're fortunate you weren't. killed," she said after amoment.

"l was cardess," he said bluntly. "For an instant, | was careless. It

does not Pay to do that when you're a hunter.”

"| thought you were asoldier.”

He shook hishead. It was odd to see him without his helm, even though
his features were nearly as expressionless exposed as they had been
masked. "l wasahunter. That'swhy | cameto Tatooine. Jabba

advertised for ahunter to get him akrayt dragon.”



"A krayt dragon?' Y arnastared at him increduloudly.

She'd heard the beasts described before--the young oneswere aslarge as

arancor, and they reportedly grew even bigger asthey aged.

"What did he want with one?"

"He wanted to match one againgt hisrancor, and charge admisson.

Jabba thought it would be the sporting event of the century. He offered

ahuge bounty for alive krayt dragon.”

"And you actualy thought you could capture one?*

"I have been ahunter for many years. There are not many beasts|
cannot outwit," he said, with aquiet confidence that was far more
convincing than any amount of boagting. "I sudied everything thet is
in the databanks about krayt dragons. | came well prepared to hunt

one."

Y arnatook abite of dried fruit and chewed thoughtfUIly. "If you came
to Tatooine to hunt adragon, then how did you end up guarding Jabba's

palace?'



For thefirgt time an expression flickered across hisfacein the
dimness of the tiny makeshift shelter. He appeared chagrined and
embarrassed, as he looked down at hisfood packet. "When | first

arrived, | decided to samplethe. .. dights. .. of MosEidey.

Chamun'sliquor proved more. . . potent...

than | was accustomed to drinking. | was never good at games of chance,

and. .. | don't remember clearly how | got into that high-stakes game

of wild-gtar, but | woke up the next morning with aterrible headache,

owing Jabbaayear's service."

S0 you never got to hunt adragon?”

"That was one of the thingsJabba wanted me to do.

| have been out on many expeditions, hunting one ever sincel cameto

the palace but they arerare. | never even Sghted onein dl these

months.

Jabba. . ."--he shook his head dightly, ruefully--"was growing . . .

impatient. Itiswell for methat heisno more.”

"So even if you had caught the dragon you would not have collected the

bounty?"



"Correct," hesad. "But therewere. . . other reasons to hunt a

dragon. Evenif | had to kill it, I would have profited, | believe."

Y arnds curiogity was piqued. "How?'

"Krayt dragons reportedly have. . . intringc value" hereplied

evadvdy.

Y arna had heard some of the bounty hunters and mercenaries talking about

that. Some said that krayt dragons contained treasure, others that

they, like dragonsin ancient legend, guarded treasure. But most people

dismissed that notion as being mere sensational rumor, if not outright

folklore.

"What did your contract with Jabba say? Are you free now?' she asked.

"Yes, | anfreg" hesad. "And you?'

"Free" she sad, hearing the satisfaction in her own voiceget to Mos

Eidey, my children will be, too."

"Do you'--he paused, asif choosing hiswords carefully--"have amate?"

"l did," she said, opening the water flask and carefully smoothing a

scant pamful of theliquid over her face. Then she allowed hersdlf one



long swallow. "But Jabba sent him to the rancor.”

He picked up his hemet and, not looking at her, said, "1 am sorry,

Migtress Gargan.”

"Please," shesaid, "formdlity between usisno longer needed. | am

Yana"

"Vey wdl. Cdl meDodlyn." He glanced down at the water flask she

was carefully stoppering. "Why do you not drink more? We have plenty.”

"I don't need any more," she said honestly. "My people are desert

herders, on aplanet every bit as hot asthisone.”

"What kind of animasdo you herd?'

"Tomuons. Large, woolly, with long horns™ Her hands moved with a

dancer's flowing gestures, describing the creatures. "They giveus

milk, meat, and wooal.

Thisrobe'--she held up afold of her white desert robe--"was spun from

thair fleece"

He touched the fold of cloth, and exclaimed over the finespun softness

and beauty of thefabric. "It dmost glistens,” hesaid.



"Yes, our fabricishighly prized. It is said that the Emperor's
ceremonia robes are made of Tomuon cloth.” Shewrung afold of the
robe hard, then opened her hands and alowed it to fal into her 1ap,

unmarred. "Our cloth isstrong, and rarely wrinkles or sains.

Askgjian weaving techniques are prized secrets of our people. Nautag .

.. my mate. .. wasoneof my world'sfinest weavers. . ."

"Andyou," he said, selecting afresh cartridge of hydron-three and

dipping it into the container on his mask, "were you a dancer before

you came to Jabba's palace?'

"l was," shesaid. "My father was a chieftain, and | danced for the

honor of our tribein the largest competition.”

She could not keep anote of pride out of her voice, but then,
remembering the year in Jabbas paace, she sighed. "I won that

competition. Andthen - . . thedaverscame. They took us. . .

Nautag, me, our cublings. They . . . they killed one of our babies

during the capture." Her throat felt tight.

"And they brought you to Tatooine?' Dodlyn asked, histone dmost

gentle.



She nodded. " Jabba had asked them for an Askgjian dancer. So they
captured me. . . and | had to dance for the Hutt. Jabba promised me
that he would not sell my children aslong as| danced well for him. But
you know the Bloated One could not betrusted . . . | wasaways afraid
that he would allow meto work, to gain the money to buy our freedom,
then kill me becauseit amused him to do so. And then keep my children

indavery."

He nodded understandingly. "Dancing for Jabba must have been hard,

after everything el se that had happened.”

"It was," shesaid. "But Dadlyn. . . do you know what was hardest

about it?" Unconscioudy she reached out and laid ahand on his

forearm, then redlizing what she had done, Y arna hastily withdrew,

tucking her handsinside the folds of her robe.

"Whet?'

“They . .. laughed at me. All of them. They said that | was..." Her

mouth twisted a theword "ugly.” Her indrawn breath felt raw in her

throat.

"They caled megross, and ridiculous, and . . . fat.

Even Jabba laughed at me. But he did not laugh because he thought | was



ugly, he laughed because he knew it hurt meto hear them. He.

.. enjOY ed the pain of others. Y ou know."

Dodlyn nodded. "Yes, | know."

"It hurt,” shesaid. "I learned not to show it, to lose mysdlf in the
dancing, and not let mysalf hear thelaughing . . . much. Butit

hurt." She gave him aglance that flashed defiance. "'l antheway |

was born to be! Why do beings have to judge each other? Why do they

have to stare, and sneer, and say cruel things?'

He shook his head, and hisfingers came up to tap the scar that she had
nearly forgotten about. "I have no answer for you, Yarng," he said

gravely. "But | understand the questions only too well.”

A ray from the westering suns did across Dodlyn's eyes, waking him
from an exhausted dumber. He blinked, then sat up halfway in the
cramped shlter, propping himsalf on his hands. His companion was ill
adeep, breathing deeply. Thewhite materid of her robe outlined one
generous haunch, and he experienced afaint irring of maeinterest.

How long had it been since he had been With afemale.

.. of any species?



Nearly ayear, hereadlized. He was not the sort to indulge in casua
liasonsoften. . . and so much of histime was spent done, inthe
wilderness. Doubtless the femal es atJabbals court would have been
repulsed by hisscar. Enough women had drawn back from hisface since
he'd acquired that scar that he'd grown very cautious about taking off

his mask in awoman's presence. Hed tried hiring women, from timeto
time, but held found that unsatisfactory, too. It was easier to abstain

than it wasto seerevulsion . . . or, dmost worse, indifferencein a

partner's eyes.

A heartless, temporary coupling left him feeling even worse than

solitude did, Doallyn had discovered.

From timeto time he'd wished he had afriend, someoneto tak to, but
the hahit of slence was ahard oneto break, He'd talked moreto Y arna

since their escape than held spoken to any one person in the past year.

Of coursetaking with Y arna couldn't be avoided, but their time
together was gtrictly temporary, the hunter reminded himself. He'd be

glad when he could resume his solitary existence.

Dodlyn did backward, out of the little shelter. As he stood up, he
automaticaly checked the amount of hydron-three remaininginthe
cartridge. Lessthan athird gone: He wouldn't need another until

midnight or so.



The hunter walked around the side of a dune to answer nature's call,
then spent afew minutes with the navicomputer on the landspeeder,
checking their course. Just as hefinished, he heard a sound, then saw
Y arnawaking toward him. He found himsdf thinking about the story
sheld told. From what he knew of Jabba's fickle tastes, it was amazing

that Y arnahad lasted awhole year in the Hutt's"employ."

As she strode toward him, the cooling breeze blew her robes around so

they billowed out, then outlined her body. Dodlyn was startled...

the Askgian dancer wasvisbly smaller. He remembered her curt answer

that on anondesart world she would be "thinner."

Her body tissues evidently soaked up liquid like asponge, then utilized

thefluid asit was needed, so she could indeed go along time without

water.

"Will we reach Mos Eidey today?' she asked, coming up beside him.

Dodlyn shook hishead. "Not this evening, anyway."

He showed her their plotted course on the navicomputer screen.

"Once we get into the Wastes, well have to dow down because of the

hillsand ravines. If we can hat somewhere north of the Stone Needle



and rest for afew hours, well be doing well.”

"And from there, how far?"

"Only about another five hundred klicks. If we start at dawn, well be

there by noon or s0."

A dow amileilluminated her broad features, until they glowed like

Tatooine's dawn. "Then | can see my children tomorrow?"

"With any luck," he said, with an answering smilethat she couldn't see.

"Daodlyn. .." Her eyeswere very intent. With ajolt of surprise,

he noted that they were alovely, clear green. "Thank you for coming

with me. For piloting the landspeeder. | don't think | could have

managed without you."

"How were you planning to get across the Dune Sea?' he asked.

He'd been wondering about that since yesterday.

"I had planned to walk," she said matter-of-factly.

"I'm gtrong, and my wind is excdlent. But"--she glanced around her at

the unending dunes and frowned--"thisterrainis. . . very harsh. It

would have been hard to bring enough provisons. . . it would have



taken mealong, long time. | might not have madeit.”

The Sand People would have killed you, Dodlyn thought, if the suns

didn't. . . But he wasimpressed by her courage, nevertheless.

After rloading the landspeeder, Dodlyn and Y arnaclimbed in and glided
off across the sands. The sunswere far down on the western horizon,

and it soon grew chilly. Doallyn kept the speeder at agood clip, but

he was uncomfortably aware that the steering problem was growing

steadily worse. What if the speeder broke down atogether?

They'd be stranded in the Dune Sea.. . . no, aglance at the
navicomputer reassured the pilot dightly. The Dune Seanow lay behind
them; they were skimming over the rugged folds and chasms of the

Jundland Wastes.

Dodlyn was forced to dow the speeder's headlong rush, and to give dl
his attention to piloting. The steering problem grew steadily worse,

and soon the muscles and tendons in hisleft arm and shoulder were
protesting. It waswith relief that the hunter saw that they were

gpproaching the coordinates he'd selected.

He began searching for agood place to stop for the few hours that

remained of thenight . . .



Y arnaawoke a dawn, to find herself huddled against Doalyn's back,

where she must've ingtinctively migrated in search of warmth.

She hadtily rolled away and sat up, rubbing her eyes and looking around

her at the bleak desolation that was the Jundland Wastes.

Rock . . . rock everywhere. Tortured, wind-sculpted rock, in various
hues of brown. Ocher-brown, yellow-brown, tan, reddish-brown, dark
brown . . . with miserable scraps of yellowish-green vegetation

scattered here and there.

And sand, White sand, so pure and pristine that it dazzled the eye with
itswhiteness. It appeared innocent and safe, but she knew that the
Jundland Wastes were rife with treacherous sand pits that could swallow
the unwary. Y arnahad been careful to acquire along stick and to probe

the ground before her wherever she ventured.

Turning to look south, Y arna glimpsed the narrow spire of what must be

the Stone Needle, the tallest landmark in the Jundland Wastes.

Inthe pellucid air of dawn she could seeit clearly, even at this

disance.

Taking out the provisions, she divided a packet meticuloudy intwo,
then alowed hersdf afew scant swallows of water. Sheran her hands

down her front, redlizing that she was now nearly athird lessbulky



than she had been in Jabba's court. Hed liked her at maximum fluid
capacity, claming it made her jiggle more effectively, but it had been
hard to maintain the grester bulk. She was glad that she could shed

some of it now.

When Doallyn awoke, the two escapees quickly loaded the landspeeder,
then headed east, toward Mos Eidey. Yarnaleaned back in her seat,

pleased that she could now move and stretch with far greater freedom.

Shewasincreasingly aware that Doalyn was having to struggle with the
seering fromtimeto time. "Isthis speeder going to makeit?' she

asked worriedly.

He nodded. "But I'm getting crampsin my armstrying to hold it on

course.”

"I wish | knew how to pilot.”

Buoyed by the knowledge that they were rapidly approaching their god,
the two talked asthey sped along. Doallyn described his searchesfor
the krayt dragons that lived in the Jundland Wastes, and told Y arna that
there was a surprisng amount of lifein the wilderness. Wholetribes

of Sand People eked out an existence, even though-there was amost no
ground water, and they had only afew, stolen moisture vaporators and

dew collectors.



"How do they survive?' she wondered.

"Hubbagourds,”" he said, and told her about the round, yellowish fruits
that grew in the shadows of the dliffs. Thefruitsheld fluid in their
tough, stringy inner fibers, liquid that could be sucked and squeezed

out to keep life going.

He aso described how vicious the Sand People were, how they would kill
for no reason more than to steal one'sclothing. "Theterranis

dangerous enough,” Dodlyn said, "with wild banthas and poisonous
lizards and sand pitsto worry about . . . but the Sand People are even

worse."

Y arna shivered despite the hesat, and peered at the navicomputer.

"How much farther?'

"We passed Motesta nearly an hour ago.” Doallyn pointed at an orange
dot on the screen. "We're about fifty klicksfrom the outskirts of Mos
Eidey. Well be there by--" He broke off in astrangled sound, half

gasp, half scream, and the landspeeder swerved wildly.

Y arnahad been watching Doallyn--she never saw it coming. All sheknew
was that one moment the speeder was gliding aong, the next, it was

struck so hard that it went spinning through the air like achild's



whirl-toy. Y arna screamed as centrifugd force clamped her into the
seat like agiant hand. Then the nose of the speeder struck the rocks

in front of them, and Doalyn went tumbling out.

Y arna screamed again as she caught a glimpse of amassve figure that

loomed like aliving, scaled mountain.

Sheredlized that the sound sheld been dimly aware of wasaloud

hissng, asthough al the kettles in the world were spouting at once.

The speeder'stail went down in answer to another crushing blow, and
then Y arnatoo was flung out. Shelanded half on arock, half on sand,

and felt the sand give way benegth her, sucking her leg down.

Sand pit! shethought, and desperately grabbed the rock, heaving
hersdf free of the shifting pull. As she did so, she saw adark shape

that was dready hafway buried and sinking fast: Oh, no! The

landspeeder!

Y arnawatched helplesdy astheir only transport was sucked down until

it disgppeared completely. Her attention was distracted by aroar that

made the ground shake, and she glanced around. What hit us?

Shewas dizzy, disoriented, as she wondered where Doallyn was.



Stumbling, careful not to step on anything but the stone, she edged her

way around the rocky buttress that had saved her, until she could see.

The sight that met her eyeswas so overwheming that her knees buckled,
and she had to grab the rock wall for support. Thething thet filled
the ancient riverbed where they'd "landed” was huge far bigger than the

rancor. A krayt dragon--it had to be.

The creature was yelowish-brown in color, dmost golden asits scaled
back caught the suns rays. It had three huge horns, one above each eye
and oneinthemiddle of itsforehead. Slitted nodtrilsflared above a
mouthful of fangs nearly aslong as Y arnasarm. A ridge of dorsa

spines studded its back from its neck to its spike-tinned tail. The

monster stood on four squat legs that were bowed outward from the huge
mass of itsbody. The dragon's eyes were greenish-yelow, with

horizontally ditted pupilsthet glittered like sgpphires.

Y arnadtiffened as the massive head, many timesthe size of her own
body, swung toward her. Then she heard Dodlyn'svoice. "They hunt by

sensing motion.

Sand Sl

There was nothing else she could do. Y arnafdt asthough her feet had

taken root, become part of the rocks beneath her. Sherolled her eyes

sdewaysin their sockets, and saw DodlY n. The hunter was crouched



low, moving toward the dragon from behind alow ridge of rock.

Hisblaster wasin his hand.

What is he doing? she wanted to shriek aoud, but fear held her
paralyzed. He can't meanto try and fight that thing! Theideaof a
human, even armed with ablaster, taking on that huge mountain of an

animd wasludicrous.

But that was plainly what Dodlyn intended. The krayt dragon snorted,

testing the air, and the finned tail lashed back and forth.

The head swung dowly from one sde to the other, with the horns

lowered, as though the beast were using them to detect motion.

Doallyn was close, now, crouched only afew dozen meters from the beast.

He checked the charge on hisblaster. No. Yarnawanted to shriek.

Let'sclimb up thedliffd It can't follow usthere!

Doallyn, NO!"

But no sound would emerge from her pardyzed throat. She could not

move.

Cailing himsdf like aspring, Dodlyn legped to hisfest, vaulted over



thelow barrier of rock, and raced straight toward the dragon.

His movement broke Yarnas paralysis. "No!" she shrieked. The massve
head swung toward the hunter, the jaws gaping, davering, wide enough to
swallow the landspeeder in two bites. "No, don't!" she screamed, and
moved. Darting out from behind her rock, she grabbed a chunk of

sandstone from the riverbed and flung it at the creature.

The horned head siwung toward her. Y arna skidded to a halt, and back
pedded frantically. Dodlyn, taking advantage of the distraction,

covered the distance between him and the dragon in two huge bounds. He
legped up, catching hold of the rightmost horn, hanging on asthe

beast's head went skyward in asickening rush. It roared, the sound

deafening in the confines of the ravine.

Dodlyn clung like an insect to the horn, then he threw himself forward,

grabbing the middle horn.

The beast swung its head in asickening arc toward the cliff wall,

plainly intending to crush the annoying cresture againgt the stone

surface. But before that arc could be completed, Y arna heard the whine
and saw theflash of Dodlyn's blaster. He shot the beast right below

the middle horn, between the eyes.

Air rushed out of the krayt dragon'slungs with the force of asmall

exploson. AsY arnastood transfixed, the huge legs splayed outward,



bonelesdy, and the head dropped like aboulder, to crash against the
rocky bed of the ravine. Theimpact flung Dodlyn - free, where he lay

motionless.

Hekilled it, Y arnas numbed brain redlized, asecond later. By the

Moon Lady, he actudly killed it!

But had Dodllyn survived hisvictory?

With amuffled exclamation, Y arnaran forward to the sprawled body of

the man. She crouched beside him, calling his name, for what seemed

like an eternity--but was, in redlity, only amoment or two--before he

dtirred, moved. She heard him gasp, then groan.

"Dadlyn, areyou hurt?'

Hisvoice reached her, muffled by the helmet.

"Breath... knocked out..." He struggled to raise himsdlf, and, seeing

that he moved fredy, if siffly, she heped him. He gasped for a

moment, then said, in amore norma tone, "It's dead?"

"Asdead as Jabba," Yarnasaid solemnly. "I can't beieveyou killed

that thing with one shot!"



"V ulnerable point... the sinus cavity leads directly into the brain . .

. good thing | studied them.”

Pushing Y arnds supporting arms gently aside, Dodlyn levered himsdf up
until hewas standing, surveying hiskill. Y arnasaw his shoulders
sraighten, and hiswhole body proclaimed the triumph hewasfeding as

he regarded the dead behemoth.

"I'll have to get atrophy,” she heard him mutter.

"No onewill bdieve me, otherwise"

"Y ou are the best hunter in the entire galaxy,” Yarnasaid, and she
believed every word of it. "I don't think anyone else could have killed

thet thing."

Dodlyn's hedmeted head swung toward her, and he nodded. Without seeing
hisface, she knew that he was grinning exultantly. "But | couldn't
have doneit without you, Yarna If you hadn't distracted him by moving

at just theright ingtant, he'd have gotten me!"

The Askgian laughed out loud as some of his triumph was transmitted to

her. Then, as she climbed to her feet, redity rushed back like a blow.

"Doallyn, the landspeeder... al our supplies... are gone.

Sucked down into asand pit."



"Well havetowak it," Dodlyn said. "There are hubba-gourds.

We can survive on them for a couple of days."

"But what about your breathing cartridges?’ she asked, quietly.

He stood till, astransfixed by that thought as she had been by the

dragon. "l put acoupleinto my pocket," he said, dowly, digging his

fingersdown. Moments later, he held out three cartridges. "Not good,”

hesad, dowly.

"Enough hydron-three to see you into Mos Eidey?

We can buy more there, can't we?"

"Y es, most vendors who sdll spacesuits or breathing gear would haveit,”

he said, dowly. "Asto whether it will beenough .. . . it should be.

If wedon't dawdle."

Yarnatugged a hisdeeve. "Then let'sstart waking right avay."

"Inaminute” hesad. "Therés something | haveto dofird."

Redizing that he was asking for privacy, Y arnaredized that she, too,



could use afew minutesto hersaf.

She nodded at Dodlyn. "Which way do we go?'

He pointed. "Due east.”

"Mest you back herein afew minutes, then.”

He nodded, and turned away.

The Askgjian dancer turned and walked in the opposite direction, past
the krayt dragon's snout. In death, the beast appeared only alittle
lessfearsomethanit had inlife. It'sareptile, Y arnathought,
remembering Similar creatures (though only afraction of the size) on

Askg. It wont redly die until the sun goesdown. . .

ASsoon asYarnawas out of the way, Doalyn sprinted as quickly as he

could back to the krayt dragon's hind-quarters.

Sketches of the beast's anatomy flashed through his mind as he drew his
blaster again, resetting the wegpon so it would fire anarrow, dicing

beam rather than explosive burdts.

It wasagory, smely job, carving up the krayt dragon'sinnards, but
findly he had dternately diced and vaporized enough hunks of scale

and meat to revedl the creaturesintestines. Thelast chamber of the



gizzard, he thought, sudying the bloody welter of interna organsthat

gplooshed messily outward, diding onto the ground. Whereisit?

"Thereyou are," he muttered softly. Drawing avibroblade out of his
boot, Dodlyn waded in for thefina few strokes. Thefirst sac he cut
into was one of the middle chambers--the stones he drew out were larger
than hisfist, hunks of granite and sandstone only alittle rounded and

smoothed.

Using that chamber as aguide, the hunter was able to locate the organ
he wanted--the |last chamber of the krayt dragon’'s massive gizzard
system. The beasts had teeth, yes, but those teeth were used only to
kill and rip apart prey. The dragon had no grinding molarsfor chewing.
Instead it had agizzard, rather like abird's, but multichambered. AS
food passed through the organ in progressively more pulverized and
digested chunks, the rocksin the gizzard ground it finer and

finer--until it reached the intestind system.

Dodlyn braced himself, said aquick invocation to the Sky Seraphs, and

diced open the last chamber.

Reaching ingde, he felt around, then pulled forth five perfectly round
objects. Eachwas aslarge asthe last joint of histhumb. Ashe wiped
the blood and ichor away, they glowed in the sunshinelikethe jewds

that they were.



Dragon pearls.

Beauty incarnate. Two were clear green, the color of Yarnas eyes. One
was the blue of the sky just after sunset. The fourth waswhite, and
iridescent--and the fifth was as black as the depths of interstellar

gpace. AsDodlyn stared at it, marveling at its perfection, he seemed

to be able to see into the stone, as though black light were trapped

deepinsde.

Dodllyn wanted to shout, to dance, to sing--but he remembered that with

every breath he was using up his precious stock of hydron-three.

Quickly, he stowed the dragon's pearls away in theinside, sealed pocket
of histunic. Glancing around, he realized he was covered in dragon's
blood. He had to have some excuse for that, or Y arnawould ask

questions. . .

The hunter headed purposefully for the krayt dragon'stail. Hed cut
off one of the spiky finsfor atrophy, and that would, he hoped,
account for the condition of hishandsand clothes. If hekept Yarna
from walking around to the beast's other side, sheld never know what

he'd been doing.

Knedling down beside the dragon'stail, Dodlyn grabbed the fill and

began dicing at it. Of course he intended to share some of the



treasure with Y arna, hetold himsdlf. After al, she had madeit
possiblefor him to kill the dragon in thefirst place. I'll keep the
pearlsfor asurprise, show them to her after we reach MosEidey, he
told himsdlf, uncomfortably aware that he was rationdizing, if not

outright lying to himsdlf. After al, we haveto get on the road now.

Weredly don't have-Without warning, the dragon's giant tail moved in
his hands, jerking away from Doalyn's grasp, then twitching hard from
sideto sde. Onefill caught the hunter acrossthe Sde of hishemet,

sending him hurtling down, into instant--and complete--darkness. . .

Y arnafound him minutes |ater, wherethetail's reflex twitch had flung

him. She stared in horror, then, by placing her hand on his chest, and

feding itsdow risesand fdl, redized he till breathed.

Moon Lady, what shal | do now? shewondered despairingly, gazing

around at the stark landscape.

And al because he had to have atrophy--Just like amale furious.

Mdes dways have to have something to flaunt and brag about. For a

moment she was so angry that she fdt like kicking the unconscious

hunter.

Anger was good, she discovered. It lent her srength. Y arna stood



there for amoment, feding the anger rush through her veinslikea
powerful drug, then, dowly, carefully, she bent and grabbed Dodlyn's
am. Slinging it over her shoulder, she dowly straightened up, until

his prone form was draped over her like a Tomuon lamb. She had carried

many such dunginjust thisfashion.

Eyes narrowed against the noonday rays of the suns, jaw tight with
determination, Y arnaturned so she was facing due east. She began to

walk.

Sap, dap . .. dap, dap. The sound of her leather sanda s hitting

the hard-packed road was the only sound in the universe. Y arna counted
the beats of her stridein her head, knowing she could not afford to go
dowly, though every muscle screamed for her to lay her burden down and

rest.

How long had she been walking? Her world had narrowed so greetly that
she could not be sure. Scattered memories surfaced. Ydlow globesina
rock recess. . . hubbagourds. She'd smashed severa and dripped the
water into Dodlyn's mouth, rubbing histhroat until he swallowed. Then
shed allowed hersdlf several sips of the sour, but blessedly wet,

liuid.

How many times had she given Dodlyn water? Two?

Three? She could not be sure, just as she could not be sure how long it



had been since she had stumbled upon thisroad that led in the right
direction. Yarnathought it might be yesterday that she'd found it, but
time. . . timewasadippery thing, asdippery and fluid asthe pulp

in ahubbagourd. Shewas no longer sure of anything---except that
Dodlynwas il breathing. Her ears were attuned-to the sound of
those harsh, painful breaths. Sheld checked his breathing cartridges
every few hours. Hed used up the one that wasin his helmet, plustwo

othersfrom hisuniform.

Sheld dipped the last one into place hours ago.

How long could helive without hydron-three? Y arnahad no idea.

All she could dowaswalk, dap, dap . . .

dap, dap . . . wak asrapidly as her fading strength and muddled

mind would alow her to go.

At some point last night sheld awakened to find herself Sitting in the
middle of the road, with Doallyn's body draped across her lap. She
must've falen adeegp while waking, and sunk to the ground without ever

waking up.

How long had shedept? Yarnahad noidea. . .



but the thought that the time she had spent degping might mean the
difference between life and death for the man she carried, haunted her,

even through the growing haze of exhaustion that clouded her mind.

Slap,dap. .. dap, dap. ..

Dodlyn's breaths were coming quicker now, asthough he were gasping.
Y arnalowered him to the road, and looked at the gauge on the side of

hishe met.

The marker hovered in the "empty” zone.

The gasps changed, grew recognizable. Doallyn wastrying to speak.

Yarnaleaned close. "Sorry . .." shemade out. "Saveyoursdf . .

.leaveme. . "

"Not whilel live" shereplied fiercely. "Be quiet save your bregth.

It can't befar now . .."

He clutched at the front of her desert robe, babbling urgently.

Some nonsense about atreasure. Yarnaignored him. It took al her

strength, al her concentration, to get him settled across her shoulder

agan.

Sap,dap. .. dap, dap. ..



She plodded dong, forcing herself to move as quickly as possible,
knowing that every second might be Dodllyn'slast. Head down,
concentrating on moving as quickly as possible, shewas actually walking
down one of the streetsin Mos Eidey before she redlized sheld reached

the town.

Yarnas head jerked up at the cry of awater-sdler. I've madeit! Now

to find avendor who sdlls breathing gear!

Stumbling, sheforced her legsinto arough approximation of atrot. Was
Dodlyn gill bresthing? She couldn't be sure . . . she could no

longer hear him.

Was that because of the blood rushing past her ears, as shetried to

run?

Ahead of her, abigger street. Vendorswith stdlsand carts, crying
their wares. Y arna's desert-hazed eyes fastened on one--an Ortolan like
Max Rebo. Poor littleMax . . . he'd gone on the sail barge, hadn't

he?

Y arnathought foggily, as shejogged across the street toward her

quarry.



Reaching the gtal, she unceremonioudy dropped Dodlyn to the dusty

ground and gasped out her request.

"A cartridge of hydron-three, please!”

The Ortolan whuffled down histrunk at her. "Certainly, madame.

It distresses me to inform you, though, that hydron-threeis currently

rather expensive.

There hasn't been ashipment since. . . well, it'sbeen quitea

while"

"l don't care," Y arna snapped, digging beneath her robe for the precious
little sack sheld carried out of Jabba's palace so long ago--wasit only
four days? It seemed as though hdf of eternity had passed. "I can pay

Givemefive days supply.”

"Certainly, madame,”" the Ortolan said. "May | see your currency,

please?!

Y arna's hands shook as she took out two small semiprecious gems and the

stolen credit disks---all she could afford to spare. "Hereyou are."

The Ortolan shook his head mournfully, his huge dark eyesvery sad. "I'm

dreadfully sorry, madame, but I'll need twice that for two days



upply.”

Yarnaglared at him so balefully that he shrank back into the dimness of

hisgdl. "Robber! | don't have timeto bargain! Give metwo days

supply then!™

Thevendor wasfirm. "I'm sorry, madame, but | must ingst on the price

| named. I'm barely breaking even asitis"

"l have aman dying herel He needsthat hydron-three!™

Yarnasaid, her heartsracing. If she gave the vendor what he demanded,

shewould only be able to buy two of her children's freedom.

No mother could possibly make such a choice!

Andyet. .. Dodlyn had saved her life. .. severd times.

"I'll giveit to you at cost, madame," the vendor said. "Two more of

those jewdls, for three days supply.”

Which gtill wouldn't leave her with enough to buy dl three children
free. But Yarnafound that she couldn't turn her back on the hunter.
"All right," she snarled, dapping the requisite amount onto the

counter. "Give methose cartridges”



With the preciouslittle container in her hand, she bent over Dodlyn,

wondering if held died while she bargained. That would beafind,

searingirony . . .

Butno. .. hedill breathed, if dowly. Sipping the cartridgeinto
his helmet, shetriggered it and saw that it was working. Only then did

the Askgjian stuff her bag back into its place of concea ment.

She managed to drag Doallyn off to the side of the shop, into the shade,

then sank down beside him. For along, nearly comatose time she smply

existed, not thinking, not feding . . . smply breathing in and out.

Yarnawasjerked out of her haf-trance when Doallyn stirred, then sat

up with agroan. His helmeted head turned back and forth, asthough he

could not -.believe where he found himself. Findly heturned to face

her,"You. .. carried me here?'

"l hadto,” Yarnasaid. "Y ou were unconscious.

Don't you know that reptiles never die until after sundown?"

The hunter shook hishead. "That'san old tale

"Well, it wastrue enough thistime," Y arna pointed out.



Dodlyn had evidently checked the hydron-three gauge insde his hemet.

"l heexclamed.

Gravely, Y arnareached out and dropped the spare cartridges into his

hand. "Here. Youll need these"

"Where. .." hesputtered. "How . . ."

Briefly, she explained about how she had come to buy the cartridges.
Dodlyn dowly released the catches on his helmet and took it off,
holding the cartridge sde close to hisface so he could inhae the
hydron-three when it was released. Y ou gave up one of your children.
.. for me?' he asked dowly, asthough he could not believe what he'd

heard.

Y arna shrugged wesarily. "1 couldn't stand there and let you die, could

re

With a quick movement, he reached out and grabbed her hand. "I can't

believeyoudidthat . . .

for me"

"Y ou saved my life, remember?’



"Wdll, now we're even,”" he said, and, for thefirst time since shed
known him, Yarnasaw him truly smile. His scarred features brightened;
he looked dmost handsome. "Yarna. . . | have asurprise for yOU."

"What isit?'

Sowly, with great ceremony, he reached into histunic and took out five

small objects, then held them out to her. "Dragon pearls.

Oneisworth afortune.

With these we can buy al your children--and a space-ship to transport

themin."

Y arnastared at the gems, dazzled. "Where did you get them?' she asked

firglly.

Dodlyn pulled hishemet back on, fastened it. "I'll tell you onthe

way," hesad. "Let'sgo find your children.”

Money, Y arnadiscovered, wasthe key to everythingin Mos Eidey.

Before moonrise that same night, she and Doallyn had accomplished their

god. Yarnahad Lukaand Leiain one arm, and Nautag in the other.

She couldn't believe how they'd grown, and she was even more amazed that

they till recognized her. Smply holding her babiesin her amsagain



made the Askgjian speechlesswith joy.

They paused on the street corner across from the Huit lord's town house.

"Well, you havethem," Dodlyn said. "Now what?'

Yarnagtared at him, nonplussed. She had concentrated so hard on

reaching this moment that she had no ideawhat she'd do next. She

thought for amoment, and the answer came. "Get off Tatooine," she

announced firmly. "1 never want to seethis planet again.”

Dodlyn nodded hishelmeted heed. "Very senshle.

My sentiments exactly. After we buy that spaceship, would you .

.. that is, do you think you might like to see Geran? It'sanice

world. Youdlikeit, | think."

Y arna considered the question, then adow smile crossed her face.

"| think that Geran would be avery nice placeto go," she said "Good!"

Dodlyn sad, warmth ringing his voice even through the mechanica

filter. "Next stop, the spaceport. I've wayswanted my own persona

ship.”

Y arna nodded, and shifted Nautag, who was squirming restlesdy and



trying to pull her hair. "The space-port, then.”

Dodlyn stretched out his arms toward Nautag.

"Here. Let mecarry him. Y ou have your handsfull."

Y arnanodded, and handed the child over to the hunter. Together, they
walked away, and the light of Tatooine'slittle moon shone down gently

upon the five of them.

Epilogue: Whatever Became Of . . . ?

A After vigiting Geran, Y arnaand Doallyn decided to live aboard their
new spaceship and become free traders, specidizing in textiles and
gemstones. Whenever they needed extra credits, Y arnamoonlighted asa
dancer. She performed the Dance of the Seventy Violet Vellsat the
wedding of Han Solo and Leia Or-gana, where she was spotted by a
designer of exotic lingerie and recruited asamodd for hisline of

extravagant jeweled brasseres.

Dodlyn managed her new career, taking time out to capture specimens of

renowned fierceness for zoos on the worldsthey visited.

The cublings showed great aptitude for music and became aswinging jizz

trio in the tradition of Max Rebo and his band.



Shortly after leaving Tatooine, Sy Snootles dissolved her partnership
with Max Rebo and went solo, releasing two music collections, both of

which sold abysmally.

Her career in shambles, unable to find work as a solo act, shejoined

another jizz-wailer band and is il touring under avariety of

pseudonyms.

Max Rebo fdl inwith the Rebellion shortly after Sy Snootles ended
their partnership. He spent the next few years entertaining Rebel

forces acrossthe galaxy.

("The Rebdlion hasthe best food," heisreported to have said on his
entrance paperwork.) Following the death of the Emperor, Max returned to
civilian lifeand currently owns a successful string of restaurants on

eight different planets.

Droopy McCool vanished into the Dune Seaand has not been seen since
Jabba the Hutt's death. Some old-timers claim to hear Kitonak pipe
music late at night from the farthest, most desol ate corners of the deep
desert, and somethink it may be Droopy and hiskind playing their music

asthey wait for the coming of the Cosmic Egg.

In the confusion that reigned following the disaster on the sall barge,

Madakili the rancor keeper released Porcdlus the chef from hiscell,



and the two of them managed to loot sufficient funds from the treasury
to open the Crystal Moon restaurant, agreed by all to bethefinestin
MosEidey. Thetwo still operateit in partnership, and itsfame has

spread through most of the Outer Rim.

Gartogg the Gamorrean guard spent the rest of hislife wishing he could
have ridden on the sail barge'slast voyage. However, when Ortugg never
came back to have him ground up for Jabba food, he tagged dong with a
small group leaving the palace for Mos Eidey. He dtill carried hisnew
friends over his shoulders and found that as they journeyed through the
desert, the kitchen boy and the monk dried out into firm, lightweight
mummieswith perpetud smiles. In Mos Eidey hefound gainful
employment'as an enforcer for asmuggling operation and faithfully took

his grinning friends everywhere he went.

Ephant Mon choseto return to his home planet of Vinsioth. Thetouch of
the young Jedi Knight had reawakened the spiritua side of him and he
began ardigious contemplation of nature, findly founding anew sect

that worshiped the Force.

Hedid, however, still keep just abit of his snout immersed inthe old
life, running a"harmless’ little scam now and again to finance his sect

and build it avery finetemple, indeed.

When JQuille the Whiphid tried to return to his homeworld of Toolafor

alittleR and R, though, he was informed that the Lady Vaarian,



inconsolable over his"rgection,” had placed abounty on hishead if he
ever |eft Tatooine. Condemned to alife of sweltering misery, JQuille
returned to Jabba's palace and joined the B'omarr monks. Exchanging his
body for ajar seemed his only chance at surviving Tatooine's

insufferable heat.

Meanwhile, Bib Fortunafound that he did have friends, even asa
disembodied brain, next to Tessek and Bubo and severd other new
"initiates’ following Jabbasfdl. Nat spoke to him and eased him

through the shock of losing hisbody, helped him learn to guide abrain
walker up and down the corridors, and he and Nat eventually looked like
any other pair of disembodied brains held tight againgt the underbelly

of amechanicd spider, taking astroll together. Passng monksdill

in their bodies would bow to them asthey would to any of the truly

enlightened.

But Fortuna till tried to learn what had happened to dl the schemeshe
had put in place. The computers would not respond to the voice that
camefrom hisbrain jar's speakers, but he found that he could make his
two mechanica forelegs grasp an eating implement, using its handlie to
enter his private access codes, dowly, punching in one number a a

time

Not al of the codes had been erased, not the secret ones. If an

embodied monk approached, Fortunawould drop the teaspoon and amble



about the corridor till the monk had passed, then sweep the walker's
legs about the stone floor, listening for the teaspoon so he could find

it and pick it up and Start again. Of the day's annoyances, these, he
often thought. That | had to drop the teaspoon eighteen times. He
checked his accounts and found that many secret ones, the ones under
different names, were intact and growing ininterest. He possessed a
fortune. He sent repliesto hisformer associates--and sentence by
sentence, word by word, they learned what had happened. One said he

would cometo rescue him.

Eventudly the monkswould let him and Nat walk outsde the paace
during the Tatooine evenings, and one day rescue would come, and they
would leave Tessek and Bubo and dl the others behind. He and Nat would
find the cloners, obtain new bodies. young and strong and perfect.

Fortuna hoped, if the monks knew what he and Nat planned, as seemed

likely, that they would find it in their heartsto let them go.

Deprived permanently of Jabba's soup in the explosion of the sail barge,
Dannik Jerriko responded by going on akilling rampage throughout the
palace. An Anzat who had aways prided himself on sdlf-control and
elegance, he now was stripped of both by his outrage at 1osing Jabba.
Never before hadJerriko. failed to drink an entity's soup. His

reputation forever tarnished, he became awanted entity himself, and his
name now topsthe list of such bounty hunters as have worked for Jabba

and others.



The predator isnow the prey.

And, of course, both Boba Fett and Mara Jade kept themselves very, very

busy . . . but those are other Storiesentirely.
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