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NOW . ..
during the events of
gtar warsreturn of the Jedi

live ones are worth more than the dead ones.

That wasthe generd rule of digital appendage for

bounty hunters. Dengar hardly had to remind himsdif of it
as he scanned the bleak and eye-stinging bright wastes of
the Dune Sea. Right now he'd spotted alot more dead
thingsthan living, which al added up to abig zero for

his own credit accounts. I'd have done better, he told
himsalf, getting off this miserable planet. Tatooine had
never been any luckier for him than it'd been for any
other sentient creature. Some worlds were like that.
Hisluck wasn't as bad as some others had

been-Dengar had to admit that. Especialy when, ashis
plastoid-sheathed boots had trudged up another doping
flank of sand, agloved fist had seized on hisankle,
toppling him heavily onto his shoulder.

"What the-" His surprised outcry vanished echoless
across the dunes as he rolled onto his back, scrabbling
his blaster from itsholster. He held hisfire, seeing

now just what it was that had grabbed on to him. Hisfall
had pulled a hand and arm free from the drifting sands
that formed the shallow grave for one of Jabbathe Hurt's
persond corps of bodyguards. Some reflex wired into the
dead warrior's battle-glove had snapped the dead hand
tight asawomp-rat trap.

Dengar reholstered his blaster, then sat up and began
peding the fingers away from hisboot. "Y ou should've
stayed out of it," he said doud. The Dune Sedls scouring
wind revealed the corpse's empty eye sockets. "Likel
did." Getting into other creatures fightswasdwaysa

bad idea. A whole batch of the galaxy's toughest
mercenaries, bounty huntersincluded, had gone down with
the wreckage of Jabbathe Hutt's sall barge. If they'd
been as smart asthey'd been tough, Dengar himself
wouldn't have been out here right now, searching for
their wegpons and military gear and any other salvagesgble
debris.

He got his boot free and stood up. "Better luck next
time," hetold the dead man.



His advice wastoo late to do that one any good. In

his own memory bank, Dengar filed avay the image of the
corpse, with its clawing fingers and mouth full of sand,
asfurther proof of what held aready known The guy who
comes along after the battle's over isthe one who cleans
up.

In more ways than one. He stood at the top of the

dune, shidding hiseyesfrom the glare of Tatooine's
double suns, and scanned across the wide declivity in
front of him. The forms of other warriors and bodyguards,
sprawled across the rocky wastes or half-buried like the
oneleft afew meters behind, showed that he'd found the
dtill and slent epicenter of dl thet fatal action he

had so wisely avoided.

More evidence Bits and pieces of debris, the

wreckage of the repulsorlift sail barge that had served

as Jabba's floating throne room, lay scattered across the
farther dunes. Scraps of the canopy that had shaded
Jabba's massve bulk from the midday suns now fluttered
in the scalding breezes, blaster fire and the impact of

the crash having torn the expensive Sorderian weftfabric
to rags. Dengar could see afew more of Jabba's
bodyguards, facedown on the hot sand, their weapons
gtolen by scavenging Jawas. They wouldn't befighting
anymore to protect their bossswobbling bulk. Evenin
this desiccating heat, Dengar could smell the sickly
aftermath of degth. It wasn't unfamiliar to him-he'd been
working as a bounty hunter and general-purpose mercenary
long enough to get used to it-but the other scent held
hoped to catch, that of profit, was still missng. He
started down the dope of the dune toward the distant
wreckage.

There was no sign of Jabba's corpse, once Dengar
reached the spot. That didn't surprisehim asheused a
broken-shanked scythe-staff to poke around the rubble.
Soon after the battle, he'd seen a Huttese transport
lifting into the Sky; that'd been what had guided him to
this remote spot. The ship undoubtedly had had Jabba's
body aboard. Hutts might be greedy, credit-hungry dugs-a
trait Dengar actualy admired in them-but they did have a
certain fedling toward the members of their own species.
Kill one, he knew, and you werein deep nerf waste. It
wasn't sentimentality on the part of the other Hutts, so
much as awound to their notorious megaomania, mixed
with apractical sdf-interest.

So much for Luke Skywalker and the rest of them,
thought Dengar as the point of the saff reveaed sticky
and distasteful evidence of Jabba's death. Asif that

little band of Rebelsdidn't have enough trouble, with

the whole Empire gunning for them; now they'd have the
late Jabba's extended clan after them aswell. Dengar



shook his head-he would've thought that Skywalker and his
pa Han Solo would have, a the least, an appreciation of
the Hutt capacity for bearing grudges.

Even without Jabba's obese form rotting under the

thermal weight of the suns, the debris zone stank. Dengar
lifted alength of chain, the broken metd at itsend

twisted by blaster fire. The last time held seen this
hand-forged tether, back at Jabba's palace, it'd been
fastened to aniron collar around Princess Leia Organas
neck. Now the links were crusted with the dried
exudations from Jabbas dobbering mouth. The Hutt
must've died hard, thought Dengar, dropping the chain. A
lot to kill there. He'd gotten an account of the fight

from acouple of surviving bodyguards that had managed to
drag themsalves back to the palace. When Dengar had | eft,
to come out here to the Dune Sea wastes, most of the
remaining thugs and louts were busily smashing open the
casks of off-planet claret in the cool, dank cellars

benesth the palace, and getting obliterated in aorgy of
relief and self-pity at no longer being in Jabbathe
Hurt'semploy.

"Y eah, you'refree, t00." Dengar picked up an

unsmashed foodpot that the toe of his boot had uncovered.
The dill-living delicacy insde, one of Jabbasfavorite
trufflites, scrabbled againgt the ceramic lid embossed

with the digtinctive ova sed of Fhnark & Co., Exotic
Foodstuffs-we cater to the galaxy's degenerate appetites.
"For what it'sworth." His own tastes didn't run to the

likes of the pot's spidery, gel-mired contents; he hooked
agloved finger inthe lid'sarhole and pried it open.

The nutrient gases hissed out; they had sustained the
delicacy's freshness, dl the way from whatever distant
planet had spawned it. "' See how long you last out there."
The trufflite dropped to the sand, scrabbled over

Dengar's boot, and vanished over the nearest dune. He
imagined some Tusken Raider finding the little appetizer
out there and being completely perplexed by it.

One substantial piece of wreckage remained, too big

for the Jawas to have carted away. The hardened durasted
keelbeam of the sail barge, blackened by explosionsthat
had destroyed the rest of the craft, rose a an angle

from where the stern end was buried beneath afdl of
rocks. Dengar scrabbled aboard the curved metd, nearly a
meter in width, and climbed the rest of theway up to
where the barge's bow had been, and now only the exposed
beam was | €ft, tilted into the cloudless sky. He wrapped
one arm around the end, then with his other hand undung
the elec-trobinoculars from his belt and brought them up

to hiseyes. The rangefinder numbers skittered at the
bottom of hisfield of vison as he scanned acrossthe
horizon.



Thiswas apointlesstrip, Dengar thought dis

gustedly. He leaned out farther from the kedlbeam, il
examining the wasteland through the 'binocs. His bounty-
hunting career had never been such araging successthat
he'd been ableto refrain from any other kind of
scrabbling hustle that chanced to come hisway. It was a
hard trade for a human to get ahead in, considering the
number of other speciesin the galaxy that worked iniit,

al of them uglier and tougher; droids, too. So alittle

bit of scavenger work was nothing he was unused to. The
best would've been if he had found any survivors out here
that could either pay him for their rescue or that he

could ransom off to whatever connectionsthey might have.
The late Jabba's court had been opulent-and
lucrative-enough to attract more than the usua lowlifes
that one encountered on Tatooine.

But the bunch of rubble Dengar had found out here-the
few scattered and pawed-over bits of the sail barge and
the smaller skiffsthat'd hovered aongside as outriders,
the dead bodyguards and warriors-wasn't worth two lead
ingotsto him. Anything of valuewas aready trundling
away in the Jawas dow, tank-treaded sandcrawlers,
leaving nothing but bones and worthless scrap behind.
Might aswdll just stay here, he thought. And wait.

Hed sent his bride-to-be, Manaroo, aoft in his ship,

the Punishing One, to do a high-dtitude reconnaissance
of the area. Soon enough she'd be finished with the task,
and would come back to fetch him.

Theknot of frustration in Dengar's gut was ingtantly
replaced with surprise as the keelbeam suddenly tilted

a most vertical. The strap of the eectrobinoculars cut
across histhroat asthey flew away from hiseyes. He
held on with both hands as the beam pitched skyward, as
though it were on a storm-tossed ocean of water rather
than sand.

Charred metal scraped tight against the ammo pouches
on his chest as the keelbeam rotated. As the beam twisted
about, Dengar could see the surrounding dunes heaving in
adow, seismic counterpoint to the wrecked barge's
motion, cliff faces of rock and sand shearing away and
tumbling downward, dower clouds of dust stacking across
the suns smoldering

faces.

At the center of the dunes, the dope grew deeper,
likeafunnel with ablack hole a its center. Another
shudder ran benesth the planet's surface, and the
kedbeam rolled dmost sideways, nearly didodging Dengar
from his grasp upon it. Hisfeet swung out from beneath
him; Dengar looked down, past his own boots, and saw that
the hole at the bottom of the sand funnd waslined with
teeth.



Jaws clenched, Dengar muttered an obscenity from his
homeworld. Y ou gnurling idiot-he cursed hisown
Supidity, getting himsdf stuck hereinthe middle of

the air, with no escape route. He hadn't considered what
his presence might awaken, and how hungry it would be.
The Great Pit of Carkoon gaped wider, sand and rubble
swirling around the blind, all-devouring Sarlacc creature
at the center of the vortex. A sour stench hit Dengar

like awind hotter than any that crossed the desert's
reaches.

A glance around him revesaled to Dengar that the
keelbeam had did partway down the funndl, then snagged
on asolid rock outcropping. He turned hisface against
his shoulder asthe sail barge's scattered debris rained
past him, the larger pieces hitting the Fit'sdoping
sgdesand pitching end over end into the Sarlacc's gaping
maw. The keelbeam gave asudden lurch in Dengar's
Swesting grasp as the end below him shattered part of the
outcropping. Suddenly the beam swayed backward, leaving
him dangling precarioudy, only acouple of metersfrom
the Sarlacc's throat.

A pumping kick enabled him to get first one, then the
other of hisboot soles up onto the beam. He squatted
into a deep knee bend on the narrow metd surface, then
jumped, fingertips clawing for the funnel’'s edge above
him. Hisbdlly hit the dope; sand did maddeningly under
his hands as he thrashed and kicked, struggling toward
the bright and empty sky. With agasp of effort, Dengar
managed to get his chest across the shifting edge of the
funnel, then scrabble the rest of hisbody over and
tumble down the other side.

Too bad for the Jawas-that was al that Dengar could
think of as hewrapped hisarms around himsalf and waited
for the animate disturbance in Tatooine's crust to
subside. There might have been something of worth brought
to the surface; but unlessthe little scroungers wanted

to dive down the Sarlacc'sthroat to get it, that load of
vauable salvage was|ost to them now.

The Dune Seagrew slent again. Dengar let aminute
pass, measured by his heartbeat gradualy dowing to
normal, then scrambled to hisfeet. The Sarlacc had most
likely pulled its head back underground and was busy
digesting the bits of wreckage it'd just been fed, or

trying to. He figured that would give him time enough to
get asafe distance away, if he hurried. Brushing sand
from his gear, Dengar started trudging up the dope of
the nearest dune.

Three dunes later he stopped to catch his breath. To

his amazement, he saw that the scraps of debris, the
barely distinguishable pieces of Jabba the Hutt's sall
barge, il filled the center of the pit. Thetruth



dawned on him. It's dead, thought Dengar. Something-or
someone-had managed to kill the Sarlacc. Therotting
stench had been from the creature's own torn-apart flesh,
visible beneath the wreckage.

Now the sense of life, however maignant, beneath the
desert's surface was extinguished. Only bits of wreckage,
no longer recognizable asto form and function, and afew
facedown bodieslay scattered around the empty zone.
The stink from the dope-sided hole motivated Dengar

in the oppogite direction, toward Jabbas palace. This
was as good atime as any for him to verify the rumors
about what the palace had become since the death of the
Hutt. The orgiastic celebration of Jabba's liberated
underlings had been just beginning, thelast time Dengar
had been insde the forbidding, windowless pile. If the
palace was empty now-reports differed on that score-then
thethick wals of the interior chamberswould givehima
safe place to hang out while night and its attendant
hazards took possession of the Dune Sea, and he waited
for Manaroo's return. His own private hideout, which hed
previoudy carved into adesert ridge of stone and
stocked with supplies, would have done the same-but at
the paace, there might be some remnants of Jabba's
court, like the Hutt's mgjordomo, Bib Fortuna, and others
who would be looking for waysto profit by the employer's
death. Great mindsthink aike, Dengar noted wryly. Or a
least the greedy ones do.

He gave the area one more scan, sweeping the horizon
with the eectrobinoculars. One of the suns had dready
begun to s&t, pushing his own shadow ahead acrossthe
wasteland. He was just about to power off the 'binocs
when he spotted something nearly fifty metersaway. That
onelookslike he took the worst of it-another corpse lay
on adtretch of rough grave. Faceup; Dengar could make
out the front of a narrow-apertured helmet. That was
about al of the corpse's gear that wasintact. The rest

of the dead man's gear looked asif it hadn't been burned
away so much as dissolved, somekind of acid bath
reducing uniform and armaments to rags and corroded,
pitted shapes of useless metal and plastoid. Dengar
thumbwheded the 'binocsinto closer focus, trying to
figure out what could've happened to create that kind of
lethdl effect.

Wait aminute. The sprawled form filled theelec
trobinoculars lenses. Maybe not exactly lethd, Dengar
corrected himself. He could see thefigure's chest

moving, adight rise and fdl, right on the edge of

aurviva. The haf-naked combatant, whoever it might be,
was dill dive. Or a least for thetime being.

Now, that was worth checking out. Dengar dung the
'binocs back onto his equipment belt. If only to satisfy



his own curiosity-the distant figure looked asif hed
discovered awhole new way of getting killed. As abounty
hunter and generd purveyor of violence, Denger felt a
professond interest in the metter.

He glanced over his shoulder and saw hisown ship,

the Punishing One, descending afew kilometersaway, its
landing gear extended. His bride-to-be, Manaroo, was at
the ship's controls. Good, thought Dengar. He'd be able
to use her help, now that he had determined that there
would be no immediate danger to her. Hedidn't mind
risking hisown life, but hers was another maiter.
Bdancing himsdlf with one hand held back againgt the
dope of the dune, Dengar worked hisway toward the
humanoid-shaped mystery he'd spotted. He hoped the other
man would gtill be dive by the time he got there.

Thisway of dying'snot so bad. . . .

Somewhere, past ajumble of digointed thoughts and
images, the oleaginous voice of Jabbathe Hutt could be
heard in memory, promising anew definition of pain, one
that would last thousands of years, excruciating and
never-ending.

The fat dug had been correct about thet, to a

degree; the dying man had to admit it. Or was he already
dead?he couldn't tell. Thisfate, theinfinitely dow

etching away, molecule by molecule, of epidermisand
nerve endings, had been intended for someonedse. It
struck the dying man as no more unjust than al the rest

of the universesworkingsthat he should suffer it

instead.

Or have suffered it. Because the Hutt seemed to have
been misinformed about how long the dissolution and
torment would last. A few seconds had been more than
adequate for pain's new meaning to have become clear, as
the enfolding darkness's acids had seeped through uniform
and armament, touching skin like the fire of athousand
commingled suns. And those few seconds, and the minutes
and hours- days, years?-that followed had indeed seemed
to stretch out to eternity ...

But they had ended. That pain, beyond anything he had
ever endured or inflicted, had come to a stop, replaced
by the smpler and duller ebbing away of lifeforce. By
comparison, that was acomfort like drifting asdeep on
pillows of satin filled with downy feathers. Eventhe
blindness, the perfect acidic night, had been broken by a
muted dawn. The dying man still could not see, but he
could sense, through the T-shaped visor of hishemet and
the wet rags swaddling him, the unmistakable photonic
warmth of suns againgt hisface and the eroded skin of

his chest. Perhaps, the dying man thought, it reached up
into the sky and swallowed them, too. The giant mouth,



when he'd fallen down itsranks of razor teeth, had
seemed that big.

But now hefdt gravel and sand beneath his spine,

and hisown blood miring him to the ground. That had to
be some kind of atactile hdlucination. He had no gods
to thank, but was grateful anyway for the blessings of
madness. . .

Thelight on hisface dimmed, the differentid in
temperature was enough that he could just make out the
blurred edges of shadow faling upon him. He wondered
what new vision his agony-fractured brain was about to
conjure up. There were others, he knew, herein the belly
of the beast; he had seen them fal and be swallowed up.
A little company, the dying man decided. He might aswell
hallucinate voices, from those about to be digested; it
would help pass the long endless hours before hisown
body's atoms floated free from one another.

One of the voices he heard washisown. "Help. . . ."
"What happened?’

He could dmost have laughed, if any twitch of his

raw muscles hadn't hurt so much, pushing him toward
unconscious oblivion. Shouldn't halucinations know these
things?

"Sarlacc . . . swalowed me." Thewords seemed to
comeof their own volition. "I killed it . . . blew it

up...."

He heard another voice, afemal€'s. "He's dying."

The man's voice spoke again, in hushed tones.
"Manaroo-do you know who thisis?"

"l don't care. Help me get himinsde.” Thefema€s
shadow fell acrosshim.

Suddenly hefdt himsdlf risng, dirt and grit fall

ing from hismangled form. The next sensation wasthat of
being thrown across someone's broad shoulder, an arm
encircling hiswaist to steady him. A sense of shame
filled the dying man. There had been so many timeswhen
he had faced his own extinction-painful or otherwise-the
contemplation of hisdeath, and the dismissd of it as
being of no concern, had given him strength. And now some
week part of him had summoned up this pitiful fantasy of
rescue. Better to die, he thought, than to fear dying.
"Hang on," camethe hdlucinated voice. "I'll get you
someplace safe.”

The man caled Boba Fett fdt the jostle of the

other's footsteps, the motion of being carried acrossthe
stony ground. For amoment hisvision cleared, the
blindness dissipating enough that he could see hisown
hand flopping limp and digointed, leaving atrall of
gpattered blood on the sand. . . .

That was when he knew that what he saw and felt was
red. And that he was till dive.
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A smdll object, moving by its own power through the
cold expanses between the stars, had findly breached a
planet's sensory perimeter. Kuat of Kuat had felt the
hyperspace messenger pod's approach even before hisown
corporate security chief cameto tell him that it had

been intercepted. He had afine-tuned awareness of
machines, from the smallest nano-sporoidsto
congiructions capable of annihilating worlds. It wasa
family trait, something encoded deep within the Kuat
blood for generations.

"Excuse me, Technician"-an obsequious voice camefrom
behind him-"but you asked to be notified as the outer
comm units picked up any traces. Of your . . . package.”
Kuat of Kuat turned away from the great domed
viewport and its vistas of emptiness studded with light.
Far beyond the expanded orhbit of the planet that bore the
nameidentica to his, the hazy arm of one of the

galaxy's more aesthetically pleasing spiral nebulae was
about to riseinto sight. Hetried not to missthings
likethat; they served to remind him that the universe

and dl itsinterconnected workingswas, in its essence,
ameachine like other machines. Even its congtituent

atoms, beyond the confusion of uncertainty principlesand
observer effects, ticked like ancient, primitive chrono
gears. And finer things than that, Kuat of Kuat told
himsdlf, not for the firgt time. Such as men's spirits.

Those were machines aswell, however ineffable their
substance.

"Very wdl." He stroked the slky fur of the felinx

cradled in hisarms; the anima made adeep, barely
audible sound of contentment as hislong, precisefingers
found a specific zone behind the triangular ears. "That's
just what I've been expecting.” Machines, even the ones
built in the Kuat Drive Y ards, did not alwaysfunction as
intended; there were random variables that sometimes
deposited metaphorica sand inthe gears. It wasa
pleasure- frequent, but still undiminished-when things

did work according to plan. "Has there been any readout
on the contents?'

"Not yet." Fenald, the security chief, was dressed in

the stlandard Kuat Drive Y ards worksuit, devoid of any
emblem of rank except for the variable-dispersion blaster
dung conspicuoudy at hiship. "Therésafull crew
working on it, but"-awry smilelifted acorner of his
mouth-"the encryption codes are rather tight."

"They're meant to be." Kuat of Kuat would not be
disappointed if the KDY employees weren't able to crack
them; he had designed and implemented them himsdlf.



Setting Security'sinfo-andysis division to work on them
was amere test, to see how well held done. "I don't care
for anyone dsereading my mail.”

"Of coursenot.” A dight nod in acknowledgment;
despite theimportance of Kuat Drive Yards asthe dite
and mogt powerful contractor of engineering and
congtruction servicesto the Empire, the formalities of
KDY headquarters were minimal, and had been for
generations. Pomp and show and courtly flourisheswere
for those who didn't understand where true power came
from. Fenad gestured toward the viewport, its hexagona
strutwork curving three times higher than hisbosss
imposing two-meter height. "'l doubt if anyone has.”
Thefdinx purred louder in Kuat of Kuat'sarms; hed
found the exact spot wired into its pleasure centers.

Born that way; agood amount of the minimal brain massin
the animd's excessively narrow skull- atrait of its

inbred species-held had to replace with biosmulation
circuits, to keep it from bumping into walls and gnawing
raw the flesh beneath itsfur. Hisfingertipsfelt the

edge of the cut into the animd's skull as he stroked it.
Transmuted even thisfar into atrue machine, theanimal
was much more satisfactory, and-in ways Kuat of Kuat
appreciated-even more beautiful.

A single bell note sounded in the spacious office

suite of KDY's hereditary CEO. Kuat of Kuat turned back
to gaze a the viewport'slimitless vista as his security
chief leaned the Sde of his head againgt the small
transponder embedded in hispalm. The felinx had closed
itseyesin ecdasy; it didn't seetherising edge of the
far-distant nebula, like luminous smoke againgt black.
"They'rebringing it in now," said Fenald.

"Excdlent." Outsde, in vacuum, anion engine

stresked fiery red, moving past the seemingly chaotic
maze of congtruction platforms and grav-dock baysat a
navigable sublight speed. Thesmadl utility shuttle, with

its precious cargo aboard, was heading for the core of
KDY'sindustrial complex. Perhaps aquarter of astandard
time part before the shuttle arrived; Kuat of Kuat
glanced over his shoulder at the other man. "Y ou don't
need towait." Hesmiled. "I'll take care of it mysdf.”
Security chiefswere paid to be curious about ev

erything that happened within their sphere of operations.
"Asyou please, Technician." The words were spoken with a
stiffened spine and anod just bordering on curtness. He
was aso paid to obey orders. "Let me know if there's
anything else you require, in regard to this matter.”
Thefdinx protested as Kuat of Kuat bent down,
depositing it on the intricately tessdllated floor. Tall
demandingly erect, the creature rubbed itsdf againgt a
trouser leg cut of the same utilitarian dark green asadl



the other work uniformsworn by KDY employees. The
concerns of the most powerful beingsin the
galaxy-perhaps the most powerful beyond Emperor
Pdpatinesinner circle-didn't matter to theanima. A

heat source and continued stroking were the limits of its
desires.

AsKuat of Kuat straightened back up, the office
suite'sdoors did shut behind the departing chief of
security. Thefdinx bumped its head more ingstently
againg hisshin. "Not now," Kuat told it. "I've got work

to do.”

Persstence was atrait he admired; he couldn't be

angry at the anima when it jumped up on hisworkbench.
Helet it march back and forth, level with hisches, as

he assembled the necessary tools. Only when the pilot of
the shuttle team, whose flight he had spotted from the
viewport, entered and placed an elongated silver ovoid on
the bench, then withdrew from his presence, did Kuat of
Kuat shoo the animal away.

A pair of hovering worklights drew closer, erasing

al shadow, as he leaned over the mirror-finished

torpedo. This messenger pod was not just wired with, but
actualy built of, self-destruct modules, to prevent
unauthorized access-or access by anyone except Kuat of
Kuat himsdlf. And even that was intended to be difficult;

if he erred now, KDY would have anew hereditary owner
and chief designer.

Held between thumb and forefinger, an identity probe

bit dmost painlessy into hisflesh, drawing samples of
fluid and tissue. The microcircuitry indde the dender
needldike device ran through its programming, matching
both genetic information and the automutating radioactive
tracersthat had been injected into his bloodstream. The
probe gave no sign, audible or visble, whether

everything checked out. The only indication would be when
he held the inoxide tip to the messenger pod; if his
charred remains weren't embedded in the wall behind him,
then all wasasit should be.

The probetip clicked againgt the curved, reflective
surface. No explosion resulted, except for the dight one
of hisheld breath being released.

A hairline fissure opened dong the Sde of the pod.

The work went faster now as Kuat of Kuat pried open the
slvery ovoid, dismantling the pieces of itsshdll ina
precise order. A misstep, asegment taken out of turn,
would aso result in afatd explosion, but he wasn't
concerned about that happening. The only place where the
proper sequence had been put down wasin his memory, but
no more accurate record could be imagined. When he
admired machines, he admired himsdlf.

The one on the workbench functioned just as



perfectly the last of the encasing shell separated into

its component parts and fell away from the core. "Y ou've
comealong way, littleone” Helaid atender,

possessive hand on the holoprojector unit that had been
reveded, "Just what do you haveto tel me?!

A fading heet radiated into Kuat of Kuat's palm. The
messenger pod's energy cell was an accel erated-decay
module, producing enough power for aonetimejumpinand
out of hyperspace. The navigational coordinates were
hardwired; amatter of afew daysago it'd |eft the

distant world of Tatooine. It could have reached the Kuat
Drive Y ards headquarters even sooner if arandomizing
sublight process hadn't been programmed, to evade
detection. Kuat of Kuat's own security men weren't the
only oneswatching the perimeter. A matter of business
paranciawas one of the operating costs that came with
being of service to the Emperor.

Hands sheathed in insulated gloves, Kuat of Kuat

lifted out the holoprojector. A standard playback unit,
smilar to ones found throughout the galaxy, but with
tweaks and modifications far beyond the ordinary.

Pa patine himsdlf couldn't get thiskind of detail in
communicationswith his various underlings. But then.. .

. hedoesn't need it, Kuat of Kuat reminded himsalf. Not
theway | do. The Emperor could aways get what he wanted
through fear and degth. In the engineering business, one
hed to be alittle more careful, not to eiminate one's
market.

"Go away," he said to the fdinx winding between his
ankles. "Youwont likethis."

Thefelinx didn't heed the warning. When Kuat of Kuat
used therest of his precise tools to complete the
circuitsingde the holoprojector, the images and sounds
of another great room werelad over the office suite.
The oppressive darkness generated by the recording and
its chaos of noises, from the rattling of subsurface
chainsto cruel cross-specieslaughter, brought the

dlken fur straight up aong the animd’s spine; it

hissed a what it saw, particularly the holoform of one
grody dephantine individud with tiny handsand
immense, greedy eyes. When that image's lipless mouth
opened to emit wetly glotta laughter, the felinx
scrambled to safety benegath the farthest corner of the
workbench.

Kuat of Kuat used the magneticaly fastened tip of

the probe to freeze the playback; the cacophony was
replaced by silence as he glanced over his shoulder and
saw the court of Jabba the Hutt rendered motionless. He
turned away from the bench and walked into the center of
the hologram. The formswere insubstantid as ghosts-he
could have passed his hand through any one of the



sycophants and hangers-on surrounding the Hutt's
thronelike hover platform-but detailed in such perfection
that he could dmost smell the sweat and rank odors of de
cay rigng from the gratesin the synthesized floors.
"You're dead, aren't you?' With athin smile, he

brought hisface closeto the stilled image of Jabbathe
Hutt. "That's such ashame. | hateto lose agood
customer.”" Over the years Jabba had commissioned severa
large orders, lethd equipment for histhugs and
hirdingsfrom KDY''s persond armamentsdivision, plus
elaborate pal ace furnishings and a superbly appointed

sal barge, with military retrofits, from one of the Kuat
subsidiaries devoted to luxury vessels. There had been
extras thrown in that Jabba had known nothing about
hidden recording devices that had captured nearly
everything that took placein the palace on Tatooine and
aboard the floating barge. A good contractor, thought
Kuat of Kuat, knows his accounts. Better than they even
know themsdlves.

Word of the Hutt's death had aready seeped through

the gdaxy, gladdening many, setting off an acquidtive
scramble among others. Of al of his species, Jabbahad
been the most active-if that word could be applied to
something so obese and s ow- and with the farthest reach
in his shady enterprises. They're dready at each other's
throats-the late Hutt's associates, including Jabbas own
supposedly grieving relaions, struggling for control of
hisintricate and crimina legacy. That would be good for
business; Kuat of Kuat aready had appointments scheduled
with some of the worst and most ambitious of the lot. New
plans aways cdled for new weapons.

The notion of throats mordantly amused him. What held
aready heard about Jabba the Huitt's death was confirmed
by the holographic image. One of Jabba's ineffectud

little hands held alength of chain, its other end

fastened to acollar around the neck of ahuman form;
standing at the edge of the recreated platform, Kuat of
Kuat appraised with a connoisseur's eye the revedled
attractiveness of Princess Leia Organa. His own wedlth
and power had brought many varieties of feminine beauty
through his private quarters, even from the highest ranks
of the nobility. The princess, however . . .

He made amental note to seek thiswoman'sac
quaintance, if he ever had the opportunity. If it hap

pened, hewouldn't be such anidiot asto leave something
assmple and deadly asan iron chain lying about. "Never
hand your enemy"-Kuat of Kuat spoke aloud to the dead
Hutt'simage-"the means by which she can kill you."
Jabba's death was a minor concern at the moment,
though. Even the presence of LeiaOrgana at the late
Huitt's court was, at this moment, of no great



sgnificance to Kuat. There were othersthat he sought,
facesto befound in the past. Hereturned to his
workbench and, with afew ddicate adjustmentsto the
playback unit, ran the recording back toward its
beginning, before Leia Organa had ever entered Jabba's
palace, disguised as an Ubese bounty hunter with captured
Wookieein tow. That should do it, thought Kuat as he
glanced over his shoulder; helifted the probe'stip from
the device, freezing the image once again.

Stepping past Jabba's throndike platform, Kuat of

Kuat looked around the hologram of the Hutt's court. The
assembled faceswere arogues gdlery of interstellar
villainy, ranging from petty theft to murder-and beyond.
Hutts tended to attract these types, the way small fur-
bearing anima s atracted fleas. Though in acertain

sense, it was asymbiotic rather than parasitic

relationship At homein his paace, Jabba had been able
to look around himself and at least see sentient

creatures whose morals were on a par with, or even below,
hisown.

Kuat of Kuat waked dowly through the re-created

court, looking for onefacein particular. Not even a

face, but amask. He paused before the frozen image of
Jabba's mgjordomo, aglittering-eyed, evilly smiling
Twi'lek named Bib Fortuna. The males of the planet
Ryloth, even with dl the extracognitive abilities

packed into the heavy, tapering appendages hanging from
their bare skulls onto their shoulders, had no capacity

for generating wealth and no courage to sted it, even
though they were nearly asavaricious as Hurts. This
particular one had tried to worm hisway into the Kuat
Drive Yards corporate bureaucracy, before a noteworthy
display of untrustworthi-ness had gotten him booted from
the headquarters on the planet Kuat. Hurts, however, had
more of ataste for flattery and tail kissng; Kuat of

Kuat wasn't surprised that Fortuna had wound up in
Jabba's palace.

Hedidn't spot what he was looking for until he

raised his eyestoward the holographic court's encircling
gdlery. There heis, thought Kuat of Kuat. The
digtinctive hdmeted visage of Boba Fett, the gdaxy's
most feared bounty hunter, gazed down at the mingled
courtiers below like atotem of some planet's primordial
deity, contemplating ajustice Colder than the spaces
between the stars. Arrayed aong Fett'sarms and dung at
his back were hisworking toals, the wrist lasersand
miniaturized flamethrower, and dl the other weapons that
were as precisein his hands asthe tiny probeswerein
Kuat of Kuat's. The helmet, with its dark T-shaped visor,
hid the bounty hunter's eyes and the measured



cd culations going on behind them.

Satisfied for the moment, Kuat of Kuat walked back to
the edge of the hologram. Even being in athree-
dimensional smulation of Jabbas court, with itsmiasma
of avarice and bad hygiene, brought atwinge of nauseato
his gut. Better to watch from the outside of the

hologram, from the pristine and mathematic angles of his
own office. At the workbench, he adjusted the probe's
anglein the holoprojector's circuits. Without even
glancing over his shoulder, he could sense Jabbasimage
and the othersin the Hurt'sdimly lit court restored to
motion, acting out their partsin thislittle ssgment of

the past.

Another adjustment muted the audio portion of the
playback; Kuat of Kuat didn't need to hear Jabba's
dobbering voice and the crue laughter of his sycophants
to discern what was happening. Another Twi'lek, a
femde-on Ryloth, the females were nowhere asrepulsive
astheir male counterparts-had become the source for
Jabba's amusement. A pretty dave, a pantalooned dancing
girl with her digtinctive Twi'lek head appendages
decorated to resemble an ancient court jester's cap of
bells-but her childlike apped and grace wasn't enough to
satisfy her master's appetites. A look of apprehension,
close to panic, had moved across her face as she had sat
decoroudy at one side of the court, as though she'd had
aprescient glimpse of her fate. Which was being played
out again as the image of Jabba the Hutt, wattled bulk
Jjiggling and eyeswidening with delight, reded in the
chain fagtened to the Twi'lek dancing girl'siron collar,
dragging her toward the thronelike platform. The poor
girl must have seen the same thing happen to others
before her; beautiful creatures had been adisposable
commodity for Jabba.

Just asKuat of Kuat expected, the next few moments

of the playback showed the trgpdoor diding open in front
of Jabbas platform. The dancing girl'sfal snapped the
links of the chain; the court's motley denizens clustered
around the grates, straining to watch her death at the
claws and teeth of the rancor, Jabba's favorite pet, in

the darkness below. The nausea returned to Kuat of Kuat's
stomach, sharpened to disgust. A waste, he thought. The
dancing girl had been beautiful enough to be useful to
someone, the destruction of such a pretty device angered
him more than anything dse.

He'd seen enough, at least at thisleve of detail.

If the fat dug was as dead as had been reported, he now
didn't regret the loss of trade. Thered be others,

moving up the ranks of the Huttese species gaaxy-wide
hierarchy. Kuat of Kuat reached over and froze the
playback, the better to scan the imagesfor the onein



whom he had the most interest.

And who was no longer therein the hologram. The
helmeted visage of the bounty hunter was missng from
where Kuat of Kuat had spotted it before, up on the
gdlery overlooking the centra area of Jabba's court.
Kuat of Kuat stepped away from the workbench and across
the nearest edge of the hologram, looking up toward the
gmulation of the rough-domed ceiling, then around to the
openings of low, tunndllike passages branching off to
other parts of the palace. The image of Boba Fett was
nowhere to be seen.

Kuat of Kuat ran the recording unit back to the point
where the bounty hunter, face hidden behind the visored
mask of hisuniform, could be seen watching the court
below him. Thistime, he didn't et himsdlf be distracted
by thefate of the Twi'lek dancing girl; starting up the
playback again, he saw where Boba Fett had dipped
unnoticed from the gallery and out of the court, even
before Jabba had started pulling on the chain and
dragging the girl over the trgpdoor.

Interesting. Kuat of Kuat let the holographic re

cording play on. Our friend, he thought, had another
agenda. Not surprising; Boba Fett had not reached the top
of the bounty-hunter trade without building up anetwork
of businessinterests and contacts, some of them-if not
most-completely unaware of each other. Jabba the Hutt
might have been stupid enough to believe that by paying
Fett a generous retainer, he had thereby secured the
bounty hunter's exclusive services. If so, that indicated
how much Jabba had been dipping, making the kind of mis
takesthat had led to his desth.

Always amistake to completely trust a bounty hunter.
Kuat of Kuat didn't commit mistakes like thet.

Kuat ran the hologram playback forward. There was no
sgn of Boba Fett until much farther on in the recording.
He spotted the bounty hunter's image then, snapping a
blagter rifle up into firing position asthe disguised
LelaOrganaheld up an activated thermal detonator and
demanded payment for the captive Wookiee she had brought.
That potentidly lethal confrontation had ended with the
Hutt's guttural laughter and admiration for his

resourceful opponent; the bounty for Chewbacca had been
paid and Boba Fett had lowered his weapon.

So he did return there, mused Kuat as he watched the
hologram. Whatever mysterious appointments Boba Feit
might have kept in Jabba's palace, they hadn't prevented
him from attending to his duties as the Hutt's fredlance
bodyguard. It was a safe assumption that the reports
gathered by Kuat's corporate intelligence divison were
accurate they had described Jabba's degth, out on his
sall barge, hovering at the edge of the Great Fit of



Carkoon in Tatooine's Dune Sea, and had mentioned Boba
Fett being there a the struggle.

More than that, the reports had aso described Boba
Fett's death. What Kuat of Kuat wanted was proof of that.
Operating without that proof waslike building amachine
with acritical component left untested. A machine, he
thought, that could kill its master if it broke down.
Someone like Boba Fett had a disquieting habit of
surviva; Kuat of Kuat would have to see the bounty
hunter's desth before he would believeit.

Helooked at the pieces of the messenger pod and its
curved, reflective casing scattered on the workbench. The
next pod to drop out of hyperspace and penetrate the
planet Kuat's atmosphere would very likely carry the
necessary information ingdeit. All the units had been
designed to carry only partia segments of what had been
recorded at Jabba's palace and aboard the Huitt's sail
barge. There waslesslikelihood that way of any of KDY's
powerful enemiesintercepting the unitsand, if they
managed to get past the security procedures, figuring out
Kuat of Kuat's own concerns.

Onelast thing to do with this message He reached

into the device and extracted the micro-probe. The
bresking of the circuit initiated the self-destruct

program; the metal grew white-hot, twisting in upon

itsdlf asit was consumed. From undernesth the bench, the
finx fled interror, streaking toward the office

suite's farthest recesses. A few more seconds passed,
then the hol oprojector and its contents had been reduced
to blackened dag on the workbench's surface, cooling
into asingle indecipherable hieroglyph.

The contents of the message, that had come so far to
reach him, was safely locked away in Kuat of Kuat's
memory. When proof of Boba Fett's death came, he might
dlow himsdlf to forget the smdlest particle of

information. When it's safe, Kuat of Kuat had aready
decided. Not until then.

And if that proof didn't come ... hewould haveto

make other plans. Plansthat would include more than one
degth as part of their interna workings. Meshing gears
often had crudly sharp teeth.

He turned away from the workbench and walked dowly
through the empty spaces of the office suite, looking for
thefdinx. So that he could pick it up and cradleitin
hisarms, and sootheit of thefright it had received.

3
It took some doing, but she found him. For the second

time
Thegirl crouched behind one of the Dune Sea's rocky



outcroppings as she watched the barely noticeable hole
dug into the barren ground below. The twin sunsbled into
the horizon, the chill Tatooine night aready unfolding
across the sands. Around her bare shoulders, she pulled
tighter a salvaged scrap of sail-barge canopy-blackened
by fire and explosion dong one ragged edge, stiff with
dried blood aong another. The delicate fabrics with
which her body had been adorned in Jabba's palace were
little protection againgt the cold. A shiver touched her
flesh as she continued to watch and wait.

Sheld known that the bounty hunter, the one called
Dengar, would have some hiding place away from Jabbathe
Hutt's palace. What used to be his palace, she corrected
hersdf. The monstrous dug was dead now, that had held
the end of her chain and the chains of the other dancers.
But when Jabba had been aive, most of the thugs and
bodyguardsin hisemploy had had little warrens out in
the rocky wastes, where they could sed themsalvesin for
afew hours deep, safe from being murdered by each
other-or by their boss. Jabba's court hadn't been easy to
survivein; she knew that better than anyone. But it's

not me who died, she thought with a bitter satisfaction.
Jabba got what he deserved.

Inthe dimming light, she put avay her brooding, the

little vengeful spark that kept her warm inside. Sheld
spotted, down below, the approaching figures for which
sheld been waiting.

Two medic droids trundled across the sand; their

pardld tracks headed toward the warren holein the
rocky wasteland. They were probably refugees from Jabbal's
palace, just as shewas, dl of the medic droidsthere

had been modified with whedlsin place of the origina
stumpy legs so they could get around in the desert

terrain. Neglah watched them for afew seconds more, then
eased out of her hiding place and carefully worked her
way down the farther sde of the dune, where the droids
wouldn't be ableto see her.

"Hold it right there." She caught the droidsjust as

they were transmitting the security code that would

unsedl the subsurface warren; arow of numbers, softly
glowing red, showed on the pandl embedded in the
magnetically reinforced durasted. "Don't move. | promise
| won't hurt you-but do n't move.”

"Areyou frightened?' Thetaller of the two medica
droids, abasic MD5 genera-practitioner mode, scanned
her againgt the hol€s rough circle of evening sky. ™Y our
pulseis quite eevated for astandard hu-manoid form.
Plus'-atiny grid irised open on the droid's dark-
enameled head, drawing in an air sample-"your
perspiration contains sgnificant levels of hormones
indicating an emotiondly agitated Seate.”



"Shut up. | dso want you to do that." Rocks did

loose beneath her as she scrambled down toward the
droids. "Just shut up.”

"Did you hear that?' Thetaller droid swiveled its
multilensed gaze toward its companion, awhite-banded MD3
pharmaceutical modd. " She'stelling usto be quiet.”
"Rudeness.” Dugt sifted from the shorter one asit

tucked its syringes and dispensing appendages closer to
itsdlf. "Foresight of difficulties”

"Great-" Anger spurred her heart even faster. "Then

you can't say you didn't know thiswas coming.” She
grabbed avita-sgns monitor sticking out antennalike
from the taller one's head and dammed the droid against
thedirt wall of the warren entrance, hard enough to send
the lights dancing acrossits front display pandl.

Another pull in the opposite direction sent it crashing

into the other droid; that one squealed asit toppled

over, exposing the whedled traction devices below the
lower rim of its cylindrical body. "Now, how about
shutting up?'

"It ssemslikeavery good idea" Thetdler droid
retreated, flattening itself againgt the unopened secu

rity hatch.

She gulped down a deep breeth, trying through sheer
willpower to dow down her heartbeat and till the
trembling in her hands. Few violent acts had been
required in her life-asfar as she knew; she had no
memories of any life before finding hersdf a Jabbas

pal ace-and even as something as minor as banging alittle
senseinto the medical droids heads was enough to dizzy
her. Get used to it, she sternly told hersdlf. The
redlization had already cometo her that alot more scary
things were going to happen. That wasal right; a least
shewasdive. Othersin her position hadn't been so
fortunate. The memory was il vivid insde her, of
seeing the other dancing girl faling into the pit

benesth Jabba's palace. That memory ended with screams,
and the davering growls of Jabba's pet rancor.
"Excuseme, your ladyship . . ."

That puzzled her. Neither Jabba the Hutt nor any of

the others at his court had ever caled her anything like
thet.

"But you require medicd attention.” Thetdler droid

kept its speech mechanism at minima volume. A handlike
examination module, with afiber-optic light source
mounted at the wrist, reached tentatively toward her
face. "That'savery bad wound. . . ."

She dapped away the droid's hand, before it could
touch the edges of the jagged line running down one side
of her face. "It hed."

"With ascar." Thetaler droid shone the beam of its



handlight lower, down to where the wound, the physical
memory of a Gamorrean pikestaff, ended below her throat.
"We could do something about that. To make it better.”
"Why bother?" Other memories, nearly as unpleasant as
those from the pit, flooded her thoughts. Whatever her
life might have been before, the timein Jabba's palace
had been enough to convince her that beauty was a
dangerous thing to possess. 1t'd been just enough to
entice Jabba's sticky hands-and the hands of those
underlings who had been his current favorites-but not
enough to protect her when the Hutt grew bored with her
charms. "'l can do without it," she said bitterly.

"Anger," noted the other medical droid. Need

lesdy-the scent of negative emotion was amost papable
in the warren hol€s entrance. " Treatment

inadvisahility."

"l remember seeing you." Thetdler droid'slow,

soothing voice continued. "At Jabbas paace.” The
handlight beam moved across her face. ™Y ou were part of
the entertainment.”

"l was-" She glanced over her shoulder toward the
warren's darkening entrance, to make sure no one was
approaching, then turned back toward the droids. "But not
"Oh?" Aninquiring gaze seemed to move behind the
droid's optic receptors. "Then what are you?"

"l ... I don't know. ..."

"Name," spoke the shorter of the two droids.
"Deggnation.”

"They caled me ... Jabbacalled me Nedah." She
frowned. Something-the absence of memory, rather than
anything she could actudly recal-told her that wasn't
right. That name'salie, shethought. "Buit . . . that's

what they cdledme. . . ."

"Therésworse names." Voice brightening, the taller
droid tried to comfort her. "Consider my own subidentity
coding-" Its complicated hand pointed to a data readout
on thefront of itsdark metallic body. "SHS1-B. Most
sentient creatures can't even pronounceit. Thisone's
luckier."

"1e-XE." The shorter droid extruded a pill-dispensing
module and gently tapped the back of her hand withiit.
"Acquaintance; plessure.”

They're working on me, thought Neglah. She knew
enough about medica droids-from where?- to be aware of
the soothing effects they were designed to provokein
their patients. Anesthetic radiation; she could fed a
low-leve dectromagnetic fied locking into sync with

the neuronsinsde her head, drawing out the lulling
endorphins. . . .

"Knock it off," she growled. She shook her head,



snapping hersdf free of the droids influence. "I don't
need that, either. Not now." Neelah drew one hand back in
asmal but effectivefist. "If | have to whack you

agan, | will."

Like extinguishing atorch, thefield abruptly cut

out. "Asyou wish," said SHS1-B. "Were only trying to
hdp."

"Y ou can do that by telling mewhereheis" The
wound across her face stung once more, but sheignored
it.

"Who?'

She nodded toward the security hatch. " The bounty
hunter. The onewhose hiding placethisis"

"Dengar?' One of SHS1-B's metallic hands pointed
toward the warren opening behind her. "He's back at
Jabba's palace.”

"Supplies,” noted le-XE. "Various."

"That'sright." SHS1-B opened asmall cargo pod
bolted to the side of its body. "He sent us back here
with what we required. As you see-antibiotics, metabolic
accelerators, stevile g dressings-”

"Fine" Nedah interrupted the droid'sinventory of

its contents. "But Dengar-he's fill back at the palace?”
SHSI-B's head unit gave anod. "He said he wanted to
find one of Jabbas caches of off-planet edibles. That
might take some time, though-the palace has been very
badly |ooted by the Hutt's former employees.”

"Mess." le-XE rotated the top dome of its cylinder
back and forth. "Disgugt.”

There wasn't timeto consider her decision. "Open the
hatch," said Nedlah, pointing to the magnetically seded
disk, the coded digits till blinking inits readout

pand. "l wantto goinsde.”

"Dengar told usnot to let-" Thetdler of thetwo

droids caught thelook in Nedlah'seyes. "All right, all
right; I'm opening it.”

The tunndl on the other side of the hatch descended

at closeto aforty-five-degree angle. Heading downit,
with the droids clunking behind her, Nedah fet a
claustrophobic panic crawling dong her spine. The
darkness and the close, scarcely ventilated air felt like
the tunnel through which she'd crawled to escape from
Jabba's palace. After what had happened to her poor
friend Oola, any risk had seemed preferable to winding up
as rancor food.

Though her own death had dmost found her, before she
had gotten away. The scything blade of a Gamorrean
perimeter guard's pikestaff had dashed the raw-edged
wound on her face. Sheld | eft the blade buried halfway
through the guard's throat; Jabba had dways made the
mistake of hiring thugs who were bigger than they were



fast. Sheld only felt fear afterward, as she'd stepped
over the widening poal of blood, then ran into the
desert.

Inthisdimly lit space, shewasfindly ableto

stand upright in acentral chamber. "Where'sthe other
one?' She glanced over her shoulder at the two medica
droids as they emerged from the tunnel and clicked back
into their normal positions. "The one you'retaking care
of?'

"Dengar told us" SHS1-B's voice snapped slent.

"Over here," it said grudgingly. Thetaler droid led
Nedlah past disorganized stacks of weapons and ammunition
modules, mixed with the discarded wrappings of
autothermd field-ration containers. "It's not redly
suitable-this patient should've been medevacdto a
hospital immediately-but we've done the best we can. . .

Needlah tuned out the droid's words. At the low,

rounded entrance to the side chamber, she halted and
peeredingde. "Ishe...isheawake?" A dim glow filled
the space; ablack cable ran from a shielded worklight to
afud-cdl power generator in the middle of themain
chamber's clutter. "Can he see me?"

"Not with what we gave him." SHS-B stood just behind
her. "l prescribed afive-percent obliviane solution from
le-XE's anesthetic stocks. On a constant basis, too; the
patient'sinjuries are unusualy severe. That was one of

the reasons we had to go back to the palace, to try and
find more. But if we didn', the pain from thiskind of
trauma could go into afeedback loop and completely burn
out th e patient's centrd nervous system.”

She stepped into the chamber, ducking under the
doorway. An improvised bed, polyfoam stuffed ingde
flexible freight sheething, left only asmall space

between the unconscious man and the medica droids
intravenous units and monitoring equi pment. She squeezed
past the humming machines, dids, and tiny screens

ticking with dow pulses of light, and stood looking down
at someone whose face she had never seen before,

One of her hands reached to touch him, but stopped a
few centimeters away from his brow. He looksworse than |
do, thought Nedlah. The man'sflesh looked asraw asit
had when sheld found him thefirst time, out in the

desert; the skin that he had lost in the Sarlacc's

digestive tract was replaced now with atransparent
membrane, linked to tubestrickling fluids from the wall

of machines alongside the bed. "What's this?' She touched
the clear substance; it felt cold and dick.

"Sterile nutrient casing.” SHS1-B reached out and

made adight adjustment to one of the equipment

contrals. "It'swhat we normally use on severe burn



victims, when there has been mgjor epidermal |oss. When
we were in the service of the late Jabba the Hutt, we saw
and treated alot of burns.”

"Explosons” said le-XE.

"Just 0." SHSI-B lifted part of its caragpacein an
gpproximation of ahumanoid shrug. "Thekind of persons
who worked for Jabba-the rougher sort of his
employees-they were dways blowing themsalves up, one way
or another."

"Turnover. High rate.”

"That'strue; there were dways some we just couldn't

put back together. But le-XE did get rather skilled at
burn-trestment protocols. Thisindividud's somatic
trauma, however, isalittle different.” SHS1-B scanned
over the unconsciousfigure. "No one, asfar ascan be
recalled from our memory banks, has ever survived even
temporary ingestion by a Sarlacc. So we're doing the best
we can, with what we've got.”

Nedlah glanced over a the medical droid. "Ishe
goingtolive?'

"Hard to tell. An exact prognosisfor thispatient is
difficult to make, due to both the severity and the

unusua nature of hisinjuries. It'snot just the epider

mal loss, le-XE and | have determined that there was dso
exposure to unknown toxins while he wasin the Sarlacc's
gut. We've attempted to counteract the effects of those
substances, but the results are uncertain. If we had
access to records of other such humanoid-Sarlacc
encounters, the probability of hissurviva could be
caculated. But we don't. Though just on apersona
basis'-SHS-B's voice lowered, asmulation of
confidentiaity-"1'm surprised thet thisindividud is

dill diveat dl. Something ese must be kegping him
going. Somethinginsdehim.”

The droid'swords puzzled her. "Like what?'

"I don't know," replied SHS1-B. "Some things are not
amatter of medica knowledge. Not thekind | have, at
any rate."

She looked back at the figure on the bed. Even like,

this, with his mere human face exposed and unconscious
beneath the machines care, his presence brought a
chilling unease around her own heart. Theré's something,
thought Nedah, between us. Someinvisible connection,
that she had caught the tiniest glimpse of back in

Jabba's palace. When she had |ooked up to the gallery and
she had seen this man, unmistakable even when masked;
seen him and felt the touch of fear. Not because of what
sheld remembered at that moment, but because of what she
couldn't remember. If this man stood somewherein her
past, he stood in shadows, stretching back farther and
deeper than any mere rancor pit.



"What about Dengar?* With another effort of will,

Neelah brought hersaf back to the present. "Why's he
doing this? Taking care of him?"

"l have noidea." SHS1-B's optic receptors gazed at

her blankly. "He didn't tdll us, when he cameto the

palace and found us. And frankly, that's not amatter of
concernto us.”

"Unimportance,” said le-XE.

"We're programmed to provide medica care. After

Jabba the Hutt's death, we were just glad to be provided
with an opportunity to do that."

That |eft the other bounty hunter's agendaasa

mystery to her. Sheld taken a chance when shel€eft this
one out on the desert sands, where Dengar would find him.
Sheldd been horrified by the extent of hisinjuries; there
would have been no way she could have taken care of the
rawly bleeding man. In Jabbas palace, she had seen
enough to be aware of the enmity, the professond

rivary and persona hatred, that existed among all

bounty hunters-but then, this one would have been no more
dead if Dengar had found him, then gone ahead and stood
on histhroat until he'd stopped moving. Insteed, a

certain strange sense of relief had stirred in her as

sheld crouched behind an outcropping and had witnessed
Dengar examining the injured man. That sameinexplicable
emotion had risen when sheld followed the medica droids
to this hiding place and had found the man il dive. .

There wasn't time to ponder what that meant. Y ou've
been here long enough, she warned hersdlf. Whatever
Dengar's motives might befor kegping hisriva dive, he
might not be so charitably inclined toward her. Bounty
hunters were secretive creatures, they had to be, in

their trade. Dengar might not be happy to find that
someone el se was aware of not only hishiding place, but
what-and who-wasingdeit.

"I'm going to leave now," Nedlah told the droids.

"Y ou carry on with your work. Thisman must stay dive-do
you understand thet?"

"WE!l do our best. That's what we were crested for."
"And-you're not to tell Dengar anything about me.
About my being hereat dl."

"But he might ask," said SHS-B. "Whether somebody
had been here or not. Were programmed to be truthful.”
"Let'sput it thisway." Nedlah leaned her scarred

face closer to the droid's optics. "'If you tell Dengar
about me, I'll come back here and take you apart, and
I'll scatter your piecesdl acrossthe Dune Sea. Both of
you. And then you won't be able to do your jobs, will
you?"

SHS1-B appeared to mull over her statement for only a



few seconds. "That certainly overridesthe truthfulness
programming.”

"Silence," interjected le-XE hadtily. "Completeness.”
"Good." She glanced around the chamber to seeiif

sheld left any tdltale Sign of her vidt. Againgt the

base of the rough-surfaced wall was something she hadn't
spotted before. She stepped closer to it and saw that it
was apile of rags, the tattered shreds that she'd found
gl clinging, wet with the Sarlacc's digestive fluids,

to the injured man's torso. On top of the pilewas
another object, not rags but metal, etched by itstimein
the beast's gut, but till recognizable. Nedlah leaned
down and picked up the helmet with its unmistakably
narrow, T-shaped visor.

That was what she had seen before. In Jabbas
palace-the hemet's mask was acrud, implacablefacein
itsdlf, the gaze hidden inside as sharp as any cuitting
blade. Nedlah grasped the helmet in both hands, holding
it before her, like askull or part of adead machine.
Even empty, it looked back at her in silence-and she was
afrad.

BobaFett . . .

The name sounded in her thoughts, though not spoken
by her. That waswhat he'd been called. She knew that
much; she'd heard the name whispered, by those who'd both
hated and dreaded him.

"Y ou'd better go now.” The medica droid'svoice

broke into her thoughts. "It won't be long before Dengar
returns.”

Her hands trembled as she set the helmet back down on
the pile of rags. At the chamber's entrance, she stopped
and looked back at the figure on the bed. A thread of
something dmost like pity crept into the knot of fear
indde her.

Sheturned and hurried away, toward the danting

tunne that would lead her to the more comforting
darkness outside.

There had been voices. Hed heard them, from some
where on the other side of ablind sea.

He supposed, in adtill-functioning areaof his

brain, that that was part of dying. In acortical nexus
lying under the weight of pain and blurry not-pain, the
remains of hismind and spirit picked over thefew scraps
of sensory datathat impinged upon the living corpse that
his body had become. They were like messages from another
world, frustratingly incomplete and mysterious.

Of dl the voices held heard, only one had been a
woman's. Not the same one as before, which he could
remember being addressed as Manaroo; he had still been
lying out on the desert, vomited up by the Sarlacc, when



he had heard that one.

But that had been the past; now he heard another
woman'svoice. That wasthe one that tormented him, that
made the deep of hisdying aplace where memoriesrose
out of the darkness.

His eyelids had fluttered open, or had tried to; they

were mired in some pliable substance clinging tightly to
hisface. Asweak as he was, the stuff bound him as
tightly as Han Solo had been in the block of carbonite
hed ddivered to Jabba the Hutt. But he'd managed to
rase hiseyelidsjust enough, afraction of a

centimeter, that he'd been able to catch an unfocused
glimpse of the female. She had been there in Jabbas
paace, asmple dancing girl-but he knew she was
something more than that. Much more. Jabba had caled her
... Nedah. That w asit; he could remember that much.
But that wasn't her real name. Her redl name. ..
Fragments of memory touched, then drifted apart, as

the effort of vision took him back benegth the lightless
weight pressing upon him.

There, he dreamed without deeping, died yet il

lived.

And remembered.

4
...AND THEN

JUST AFTER THE EVENTS OF
star wars A new hope

"Stick with me," Bossk told the new Guild member.

"And I'll show you how it'sdone.”

He could fed the other'srisng anger, likethe

radiation from a reactor-core meltdown. That was exactly
the response he wanted, that his comments were designed
to evoke. There wasn't the tiniest segment of a standard
time cycle that Bossk wasn't angry to some degree. He
even dept angry, theway dl Trandoshans did, dreaming
of their razor fangs locked on the throats of their

reptilian species ancient enemies. Rage and blood lust
were good thingsin the Trandoshan galaxy-view. That was
how things got done.

"Y ou needn't act wise and superior with me." The
close-range audio unit built into Zuckusss bregthing
gpparatus had enough bandwidth to let hisirritation

sound through. "1've collected nearly as many bounties as
you have. Y our family connections are the only reason for
your rank inthe Guild."

Bossk digplayed an ugly, lipless smile toward the

partner he'd been assigned. The urge to reach over and
pull the other's head off, air hoses and comlink wires
dangling like the tendrils of swamp weed surrounding the



birth pits back on Trandosha, wasamogt irresstible.
Maybe later, Bossk told himself, when thisjob's over.
He pointed atalon down the corridor in front of

them. Both he and Zuckuss had their spinesflat againgt
thewall of aside passage; from behind sedled doors some
twenty meters away, the brittle music of ajizz-wailer
band sounded, mixed with the high-pitched babble of the
casno's customers blowing their credits on rows of

rigged jubilee whedls. Gambling held no attraction for
Bossk; he preferred surer things. Another sentient
creature's death was the best, especialy if therewas
profit involved. Sometimes, though-as with thisjob-the
quarry had to be taken aive, if there was going to be
any payoff. That complicated things.

"Thethermd chargesare dready in place." The point

of Bossk's claw indicated apair of tiny bumps on the
doors of the casino's main accounting office. A
chameleonoid visuad sheath on the charges casings
prevented the security optics from detecting them. "When
| blow them, | want you straight through those doors.
Don't bother scanning for guards, just divein-"

"Why me?" Zuckuss turned hislarge-eyed gaze toward
him. "Why don't you do that bit?"

"Because," said Bos, grating out an unconvincing
show of patience, "I'll be covering you from behind.” He
held up hisblaster rifle, its stock and grip controls
modified for histaons, large even by Trandoshan
gandards. "I'll draw off any firewhile you're securing
the counting room. It's astandard two-prong attack,
draight out of the Guild manua for thiskind of

gtution.”

"Oh." Leaning his head out from the passage, Zuckuss
studied the doors. "That makes sense. . . | suppose. . .

Idiot, thought Bossk. The actual reason wasthat the
firgt oneinto the room was more likely to get diced
into bleeding pieces by the guards tight-focuslasers.
Better you than me-especidly since his partner's desth
would mean held get to keep al of the bounty for
himsdlf, or at least the part that was | eft after the

Guild took itsshare,

"Let'sgo." He shoved Zuckuss out ahead of himsdif,

at the sametime as he hit the trigger device mounted on
the deeve of hisstalking gear. The faint sounds of
music and frenetic pleasure were drowned out by the bass-
heavy rumble of the therma chargesripping openthe
sedled doors.

Bossk planted himself in the middle of the corridor,
clawed feet soread wide, blaster rifleraised to his dit-
pupiled eye. One talon squeezed onto therifleéstrigger
stud in anticipation; the cold heart in his chest sped up



with excitement as he peered through the coiling smoke. .

No fire came from beyond the ripped, heat-distorted
metd.

"Zuckuss" He shouted into the comlink mike mounted
near the leathery scales of histhroat. "What's going

on?'

A moment passed before the other bounty hunter's

reply came. "Well," said Zuckusssvoice, "the good news
isthat we don't have to worry about the guards. . . ."
Bossk charged down the corridor, rifle clutched in

both sets of talons, and into the casino's accounting

room. Or what was |ft of it the smoke from the thermal
charges explosion had lifted enough that the scattered
taliputer and vidlink terminas could be seen. Along with
the bodies of a half-dozen casino guards-each one had had
alaser holedrilled through the chest plate of his

uniform with impressive accuracy. And speed, Bossk
managed to note. None of the guards had even managed to
get hiswegpon undung and up into firing position;
whoever had taken them out had done so in amatter of sec
onds.

"Look," said Zuckuss. He bent down and touched the
holein one guard's chest plate. "I'm getting atherma
reading here. The plastoid hasn't cooled-they were all
lasered while we were gill standing out in the

corridor!" The bounty hunter stood and pointed to the
room'sfar wall. A jagged hole, big enough for Bossk
himself to have waked through without stooping, reveded
the stacked cylinders of the power converters behind the
main casino building. "Somebody best usto it-"
"That'simpossible" snapped Bossk. "That wall's
monocrystal-chained; we'd have heard any blast powerful
enough to get through it. Unless..." A sudden suspicion
hit him; he glanced over his shoulder to the opposite

wall. A sonic dis-spator, the didsonitsslvery ovoid
surface trembling at the overload point, hung overhead by
itsautomatically extruded gripfeet. Theindicators

dowly backed away from their red zones as the impact of
the wall-breaching explosion was converted into a
harmless shilant whisper.

Therageinsde Bossk legped up, asthough it could

blow out another hole, even bigger and hotter. That
crossbred spawn of a. . . The curse died between his
gritting fangs. There was only one bounty hunter who used
that kind of sophisticated-and expensive-equipment.
Either it had been smuggled into the counting room
somehow, or-more likely- an access hole just big enough
for the device had been drilled through thewall,

followed by the explosive chargeitsdf when the
dissipator had been activated to soak up the noise.



There was no point in looking around for the quarry

for whom he and Zuckuss had come here. Bossk gripped the
edge of the holetorn in the casino's exterior and

scanned the planet's pockmarked horizon. In the distance,
theinfuriatingly familiar shgpe of ahigh-goeed

interstellar craft lifted into the degpening violet of

the sky. The ship'senginestrailed fire asit headed off-
world.

"Comeon!" Bossk grabbed Zuckuss by one arm and
pulled him toward the gap in thewall. Shrieking darms
sounded from the corridor, triggered by the chargesthat
had taken out the doors; it would only be afew seconds
more before guards from other sections of the casino got
here. He dung hisrifle behind his shoulder and prepared
to jump.

"But-" Zuckuss drew back. "But we must be ten meters
up! At least!”

"So0?' Hegrowled a his partner. " Can you think of a
quicker way out of here?’

A few seconds later he and Zuckuss were scrambling to
their feet. The urge to murder filled Bossk again as
Zuckuss groaned in pain.

"I think | broke something. . . ."

'Aslaser shots from the casino guards above sizzled

the ground, mdlting the planet's sllicate-heavy ground

into patches of glass, he started running, avare that
Zuckusswas right behind him.

They caught up with their adversary out beyond the
planet's atmosphere.

Bossk jammed the point of histaon down on the comm
button as Zuckuss, beside him in the navigator's seat of
the Hound's Tooth, fussed with a broken connector to one
of hisair hoses. " Shut off your engines," he barked into
thelink. Therewas no need for formalities; in this

remote zone of the starways, no other ship waswithin
hailing range. "'Y ou have merchandise onboard that belongs
to us. Specificdly, one sentient individua by the
designation of Nil Posondum, formerly employed by the
Trans-Gdactic Gaming Enterprises Corporation-"

"Y our property?' A cold, uninflected voice sounded

from the speaker mounted above the Hound's controls. "And
why would thissaid individud-if he were aboard my
ship-why would he belong to you?'

"Maybe," whigpered Zuckuss, "we shouldn't get this
barve angry. He can be atough customer.”

"Shut up." Bossk pressed the comm button again. "By
authority of the Bounty Hunters Guild. That's what makes
him ours. Hand him over now, and you won't get into
trouble”

"That'svery amusing." No emotion, amused or

otherwise, was discernible in the other'swords. "But you



seem to belaboring under a severe misgpprehension.”
"Yeah?' Bosk glared at the Hound's forward viewport.
The other ship showed no sign of cutting its speed. "What
am | mistaken about?"

"I'm not restricted by the authority of your so-

cdled Bounty Hunters Guild. | answer to ahigher law.”
"Whichis?"

"Mine." The temperature of the scattered atoms
between the ships couldn't have been closer to absolute
zero. " Specificdly, what'smine | keep. Until | get pad
forit."

Bossk's words grated through hisfangs. "L ook, you
conniving, diseased gnathgrg-"

The comm indicator blinked off, the connection broken
by the other ship.

"There he goes." Zuckuss gazed up at the viewport.
Theflaring trails from the engines of the Savel,

the transport of the gdlaxy's most ruthlesdy efficient
bounty hunter, blurred and disappeared into hyper-space.
Cold and mocking stars filled the sector where it had
been.

Bossk's dit pupils narrowed as he glared at empty
gpace. The other ship, and its pilot and his captured
prize, might be gone-but the seething fury in BosK's
scaled breast wasnt.

Thefigure in the cage cowered back from the bars as
Boba Fett approached.

"Theresno need for that." The Savel'sminimal

gdley had gected atray of some nondescript edible
substance, alumpish gray gel that was ungppetizing but
adequate for astandard humanoid life-form. Fett placed
the tray on the metal-grated flooring and pushed it
through an opening in the cage with the toe of his boot.
"I'm not being paid to hurt you. Therefore you won't be
hurt."

"And if you were being paid to do that?' The former
head accountant for the Trans-Gaactic Gaming Enterprises
Corporation gazed sulkily from the holding pen, the only
one presently occupied aboard the Savel. "What then?'
"You'd beinaworld of pain." Boba Fett pointed to
thetray; alittle of its glistening contents had dopped
onto the pen'sfloor. "As merchandise, you are more
vauable dive than dead. In fact, you would be worthless
to measacorpse. To deliver you unharmed-relatively
so-isthe primary requirement for collecting the bounty
that was posted on you. If you try starving yoursdlf, you
will be force-fed. I'm not known for being gentle about
that sort of thing. If you wereto be so foolish asto

try to injure yoursdf in any other manner, you'l find
yourself in restraints considerably less comfortable than



your present Stuation.”

The accountant named Nil Posondum |looked around the
bare cage. A thin pale hand gripped one of the bars. "I'd
hardly cal thiscomfortable.”

"It can get worse." The shoulders of Boba Fett's

armored combat gear lifted in ashrug. "My shipishbuilt
for speed, not luxury accommodations.” Hed Ieft the
Savel's controls set on autopilot; asmall datapad
clipped to hisforearm monitored the craft's

uninterrupted course through hyperspace. ™Y ou should take
what plessure you can from your time here. Thingswon't
be any better for you where you're going.”

In fact, Boba Fett knew they would be much worse for
the accountant. Posondum had made the grievous error of
shifting dlegiances, changing jobsin an industry where
loyalty was prized-and didoyalty punished. Worse, the
accountant had been keeping the financia recordsfor a
chain of illicit keftadensin the Outer Rim Territories

that were controlled by a Huttese syndicate. Hutts tended
to view their employees as possessions-one of the reasons
that Boba Fett had always kept a fredancer's independent
relationship with hisfrequent client Jabba. The

accountant Posondum hadn't been so smart; he'd been even
stupider when held gone over to hisformer employers
competition with a cortica data-splint loaded with the
Hutts odds-rigging systems and gray-market transfer
shuffles. Hutts were even more secretive than possessive;
Boba Fett had sometimes wondered if they grew so huge by
greedily ingesting everything that came into reach of

their little hands and huge mouths, and letting nothing

go. Not even one frightened accountant with acomputer-
enhanced brain full of numbers.

"Why don't you just kill me now?" Posondum hunkered
on thefloor of the cage, hisback againgt its bars. HEd
tasted the tray and pushed it away in disgust. "You'd do
aquicker job of it than the Hutts

will."

"Likely s0." Hefdt no pity for the man, whod

brought histroubles upon himself. Y ou hang out with
Hutts, he thought, you'd better be careful not to get

rolled over on. "But as| said. | dowhat | get paid for.

No more, no less."

"Y ou'd do anything for credits, wouldn't you?' Boba

Fett could see his own reflection, doubled in the small
mirrors of the accountant's resentfully burning eyes. The
image he saw was of afull heimet, battered and
discolored, yet completely functiond; hisface was
conced ed by the narrow, T-shaped visor. His combat gear
bristled with armaments, from shin to wrist; the tapered
nose of adirectional rocket protruded from behind one
shoulder. A walking arsend, ahumanoid figure built out



of machines. Theletha kind.

The reflected image nodded dowly. "That'sright,"

said Boba Fett. "I do the things I'm good at, and for
which | get paid the best." He glanced down at the data
readout. "It's nothing persond.”

"Then we could make aded." Posondum looked up
hopefully at his captor. "Couldn't we?' "What kind of
ded?' "What do you think?" The accountant stood up | and
gripped the bars nearest to Fett. ™Y ou like getting

paid-1 know the kind of outrageous fees you charge for
your services-and | likeremaining dive. I'm probably as
fond of that asyou are of credits.”" Boba Fett let his
masked gaze rest upon the other's sweeting face. "You
should have considered how precious your lifeisto you
before you incurred the wrath of the Hutts. It'salittle
late for regrets now.

"But it'snot too late for you to make some crediits.

More credits than the Hutts can pay you." Posondum
pressed hisface into the bars, as though he could
somehow sgueeze out between them through the sheer force
of hisdesperation. "Y ou let me go and I'll makeit worth
your while"

"I doubt it," said Fett coldly. "The Hutts pay

excdlent bounties. That'swhy | liketaking on their

jobs.™

"And why do you think they want to get me back so
badly?' Posondum'’s knuckles turned white and bloodless as
hisfigtstightened. "Just for the old ledgers I've got
stowed away insgde my head? Or just S0 the competition
won't find out afew little trade secrets?"

"It'snot my business asto why my clientsdesire

certain things. Thingssuch asyoursdf." A smdl in
dicator light pulsed on hiswrist-mounted data readout;
he'd haveto return to the Slave I's controls soon. "I'm
just pleased that they do want them. And that they!ll

pay

likel will." Posondum lowered hisvoice,
though there was no one to overhear. "I took more than
information when | left the Hutts. | took credits-alot
of 'em."
"That wasfoolish of you." Fett knew how tight the
Huttese were with credits; it was a characteristic of
their species. There had been times when held needed to
take extreme measuresto get paid for the completion of a
job, even when the terms had been agreed upon beforehand.
So to steal from aHuitt, and to think that one could get
away with it, wasthe height of idiocy.
"Maybe so-but there was so much of it. And | thought
| could get away, that | could hide. And my new bosses
would protect me. . . ."
"They did the best they could.” Boba Fett shrugged.



"It just wasn't good enough. It never is, when I'm
involved."

"Look, I'll giveyou the credits. All of them.”
Posondum trembled with the fervor of hisplea. "Every
credit | gtole from the Hurts-it'sdl yours. Just let me
go."
"And just where are these credits?'

Posondum drew back from the cage's bars.

"They're hidden.”

"I could very eadly find out the location.” Fett

kept hisvoice aslevel and emotionless asbefore. "The
extracting of useful information isaspeciaty

of mine"

"It's memory-encrypted,” said the accountant. |

"Below the conscious level. And with a trauma sen-sor
implanted.” He pointed to asmall scar just above his

left ear. "You try to dig theinfo out of me, it'll trip

and wipe the cortica segment clean. Then nobody will
ever find wherel put the credits.”

"Theresways around those things." Boba Fett had

seen them before. "Bypasses and shunts-they're not
pleasant. But they work." He supposed the Hutts were
aready preparing adeep neurosurgical dissection room
for Posondum upon hisreturn. "It doesn't matter to me,
though. Since I'm not making aded with you, anyway."
"But why not?' The accountant had reached one of his
skinny arms through the bars, trying to grab hold of Boba
Fett'sdeeve. "It'safortune-it's more than the Hutts

have offered you-"

"It very well might be." He had stepped away from the
cage, back to the unadorned and functional metd treads
that would return him to the Slave I's cockpit. "Y ou
might be as good athief asyou are anumber cruncher.
Andif you're going to sted even one credit from a Hutt,
you might aswell stedl ahillion. The consequences are
the same. But even if you do have that kind of credits
hidden away, I'm not interested in them. Or not
interested enough. | have my reputation to think of."
"Your . .." Posondum gaped a him in amazement and
dismay. "Y our what?'

"The Huttsand dl my other clientsthey pay methe

kind of bountiesthey do because of onething. | ddliver.
Once I've caught my prey, nothing stops me from bringing
itin. Nothing. If | takeon ajob, | completeit. And
everyonein the gdaxy knowsthat."

"But. .. but I've heard of other bounty hunters....

who'l cutaded. . . ."

"Other bounty hunters may conduct their busness as
they please.” Fett barely managed to keep from hisvoice
the contempt with which he held the so-called Bounty
Hunters Guild's members. That kind of shortsighted greed



was one of the reasons he had no desire to associate
himsdf with the Guild. "They have their dandards. . .
and | havemine." One of his gloved hands grasped the
ladder's sderail; helooked back over his shoulder at
the cage. "And I've got the merchandise, and they dont.
Therésaconnection.”

Posondum's knees visibly weakened, his hands diding
down the bars as he sank limply toward the cage'sfloor.
Whatever glint of hope had been in hisface was now
extinguished.

"l suggest you go ahead and eat." Boba Fett nodded

his helmet toward the tray and its congealed contents.
"You'll need to keep up your strength.”

Hedidn't wait for an answer. He climbed up from the
ship's holding pens and back toward its waiting controls.

5

"Here he comes." Lookout had spotted the gpproaching
ship. That wasitsjob. "l can seehim.”

"Of courseyou can," said Kud'ar Mub'at. "That'sa
good node." With the tip of one multijointed, chitinous
leg, the assembler stroked the little semicreature's

head. The exterior-observation node was one of the more
smpleminded subassem-blies scurrying about the web.
Kud'ar Mub'at had let just about enough cerebrd tissue
develop indde so that it could focusitsimmense light-
gathering lens on the surrounding stars and anything that
moved among them. "Tell Caculator just what you saw."
The necessary data zapped along the web's tangled
neurons. Another subassembly, with usdessvedtigid legs
and asoftly fragile shell encasing its specific-function
cortex, mulled over what it had received, converting raw
visudsto useful numbers. "Thyip thyoud arive. . ."
Cdculator'stiny ligoing mouth moved benesth the
wobbling lump of neura métter. "In leth thyan thuh-ree
thtandard time part-th."

"I know who it id" Identifier scrambled up onto

Kud'ar Mub'at's shoulder-if arachnoids could be said to
have shoulders-and excitedly chattered into itsearhole.
The little database subassembly had listened in to what
Lookout had told Calculator. "I know, | know! It'sthe
Savel! Pogtiveidentification made-"

"Of courseitis" With another leg, Kud'ar Mub'at
plucked Identifier from its body-the childlike
subassemblieswould svarm dl over it, if it let them-and
set the node down on one of the web's structural strands.
"Now just settle down, little one.”

"Boba Fett must be aboard!" Identifier, with itsown
miniature versons of its parent's giff-gpined legs,
skittered back and forth on the taut silken fiber. "Boba



Fett!" The subassembly had no particular liking for the
bounty hunter; it just got excited over any vigtorsto

the web. "It's Boba Fett's ship!™

Kudar Mub'at sighed wearily, someplace deep inside

his near-spherical abdomen. His own mannerisns were dow
and somewhat languid, or as much so asthe latter term
could be applied to a chitin-encased arachnoid. The
congtant chatter of Identifier “nnoyed him on occasion.
Perhaps, mused Kud'ar Mub'at, | should reabsorb that
node. And design and develop another one. A quieter one.
But right now the problem wasn't so much that of raw
materias- Kud'ar Mub'at could always extrude more subas
sembly fiber-as of time. Timelag, to be precise; evena
node as relatively uncomplicated as that took hundreds of
time unitsto develop to an operationa standard. With as
much business as Kud'ar Mub'at was handling right now, it
couldn't afford to be without afunctioning identifier.
Maybe later, thought the assembler asit hung

suspended in anexus of the web'sthicker strands. When
this business with Boba Fett is over. Kud'ar Mub'at
figured that its credit accounts would be fat enough

then, so that it could afford to take alittle time of f.

It would have to talk to Balancesheet about that.

"Go tell Docker and the Handler twins." Kud'ar Mub'at
gavethelittle choreto Identifier, rather than just

plugging back into the web's communication neurons. "Tell
them to get ready for company.”

The little subassembly jumped and scurried away, down
the dark, fibrous corridorsto the web's distant landing
snare. That'll keep it out of my leg hairsfor awhile,
thought Kud'ar Mub'at. It gently moved Lookout aside and
applied one of its own compound eyesto the view hole,
scanning the sarsfor any visible indication of his

enemy and business associae.

Hed long ago decided that this was the worst part of
the job. I'd rather hang out with the Hutts, thought Boba
Fett. And that was saying something Huttese palaces,
like the one Jabba the Hutt kept on Tatooine, were
snkholes of gratuitous depravity. Every time held been
inone, either ddlivering acaptive or collecting a

bounty in person, hed felt as though he had been
dogging through asawer filled with the gdaxy's offd

and waste. The careless ease with which someone like
Jabba could digpose of an underling-Boba Fett had heard
of the pet rancor creature that Jabba kept beneath his
palace, but hadn't yet seen it-alwaysirritated him. Why
kill when there was no profit involved? A waste of time,
credits, and flesh. But even aHuitt's palace was more to
Fett's liking than Kud'ar Mub'at's web.

Thetapering cylinder floated in the Savel's



viewport, gradualy growing closer. It didn't even look
like a congtructed artifact, as much asit resembled some
accidental conglomeration of glue and wire, strung
together with a Cordllian scavengerat'sidiot thrift. As
Fett's ship approached, and Kud'ar Mub'at's web blotted
out more of the starsin the viewport, various bits of
machinery could be seen, sharper-edged than the clotted
fibersin which they were embedded. Boba Fett had been
dedling with the arachnoid assembler long enough to know
that it couldn't resst abargain, no matter what kind of
worthlessjunk was involved; portions of the web werea
museum of defunct interstellar trangports and other dead
cagtoffs. Even Jawas pursued their tradein junk and used
droidsasaway of turning aprofit; Kud'ar Mub'at
goparently just liked accumulating stuff, incorporating

it into the space-drifting home the assembler had spun

out from itsown guts.

Though it wasn't dl just junk, Boba Fett knew; that

was merely what Kud'ar Mub'at let show on the surface of
the web, perhaps as a matter of protective camouflage.
Not everyone had done aswell in their encounters with
the assembler as he had; the few times that Fett had
actually goneinto the web, he'd spotted some not
inconsiderable treasures, bits and pieces that the less
fortunate had been obliged to leave behind, to discharge
their debtsto Kud'ar Mub'at. It would probably be better
to leave one's skin behind than try to chesat the spidery
entity.

Faint greenish lights showed inarough circle,

indicating the docking section of the web. One of Kud'ar
Mub'at's subassemblies-Signder was what it was cdled,
if Fett remembered correctly-was a phosphorescent
herpetoid node, long enough to encircle one end of the
web with its glowing, snakelike form. Kud'ar Mub'at had
let enough intelligence develop in the node so that it

could blink out asmpledirectiond landing pattern for
any ship making arendezvous with the web. Another group
of subassemblies, arrayed just insdethe pulsing circle,
were devoid of even that much brainpower; they could
sense the proximity of aspacecraft and, liketheten
tacles of a Threndrian snareflower, grab hold and bring

it in tight and secure to the web's entry port. Boba Fett
loathed theidiot appendages, with their flexing vacuum-
resstant scaleslike rust-pitted armor plate. Hed told
Kudar Mub'at before, that if he ever found any scraps
from thetentacles till clinging tothe Save | after

he'd |eft the web, held turn around and pluck the nodes
one by one from the web with a short-range tractor beam.
That'd be a painful processfor Kud'ar Mub'at; every
piece of the living web was connected to the assembler by
askein of neurofibers.



He cut the Save I's gpproach engines, leaving the

craft with enough momentum to keep it on adow and
steady course toward the web's dock. Insde the ring of
light, the tips of the grappling nodes had dready begun

to ease into position as the subassemblies woke from
their dreaming half deep.

"Ah, my dear Fett." A high-pitched voice greeted him

as he clambered down from the docking port into the
narrow confines of theweb'sinterior. "How truly a
ddight it isto see you once more. After how horribly
such along timeit has been-"

"Stow it." Boba Fett looked up and saw by the top of

his helmet one of Kud'ar Mub'at's mobile vocal
appendages, a subassembly that was little more than a
rudimentary mouth tethered by a glistening cord. Thisone
must have been just recently extruded by the assembler,
the neural sk was gtill white and unmarked by the web's
centuries of accumulated filth. "1'm here for busness,

not conversaion.”

Thelittle voice box scurried aong the tunndl's

fibrous caling, apair of tiny clawsredinginitscon
necting line asit kept pace with Fett. "Ah , that is

truly indeed the bounty hunter of my long acquaintance,
S0 bold and vivid heisin my remembering! How sadly long
| have been without the pleasure of your succinct and
charming wit."

Fett made no reply as he clambered through the

tunnd, itsinterwoven tissues yie ding benesath the

weight of hisboots. Wherever histhick gloves grabbed
hold, ripples of firing synapses sparked in fading
concentric circles, as though from a stone dropped in an
ocean filled with phosphorescent plankton. A few light
nodes, the smaller brethren of Signaler on the web's
exterior, glowed before him and dropped back into
darkness after he had passed by. Fett supposed that when
Kud'ar Mub'at had no visitor, the web remained unlit. The
assembler required no light to move around insde an
artifact constructed of its own spun-out cortex.
"Thereyou arein your entirety!" The samevoice,

like sheet metal being torn in half, sounded fromin

front of Boba Fett as he ducked beneath aridge of
hardened silk. "I knew you'd return, crowned with the
eminence of success." The words were louder, coming from
Kud'ar Mub'at's own mouth rather than the little voice-
box node. "And of undeniable punctudity you areaswell,
indeed."

Boba Fett stepped into the web's central chamber, a
gpace large enough for him to stand upright in. It was
more than amatter of smilethat it seemed to Fett as
though he had walked into the center of the assembler's
brain. That was the redlity of Kud'ar Mub'at's nest and



body, an interconnected unity, one and the samething. It
livesinddeitsarmor, thought Fett, as| liveingde

mine

"l returned herewhen | said | would.” Fett turned

his masked gaze upon the assembler. "It wasasmple
enoughjob."

"Ah, for one of your exceedingly multifarious

talents, yes, | imagineit was." Kud'ar Mub'at's compound
eyesfocused on hisvigtor. One of itsjointed, spike-
haired fordegsinscribed agraceful acknowledging
gesturein the chamber'sthick air. "No complications, |
takeit?'

"Theusud." Hefolded hisarms across the front of

his battle-gear. "There were a couple of other bounty
hunters who were hoping to nab him before | did.”
"Ooh." The eyes, like dark black cabochons, glittered
with anticipation. "And you took care of them?"'

"l didn't haveto." Fett knew how much the assembler
enjoyed war stories, the more violence-filled the better.
Hedidn' fed like indulging the arachnoid cresture's
taste. "They were just the usual fecklesstypesthat the
Bounty Hunters Guild sends out. It's easier to walk
around apile of nerf dung than gepright into it.”

"How very droll! Y ou amuse me greatly!" Kud'ar Mub'at
reached up to the chamber's ceiling with severd of its
hind legs, lifting itsalf up from whereit had been

resting its pale abdomen. "It isa savory bonus of our
relationship that | am privileged to hear your
scintillating repartee.” The bed node wheezed asiit
reinflated its cushiony pneumatic bladders. Kud'ar Mub'at
worked hisway across the chamber's celling, findly
dangling itsmandibled face directly in front of the
bounty hunter. "Have we not more than a mere business
relationship, my dear Fett? Please say yes. Say that we
arefriends, youand |."

"Friends," said Boba Fett coldly, "arealiability in

my trade." He drew the visor of his helmet back from the
assembler's glittering eyes and V-shaped smile. "I'm not
here to amuse you. Pay methe bounty you're holding in
escrow, I'll hand the merchandise over to you, and I'll
go."

"Until the next time." Kud'ar Mub'at turned its head,
regarding him with another set of gemlike eyes. "Which
cannot be anytime too soon, for my preference.”

Maybe it'sthis part of the job, Boba Fett thought to
himsdlf, that's the worst. Tracking someone down,
pursuing him the width of the gaaxy, capturing,
transporting, killing anyone who had to bekilled in
order to get the job done-those thingswere dl cold
pleasures, to be savored astests and confirmations of
hisown skills. Dedling with any of the clients, whether



it was ameatter of direct negotiation such aswith the
Empires Lord Vader or adeaze mountain such as Jabba
the Huit, or athird-party negotiation with amiddle

entity such as Kud'ar Mub'at, was more repellent than
satisfying. It dwaysturned out to be the samething,

every time. They never want to pay up, brooded Fett. They
aways want the merchandise; they just never want to pan
with their creditsin exchange. With Huitts, it was dways
an emotiona issue, at least a the start. Their megao-
maniaca rages at any perceived sgn of didoydty led
them to post huge, eye-popping bounties; later, when they
had smmered down ahit, the Hutts natural cold-blooded
greed kicked in and they tried to take the prices down.
The members of the so-called Bounty Hunters Guild would
accept afraction of an origina bounty, sometimes as low
asten percent. That was one of the reasons that Boba
Fett despised them he had never taken acredit lessthan
the agreed-upon sum, and had no intention of starting.

"l have other businessto take care of," said Boba

Fett. That wastrue. The gaaxy waswide, with lots of
dark nooks and crannies, remote worlds and even entire
planetary systemsthat could serve as hiding places. And
there were dways those entities with reasons to hide,
ether to save their epidermisfrom Emperor Palpatine's
coruscating wrath or to clutch in their swesting hands

the meager piles of credits they had managed to pry out
of Jabbals coffers. Even with as much "business’ as Boba
Fett handled, there were till plenty of scraps|eft for

the Guild to dole out to its members, the small stuff

that he couldn't be bothered with. But the longer that
Kudar Mub'at needlesdy detained him here, cackling and
wheezing a him insde the tangled corridors of itsown
expanded brain, the greater the chance that some hustling
Guild member would be able to snatch some prize bounty
away from him. That notion would have infuriated Fett, i
any such word of passion could have been gpplied to the
coldly unfeding logic that dictated hisactions. Asit

was, he let his masked gaze rest upon Kud'ar Mub'at's
insectile face like the sharp point of a bladed weapon.
"Pay me, and | won't detain you from your own . ..
Everyonein the gdaxy knew what Kud'ar Mub'at's
business was. There was no other entity among the stars
quite like the notorious assembler. If there were other
members of its species on some distant planet, covered
with skeinsand nets of their extruded neura silk, that
world hadn't been discovered yet. Perhaps Kud'ar Mub'at
was the only existing assembler; Fett had heard rumors,
dating back to atime before hed become the galaxy's
most-feared bounty hunter, of Kud'ar Mub'at's
predecessor, another assembler of whom Kud'ar Mub'at



itself had been anode, a semi-independent creature like
the onesthat scuttled around thisweb, dragging their
neurofiber tethers behind them. That parent assembler had
made the mistake of |etting one of its offspring become a
little too developed and independent, and had paid the
price death and ingestion by the web's new owner, the
usurper Kud'ar Mub'at. The assembler is dead, thought
Boba Fett with distaste, long live the assembler. Even
Huits, with their monstrous gppetites and vicious family
rivaries, drew the line a actualy eating one of their

own clan that they might have beaten out for control of
sometypically shady enterprise.

With the web, drifting through interstellar space,

and its contents had come the assembler's business. Some
entity had to act as the universe's go-between and
intermediary, especialy among al theworlds crimina
elements and those who did businesswith criminds. If
there had ever been atime when there had been honor
among thieves, it waslong over in this galaxy. Boba Fett
had never cheated any of his clients, though he had been
forced to kill quite afew. If everybody had held to his
standards of business mordity, there wouldn't have been
any need for an operator like Kud'ar Mub'at. Asit was,
the assembler took ajustifiable percentage for the
services he provided, the setting up of dedl's between
murderoudy inclined entities, the holding in escrow of
bounty payments, the transfer of captivesto those who
had put up the credits for them. The Bounty Hunters Guild
worked dmost dl their jobs through Kud'ar Mub'at; Boba
Fett used the assembler when that wasthe client's
preference and the percentage was raked off from the
other sde and not hisown.

"But my highly esteemed Fett-" AsKudar Mub'at
dangled from the web's calling, it rubbed itstiniest and
most agile fordimbstogether. "It isnot entirdly a

matter of such highly enjoyable socidization that causes
me to desire the extending of your visit to my abode. You
gpesk of your own business, which you are naturdly in
such ahagte to attend to. Very well; let us speak of
businesstogether. Y ou know me-" The assembler's compound
eyestwinkled. "I'm as ddightedly happy to talk about

that as any other subject. And right now your business
and mine once again coincide. Isthat not a pleasing hap
penstance?

Boba Fett studied the assembler's narrow face,

looking for any clue that would reved the creature's

true intentions, dways hidden beneeth its oily chétter.

" What business are you talking about?' Usualy, any news
of abounty being posted was caught directly by the Save
I's programmed comm scanners. A private job?"

"Ah, you are so astute.” The assembler'sforelimbs



made little scraping noises, like thin and chegp plastoid
shdls. "Little wonder that you are such asuccessin

your chosen field of endeavor. Yes, my dear Fett, avery
private job indeed.”

That interested Fett. Of dl the things that Kud'ar

Mub'at could have said, that caught his attention more
than any other. Private jobs were the cream of the bounty-
hunter trade. There were times when clients, for reasons
of their own, wanted some fugitive entity caught and
ddivered with amaximum of discretion. Posting a bounty
gdaxy-wide effectively diminated any chance of
maintaining secrecy; for the client to