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  Parella the Hutt, hunter extraordinaire, reached out with a heavy, soft arm and stroked the activation sigil on his ship’s holorecorder.


  “Expedition Log 2435—I am on the planet Lowick, on the hunt for the elusive Gorach. My prey is a brutal and wily creature, and even now I find it hard to believe that its ancestors once ruled this cluster of worlds. I have greased many pseudopods to track this specimen down, and now in the great rain swamps of this world, look forward to a challenging hunt before delivering the beast to its inevitable fate and hanging its head on my trophy wall. I will report again upon my success.”


  Parella switched off the holorecorder, slipped out of his hisp-silk robe, and retired to the ship’s armory, where his droids already had his armor ready. The Gorach was reportedly both strong and quick, so the Hutt chose a full-body armor consisting of overlapping plates of Ruusan copper, running from the nape of his fat-swathed neck all the way to the tip of his tail. A heavy helmet nested snuggly into its fittings at the armor’s neck, its HUD flickering to life on the inside.


  His fingers stroked a toggle and an interior wall of the ship slid away, showing all manner of blaster pistols, carbines, and rifles, along with a selection of close combat weapons. This was to be a traditional hunt, one that tested both wits and brawn. He chose a blaster carbine with a long vibrobayonet attached, in the style of the Taloron Hunters.


  Parella secured the ship, activated its passive defenses, then lowered the landing ramp and stepped out on the planet’s surface. The ground was soft and mossy and gave slightly as his heavy armored form slithered forward. His official guide, provided by the closest settlement in this Ardos-forsaken wilderness, waited for him. It was a Pa’lowick of course, a mottled, spherical, body resting on stilt-like legs, its eye stalks raised in curiosity and its snout-like mouth pursed in apparent disapproval.


  “I am Kashina Furt,” said the Pa’lowick. “I assume you are Parella the Hutt.”


  “Parella the Hunter” corrected Parella. “When I am on the hunt, I prefer that sobriquet.”


  The Pa’lowick made a noise that sounded like a kloo horn with a cold. “I am your official representative for your hunt. You seek our legendary swamp ape?”


  “Yes,” said Parella, “Though I know the beast by another name. He is a Gorach. He will be found here.”


  Again the kloo horn-sniffing noise. “Are you certain? This part of our world is mostly unpeopled, save for the occasional duck snarer.”


  Parella nodded, “Yes, but those trappers have spread the legend of your swamp ape. Four-armed, hair like hanging moss, luminous yellow eyes, greenish pallor, twice your size. It is a Gorach. ”


  Kashina Furt made another noise, and Parella was sure that it was disapproval. “Our swamp ape is described as such, but that does not mean that it is your Gorach. The Gorach themselves are a legend. ”


  “A great legend,” said Parella. “They were mighty warriors, brutal star barbarians that moved from planet to planet, demanding tribute and subduing entire populations in their wake. At the end, they held a dozen systems in their grip, before they fell apart in civil war and their subject species rose up against them. It is a lesson for all rulers—at the first sign of weakness, the lesser species will rebel. ”


  The Pa’lowick said nothing, and Parella realized that the Pa’lowick were one of those “lesser species” described in the legends. The Gorach had ruled here. Parella continued, “The location is good, the descriptions are apt; we will find the Gorach here.”


  “The time of the supposed Gorach ascension was millennia ago,” said the Pa’lowick. “I don’t think a community of would-be conquerors would remain hidden.”


  “I did not think there would be a community,” said the Hutt. “The stories of the Gorach said that they did not age, and met their end only by violence. I think it is a single beast you have been reporting for centuries. I will bring him to heel, and place his stuffed and preserved form in my hall. He will be a piece of art for my fellow Hutts to admire as I regale them with the tale of the hunt.”


  The Pa’lowick made a noise to complain, but the horizon behind him exploded in a flash of light. He turned to see the fireballs rise up above the banyak trees and mangroves, and the wave of thunder swept over them.


  “What was that?” managed the Pa’lowick.


  “Those,” said Parella, “are my beaters, driving the prey to us. Come. The hunt begins.”


  There was a screeching rasp as Parella’s beaters—drones armed with incendiary darts—screeched overhead and returned for another pass. They flew in an arc, driving the wildlife within towards Parella and his ship.


  “You’re going to kill everything in the swamp!” shouted the Pa’lowick.


  “Some things, yes,” said the Hutt. “Maybe most things. Things that would be insufficient prey in the first place, unworthy of the hunt. But if the Gorach is here, and is the Gorach I seek, nothing so basic as carpet-bombing will defeat him. You will want to stand behind me.”
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  The first of the fleeing wildlife was upon them. The winged ones arrived first —heavy Marlello ducks flapping madly to get ahead of the flames, pursued by green-scaled marsh hawks torn between the desire for prey and fear for their own lives. Runner snakes coursed through the tall grass and Fleet lizards danced forward on their hind legs, hoping to attain sufficient speed to spread the rib membranes beneath their arms and sail forward. Then came the quadrupeds—meltfoxes and cattail deer. A huge muskwolf with a twelve-point rack of antlers broke cover to their right. Despite himself, Parella brought up his carbine, but restrained himself. He was waiting for other prey.


  And suddenly it appeared, backlit by the burning marsh. It was taller than the Hutt was long, and heavily muscled. It was bipedal, with four arms mounted on a broad torso. Thick strands of hair hung from its arms and legs, forming a woven matt over its broad chest. Braids whipped like serpents around its head. Its wide eyes glowed like lamps, reflecting the flame around it. The Gorach.


  It saw them standing before the ship, and its eyes locked with Parella’s. The other creatures parted before the hunters, less worried about them than by the fire behind them, but this one, the Hutt realized, knew in an instant what was happening. That the obvious safe path led to death. It spun and headed to Parella’s right, along the line of the flames itself, its mossy braids snapping in the hot wind.


  Parella pulled his blaster and fired at the moving form backlit by the flames. He struck it once in the leg and the beast stumbled, but the shot did not cripple it. Instead the Gorach redoubled its efforts and was soon wrapped in the smoke of the beater’s flames.


  Behind Parella, the Pa’lowick whimpered something.


  “Come along,” said the Hutt. “This promises to be an excellent hunt.”


  The Hutt’s broad body pressed lightly on the marsh grass, even with the heavy armor Parella was wearing, and the shallow pools did not impede him as he moved after his prey, as graceful as one of the runner snakes that had earlier fled from the fire.


  The ground was soft and marshy, and held the Gorach’s prints for only the briefest amount of time, but it was enough. Parella found the trail and yes, he had struck his prey in the right lower limb. The footprints showed it was limping.


  Parella frowned and thumbed the discharge up higher on his blaster. The shot he had given it would have downed a Wookiee, but it only discomforted the Gorach. The new setting would have a shorter range but a heavier punch.


  In the Hutt’s wake, Kashina Furt struggled to keep up. “The swamp is still on fire,” he warbled, his prehensile mouth-snout flexing nervously. “We should wait for it to die down before we continue.”


  “If we wait, we lose it,” said Parella. “The beast knows it is being hunted. It is finding a place to go to ground. Back to its lair, if it is close enough.”


  “How…” panted the Pa’lowick. “How do you know?”


  “Because that is what I would do.” said Parella. “Once, a long time ago, the creature’s ancestors ruled with merciless cruelty. Such rulers must be aware of potential betrayal at any moment. The lust for survival is in their blood. This one knows now that it is being hunted, and every neuron of cunning is now aimed to self-preservation. It sees a superior foe. It will find a place to hide and hope that we lose interest in the pursuit.”


  “I’ve lost interest already,” said the Pa’lowick, but if Parella heard him, the Hutt said nothing.


  Already, the incendiaries of the beater drones had burned off, turning the hanging vines of the banyak trees into smoldering ropes of ash. The sky above was smoky and black, and the air on Parella’s tongue tasted of ash and exhilaration. Parella paused and examined the ground, then circled back.


  “It changed direction,” said the hunter, pointing at the soft dirt. “Here. That’s when the panic stopped. When it started thinking again. See, now it has moved across the stream here, the better to foil pursuers.” He moved forward without looking to see if the Pa’lowick was following.


  “Yes, it came this way,” Parella continued. “Note that the reeds are getting thicker along here. We can see the path it took, but it has more cover. I would keep low and try not to offer a profile for a blaster. Maybe even set up an—”


  The next word was “ambush”, and it was an accurate word. The hulking form of the Gorach rose from the weeds, a pole in each of its four hands. No, not poles. Spears—rude constructs tipped with sharp stones.


  Parella brought up his blaster carbine, firing as he did so. The Gorach had been waiting, and flung its spears immediately. Parella parried one with his vibrobayonet, the spear’s coarse bark rattling against the carbine’s housing. Two more spears went wide to the right.


  And then the prey was gone, hidden once more by the tall reeds which whispered in his flight. It was then that Parella noticed that one of the spears was sticking in him.


  Or rather, in the front plates of his armor. He looked at it with curiosity. The spear was tipped with what looked like a handmade flint tip, but chipped and sharpened to the point that it had cracked open the copper housing.


  He pulled the spear from the armor, and it took effort. The spear point had nearly penetrated the armor itself. It was a marvel that it had done so.


  “This armor provides near-insufficient protection,” muttered Parella. “I will have words with the manufacturer at the close of this hunt. Perhaps full battle armor would have been more suitable.”


  “Does this mean we go back?” chirped Kashina Furt. It had taken refuge on the Hutt’s armored back during the fight.


  Parella gave a deep shrug and toppled the guide from his perch. “Quite the contrary. This savage remnant is well worth a decent hunt. What lies ahead?”


  The Pa’lowick tapped his holomap and said, “There are some hills ahead. No inhabitants. I mean, no Pa’lowick inhabitants.”


  Parella grunted as he slid after his prey, as if Kashina Furt’s statement made a difference. “We will find the creature’s lair ahead. It is leading us to a battlefield of its choosing.”


  The terrain became an undulating carpet of hills broken by wide mud swaths thick with reeds. Water flowed here in thick, turgid streams that undercut the hills perilously at every bend. There were more banyak trees now, heavy with vines. They had moved out of the burned region, but the air still smelled of ash.


  Parella moved slower now, stopping often by the mudflats to determine if the Gorach had passed through, approaching each stand of thick reeds with caution. For his part, the Pa’lowick guide kept close to the lumbering Hutt, jumping at every sharp snap of the underbrush.


  “There,” said the Hutt, motioning with the blaster carbine. “That would be its lair.”


  Atop the hill rested a large banyak tree, greater than the others, its gnarled roots twisted into a wide platform, exposed by erosion. Its vine-draped canopy blocked the sky and it loomed near a cliff overlooking a wide mudflat.


  “Why there?” squeaked the guide.


  “Commands the local approaches,” started the Hutt. “It is dry and above the water table. Good drainage. Easy to secure.”


  The Hunter looked around, but there was no sign of the Gorach. Nor was there any sign of other life—the rest of the animals had fled the area.


  Parella the Hunter moved slowly towards the tree, circling it from a respectable distance. Then he let out a deep, booming laugh. “There!” he said. “Its burrow!”


  There was a large hole bored into the ground on the far side of the vine-strewn tree, disappearing into the darkness. Parella estimated that it would graze the shoulders of the Gorach as it entered and left. As it was, it would be tight fit for an armored Hutt.


  Parella peeked around the edge of the Hutt. “Do you think it is down there?”


  “Probably,” said the hunter. “And it probably has all manner of primitive traps as well. Pits. Deadfalls. Maybe even poison-coated springknives. “


  “What…” Kashina Furt pursed its proboscian lips. “What are you going to do, then?”


  “Send down the guide,” said the Hutt, and reached out and snared the Pa’lowick’s extended lips in a thick, meaty hand. He pulled the smaller creature off his thin feet and tossed him down the hole.


  There was no snap of a trap, no sudden scream cut off by the sound of daggers piercing the Pa’lowick flesh. There was a soft groan down in the darkness, but nothing else.


  Parella grimaced and shouted, “You see anything?”


  Kashina Furt may have replied, but Parella heard something moving from the far side of the tree. Immediately, his weapon was up and ready, as the Gorach appeared, wielding a new brace of flint-tipped spears. It unleashed two of those spears as Parella shot it. The bolts inscribed a deadly graffiti across the side of the tree, and Parella heard what he assumed was a scream as his shorter-range energy bolt found its home.


  The Hutt quickly surged around the side of the tree, hoping that his prey would not try to flee again, back into the swamp. Luck was with him, because the Gorach had backed away, towards the edge of the cliff. It was still standing, but smoke curled from its furry hide and its thick, woven braids were now tipped with flame. It still had two spears in its right hands, but he noticed that one of the two left arms was badly scorched, and the Gorach was cradling it with its remaining good arm on that side. Parella smiled and leveled his blaster, “A good hunt,” he said. “Not my best, but you will be a worthy trophy.”


  He pulled the trigger on his blaster…


  … and nothing happened. It was then that Parella noticed a piece of flint, sharpened to the point that it could crack metal, was jammed in the carbine’s housing. The Gorach had hit its mark after all.


  The Gorach laughed now, and it was a powerful, hooting laugh. The Hutt could hear in the laugh echoes of its bloody past, of its gore-soaked, petty empire. Even now, the creature refused to be cowed by its betters.


  Parella laughed as well, and charged forward, putting all his weight behind the vibrobayonet. His carbine may have failed him, but the sharpened tip would still slip aside the defender’s spear points and strike home.


  If the Gorach chose to use its spears to receive the charge.


  But it did not. Instead the powerful creature sprang upwards and grabbed the vines of the banyak tree. It swung itself into the foliage as the rampaging Hutt reached the edge of the cliff, which shifted and crumbled under his additional weight.


  Parella cursed as he slid down the side of the cliff on a torrent of soil and lose rocks. The Gorach had chosen its battlefield wisely. It knew the best place to confront a heavy-armored foe.


  The Hutt, caught in the avalanche, splashed into the mudflats at the base of the cliff. Angry and embarrassed, the Hutt spun to reach the shore, but his armored belly plates could not find purchase in the soft mud. Worse, he was starting to sink in the mire. He thrashed about, but could not maintain buoyancy in his heavy copper armor. He looked up at the banyak tree, and while he could not see his prey, he could hear the hooting laughter of Gorach. And then the mud covered his mouth and eye slits. The hooting lasted a long moment, then the vines of the banyak tree shook and the Gorach dropped nimbly out of the foliage overhead. It made its way carefully to the base of the cliff, favoring its wounded limbs. All that was visible now was the Hutt’s armored helmet, poking like a stone from the surface of the mud pit. The Gorach raised its last spear and, with a great effort, threw it at the helmet with enough force to pierce it and the Hutt beneath it.
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  Instead, the helmet rang with a low, hollow sound. The mud bubbled and erupted with the mire-spattered form of the Hutt, naked now, his armor shed as a decoy. Parella had kept his vibrobayonet, though, and drove it deep into the center of the Gorach’s torso. The surprised creature fell backwards onto the bank, and the Hutt was on top of it in an instant, crushing its wounded legs beneath his bulk, holding it in place while he stabbed it a second time. The Gorach continued to flail about, and Parella stabbed it a third time, and only now did its spasms cease as the light died from its luminous eyes.


  Parella pulled himself fully from the pit, scraping off the worst of the thick muck. He dressed the body of his prey as best as he could with the vibrobayonet and slung it over his shoulder. He reflected that he probably had not needed to stab it a third time, but that would be a problem for his taxidermist.


  It was almost nightfall when Parella reached his ship with his deadly burden. He turned the jets of his personal shower up high, but the hot steam did little to remove the grit of the Lowickian swamp. He shrugged on a heavy robe, poured himself a strong herbal infusion, and curled up next to his holorecorder. “Expedition Log 2436,” he began. And then he heard someone calling his name, from outside the ship. He lowered the landing ramp and saw the Pa’lowick guide standing in the gathering gloom.


  “You’re alive!” said Kashina Furt.


  “The hunt is over,” said the Hutt. “Your efforts will be rewarded.”


  “I passed out when you threw me down the hole,” warbled the Pa’lowick, “but when I awoke, I found myself in its lair. It was gone, but its lair! Its lair!”


  “What madness are you going on about?” grunted the Hutt.


  “It is filled with art! Carvings made of stone and simple pottery and firegems! What I found there was a treasure trove! They were I the most beautiful things I have I ever seen!”


  “So the Gorach stole shiny objects,” said the Hutt, its eyes reduced to suspicious slits.


  “No!” shouted the Pa’lowick, “I found the Gorach’s tools! And his models! He created this art. This was no world-killing tyrant—this was an artist! The greatest artist I have ever seen! You—” the guide stammered, and looked up at the Hutt, “You didn’t kill him, did you?”


  Parella looked down at the small Pa’lowick. “The hunt is over,” he repeated. “Your efforts will be rewarded.”


  The Pa’lowick stood there, unable to reply, and Parella raised the landing ramp once more. He returned to his cooling tea and touched the record sigil. “Expedition Log 2436,” said the Hutt, and paused for a long moment, thinking of the inert form of the artist in his stasis chamber.


  Then he said, “Nothing to report,” and toggled the recorder off.
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  —EXPANDED — UNIVERSE—



  Star Wars: Scourge by Jeff Grubb is out now!


  See more of Joe Corroney’s art at www.joecorroney.com
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