





BIRTH OF A LEGEND:by James Basolo


Time: Ten years before the Battle of Yavin


Place: The desert planet of Jubilar





Journeyman Protector Jaster Mereel staggered across the scorched terrain of Jubilar on his one good leg. The other leg had been broken a few minutes before, when a gang of rowdy swoop riders had ambushed the young man from behind a large rocky outcropping. The swoop bikers had attempted to run Mereel down on their bikes, but Mereel had used what limited martial arts technique he possessed to knock the thugs off their vehicles. He had then fought his enemies hand to hand until one of the biggest had slammed his skull with a heavy slab of sandstone. He hadn't been able to fight after that because there had been too much blood trickling down into his eyes. After pounding and kicking him into unconsciousness, the bikers had stolen his canteen, his pouch of credits, and most of his clothes, and then left him to die in the endless heat of Jubilar's red sun.


A grave mistake, Mereel thought smugly as he made his way over the rolling sand dunes once more. Though too weak to defend himself further and bleeding from numerous wounds, he had survived the onslaught and could continue to look for a way out of this desolate desert. Jaster Mereel wasn't afraid of anything. He had shown much courage (some had called it "arrogance") on the day when the supreme court on his homeworld of Concord Dawn had exiled him forever as punishment for his having killed a man. Who cares? reflected Mereel. The man I killed was a disgrace to his uniform and I should have killed him when I first met him.


Mereel was in no way repentant for the crime he had committed. He felt good inside, the righteousness and pride inside him seeming to swell in his body and fill it with nourishing fluid. Not even exile on this wasteland could dampen his spirits. It was better than rotting away in one of Concord Dawn's less-than-sanitary prison cells, anyway. Wandering in solitude would also provide Mereel with the proper atmosphere in which to plan his future. The young man knew that his future would be dominated by one thing - vengeance.


He knew what his revenge would be, too. Someday he would leave his sordid past behind and graduate to greater pursuits. He would become a bounty hunter and exact his own special brand of justice on all evildoers, just as he had done to that wretched officer back on Concord Dawn. He would fight in the name of honor, of strength and of decency. Gangsters, thieves, slavers, smugglers - all would feel his terrifying wrath. The law-abiding citizens of the Empire would be safe from such dregs of society. And Jaster Mereel, the one-time outlaw whom everyone once spat on, would acquire an aura of reverence that would last throughout the ages.


An oasis with a tranquil pool of water soon appeared in the distance. No one seemed to be there, but that suited Mereel just fine. He was rather a bit of a loner and had grown to shun humanity just as it had shunned him. He decided he'd refresh himself with a drink of water and then continue on his way.


The relentless globe of heat that was Jubilar's sun continued to beat down on Mereel's unprotected flesh. Drops of sweat began to break out on his forehead. He stubbornly pushed himself on, trying to ignore the minor discomfort. But with every passing moment, his steps were becoming slower and more reluctant. He could just see the pool of water a few meters ahead of him. Just a little bit farther, and he could rest.


The heat was excruciating now. Mereel's legs had sunk into the deep furrows of burning sand. His entire body felt like blazing flames. The water was just a meter ahead, but it seemed to be light-years away. Mereel began to wonder if he'd survive long enough to get there...


And then he collapsed, his body sapped of all strength and his mind cluttered with megalomania and hopeless dreams. 


"He's starting to come to, sir."


Mereel's eyes slowly opened and squinted in the blinding light. The light wasn't from the sun, but from an overhead lamp sending illumination down on his face. He started to get up from whatever it was he was lying down on when he felt a sharp jab in the crook of his arm.


He turned his head fiercely, annoyed at the unexpected pain, and found himself staring into the metal face of a medical droid. The droid was just replacing a long syringe into a tube filled with clear fluid. It was then that Mereel realized he was lying on a hospital bed. As the medical droid swathed his arm in a thick white bandage, the young man looked around the room in astonishment.


The room was about the size of a tri-dee theater and was bustling with medical personnel of every variety. Under the glare of the dazzling lights hanging from the ceiling, Mereel saw physicians, nurses, surgeons, and more droids than he could wag his finger at strolling through the white-walled corridors or crowded around the many pallets and bunkers on which their patients were resting. Mereel had been in hospitals before, on Concord Dawn, but never with as much activity as this.


"I am sorry for the slight discomfort, sir," droned the medical droid. It was necessary that you be injected with a dose of Derlex." It indicated the jar of fluid with one of its pincerlike hands. "We use it on all our dehydrated patients. It must be injected directly into the bloodstream. It is more nourishing than plain water."


Mereel lifted himself up off the hospital bed and scanned the busy scene before him. In one of the corridors off to one side, he could see several men who weren't dressed like the other employees. They wore olive-green uniforms with brown lizard-skin boots and green skullcaps. One of the men pointed directly at Mereel and turned to the man just behind him. The other one nodded, and soon the uniformed men were making their way toward Mereel's bed.


As they approached, Mereel grew uneasy. He'd never trusted people in uniform; after all, the man he'd murdered had worn one. He toyed with the idea of pointing at thin air in an effort to divert their attention to someone else, but the looks on the officers' faces told him that they definitely recognized his face.


The one who had pointed at him from across the room put a hand on his shoulder. "Sir, could you please come with us?"


"What did I do?" Mereel asked warily.


"Nothing. Our superior would just like to have a word with you."


Urging himself to relax, Mereel got up and followed the men. If this was indeed more than what it seemed, he'd be ready for anything. 


The uniformed workers led Mereel into a well-furnished office and asked him to take a seat in a chair across from the large desk in the center of the room. "Please do not get up from this spot," one of the workers informed him. "Our superior will be along shortly." With that, the worker joined his compatriots as they formed two straight lines and exited the room in a flawlessly cadenced march.


Mereel regarded the room with the same cool, aloof gaze he used whenever he found himself in an unfamiliar situation. The young man had long ago trained himself to keep his emotions hidden deep inside his soul, presenting a facade of bland unconcern. He had always believed that emotions made one weak. A man who could refrain from showing any emotion exhibited true strength of character. If Mereel remained calm, he would be well-prepared for whatever was to take place next.


It was not long before the door to the office opened again and two more figures entered. The first one was an attractive, green-skinned Twi'lek girl carrying a glass and a pitcher of water. She was followed by a second and much more impressive-looking figure, a tall man wearing a blood-red jumpsuit and cloak. The man had thick yellow hair on his head and a large, dignified mustache on his upper lip. He wore a lizard-skin belt around his lean torso in which he carried a loaded blaster rifle. The man took a seat in his chair at the desk across from Mereel as the Twi'lek girl poured him a glass of water. He accepted the glass with a nod of appreciation and turned to Mereel.


Mereel stared back at the man. The newcomer had neither anger nor fear in his eyes, just curiosity.


"Are you the boy we found out by the oasis?" asked the man.


"Yes."


"What's your name, son?"hesitated. Of course there was hardly a chance that anyone on this planet would know he was a hardened criminal, but stranger things had happened. He finally decided he'd take his chances.


"Jaster Mereel."


The man extended his long arm across the desk and clasped Mereel's palm in a firm yet friendly handshake. "Pleased to meet you, Jaster," he said, smiling. "My name is Grigg Soniker. You can call me Grigg if you like." It was then that Soniker noticed that the young man facing him looked a little dazed and out of breath. "Hey, what's the matter, kid," he asked anxiously. "You thirsty after walking through the desert?"


"Yes." Mereel gestured toward the Twi'lek girl. "Could your slave give me a little water?"


The girl instantly glared at Mereel, an offended look on her face.


"I'm...I'm sorry," said Mereel.


Soniker chuckled a little. "Oh, she's not a slave, Jaster. Just a servant. Nobody here is a slave. I hate slavery."


"Why?"


Soniker's visage suddenly took on a somber appearance, his eyes full of sorrow as he forced himself to think once more of bitter memories. "Because my wife and daughter were taken prisoner during the Clone Wars and sold as slaves. I was in the military at the time and wasn't captured, but I was scared to death they'd come for me next. So I moved to this remote world and have since dedicated my life and money to fighting injustice wherever it may plague sentient beings."


Mereel decided he liked this Soniker person; the two of them had a lot in common. The young man also hated slavery, but it was more than just that. Mereel had finally found someone who, like him, had grown disgusted with all the evil and corruption in the galaxy and had gotten angry enough to do something about it.


"That's why I founded the very organization under whose roof you are now sitting," added Soniker. "You are now inside the headquarters of the Secret Society of the Wounded Warrk. We are a vigilante organization dedicated to tracking down and punishing criminals and evildoers of all sorts. We operate out here on Jubilar because the Empire is not likely to monitor our activities here. And the only major city out in these parts, Dying Slowly, is over two hundred kilometers away. I should also add that law enforcement in Dying Slowly is rather warped." He leaned closer to Mereel. "You know what they do over there, Jaster?"


The young man shook his head.


"You'll never believe it. They actually hold gladiator contests in a huge amphitheater between the innocent and the guilty. If the guilty combatant is victorious, he goes free and the innocent one is put to death! It's disgusting! Not true justice at all."


Mereel had to agree. His sense of morality had always told him that justice should be based on reason, not on brute force.


"And you know what is really disgraceful?" scoffed Soniker. "There's this one filthy kid who wins the contest every year! His name is, ah, Solo, I think. Yeah, Han Solo from Corellia. Every year that dirty little thief steals something from his boss, Garris Shrike, and the poor guy hauls him off to the games to be punished. The opponents get harder every time, and every time Shrike hopes that Solo will get his clock cleaned. But the little rat always wins! He never gets punished, and just because he's so skillful with a force pike! It makes me sick just thinking about it! I'd sure like to see my bounty hunters get their hands on that little twerp and make him pay for his crimes! But Garris Shrike says he's not to be touched, because he's such a good swoop pilot. Even so, I'd sure like my boys to -"


While he'd been listening to Soniker rant, Jaster Mereel had had an epiphany. He and this older vigilante were practically kindred spirits, and their goals seemed to be about the same - making the world safe for justice and decency. The young man had wanted to become a bounty hunter, and where better to do so than under the auspices of this avenging angel?"


"Mr. Soniker," he interrupted. "I want to be a bounty hunter. Show me around this complex of yours, please."


"As you can see, we have set up all that is necessary for catching the galaxy's most notorious criminals."


Grigg Soniker led a fascinated Jaster Mereel through the administrative complex of the Secret Society of the Wounded Warrk. Soniker's green-uniformed guards formed a protective ring around both of them, their rifles clutched diagonally against their chests. The Twi'lek servant girl held an umbrella over Soniker's and Mereel's heads to protect them from Jubilar's hot desert sun.


Ordinarily, Mereel was not a man who let his emotions be known. Now, however, he made no effort to conceal his awe as his eyes scanned the mammoth complex. Besides the hospital and office buildings, the huge courtyard he now walked through also contained an armory, a hall of justice, a cafeteria, and - most prominent of all - a large athletic field. As Soniker explained, if you wanted to work as a mercenary or bounty hunter in his organization, you had to be in prime physical condition. To that end, racetracks, wrestling rings, and all sorts of gym equipment had been erected on the premises.


"We do real sports here, not that macho gladiator stuff they do over in Dying Slowly," Soniker said with obvious scorn.


Mereel was also impressed by the large number of people he encountered as he and Soniker made their way across the complex. Humans, humanoids, alien creatures of all varieties, and even droids milled about them.


"Employees?" Mereel asked.


"No," replied Soniker. "Recruits. Every one of these greenhorns fancies himself a real mercenary. Of course, whether they are or not depends on the judgment of me and my staff." At that moment, Soniker and the others were passing a fenced-in arena, where a large humanoid was training some of the new trainees boxing and judo. Several of the trainees were lying moaning on the ground, obviously downed by the skilled humanoid coach. Mereel couldn't help but cluck his tongue.


"They may not look like much now," Soniker remarked, "but soon they'll be so deadly that even arrogant clowns like Han Solo will be afraid of them. We're trying to strike fear into criminals, especially those here in the Outer Rim."


Mereel nodded. The Outer Rim was a disgraceful, filthy pit of crime and chaos. The violence out here was so bad that even the Empire didn't mess with its cadres of gangsters and murderers. Especially not the Hutts, Mereel reflected silently. Those fat slugs are a travesty of evolution. If I do become a bounty hunter, I hope I never have to work for a Hutt.


"Which explains the name of our organization, the Wounded Warrk," Soniker added. "The warrk is a small, sand-burrowing mammal native to Jubilar. If it is attacked by a human but not killed, it will creep into someone's house at night and utter a high-pitched chittering sound that can only be heard by other warrks. Soon hundreds or even thousands of warrks have gathered at the house, having burrowed their way through the sandy floor. They then swarm through the house and rip out the throats of anyone who happens to be inside. It's grisly, but necessary for survival. Not to mention a just punishment."


"But those who are killed by these warrks are not necessarily the ones who bullied them and provoked the killings," Mereel pointed out.


"The animals don't hold prejudices," explained Soniker. "They see the entire human race as the source of their misery. They will kill whoever they can find in order to reciprocate the torment they themselves experienced. It's the same with us. Ultimately, you see, criminals are not responsible for their crimes. Society is. It is society that must pay the price for what these criminals do.


The more Mereel listened to Soniker's philosophy, the more he began to like what he heard. It was true: society was responsible for all his problems. After all, hadn't he been exiled from Concord Dawn by a jury of his peers? Society had shunned and rejected him.


Soon that same society would pay for it. 


After a long walk, Soniker and his entourage arrived at a large outdoor cantina. Many mercenaries and bounty hunters were enjoying refreshing drinks and chatting. When they saw their boss approaching, they respectfully backed away, forming a path so that he could pass. The armed guards, knowing that their superior wished to socialize, departed from him and walked a short distance away.


"Jaster, I'd like to introduce you to some of my best men," Soniker said proudly. "They give this organization a good name."


Soniker, Mereel, and the Twi'lek girl walked up to a table where five hard-bitten characters were playing a round of sabacc.


"Hey there!" exclaimed Soniker. "Jam, Mimar, Abako, Otok, Rago! We've got company, boys!"


Upon hearing their names called, the five bounty hunters put down their cards and arose from their seats. They stood at attention with their backs straight and their eyes focused on their boss.


Soniker smiled and gestured toward his top five bounty hunters. "Mereel, meet Company Alpha, the best squad on my team!"


Mereel looked at the bounty hunters. "How many companies do you have here?" he asked.


Soniker answered a question with a question. "How many letters of the alphabet are there, Jaster my boy?"


"Twenty-six."


"HA! We've got many, many more squads than that," Soniker said with a smile. "We've got literally thousands of mercs here! These guys here are the best of the best of the best!"


One of the bounty hunters, a Twi'lek like the servant girl, but with white skin instead of green, stepped forward and offered his hand to Mereel. He wore a dark green jumpsuit covered by a flowing purple robe.


Soniker's voice rang out with enthusiasm. "Jaster, meet Jam Bolasa! The leader of the pack!"


"Pleased to meet you," Bolasa said politely.


The bounty hunter standing next to Bolasa was human like Mereel, but he resembled no other human Mereel had ever seen. His heavily scarred face was topped by locks of flaming red hair, and his icy green eyes gleamed out from all the bruises and cuts on his face. He wore thick trousers and a sleeveless shirt that revealed a parade of bulging muscles on his arms.


"Mimar Blotti!" Soniker announced as he gestured toward the scar-faced human.


"Welcome to our home base," Blotti said to Mereel.


Soniker then indicated the next bounty hunter, a fierce-looking Klatooinian. Mereel had seen Klatooinians before. They were ugly, carnivorous aliens with swarthy brown skin, bulldog jowls, and bony crests atop their heads. Despite their appearances, they usually proved to be quite friendly and outgoing once you got to know them. This particular Klatooinian wore a light gray shirt, a black vest, and black trousers that were torn at the knees.


"This is Abako," Soniker said.


"Hey, man, how's it going?" Abako said cheerfully as he greeted Mereel. The young man grinned at the bulldog-faced alien as he shook his hand warmly. The next hunter in line was a Rodian, which wasn't really much of a surprise since the great majority of Rodians were bounty hunters on the side. The Rodian standing before Mereel, whom Soniker introduced as Otok, had a wild, darting look in his large purple eyes. He'd obviously did not have as much experience as the other hunters in Company Alpha, but he looked impressive enough in his black leather jacket, torn white shirt, brown pants, and heavy black boots. He offered his hand in greeting to Mereel, but the young man respectfully declined. Rodians were known to have sticky fingers.


"He's a fine young hunter, that Otok," Soniker remarked as he and Mereel moved on to the final bounty hunter.


The last hunter was the most captivating sight Mereel had ever seen. The man was a Mandalorian, one of a race of warriors from the planet Mandalore. He was dressed in an imposing suit of razor-edged green armor, complete with a green-and-red face mask, a utility belt, wrist gauntlets, several holsters, and - most astounding of all - a massive rocket pack strapped to his back.


Mereel had never come across any individual who commanded so much respect, exuded so much confidence, or inspired so much terror as this armor- clad monstrosity of a man did at that very moment. The young man gazed at him in wonder, pondering just what was behind that enigmatic mask. He almost felt envious, because he was not as powerful or mysterious as this man was.


As it turned out, this strange man had a name.


"Rago Fett," said Soniker. "He's the best Mandalorian I've ever met in all my years in this organization."


Mereel stared open-mouthed at the roster of Company Alpha. They were easily the most terrifying sight he'd ever laid eyes on, especially with that deadly Rago Fett. How he wished he could be among their ranks.


"Boys," said Soniker, addressing the hunters. "This boy, Jaster Mereel, would like to become a bounty hunter. He's smart and tough, and deserves no less than the honor of becoming your apprentice."


The young man's jaw nearly dropped out of his mouth. He couldn't believe it. What incredible luck!


"He will start training with you immediately," Soniker added.


Recovering from his shock, Mereel whirled to face his new employer.


"But you hardly even know me!" he exclaimed.


"I know you were exiled to this planet," Soniker replied calmly.


"WHAT?!"


Soniker chuckled heartily at Mereel's shock. "It was quite easy to figure that out, actually. You see, people typically come to Jubilar for one of two reasons - either to die of thirst out in the desert or to join my organization. And you, sir " - he jabbed a meaty finger into Mereel's chest - "obviously did not come here of your own free will."


"I suppose you're right," Mereel admitted.


"Oh, that's nothing to be ashamed of," Soniker pointed out. "When my medical team found you lying in the desert, you were bleeding all over from numerous wounds. How you managed to acquire all those wounds and survive completely boggles the mind! You're strong, boy!"


The possibilities of this new scenario suddenly opened themselves up to Mereel. The young man realized that if he joined up with this crowd, he could do much, much more than just fulfilling his childhood dream of becoming a bounty hunter. With a proper, disciplined regimen of training and study, he could become the stuff legends were made of. He'd gain the respect he'd been deprived of his whole life - and then some!


"Mr. Soniker," he called out.


"Yes?"


"I'm ready to begin."











