Han Solo Book 2
The Hutt Gambit

Han Solo, former Imperia officer, sat despondently at asticky tablein adingy bar on Devaron, sSipping
aninfe-rior Alderaanian de and wishing he were one. Not that he minded the other denizens of the bar
horned Devish maes and furry Devish femaees, plus a smattering of nonhumans from other worlds. Han
was used to diens; hed grown up with them aboard Trader Luck, alarge trading ship that wandered the
gpacelanes of the galaxy. By the time he was ten, Han had been able to speak and un-derstand half a
dozen nonhuman languages.

No, it wasnt the diens around him. It was the dien beside him. Han took aswig of hisae, grimaced at
the sour taste, then glanced sidelong at the cause of dl histroubles. The huge, hairy being gazed back at
him with concerned blue eyes. Han sighed heavily. If onhj hed go home! But the
Wookiee---Chew-something-utterly refused to go home to Kashyyyk, despite Hans repeated urging.
The dien clamed he owed something called alife debt to former Imperid Lieutenant Han Solo.
Lifedebt . . . great. Just what | need, Han thought bit-terly. A big furry nursemaid trailing after me, giving
me advice, fussing over meif | drink too much, telling me he gonnatake care of me. Gresat. Just grest.
Han scowled into hisae, and the pale, watery brew reflected his countenance back at him, distorting his
feartures until he gppeared nearly as dien asthe Wookiee. What was his name? Chew-something. The
Wookiee had told him, but Han wasnt good at pronouncing Wookiee, even though he understood it
perfectly.

Besdes, he didnt want to learn this particular Wookiees name. If helearned his name, hed likely never
get rid of hishairy shadow.

Hah rubbed ahand over hisface blearily, feding severd days stubble. Ever since hed been kicked out of
the ser-vice, he kept forgetting to shave. When hed been a cadet, then ajunior lieutenant, then afull
lieutenant, hed been meticulous with his grooming, the way an officer and agentleman should be. . . but
now . . . what difference did it make?

Han raised hisglassin adightly unsteady hand and gulped the sour de. He put the empty tankard down,
and glanced around the bar for the server. Need another drink. One more, and 11l feed much better. Just
onemore. . .

The Wookiee moaned quietly. Hans scowl degpened. Keep your opinionsto yoursef, hairbdl, he
snarled. 11l know when Ive had enough. Th lasthing | need isaWookiee playin nursemaid for me,

The Wookiee-Chewbacca, that was it-growled softly, his blue eyes shadowed with concern. Hanslip
curled. Im perfectly capable of lookin after myself, and dont you forget it. Just cause | saved your furry
butt from being vaporized doesnt mean you owe me athing. | tol you before-1 owed aWookiee, long
ago. Owed her my life, couplatimesover. So | saved you, cause | owed her.

Chewbacca made a sound halfway between a moan and a snarl. Han shook his head. No, that means
you dont owe me athing, dont you get it? | owed her, but | couldnt repay her. So | helped you out,
which makesuseven . . . square. So will you please take those credits | gave you, and go back to
Kashyyyk? Y ou aint doin me any favors staying here, hairbdl. | need you like | need ablaster burn on
my buitt.

Affronted, Chewbacca drew himsdf up to hisfull Wookiee height. He growled low in histhroat.

Y eah, | know | tossed away my career and my livin that day on Coruscant when | stopped Commander
Nyklas from shootin you. | hate davery, and watchin Nyklas use aforce whip aint aparticularly
appetizing sight. | know Wookiees, you see. When | was growin up, a Wookiee was my best friend. |
knew you were gonnaturn on Nyklas before you did it-just like | knew Nyklaswould go for his blaster.
| couldnt just stand there and watch him blast you. But dont go tryin to make me out as some kinda hero,
Chewie. | dont need apartner, and | dont want afriend. My name saysit al, pa. Solo.

Han jerked athumb at his chest. Solo. In my language, that means me, aone, by mysdf. Get it? Thatsthe
way itis, and thatstheway | likeit. So.. . . no offense, Chewie, but why dont you just scram. Asin, go
away. Perma-nently.

Chewie stared at Han for along moment, then he snorted disdainfully, turned, and strode out of the bar.



Hah wondered disinterestedly if hed actually managed to convince the big hairy oaf to leave for good. If
he had, that was reason for celebration. For another drink . . .

As he glanced around the bar, he saw that over in the corner severd patrons were gathering around a
table. A sabacx game was forming. Han wondered whether he ought to try to get inon it. Mentally he
reviewed the con-tents of his credit pouch, and decided that might not be a bad idea. He usually had very
good luck at sabace, and every credit counted, these days. These days. . .

Han sighed. How long had it been since that fateful day when hed been sent to assist Commander Nyklas
with the crew of Wookiee |aborers assigned to complete anew wing on the Imperial Hall of Heroes? He
counted, grimacing as heredized that hed lost dayson end inthere . . . days probably spent in adark
haze of de and bitter recrimination. In two daysit would be two months.

Hans mouth tightened and he ran an unsteady hand through his unruly brown hair. For the past five years
hed kept it cut short in approved military fashion, but now it was growing out, getting amost shaggy. He
had a sudden, sharp menta image of himsdf as hed been then-immacu-lately groomed, insignia polished,
boots shining-and glanced down at himself.

What a contrast between then and now. He was wearing a stained, grayish shirt that had Once been
white, astained, gray neo-leather jacket hed purchased secondhand, and dark blue military-style trousers
with his Corellian blood-stripe running down the outside seam. Only the boots were the same. They were
custom-fitted when each cadet was commissioned, so the Empire hadnt wanted them back. Han had
been commissioned just alittle over eight months ago, and no junior lieutenant had ever been prouder of
his rank-or of those shining boots.

The boots were scuffed now, and worn. Hans lip curled as he regarded them. Scuffed and worn by life,
all the spit and polish gone . . . that about described him these days, tOO.

Inamoment of painful honesty, Han admitted that he probably wouldnt have been ableto stay in the
Imperial Navy even if he hadnt gotten himsalf cashiered for rescu-ing and freeing Chewbacca. Hed
garted his career with high hopes, but disiliusonment had quickly set in. The prgudice againgt
nonhumans had been hard to take for someone raised the way Han had been, but hed bitten histongue
and remained slent. But the endless, silly bureau-cratic regs, the blind stupidity of so many of the
officers-

Hah had dready begun to wonder how long hed be able to takeit.

But hed never figured on a dishonorable discharge, loss of pension and back pay, and worst of al-being
black-listed as a pilot. They hadnt taken hislicense, but Han had quickly discovered that no legitimate
company would hire him. Hed tramped the permacrete of Coruscant for weeks, in between acoholic
binges, looking for work and found all respectable doors closed to him.

Then, one night, as hed taveru-hopped in a section of the planet-wide city near the dlien ghetto, ahuge,
furred shadow had flowed out of the deeper shadows of an aley and confronted Han.

For long moments Hans ae-fogged brain hadnt even recognized the Wookiee as the one hed saved. It
was only when Chewbacca began spesking, thanking Han for saving hislife and freeing him from davery,
that Han had realized who he was. Chewie had been quite direct his people didnt mince words. He,
Chewbacca, had sworn alife debt to Han Solo. Where Han went, from that day forward, he would go,
too.

And he had.

When Han had finally gotten them passage off Corus-cant, piloting a ship with aload of contraband to
Tralus (the cargo had been magneticaly sedled into the hold-Han hadnt had the equipment or the energy
to break in and find out exactly what it was he was smuggling), Chewbacca had gone with him. On the
week-long voyage, Han began teaching the Wookiee the rudiments of piloting. Space travel was boring,
and at least that gave him something to do besides brood over lost futures. . .

Once on Tralus, heturned over his ship and cargo, then went looking for another assignment. He wound
up at Truthful Toryls Used Spaceship It, asking the Duros for work. Toryl was an old acquaintance, and
he knew Hah was ardliable and expert pilot.

The Empirewastightening itsgrip dl thetime, taking avay therights of itsworldsaswell asitscitizens.
Duro had ashipbuilding indusiry nearly equd to that of Corellia, but they had recently been prohibited by



Imperia direetive from placing wegpons systemsin their ships. Hans clandes-tine cargo proved to be a
shipment of components useful in outfitting ships with wegpons.

By the time they reached Duro, Chewie was becoming afair copilot and gunner. Han hoped that teaching
the Wookiee these skillswould makeit easier to get rid of him on someworld. If he knew the Wookiee
could hire on asaskilled pilot or copilot, he wouldnt hesitate to dump him in some port and then lift
ship-or so Han told himsdif.

Once on Duro, Han drank up some of the profits from his mission, while waiting to be contacted for
another pilot-ing job. His patience was rewarded one day when a Sullus-tan approached him and offered
him good pay to take a ship from Duro, avoiding any Imperia ports of call, athird of the way acrossthe
gdaxy to Kothlis, aBothan colony wodd.

Of coursethe deek, swift little craft was hot-stolen from some wealthy owners landing pad. Han had to
re-mind himsdlf that he was no longer in the business of keep-ing the law he was in the busine ss of
bresking it.

S0 he st hisjaw and piloted the stolen vessel to her new home on Kothlis. Then he went looking for
another assgn-ment, and eventually found one. On the surface, thisjob seemed legit. Hah wasto ferry a
large halargon from Koth-listo Devaron.

Han had never heard of analargon before, which wasnt surprising, as his exposure to music had been
limited. A nalargon proved to be avery large instrument that was operated by a keyboard and foot
pedals. Pipes and sub-harmonic resonance generators produced sound on many wave bands. The
ingruments were in demand for the jizz craze that was sweeping the galaxy.

Accordingly, the huge instrument was brought aboard the ship Han had been assigned, bolted to the
deck, then left sedled in the cargo compartment.

Han investigated the instrument once he and Chewie were safely in hyperspace. He tapped it, poked and
nudged it, turned it on, then tried pressing the keys and pedals. No sound, except the sound he made
trying to make it work.

But histappings proved it wasnt hollow. Han sat back on his hedls, gazing at the huge insrument. The
thing was obvioudy adummy-ashdl, with something indde. What?

Han knew from his tint in the Imperial Navy that Devaron was aworld in turmoil. Not long ago agroup
of rebels had risen againgt the Imperia governor, demanding independence from the Empire. Hanslip
curled disdain-fully. Stupid fools, thinking they had a chance against the Empire. Seven hundred of the
rebels had been captured when the ancient holy city of Montellian Serat had been overrun by Imperia
troops afew months ago. Theyd been summarily executed without trid, killed without mercy. The
remaining rebelswere dtill hiding out in the hills, hold-ing out, attacking commando fashion, but Han knew
it was only amatter of time before they, too, would be ground beneath Pdpatines hed, their world rigidly
controlled by the Empire, as so many other worlds had been.

Eyeing the nalargon, Hah made some menta ca cula-tions based on the instrument being hollow. Yeah. .
. ashort-bore mobile laser cannon would just about fit ingde that shell. The wegpon could be mounted
on the back of alandskimmer, and was capable of blowing smdll targets-a building, or a short-range
Imperid fighter-into very smal pieces.

It could also be blast rifles, of course. Ten or fifteen would fit insde there, if they were cleverly packed.
Whatever was insde the nalargon, Han had a bad fedl-ing about the assgnment hed taken on. He
resolved to land the ship, then walk away from it and not go back. He had fake landing codes, provided
by the Bothans. Hed use them, and then get away as quickly ashecould. . .

Hed landed yesterday, and for dl Han knew, the ship was il stting on the field with the nalargon in her
cargo hold. But he had a hunch that the rebels on Devaron hadnt wasted any time.. . .

Han shook his head alittle blearily, haf wishing he hadnt had thet last de. The sour taste was dlill in his
mouth, and his head bused. Han looked from side to side, testingly, and the room stayed till. Good. He
wasnt too drunk to play sabacc and win. Let get on with it, Solo. Every little credit helps. . .

The smuggler roseto hisfeet and strolled quite steadily across the room to the table. Greetings, gentles,
he said, in Basic. Got room for another player?

The dedler, aDevaronian male, turned his head with its waxed, polished horusto regard Hah



questioningly. He must have decided that the newcomer looked okay, be-cause he shrugged and
gestured at the vacant seat. Wel-come, Pilot. Aslong as your credits hold out, so does your welcome.
He grinned, showing sharp, fera teeth. Han nodded, then did into the seet.

Hed first learned to play sabacc when he was about fourteen. Han anted credits into the high-stakes pat,
the sabacc pot, then picked up the two cards hed been dedlt and scanned them, al the while covertly
studying his oppo-nents. When the bet for the hand pot came round to him, he tossed the requisite
number of credit disksinto that pot, too.

Han had the six of staves and the Queen of Air and Darkness, but at any moment the dealer could push a
but-ton, and dl the card-values would change. Han eyed his opponents atiny Sullustan, afurry
Devaronian female, the Devaronian male deder, and ahuge female Barabd, arep-tiloid being from
Barab One. Thiswasthefirst time Han had seen aBarabel up close, and she was an impressive Sight.
Over two meterstall, covered with tough black scalesthat would repel even astun blast, the Barabel had
amouthful of daggedike teeth and aclubliketail that report-edly made them nasty customersin afight.
Thisone, who had introduced hersdlf as Shalamar, seemed peaceful enough, though. She picked up the
newest card-chip shed been dedlt and studied her hand intently through narrowed dit-pupiled eyes.

The object of sabacc wasto get cards to equal, but not exceed, the number twenty-three-either positive
or negative. In case of atie, podtive totals beat negatives.

At the moment the cards in Hans hand had anumerica vaue of positive four. The Queen of Air and
Darkness had avalue of minus two. Han could throw that card into the interference field, which would
freeze its val ue, then hope to get the Idiot and a card with the face value of three. Sincetheldiot had a
vaue of zero, thiswould give him an Idiots Array, which would beat even apure sabacc . . . that is,
cards whose va ue added up to either positive or negative twenty-three.

AsHan hesitated, gazing at his Queen, the card-chips rippled and atered. His Queen was now the
Master of sabers. The six of sabers had become the eight of flasks. Histotal was. . . positive
twenty-two. He waited while the other players examined their card-chips. The Barabd, thefemade
Devaronian, and the dedler threw in their hands disgustedly-theyd bombed out by exceeding
twenty-three.

The Sullustan raised the bet, which Han matched and raised. | cdll, thelittledien said, laying down his
card-chipswith aflourish. Twenty, he announced.

Han grinned and put down his own. Twenty-two, he announced casualy, laying down his own hand.
Afraid that hand pots mine, pal.

The other players grumbled a bit as he scooped up their money. The Barabe femae hissed and gave him
alook that could have melted titanium, but said nothing.

The Sullustan took the next hand, and the Devaronian dedler the one that followed. Hah eyed the
growing sabacc pot, and decided to try to go for the bigger payoff.

They continued to play for severa more hands. Han won the hand pot again, but nobody had gotten the
sabacc pot. Han tossed the three of coinsand the Idiot into the inter-ference field, and hisluck held the
very next change of cardsleft him holding the two of flasks.

IdiotsArray . . . Han said casudly, tossing the two down next to the other two cardsin the interference
field. The sabacc pot ismine, ladiesand gentlemen. . .

He bent forward to scoop up the pot, and the Barabel female let out aroar. Cheater! Hes got a skifter,
he must have! No one can be so lucky!

Hah sat back and stared at her, outraged. He had cheated at sabacc plenty of times, using skifters-cards
that would assume different values when their edges were tapped and in other ways. But thistime hed
won fair and square!

Y ou can take your accusations and stick em in your ear! the Corellian burst out indignantly. Of course
the Barabd didnt have any visible ears, but his meaning wasnt lost on her. Dropping hisright hand down
to histhigh, he slently unsnapped the strap on the top of his holster. Shak-ing his head vehemently, he
added, | wasnt cheating! Y ou were just outplayed, sister!

L eft-handed, Han reached across the table, grabbed afistful of credits, and stuffed them into his pocket.
Nobody moved or spoke, so he reached for the remaining handful. In ablur of reddish fur, the



Devaronian fema es hand shot out, grabbed hiswrist, and pinned it to the table. Maybe Shalamar isright,
shesad, in strongly accented Basic. We should search him to make sure.

Han glared & her. Take your hands off me, he said very quietly. Or Il make you redlly sorry.

Something in his eyes and voice must have impressed her, because shelet go of him and stepped back.
Coward! Shalamar snarled at the Devaronian. Hes just a puny human!

The Devaronian shook her head and backed away, indi-cating that she wanted no further part in the
conflict.

Han smiled smugly as he reached for the last of the card-chips. Seeing that smile, the Barabel roared
again. One armored, sharp-taloned hand came sweeping down in amighty blow that smashed thetablein
two, sending board, credits, and card-chips flying. Shading, she ad-vanced on Han. No! Im going to bite
your head off, cheater! Well see how good you arethen !

Han took onelook at her gaping maw, realizing that she was big enough to make good on her threat, and
went for hisblaster. Hisright hand dropped to his thigh with blur-ring speed, then the well-worn grip was
there, nestled againgt hispalm.

His hand, still moving with extraordinary speed, started back up as he began his draw-

---—-only to stop short when the blaster hung up in the holster!

Han had barely a second to redlize that the blasters front sight, mounted on the end of the barrel, was
caught at the bottom of his holster. He tugged, trying to free his wegpon.

The Barabe legped for him. Han jumped back, but not

far enough. Shallamars huge, sharp talons grabbed the

front of hisjacket, dashing the tough materia asthough it

weretissue. Still yanking at histrapped blaster, Han was

hauled toward the Barabel s wide-open mouth so fast his

vision blurred. Helet out achoked gasp asablast of hot,

reeking reptiloid breath engulfed him.

Suddenly Han glimpsed ablur of brownish tan at the comer of hisvison, just asahuge roar nearly
deafened him. A long, furred arm snaked around Shallamars neck, jerking her back, away from Han.
Chewie! Hah yelled. Hed never been so glad to see someonein hislife.

The Barabel roared hack at the Wookiee, dropping the Corellian as she swung around to grapple with
her attacker.

Hold her for asecond, Chewie! Han yelled, yanking at the bottom of his holster as he twisted the grip of
hisblaster. At last! He pulled it up and sighted &t the Barabel as she wrestled with the Wookiee, but he
couldnt get adear shot.

The two huge beings, snarling and hissing, rampaged across the room, knocking over tablesand chairs.
The other sabacc players and denizens of the bar scattered before the fray, screaming advice and curses
in multiple languages. The Sullustan sabacc player dropped his hand to his own blaster, but when he saw
that Han was now armed, he turned and flung himsalf behind the bar.

Shalamar and Chewbacca swayed back and forth, locked in agrim parody of aloving embrace, each
testing the others strength, trying to get each other off balance. Chewie, cmon! Hah yelled. Lets get outta
herel

Chewbacca and Shalamar whirled in ablur of brown fur and black scales, then Shallamar lowered her
head and snapped at the Wookiees arm. Her needle-sharp teeth sheared off a chunk of fur and mest.
The Wookiee roared in agony and, with aburst of strength, grabbed the Barabels arm and dung her
around with dizzying speed, so fast that her feet did out from under her. As she went down, Chewie dso
grabbed her tail, swinging her so hard she was airborne.

With afind howl of triumph, CheWbacareleased his grip and sent the huge reptiloid flying acrossthe
room, while sentients scattered to avoid her trgectory. Shalamar landed on her back amid aruin of
chairs, tables, and sabacc card-chips.

Stun wont work, dont want to kiU-ajumble of thoughts raced through Hans mind as he thumbed the
setting on the blaster, amed, and fired at the dazed Shd-lamar, hitting her a haf force just below one
huge knee joint. She hissed in pain and sagged back, black scales smoking and steaming.



Chewie, cmon! Han yelled, snapping off astun shot at the sabacc dealer, who was aiming ablaster at the
Wookiee. The Devaronian went down without a sound. Chewie, drip-ping blood, was right behind Han
asthey raced for the exit, knocking over chairs and tables.

The tavems owner, a Devaronian female, blocked hisway, screaming curses and threats, but Hah
dapped her asde with the barrdl of his blaster and kept running. He dammed the door with his shoulder,
then bounced off. Locked!

Swearing in six nonhuman languages, Hall thumbed the indicator on hisweapon up to its highest power,
and blasted the door. The proprietor howled in protest, but tile Corellian and the Wookiee were aready
gone.

Hah and Chewbacca pelted down the squalid dley, then swung out onto the street with its rustic-looking
buildings made of blue native wood and stuccoed permacrete. A chilly breeze made the Cordllian shiver.
It was early spring here on Devarons souill polar continent.

Hah quickly holstered his blaster as he dropped his pace to afast walk. Howsthe arm, pal?

Chewie groaned, ending in a shad. Han glanced down at the damage. Well, it was your choice to come
back, he pointed out. Not that Im sorry you did, mindyou. | ...l wanttosay ... uh...thanksfor
saving my resr.

The Wookiee made an interrogatory sound. Han shrugged. Well, sure, | guess. . . hemumbled. Ive
never had apartner before, but . . . yeah, why not? It can get kinda boring on long space flights without
someoneto talk to, | guess.

Chewie rumbled with satisfaction, despite his pain. Dont push your luck, Han said dryly. Listen, we got
to get that arm seen to. Theres amed droids clinic across the street. Lets go.

An hour later the two were back on the sireet. Chewies arm, after a bacta treatment, was sheathed in a
protective bandage, but the med droid had assured them that Wookiees were quick heders.

The Wookiee had just finished commenting that he was hungry, when Hah heard a soft call from the
shelter of anearby doorway. Pilot Solo. . .

Han stopped in histracks and looked over to find a Duros mae beckoning to him. He glanced from side
to sde, but the Devaronian street scene was quiet and peace-ful. This section near the town square was
reserved for pedestrian traffic. Yeah? hereplied, inalow voice.

The blue-skinned Duros motioned for Han to follow him into anearby dley. The Cordlian waked to the
mouth, turned the corner, then stood with his back against the wall, hand on the grip of his blaster. Okay,
thisisasfar as| go without knowing what you want.

The Duros mournful expression lengthened even far-ther. Y ou are not atrusting sentient, Pilot Solo. |
was referred to you by amutua friend, Truthful Tory[ He said you are an excdlent pilot.

Han relaxed dightly, but didnt take his hand off hisgun. Im good, dl right, he sad. If Truthful Toryl sent
you. .. proveit.

The Duros gazed straight at him with calm, moonstone-colored eyes. He said | wasto tell you that the
Tdisman you brought him isno more.

Han relaxed and took his hand off his wegpon. Okay, youve convinced me he sent you, he said. State
your business.

| need aship delivered to Nar Hekka, in the Hutt sys-tem, the Duros said. | am willing to pay well . ..
but, Filot Solo, you must not alow Imperiasto board her should you run into any peatrols.

Han sghed. Moreintrigues. But the Duross offer inter-ested him. Hed been planning dl along to
eventualy make hisway to Nar Shaddaa, the Smugglers Moon that or-bited Nal Hutta. Now would be
asgood atime as any. From Nar Hekka, he could easily catch a ship to Nal Huttaor Nar Shaddaa.

Tel memore, hesad.

Only if you can raise ship within two hours, the Duros said. If not, tell me, and | will look elsewherefor a
pilot.

Han considered for amoment. Well... | could maybe change my plans. . . for theright price.

The Duros named afigure, then added, And the same sum upon delivery.

Hah snorted, then shook his head, though inwardly he was surprised a how high theinitid bid was.
Cmon, Chewie, he said, weve got places to go, people to see. Too quickly, the Duros named another,



higher sum. Thisguy must redlly be desperate, Han thought as he pretended to hesitate for abegat. He
shook hishead. | dunno.. . . itsnot worth my butt if the Imperias arelookin for this ship of yours. Whats
she carrying?

The Duross expression did not change. That | cannot tell you. But | will tell you that if you deliver the ship
and its contents safely to Tagta the Hutt, he will be pleased, and pleasing aHutt Lord isgenerally
consdered to heagood thing for onesfinanciad well-being. Tagtais Jiliac the Hutts highest-ranking
subordinate on Nar Hekka.

Hans ears pricked up. Jliac the Hutt was avery high-ranking Hutt Lord indeed. Maybe this Tagtawould
give him arecommendation to the boss. . .

Hmmmmmmmm . . . Han scratched his head, then named asum. And dl in advance, he added.

The Duross pale blue skin seemed to grow even paler, but then he nodded. Very well asto tile sum, but
half up front. Y ou will receive the rest from Tagta, Pilot Solo.

Hah considered, then nodded. Okay, youve got your-self aded. Chewie-he turned to address the
Wookiee, who was hovering nearby, listening intently-go on back to that lockbox where we |eft our stuff
and get it, will you, while | conclude my businesswith our friend here? The Wookiee rumbled a soft
assent.

Thanks. Il meet you on the north side of the town square in an hour, okay?

Chewbacca nodded and moved off down the street.

Han walked closer to the Duros, and said, Okay, youve got yoursdlf apilot. Well raise ship within two
hours. Fill mein ontherest of it. Wheredo | find this Tagtathe Huitt?

Within minutes Han had dl the details. The Duros handed over asheaf of credit vouchers, gave him the
ships security code, and the location of the vessal. Then the blue-skinned dien melted away into the
dimness of the dley.

Han had a couple of minutesto kill, so he grabbed a quick bite at the cafe next door. He had to argue
with the Devish female chef to get her to cook his meet. But it wasworth it. The food drowned the last of
the de-induced muzziness. Clearheaded, his energy renewed, Hah felt con-sderably cheered.

On hisway to the town square, he stopped off at a secondhand shop that catered to spacers of all
species. There he bought a beat-up black lizard-hide jacket to re-place the one the Barabel had
shredded. Respectably clothed again, he started up the street toward his rendez-vous with Chewbacca.
Hah knew something was up long before he reached the town square. The sound of a huge crowd was
unmistakable. They seemed to be shouting in unison. The skin at the back of Hans neck prickled
suddenly as he realized that there was something familiar about those words. They werent in Basic, but
hed heard those smple, repetitious phrases be-fore.

But where?

Ive got abad feding about this. . . he thought, turn-ing the corner and seeing the crowd. They were
chanting. Chanting, swaying, rocking with reigious fervor. Mostly Devaronians, of course, but there were
agmattering of hu-mans and other sentients. Hans gaze raked the crowd, fol-lowing it to the front. A
hastily erected dais stood there, and atop it, leading the revival, sood afigure out of Hans past.

Oh, no.t hethought. ThisisaYlesan reviva, and that missionary isVeratil! | cant let him see me!

Five years ago, Han had spent almost six months on the steaming, fungus-infested wodd of Ylesa Hed
been work-ing as a pilot before taking the examinations to get into the Academy, practicing and honing
his piloting skills. Ylesawas aworld at the edge of Hutt space, whe re arace of beings cdled the tlanda
Til-distant cousins of the Hutts- offered pilgrims supposed religious sanctuary.

Thetlanda Til sent missionariesto many worldsto preach about the One and the All. Han had known
that for years, but hed never been unlucky enough to runinto aYlesian reviva before now.

For awild moment the Corellian wanted to draw his blaster, shoot Veratil down, and ydll to the
assembled crowd of potentid pilgrims, Go home! Itsall abig fake! They just want you so they can
endaveyou, you fools! Get out of herel

But how could he make them believe him? To most sentientsin the galaxy, Ylesawas perceived asa
place of rdigiousretreat, where the faithful gathered, and those wishing to hide from their pasts could find
sanctuary.



Thefact that the Y lesian sanctuary would turn out to be atrap was known only to the lucky few like
Han- whod managed to escape. No doubt Veratil had atransport standing by to load the pilgrims on
board. Unfortunate sen-tients who followed him would have no ideathat their voy-ageto Ylesawould
lead only to davery in the spice factories, then, when they grew too weak or sick to work, theyd face
death in the spice mines of Kessdl. Ylesawas agolden dream for the faithful, but the redlity wasaworld
of bondage and unending tail.

Teroenza, Veratils boss, was the High Priest of Ylesia. Before fleeing the colony, Han had robbed the
tlanda Til leader of the most valuable piecesin arare and extengve collection. Hed |eft Teroenza
wounded, but dive.

Han had escaped Ylesiain Teroenzas persona yacht, the Talisman. Soon after his getaway, Han
discovered that the tlanda Til and their Hutt overlords had placed afat bounty on the head of Vykk
Draygo-Hans dias. Han had to change hisidentity, even hisretina/patterns, to es-cape detection and
capture.

Now, seeing Veratil, Han ducked his head and turned away, wishing he had a hood he could pull up to
hide hisface. If the Sacredot saw him and recognized him, Hah knew that hewasin for it.

The chanting surrounding him intensified. Han began to swest, despite the chill of the Devaronian
weather, because he knew what was coming.

Acrossthe town square, he saw atall, furred shape standing on the edge of the crowd, watching the
ceremony curioudy. Chewiel Cant let him get drawn into this'The Exultation isgoing to comein just a
couple of minutes!

Han plunged into the crowd, keeping his head ducked, fighting hisway through the throng as he would
have clawed hisway through a heavy surf. He was bresthing hard and his elbows and ribs ached by the
time he reached the Wookiee. Chewie! heydled, grabbing the big sen-tient by the arm. L ets get outta
herel Thisisgonnaturn into amob scene any second now!

The Wookiee whined inquiringly. Never mind how | knowF Han yelled above the chanting. | just know!
Trust mel

Chewbacca nodded and turned away, using his huge size to part the crowd before him. Han started to
follow him, then something caught the corner of hiseye, and he turned hishead. A gleam . . . agleam of
reddish gold on astray curl.

Hah caught just aglimpse of her, but hiswhole mind and body jolted to a stop as though hed dammed
into astone wall while running at top speed. Bria? Brial

He caught only that one brief glimpse of apale, perfect profile and astray reddish-blond curl, but it was
enough. She was standing there, wearing ablack cloak and hood, in this crowd.

Memories came surging back, so strong that they scared him . . .

Bria, apale ghost of adavein the spicefactoriesof Ylesa Bria, scared but determined as they robbed
Ter-oenzaof histreamtres. Bria, Sitting beside him on a golden sand beach on Togoria, her mouth soft
and red and just begging to be kissed Bria, lying in hisarmslate a night . . .

Bria, who had left him behind, saying she needed to fight her addiction w thetlanda Til Exultation by
hersdf...

Han had spent the past five years convincing himsdlf that hed forgotten her. After four yearsin the
Imperid Academy, plus nearly ayear of commissioned service, hed been convinced that he no longer
cared. But now, in asingle searing blaze of inaght, Hah Solo knew hed been lying to himself.

Without hesitating, he turned and plunged back into the crowd, heading for the woman in the black
cloak. He was halfway there when the Exultation hit the crowd, and the throng of sentients collapsed
onto the cobblestones of the town sgquare as though theyd been stun-blasted.

Han had forgotten how strong the Exultation was. Waves of intense pleasure rolled through hismind as
well as hisbody. No wonder the Y lesian pilgrims thought the tlanda Til were Divindy Gifted! Even
knowing, as Han did, that the Exultation was caused by an empathic trans-mission coupled with a
subsonic vibration that caused awave of pleasure that acted on the brains of most bipeda sentients, Han
had to brace himsdf toresst it.

He knew without seeing it that the pouch beneath Veratils chin had swelled, and that the Sacredot was



hum-ming those vibrations as he concentrated on warm, positive emotions. To anyone unprepared for the
force of the Exultation, the effect was asintoxicating as any pleasure drug. The ability to produce the
Exultation was onethat dl tlanda Til males shared-it was actudly asex-linked bio-logicd ability they
possessed that, in their natural habitat, was used to attract tlanda Til females.

All around Han the crowd had falen prone, and most of the sentients were writhing in pleasure. The Sight
sckened Han. Hed shaken off the effects of the Exultation now, and he concentrated on not stepping on
bodies as he plunged toward the woman in the black cloak and hood. He could no longer see her face or
that betraying tendril of hair.

Hisfingers remembered the soft silkiness of that hair . . he used to play with Brias curls, watching them
cap-ture the light, bringing the reddish gold to vibrant life. . .

The woman in the black cloak and hood disappeared behind a stone bench asthe crowd heaved in a
wave of ecstasy from the Exultation. Han swallowed hard. Briahad |eft him because she was addicted to
the Exultation. Was that where shed been for the past five years? A willing dave on Ylesia, bound to her
tlanda Til masters because she needed her daily dose of pleasure? Funny . . . hed thought Bria had more
srength thanthat . . .

Han reached the stone bench, then stopped, staring around him. The woman in the black cloak was
nowherein sight. Whered she go? Brial Han thought, staring around him wildly. Froin al sdes he could
hear the gasps and moans of the crowd filling the air.

He jumped up on the bench, straining his eyes, trying to pick up and, trace of the woman in the black
cloak. Han only redlized what aterrible mistake hed made when he found himself staring acrossthe
crowd, sraight into the eyes of Veratil.

The huge, four-legged creature with the tiny arms and the broad, single-horned head was staring back at
him, hissmall, reddish eyes wide with surprise.

The Cordlian had no doubt that Veratil had just recog-nized him as Vykk Draygo, the man whod
wrecked the glitterstim factory, stolen Teroenzas treasure, and caused the death of the Ylesian Hutt
overlord, Zawvd.

All around Hah the moans of pleasure suddenly dtered into cries of dismay and loss Veratils attention
had been diverted, and the Exultation had come to an abrupt, jarring halt.

Some of the throng wailed doud, othersjerked convul-sively. Still others dragged themselvesto their feet
with cries of distress and anger. Han ducked his head and bolted forward, determined to lose himsdlf in
the crowd And then, ahead of him, he caught a glimpse of black. Bria

Forgetting Verétil, forgetting the danger he wasin, Han plunged forward, damming into would-be
pilgrims, trip-ping over feet, elbowing hisfelow sentients aside. Brial he ydled. Stop!

Putting on aburst of speed, Han reached the edge of the crowd. The woman was running now, but Han
was moving at top speed and he caught her in adozen swift strides.

Reaching out, he managed to grab the black fabric, yank her to a hdt, then he grabbed her elbow and
spun her around to face him-

only to find that the woman hed chased was atota] stranger

How could he have mistaken her for Bria? Thiswoman wasnt homely, she was even pretty in arather
wornway . . but Bria-Bria had been one of the loveliest women Hah had ever seen. Thiswomans hair
was dark blond, not gold with warm reddish highlights.

Briahad been tall. Thiswoman was short.

She was dso angry. What do you think youre doing? she demanded in Basic. Leave medoneor 1
SUMMonN security!

l...Imsorry...Hah mumbled, stepped back, holding up both handsin as nonthrestening a manner as
he could manage. | thought you were someone €l se.

Wel, | fed sorry for her, the woman said huffily.

With anill-mannered, scruffy tout likeyemin her lifel

Look . . . Han continued to back away, hands up. | said | was sorry, sSister. Im going, okay?

| think youd better, she said pointedly. That priest has summoned security, | think.

Hah looked over his shoulder, cursed, then took to his hedls, heading away from the crowd. He could



see Chewbacca waiting for him, and waved to the Wookiee.

He lengthened his stride, and a glance back at his pursu-ers reassured him that he waslosing them.

Been drinking too much . . . he decided as he ran. Thats gotta be it. Im gonnabe rrure careful from now
on .. alot more carefid. . .

Did Han get away? Bria Tharen asked her friend as Lanah Mao walked into the room, carrying Brias
black cloak under her arm. Briawas seeted on the single human-styled chair in the cheap room theyd
rented for their short stay on Devaron.

| think so, Lanah Malo replied, tossing the cloak to her friend, then picking up her travel bag and
dumping it o nthe bed. Thelast | saw, he and that big Wookiee he was traveling with jumped into a
public skimmer. Security was il onfoot. My guessis, he madeit.

Hes probably off-world by now, Briasaid softly, wigt-fully. Rising, she walked over to the window, then
stood for amoment gazing up into Devarons c)ral-tinted sky. Tears gathered in her blue-green eyes. |
never thought Id ever see him again. | never thought it would hurt so much. . .

The pain shefelt completely eclipsed the triumph she should have been experiencing. Today shed faced
the Ex-ultation and successfully ressted it. After years of fighting her addiction to it, now shefindly knew
for certain that she was afree woman. Shed looked forward to this day for along time-but any joy she
felt wasdrowned in her grief at seeing Hah again, and knowing she couldnt be with him.

Couldnt you have talked to him? the shorter woman asked, dmost echoing Brias own thoughts. Bria
turned from the window and watched her friend and comrade-in-arms pulling on her battered,
khaki-colored jacket. Quickly Lanah stuffed the last of her persona belongingsinto the small travel bag.
What harm could it do? she asked, giv-ing Briaa sharp, quizzicd glance.

Bria shivered, then pulled the cloak around her shoul-ders. It was chilly, now that the sun waslow on the
horizon. No, shesaid in alow voice. | couldnt talk to him.

Why not? Lanah asked. Dont you trust him? Moving as methodicaly and carefully asadroid, Bria
checked the chargein the blaster she wore strapped to her thigh-low-down the way Han had taught her,
five years ago when theyd been partners, companions. . . lovers. Yes, she said, after amoment. | trust
him. | trust him with anything thats mine. But what were trying to accom-plish thats not mine. Thatsdl of
us. Betrayad at this point could mean the end of the entire movement. | couldnt risk it.

Lanah nodded. Solo showing up when he did sure messed up our plans, she said. No telling when well
get aclear shot a Verdil again. My guessisthat hell hightail it back to Ylesato tell Teroenza he spotted
your ex-boy-friend.

Brianodded tiredly as sheran her hands through her hair. Hah loved to do that, she thought with a
sudden surge of memorY sovivid that it fdt likeablow. Oh, Hah. . .

Lanah Mao gave her an assessing glance that was haf sympathetic, haf cynical. Y ou can fal apart later,
Bria. Right now weve got to catch the transport back to Corellia. The Commanders going to expect a
full report. Even if wefailed to take out Verdtil, we still succeeded in making con-tact with the
Devaronian group . . . so thetrip wasnt atota waste.

Im not going to fal apart, Briasaid dully, holstering her blaster without looking at it-the way Hah had
taught her. | got over Han long ago.

Sure you did, Lanah agreed, not unkindly, asthe two women picked up their bags and headed for the
door. Sureyoudid. . .

Han Solo shuffled into the tiny control room of the Duro-sian ship, cradling amug of stim-tea. He glanced
at the viewscreen, which showed the comforting starline pat-terns of hyperspace, then blinked blearily
over at the big Wookiee who lounged in the copilots seet. | overdept, he said accusingly. Y ou didnt call
me.

Chewbacea made a short comment Well, yeah, | prob-ably did need the rest, Han admitted. But youre
the one who got wounded. Hows the arm?

The Wookiee reassured Han that it was hedling just fine. The Corellian glanced at the wound, and
nodded, then he sank into the pilots seat. Good. Let metell you, pd, its fortunate that you showed up
when you did, yesterday. That Barabd wasnt messing around. Things could have gotten sticky.

Chewie pointed out, truthfully, that things had gotten sticky. Hah shrugged. Y oureright. And that reminds



me of something. Getting up from his seet, he went over to the toolbox that was standard issue on every
ship, and came back with atiny lasertorch and amicrofile. Tang his blaster out of the holster, he carefully
diced off the sight at the end of the barrel, then began smoothing the spot.

Chewbacca wondered aloud what Han was doing. Fix-ing my weapon so it wont ever hang up in my
holster again, the Corellian explained. That was abad couple of secondsin that tavern, there, when |
couldnt draw. Im agood shot losing the sight wont affect my aim.

Chewie watched as Han worked. After amoment the human spoke again. Bad enough that | couldnt
draw. If it had been a blaster shoot-out, instead of adugfest, | dont think either of uswould have made it
out of theredive. But | guessit could have been worse. We were actualy in more danger at that Ylesian
revivd. If Veratils security people had grabbed us. .. believe me, pd, those tlanda Til dont mess around.
If theyd caught us, wed be in degp humbaba manure, my friend.

Chexvie made an interrogatory sound. Y eah, | guess| do owe you an explanation about that, Han said
with asigh. Y see, about five years ago | needed experience pilot-ing big ships, cause | was hoping to get
into the Academy. So | took ajob piloting for thetlanda Til on Ylesia. Ever hear of it before?
Chewiewhined, low in histhroat. Y ou got it. The pil-grim colony. Cept thet it aint, pal. Its nothin but a
big scam, amagjor trap. The Hutts control the place. Pilgrimstravel there hoping to join with the cosmic
All, or some such, but they turn em into daves and make them work in the spice factories. Most of the
poor fools dont last long. They had three colonieson Ylesawhen | wasthere, but | heard theyve
expanded to five or six, now. Chewbacca shook his head sadly.

Han grimaced as he sighted down the barrdl of hisblaster. Somebody ought to go in there and shut those
cregps down, Chewie. Ive been athief, a smuggler, acon man, agambler, and some other things| aint
particularly proud of, pal . . . but davery-I cant stand it. Or davers, either. Scum of the universe. For two
credits, Id blast em dl into oblivion. ..

Chewbacca, naturaly, voiced vehement support for Hans opinion. The Corellian grinned crookedly ashe
ran histhumb over the now-smooth barrel tip. Satisfied, he replaced the wegpon in hisholster. Y eah,
wdll, | kindaforgot who | wastakin to. But anyhow, itsalong story. The end result was, | decided | had
to get outtathere, so | stole abunch of stuff from the High Priest. He had a gresat collection of art objects,
jeweled weapons, stuff like that. Only trouble was, Teroenza and his Hutt boss, Zavval, showed up a a
red inopportune time. The shooting started, and Zavva died.

Chewbacca made an interrogatory sound.

Han sighed. No, | didnt shoot him. But you could sorta say it was my fault that he bought it.

Chewie commented that from what he knew of Hutts, the fewer the better. Y eah, Ive thought that mysdlf,
Han said. But we may wind up workin for aHuitt, so youd better keep your opinion to yoursdlf, pa. He
sipped his stim-teaand looked out at the racing star patterns for along second, lost in memories. So,
anyhow, | got away. But | wish Veratil hadnt gotten alook at me yesterday. | got abad feelin about that.
ThetlandaTil can be pretty nasty . . .

Chewie asked a question. Han looked down and cleared histhroat. Whyd | go back into the crowd and
give Veratil the chanceto see me? Wdll, pdl... therewasthisgirl...

The Wookiee grunted a phrase. Trandated, it meant, Why am | not surprised?

Well, thisonewas ... specia, Hah said, fedling rather defensive. Bria Tharen. Y esterday, in that crowd, |
thought . . . He shrugged, his eyes shadowed. | thought | saw her. | coulda sworn that was her, standing
therein the crowd. Five years ago, wewere. . . friends. Close friends.

Chewbacca nodded. After only amonth with Han Solo, the Wookiee was perfectly aware that human
femaesd-mogt invariably found the Corellian atractive.

Hah shrugged again. But my eyeswere playing tricks on me. When | finally caught up to her, she wasnt
Bria. It wasredly aw- He cleared histhroat self-conscioudly. Uh, that is. . . | was sort of disappointed. |
really hoped Id found her again. He took another gulp of the cooling tea. | dreamed about Brialast night,
he muttered, amost to himsdlf. | waswearing my uniform, and shewassmilinga me. . .

Chewbacca made a sympathetic sound. Han looked up at the Wookiee. But, hey, Brias part of the past.
| gottalook ahead. What about you, pa? Y ou got a girlfriend?

The Wookiee hesitated. Hah grinned knowingly. Some-one specia? Or someone youd like to be



Specid?

Chewiefiddled with the STABILIZER CONTROI. button. Careful, dont push that, Han said. Okay, you
dont haveto tell me. But hey . . . | told you. If were gonna be partners, doesnt that mean we oughtatrnst
each other?

His hairy companion mulled that over for amoment. Findly he nodded, and began talking, dowly at firs,
then with increasing confidence. There was ayoung Wookiee femae, Malatobuck, that Chewie found
attractive. She had come around severd timesto help care for elderly mem-bers of Chewies arboreal
community on Kashyyyk, and had helped Chewbacca care for hisfather, Attichitcuk, an aged and rather
irascible Wookiee.

S0, you like her, Han said. Does she like you? Chewbacca wasnt sure. Theyd never spent much time
aonetogether. But there was awarmth in her blue eyesthat he remembered . . .

So, how long has it been since youve seen her? Han persisted.

Chewie thought for amoment, then growled areply.

Fifty years Han yelped. He knew Wookiees lived many timeslonger than humans, but till . . .

Hetook another swdlow. Hey, pd . . . | hatetotel you. Mallatobuck might be married with six little
Wooks by now. Y ou sure ask alot, wanting agirl to wait for you that long.

Chewbaeca agreed that perhaps he should return to Kashyyyk and reestablish contact as soon as
possible.

Tel you what, Han said. When weve gotten our own ship, bought and paid for, Kashyyyk will be our
first stop, okay?

The big Wookiee roared an enthusiastic agreement. Han glanced over at him, and found himsalf thinking
that it was nice to have someone to talk to during voyages. Space travel, once you made the jump to
hyperspace, could be pretty dull.

| saw that package you brought aboard, he said, changing the subject. What did you buy?

Chewbacca fetched the bundle, and returned to the co-pilots seat. He opened the parcel. Insde was a
jumble of various lengths of meta and wood, plus a handgrip and a powerful-looking spring attachment.
Han eyed the assortment, puzzled. Whats that?

The Wookiee grunted areply. Its going to be a bow-caster, Han repeated. Well, good luck puittin it
together. That spring is so strong that no human would be able to draw awegpon like that.

Chewie agreed and, taking out the toolbox, began put-ting his new bowcaster together.

Y ou agood shot? Han asked.

Chewbacca modestly alowed that among his people he was considered quite amarksman. Good, Han
said. Were headin for Nar Shaddaa, so well need to cover each others back. Its amoon that orbits the
Hutt planet, Nal Hutta. Y ou ever hear of it? Chewie hadnt.

Wéll, Ive never been there, but from what Ive heard, it can be alittle rough. Even the Empire doesnt
mess with Nar Shaddaa. If youre hot, or you want to make some kindadeal that the authorities would
frown on-you go to Nar Shaddaa. Its that kinda place.

Han began checking the controls, making sure every-thing was shipshape. Not much longer before they
emerged into real space, not far from Nar Hekka. Chewbaccawatched him with bright blue eyes, then
asked aquiet question.

Hah glanced up. | did try to find Bria, he admitted after along moment. At first | was mad at her, for
leaving me, but hey . . . shewas going through alot. A couple of years ago, while | was on leave from the
Academy, | looked up her dad, Renn Tharen. He said he hadnt heard from her in ayear. He had no idea
where shewas. Han sighed.

| liked her dad. Therest of her family wasapaninthe

butt, but I liked Renn. He helped me out when | wasin a

spot. Mogt of my first sx months paychecks when | was

commissoned went to pay him back some money hed

loaned me. Hewas-

The ships hyperspace darm sounded. Coming out of hyperspace, Han said, his handsflying over the
controls. Next stop, Nar Hekka. Weve got to find us a Hutt Lord named Tagta, pal.



After landing the Duross ship at the spaceport the dien had specified, Han and Chewbacca gathered up
their scanty belongings and left it behind, under no illusonsthat it would be there when they got back.
Together, they boarded a public tube-speeder that would take them into the city where Tagtathe Hurt
held court.

Hah had been to Na Hutta, and found it an unpleasant world . . . damp, dimy, and smelly-rather likethe
Hutts themselves. Hed braced himsdlf to endure more of the same on Nar Hekka, but he was pleasantly
surprised. The planet was a cold world that orbited adim red star on the edge of the Y Toub system, but
Huitt credits and colo-nies of various galactic species had transformed it into a technological wonde.
Benegath enormous hothouse domes, the skies shone blue with afaint tinge of violet. Although the planet
had little indigenous plant life, vegetation from many worlds had been transplanted and carefully
culti-vated. There were numerous parks, botanical gardens, and arboretums. Everywhere Hah and
Chewie looked, beds of flowering plants boasted large, lovely blooms of differing hues.

Onceinthe city, Han and the big Wookiee wa ked dong enjoying file sghts. Artificia convection
currents wafted soft breezes that caressed their faces. Being outside on abamy day was awonderful
change of pace from being cooped up in a cramped spaceship, Hah said, and Chew-bacca agreed with a
throaty growl.

All too soon, it seemed, they approached an imposing white stone edifice that theyd been told marked
the home and business center of Tagtathe Hutt. Even though Tagtaworked for Jliac, hewas till a
prominent and wealthy Hutt Lord in hisown right.

They waked up the ramp (Hutt designs did not utilize stairs, for obvious reasons) and then paused
outside the huge doorway, large enough to admit even a corpulent Hutt on an anti-grav ded. The

mag ordomo was adiminutive Sullustan femae. Her jowls quivered as Han introduced himself and
requested an audience with Lord Tagta.

The Sullustan |eft, ostensibly to check out their bonafides, and returned afew minuteslater. Lord Tegta
will seeyou. He asks meto ask you whether you have eaten? He is partaking of the noonday meal.

Han was hungry, and he suspected Chewie was, too, but the thought of eating with a Hutt was not
appetizing. Hutt body odor was strong enough to turn asensitive humans ssomach. We just finished, Han
lied. But wethank Lord Tagta very much for his graciousnessin inquiring.

After severa more minutes, the two smugglers, escorted by three liveried Gamorrean guards, were
ushered into the Huitts private dining chamber. The room boasted high, vaulted cellings that reminded Han
of cathedras hed seen. A large, floor-to-ceiling window alowed reddish sunlight to flood in, making the
whitewalls appear faintly rosy. Their host was reclining (Hutt anatomy didnt permit Sitting, after .al)
before atable, sampling various dishes.

Hah took one glance at the wriggling, squirming fare that comprised the noontime repast, and averted his
eyes. Hedidnt alow his squeamishness to show, however, as he and Chewbacca approached the Hutt
Lord.

Hah had learned Huttese while on Y lesia, and under-stood it well. He couldnt speak it, though, because
the language depended on subharmonics for subtle nuancesin meaning, and the human throat was not
constructed to pro-duce those sounds. He wondered whether he and the Hurt Lord would need an
interpreter droid. He glanced around, but didnt see one.

Tagtawas reclining on ahovering anti-gray ded, but Hah got the impression that the Hutt could move
around if he wished. Some Huitts, he knew, grew so corpulent that they ¢, uld no longer glide about under
their own power, but Tagta didnt seem either that old or that fat.

Stll, watching the Hutt ddlicately select yet another wriggler from aglass aguarium filled with viscousfluid
and suff it into his mouth, Hah figured that Tagtawould proba-bly makeit to tile fully corpulent stage of
Huitt life. Green drool gathered at the corners of Tagtas mouth as herolled the live treat around in his
mouth before, findly, swalowingit.

Hah forced himsalf not to look away.

Findly, after severd more minutes of gluttony, Tagtas hunger seemed to be abating. He looked up at his
vidtorsand said, in Huttese, Does elther of you comprehend the spoken communication of the only truly
cavilized beings?



Knowing that Tagtameant Huttese, Hah nodded and said, in Basic, Yes, Lord Tagta, | understand it. |
cannot spesk it well, though.

The Hutt waved a plump little hand and blinked his bulbous eyesin surprise. That is much to your credit,
then, Captain Solo. | understand your primitive Basic, so we will not require an interpreter to converse,
Hewaved at the Wookiee. And your companion?

My friend and first mate does not speak the language of your exated people, Lord Tagta, Hah said. He
hated hav-ing to stick flattery into each sentence, but he was highly motivated to stay on this Hutts good
sde. When dealing with Huitts, that was generally the best policy-and Han didnt forget that he wanted this
particular Hutt to do him afavor.

Very well, Captain Solo, Tagtasaid. Have you brought my ship, asyou were hired to do?

Yes| have, Your Excdlency, Han replied. It is docked in berth number thirty-eight, Starport Complex
Q-7. Nar Hekka boasted a huge starport, since it was the main crossroads of trade into and out of the
Hurt systems.

Excdllent, Captain, Tagtasaid. Y ou have done well.

Hewaved adismissa. Y ou have our leaveto go.

Hah didnt budge. Uh, Lord Tagta, | am gtill owed half my payment.

Tagtareared back dightly in surprise. What?'Y ou came expecting payment from me?

Hah took a deep breath. One part of him wanted to just beat a quick retreat. Angering a powerful Hutt
Lord proba-bly wasnt worth it. But he held his ground, forcing himself to remain outwardly calm. He had
afeding he was being tested. Y es, Y our Excellency, | was promised the second half of the payment
when | successfully delivered the ship to Nar Hekka having managed to avoid any Imperid ves-salsthat
might be interested inthe ship . . . or its cargo. | wastold that you would furnish the other half of my
pay-ment when | saw you.

Tagta huffed indignantly. How dare you imply that | would make such aridiculous bargain? Leave me
immedi-atey, human!

Han was getting mad now. Crossing hisarms on his chest, he planted hisfeet and shook hishead. No
way, Your Excdlency. | know what | was promised. Pay up. Y ou dare to demand payment of me?
When it comesto credits, | dare quitealot of things, Han said imperturbably.

Hrrrrrmmmmmph! Tagtawas full of disdain. Thisisyour last chance, Cordlian, hewarned. Leave, or |
will summon my guardd

Y ou think me and Chewie cant handle a bunch of Gamorreans? Han said scornfully. Think again?
Tagtagazed at the Corellian baefully, but did not sum-mon the guards.

Listen, Y our Excdllency, you want meto tell every other pilot | meet that Tagtathe Hutt welsheson his
debts? Han added with acurl of hislip. Youll have atough time gettin anyone to work for you, when Fm
fin-ished.

The Huitt Ird rumbled deep in his chest, asort of hrrrrrmmmmmmmmpppppphhhhhhh! sound that made
Hans mouth go dry. Had he pushed hisluck too far?

Secondsticked by in Hans head as he waited, forcing himself to remain immobile and silent.

Then Tagta actually chuckled, adeep but unmistakable sound. Captain Solo, you are abrave sentient
indeed! | admire courageF He fumbled amid the welter of items scattered among the squirming
foodstuffs, and tossed Han apouch. There, | believe the amount is correct.

Theold villain] Hah thought haf admiringly. He had it ready dl thetime/lHe WASjust testing me. . .
With the redlization came asurge of confidence. Han bowed. Please accept our thanks, lord Tagta. And
| wishto ask afavor, Your Excdlency . . .

A favor?the Hutt boomed, blinking his bulbous eyesrapidly. Y ou areindeed abold sentient! What isthis
favor?

| undergtand that you know Lord Jiliac, Sir?

The huge, dit-pupiled eyesblinked again. Yes, | do busnesswith Jliac. We belong to the same clan.
What of it?

Wil | hear that theres work for good pilots to be had on Nar Shaddaa. And that Lord Jiliac owns or
controlsalot of the Smugglers Moon. Im agood pilot, Sir, | redlly am. If you could, 1d appreciate a



recommendation to Lord Jiliac. Chewie and | would like to work for him.

Ahhhhh . . . The degp voice boomed in the massive chest. | see. What shdl | tell my clanlord? Shdl | tell
him that you are brazen and greedy, Captain Solo?

Han grinned, suddenly daring. He was learning that Hutts had a sense of humor-twisted, but definitely a
sense of humor. If you think it would help, lord Tagta.

Ho-HO! the Huit leader boomed amighty shout of laughter. Well, let metell you, Captain Solo, there
are not many humans with the intelligence to claim those qudities as virtues. But among my people-they
are, indeed, ster-ling attributes.

Asyou Say, sr, murmured tlan, not quite sure what to reply to this.

The Hurt lord bellowed, Scribe! in Huttese, and abipedal droid came scuttling from behind the drapesin
the cavernous room. Yes, Y our Impressveness?

Tagtawaved ahand at the droid and gave it an order in Huttese so rapid that Hah had trouble following
it. Some-thing about seals and messages.

Momentslater the droid regppeared with asmall, pam-sized holocube. After handing it to the Hurt, it
stood back respectfully. Tagtatook the little holocube, perused the message it contained, and grunted
with satisfaction. Then, quite deliberately, the Hutt licked one side of it, leaving agreen smear.

After holding the cube for amoment, Tagta activated the Sde of it, and a clear film did down to cover the
green-ish smear. Here, Captain Solo, the Hutt said, handing Han the holocube. By thislord Jliac will
know that | sent you. Heisindeed in need of good pilots. Work hard for him, and you will be rewarded.
We Huitts are known for our generosity and beneficence to lower life-formswho serve us ably.

Han took the cube rather gingerly, but it was no longer wet. He looked at the greenish smear, redizing
that Jiliac would be able to do a sensor andysis and verify that the holocube had indeed come from his
relative. Clever, evenif it isdisgusting, he thought.

He bowed deeply, and nudged Chewbacca, who aso bowed. Thank you, Y our Excellency!

Then, clutching his holocube, Han | eft the Hutt overlord behind. Asthey were waking down the ramp
outside the Hutt mansion, Han indsted on divvying up the credits from the voyage. Just in case one of us
gets robbed, he ex-plained, to quiet Chewbaccas protests. That way one of usis sure to have some
money.

Once back out on the street, Han suggested that they get some food before heading to the shuttleport to
catch the next ship for Nat Shaddaa. Stopping by afiower-sdllers booth, Han asked the proprietor, a
spindly humanoid with long, wiry whiskers and tufted ears, whether there was agood restaurant in the
vicinity. The sentient directed him to the Starfarer Diner, afew blocks away.

They were hafway there, strolling casudly and chatting, when Han suddenly stopped in midsentence and
swung around, alarmed-and not even sure why. Out of the cor-ner of his eye he caught aglimpse of a
pale-skinned hu-manoid with two long fleshy tailsinstead of hair. The Twilek was just stlepping out of a
doorway behind him. There was adrawn blatster in his hand. AsHan turned, the Twilek shouted, in
accented but understandable Basic, Halt, both of you, or | shoot you now!

Hah knew ingtinctively that if he obeyed the command to stop, hed wind up dead, sooner or later. He
didnt hesi-tate for even asecond. With an earsplitting yell, the Cord-lian threw himself to the side, hit the
ground, rolled, and came up on one knee, blaster in hand.

The Twileks weapon spat a blue-green burst. Han dodged.

Stun blast/

Han aimed, fired, and the reddish beam struck his at-tacker mid-torso. He went down, dead or
incapacitated.

The Cordlian made sure the Twilek wasnt getting up any-

time soon, then he turned to look for Chewbacca. The

Wookiee was leaning heavily againgt a parked speeder,

dazed. Hed evidently been grazed by the stun beam. Hah

ran over to him, his heart pounding from the rush of adren-

dine. Did he get you bad, paP

With amuffled growl, Chewbacca assured his partner that hed be fine. Han peered up into the Wookiees



furry face, saw that his eyes were clear, the pupils even. Only then did he draw along breeth of relief. He
hadnt redized until that moment that he was getting used to having the big hairy lug around. If anything
had happened to Chewie. ..

Going over to the Twilek, Han knelt down. One glance at the huge blaster wound that had turned the
Twileks chest to blackened dag was enough to tell him the being was dead. Han experienced a quick
pang-hed killed be-fore, but he didnt like doing it.

Gritting his teeth, he forced himself to search the dead sentient. There was a vibroblade strapped to the
insgde of adeeve, another on the calf. On theinsde of the other wrist the Twilek woreawrist vac, a
device that when triggered would send smal, deadly blades flying into an opponents vitals.

Shoved into hisbelt, covered by histunic, was adeep-inducer. A short-range weapon, but very
effective. The Twilek could have smply walked up behind Han, stuck the deep-inducer in hisback, then
pulled the trigger to send the Corellian off to dreamland.

Han stared at the wesapon, his mouth dry. A bounty

hunter. Great. Why am | not surprised? Thismust be Ter-

oenzas doing. Hes found out Im dive, and he wants

If not for instinct and fast reflexes, Han knew, at this very moment hed be out cold and on hisway back
to Ylesato face aterrible vengeance. . .

He heard Chewbaeea make an anxious sound, glanced up, only to find that the encounter had drawvn a
crowd.

Abandoning the Twilek where helay, Han stood up, blagter dtill ostentatioudy held in hisright hand. The
crowd backed away, muttering. The Corellian moved sideways with adancers grace, never turning his
back on the crowd, until he and Chewbacca were side by side. He knew some-one mustve summoned
planetary security, but he also knew that since the Twilek was a bounty hunter, he was more or less
outside planetary law. A bounty hunter was presumed able to take care of himsdlf. If the intended prey
fought back . . . wdll, tough luck.

Moving dowly, step by step, Hah and the Wookiee backed away from the crowd until they reached the
closest dley. Then, moving like asingle entity with one mind, they legped sideways, and ran.

No onefollowed them.

Teroenza, High Priest and unofficid master of the steamy world of Ylesia, aworld that produced drugs
and davesinimpressive amounts, lounged in hisding-segt in his sumptuous gpartmentswhile his Zisian
magordomo, Ganar Tos, massaged his massive shoulders.

Thetlanda Til were enormous creatures, standing nearly astal asahuman male on their four
tree-trnnklike legs. With their barrel-shaped bodies, tiny arms, and huge heads that somewhat resembled
those of their distant cous-ins, the Hutts-except for the enormous horn protruding from the middle of their
facesthetlandaTil considered themsalves the handsomest sentientsin the galaxy. The vast mgjority of
other sentients would not have agreed with their assessment.

Teroenzaraised one of hissmall, dmost dainty forearms, and used hisfingers to smooth a soothing oil
into hisleath-ery skin. He rubbed gently around his bulbous eyes. The sun on Y lesawas frequently
sheathed in clouds, but it had enough strength to cause his skin to dry out unless hetook care of it.
Frequent mud baths helped, as did this expensive emallient. He began rubbing the oil into his horn,
remem:-bering the last time hed been home, on Na Hutta. Hed attracted amate, Tilenrta, and theyd
spent hours together, rubbing each other with ails. . .

TheHigh Priest Sghed. Doing hisduty to hishomeworld and the clan of Hutts hisfamily served called for
sacrifices. One of them wasthat only male priests were needed on Y lesig, to provide the Exultation, so
no femaletlanda Til were here. No mates, no potentid mates. . .

Harder, Ganar Tos, Teroenza murmured, in hisown language. | have been working too hard these days.
Too much work, too much stress. | must learn to dow down, relax more. . .

Teroenzaglanced longingly at the huge door in his gpartments that led next door, to histreasure
collection. The High Priest was an avid collector of the rare, the un-usua, the beautiful. He bought and
acquired rarities and art objects from al over the galaxy. His collection was his one pleasure on this
steamy, backwater world that was populated mostly by davesand inferiors.



It had taken him nearly four yearsto restore the collec-tion after that vile, despicable excusefor a
sentient, Vykk Draygo, had ransacked the place and stolen many of the rarest and most valuable pieces.
Severd days ago Teroenza had discovered that Vykk Draygo was till dive. A check of the Devaronian
Port Authority records had shown that the Cordllian scoundrels real name was Hah Solo.

Remembering the terrible night when his collection had been violated, Teroenzas smdl hands clenched
involun-tarily into fists, and his head lowered with the longing to impale avictim on hishorn. Ganar Toss
fingers dug into suddenly taut clumps of muscle, causing the tlanda Til to wince and cursein hisown
language. Solo had fired blastersin the treasure room, causing irreparable damage to some of Teroenzas
finest pieces. The white jade fountain had been repaired by the best sculptor in the galaxy, but it would
never bethesame. ..

Teroenzawas distracted from his memories when the front door to his apartments opened, and Kibbick
the Hutt undulated in. The young Hutt was far from being old or corpulent enough to require an anti-gray
ded-he got around fine under his own power, propelling himsdlf for-ward in aseries of glidesby
contracting his powerful lower body and tail muscles.

Teroenzaknew he should rise from hislounge-ding, and greet hisnomina master with deference, but he
didnt. Kibbick was ayoung Hutt, barely past the age of full Hurt accountability, and he didnt want to be
here on Ylesia. He was the nephew of the dead Zavval, Teroenzas former Hutt overseer. Zavvas sibling,
the powerful Hutt clan leader, Lord Aruk, was hisuncle,

The High Priest raised ahand and nodded politely enough, though. He certainly didnt want to aienate
Kib-bick. Greetings, Y our Excellency. How are you today?

The young Hutt glided up to the High Priest and then stopped. He was still young enough to be auniform
light tan in color, lacking the greenish pigmentation on the spine and down thetail that older, nonmobile
Hutts frequently acquired. Since he was not fat, as Hutts went, Kibbicks eyes were not hidden in leathery
folds of skin, but instead protruded dightly, giving him arather pop-eyed, inquisitive air. Teroenza had
good reason to know, however, that that wide-eyed, curious stare was mideading.

The ndatree frogs you promised me, Kibbick began in Huttese. Lacking the huge chest of older Huitts,
hiswords were deep, but not particularly resonant. The ship-ment hasnt arrived, Teroenzal | was
particularly looking forward to arepast of naatree frogstonight. He gave athesatrical Sgh. Thereisso
little to look forward to on this benighted world! Can you see about it, Teroenza?

The High Priest made soothing gestures with histiny hands. Of course, Y our Excdlency. Y ou shdl have
your nalatree frogs, never fear. | do not relish them mysdlf, but | know that Zavva did. | shall order an
expedition of guardsto collect some today.

Kibbick relaxed visbly. Thats much better, he said. Oh, and, Teroenza, | require anew bath dave. The
old one hurt her back when she wasllifting my tail to ail it, and | ordered her back to the factories. Her
whimpering was getting on my nerves. . . and | have very delicate nerves, asyou know.

Yes, Im aware of that, Teroenza said soothingly. In-wardly the High Priest gritted his bite-plates. | have
to rennember that Kibbick, athough awhining nuisance, d-lows me complete autonomy. If | must havea
Hutt over-lord, heisthe best choice. . . | shdl seetoit right away.

Privately, Teroenzaknew that he could run the Ylesian spice and dave operation with no Hutt
involvement. In the year following Zavvas untimely desth at the hands of Han Solo, this had become
clear to the High Priest. But the Besadiii criminal enterprise, the kgjidic, was ruled by a pow-erful old Hutt
named Aruk, who clung to tradition. If a Besadii undertaking wasto prosper, aHutt from their own kin,
the Besadii clan, must bein charge.

Thus, Teroenzafound himself saddled with Kibbick. He repressed asigh. It would not bewiseto let his
impatience show. Will there be anything else, Y our Excellency? he asked, forcing himsdlf to assumea
sarvile, amost obsequi-ous demeanor.

Kibbick thought hard for amoment. Y es, cometo think of it. | spoke with Uncle Aruk this morning, and
he was checking last weeks accounts. He wanted to know what is this five-thousand-credit bounty youve
placed on this hu-man, Hah Solo?

Teroenzarubbed his smal, delicate hands together. In-form Lord Aruk that only afew daysago |
discovered that Vykk Draygo, Zavvas murderer, whom we had presumed to be dead for the past five



years, has resurfaced! Hisred nameisHan Solo, and he was drummed out of the Impe-rid Navy just
two months ago. Teroenzas protuberant eyes were suddenly moist and glittering with anticipation. By
offering aszable bounty and specifying no disintegra-tions, that will ensure that theyll bring this
Hutt-daying mongter back hereto Ylesia, so he may pay for hiscrimes.

| see, Kibbick said. | shdl explain that to Aruk, but | dont believe hell go aong with paying the extra
credits for ano disintegrations bounty. Thats not necessary, under the circumstances, redly. Simple proof
that itsindeed Solos body-genetic materid, for example-would suffice, wouldnt it?

Teroenzalurched up out of hislounge-ding with an awk-ward, fierce movement. He began to pace his
gpacious, sumptuous gpartment, hislong, whippy tail dashing theair. Y ou fail to understand the nature of
Solos crime, Your Excellency! If only you had been here, to see what Solo did to your uncle! His death
agonieswere horrible! Hismoans! His spasms of agony! And all because of that wretched little human!
The High Priest took a deep breath, realizing he was shaking with anger. An example must be made, an
exam-plethat will be remembered down through the ages by anyone of an inferior specieswho even
contemplates harm-ing aHutt! Solo mugt die, diein agony, die screaming for mercy!

Teroenzahdted in the middle of hisroom, panting with fury, little hands balled into fists. Ask Ganar Tod
he cried passonatdly, knowing he was making aspectacle of himsdlf in front of Kibbick, but unableto
stop. Ask him about Solos audacity, his arrogance! He deservesto die, doesnt he?

The High Priests voice sealed up toward hysteria. The old Zisan mgordomo bowed humbly, but his eyes
were aso glittering in their rheumy sockets. My master, you speak the truth. Hah Solo deserves only
death, as painful and long-lasting a death as you can contrive. He hasinjured many sentients, including
myself. He stole my mate, my bride, my beautiful Brial | look forward to the day that a bounty hunter
drags him into your presence, dive and awaiting your pleasure! | shal dancefor joy while he screams
Kibbick was reared back, upright, staring at the vehe-mence his companions had displayed with some
congternation. | ... see. .. hesad, finaly. | shal do my best to convince Uncle Aruk.
Teroenzanodded, and for once, his gratitude was not feigned. Convince him, please, he said, hisvoice
low and harsh with fedling. | have worked hard for the Besadii clan and their kgjidic for most a decade
now. Y ou know, only too well, about the privations of living on thisworld, Y our Excellency. | aK little. .
. but Han Solo-Han Solo, | must have. He will die at my hands, for along, long time.

Kibbick inclined hismassive heed. 11l explainit to Aruk, he promised. Hah Solo will be yours, High Priest

Before Han bought passage for himsalf and Chewbaccato Nar Shaddaa, he spent sometime in a seamy
section of the Nar Hekka spaceport, busily muddying their trail. A few judicious conversationsina
couple of deazy taverns gave him the name of the best ID forger on the planet.

Theforger proved to be a Tsyklen from Tsyk, around, hairless being with taut, pale skin. She was
admirably suited for her chosen profession, having large eyesthat provided exceptiond vison, and seven
fingers so dender and delicate that they resembled tentacles. With two opposing thumbs per hand, she
could actualy manipulate two holo-scribers .at once! Han watched in fascination as she produced an 1D
naming him as Garris Kyll, and Chewbacca as Arrikabukk. Han had no ideawhether Teroenzaknew
anything about Chewie, but he was taking no chances.

With the forged IDsin their possession, and their store of credits considerably lighter, the two boarded
the Stellar Princessfor Nar Shaddaa.

Thetrip was an uneventful one, though Hah couldnt shake his hyper-dertness. Being ahunted man again
was something he hadnt wanted to deal with this soon in hisnew career asasmuggler. Thetrip took a
little more than astandard day, even though Nar Hekkalay barely beyond the edge of the Y Toub
system, because the trip had to be accomplished at sublight speeds. The Princess was an old vessd, and
its antique navioomputer wasnt up to cal culat-ing hyperspace jumps so close to the gravity wells
produced by Y Toubs star and six planets. Gravity wells, as any pilot knew, made plotting hyperspace
jump caculationstricky.

That night, adeep in his narrow bunk aboard the trans-port, Hah dreamed he was a cadet again, back in
the Acad-emy on Carida. In hisdream, he was hurrying to finish polishing his boots, then he was
assembling in formation on the parade ground, his uniform impeccable, every hair in place, boots shining



until he could see hisfacein them.

He stood there, shoulder to shoulder with the other ca-dets, just ashe had in red life, looking up at the
nighttime sky, seeing the Academys small mascot moon shining amid the stars. He was looking up &t it, as
hed once donein redity, when suddenly, in eerie silence, it blew gpart in afirebal that lit up the night sky.
A great cry of amazement and consternation went up from the assembled ranks of cadets. Han stared
into file yellow-white fireball, seeing an expanding donut ring of incandescent gas that was accom-panied
by chunks of debris flung beforeit. The cataclysm looked like aminiature exploding sar . . .

As Cadet Han stared into the firebal, with the sudden unpredictability of dreams, he was somewhere else
facing amilitary tribuna of high-ranking Imperid officers. One of them, Admird Ozzd, wasreading doud
in flat, monoto-nous tones, while ayoung lieutenant methodically ripped every bit of military rank and
indgniaoff Hans dress uni-form, leaving him standing in atattered tunic that hung on himinrags. Coldly
expressionless, the young lieutenant sol-emnly drew Hans ceremoniad officers saber and snapped it over
his knee (the blade had dready been weakened by alaser score, so it would break easily).

Then the lieutenant, till as blank-faced asadroid (though Tedris Bjalin had graduated a year ahead of
Han and theyd been good friends), coldly dapped Han across the face, a stinging blow that was meant to
express derison and scorn. Finally, asalast ritual gesture of ultimate con-tempt for onein disgrace,
Tedris spat, and the glob of his spittle landed on Hans boot. Han stared down at the shin-ing surface,
seaing the Slver-white thread of saliva crawling toward histoes, marring the shining surface of hisright
boot . . .

At thetimeit had actualy happened, Han had been vaguely grateful that Tedris hadnt actualy spat in his
face, aswashisright if hed elected to do so. The Corellian had endured it al without expression, stegling
himsdlf to show no reaction, but thistime, in his dream, he screamed ahot protest NO! and lunged at
Tedris-

and awoke, sweating and shaking, in his bunk.

Sitting up, he ran ungteady hands through his hair, tell-ing himslf it was only adream-that the humiliation
was done, over, that he never had to go through that again. Never again.

Han sighed. Hed worked so hard to get into the Acad-emy, so hard to stay there. Despite the lacksin his
pre-Academy education (and there had been many) Hah Solo had worked to better himself, to be the
very best cadet he could. And hed succeeded. Hans mouth tightened as he remembered commencement
day. Hed graduated from the Academy with honors, and that had been one of the best days of hislife.
Han shook his head. Doesnt do any good tolivein the past, Solo . . . hereminded himsdlf. All of those
people-

Tedris, Captain Me's, Admira Ozzel (and what an old fool he was!)--dl of hisfellow officers were out of
hislife. Han Solo was a dead man to them, dead and gone. Hed never see Tedrisagain. . .

Han swallowed, and it hurt. When hed entered the Academy hed had such dreams, such hopesfor a
bright and shining future. Hed wanted to leave the old life of crime behind him, to become respectable.
All hislife hed nurtured secret dreams of himsdlf as an Imperid officer, eteemed and admired by al. Han
knew he was smart, and hed worked hard to make good grades, to fill in the gapsin his education. Hed
had visions of himsdf one day in the uniform of an Imperiad admira, commanding aflet, or, if hed
transferred to commanding awing of TIE fighters, agenerd.

General Solo . . .Han sighed. It had anicering, but it was time to wake up and face facts. His chance a
respect-ability was gone, ended when hed refused to let Chewbacca be blasted in cold blood. He didnt
regret his choice, either. During hisyearsin the Academy and in the Imperia forces, hed seen close-up
and firsthand the grow-ing calloushess, the cruelty of the Imperid officers and those who served under
them.

Nonhumans were their favorite target, but the atrocities were spreading to include humans, these days.
The Em-peror seemed to be moving from being areatively benign dictator to becoming aruthlesstyrant,
determined to crush the worlds he ruled into compl ete subservience.

Hah doubted hed have lasted much longer in the Impe-rid Navy anyway. At some point some officer
would have ordered him to take part in one of the demonstrations designed to intimidate a dissenting
world into submission, and Han would have told him what to do with himsdlf. He knew that he could



never have participated in some of the Imperia-ordered massacres hed heard about like the one on
Devaron. Seven hundred people dead, mowed down without mercy.

Hah could kill, had done it coolly and without flinching, against armed opponents. But shooting unarmed
prisoners? Han shook his head. No. Never. He was better off asacivilian, asasmuggler or thief.

He began dressing. First his dark blue military-style trousers, with the broken red Corellian bloodstripe
running down the outside seams. When hed been discharged from the service, Han had half expected
them to deprive him of his bloodstripe, as theyd done with his other decorations and insignia, but theyd
left it. Han guessed that was be-cause the bloodstripe wasnt an Imperia award. It was usu-aly earned
through military service, and was amark of unusua heroism, but it was awarded by the Corellian
gov-ernment to a Corellian.

That had been atough few days, dl right, Han thought, remembering exactly how hed earned the
decoration. ttis right thumb rubbed the bloodstripe as he pulled hisright boot on. The bloodstripe was
designed so it could be re-moved and reeffixed to each new pair of trousers. Hah had discovered that
most non-Cordlians had no ideawhat amark of distinction it was-many just thought it was pure
decoration.

Which suited Han just fine. He woreit, Since it was his only remaining military decoration, but he never
discussed where and how hed earned it.

Somethingsit was better not to dwell on. He finished getting dressed, pulling on apale gray shirt and a
darker gray vest. He hurried, knowing they must be approaching Nar Shaddaa by now.

Hissmdll travel knapsack dung over his shoulder, Han went out into the corridor and moved toward file
observation lounge. Thistransport hauled both passengers and cargo, so it had few amenities, but it did
have alarge viewport. Watching the stars was something that amused and soothed most beings, and
amost every transport ship had one.

When Hah reached the lounge, he discovered Chew-baccawas there aready, staring out at the stars.
Han went over to the viewport and stood beside him, looking at their destination.

They wereracing toward alarge planet, bigger than Corellia, that boasted brown deserts, sickly green
vegeta-tion, and date-blue oceans. Han recognized it at once. Hed been there before, five years ago. He
nudged Chewie. Na Hutta, hetold his companion. Means Glorious Jewe in Huttese, but trust me, pd, it
ant pretty. Bunch of swamps and bogs, and the whole place stinkslike asewer inthe middle of a
garbage dump. The Corellian wrinkled his nose a the memory.

Asthe partners watched, the Stellar Princess swung past the Hutt homeworld, using the planets gravity to
cut veloc-ity. Chewie whined aquestion. Nope, Ive never been to Nar Shaddaa, Hah replied. When |
was herefive years ago, | never even got acloselook at it. They could see the edge of the big moon
now, asit crept over the horizon. Chewie made an inquiring sound. Y eah, the planet and its moon are
tidaly locked, so they aways keep the same hemispheres facing each other, Han replied. Synchro-nous
orbit.

Astile Princess glided around the big world, Han saw that space on this side of the planet was studded
with float-ing debris. Asthey drew closer, the debris proved to be derdlict spaceships of .dl shapesand
szes. Hans Imperid training dlowed him to ID many of them, but there were some that even hed never
Seen.

The Smugglers Moon was abig moon, one of the big-gest Han had ever encountered. It was surrounded
by the derdlict spaceships, and they were numerous enough that the Princess had to change course
severa timesto avoid them. Many of them were burned-out hulks, or shellswith grest holes blasted in
their hulls

From the amount of space-scarring on their sides, it was plain to Han that many of theln had been there
for de-cades, even centuries. Han wondered why there were so many, but then he caught afaint glimmer
of planet-light off an ephemerd field that enclosed the waiting moon. A mo-ment later a piece of space
junk blazed up in abright explo-sion.

Hey, Chewie... that explains these hulks, Han said, pointing. Seethat glimmer surrounding Nar
Shad-daa? The place is shidlded. These ships came cdlling, and if they- didnt want to let em land, they
just refilsed to drop shields, then used ion gunsto blast era. Guessthey mustve had their share of pirates



and raiders, huh?

Chewbacca made alow noise that sounded like Hrrrrrnnn . . . and meant Right.

Thefaint haze caused by the moons shield made it diffi-cult to see specifics about their approaching
degtination. But Hah could tdll that the landscape was dmost com-pletely covered with structures.
Communication spires stuck up in spikesfrom the welter of buildings. Like arun-down version

of Coruscant, Han thought, remembering the wodd that was one vast city-aworld so encased in layers
upon layers of buildings that the natural landscape was a-most completely covered except at the poles.
AsHan stared out &t the fabled Smugglers Moon, he found himsalf remembering hisdream again. Inthe
dream hed been looking up a another, very different moon. He frowned. Funny thing-that stuff about the
mascot moon, that had actually happened. Han had stood in ranks with the other cadets and watched the
little moon explode vio-lently in Caridas nighttime sky.

Perhaps his subconscious had sent him that dream to remind him of something important that hed
forgotten. Hah hoisted his knapsack higher on his shoulder. Mako, he mumbled.

Chewbacca gave him an inquiring glance. Hah shrugged. | wasjust thinkin that maybe we should |ook up
Mako.

Chewie cocked his head and mhrrrrnnnnned a question. Mako Spince. | knew him when hewas an
upperclass-man cadet. Mako and me go back along ways, Han ex-plained.

Mako Spincewas an old friend, and last H ah had heard, hed had tiesto Nar Shaddaa. They said he
even lived here at times. It wouldnt hurt to look up Mako, seeif he could help hisold buddy Han find
work . . .

Mako Spince was ten years older than Han, and they couldnt have had more opposite childhoods. Han
had been achild of the streets until the crudl, sadistic Garris Shrike had taken him in and introduced him
to alife of crime. Mako was the son of an important Imperia Senator. Hed been brought up with every
advantage---but hed lacked Hans determination. Makos main interest while at the Im-perid Academy
had been in having fun.

Mako had been an upperclassman, two years ahead of Han. Despite their disparate backgrounds, the
two had be-come good friends, racing swoops, hosting clandestine wild parties, playing practical jokes
on stodgy ingtructors. Mako was aways the ingtigator in their mischief. Han had been the cautious one,
never forgetting how hard hed had to work to get into the Academy. The younger cadet was care-ful
never to get caught but Mako, confident that his fa-thers connections would protect him from
consequences, had dared anything and everything in his pursuit of the perfect joke, the most daring
escapade.

Destroying the Academys mascot moon had been his biggest-and last-prank as an Imperid cadet.

Han had known at the time that something was up, something big. Mako had tried to induce him to come
along when hed planned the break-in to the physicslab. But Han had had atest to study for, so hed
refused. If hed known what Mako was planning, hed havetried to talk hisfriend out of it.

That night, while Han plotted orbits and worked on his Economics of Hyperspace Troop Movement
presenta-tion, Mako broke into Professor Cal-Megs physicslab. He stole agram of antimatter, then a
small, one-man shutfie and a spacesuit from the Academy shuttle hangar, and took off.

Landing on the small planetoid that was Caridas nearest of three satellites, Mako planted the antimatter
capsulein the middle of the huge Academy Sedl that had been laser-carved into the satellite decades ago,
back when Caridawas still atraining planet for the troops of the now-vanished Republic. Mako triggered
the antimatter explosion from asafe distance in space, intending to blast the sedl right off the face of the
little moon.

But Mako had underestimated the power of the antimat-ter hed stolen. The entire satellite blew upina
cataclysmic display that Hah and the other cadets witnessed from the planets surface.

Mako was immediately one of the prime suspects. Hed pulled so many pranksin histime, caused so
much may-hem, that the officers began checking on him almost before the debris from the shattered
satellite had either plunged planetward or drifted into aignment, forming adigointed ring around Carida
Han was dso a suspect, but fortunately for him, afriend had come over to see him for some astrophysics
coaching right at thetime of the bresk-in. Hans adibi was airtight.



But Makos wasnt.

At the hearing, the prosecution had dleged that Mako

was aterrorist whod infiltrated the Academy. Hah himself had volunteered to give testimony under truth
drugsin order to clear hisfriend of that charge-and theyd had to accept hisword that Mako had acted
alone, intending only to play aprank. So Mako was spared the charge of terror-ism. In the end, theyd
just expelled the senior cadet.

Makos father had come through one last time, and

given Mako the creditsto set himsdlf up in business Little

did the Senator suspect that his only son would spend the

money on aship, and contraband to stock it with. Then

Mako had disappeared, but Han knew that Mako Spince wasnt the sort to just quietly fade into the
background. Not Mako. Where there was excitement to be had, and credits to be accrued, thats where
youd find Mako Spince,

Hah was betting that someone on Nar Shaddaawould know where his friend was.

Han watched as the Princess drifted closer and closer to the large moon. Nar Shadd was actudly the size
of asmall planet, dmost athird the size of Na Hutta. It was hard to make out details through the shield,
but he could see lightsflashing.

Asthe Princess neared the Smugglers Moon, a section of the he that marked the shield suddenly
disappeared, and Hah knew theyd dropped a shield to admit their ship. The transport went past the
shield, and moments later they entered atmosphere.

Now Hah could see the source of the flashing lights- huge holosigns that advertised goods and services.
Asthey came closer, hewas able to read one. Sentients-Get It Here! Anything goes! If you have the
credits, we have who-or what-you want!

Just ared classy place, Han thought sarcastically. Hed seen signsfor pleasure-houses before, but never
anything flisblatant.

As the Princess dropped down tow,rd - Icarge clear space atop amassive pile of permacrete, 11, ,alized
thismust be their intended landing site. Hc ,, ,, about for a segt to strap himself in, but redlized that ,,- ; of
the other passengers seemed concerned. They just dabbed a hand-hold affixed to the insde hull and hung
on. Han shrugged, glanced at Chewbacca, and they did likewise. The Cordllian discovered thet it was
much more dittgeult enduring atricky landing as a passenger than it was as apilot. When you were
piloting, you were too busy to think about the possible danger.

A moment |ater therewas adight jar, and they were now-n.

Hah and Chewbaccafollowed the other passengers toward the airlock, and found aline ahead of them,
waliting to disembark. Hah couldnt help noticing how hardened and seedy the other passengers
appeared. Tough, space-scarred males, with a scattering of even tougher-appearing females. Sapients of
assorted species, but no families, and no one was old.

That Barabd would fit right in, he thought, conscious of the comforting weight of hisblaster againgt his
thigh.

The airlock door did open, and the passengers began filing down the ramp, onto the landing pad. Han
took a deep bresth of thelocd air, then wrinkled hisnosein dis-gust. Beside him, Chewie whined softly.
| know it stinks, Hah said, out of the side of his mouth.

Get used to it, pa. Were gonna be here awhile. Chewbaccas sigh was eloquent, and required no
tranda-tion.

Han didnt want to seem like too much of a newcomer, so hetried hard not to stare as they walked down
the ramp. Finaly, he was able to get agood look at his surroundings.

At first glance, Nar Shaddaa reminded him of Corus-cant-there was no open land to be seen at dl. Only
build-ings, towers, spires, pedestrian glidewaks, shuttle landing pads, dl of it blending into an unending
vista of sentient-created construction. It resembled a permacrete forest studded with garish advertising
holosigns.

But as he and Chewie waked dowly across the landing pad, Hah quickly redlized that even though they
were on the topmost levels of the moon, this place differed gregily from the topmost levels of Imperia



Center, asit was offi-cialy referred to these days.

Coruscants topmost levelswere clean, tastefully lighted marvels of soaring, graceful architecture. Only
when one traveled down, hundreds of levels down, to the deeper levels of the planet-wide tAty, did
Coruscant appear dingy and seedy.

Thetopmost level of Nar Shaddaa looked like the degp-est levels of Coruseant. If thisisatop level, Hah
thought, catching aglimpse of adizzying plunge down into an artifi-cia canyon between two massive,
graffiti-emblazoned buildings, | hate to think what it must be like down there. . .

Han had been down to the bottommost level of Corus-cant-once. It wasnt an experience he wanted to
repest.

Glancing surreptitioudy around at the cityscape of Nar Shaddaa, Han made amental noteto NEVER
vigt the bottom levels of the Smugglers Moon.

Overhead, the sky was astrange color, as though they were looking at anormal blue sky through a dark
brownish filter. Nal Hutta hung there, as huge and bloated as the duglike sentientsthat called it home. It
took up at least ten degrees of the sky. Han redlized that Nat Shaddaa must have two nights. One would
be the norma] long night, when one side of the moon was turned away from the sun. The other reatively
short night would occur when the sun was eclipsed by the enormous bulk of Nal Hutta. Tota-ity would
probably last a couple of hours, Han thought, running arough caculation in his head.

Chewie groaned and whined. Y oureright, pal, Han said. At least on Coruscant they planted trees and
orna-mental shrubs. | dont think anything could grow on this dag heap. Not even alubdlian fungus.

The two headed for aramp that led down off the landing pad. The ramp wound round and round, and
was not well lighted. Although theyd landed in daylight, the towering spires and structures that flanked the
building with the landing-pad roof blocked out most of the sunlight as they descended. The enclosed
ramp quickly grew dark and shadowy. Therest of the travelers had long since departed, and they were
aonein the echoing slence of the high-walled, roofed ramp. Wan glowlights provided dim illumi-nation.
Han kept hisback to thewall, thinking uneasily that thiswould be area good place for an ambush.

His hand dropped to the butt of his blaster-

just asablue-green splat of energy from astun beam came out of nowhere!

Hans reflexes had adways been quick, and weeks of liv-ing on the run had honed them to a sharp edge.
Before the beam splashed againgt the wall, he threw himsdlf out of theway, landing flat. Herolled across
the permacrete, sdeways and down. When he came up, his blaster was ready in his hand.

Hah caught aquick glimpse of his assailant-astocky inde humanoid, with alot of hair on hisface. A
Bothan, probably. A bounty hunter, dmost certainly. The Corellian snapped off ashot but missed,
blowing a hole in the permacrete wall. He crouched beside the opposite wall, watching for the bounty
hunter to reappear.

Chewbacca howled. Hah looked across the ramp at his partner, who was crouched against the curve of
thewall, safe for the moment. He made an urgent stay ill! sign with his hand. Chewbacca glared at him,
and hefted his bowcaster emphatically.

Wheats he trying to tell me? Hah wondered. Chewie roared, and to anyone who didnt understand
Wookiee, the sound he produced would have seemed nothing more than ahowl of rage. But Hah
understood. He nodded at Chewie, then dived down-ramp, firing blindly as he went. Two shots Szzled
into thewall, and chips of permacrete flew.

The stun beam screamed past him again, and Hah took a deep breeth, then yelled with anguish, doubling
over and dropping his blaster.

He hit the permacrete and lay there, asif stunned. This had better work . . .

Steps approached, quick and decisive-

and then came the whang of the bowcaster being fired. A loud, explosive whump and a short, choked-of f
scream followed.

Hah rolled over and legped to hisfeet, just in time to see his assailant dump to hisknees, anguish
imprinted on every hairy feature. A Bothan, sure enough. His hands were clutching asmoking holein his
chest.

A Bothan bounty hunter. Hah recognized the type, if not theindividud.



As hewatched, the Bothan pitched over on hisface. He thrashed, gurgled, gave onefina twitch, then lay
gill.

Hah looked over at his partner and nodded. Good shooting, Chewie. Thanks.

Waking over to the dead Bothan, Hah used the toe of his boot to turn him over onto hisback. The hairy
features had gone dack in death. Hah eyed the wound. That doesnt |ook anything like a blaster shot.
Cant be dl that many Wookiees here on Nar Shaddaa, so | think we need to disguise how this guy met
hisend.

Drawing hisblaster, Hah aimed, turned his head, then discharged it full force into the Bothans chest.
When he looked back, the Bothan barely had achest, and al signs of Chewies distinctive weapon were
erased.

Han searched the bounty hunter, finding afew creditsin his pockets, and aWANTED flimsy giving a
description of one Hah Solo plus the information that the quarry was thought to be heading for Nar
Shaddaa. The bounty posted for Hah was seventy-five hundred credits. Live capture only, no
disntegrations.

Hah scanned it, then stuffed it into his pocket. Looks like things might get rea exciting, Chewie, he said.
Wed better stay sharp.

Hrrrrrrnnnn . . .

Hah wondered what to do about the Bothan. Should they try to destroy the body? Should they just leave
him here, asawarning? Or should they find someplace to dump him whereit would take him awhileto
be discovered?

After some consideration, Hah decided to just leave the Bothan. If the sight of one dead bounty hunter
might deter another, so much the better. He and Chewbacca set off down the last part of the ramp
together. Hah half expected the bounty hunter to have a partner, but no one bothered them.

Minutes later they emerged onto astreet in Nar Shad-daa. Hah stepped onto alurching glidewalk and let
it carry him aong, while he looked around.

Nar Shaddaa resembled a tri-dee maze puzzle con-structed by alunatic. Spidery wakways and
precipitous ramps joined building to building. Architectura styles and designs from dozens of worlds
jostled shoulder to shoulder. Domes, spires, arches, hulking squat rectangles, parabolas . . the jumble of
shapes made his head spin. Durasted and permacrete and glassine and other building materials Han
couldnt even begin to identify were entrusted with filth and graffiti. Some of the scrawled names and
images were gories high.

Many of the larger structures had obviously been built decades ago, when Nar Shaddaawas a
respectable space-port, a pleasure moon where wealthy sentients cameto play. Great buildings that had
once been fine hote s were now gutted and reduced to multilevel hovels, housing the living detritus of a
dozen or moreworlds. The streets and aleys were subject to a constant bombardment of toxic and
noxious wastes spewed down from higher up. The air was as bad as one of Nal Huttas bogs-or worse.
The scent of food from multiple worlds warred with the stench of leaking sewers, mingling with the sharp
odors of intoxicating spices and other drugs. The sharp reek of ship exhaust was ever-present, aswere
the ships themsalves, roaring and gliding and swooping overhead, landing and taking off in an endless
bizarre ballet.

Some of the hotels and casinos were il in business- most likely those owned by the Huitt 1x)rds, Han
guessed. Sentients from dozens of worlds crowded the streets, avoid-ing eye contact, ever-adert, dways
poised to seek out and profit from another sentients mistake or moment of week-ness. Nearly everyone
Han saw went armed, with tile ex-ception of the droids.

Han was hungry, but he didnt recognize any of the waresthe street vendors were saling They say theres
a Cordlian section, he muttered to Chewie. Thats proba-bly where we should head. He didnt want to
admit that he waslogt, for fear of attracting thieves or worse, but afew minutes later Han saw a banner
hanging from an awning (most booths and building fronts possessed awnings-they helped shield the
inhabitants from noxious spatters faling from above) that read in six languages and Basic mvonMa-TION
BROKER.

Han stepped off the glidewalk and headed toward the booth, with Chewietrailing behind. The



Information Bro-ker proved to be an ancient Twilek woman, so old that her ropy head-tails were
shriveled and knotty with age. She eyed Hah sharply, then spoke in her own language. What you wish to
know, Pilot?

Hah took out a haf-credit coin, and laid it on the edge of the booth, ostentatioudy keeping hisforefinger
onit. Two things, he said, in his own language, knowing she must speak Basic. Directions on how to get
to the Cord-lian section, by the safest and most direct route he paused as she keyed some information
onto the ancient datapad before her, and then when she looked up again-

and... where can | find asmuggler named Mako Spince?

The old Twilek grinned, showing stained and broken teeth For the first, she cried, take this. She shoved a
flimsy into his hand. Han squinted at it, saw that it was a section of amap. One blinking red dot indicated,
You Are Here. Directionsto the Corellian sector of Nar Shaddaa were clearly indicated.

Hah nodded. Okay. What about Mako?

She gave him an amused glance. Go there, Cordlian sector, Filot. AsK in bars, brothels, gambling dens.

Y ou not find Mako, no. But he then find you, Filot.

Han grinned reluctantly. Y eah, that sounds like Mako. Okay, | guessyou earned it. Helifted his
forefinger off the credit piece, and she caused it to disappear so fast it waslike amagic act.

She was watching him, her little orange-red eyes bright in her wrinkled countenance. Pilot handsome, she
said, giving her best approximation of acoy smile. The effect, with her teeth, was hideous. Oodonnaa
old, but lots of lifeyet. Pilot interested? Thetip of one head-tail lifted off her shriveled shoulder and
twitched invitingly at the Cordlian.

Hans eyes widened. Minions of Xendor, she proposi-tioning me.t Thetip of her head-taill made a
beckoning mo-tion. Hah backed away, shaking his head, fedling his cheeks grow warm. Uh, no thanks,
madam, he said stiffly. Im honored, but, uh . . . Iveraken a. . . vow. Of abgti-nence. Y eah. A vow.

She seemed more amused at his discomfiture than an-gered by hisrefusal as she waved farewell. Han
about-faced and marched away. Beside him, Chewbacca gave an unmis-takable Wookiee guffaw. Y uck
it up, Han snapped. Seeif | stick my neck out for you again. Chewie just laughed harder.

Two hours later they reached the Corellian sector. The old Twileks map and directions proved accurate,
but street signs were often missing, or had been turned around by pranksters. Hah was relieved to walk
into the Cordllian sec-tor and see architecture that was plainly patterned on that of his native world.
Scentswafting from the sdewak cafes tantdized him, familiar and reassuring. Lets get some-thing to e,
Han said, waving Chewieto one of the bistros that |ooked marginally cleaner than the others. Chairsand
tables that had once been white were ranged benesth one of the omnipresent awnings, agreen and red
one, thistime,

Han ordered traladon goulash, and was pleased to find that it was good, amost like eating back home.
He dug into his plate with relish, while Chewbacca attacked alarge salad and a plate of bloody-rare
traladon ribs.

When Han had fnished, he leaned back in his seet, Sp-ping aloca de and trying to decide if heliked the
taste. When the serving droid appeared to display his bill, Han asked, Mako Spince. Does he ever come
here? Medium height, broad shoulders, short dark hair, graying at the tem-ples?

The droids head swiveled sdeto side. No, Sir, | have not seen the person you describe.

Tell your boss | was askin about him, okay? Han said. He finished the last of hisale, then heand
Chewbacca headed down the Street toward the most garish of the bars. Short night was rapidly faling
now, as'Y Toub was eclipsed behind the bulk of Na Hutta. Theredl night was still many hours away, and
would last more than forty standard hours. Asthe artificia lights came up, Han wondered if hed ever get
used to such long nights. It probably didnt matter, since the moon that was a city never redly dept.

At The Smugglers Rest, Han asked again for Mako Spince, and naturally, nobody had ever heard of him.
They did the samething at The Lucky Star, the tattered remains of what had once been an elegant
casino, and then at two or three more bars. Han was getting used to the word no. He sighed and trudged
onward.

The Smugglers Hideaway.

The Cordlian Céfe.



T he Golden Orb.

The Exatic Exhibit (LIVE Dancers! LIVE Shows!).

The Comet Casino.

The Drunken Drummer.

By now Hansfeet were beginning to hurt from pound-ing the permacrete, going up and down ramps.
Places on Nar Shaddaa were often frustrating to reach unless one had wings, or ajet pak. Y ou could
stand on abalcony and look over at your destination, only ten meters away, and yet have to walk for
fifteen minutes, up and down rampways, to reach it.

Some of the buildings had ropes or wires strung be-tween them, but Han wasnt desperate or foolhardy
enough to trust himsdf to swing hand over hand across a twenty- or forty- or hundred-story abyss.

The walkways between buildings were frequently in poor repair, and after an assessing look, Hah often
decided to take the long way around. Some of them might have held him, but he doubted theyd stand up
to the Wookieesweight.

He was beginning to wonder whether they should just give up their search and try to find a flophouse that
would be a safe place to grab afew hours deep. Thinking back, Han redlized that it had been nearly
twelve hours since hed awakened on the Princess.

Heturned his head asthey walked by the mouth of asmelly dley to suggest fitisto Chewbaccawhen a
hand reached out of the alley and grabbed him by the throat. Half a second later, Hah was dragged up
againgt ahard humanoid body. He fdlt the muzzle of ablaster press histemple.

Not one step, adeep, congenia voice said over his shoulder, addressing Chewbacca, or 11l scramble his
brainstill they run out hisears.

The Wookiee halted, snarling, showing teeth, but obvi-oudy unwilling to attack in the face of that threst.
Han knew that voice. He gasped, but couldnt get any breath to speak with. The iron hand tightened on
histhroat. Mako! hetried to say.

Maawas al he managed to get out.

Dont cry to your mamato me, kid, the voice said. Now who in the Name of Xendor are you, and why
were you askin about me?

Hah gulped, gagged, but till couldnt speak. Chewbacca growled, then pointed at Makos quivering
captive. Haasaannnn, the Wookiee said, twisting his mouth around the human name with great difficulty.
Haasannnn. . .

Huh? the voice said, sounding stunned. Han? Abruptly Hah was released, then swung around. As he
gasped, handsto histhroat, his captor, who was indeed Mako Spince, grabbed him in ahug so
enthusiagtic that it deprived him of breath yet again. Han! Kid, its great to see you! How ARE you, you
old sonofagun? A hard fist thumped the younger Corellian between the shoulder blades.

Han gasped and wheezed, only to lose his breath again. Mako helpfully dapped him on the back, which
didnt im-prove metters.

Mako . . . hemanaged, findly. Itsbeen along time.

Y ouve changed.

So haveyou, hisfriend said.

They stood there studying each other. Makos hair was long enough to brush his shoulders now, and there
were more gray threads amid the black. He wore afierce, bris-tling mustache, and had gained some
weight, mogtly in his shoulders. A narrow scar ran down theline of hisjaw. Hah decided hewas glad
Mako was on Irisside. He didnt look like anyone Han wanted to have as an enemy. He wore a scarred
jumpsuit of spacers|eather, hide so thin and flexi-ble, and yet so tough, that it was said it could maintain
interna pressure even in vacuum.

The two friends Stared a each other, sizing each other up, then both burst out with questions. They
stopped, laughing. One at atime! Mako said.

Okay, Hah said. You gofirst. ..

Minutes |ater, they were al seated in atavern, drinking, talking, and spouting questions. Han told Mako
his story, and found that his old friend wasnt surprised to learn that hed |eft the service. | knew youd
never be able to go along with the daving, Han, Mako said. | remember how it used to set your teeth on



edge to even see an Imperia daving detail. Made you crazy, boy. | knew thefirst timethey tried to get
you to boss daves, that would be the end of your brilliant career.

Han looked sheepish as he raised his second tankard of Alderaanian deto hislips. Y ou know metoo
well, he admitted. But what could | do, Mako? Nyklas was gonnakill Chewiel!

Makos ice-blue eyes were smiling with unaccustomed warmth. Nothing el se you cou/d have done, kid,
hesad.

So, Mako, howve you been doing? Han asked. Hows the business?

Booming, Han, Mako said. The Empiresredtrictions are makin usdl rich, runnin contraband of all kinds
these days. Spice, yeah, thats fill big. But we do nearly as well these days smuggling arms, wegpons
components, power paks, dl that kind of thing. Luxuries like perfume and As-kgian fabric, too. Lemme
tell ya, Hah, old Papatine wouldnt rest nearly as easy nightsif he knew how dissatis-fied with hisrule
some wodds are getting.

So theres work here? Han asked eagerly. Work for pilots? Y ou know Im good, Mako.

Mako signaled the server droid for another round of drinks. Kid, youre one of the bet, and 11 let
everyone know that, Mako said, dapping Han on the shoulder. Badure didnt name you Slick for nothin!
Tdl you what, want to work for meto get your feet wet? | could use agood copilot, and while youre
ridinwith me, | can show you some Of the best runs. 11l introduce you to al the other runners, too. Some
of em are bound to need help. Han hesitated. Could Chewie here come dong?

Mako shrugged and took ahuge swig of ae. Can he shoot? | can aways use agood gunner.

Y eah, Han said, finishing his own tankard with more confidence than he felt. Chewie was a dead shot
with his bowcaster, but hed only been training as agunner for amonth or so. He can shoot.

Itsdl sat, then, Mako said. Listen, kid, you found yoursdlf alanding zone yet?

A landing zone, in smugglerslingo, meant aroom or fiat. Han shook his head and felt the room lurch
dightly. I was hoping you could recommend a decent place, he said. Not too expensive.

Surel can! Mako said, durring ever so dightly. But why don you two come stay with mefor aday or so,
till we cn get you set up.

Well . .. Han glanced over a Chewie, sure, wed love to, wouldn we, 01 buddy? Hrrrrrrnnnnnnnn!
Mako inssted on paying for the drinks, then the three left, heading for Makos digs. The two humans
were rather the worse for the de theyd consumed, but Mako assured them it wasnt far. They headed a
few levels down, where the buildings were grimier and seamier. Don be fooled, Mako said, waving a
hand at their surroundings. Ive got plenty of room, n my placeisfixed up decent. But living down here,
youre not as much atarget for thieves and burglars as the folks livin topside. He jerked athumb upward.
Hah eyed their surroundings, and concluded that back in his days as a burglar hed have given thisareaa
clean miss. It was unprepossessing. Drunks weaved aong the permacrete, and the glidewalks down on
thislevel were permanently broken. Beggars and pickpockets eyed them, but didnt approach thetrio.
Han figured that was because Chewbacca was wearing hisfiercest Dont messwith meor 11l rip your arm
off look.

But suddenly, what Hah had assumed was a heap of old, grimy rags stirred. From within theragsa
skeletal human hand appeared, and Han caught just aglimpse of a beaky-nosed, nearly toothless face.
An ancient crone, whose eyes shone bright with . . . what? Drugs? Madness?

Oh, no! Not again! What isit with al the old women on Nar Shaddaa? Cant wait to get their hands on
young pi-lots?

Hah drew back, but the liquor had dowed his reflexes, and he wasnt quick enough. A second talonlike
hand shot out of the heap of tatters and grabbed hiswrist. Tell your fortunes, good sirs? Tl your
fortunes, masters? The voice was shrill and squeaky, and Hah couldnt place the accent. The descendant
of Vima Sunrider has foreseen the future, good sirs! For a credit shewill tell you what lies ahead.
Lemme go! Han tried to yank his hand free from the filthy claw, but the ancient womans grip was
surprisingly strong. He fumbled for acredit coin, just to make her let go of him. He didnt want to haveto
stun the crone-at her age a stun blast might kill her. ttere! Take th credit and lemme go! He dropped the
money in her lap.

Vimano beggar! the old woman insisted indignantly. She earns her creditT Foresees the future, yesssss



she does! Vimaknows, yessssss. . .

Han stopped and sighed, rolling hiseyes. At least she wasnt propositioning him. Go ahead, then, he
snapped.

Ah, young captain . . . she half crooned, prying open

hisfist and staring at his pam, then up at hisface. So

young . . . so much liesbefore you. A long road, first the

smugglersroad, then theway of thewarrior. Glory you will

have, yessssss. But first you must face terrible danger. Be-

trayd, yessssss. . . betraya from those you trust. Be-

trayd . .. Her eyesfixed for asecond on Mako, and the older man and Hah exchanged exasperated
glances.

So Im gonna be betrayed, Han said impatiently. Will | get rich? Thassdl | care about.

Ahhhhhhh . . . she cackled shrilly. My young cap-tain, yessssss. . . wealth will cometo you, but only
after you no longer care about it.

Han burst out laughing. Thatll beth day! Grandma, gettinrichisALL | care about!

Y esssss, that istrue. Much will you do for money. But more will you do for love.

Gresat, Hah snarled, trying again to yank free. Thassit, Ive had nuff of this garbage, he growled, and with
ahard flex of hiswrigt, he broke her grip. Thanksfor noth-ing . . . nutty old witch. Dont ever bother me
agan.

Turning unsteadily on his hed, Hah stalked away, scowl-ing, with Chewbacca and Mako in hiswake. He
could hear Mako snickering, and Chewie was still chuckling. Han scowled. The crazy old thing had made
afoadl of him!

The permacrete be neath hisfeet seemed to lurch dightly, and dl Han could think about was how good it
was going to fedl to stretch out on Makos couch, or floor, and grab some deep.

Behind him, he could hear the old woman cackling softly, crooning nonsense to hersdlf.

Han hardly remembered climbing the rampway to Makosflat, and he didnt remember faling onto the
couch at dl. Hewasingantly adeep, and thistime, he didnt dream.

When he awakened the next morning, hed forgotten al about the old woman and her foretelling.

Aruk the Hutt was doing what lieloved most in dl the universe. . . totding his profits. The powerful Hutt
Lord, head of the Besadii clan and itskgjidic, bent over his datapad, his stubby fingers busy as he
instructed the ma-chine to cal culate a percentage of profits based on atwenty percent yearly growth in
product, projected three yearsinto the future.

The resulting graph and accompanying figures made him laugh softly, abooming Heh, heh, heh . . . inthe
solitude of his huge office. No other living thing was pres-ent, only Aruks favorite scribe, who stood
poised in the corner, metdlically gleaming, waiting until its master sum-moned it from its artificia repose.
Arnk read the graph again, and blinked his bulbous eyes. He was an old Huitt, approaching his ninth
century, and hed reached the corpulent stage that most Hutts achieved past middle age. It was now such
an effort for him to get around under his own power that he seldom bothered any-more. Even the
warnings of his personal physician about impending circulatory problemsfailed to make him exer-cise
these days. Instead, he relied on his anti-gravity repul-sor ded. With it, he could go anywhere. Arnks
ded wastop quality, the best money could buy. After .al, why should the head of the Besadii kgjidic
deny himsdf anything?

But Arnk was not one of those sybaritic Hutts who rel-ished the pleasures of the flesh. True, hewasa
gourmet, and often agourmand, but he didnt maintain entire pal-acesfilled with davesto cater to his
dightest-or most per-verse whim, the way some Hutts did.

Arnk had heard that Jiliacs nephew, Jabba, kept severa fema e dancing humanoids-humanoids, of dl
things!--on leashes near him at al times. Arnk considered such indul-gences distasteful and extravagant.
The Desllijic clan had dways had aweaknessfor fleshly pleasures. Jiliacs taste was better than Jabbas,
but he enjoyed hedonigtic excess just as much as his nephew.

And that iswhy wewill prevail, Aruk thought. The Besadii clan iswilling to endure abit of privation, if
neces-sary, to gain our ends. . .



Aruk knew it wouldnt be easy, though. Jiliac and Jabba were clever and ruthless, and their clan was as
wedthy ashisown. For yearsthe two richest and most powerful Hutt clans had contended with each
other for the most lucrative ventures. Neither clan had eschewed methods such as as-sassination,
kidnapping, and terrorism to gain their ends.

Arnk knew that Jabba and Jiliac would do dmost any-thing to bring Besadii down. But the path to
ultimate power was money, and Arnk was pleased with how many creditsthe Ylesian project was
bringing Besadii every year.

Soon, Arnk thought, we will have so many creditsthat we will be able to wipe them off the face of Hal
Hutta, eiminate them as we would, any blight on crops or pes-tilence in our people. Soon, the Besadii
will rule Na Hutta unopposed . . .

Aruk, and his dead sibling, Zawal, had been the ones whod thought of setting up colonieson Ylesia, and
using religious pilgrims as dave labor to turn raw spice into the finished product. The only thing theyd
feared was adave uprising, and it had been Arnk whod come up with the idea of the One, the All, and
the Exultation totieit al together.

Most Hutts knew of thetlanda Til ability to project warm, pleasurable emotions and sensationsinto the
minds of most humanoid species. But it had taken Aruks quick thinking, his cleverness, to come up with
the idea of the Exultation as amind-numbing reward for adays hard labor in the spice factories.

Once hed redlized how the tlanda Til ability could be utilized, it had been a smple matter for Arnk to
make up some doctrine, compose afew hymns, and write severa chantsand litanies. And that was dl it
took to produce areligion that credulous fools belonging to inferior species could embrace.

Production in the factories was excellent had been ex-cdllent dl dong. Only once, five years ago, had the
Ylesian enterprise not turned atidy profit. That was the year that wretched Corellian, Han Solo, had
destroyed the glitter-stim factory. And destroyed Zawal, too, though the finan-cia loss was the one Aruk
regretted the most. He did not think himsalf unduly harsh or unsympathetic for caring so little that his
sbling had died. No, he was reacting as any true Hutt would.

Aruk studied oneitem on the Ylesian colonys project budget. The sum of seventy-five hundred creditsto
be handed over to the person or persons responsible for Hans live capture. No disintegrations was the
primary guide-line. Live capture and ddlivery.

Seventy-five hundred credits. A twenty-five-hundred-credit raise since the bounty wasfirst posted.
Apparently Solowas proving . . . difficult. Well, this new bounty was certainly large enough to tempt
many hunters, though Aruk had seen larger ones. Still, for aman so young, it was alarge bounty.

Weasit really necessary to pay extrafor the live capture option? Aruk had supervised many torture
sessions, coally and efficiently, but unlike many of his people, he took no pleasurein tormenting sentients
to gain hisown ends. If the Cordlian Solo were to be brought before him, Aruk would not bother to
torture him before ordering his desth.

But Teroenzawas adifferent story. Thetlanda Til were vengeful people, and it was obviousto Aruk that
the High Priest of Ylesiawould not rest until he could personaly supervise the long and exceedingly
painful death of Hah Solo. Moment by moment, scream by scream, groan by groan, Solo would diein
the most exquisite agony, while Teroenza savored every second of it.

But did Aruk want to pay extra, just SO Teroenza could be satisfied? Aruk considered. Lines of
concentration formed above his bulbous, dit-pupiled eyes. After amo-ment hereleased hisbreathin a
short, decisive hour. Very well, he would authorize the payment of the bounty. L et Teroenzalook
forward to hisfun. The anticipation made the High Priest happy, and happy underlings were productive
underlings.

Aruk was abit concerned about Teroenza, actualy. Thetlanda Til was definitely running the Ylesian
operation, no matter how much he and that idiot Kibbick tried to dis-guise that fact. Aruk frowned.

Y lesiawas aHutt operation. It wasnt proper for anyone other than a Huitt to give the ordersthere. And
yet . .. Kibbick wasthe only high-ranking Hutt in the Besadii élan who was available at the moment to
take the Ylesian posting. And Kibbick, there was no denying it, was afool.

If only | dared send Durga, Aruk thought. He has the will and the intelligence to rule Ylesia properly, to
remind Teroenza of just who hismagtersare.. . .



Durgawas Aruks only offspring. He was till avery young Huit, barely past the age of legd responsbility
and true sdlf-awareness; only ahundred standard years old. But he was smart, ten times more intelligent
and clever than Kibbick.

When Durgawas born, al the other Hutts urged Aruk to roll over on the helpless newborn, smothering
him, be-cause of the dark birthmark that spread like afoul liquid from hisforehead down over one eye
and cheek. They said that such amarred countenance would make the youngster socialy unacceptable,
and speculated that he would be feebleminded dl hislife. Ancient tales mentioned that such birthmarks
were supposed to be omens of disaster, and the elder Hutts predicted al sorts of terrible things should
Durgabe dlowed to survive.

But Aruk had looked down at histiny, squirming off-spring and sensed that his child would grow up to
be aworthy Hurt, intelligent, cunning, and, when necessary, ruthless. So he had taken young Durga up
into his arms and solemnly pronounced that here was his offspring and heir, and warned the nay-sayersto
beslent.

Aruk had seento it that Durgawaswell educated, and had everything a growing Hutt could want. The
young Hutt responded to his parents interest, and the bond between the two had become very close.
Staring down at the graphs showing the Y lesian finances, Aruk made amenta note to share hisfindings
with Durgalater that day. He was grooming his offspring to take on the leedership of the clan after his
own passng.

Thesefigures are so encouraging, Aruk thought, that we should put some of this profit into founding yet
another colony on Ylesia. Seven colonies can produce much more processed spice than six. And we can
increase our mission-ary force by recruiting more tlanda Til males and sending them out to lurein more
pilgrims

Aruks greatest dream was to someday expand their spice-processing and daving operation to a second
world inthe Ylesan system. He knew he probably wouldnt live to see two wodds producing at full
capacity, but Durga defi-nitely would.

Therewas only one problem, and that was Desilijic. Aruk knew that Jiliac and Jabba watched every
move he and his high-ranking clan members made, and they were ready to pounce at the dightest sgn of
weakness. They were ruthless, the Desllijic, and they were jedous of the Besadii clan and their success
onYlesa Aruk knew only too well how much Jabbaand Jiliac would give to destroy them dl and take
over the Ylesian operation.

Stll, it was but asign of the Besadii clans extraordinary success and accomplishment that they be so
envied. Hutt lifewas full of move and countermove. That wastheway of it, and frankly, Aruk thrived on
theintrigue, the d anger. He wouldnt have changed thingsif he could have.

With asigh of contentment, Aruk the Hutt turned off his datapad and stretched, rubbing his bulbous eyes.
Ahhhhh . . agood afternoonswork. Time for dinner, and a chance to spend time with his offspring. How
pleasant that he had such good newsto impart!

Guiding hisrepulsor ded with minuscule touches from histhick fingers, Aruk glided from theroom, in
search of food and companionship . . .

Five months and six bounty hunters later, Han and Chewbacca had settled down into life on Nar
Shaddaa. Han found them allittle gpartment in the Corellian sec-tor, a megablock or so from Makos
place, and only onelevel below it. Thelittle fiat was set up like asmall suite, with two tiny bedroomswith
foldout beds, aminuscule kitchenv/living area, and refresher unit. But they didnt spend much time at home.
As soon as Mako had intro-duced Han to his associates, the young Corellian found steady work. Good
pilots were always valued on Nar Shad-daa.

During hisfirst month, Han filled in as ashift pilot on the Nar Shaddaato Na Hutta shuttle, ferrying Hutts
and their underlings back and forth from the Smugglers Moon to the Hurt homeworld. Han had hoped to
meet either Jabba or Jliac that way, but the two top Hutt Lords of the Desllijic clan had their own private
shuttles and didnt need to take public ones. Han hung on to the referral Tagta had given him, but decided
hed better learn hisway around before he applied for jobs piloting for the Hutts. They were tough



mastersto please.

Just about the time Hans temporary job ended, the young Cordl lian went out with Mako on severd runs,
haul-ing loads of spice from the Twilek homeworld, Ryloth, to a staging area on Roon. There Han met up
with an old ac-quaintance of Makos, a craggy-faced, aging smuggler named Zeen Afit. Zeen was heading
off to Smugglers Run with a shipment of food, and when he mentioned that hed like company, Han and
Chewbacca offered to ride aong.

Smugglers Run was a hideout for sentients on the lam who were even hotter than the denizens of Nar
Shaddaa. Smugglers Run was a series of hideouts-actudly, artificia environments whittled out of severa
large asteroids located in the middle of ahuge asteroid field. The main onewasasmelly hole bored into a
large asteroid that was known as SIOp 1.

Zeen Afit showed Han the way into the Run, through the treacherous, constantly changing asteroid field,
though he wouldnt let him pilot his clunky old freighter, the Co-rona. Next time, kid, he promised, in his
breathless, wheezy voice, as hisfingersflew over the controls. | prom-ise you. Thistime, just watch old
Uncle Zeen and enjoy theride.

Han gulped as Corona narrowly missed colliding with ajagged, hurtling rock that would have reduced
them and their ship to molecules. If Im il dive when the next time comes, he pointed out, involuntarily
ducking as an-other asteroid nearly grazed their viewscreen. Blast it, Zeen, dow down! Areyou crazy?
Only way to fly an asteroid fidd isfast and by the seat of your pants, kid, Zeen Afit said, never taking his
eyesfrom hisinstruments. If you try and tiptoein, chances are youll get smashed before you can wipe
your nose. | dwaysjust fly right in, keepin my eyes open, and Im il here.

When they reached the fabled Smugglers Run, Han and Chewbacca warily followed Zeen Afit into Skip
1, to meet the gang, as he called hisfriends. Han wasintroduced to a sallow, thin man with scarson his
face named Jarril, and another, older man with areceding hairline who incongru-oudy went by file name
Kid DXaln.

Skip i wasaregular warren of rooms, dining halls, gam-bling dens, bars, and drug hideaways. Hah was
frankly ner-vous, as he redized that here, even more than on Nar Shaddaa, there was no law. None.

He could die here, and no one but Chewie (presuming the Wookiee was still dive himsdf, an unlikely
assumption) would ever know or care. Han was careful not to let any of his nervousness show. He had
grown up with lawless peo-ple, had seen plenty of degenerate spirits by the time he wasten. Hed just
never encountered quite so many blood-thirsty, desperate lost beings in one place before.

As he and Zeen headed for the bar, Hah noticed the runnel of greenish-yellow gooey liquid oozing along
achan nd cut into the middle of the stone floor. Chewbacca snuf-fled, then growled in protest. Yeah,
that redly stinks, Han said, his nostrils twitching. What the heck isthat stuff, Zeen? Itson thewadlls, too . .

Oh, itsjust the ooze we gotta put up with, kid, the smuggler told him. Stinks, dont it? Every so often we
get to thinkin we ought to find out where it comes from and dam it up. 1ts some kinda proto-organic
compound, they say, mixed with sulfur.

Hans nose wrinkled. The ooze smelled like rancid meat mixed with rotting vegetation, laden with alibera
dose of sulfur. Hed smelled worse, but not recently.

Asthey stepped over the ooze channel and headed over to the bar, Hans attention was caught and held
by abeauti-ful woman with long black hair who definitely stood out in the mix of unsavory smuggler
types. Shewore ashort skirt that showed off magnificent legs, and atop that waslittle morethan a
cropped shirt tied tightly to show off her bo-som and midriff. Han stared at her, thinking that she was one
of the most striking women hed ever seen. Suddenly he redlized she was looking back at him. Hah
quickly es-sayed hismost charming smile.

She waked toward them. Hans pul se skipped a begt, but then he realized she was regarding him with a
marked lack of enthusiasm, as though he were aside of traladon mest that had gone green around the
edges. Hans amile stiflened on hislips. Guessthe attraction isnt mutudl . . .

Han, Id like you to meet afriend of mine, Zeen said, indicating the woman. Sinewy AnaBlue, one of the
top smugglers around. She aso runs awicked sabacc table. Blue, meet Han Solo, anew kid | brought
aongfor theride. And thisishispal, Chewie.



Hah nodded cordially. Pleasure to meet you- Noting his hesitation over what to call her, she smiled,
reveding ashining blue crysta tooth in the front of her mouth. Cal me Blue, she said, in avoice that
couldnt help being sultry. Han Solo, you said? And-she turned to Hans companion-Chewie?
Chewbacca, Han supplied.

Pleased to meet you, Chewbacea, she said. Have you met Wynni yet?

Chewie cocked his head and whined a soft question.

Sinewy AnaBlue smiled a him. Y oull know her when you meet her, she promised cryptically.

So, Han said, may | buy you adrink . . . Blue? She glanced at him, seemed to consider, then smiled
faintly. No, | dont think so, she said. Y oure cute, but not my type, Solo. | like them abit more. . .
Seasoned.

Zeen snickered. Shes particular, our Blue, he said, noting Hans chagrin at the open rebuff. Y ou young,
single types dont offer enough . . . port. Shelikesthe lure of the chase, especialy when its part of the
thrill that comes from stedlin what dont belong to you.

Sinewy AnaBlue gave Zeen along, up and down stare. Y ou like to live dangeroudy these days, dont
you? she drawled. Then she turned back to Han. Do you play sabacc, Han Solo?

Hah nodded. Ivetried it, he said cautioudly.

She gave him adow, dluring smile. Come around, then. Id love to have some fresh blood in my game.
With afina nod to Chewbacca, she turned and waked away. Han watched her go with an admiring
headshake. Minions of Xendor . . . that is one fine-looking woman, he muttered.

Pure sabacc, Zeen agreed. Prime grade ore.

And she only goes after married guys?

ltsjust say she prefersthethrill of the hunt, Zeen said. Anyone thats too available, too eager to get
caught, isnt chalenging enough prey.

Y ou make her sound like a Devaronian fur-spider, Han said, watching Sinewy AnaBlues eminently
watchable backside vanish amid the crowd of talking, laughing, drink-ing smugglers.

Not too far off, kid, Zeen said with achuckleand a

wink. Our Blueisone of akind. She-

He broke off and whirled as aloud roar reverberated through the bar. Han spun on hished to find a
Wookiee standing in the doorway. She was big for aWookiee female, astal and muscular as Chewie.
Her blue eyeswere fixed unblinkingly upon Hans companion, who was busily look-ing anywhere but a
the newcomer. Whos that? Hah asked Zeen.

Wynni, the senior smuggler replied with awink and aleer.

Han and Chewbacca watched as the Wookiee came over to them. She growled athroaty greeting at
Chewieg, totaly ignoring his human companion. Then she reached out one hairy paw and ran it admiringly
down Chewbaecas long arm.

Han turned to Zeen. | think shelikeshim, he said dryly, in Basic.

Lookslike, Zeen agreed. | think your buddy thereis bein offered what you werent, pal. Cept he dont
look any too happy about it.

The craggy-faced smuggler was correct. Chewbacca looked around wildly as the female Wookiee
pressed up close to him, growling suggestively.

Catching Hans eye, Chewie shook hishead in adight but emphatic movement. Han took pity on his
friend. Hey, Chewie, he said loudly, we gottago.

Wynni turned around and snarled a him. Clearly, she didnt like having her seduction attempt interfered
with. Han looked at her and shrugged. Sorry, he said. Weve got somewhere we haveto be. A previous
engagement.

Wynni plainly didnt believe him. She growled low in her throet.

Han redized that they were drawing acrowd. Kid DXoln, Zeens balding friend, stepped forward. It aint
polite to accuse people of lyin, Wynni, he told the Wookiee. Hah hereistellin thetruth. | just signed him
and his Wookiee pa on to ride as copriot and gunner to Kessel aboard the Starfire. Matter of fact, my
droids should be finished loadin our carg o by now, Solo. Lets go. Hah smiled sweetly at Wynni and
shrugged, with aWhat can you do? expression. Chewbacca didnt bother trying to hide how glad hewas



to get away from the preda-tory female.

Asthey headed up the corridor toward Skip 1slanding bay, Han gave Kid a grateful smile. Thanks, he
said. For awhileit looked like | wasnt going to be able to get Chewie out of there without making her
med.

Kid DXoln grinned. Y ear, and upsettin alovestruck Wookiee aint exactly a smart thing to do. So, what
do you want to do now? Y ou actualy up for going on to Kessd with me.)

Sure, Han said. Ive dways wanted to go to Kessdl. Are you going on the Run after you off-load your
cargo there?

| dont know, Kid replied. Maybe, if theres a cargo waitin for meto pick up. But theres bound to be
some-body you can catch up with wholl take you on the Run.

Hah had heard of the Kessal Run, that ultimate test of a smuggler pilots expertise. Traveling the Kessdl
Run a-lowed a pilot to shortcut across alarge, uninhabited area of space that would otherwise have
taken avessal two days or moreto skirt. But the direct route from Kessel back to the standard trade
routes lay periloudy close to the Maw, amassive collection of black holesthat distorted both space and
time. Many a ship had been lost to the Maw, lost with al hands.

Oncethey were safely aboard the Starfire, Kid waved ahand at the controls. | hear youre pretty good,
Solo. Want to try takin her through the field?

Hah nodded, his mouth suddenly dry. Remembering Zeens advice, he forced himself to head confidently
into thefield, instead of holding back. He remembered storiestold by the pilots whod been aboard
Traders Luck that indicated Zeen had been right-most asteroid fields could be navigated by someone
with steely nerves and quick re-flexes. Holding his breath, Han sent the beet-up little freighter skittering
from Side to sde, not dacking off on their speed.

Kid sat back in the pilots seat and just watched. Only once did he interfere, and that wasto increase the
ships acceleration anotch, to avoid asmaller asteroid that was orbiting alarger one. The bigger asteroid
had hidden its small companion. The Starfire zipped by so close that the deflector shields activated and
the ship shuddered in pro-test. But they avoided the impact.

Han bit hislip when the chunk of rock, half the size of the ship, tumbled away behind him. Sorry, Kid. |
shouldve seenit.

No way you couldve seenit, Solo, the older man said. | just been flying into and out of the Run for so
many yearsthat | practicaly got al these rocks memorized. | knew that one had a baby taggin behind,
cause lve seen it before,

When they finally emerged into clear space, Hah felt as though hed been piloting for aday instead of half
an hour. He wanted to dump back into his seat, but aglance a Kid DXoln showed Kid, head tilted
back, eyes closed, appar-ently adeep.

Han looked at Chewie, shrugged, and said, Take over asecond while | plot usacourseto Kessdl, pd.
Minutes later Han retrieved the final coordinates from the navicomputer, and then findized his course. He
looked over a Kid DXoln. One watery blue eye opened. Punch it, Solo, the raspy voicetold him. Han
grinned. Sure.

Moments later the bright pinpoints of realspace elon-gated before them, and the Starfire shot down a
seeming tunnd of starlines. Han redlized he was grinning like akid. It had been along time since hed
doneany red piloting that wasnt just drills.

When hed been in the Navy, hed served shifts as ahelmsman on the big Imperid ships, but hisfavorite
duty had been flying TIE fighters. Smdl, nimble, and deadly, they required pinpoint control to maneuver
and fire, but they had no shidding at dl, which made them very vulnera-ble. Few TIE pilotslived to grow
old.

When the Starfire emerged into real space, Han took one look at the Maw and drew a quick breath. Kid
DXoln, who had finally awakened from his nap, stretched and grinned. Impressive, aint it, Solo?

Il say, Han muitered.

The Maw dtretched before them, acollection of black holes that were sucking the life from the nearby
gars. Long streamers of gas threaded their way into the monstrous whirlpools of gas and dust that
marked the location of the black holes. The holesthemselveswereinvisible, of course. The reason they



were caled black holeswasthat their gravity was so strong that nothing, not even light, could escape
ther pull.

But the gas and dust marked their location. There were quite afew of them. So far as Han knew, the
Maw was unique in the galaxy.

Kessesright on the edge, Solo, Kid said. Here, 11l show you the coordinates on the screen.

Han studied readouts on the lumpy, misshapen little planet that orbited asmdll, fierce, blue-white sar.
Kessdl was orbited by its small, solitary moon. The planet isnt even spherical, he muttered. It doesnt
mass enough to hold onto an atmosphere.

Yeah, | know. Y ou gottawear abreath mask there, but they keep a couple of atmosphere-generating
plants run-nin, so we wont have to put on vacuum gear, Kid told him.

Han frowned down &t the readouts. | didnt know Kes-sal had amoon.

Y eah, theres rumors that the Imps have been scouting it, that they might actualy build something there.
Crazy, if you ask me.

There are Imperia ships around here? Kids revel a-tion worried Han. Chewie was still an escaped dave,
after al. Theyd just loveto recapture him.

Y eah, | ran into aguy who worksfor Imp security as asnitch, and he told me the Imps are considering
putting some kind of big hush-hush ingalation right smack in the middle of the Maw, Kid sad
thoughtfully.

Han stared at the whirling vortices of dust and gas that marked the black holes and shook hishead. A
base? In there? Theyre crazy, dl right!

Kid shrugged. Theres more space than youd guess be-tween those black holes. Some smugglers say that
you can actudly shorten your Kessdl Run by skimming closeto the Maw.

Han frowned as he studied his readouts. Y ou mean make the Runin lesstime.

Kid chuckled, a creaky sound. Well, that, too. But they say that both time and space get warped,
distorted so close to the Maw. So you can not only make your run faster, but actually shave off part of
the distance.

Wheats the record? Han asked curioudly.

Dunno, Kid DXoln said. I think its down below ten hours these days, but | never been crazy enough to
try for it. Take my advice, and dont play games with the Maw, Solo.

Han tended to think Kids advice was good. Skimming the Maw seemed like the act of anidiot-asuicidal
idiot.

Hah sat the Starfire down on Kessdl, and the three smugglers donned breath masks and got out. There
was asmdl cantinathat served as a recreation area where pilots and crews could get something to eat
and drink while wait-ing for the loading droidsto fill their cargo bays.

Kid DXoln stayed behind to oversee the loading, leaving Han and Chewie to grab aquick bite. Ten
minutes later Han was halfway through a hasty medl and aglass of Po-lanisde. Privately, he wondered
what to do now. Kid DXoln had made it clear that he was bound for parts he preferred to remain
unknown-at least to Han when the Starfire was finished loading. The older man had com-mented that he
was sure Han could catch aride back to Smugglers Run, or back to Nar Shaddaa, probably viathe
Kessd Bun, from here.

Kessdl boasted no facilitiesfor overnight guests. Han glanced around when the cantina door opened, and
then his eyes widened as he beheld afamiliar face.

Boal he exclaimed, waving at the older man whod just entered and was removing his bresthing mask.
Hey, Boal

Cmon over and Il buy you adrinkV

Boa:if he had another name, Han had never heard it- was abig, stocky man with graying hair and a
charming smile. He had aroguish twinklein his blue eyes, and a sense of humor that made him friends
eadly. It seemed that everyone on Nar Shaddaa knew Boa, and he knew them.

Roaand Mako were old friends, and Boa had been one of the first pals Mako had introduced Han to
when hed arrived on Nar Shaddaa.

Boa had been in the smuggling business for more than twenty years, which made him the grand old man



of thetrade. He enjoyed playing the role of shepherd to some of the younger smugglers, and was
generous about sharing what hed learned during his career.

Unlike many of the smugglers, who were little better than pirates, Boa had his own private code that he
taught the young smugglers who rode shotgun with him on his old but meticuloudy maintained speedy
freighter, the Way-farer. Roa had taught Han, as hed taught so many others never ignoreacal for help. .
. hever take from those who are poorer than yoursdlf . . . never play sabacc un-less youre prepared to
lose, dways be prepared to make a quick getaway . . . never pilot a ship under the influence. Roas
Rules, the smugglers cadled them.

Now, seeing hisyoung friend, Roas friendly, open face broke into awide grin. Han, whatre you doing
here?

Han gestured to the seat beside him. Itsalong story, Roa. Mostly we wound up here because afemae
Wookiee took too much of aliking to Chewie, here.

Roa chuckled as he threw aleg across the bar stoal.

Chewbacca, dont tell me you got to meet Wynni!

Chewie moaned aoud, rolling his blue eyes expressively. Roa guffawed. Oh, cmon, Chewie, how bad
could it be, entertaining an amorous lady Wookiee?

Chewbacca snorted, then launched into avivid explana-tion of how strenuous-and, at times,
hazardous-\Wookiee romance could be. Han could understand him, of course, but it was obvious that
Roawas bardly getting the gist of it.

The older smugglers eyebrows went up, then he shook his head when Chewiefinished. All right, sounds
like you did the right thing by beating a hasty retreat, Chewbaccal Remi nd me never to attract Wynnis
attention.

Han grinned. Me neither, he said, then sobered. Problem is, were stranded here now. Kid DXoln
brought us, but hes heading out of here on some private business, and he doesnt need acrew. So Im
lookin for aride back to Nar Shaddaa. Any chance we can catch one with you, Roa?

The older man smiled. Sure, Han. Only troubleis, were not going directly back. Ive got aload of spiceto
take on to Myrkr. How does Nar Shaddaa by way of the Kessdl Run strike you?

Hanseyeslit up. That would be greet! | cant really get the top piloting assignments until 1ve got aRun or
two under my bet. Roa. . . any chance youd let me pilot, and coach methrough it?

The older man grinned. Depends, Solo.

Onwhat?

How many drinks you buy me.

Han chuckled, and waved to the bar droid for fresh am-munition. Tell me about the Bun, he said. | think
Im ready.

AsBoaexplained it, the Kessal Run took shipstraveling in rea space from the Kessdl sector past and
around the Maw, then through a rough, uninhabited sector of space known asthe Pit. The Pit wasnt as
hard to navigate as the Maw, but more ships had actualy been lost there than near the Maw, because
after successfully making it past the black-hole cluster, pilots tended to betired, their reflexes dowed.
And just when they needed to rest, the Pit was waiting for them.

The Pit contained a scattered asteroid field that wasnt nearly as concentrated as the one surrounding
Smugglers Run, but it was encased insde awispy arm of anebula. The gas and dust from the nebula
tended to make most ships sensorsimprecise, and the pilots line-of-sight was seriously compromised.
Zigging in and out of the gauzy tendrils of the nebulawas a confusing, ehancy business, and there was
aways the chance that when a pilot zigged to avoid one asteroid, hed zag right into another.
Boaexplained al of thisto Han, then took him back to the Wayfarer and showed him acomplete
schematic of their course from the navicomputer. Han studied it al in-tently, then nodded. Okay. | think |
can handleit, Boa

The Wayfarers captain gave him along, measuring glance, then nodded. Okay, son. Go ahead. Take us
out.

Han nodded, then hisworld narrowed into the view-screen, his coordinates, his controls, and his hands
and eyes. Hefdt dmost like abio droid, someone who could link his nervous system into the ship. It was



as though Han had become the ship-as though they were one entity.

Hying past the center of the Maw, Hah was acutely conscious that the dightest mistake on his part could
result in disaster for the Wayfarer. He felt sweat bresk out on hisforehead as he manipulated the
controls, avoiding gravitartiona eddies and anomalies. Beside him, in the copilots seet, he could sense
Roas tension, though the stocky older man made no sound. Behind him, Chewbacca whined softly, athin
thread of sound in the otherwise silent control cabin.

The Maw was dl around them now as they skirted the dangerous black-hole clusters. Han knew that it
would be possible to make the Run by looping wide around this en-tire perilous sector, but the cost-m
fuel, intime, and in the extra distance that had to be traveled-made negotiat-ing the obstacle course of the
Maw worthwhile. Bardly.

So far, Roa had not spoken as Hah took the Wayfarer dong the twisting, tricky course that wasthe
shortest safe way through the Maw. Han figured that must mean hewas doing al right. Hetried to take a
deep breath asthey sped past awhorl of bluish gasand dust, but it was as though adurasted band was
tightening around his chest.

When Roa spoke softly in the silent cabin, the sound made Han jump. Past the hdfway point. Good job,
lad. Watch this one coming up. Itsabit tricky.

Hah nodded, and felt agreasy drop of sweat dide past his eyebrow. He flipped Wayfarer up on her side
asthey hurtled past the whirlpool of cosmic dust that had once been agtar.

Nearly an hour later, when Han felt as though he hadnt drawn a deep bresth for the wholeftrip, they were
out of the Maw and entering the Ait.

An asteroid whizzed by. Han throttled back abit as he tried to watch every direction at once, wishing for
eyesin the back of hishead like aMoloskian.

Roas voice was sharp. Hard to port!

Hah caught bardly aglimpse of the onrushing asteroid, the Sze of amountain. His sweaty hand found the
control to implement Roas order-and dipped!

Panic erupted in Hans chest as he clamped dick fingers onto the controls, overcompensating and causing
them to nearly skid into the path of yet another asteroid!

Chewbacca howled, and Roa cursed. Han managed to miss the chunk of rock by the skin of histeeth.
Sorry, he said tightly. Fingers dipped.

Without another word, Roareached into a storage bin and pulled something out. Here. My present for
making it past the Maw. 111 take over while you put eraon.

Han grabbed the pair of pilots gloveswith their nondip finger pads and tugged them on, snapping them
securdly into place. He flexed hisfingers. Thanks, Roa.

Dont mention it, tile older smuggler said. | dwayswear em, and | suggest you do, too. Hah nodded. |
will.

Severd hourslater, when Hah had finished hisfirst Kes-sd Run, and they wererelaxing in the relaive
safety of hyperspace, Roaleaned back in the copilots seat. So, he said, | haveto say, Ive never seen
anyone fly the Run any smoother on hisfirst try, Han. Y oure anatura, son. Hah grinned at hisfriend.

Y oure agood coach. Chewbacca commented sourly that he wouldnt have ob-jected to abit more
coaching from Roa-Han had fright-ened him so badly it was awonder hishair hadnt fallen out.

Hah turned around and glared a hisfurry friend. Hey, just keep it up, and 11l give Wynni our home
addressthe next time| see her.

Chewie subsided into glaring Sllence.

So, what are you going to do now, Han? Roa asked. Not every smuggler can brag that hesflown tile
Kessdl Run, and you madeit in excellent time. Whats your next move?

Han had been thinking abouit that. | want aship of our own for me and Chewie, hetold Roa. First 1l
have to lease one, of course, but then maybe someday 111 find one | can buy. But 11l need a pile of crediits,
Roa. So when | get back to Nar Shaddaa, Im going where the credits are. Roas eyebrows went up. The
Huits, he said.

Han checked his stabilizers. YealL the Hutts.

Roashook his head, frowning. Vorking for the Hurts hasits dangers, Han. Hutts make risky employers.



Dis-please them, and you can end up swimming through vac-uum without a suit.

Han nodded. Y eah, he agreed bleakly. Ive worked for them before. But to make the big money, youve
got to bewilling to take thoserisks. . .

Two weeks and yet another bounty hunter later, Hah and Chewbaccawalked up to the largest building in
the Hutt section of Nar Shaddaa. Once aluxury hotdl, The Jewe was now headquartersto the Desllijic
kgidic.

When The Jewel had been a hotel, the management had boasted that it could provide quartersfor over
half the known sentient racesin the galaxy. Aquatic beings, meth-ane breathers, and beings who could
only be comfortablein low gravity-The Jewel had accommodated them dl, and more.

As he approached the old building, Han could see that it had been vastly remodeled to suit its new
tenants. The giant lobby areawas now festooned with glide ramps lead-ing to higher levels. The carpeting
had been pulled up, and the stone floors were polished to a brilliant shine to ease a Hutts passage when
gliding dong.

Han checked, for the fourth time, that he had Tagtas message cube safdly in his pocket. He glanced over
at Chewbacca. Y ou dont haveto comein, pd. | can probably handle thisinterview myself.

Chewies only response was afirm shake of his head.

Han shrugged. Okay, then, but let me do the talking.

Jliacs mgordomo on Nar Shaddaa proved to be a hu-man woman, a striking redhead who was
approaching mid-dle years. She wore asimple green gown, modest in cut. Hah was impressed by her
dignity and presence as She introduced hersdlf. | am Dielo, Lord Jiliacs assstant. Y ou said that you had a
letter of recommendetion, Sir?

Hah nodded, fedling rather shabby by comparison, even though hed worn his best pants, shirt, and
jacket. Insde he felt defensive, but hed learned long ago never to show discomfort or nerves. So his
insouclant smile never wa-vered, and not the dightest crack showed in hisair of casua bravado. Yes, |
do. May | seeit?

Sure, long as you dont leave with it. Han produced the small holocube, handed it to her. She glanced
quickly at the greenish smear on the side, scanned the message, then nodded. Very well, she said,
handing the holocube back. Please wait here. | will cdl you in presently.

Forty-five minutes | ater, she regppeared and ushered Hah into lord Jiliacs audience chamber.

Han was alittle nervous, wondering whether Jiliac the Hutt would recognize him as one of the
messengers who, five years ago, had ddlivered amessage to him in his palace on Na Hutta. The message
hed come from Jliacsarch-rival, Zavvd. The Ylesian overlord had challenged Jiliac and threstened him
with dire consequences. When hed heard it, Jliac had flown into arage and wrecked alarge portion of
hisaudience hal.

Han hoped the Hutt Lord wouldnt recognize him. Hed never told Jiliac hisname, after dl. Besdes, he
was no longer nineteen . . . helooked different. Hisface was thinner, older, and hed put on weight and
muscle from histimein the Academy. Not to mention that in al probability most humanslooked pretty
much dike-to a Hutt.

Still, Hans mouth was dry as he stepped through tile door into the innermost chamber.

Han was surprised to see two Hurts in the room. One was nearly twice the size of the other, which Han
knew meant that it was older. Hutts grew throughout their life spans, and some of them reached
impressive proportions indeed. The average Hutt underwent severa growth spurts after reaching
adulthood. Han had heard that some of them could more than double in Sze in ameatter of afew years.
Han squinted at the Hutts. He was pretty sure that Jiliac was the larger of the two.

The room was huge and ornate; this audience chamber had evidently been the hotels main balroom.
Mirrorslined the wdls, and Hah caught sight of himsalf on both sides.

When Hah finally stood before the two Hutts, he bowed deeply. Dielo waved ahand at him and spokein
passable Huttese. Lord Jiliac, thisisthe Corellian pilot your cousin|_x)rd Tagta recommended to you.
His nameis Hah Solo. The Wookieeis named Chewbacca

Han bowed again. Lord Jiliac, hesaid, in Basic, it isaprivilege to meet you, Y our Excdlency. Y our
cousin Lord Tagtasaysthat you are dwaysin need of good pilots.



Pilot Solo-Jiliac turned bulbous eyeslayered in fat upon Han, and peered down a him with faint
curiosity-

do you speak and understand Huttese?

| undergtand it, Y our Excellency. | do not spesk it well enough to convey the beauty of the language,
thereforeit isnot proper for me to attempt to utter it, Han said ear-nestly.

Fortunately, Hutts were easy to flatter, and this one bought it. Ah, a human that understands the beauty of
our language, Jliac said, turning to the smdler Hutt. Truly an indghtful and sengtive member of his
Species.

That isnt saying much, the other Hutt replied with adeep chuckle. | wonder if Captain Solo can pilot as
well ashe dissembles?

Han glanced over at the younger, smdler Hutt. Sharp intelligence shone in his narrow-pupiled eyes. He
was about Hans height, and only about four or five meterslong. Jliac noticed Han looking at his
companion.

Captain Solo, thisis my nephew, Jabba He has become indispensable to mein rnnning the Desllijic
kgidic.

Han bowed to the younger Huit. Greetings, Y our Ex-cdllency.

Grestings, Captain Solo, Jabbareplied with a gracious wave of his small hand. Y our reputation precedes
youl.

Jiliac held out his own hand. Enough chitchat. Tile holocube, Captain?

Certainly, Y our Excellency. Han produced it, handed it to Jliac.

The Hutt Lord examined the holocube for several min-utes, then passed asmall scanning device over the
green smear. Findly satisfied, helooked at Hah. Y ou come highly recommended, Captain. We can
aways use expert pilots.

Han nodded. 1d like to work for you and your nephew, Y our Excellency.

Very well, then you are hired, Captain. But what about your companion here? Jliac indicated
Chewbacca. Were ateam, Y our Excellency. Chewieis my copilot. Indeed? said Jabba. He looks more
like abodyguard to me.

Han could fed Chewie stiffen next to him, and he felt, more than heard, the soft rumble of anger
emanating from hisfurred chest. Chewiesagood pilot, Han indsted.

These are perilous timesfor honest business persons, Jiliac pointed out. Is one of you trained in weapons
systems?

Im the gunner, Y our Excdllency, Han said. Chewieisapretty fair shot, | admit, but Im better.

Ah! Jabba sounded ddighted. Findly, a human who does not deluge us with his silly notion of modesty.
Glad you approve, Han said dryly.

Kessd, Jiliac said thoughtfully. Our sources say you have been to Kessdl.

Han nodded. Yes, Y our Excdlency. And | did the Runin nearly record time, my first time through.
Excdlent! boomed Jabba, who had avoice nearly as deep as hisfar larger uncle. He chuckled, alow
ho-ho-ho sound. Then you are willing to tackle the Kessdl Run while hauling cargo for us?

Depends on the cargo, Y our Excedllency, Han said.

We have no way to determine, at thistime, what the

cargowill be, Jliac said. Obvioudy, you will leave Kessdl

carrying acargo of spice, probably glitterstim, for Kessdl is

where that spiceis mined. But asto what you will be carry-

ing when you land on Kessdl, that is bound to vary agreat

dedl. Food, luxuries, ashipment of daves, or-

No daves, Han interrupted curtly. He had to make this clear. If they dumped him over it, hed keep on
looking for work. |1l haul most anything for you, Y our Excellency. But not daves.

Both Huitts stared at Hah, obvioudy taken aback by histemerity. Finaly Jabba spoke. Why not, Captain
Solo?

Personal reasons, Y our Excellency, Hah said. Ive seen davery up close-and | didnt likeit.

Oho! Jabba chuckled again. Our brave captain has scruples . . . morals, even, perhaps!



Han refused to be baited. He just stood his ground. Jiliac made a curt gesture to Hah to stay where he
was, then he and the younger Hutt wriggled toward each other. Watching them move, Han couldnt
decide whether they reminded him more of a snake or adug. They undulated dong, usng muscular
contractionsto move.

The two Hutts put their heads together and conferred. After a couple of minutes, they broke apart and
turned back to Han and Chewie. Very well, Captain Solo, Jiliac boomed, we will not assign you to
transport daves.

Thank you, Y our Excellency, Han said, fedling awash of relief.

Savingisnot alarge part of our business, Jabba said, with atouch of scornin hisvoice. We leave most
of that trade to the Besadii kgjidic that operates out of Ylesa

Have you ever heard of Ylesia, Captain Solo? Jiliac asked.

Han tensed, but kept it from showing. Y es, Ive heard of it, Y our Excellency.

Our main shipment these daysisryll, Captain, Jabba said. We have just discovered anew sourceto
trade with on Ryloth, the Twilek world. Have you been there?

Yes, Your Excelenc | have. | know the spacelanesin that area.

Good, Jabba said. He studied Han closely with hishuge, rardly blinking eyes. Tell me, Captain, have you
ever piloted a space yacht?

Han had to gifle anironic grin. The reason dl these bounty hunters were after him wasthat in addition to
swip-ing the cream of Teroenzas treasure, hed stolen Zavval and Teroenzas persona space yacht.

Yes, Your Excellency, Han said. | have.

Jabba regarded Hah thoughtfully. | shal keep that in mind.

Jliac made adismissive gesture. We shall bein touch, Captain. At the moment, you have our leaveto
depart.

Han bowed to the Huits, and as he did so, he surrepti-tiousy gave his Wookiee friend a poke.
Chewbaeca growled softly, but he, too, bobbed his upper body forward.

Han left the audience, feeling swest trickling down be-tween his shoulder blades. Sowly, carefully, helet
out adeep sgh of relief.

This had better beworthiit . . .

During the next three months, Hah worked for Roa.on and off, but he also flew many missonsfor the
Hutts. He developed areputation for being able to coax top speeds out of even inferior vessels, and for
being willing to do whatever it took to get his smuggled cargo through to its destination.

Heflew the Kessdl Run so many times he lost count. There were times when the Hutts didnt need him for
days or weeks at atime, and he took assignments from Mako, Roa, or other employers. But Jiliac and
Jabba pro-vided him with fairly steady work, and most of hisincome.

Both Jiliac and Jabba had personal space yachts. Han discovered that each of them had sizable holdings
on other worlds than Nal Hutta-matter of fact, Jliac wasthe de facto ruler of Dilbana, and Jabbawasthe
top crimelord on a backwater world called Tatooine.

One day Han and Chewie were called upon to pilot Jabbas persona yacht, the Star Jewe, to Tatooine.
Hah wouldve rather hauled spice, frankly. Jabba was tempera-mental and used to getting his own way,
and made ade-manding, irascible passenger. Han was glad that the Hutt had brought severd of his
persond servants along to tend to him, so that al he, Hah, had to do was pilot the ship.

Foremost among Jabbas entourage was a Twilek valet named Lobb Gerido. Jabbatreated Gerido
terribly, order-ing him around, snapping a him, and insulting him. Han was just glad that he didnt haveto
put up with that sort of thing. Jabbas entourage aso included severa humanoid dancing girls, anaargon
player nicknamed Whizz-Bang and Jabbas and Jliacs chef from their resdence on Nar Shaddaa, an Ishi
Tib named Totoplat.

The purpose of Jabbas voyage was to transport a pet hed recently acquired to his palace on Tatooine.
Thething was a nightmare-dashing claws, ahuge suckerlike mouth, and an insatiable appetite. Han
discovered it was called an Oskan blood eater. Hans stomach turned over the one time he watched its
keeper feed it. The entire hold area stank from the creatures occupation. It was amessy edter, and its
effiuviawas enough to gag a Cordlian corpse-grub.



The yacht was abig ship, a Ubrikkian cruiser. It was fast, powered by apair of Ubrikkian N2 ion
engines, with auxil-iary power provided by three smaller Kuat T-c40 ion en-gines. It was aso well
shielded and heavily armed with six turbolasers. In its docking bay was space for six Z-95 Head-hunter
fighters, aswel astwo smd| landing shuttles.

Thistrip, as happened frequently, Star Jewel was down to two Headhunters, with two pilotsto crew
them. The little fighters were tough, but they had no hyperdrive, and Jabba was known to order them
deployed as arear guard while he took off into hyperspace. Jabba was tough on Headhunters and their
pilots

Tatooine was aremote world, back of beyond, and Han had to make severa hyperspace jumpsto reach
it. His next-to-last jump put himinto alittle-traveled spacel ane, but it was the most direct route to
Tatooine.

Thats where the pirate ships were waiting for them. Four Drell teardrop-shaped vessels, deek and
shining, smal but deadly. Hah had faced their like before, when hed been piloting for the Ylesans The
moment he saw them his mental darm bellswent off. Pirates!? They cntM be! Better to be safe than
sorry ...

Chewie, shidds on maximum! Han sngpped, sending the yacht into an evasive maneuvering pattern while
his copriot adjusted their deflectors to maximum strength. Han flipped on the comm unit. Attention!
Gunnery crew, stand ready! We may be seeing some action! He switched fre-quencies. Headhunter
pilots, report to your snubs! Thisisnot adrill!

Even asthe words | eft his mouth, the closest ship spat asavo of quad laser fire at them. | wasright! Han
mentally congratulated himself. Thanksto his caution, the Drell shipsfire went wide.

The shipswere only athird the size of Jabbas massive space yacht, but their quad laser cannons spat
deadly bursts at the bigger ship asthey rushed in at top speed. They were so smdll they were going to be
difficult to hit. Han banked the Star Jewel around and yelled, Gunnery crew . . . fire at will!

Even asthe crews manning the yachts six heavy turbo-lasers began returning fire, Han switched to
another corem frequency. Attention, passengers and crew-we are under attack! Prepare for evasive
maneuvers. Activate your re-draint systems.

Beside him Chewiewas performing hisjob ably, leaving the piloting mostly to Han, but busy baancing
and distrib-uting power to their shields, monitoring the ships status, checking on how much power they
could channel to the wegpons. The Huitt yachts turbolasers, mounted discreetly benesth the ridge of the
yachts superstructure, actually tapped directly into the ships power core, thus giving them far more
destructive capability than any opponent would expect.

Hah dodged an incoming DreU ship, saw the turbolasersfire avicious burst at the oncoming vessel, but
at thelast moment it dodged thefire. Blasted little ships are too fast!

His comm unit crackled. Heaclhunters here. Ready for launch.

Chewie opened the cargo-bay doors, and dropped one shield amidships so the two fighters could
launch.

Han activated the comm. Rilots. . . launch on my or-der! Three...two...one... NOW!

Jabba was hollering over the cornre, demanding an ex-planation. Han could hear wails and cursesfrom
the Twilek and the dancing girls. Totoplat, the cook, was fuss-ing that Jabbas dinner was ruined, just
ruined!

With amuttered curse, Han spared haf a second to close the comm channd from the passenger section.
When he looked back up, he paled.

Incoming amidships, Chewie! he yelled, knowing thistime he couldnt evade fast enough. The Star Jewel
shud-dered violently, then shuddered again. Han redlized the first ship had swung around and was now
firing on their stern! He cursed when he saw that hisrear deflectors were nearly gone. Chewiel Im
coming about! Compensate for that shield!

Activating the comm, Han shouted, Im coming about, hard to port! Y ou guys get that blasted pirate off
my rear!

The Wookiee snarled as he worked frantically on the shields. Han sent the Star Jewe into ahard port
turn, then asecond later hefdt thefaint jolts as the gunnersfired. Another miss!



Han cursed and activated the comm. Listen up, you guys! | want portside gunner oneto target the
following coordinates, and fire on my order!

Glancing at his sensors, Han located the position of the first Drell ship, saw that it had swung far out, then
turned and was coming back for another run. Han checked his X-Y coordinate grids and made arapid
caculation. He spat out astring of coordinates.

Coordinates acknowledged, Sir! the portside gunnery chief said.

Gunner two, target the following coordinates and fire your burst five seconds after gunner one! Got that.;
Han redled off another string of coordinates. We copy, Captain!

Gunner three, target the following coordinates and fire your weapon five seconcks after gunner one.
Again, Han gave the prescribed coordinates. Y es, Captain! Ready! Okay . . . gunner one. . . prepare to
fird

What Hah was attempting was amilitary technique caled alimited barrage pattern. 1t was designed to
make a ship dodge aburst of fire, only to run right into another blast. Tricky, but if they could get the
timingright . ..

Han counted secondsin his head as he angled his stern dightly toward the Dréll, offering the most
tempting target he could. Three. . . two. . . one/ Portside gunner one-firel

The deadly beam shot out, but as Hah had figured, the agile Drell vessel evaded the blast.

Fimr. . . three... two... one... Han counted, watching the portside viewscreen. Yes! he shouted asthe
evading ship ran straight into the blast from portside gun two!

I ncandescent white fire blossomed against the black-heSS.

Yougot him!

Cheers erupted from the corem unit.

The Headhunters were zeroing in on another of the Drell ships. Stuttering bursts from their lasers shone
red against the star-gpeckled blackness.

Han could only spare a glance for the snubfighters and their battle. He sent the Star Jewel hurtling toward
the two remaining Drdll ships, then spokeinto tile comm. Star-board gunners, prepare to fire continuous
bursts on my order. Coordinatesare . . . Glancing at his board, he gave them a string of numbers.

He watched as the two Drell ships came about for an-other attack run, then began hurtling toward the
yacht at full speed. Starboard gunners, fire a maximum... not/3!

The three powerful turbolasers blasted away into empty space. Those captains are gonnathink Ive lost
my mind, Hah thought as he counted the bursts from his starboard battery, mentally timing their pounding
rhythm. What he was planning required pinpoint timing.

Asthe Drdls reached firing range, Han wrenched his contrals, rolling the big ship to port, turning it up on
itssde.

Seeing that Han hadnt lost hismind after dl, the Drell pirates scattered wildly, trying to evade the bursts
from the turbol asers that were now aiming directly at them!

One Drdll pirate managed to evade, but the other one was trapped in the middle of the full barrage
pattern. The blast from starboard gun two caught it dead center.

Thistime, the Star Jawel was close enough to the explo-sion to lose a starboard deflector when it was
repeatedly pummeled by wreckage. Han watched the indicators on hisinstruments legp as the Hutt yacht
sheered through the zone of destruction, then out the other side.

He glanced at the port viewscreen. The other Drdl ship was dowly spinning, ahuge hole blown inits
gde. Only one of the Headhunterswas visible. The fourth Drell ship, the one that had escaped tile
barrage pattern, was hightailing it.

Han considered giving chase, but he knew the pirate had too much of a headstart. Instead he turned the
yacht and headed back to pick up the remaining Headhunter.

By the time he remembered to flick the comm unit back on, Jabbas threats and imprecations had died
away. Han cleared histhroat. Were okay, Y our Excellency. Hope | didnt jounce you around too much
back there.

My precious cargo is upset! Jabbagrumbled. | may have to sacrifice one of my dancersto appease his
appetite. Blood eaters are sengtive creatures, Solo!



Uh...yessr. Sorry about that, sir. But | had to fight. Otherwise wed have been blown out of space.
Those pi-rates werent just looking for oot and salvage, Y our Excel-lency. They knew we were coming.
They werewaiting at exactly the right pot to intercept a ship making the last leg of atrip to Tatooine.
Really? Jabbas petul ant tones suddenly hardened. Now the crime lord was dl business. What do you
think they were attempting to do, Captain?

Disable or destroy us, Y our Excellency, Hah said, opening the landing-bay doors so the one remaining
Head-hunter could limp in. | believe they were after you, Sir.

Another assassination attempt... Jabba sounded very thoughtful. Han knew that devious mind was
working at lightspeed.

| think so, air.

Interesting, Jabba grunted. Captain, may | ask where you learned those . . . unorthodox . . . maneuvers?
At the Imperid Academy, Y our Excdlency.

| see. They proved most useful, | must admit. Y ou are to be doubly commended for foiling this cowardly
attempt to murder me, Captain Solo. Remind me of that when we return to Nar Shaddaa.

Y ou bet, Han promised.

Solo knows something, Jabba the Hutt said to hisUn-cle Jiliac two weeks later asthey shared alight
repast in the small lounge that adjoined Jiliacs audience chamber on Nar Shaddaa.

Jliac reached into his elegant combination snack-quarium and water pipe-agift from the tong-dead
Zav-va-and extracted awriggling morsdl. Holding the frantic creaturein midair, he regarded it absently.
Really? he said after amoments silent consideration. Knows what?

Jabbawriggled closer to the snackquarium and, at awave from his clan lord, reached in for achoicelittle
snack. Green dime gathered at the corners of his mouth as he anticipated the delicious rubbery warmth of
the little am-phibian diding down hisgullet. Even with this distraction, he was till ableto focuson Jliacs
question. Jabba was nothing if not practical.

| dont know, he said. | suspect the only way to find out isto ask him.

Ask him what? demanded Jiliac as Jabba popped the treat into his mouith.

Glunk . . . Jabba swallowed noisily before answering, Ask him how he knew to react so quickly with
those Drell ships. Shipslog showed he was tracking with his weapons systems and teking evasive
maneuvers even before they fired on us. How did Solo know those DreU ships meant trouble?

We have hired Drell pirates oursalves, in the pagt, Jiliac reminded him. The question we must ask is, was
this attack one from within our clan, or from outside? He folded his smal hands together on the swell of
his belly-folds. Make no mistake, nephew. There are those within Desilijic who would wrest the
leadership of the kgjidic fromme. ..

True, Jabba agreed. But | do not think thiswas an attack from within the kgjidic. My informant s assure
me that the entire clan was pleased with our profit ratio last quarter.

Then who do you think was behind the attack? Jiliac asked.

Besadii, Jabbareplied flatly.

Jliac cursed. Naturally. They are the only oneswho have sufficient fundsto hirethe Drell pirates. Blast
them! The Hutt Lords massive tail whipped back and forth on the polished floor. Nephew, Aruk grows
above himsdlf. Ylesan tradeis making Besadii so wedlthy they are becom-ing a persond danger, not
smply an economic threat. Wemust act . . . and soon. Thisthreat to Desilijic must not go unpunished.
Agreed, Uncle, Jabbasaid, after swallowing another Serendinawriggler. But what should we do?

Ve need more information, Jliac decided. Then we can plan our retaiation. Hicking on the comm unit, he
sad, Dido!

Immediately the response came back. | am here, Y our Magnificence. What do you wish?

Summon Solo to us, Jiliac ordered. We wish to speak with him.

Immediately, Ird Jiliac, Didlo replied.

It was severd hours before Solo appeared, and Jabba and Jiliac were growing increasingly annoyed at
having to wait by the time the Corellian entered the audience cham-ber. He was accompanied, as always,
by histdl, hairy com-panion.

Both Huitts looked him over in Slence for several min-utes. Solo shifted alittle, and Jabba sensed that he



was uneasy, though, for ahuman, he hid anxiety well.

Greetings, Solo, Jliac findly intoned in his degpest, most intimidating voice.

The Cordlian Captain bowed. Greetings, Y our Excdl-lency. What can | do for you?

We want the truth, Jabba said, not waiting for Jiliac to mince around the subject. Jabba enjoyed being
direct, and putting other sentients on the spot. Y ou can give usthe truth.

Jabbas eyesight was sharp, and Hutts could see farther into the infrared than humans could. He watched
the blood ebb from Solos face as he paled, though his expression did not change. The Wookiee shifted
uneasly and whined softly.

Uh, Your Impressiveness.. . . Solowet hislips. Im

afraid | dont understand. Tile truth about what7

Jabba didnt mince words. Ive reviewed the Star Jewels log. Captain, how did you know the Drell pirates
were waiting to attack us?

Solo hesitated, then drew a deep breath. Ive run into an ambush from piratesin Drell-built cruisers
before, he said. And | know that you, Jiliac, and you, Jabba, have enemiesthat are wealthy enough to
hire ns.

Jliac was staring hard at the young Cordllian. When did you encounter such an ambush, Captain? he
asked dowly. Fiveyears ago, Y our Excellency.

Jabbaleaned forward. And who were you working for when you encountered them, Solo?

The Cordlian smuggler hestated, then said quietly, | wasworking for Zavvd, sr. On Ylesa
Jliacseyeswidened. Yes. .. my memory isgtirring. Wasit ym that brought me my snackquarium?|
remember the Sullustan, but humanslook so much dike. . .

Yes, gr, that was me, Han said. Jabba could tell that it cost him something to admit the truth.

Why didnt you tell usthis before? Jliac asked, hisvoice as cold as a Hothah glacier. What are you
hiding, Captain?

Nothing! Solo protested, shaking his head. Listen, thisisthetruth, Y our Excellency! | wanted to work
for you, but | thought you wouldnt likeit if you knew Id worked for Besadii clan---even just piloting
gpicefreighters. So | didnt mention it, thats al! His brown eyes blazed, and he waved hisarmsto
emphasize hispoint. Truthis, | actudly worked for Teroenza. | barely knew Zavvd. Im sorry if you
thought any different, Y our Excdlency.

Jiliac gazed down at the Cordllian from hisdais. Y ou are correct, Solo. | would not have hired you had |
known this.

Silence. Solo had no answer save ashrug.

Jliac congdered for amoment. Are you still working for them?

No, Your Excdlency, Solo sad. Im willing to testify to that under truth drug. Or you can take glitterstim
and scan me. | |eft Ylesiafive years ago, and | never want to go back.

Jabba turned to hisuncle. Uncle, it occursto methat Solo is probably telling the truth. If he were il
working for Besadii at present, he hardly would have fought so va-iantly to save the Star Jewe and me,
would he? Instead our brave captain would have heaved my ship to and alowed it to be boarded and me
killed. The smaler Hutt gazed at the Corellian solemnly. Therefore, unless Besadii isfar more subtle and
clever than | believethem to be, our cap-tain istdling the truth.

Solo nodded. | am, Y our Excellency! Matter of fact, | got no usefor Ylesaand those who runit. You
know what | think of davers and the dave trade-and Besadiis the big-gest exporter of davesin the
gaaxy.

True, Jabba said. Captain Solo, now that my uncle has identified you as one of the messengersfrom
Zawd, my own memory has been refreshed. Very soon after that threat from Zavva, we received
reports that there had been an uprising on Ylesa The glitterstim factory was destroyed, Zavva was
killed in an armed attack, and severa] daves were rescued. Two shipswere stolen.

Jabbawatched Solos face intently for hisreaetion, but the Corellian smuggler revealed nothing. Captain,
Jliac said, we weretold that ahuman . . . one Vykk Draygo, was single-handedly responsiblefor the
conflict on Ylesa Wewere dso told that Vykk Draygo was reported killed by bounty hunters soon
afterward. What do you know of dl this?



Solo shifted, and now Jabba could tell he was struggling

to make adecison. Findly, he nodded. | know alot about

it, he admitted. Im Vykk Draygo,

Jabba and Jiliac exdmnged along look. Did you kill Zavva? Jabbasaid, in his degpest, most intimidating
voice.

Notredly ... Solowet hislips. | just . . . it was an accident, sort of. Hey . . . it wasnt my fault!

Both Hutts |ooked at each other again, then burst out

into boonling roars of laughter. Ho-ho-HO! Jabba

shouted. Solo, for ahuman you are arare sentienfi

The Corellian seemed taken aback. Y oure not mad cause | caused aHutt to die?

Zawva threatened me, Jliac reminded the Corellian. He and his clan caused Desilijic many problems, and
cost ussome lives. Hurts prefer to ruin enemies by stripping them of their wedlth, Captain, but we are not
above assassi-nation as ameansto rid ourselves of a problem.

Jabba watched as Solo visbly relaxed. Oh. Well, hu-mans do that, too, sometimes.

Redlly? Jliac seemed surprised. Then perhapsthere is hope for your species after al, Captain Solo.

The Cordlian smiled wryly. Jabba recognized the ex-presson because he was so used to having humans
attend him.

However, Jabba said, waving a cautionary finger, it would not do for it to become generdly known that a
hu-man killed a Hutt and remained unmolested, Captain. If you ever divulgethe truth to anyonedse. ..
we will have to seethat you are silenced. Permanently. Do we under-stand each other?

Solo nodded silently, obvioudy impressed by Jabbas threst.

So... Jliac was al business once more. Y ou worked for Besadii, Captain Solo. What can you tell us
about them?

Wéll, | wasthere about five years ago, Solo cautioned.

But living on Y lesais something | could hardly forget.

Who gave you your orders, Solo? Jabba asked.

Teroenza, the human replied. Heredly runsthe place, being High Priest and dll.

Teroenza? Tell us about him, Jabbainstructed.

Well, hesatlandaTil, the Corellian said. Y ou know what they are, right?

Both Huitts indicated that they did. Well, Teroenzare-portsto his Hutt overlord, theway he did to Zavva
when | wasthere, Solo said. But hes the one who makes the decisions, and who overseesthe
day-to-day adminigtration of the Ylesian colonies. Teroenzas pretty smart, and hes an efficient
administrator. | gather profits were pretty good- though Im sure they had abad year after | destroyed the
glittersim factory.

At the thought of the destruction of so much valuable property and spice, both Hutts winced. Solo
shrugged again. Y eah, it bothered me, too. But | needed adiver-sion.

How did Zavvdl redly die?

Thecailing collapsed on him, Solo said. Whilewe

were raiding Teroenzas treasure room we got caught,

and---

Jabbas eyes narrowed. Treasure room? What trea-sure?

Thatswhat we called it, Solo explained. Teroenzas aredly sngle-minded collector of rare things-art,
antiqui-ties, wegpons, musica ingruments, furniture, jewdry. Y ou nameit, and hes got some. Hes built a
big room to house his collection down in the bowels of the Adminigtration Building on Ylesia. Helivesfor
his collection, cause theres not much to do on Ylesa Itsmostly jungle.

| see. .. Jliae said thoughtfully, with a Sdeways glance at Jabba. The younger Hutt could tell that his
un-des mind was busily churning out aplot based on the information Solo had just given them.

Jiliac continued to question Solo about the spice facto-rieson Ylesia, how the operation was set up, how
many guards there were, etc. Jabba listened with interest. His uncle was an experienced and devious
leader of the kgjidic. What did he have in mind now?

Finaly, Jliac dismissed the Cordlian, and Solo and the Wookiee turned and | eft the audience chamber.



So, Uncle, Jabba said, what are you thinking? Jiliac dowly took his hookah out of the bottom of the
snackquarium and began puffing on it. Jabba smelled the sweetish odor of marcan herbs, amild euphoric
drug. It was several minutes before the kgjidie leader spoke. Jabba, my nephew, | am thinking that al this
enmity between Besadii and Desilijic must cease. Sooner or later one of their attempts against uswill
succeed, and that would be atragedy.

| agree, Jabba said, fedling his hide prickle as he imag-ined what an assassins vibroblade would do to
him. Or perhaps theyd just du mp him into vacuum without asuit . . he shuddered &t file thought. But
what can we do? | believe we should cal for an inter-clan meeting, to be held on neutral ground, Jliac
said dowly, between puffs. And that we should offer anonviolence pact to Besadii.

Will they accept it? Jabba couldnt see why they should.

Aruk isno fool. He will at least appear to accept it, Nephew.

Jabba knew there had to be moreto it than that. What is behind this request? he asked dowly. Jabba
knew he himsdf was a clever Hutt, but sometimes Jliac could be downright devious.

My agendafor this meeting will include arequest for up-to-date profit disclosure on both sides, Jiliae
sad. And arequest for income equaization.

Besadii will never agreeto that!

| know. But it isavalid reason for requesting profit disclosure, and Besadii will recognize that. And you
think Besadii will sharetheir information with US?

| believe they will, Nephew. Aruk will enjoy the chance to flaunt their profit margins before Desilijic.
Jabba nodded. He will, you are correct.

| bedievethat hewill take this chanceto bring in the leadership of Ylesain order to vdidate their figures,
30 Aruk can boast about their profits. Who is the current overseer? Kibbick isin charge of the Ylesian
operation.

But Kibbick isanidiot, Jabba pointed out. Hed met the younger Hutt before, a an inter-kgjidic
conference.

True, Jliac said. My guessisthat the true leader of Ylesawill aso be summoned to report.

Jabbas eyes widened, then narrowed, at the thought. He chuckled aoud. | begin to see your drift, Uncle

Jliac puffed serenely on hishookal. The corners of hiswide, lipless mouth turned up.

Teroenzawas rdaxing in his ding when the most famous bounty hunter in the Empire arrived to see him.
Ganar Tos came hurrying into the tlanda Tils inner sanctum, twisting hiswarty green hands anxioudy. Sir!
Y our Excellency! Boba Fett is here, and says you are paying him to come for apersona interview! Is
that true, Sr?

Yesssss. . . theHigh Priest of Ylesasad, his breath puffing out in along hiss as he struggled up out of
hisding to stand upon al four pillarlike feet. Anticipation pounded like adrumroll in histwo heartsand
three somachs.

The sentient who entered the room wore battered, greenish Mandal orian battle armor. Two braided
Wookiee scalps, one black and one white, hung from hisright shoul-der. Hisfeatures were completely
masked by his hdmet. Behind the eye dit, Teroenzathought he could make out the glint of hiseyes.
Grestings, Master Fett! Teroenza boomed, wondering whether to offer hishand. He had afedling that if
he did, Fett would ignoreit, so he didnt. | would like to thank you for coming so promptly! | trust you
had no problemswith our treacherous Ylesan air currents and ssorms on your way through our
atmosphere.

Lets not waste time, Fett said, hisvoicefia and inhu-man as it came through the helmets speaker. Y ou
men-tioned Mandal orian wrist-dartsin your collection as my fee for coming here for apersona interview.
Take meto seethem. Now.

Oh, certainly, certainly, Master Fett, sir, Teroenza cried. He had a sudden cold certainty that if Fett were
to decide for somereason to kill him, there would be little he could do to prevent it. Despite Teroenzas
massive bulk, easily five timesthat of the human, he felt naked and vul-nerable in the presence of the
notorious bounty hunter.

Quickly he ushered Fett through the door in his private apartment that led into his treasure room. Theyre



rigtit here, he said, having to forcibly stop himsdlf from talking too quickly, dmaost babbling. Fett moved
beside him, his progress as silent and deadly as a poison dart.

Opening acase, the Ylesan High Priest seized the wrigt-lets. Each contained a spring mechanism that
would shoot a profusion of tiny, deadly darts when the wearer moved hisfingersin acertain way. A
matched set, Teroenza gab-bled. | was assured theyre in perfect working order.

[l determine that for mysdlf, Fett said, hisvoice, asdways, flat and emotionless. Seding the wristletson,
he turned in one smooth, lithe motion, and fired both of them into athick tapestry that adorued thewall.
Teroenza squeaked in protest, but dared not say more.

Only after Fett had collected the darts from the tapestry did he turn to face the High Priest. Very well. |
am paid for my time, Priest. What isit you wish?

Teroenza pulled himsdlf together. Fett was about to be-come hisemployee, after al . . . in amanner of
gpeaking. He summoned as much dignity as he could, despite the racing of hispulses. Thereisa
smuggler, Han Solo by name. Y ou may have seen WANTED postersfor him. Fett nodded once.

Solo travelswith aWookiee, they say, these days. Hes been reported seen on Nar Shaddaa. They say
that nine or ten bounty hunters have tried for him, but hes been too quick for al of them.

Fett nodded again. Teroenzafound his slence un-nerving, but he continued doggedly, | want him. Alive,
and rdatively unharmed. No disintegrations.

That makesit harder, Fett said. For seventy-five hun-dred credits, its not worth my time.

Teroenza had been afraid of this. Inwardly, he quaffed at the thought of what Aruk would have to say
about this. Aruk liked to cdl himsdf frugd. Teroenzathought of him as acheap old miser But . . . he had
to have Solo. Should he try raising the bounty credits himsalf?. He didnt want to sdll part of his collection

Ylesiawill increase the bounty on Solo to twenty thou-sand credits, Teroenza said firmly. He resolved to
talk Kib-bick and Aruk into approving the increase. Hed manage . . somehow. After dl, it was Aruks
responsibility, as head of Besadii.

Fett remained motionless, then, findly, just when Ter-

oenzathought hed say no, he nodded again. All right

The High Priest had to resist the urge to babble thanks at the bounty hunter. When do you think you can
have him? Teroenza asked eagerly.

Thats not enough of abounty to make me put aside my other commitments, Fett said. Y oull have him
when | get to him, Priest.

Teroenzafought his disappointment. But . . .

Make it ahundred thousand, and 11l put Solo as my firdt priority, Fett offered.

A hundred thousand credits! Teroenzas mind regled. His entire collection wasnt worth much more than
that Aruk would have him drowned in Ylesias oceansif he promised such abounty. He shook his head.
No. Just put him onyour list. Well wait.

And youll have Solo, Fett promised.

As Teroenza stood watching, Boba Fett turned and walked away. Teroenza strained his excellent
hearing, but he could hear nothing. Soundlesdy, Fett vanished through the door. The High Priest knew he
wouldnt see him again, until the day he brought Han Solo back to Ylesa, to face aterrible fate,

Just wait, Solo, he thought. Y ou are adead man. Y ou just dont know it . . . yet.

Two months and three bounty hunters later, Han and

Chewbaccawere well on their way to saving the credits

theyd need to lease a ship of their own. Jabbaand Jiliac

were sticklers when it came to keeping schedules, but they

paid wdl if their orders were followed to the letter

There were no further attacks on the Hurt yachts. But it was obvious to Han that a confrontation was
brewing be-tween Desllijic and Besadii . . . he knew that Jiliacs mes-sengers had made some kind of
proposal to Aruk the Hutts representatives Aruk had come back with arequest for aface-to-face
conference Han gathered that such confer-ences were highly unusua in Hutt society. He kept hiseyes



and ears open, wondering if hed be ordered to fly Jabbaand Jiliac to attend the meeting.

Han and Chewie worked long hours, but sometimes days went by between missions. During their
off-hours, they hung out with the other smugglersin the Corellian sector, playing sabace and other games
of chance.

Alwaysready for entertainment, and intrigued by nov-ety, Han was attracted one day by a huge holosign
on one of the ancient, though still maintained, hotel-casinos. Headlining at The Chance Castle was a stage
magician who was, by al reports, one of the best illusionistsin the galaxy.

Her name was Xaverri. Han checked out the admission pride, and when he discovered they could afford
it, he sug-gested to Chewbaeca that they attend amagic show that night.

Han didnt believe in magic any more than he believed in religion. But hed had some experience at deight
of hand in learning pickpocketing and card tricks, and he enjoyed trying to figure out how each trick was
done.

Chewbacca proved strangdly reluctant to go. He whined and shook his head, telling Han that they should
go out with Mako that night, or over to see Roa, who had bought asmall, one-man snubfighter that
pirates had salvaged, and was working on it. Severd times Han and Chewie had given him ahand fixing
it up.

Han pointed out that they could help Roaany night, but that Xaverri was only scheduled to appear for a
weeks run.

Chewie shook his head, silent, but obviously unhappy. Han stared at the Wookiee, wondering just what
in the name of blazes waswrong with him. Hey, pal, whats the matter? Thiswould be fun!

Chewie just grunted and shook his head, not answering. Han regarded him, puzzled, when suddenly he
had aflash of ingght. Wookiees were till aprima people. Theyd in-corporated and adapted advanced
technology so it fit into their society, but they werent naturaly technological. Wookiees were avery
intelligent species who had learned to pilot spaceships through hyperspace, but theyd never built any of
their own. Wookieeswho left Kashyyyk--- though that was rare now that the Empire had declared
Kashyyyk adave-labor world-did so on ships built by other sentients than themselves.

Wookiee society still contained rites and customsth a many citizens of the Empire would consider
primitive. Chewie had his own bdliefs, and they included a certain amount of what Han regarded as
superdtition. Wookiee leg-ends contained frightening tales of supernatura beings that prowled, hungered,
and thirsted by night, aswell as stories of evil magicians and sorcererswho could work their will on
othersfor nefarious purposes.

Han stared at his hairy partner for along moment. Hey, Chewie, he said, finaly, you know aswell as|
do that what theyre caling magic in Xaverris act aint nothin but abunch of smple tricks and nonsense,
rignt?

Chewbacca hrrrrnnnned, but he didnt sound too posi-tive about it.

Hah reached up and ruffled the hair on the top of the Wookiees head. Dewlanna had often caressed him
injust that way. It was the Wookiee equivalent of acomforting pat on the shoulder. Believe me, Chewie,
he oontinued, these stage magicians dont actualy do real magic. Not the kind in Wookiee legends. What
this Xaverri doesisall deight of hand, likewhat | can do with card-chips. Either that or its done with
holo-projections or mirrors or some-thing like that. No real magic. Nothing supernatural.

Chewie whined, but he was beginning to look reassured. [l bet you that if you come with metonight, |
can spot how this Xaverri does all of her tricks, Han said. How bout it, pd, isit aded?

The Wookiee wanted to know what Hah waswilling to bet. The Cordlian thought for amoment. 111 fix
breakfast and clean up for amonth if | cant figure out how she does em, he promised. And if | do
manageto do it, you pay me back for your own ticket, hows that? Chewbacca decided that wasfair.
The two smugglers got to the performance early enough to get seats close to the stage. They waited
restlessy until there came ablare of fanfare, and the holo-curtain van-ished, to reved the sage and its
sole occupant.

Xaverri proved to be avoluptuous, attractive woman sev-erd years older than Han. She had long, heavy
black hair that she wore in an eldorate coiffure. Her eyesflashed slver from theiris-enhancers she
wore. The magician wore acostume of violet silk, dashed in strategic places to permit occasiona



tantalizing glimpses of the golden skin be-negthit.

She was an exciting, exotic-looking woman. Han won-dered what planet she came from. Hed never seen
anyone who looked like her before.

After she wasintroduced, she went straight into her act. With aminimum of stage patter, she performed
increas-ingly difficult tricks. Both Han and Chewbacca were capti-vated as they watched her illusons.
Severd times Han thought he might be able to guess how atrick had been engineered, but he was never
ableto spot any flawsin her routine. He knew hed lost his bet with Chewie,

Xaverri performed al the traditiond illusions-and then improved on them. She lascred avolunteer from
the audi-ence in hdf, then lasered hersdf in two. She teleported not only hersdf but asmall flock of
Rodian batwings from one glassinc cage to another one across the stagemall in one burst of smoke and
flame. Her illusions were stylish and imaginative-and so well done it appeared she redlly possessed
supernatura powers.

When she seemingly released aflock of Kayven whistlersto attack the audience, even Han flinched, and
Chewie had to be restrained from trying to attack theillusionary beasts, so redl did they appesr.

For the grand finde of her act, Xaverri made the entire wall of the hotel ballroom disappear, replaced
with a star-flecked blackness of space. As the audience oohed and ahhhed, suddenly the emptiness of
gpace wasfilled with aterrifying vison of arogue dwarf star rushing headlong at them. Even Han couldnt
stop himsdf from crying out and ducking as the enormousillusion dominated the room;

Chewie howled in terror and nearly crawled under his sest. It was all Han could do to drag him back
upright when theillusion abruptly vanished, and there, replacing it, was ahuge image of Xaverri, bowing
and amiling.

Hah clapped until his hands were sore, yelling and whistling. What a show!

After dl the gpplause had died away, Han made sure that he found his way backstage. He wanted to
mest thelovey illusonist, wanted to tell her that she was extraordi-narily talented.

Xaverri wasthe first woman hed found himsdlf really attracted to in avery long time. Since Bria had | ft,
matter of fact.

After along wait amid the stage-door crowd, Han saw Xaverri emerge from her dressng room. The
slver iris-enhancers were gone, and her eyes were now their natural dark brown. She wore astylish
sreet outfit instead of the slk costume. Smiling warmly, she scribed her signature and personalized
messages to her fans, then thumbprinted them onto tiny holocubes as a memento. She was gracious and
pleasant to her admirers.

Han ddiberately hung back until everyone except her assistant, asurly Rodian, was gone.

Finaly, he stepped forward, smiling his best, most charming smile. Hi, he said, looking her inthe eye.
Xaverri was nearly astall ashe was, and her high-hedled, e aborately decorated boots made them the
same height. Hah Solo, Lady Xaverri. And my partner, Chewbacca. | wanted to tell you that | thought
that was the most original and exciting magic act Ive ever seen.

Xaverri looked him and Chewbacca up and down assess-ingly, then smiled avery different sort of smile,
cold and cynical. Greetings, Solo. Let me guess, she said. Y oure sdlling something?

Han shook his head. Very perceptive of her. But it been along time since Ive been acon man. These
daysimjustapilot... Notat .al, lady. Imjust afan who admires stage magic. Also, | wanted to give
Chewie achanceto see you and smell you so hell know youre as human as| am. Im afraid you more
than impressed him. When you filled the air with those Kayven whidtlers, it was like something out of a
Wookiee night-flyer legend. He didnt know whether to dig aholein thefloor or fight for hislife.

She glanced up at Chewbacca, then, dowly, dowly, her cynica smilefaded, to be replaced by the red
thing. Pleased to meet you, Chewbacca. Sorry if | scared you, she said, holding out her hand.

Chewie engulfed her hand in histwo hairy paws and spouted Wookiee at her, which she seemed to
understand perfectly. Hetold her that her show had amazed and terri-fied him, but that now it was over,
he found that hed redlly enjoyed himsdlf.

Why, thank you? she exclaimed. Thats the reaction amagician hopes to get Han was dmost jealous to
see how she and the Wookiee seemed to hit it off. Xaverri re-sponded to Chewies open admiration with
genuinewarmth.



Before the moment could be lost, Han stepped forward and invited theillusionist to go out with them for
a post-performance snack.

She eyed him, the caution back in her eyes. Han studied her, and suddenly redlized that thiswas a human
who had suffered aterrible lossin the past. It had made her cau-tious, protective. Shell say no, he
thought, disappointed. But, to his surprise, after amoments consideration, Xaverri agreed to accompany
them.

Han took her to alittle bistro in the Corellian sector where the food and drink were good and cheap, and
awoman with alute-pipe aternately strummed and sang softly.

It took awhile, but Xaverri dowly relaxed, and even smiled at Han aswell as Chewie. After they walked
her back to her hotel, the magician took Hans hand in both of hers and gazed at him earnestly. Solo. . .
thank you. Ive redlly enjoyed meeting you and Cbewbacca. She looked over at the Wookiee, who gave
her a pleased whine. | find Im sorry to have to say good-bye, and its been along time since | could say
that to anyone.

Han smiled at her. Then dont say good-bye, Xaverri.

Say, Il be seeing you, becauseitstrue.

She took adeep breath. | dont know if thatsagood idea, Solo . . .

t do, Han said. Trust me.

Han was back at file stage door the next night, and the next. He and Xaverri got to know each other,
little by cau-tious little. She was uncommunicative about her past, even more reticent than Han himsalif.
By listening and asking roundabout questions, Han managed to diseover afew things about her she hated
the Empire and Imperid offi-cidswith asingle-minded quiet ferocity that he found dis-turbing, shewas
proud of her skillsasamagician and couldnt resst achallenge, and . . . shewas|ondly.

It was ahard life, traveling from planet to planet, playing to cheering crowds, but dwayswinding up
aonein some hotel room. Han got the impression that it had been along time, perhapsyears, Snce
Xaverri had spent time with aman. She had many opportunities, but her natural reserve and suspicion
made her resst involvements.

For thefirgt timein hislife, Han found that he was the person who had to open up, to try to get past
barriersthat made his own considerable emotiona] defenses seem puny. It was hard to do-several times
he was tempted to quit, to give up his pursuit as hopeless.

But Xaverri intrigued and excited him. He wanted to get to know her, and he wanted her to trust him.. ..
evenalittle.

Thethird night he spent time with her, Xaverri gave him aquick kiss at the door to her room, before
vanishing in-sde. Han went home amiling.

When he got ready to go out late the next night, Chewbacca rose to accompany him. Han held up a
warning hand to the Wookiee. Chewie, old buddy, you dont have to cme with me tonight.

Chewbacca made a derisive sound. Han would get into trouble without him, he just knew it.

Han smiled, adow, irresstible smile. Y ep. Thatswhat Im hopin, pal. Im goin alone tonight. Seeyou later.
Much later-1 hope.

Smiling and whigtling the beginning notes from Xaverris opening number, Hah | eft his gpartment and
headed for The Chance Cagtle.

When he waited outside the door thisnight, Xaverri emerged, wearin g asimple black and scarlet
jumpsuit that set off her hair and skin. She looked pleased to see him, but glanced around, obvioudy
searching for Chewbaeca. Wheres Chewie?

Han took her arm. He stayed home tonight. Tonight itsjust you and me, babe. If thats okay.

Shelooked at him, trying to look stem, then suddenly she smiled a him knowingly. Solo, youre arogue,
you know that?

He smiled back. Im glad you noticed. That means Im your kind of guy, right?

She shook her head. Y ou never know.

They went to one of the Hutt-owned casinos, and thanks to Hans privileged status as Jabba and Jiliacs
pilot, they were given specid treatment-free drinks, admission to specid high-stakes games, plus good
Segts at the shows.



It waslate before they |eft, and true night still reigned over this section of Nar Shaddaa. Han walked
Xaverri back to her hotdl. She asked him how hed become partners with Chewie, and he found himself
telling her about histime asan officer in the Imperia Navy.

And S0, after they threw me out, hefinished, | found that | couldnt get honest work asapilot. | was
blacklisted. | didnt know where my next mea was coming from. But even though | got mad and ordered
Chewieto go, hewouldnt. Said alife debt is the most serious obligation a Wookiee can have. Even takes
precedence over family ties. He glanced at Xaverri. Does that bother you that | was an Imperial officer?1
know you hate the Empire.

She shook her head. No, it doesnt bother me. Y ou didnt stay in long enough to get corrupted. For that,
you should give thanks to whatever gods you believein.

Han shrugged. Im afraid thats ared short list. Not even one entry, he said, keeping it light. What about
you?

She glanced at him, and her eyes were haunted. Re-venge ismy religion, Solo. Revenge againgt the
Empire for what they didtome. . . and mine.

Hah reached over and took her hand, gripped it strongly. Tell me. . . if you can.

She shook her head. | cant. Ive never told anyone. | will never talk about it. If | did . . . | think it might
kill me. I redlly do, Solo.

The Empire. . . Hah was guessing, they killed your family?

She drew along breath, nodded, lipstightly pressed to-gether. Husband. Children, she said flatly. Yes.
They killed them.

Im sorry, Hah said. | never knew my family. Im not sure | had one. Sometimes, like now, | think that
might not be such abad thing.

Xaverri shook her head. | dont know. Y ou may beright, Solo. All | do know isthat | never missan
opportu-nity to hurt them. My work takes me through the galaxy, and, believe me, thisisthefirst
engagement Ive had in along time where | havent spent every free moment figuring out away to hurt the
Empire.

Hah smiled wryly. Thats because there are no Imperi-as here on Nar Shaddaa. Which wasnt quite true,
but it might aswell be. There was an Imperia Customs office on the Smugglers Moon. The officewas
staffed by an old man named Dedro Needa |b, who basically worked for the Hutts. He bore thettitle of
Imperia Customs Inspector, though. He transmitted data about ships and their cargoesto the local
Sector Moff, Sam Shild, when hefelt likeit. No one ever verified whether the data he transmitted were
accurate.

Basicaly, the Hutts had their own arrangements with Sam Shild. They made political contributions and
per-sona| giftsto Shild as gratitude for being such agood Imperid rep. Shild, in turn, left the Hutts and
their hold-ings pretty much aone.

Each prospered from the arrangement. Like a symbiotic organism, Hah thought.

Exactly, she said. Theres no point in harming old Dedro Needalb. Hurting him would hurt the Hutts and
Nar Shaddaa, and it might actualy benefit the Empire. Thatsthe last thing | warnt.

So how do you hurt themY Han asked, wondering whether she was an n. Shewasan
accomplished gymnast and contortionist, and some of her tricksinvolved weapons such as daggers,
sabers, and vibroblades. But he had trouble imagining her in the role of an n. Xaverri was smart,
very smart. Probably smarter, Hah had to con-cede, than he was. Shed be more likely to use brains
rather than wegponsin her one-woman vendetta against the Em-pire.

She gave him an enigmatic smile. That would betdl-ing.

Hah shrugged. Hey, | got no love for the Empire my-sdlf. Theyre daversthese days, and | hate davery.
Maybe| could give you ahand sometime. Im pretty good in afight.

Xaverri regarded him thoughtfully. 11l consider it. Ive been thinking about replacing old Glarret soon. Hes
not quick enough anymore to be agood assistant in the act, and he cant pilot. Its hard on meto do dl the

piloting mysdf.
Widll, lady, let metdl you, Im afirg-elass pilot, Hah said with agrin. Matter of fact, Im good at alot of

things



Sherolled her eyes. And modest, too.

By now they had reached the door to Xaverrisroom. Theillusionist looked at Hah for along leve
second. Its pretty late, Solo.

Hedidnt move. Y eah.

She pressed the doorlock with her forefinger and thumb, and it opened silently. Xaverri hesitated for a
second, then walked into her room.

Leaving the door open.

Han smiled, and followed her in.

Han awoke after afew hours, and decided to leave Xaverri, who was still deeply adeep, to finish her
rest. Qui-etly, he dressed and let himself out of the room, after leav-ing a message on her comlink that
hed see her later that day.

It wasjust after sunrise on Nar Shaddaa, though the activity on the Smugglers Moon had little to do with
the unnaturdly (to most sentients) long days and nights. Nat Shaddaa was dways awake, dways active.
Hah walked toward home through crowded streets, hearing the cries of the street vendors selling their
myriad wares.

Han whistled afew bars of an old Corellian folk song as he walked. He felt great. He hadnt realized how
lonely hed been for fema e companionship. It had been along time since hed met awoman heredly
cared for, and Xaverri obvioudy found him as attractive as he found her. The memory of her kisses il
had the power to stir him.

Hah found himsdf counting the hours until he could see her again, and chuckled to himsdlf, shang his
head. Get hold of yoursdlf Solo. Y oure no moony-eyed kid anymore, you re-

Without warning, something jabbed him in the right buttock. At first Han thought hed staggered and
bumped hisrear againg a sharp piece of glassnc protruding from the haf-ruined building beside him.
Then arush of strange, tingling warmth engulfed him.

His stepsfdtered, and hisvision blurred, then cleared.

Whats happening?

Stedy fingers clamped on to hisarm and dragged him into the dley. Han redlized, with horror, that he
couldnt fight back. His hands wouldnt obey the commands of hisbrain.

Drugged? Oh, no/

A fiat, inhuman voice spoke to him from just behind hisright shoulder. Stand still, Solo.

Hah discovered that he could do nothing el se than stand perfectly till. Inwardly he wasraging, his anger
as hot and explosive as star-plasma, but outwardly his body was com-pletely obedient to that artificialy
amplified voice. Whos got me? What cbms he want?

Hah concentrated every muscle, every snew, every neu-ron of hisbeing into moving his hands, hisarms,
hislegs. Swest gathered on hisforehead, trickled down into his eyes. But he couldnt so much astwitch a
finger.

The hand left hisarm, went down to histhigh to unfas-ten the leather strap that held hisblaster securein
itshol-gter. Han could fed the weight againgt histhigh lighten as his attacker disarmed him. Raging, he
tried again to move, but he might aswell have tried to push a ship into hyper-space using his own muscle
power.

Hetried to speak, tried to say, Vho are you? but that proved beyond him, too. All he could do wasto
breathe, in and out, blink his eyes, and obey.

If Hah had been a Wookiee, hed have howled, long and loud.

After relieving Han of hisblaster, his captor walked around him. Findly, Han got alook a him. Bounty
hunter! hismind screamed.

Beat-up greenish-gray Mandal orian armor, a helmet that completely hid hisfeatures, and armed to the
teeth. He even had black and white braided scaps of some kind hanging from his right shoulder. Hah
wondered what the mans name was. He must be one of the elite-a bounty hunter who only went after
tough cases.

The Cordlian supposed that he ought to be flattered, but it seemed a dubious honor at best.

The bounty hunter went on to pat Han down, looking for more wegponry. He found Hans multitool in his



pocket, and confiscated that. The Corellian tried again to move, but he could do absol utely nothing but
inhale and exhae. His breathing was loud and harsh in hisown ears.

The figurein the Mandaorian armor glanced up at him. Dont waste your energy, Solo. | jabbed you with
adose of ahandy little potion theyve come up with on Ryloth. Ex-pengive, but for the bounty theyre
paying, youre worth it. Y ou wont be able to move, except at my command, for several hours. It varies
from subject to subject. By the time you can move under your own power, well be aboard my ship and
hafway to Ylesa

Han stared at the bounty hunter, suddenly realizing hed seen that figurein Manda orian armor before, a
long time ago. Where? He concentrated, but the memory wouldnt surface.

Having finished his search, the bounty hunter straight-ened. All fight. Turn around. Han found himself
turning. Now wak. Turn right at the mouth of the dley.

The Corelian raged helplesdy as his body obeyed every command. Right-left, right-left. He was walking,
and the bounty hunter was right behind him. Han could catch occa-siond glimpses of him with his
pefipherd vison.

They walked down the street of Nar Shaddaa, and for amoment Han hoped that they might encounter
one of hisfriends, even, possibly, Chewie. Surely someone w ould no-tice what was happening to him!
But although many of the denizens of Nar Shaddaa watched bounty hunter and prize walk past, nobody
even spoke to them. Hah didnt redly blame them. This bounty hunter, whoever he was, was a different
sort than the ones hed dealt with before. This guy was skilled, clever, and extremely dangerous. Anyone
who interfered with him would undoubtedly suffer dire consequences. Right-left, fight-left, fight-left.

The bounty hunter turned right at the intersection lead-ing to the nearest transport tube. Han knew where
they must be heading-the closest public landing platform. The bounty hunter must have a ship waiting
there.

Obediently, Han stepped into the trangport tube. He tfied again to move. Just let him wiggle even afinger
or atoe! But it was hopeless. The public transport system con-sisted of small capsules that would hold
four or fiveindivid-uds, dl strnng together in aline like beads on astring.

Hans captor did not it down, but he ordered Han to do so. The Corellian sat there, fuming, imagining al
the things he would do to this bounty hunter if only he could move.

The man did not speak. Han could not. It was a short, silent fide.

When they debarked from the tube capsule, Han found himself, as hed suspected, at one of the public
rooftop landing fields. The field was huge, broken only by severd arshaftsthat gave light to the buildings
benegth the plat-form. The airshafts yawned, with no railings to protect a cardesswalker from plunging
to his, her, or its death hun-dreds or thousands of stories below.

Han had a sudden vivid memory of the night Garris Shfike had chased him across the topmost platforms
on Cornscant. Hed barely escaped with hislife then. The Corellian had abad feding that thistime he
wasnt going to be so lucky.

Han found himself wondering what fate held in store for him back on Ylesa Teroenzadidnt havea
molecule of kindness or mercy in his entire enormous body. Hed seethat his prisoner met adow and
agonizing end.

For amoment Han wished he could get control of hisbody just long enough to make arunning dive
down one of those airshafts. But no matter how he struggled to move, he could do nothing except obey
orders.

Han and his captor strode between the grounded ships, heading Han knew not where.

Right-left, right-left, right-left . . .

The bounty hunter pointed, hisarm coming into Hans view. Head for that ship. The modified Firespray
dass.

Han could see it now. The bounty hunter wasnt kidding when he said modified. The patrol and attack
ship was very unusud, obvioudy heavily modified. Unlike other ves-sdls, it landed with its Kuat
Engineering Systems F-31 drive engines down againgt the permacrete. Roughly egg-shaped, when those
powerful engines were engaged, the ship would stand up on end to fly. Han had never seen anything quite
likeit, but the vessel reminded him of its owner-powerful and deedly.



For amoment, forgetting his predicament in hisinterest in the ship, Han found himsdlf wishing he could
get alook at the interior---only to catch himself in disgust. He was going to get alook at theinterior, all
right. Hed spend severa days aboard that modified Firespray asit took him to certain torture and
inevitable degth.

They were waking down the ragged aide between two huge Durosian-built freighters now. In just afew
steps, theyd be at the bounty hunters ship, and that would beit. Han knew better than to imagine hed be
able to somehow overpower thisguy, seize control of the Firespray, and save himself.

He wished he could swallow. Histhroat was so dry it ached.

Right-left, right-left, right-left . . .

Thisisit, Hanthought. Thisisredly it. ..

As Han marched woodenly forward, he caught ablur of motion out of the corner of hiseye-afigure
stepped out from behind the freighters massive stabilizer fin. A voice hed never heard before, low,
pleasant, but holding plenty of authority, said, Freeze, bounty hunter. Move and youve had it.

The hand that had been resting lightly on Hansarm fell away. The Cordllian, of course, was unable to
stop walking. He marched forward into the sunlit expanse between him-self and the modified Firespray,
leaving his captor and his unknown benefactor behind him in the shadow of the ship.

Relief washed through him. Im saved/only to be re-placed with terror. Now that his eyes had adjusted to
the sudden change from shadow to sunlight, he could see there was an airshaft between him and the
Firespray. Unableto stop himsdlf, he was going to walk right off the edge! Then the voice caled after
him. Hey, you! Solo! Stop! Hah felt himsdlf halting, and was again flooded with re-lief. Fortunately, his
body would obey orders from anyone, not just the unknown bounty hunter. Turn around and come back
here! the voice added. Joyfully, Han obeyed.

Ashewaked toward hisformer captor and his rescuer, he stared into the shadows, but could make out
little except that someone stood haf behind the bounty hunter, holding the muzzle of ablaster shoved up
under the edge of the Mandalorian helmet, so it dug into the mans neck.

As hewaked back into the shadow of the freighters stabilizer fin, and his eyes adjusted from full sunlight,
Han findly got agood look at his rescuer.

Hewas amae, human, gpproximately Hans age, maybe a couple of years older. Sightly shorter than
Han himsdlf, he was dender and fit. He was clean-shaven, with curling black hair, dark eyes, and skin the
color of vine-coffeine lightened with traladon mfik.

The man was dressed in the height of fashion, apae gold shirt that laced up the front, accented with
black em-broidery on the wide collar and cuffs. His narrow black trousers were impeccably pressed. A
wide, cummerbund-like embroidered belt accented his narrow waist and flat somach. He wore black
softboots, which explained why hed been able to ambush the bounty hunter so sound-lesdly. A short,
black cape hung from his shoulders.

As Hah approached him, he amiled, an exceptiondly charming smile that reveded excellent white teeth.
Y ou may stop now, Solo, he said, halting Hah well out of range of his erstwhile captor.

Han stopped, and stood watching as his rescuers thumb moved on the firing control of the blaster ashe
pulled his hand back dightly. Fedling the newcomers grip dacken, the bounty hunter started to swing
around, raising hiswrists. The bounty hunter wore Mandal orian wristlets that were undoubtedly |oaded
with deedly little dartd

Hah tried without successto scream awarning, but it was unnecessary. The newcomer was already
firing. The stun blast hit the bounty hunter, and at such dose range, even his Manda orian armor couldnt
deflect its effects. The bounty hunter went down bonelesdy. The edges of hisar-mor clattered on the
permacrete as he landed.

Hans rescuer replaced his small but deadly holdout blaster in a concedled holster attached to the
ornamental belt. He gestured to Hah. Help me pick him up. Naturaly, Han did as he wastold.

Together, he and the newcomer carried the unconscious hunter toward his ship. Han wondered what
they were go-ing to do with him. It wouldnt be long before he regained consciousness.



| wonder how long that stuff will affect you, the res-cuer said thoughtfully. Can you talk, Solo?

Han felt hislipsmoving. Yes, he said. Hetried to say more than that smple assent, but he couldnt.

The man glanced over a him. | get it. Y ou can respond to orders, but no more, rightY | guess so, Hah
found himsdlf replying.

Nasty stuff he shot you with, the man said. Ive heard of it, but never seenitin action. Il haveto
investigate getting some of it. Could comein handy in apinch.

When they reached the ramp leading to the airlock of the Firespray, they laid the bounty hunter on the
permacrete. The newcomer then proceeded to search his pockets and al the concealed placesin his
armor. Hello, what have we here? he exclaimed as his deft fingers en-countered severd vidsin the
bounty hunters belt pocket.

After holding each vid up to the light so he could read the label, Hans rescuer flashed him aroguish grin.
Yourein luck, Solo, he said. Thisisthe stuff he shot into you-he held up ablue vid-and heresthe
antidote. Heheld up agreen vid.

Han waited impatiently as the newcomer loaded the in-jector with the substance. Im having to guess at
the dos-age, he said. 111 give you the minimum, and if that doesnt help, 111 try abit more. He placed the
injector against Hans torso and then triggered it.

As s00n as hisrescuer depressed the trigger, and the substance flooded his body, Han felt himsdlf tingle
al over. Momentslater he could move and spesk.

P4, | oweyou one, he said, extending his hand to the other. If it hadnt been for you'. . . He shook his
head. So who are you and why did you rescue me? Ive never seen you beforein my life.

The other grinned. Lando Calrissian, hereplied. And asto why | saved you, itsabit of astory. Lets dedl
with Boba Fett here, and then well talk. His gaze sharpened. Hey, Solo, you okay?

Han felt diz,y. He dropped to one knee beside the prone figure of the bounty hunter and shook his head.
Boba. . . Boba Fett? Thisis Boba Fett?

The most famous bounty hunter in the galaxy had been hired to bring him in? Han felt himsdf tremblein
reaction to thenews. Oh, man . .. Lando. . . hesaid. | didnt knOW . ..

Wéll, youre safe now, Cdrissan said cheerfully. Y ou can get the shakes later, Solo. Right now we have
to figure out what were going to do with Master Fett, here. He thought for amoment, then adow,
unpleasant smile stole across his hce. He snapped hisfingers. Got it!

What?

Cdrissan was aready loading the injector again, thistime with the other vid, the blue one. He shook the
bounty hunter, who groaned and stirred. Hes coming around, so here goes nothing, he grunted. Han, who
had regp-propriated his blaster, kept the bounty hunter covered while Carissian lifted the front of Fetts
helmet, exposing histhroat. The bounty hunter suddenly struggled violently.

Freeze! Han ordered, holding the blaster againgt his hel-

met. Thisisnt set on stun, Fett, he snarled. After what

you dmost did to me, 1d cheerfully disintegrate you,

Boba Fett lay quiet as Carissan shoved the injector againgt his neck and triggered it.

Momentslater Fett shivered. Lie dtill, Carissian or-dered.

The bounty hunter obeyed. Han and Lando grinned at each other . . . dow, nasty grins.

All right, it up, Cdrissan said.

Boba Fett did as hewastold.

Y ou know what we ought to do, Carissan said thoughtfully. If we had any idea of how long this stuff
staysin the system, 1d say take him down to one of the locd bars for a couple of hours and collect fees
from folkswhod pay well to humiliate this guy. Hestaken alot of bounties. Hes got to have lots of
enemies

Hesaid it would last severd hours. Theres no way to tell exactly, Hah pointed out. Persondly, he wanted
noth-ing more than to get asfar away from Fett and Save | as he could. For amoment he considered
ordering Fett to march himself across the permacrete and down an airshaft, but amoments reflection
convinced him that even though it might be the smart thing to do, he just couldnt do it. Kill-ing someonein
ablaster fight was one thing, but calloudly ordering a sentient to kill himsalf-even when that sentient was a



scummy bounty hunter-was quite another. True. Carissian sood up. Well, | think maybe my fird ideais
the best one. Stand up, Boba Fett, he com-manded.

The bounty hunter stood up.

Disarm yoursdlf. Now.

Minuteslater Han and Lando regarded alargish pile of assorted wegponry of dl different kindsthat lay
before them on the sunlit permacrete. Minions of Xendor, Han said, shaking his head, this guy could have
set up shop with just what he had on him. |_okit those Manda orian wristlets. Bet the darts are poisoned,
too.

Oneway to find out, said Lando. Boba Fett, answer me. Are these darts poisoned?

Some of them, the bounty hunter replied.

Which ones?

Left wridlet.

Whats on theright wristlet darts?

Soporific.

Nice, Han said, fingering the wristlets carefully. These oughta be worth quite a bit to a collector. So, now
.. what do we do with him?

| think we set hisautopilot to blast out of here, and set aoourse for some far system. Then we order him
not to interfere with the course weve set. If this stuff takes hoursto wear off, by thetime it does, he could
be sectors away. Calrissian paused. Heskilled so many people, Im amost tempted to just shoot him. But
Ive never killed anyonein cold blood like that. He frowned, dmost seeming embar-rassed. Im not eager
to start now, | have to admit.

Me, too, Han said. Y our plan soundsfine. Lets get him aboard.

Obediently, Boba Fett opened up his ship, and the three of them walked into Slave |. Han and Lando
strapped Fett into one of the passenger seats. Are you a pilot? Han asked.

No, Im not, Cdrissian admitted Matter of fact, thats why | was looking for you. | need to hireapilot.

Y ou got one, Han said. Anything | can do to help you out. Likel said, | oweyou, pal.

Wl talk about that later. Lets get rid of our friend here.

Han quickly set the autopilot to take the ship up, and prerecorded al the necessary responses Savel
would need to make to Nar Shaddaas sector traffic control. Then he chose a course that would take
Savel clear across Imperid spacein aseries of bewildering hyperspace jumps. With any luck, Boba
Fett would be unable to regain control until he was tens of thousands of parsees away.

Wereready, Han sad, finaly. Shdl lift in three min-utes.

Okay. Lando turned back to the helpless bounty hunter. Fett, listen to me, and do exactly what | say.
You areto St in this seat, strgpped in, and not go near the controls of your ship until you reach the
destination Solo has st for it, or until your obedience drug wears off, whichever cmesfirst. Do you
understand? Yes, said Fett.

Good. Cdrissan waved ajaunty good-bye to the bounty hunter and headed for the ramp.

Han stared hard at Boba Fett. Have anice trip, bounty hunter. | hope | never see you again. And you
can tell Teroenzafrom methat the next time | come back to Ylesia, hes one dead tlanda Til. Y ou hear
me?Yes.

So long, Fett, Han said. He could hear the engines whine, and the ramp trembled beneath hisfeet ashe
ran down it, pressing the CLOSE button as he did so. He had to jump down from the ramp asit rose
beneeath hisfeet.

Lando had aready scooped up Boba Fetts weaponry, and together, the young men jogged to a safe
distance. They turned back to watch Slave | rear up onits end, then take off, its powerful enginesflaring.
Only when it had disappeared into the distance did Hah findlly draw along, deep breath and then let it
out dowly. Whew. Close cdll, he said.

Il say, Cdrissan agreed. Y oure lucky | spotted you, Solo.

Han nodded and held out his hand to the other. Call me Han. | owe you, Carissan.

Call me Lando. The other mansirresstible grin flashed. And . . . dont worry. 11l see you pay up.
Whatever you want, pal. Y ou dont know what would have happened to me if Boba Fett had succeeded.



The Cordlian shivered, even in the sunswarmth. Trust me, you dont want to know.

| can guess, Land said. Boba Fett doesnt work cheaP. If somebody wanted you that bad, chances are it
wasnt just because you welshed on adebt, or anything minor.

Han grinned. Y ou are an insightful guy, pa. He beck-oned to the other, and they began walking back
acrossthe landing platform. Want to get some breskfast? | find Im redly hungry. Nearly meeting afate
worse than desth has that effect on me,

Sure, Lando said. Y ou buying?

Y ou bet.

By thetimethey were settled at alitfie cafe Han knew, sipping cups of stim-tea, Han was beginning to
fed asthough hed known Lando for years, instead of just an hour.

o, tell me, he said, finishing off thelast dice of flatbreed,

how did you find me? And why were you lookin for me7

Wéll, Ive actually seen you atime or two before, Lando admitted. Y ou were pointed out to mein a
couple of night spots as afair sabaec player, agood smuggler, and an excellent pilot.

Han tried, without much success, to look suitably mod-est. | dont recall seein you, Lando, but | didnt
have any reitson to remember, | guess. So, okay, you knew what | look like. What happened this
morning?

Wi, last night | went by your placeto talk to you, and your friend told me that he didnt think youd be
home that night. Lando gave Han aknowing smile. But he told me youd probably be staying witha. . .
friend. . . a The Chance Castle. So, when | finished the nights work, | dropped by on my way home.

Y ou work at night? What do you do? Han asked. Gambler, Lando said. Mostly. Though Ive been
known to try my hand at various schemes as they come aong.

| see. So you hadnt been to bed yet, but you came by The Castle on the way home.

It wasnt far out of my way. Mot of the big casnosin

that section of Nar Shaddaa are within walking distance of

each other. Anyway, when | got there, | saw you on the

street, ahead of me. | followed you, intending to catch up

and introduce mysdlf-

Only to see Boba Fett get the drop on me, Hah guessed.

Exactly. | dont much like bounty hunters, so | followed you until | was pretty sure where he was heading.
Then | managed to dip around the perimeter of the landing field and get ahead of you. Y ou were walking
pretty dowly, you know. | recognized Savel, so | was able to hide between you and the ship, then get
the drop on Fett when he walked past.

Hah nodded. And Im real glad you did, pa. He shook his head. Listen, dont tell Chewie about this,
okay? Hes sworn something called alife debt to me, cause he thinks he owes me, you see. | had ahard
time talkin him out of coming with melast night. Hewas sure |d get mysdf into trouble. . .

Well, you did, Lando said, chuckling.

| know | did, Han admitted ruefully. But if Chewie ever finds out about it, hell never let me out of hissight
again. And, hey . . . there are times when a guy would like some privacy, you know?

Lando shook his head ruefully. | get your point. Okay, Han, Ill keep your secret. He leaned forward and
poured himself another cup of stim-tea. |'s she pretty?

Han nodded. | know youll appreciate what | mean when | say that shes dmost worth what | went
through thismorning.

Lando looked impressed. Maybe you should introduce me, old buddy.

Han shook hishead. | dont think so.. . . old buddy. Y ou strike me as a bit of aladykiller. Y oud probably
try to charm her away from me.

Lando shrugged and sat back, smiling smugly. Y ou never know.

Han grinned. The operative word hereistry, Lando. So why were you lookin for mein the first place?

Y ou mentioned needing apilot?

Thatsright. | was playing sabacc over on Bespin aweek or so ago, and one of the playersthrew ina
marker for his ship. High-stakes game, it was.



And you won the ship, Han guessed.

Thatsright. But Ive never piloted one. | need to

learn-especialy now, with a chance that Boba Fett will

come looking for me. Im going to head for greener pas-

tures and fresh sabacc tablesfor awhile, and | thought it

would be fun to travel in my own ship. | had to hireapilot

to fly me back here, and it was expensive. So | want you to

teach meto fly my ship,

Okay, Han said. | can do that. When do you want to start?

Lando shrugged. My adrendine levd is il pretty high after dealing with Fett. Im not deepy at dl. How
about nOW?

Han nodded. Sure.

They took adifferent tube to adifferent landing plat-form. Side by side, Han and Lando walked across
the wind-swept surface of the platform, through ranks of parked vessels, until Lando stopped and
pointed. Thereit is. The Millennium Falcon.

Han stared across the permacrete at the modified light stock freighter, Corellian made and engineered,
model Y T-1300 Transport. Hed seen plenty of them before, and had aways liked them-Cordllians were
good engineers aswell asgood pilots.

But, as Han stared at this particular ship, something strange happened. Without warning, hefel suddenly,
irrev-ocably, irretrievably in love. Thisship caled to him, she sang to him asiren song of speed, of
maneuverability, of narrow escapes and adventures and successful smuggling runsgaore.

That ship isgoing to be mine, Han thought. Mine. The Millennium Falcon will bemine. ..

The Corellian suddenly redlized he was staring, his mouth agape. Lando was looking at him, hiseyes
narrowed suspicioudy. Hastily Han closed his mouth, and tried his best to purge the sudden yearning, the
wanting from hismind. He had to play it coal. If Lando knew how much Han wanted the ship, hed surely
jack thepriceup . . . So, what do you think of her? Lando asked.

Han shook hishead. Vhat ahunk of junk? he ex-claimed, mentally begging the Falcons pardon. That
game wasnt nearly as high stakes as youre tryin to make me believe, old buddy.

Hey, the pilot who flew it back here for me said itsaredly fast ship, Lando said, sounding defensive.
Really? Hah looked doubtful. He shrugged. Well, you never know till you try her out. Shal wegofor a
$pin? Sure, Lando said.

Minutes later Han sat at the controls of Landos new

acquisition, savoring the Falcons response as she lifted on

her repulsors, then he engaged the sublight drive. He il

couldnt believe what hed seen in her engine room-this

ship boasted amilitary-grade hyperdrive! Oh, you honey[

Her sublight speeds were good, too. Han sent the Fal-con hurtling upward in asteep rush. The resulting
surge of power exhilarated him, but he was careful not to show it. Not bad, he said indifferently. But Ive
seen better.

L ets see how she maneuvers.

Quickly he took the Falcon up out of Nar Shaddaas atmosphere, then through the opening in the shield,
al the while giving the correct responses to traffic control. Once free of the gravity well and past the
floating obstacle course of the derdlict ships, Han sent the Falcon into adizzying series of spins, rolls, and
flips

Hey! Lando protested, gulping audibly. Y ou got a passenger here, dont forget! Y ou want meto lose my
breakfast?

Han grinned a him. He was tempted to ask Lando how much he wanted for the ship, but he knew it
would be more than he could possibly afford. Wild schemes about getting the Hutts to buy the Falcon so
he could fly it regu-larly-and then maybe stedl it, someday-raced through his mind.

But he didnt want Jabbaor Jiliac owning tile Falcon.

They wouldnt gppreciate this beauty, thiswork of art.



Han quickly checked out the weaponry. Her legs are good, but she could use more muscle. . . Only one
light laser cannon, in atop gun turret. Not enough, Han thought.

Asthough Lando were reading Hans thoughts, the gam-bler said, The pilot that brought me here said it
might need some more weaponry to be arealy good smuggler. What do you think?

| think if thiswere my ship, Id ingtall another gun turret and some quad lasers, aswell as arepesting
blaster in the belly, to cover quick getaways, Hah said. Maybe some concussion missiles, too . . .

Huh, Lando said. lll haveto think about that. But it isafast ship, isnt it?

Han nodded grudgingly. Y eah, shes got a pretty good set of legs on her, Lando. He surreptitioudy patted
the pilots console. Oh, you sweetheart . . .

A few minuteslater Lando cleared histhroat. | thought the object of taking it out wasthat you were going
to start teaching meto pilot, Han.

Oh...oh, yeah, Han said. | wasjust . . . check-ing her out. So | could teach you dl her little quirks and
Suff.

Y ou sound likethisthing isdive, Lando said.

Well, pilots get to think of their ships sort of like that, Han admitted. They becomelikea. . . friend. Youll
See.

Dont forget, the Falcon ismy ship, Lando said, with adight edgein hisvoice.

Of course, Han said, carefully casua. Now, listen here. Were going to start at sublight speeds. Thats
where most of the maneuvering expertise comes. Seethat lever? Pull that lever and well go into
hyperdrive, and thats not something you want to do less youve got acourselaidin. So . . . dont touch
that lever. Got it?

Lando leaned forward intently. Got it . . .

Thousands of light-years away, Teroenza, High Priest of Ylesia, stood in the middie of Colony Three,
surveying the damage from adawn terrorist raid. Nearly a dozen bodies were sprawled around, most of
them his own security guards. Blaster marks scored the factory buildings. The door to the mess hdl was
dagged. A crew wasfinishing putting out afirein the Adminigration Building. The smdl of burning fought
with the hothouse odor of the wet, Seaming jungle.

The High Priest snorted nervoudy. All thisfrom adaveraid. Not araid to gain daves, araid to rescue
them.

Thetroops had been human, most of them. Teroenza had seen their images on his communications
monitors from his headquarters at Colony One. Two ships had spi-raed down through Ylesias
treacherous air currents, but only one had managed to land safely. The other vessal had gotten caught ina
wind shear, and was destroyed.

Which was only justice, Teroenzathought grumpily as he surveyed the damage the remaining ship had
caused. Meddlers! The group had landed, then armed troops dressed in green and khaki uniforms had
legped out and attacked the Ylesian guards. A firefight had ensued, and more than a dozen guards had
been killed.

Then the attackers had stormed the refectory where the pilgrims were having breskfast. Theyd entreated
them to come with them, saying they were here to rescue them from davery.

Teroenza made a soft whuffiing sound that was his spe-cies equivaent of achuckle. Stupid raiders!
Stupid to think the pilgrims would renounce the Exultation for freedom. Only two pilgrims out of the two
hundred in the mess hdl had run to join the invaders.

And then Teroenzas expression darkened she had stepped forward to address the assembled pilgrims.
The High Priest had thought her dead long since. He remem-bered her very well. Rilgrim 921, birth name
BriaTharen. A Cordlian . . . and atraitor.

Briahad argued with the pilgrims, telling them the truth about the Exultation. Shed told the group that
someday theyd thank her-and then shed given the order for her troops to turn stun beams on the crowd.
Rilgrimshad fdleninther tracks

The group of Cordlians had gotten away with nearly ahundred prime daves. Teroenza cursed softly.
BriaTharen! He couldnt decide which Corellian he hated more, Briaor that accursed Han Solo.
Teroenzawas worried about thisraid. There was money behind this group. Ships and weapons cost



money. They werewell organized and efficient, like ared military cadre. Who were they?

Teroenzahad heard of various rebd groups rising against the Empire. Could the squadron of soldiersthat
attacked Colony Three today have been part of such agroup?

The High Priest experienced aflicker of satisfaction, though, when heimagined how miserable the
rescuers would be when the stunned pilgrims awakened. The tlanda Til knew only too well how addicted
most humanoids quickly became whben exposed to the Exultation on adaily basis.

By now the pilgrims must be missing the Exultation agreat ded. They would be screaming and wailing
and mak-ing threats, begging to return to Ylesia They might even commandeer the rebel ship and bring it
back here, likefaithful pilgrims. Onething wascertain . . . tonight the Corellian rebels would have their
handsfull. The thought made Teroenzaamile.

Severd days after Boba Fetts attempt to capture him, Han went to see Jabba and Jiliac to tell them that
he would be scarce on Nar Shaddaa for awhile. Hed decided to take Xaverri up on her offer, and
become her assistant during her next tour. He had afegling Boba Fett wouldnt be easily discouraged, and
it wouldnt hurt to get off Nar Shaddaa for the next few months.

But the words died unspoken on hislips. The moment he was ushered into their presence, Jabba hailed
him with impatient cries, ordering him to prepare the Star Jawd for animmediate trip to Nal Hutta. The
emissaries sent from the Desllijic and the Besadii kgjidics had convened a meet-ing of the Hutt kgjidics
for the next day. Apparently Besadii had been holding up the negotiations, but had suddenly made
severa important concessons, in theinterest of hold-ing the meeting quickly.

Today?Hah said, thinking that hed have to cancel hislesson with Lando this afternoon. Thats pretty short
no-tice, isnt it?

Yes, Jliac agreed. We know of no reason for things to have been speeded up, but something must have
hap-pened.

Okay, Il take you down this afternoon, Hah said. Just give me an hour or so to get the ship ready, and
check out our course.

And, Captain Solo, you must be prepared to give us your smoothest flight, Jabba cautioned. No
turbulence. My aunt isin addicate condition, and she must not bejostled.

Han glanced around for another Hutt, but saw only Jiliae. Y our aunt? | beg your pardon, Ird Jabbe?
Therewill be three Hutts for me to transport?

No, human? Jabbawas impatient. Jliae and mysdf, as

aways Dont you have eyes? Didnt you notice her skin

texture? Her conditionisplainV

Han looked over at Jliac, and suddenly redlized that the Hutt did appear different. Warty excrescences
had erupted on the beings face, and purplish patches mingled with the greenish ones on the leathery tan
skin. Jliac aso appeared bigger, and rather lethargic. Oh, wonderful, | get to play nursemaid to asick
Hutt? Grest!

Uh, Lord Jiliac, are you feding- Hah began, only to have Jabba round on him with withering scorn.
Humanidiot! Cant you seethat Lord Jliacisnow Lady Jliac? Sheisexpecting! In her delicate condition,
sheredly should not makethis effort, but we Desilijic are noth-ing if not faithful to our duty!

She? Pregnant? Hans mouth dropped open, and Chewie roared softly in surprise.

Han recovered quickly, and bewed to Jiliac. Y our par-don, Lady Jiliac. | am not familiar with your
species. .. uh, er . . . reproductive habits. | meant no offense.

Jliac blinked a Han deepily. No offense taken. My people reproduce as they will, and | decided it was
time for meto do so. My child isduein afew months. | will be able to make the trip safely, my nephew
Jabbais merely over-protective. But a smooth flight would be advisable.

Y es, lady, Han said, bowing. Smooth flight to Nal Hutta Leaving this afternoon. 11l get right onit.

Very well, Captain. Y ou are dismissed. We wish to leave as soon as possible.

Hah bowed again, and left, with Chewie trailing behind him. As soon as he was out of sight, he shook his
head. Hutts! The more| get to know them, the weirder they are. . .

A veritabletide of Hutts wriggled and glided toward the large Hutt Grand Council Hall on Na Hutta.
Jabba and Jiliac undulated along, side by side, accompanied by the Desllijie security guards. Mogt of the



Huitts preferred to move under their own power if they still could. It was per-missible to show weskness
before humans and other under-lings, but in the company of their own kind, Hutts preferred to appear
grong and fit. All of Desilijic moved under their own power, and among the Besadii clan, only Aruk was
too old and corpulent to manage without his ded.

Asthe Hutts moved toward the council chambers, they and their guards passed through multiple security
and scan-ning devices. None of the guards was alowed aweapon, and each attendee was scanned,
internaly aswell as exter-naly, to make sure no dangerous substances were being smuggled into the hall.
Hutts were not trusting beings, es-pecidly in the company of other Hutts-and with good reason. Long
ago, every prominent Hutt on Na Hutta had been eliminated en masse by a single ingenious assassin.
Hutts were determined that nothing like that would ever happen again.

The Grand Council Hal was a huge room, big enough to comfortably hold nearly fifty Hutts. At the
moment twenty-seven Hutts were gathered-representatives of all the ma:jor clansand kgjidics, aswell as
neutra parties from the Hutt government who would be overseeing and administer-ing the conference.
The Hutt homeworld was governed by the Grand Coun-cil an oligarchy composed of one representative
ap-pointed by each mgjor Huitt clan. In redlity, though, the power of the crime syndicates---the
kaidicswasfar greater than that of the Grand Council.

Jabba and Jiliac had summoned two other Deslijic membersto attend them. Aruk had brought the
Besadii contingent, congsting of himsdlf, his offgpring Durga, and his nephew Kibbick. Jabbawas
pleased to note that atlanda Til trailed in Kibbickswake. Jiliac was right, Besadii had indeed summoned
Teroenza

After the mass of Hutts had arranged themselvesin a circle around the speakers platfornl, the conference
was brought to order by the Executive Secretary of the Grand Council, aHutt named Mardoc. After
each of the clanshad officialy identified itsdf and its contingent, Mardoc spoke again
Comrades-in-power, shlings-in-profit, | have convened you today to discuss some very serious
developments on the Besadii colony world of Ylesia. | ask Lord Aruk to speak.

Aruk moved hisded closer to the speakers platform. He waved his smal arms at hisfellow Hutts for
emphasis and began, Fellow Hutts. Two days ago Colony Three on Yle-sawas attacked by well-armed
terrorists. Kibbick and our overseer, Teroenza, barely escaped with their lives. Much destruction was
done, and the attackers made off with neady one hundred vauable daves.

A ripple of congternation ran around the conference room as the assorted Hutts reacted to Aruks news.
Jabba redlized that Aruk was staring straight at him and Jiliae. Gauging our reaction, he realized. For just
amoment, Jabbawondered if Jiliac had decided to play it ultra-subtle, and had arranged the raid, but not
told him. After amo-ments thought, however, he rgected the notion. His Aunt was so caught up in her
recent pregnancy that she had little energy for plotting-especidly commando raids. Besides, Jliae
normally eschewed direct assaullts, preferring to work against enemiesin more subtle ways.

Huitt brethren, we of the Besadiii clan demand that Jiliac, as head of clan Desilijic, personally assure us
that thisterrible raid, thistheft of valuable Besadii property, was not done by Desilijie! Otherwise, this
meanswar between our kgjidics!

A collective gasp echoed through the Grand Hall. Aruks chalenge hung in the air like the smoke from the
hookahs some of the Hutt Lords were smoking.

Sowly, Jliac pulled hersdf up, gppearing dmost regd in her new materna dignity. Fellow Huits, she
sad. Desllijicisinnocent of any taint of aggression in this mat-ter. Asaguarantee of this, Deslijic pledges
that if any link can be discovered between the raiders and Desilijic, Desilijic will remit to Besadii the sum
of onemillion cred-its.

Silencefor abest, then Arnk inclined his head in the Hutt equivaent of abow. Very well. Never letit he
sad that Desflijie refused to back itsintegrity with money. We ask that the Grand Counell investigate and
give usther findingsin one month.

Mardoe agreed, but then yielded the floor to Jiliac when she indicated that she had more to say.
However, | wish that | eould say the same for Besadii. Just afew months ago, my nephew here-she
indicated Jabba-was bru-taly attacked by hired mercenaries. Only the fact that we cannot definitively
state who sent them keeps us from level-ing accusations at our rivals! Unlike Besadii, we do not make



accusations unless we have prooff.

Another ,hubbub of voices and whispers erupted in the Grand Hall.

Aruk drew himsdlf up to hismost impressive height, hisrheumy old eyesred-rimmed. Besadii has done
nothing wrong!

Do you deny that you sent Dréell pirates to assassinate my nephew?

Y esl thundered Aruk.

The resulting barrage of threats, insults, and rhetoric from both sides made it neeessary for Mardoe to
cal for arecess. Jahbawatched the Hutts around him, talking in small groups, and began wondering just
who it was who had atacked Ylesa. If it wasnt Deslijie, then who? Did Ylesahave anew rivd inthe
davetrade?

Durgathe Hutt lay stretched beside his parent on his repulsor ded during the afternoon sesson. He was
con-cerned about Aruk. The conference had been going on for hours, and Aruk had been in the middie
of it thewholetime. Durgaknew that his parent wasnt up to thisleve of stress. Arnk wasavery old
Hutt, nearly athousand yearsold.

The young Huit listened intently, aware that his parent would quiz him point by point on the conference.
Beside Durga, Kibbick blinked dowly, obvioudy fighting deep. Durgalooked &t his cousin scornfully,
Kibbiek was an idiot. Didnt he understand that these kinds of meetings, these feints and counterfeints,
thrusts and parries and ripostes, congtituted the lifes fluid of Hutt society? Didnt he tinder-stand that
power and profit were food and drink and breath to their people?

Thiswasthefirg ttutt conference to be held in Durgas short lifetime, and he was pleased that his parent
had a-lowed him to attend. Durgaknew that because of the birth-mark hed been born with, some of the
Besadii kajidic would question whether he wasfit to lead Besadii when Aruk died.

Durgaknew that he had dl the most essentid quditiesto lead Besadii. He was smart, scheming, devious,
and rth-less. All estimable qualitiesin aHuitt. But he had to dem-ongtrate those qudities to Besadi,
before Aruk died, or hed have trouble succeeding his parent.

If only | ctmld take over Ylesa, ira, read of Kibbick, Durgathought. He knew that his hther had spent a
good part of yesterday evelfing raging at Kibbick for alowing Teroenzato take over the running of
Ylesa Arnk had dso sternly advised the tlanda Til that he must know his place, lest helose his position
as High Priest. Teroenza had cow-ered before the old Hutt Lord, but Durga thought hed caught aflash of
anger from him. He resolved to keep a careful eye on Teroenza.

Kibbick, on the other hand, had simply whined about how unpleasant life was on Y lesia, and how hard
hewasworking. Aruk had let him off with astern warning. Durga privately thought that Arnk should have
relieved him of his post. 1dly, he wondered whether assassinating his cousn wasagood idea. . .

But he had afeding that Arnk wouldnt likeit. So that meant he couldnt do it while his parent lived.

Not that Durgawished Aruks desth. He was genuindly fond of his parent, as he knew Aruk was fond of
him. Durgaknew only too well that he owed Aruk hislifein every possible way. Most Hutt parents
would not have alowed achild with abirthmark to live.

Durgaaso wanted to make Aruk proud of him. That motivation was even stronger in him than his need
to gain power and profit-something that he knew would be seen as practically sacrilegious by other
Huitts, so he never re-vededit.

Durgawatched as Jabba the Hutt wriggled forward to take the floor. The second-in-command of
Dedlijic was said to be an exemplary Hutt in many ways, but most Hutts found his preoccupation with
humanoid females both per-verse and inexplicable. Still, Jabbawas sharp, Durga had to grant him thét,
as helistened to him speak.

Honored Hutt Lords, listen to me] Besadii clamsthat their recent expansonson Ylesaare just good
business, but shall we dlow good businessfor one kgjidic to undermine the financia underpinnings of our
world.9 Besadii has grabbed such alarge share of the spice trade, and the dave trade, that we must dl
make them see reason! What doesit profit them to fill their own coffersif their policies bring disaster to
our world?

Disaster? Aruks voice boomed ()it so deep and au-thoritative that Durgafelt aripple of pride. His parent
was asfine aHutt leader as had ever been born! Disaster, my friencks? We had one hundred and



eighty-seven percent profit in the past year! How could this possibly be con-strued to be anything but
something to be praised and hon-ored for? | ask you that, Jabbal How could it?

Because some of your profit has cme out of the coffers of your fellow Huitts, Jabba pointed out. It isfine
to take from others, from humans and Rodians and Sullustans and from dl the other crestures of the
gaaxy. That iswhy they are there-so that we Hutts may profit from them. But thereisadanger in pulling
away too much income from Na Huttaand your fellow Hutts.

Oh? sarcasm tinged Anlks voice. And what isthat danger, Lord Jabba?

Too much conspicuous profit may bring usto the atten-tion of the Emperor or his minions, Jabba pointed
out. Nal Huttaisfar from Imperial Center. Out here near the Rim Territories, we are protected to some
extent by dis-tance, and protected even more by Moff Sam Shild, whom we generoudly support in the
style to which he has become accustomed. Buit if any one Hurt clan makes apoint of having tremendous
wedlth, it may bring dl of usto the attention of the Emperor. And that, fellow Huitts, is an attention we do
not want.

Durga heard the other Hurts murmuring, and had to admit that Jabba had made agood point. When the
Empiretook acloseinterest in any oneworld, it was aways unfor-tunate for that world.
Durgawondered how Jabbaand Jiliac had discovered that Besadii was behind the attack of Drell
pirates. Too bad theyd missed their chance to rid Na Hutta of Jabba. With-out Jabba, Jiliac would be
easer to get out of the way. Jabbawas a crafty Hutt, who was protective of his Aunt.

His security forces were better than Jliacs.

The Hutt Lords were unable to reach a conclusion about Besadiis off-the-sca e profits. The discussion
rambled on, degenerated into personal insults, then ended with no con-clusion.

Aruk took the floor again. He was still concerned about the recent violence. Jiliac acknowledged that she
was con-cerned, too. Durgawas surprised that they could agree on anything. Findly, Desilijic and
Besadii united to put for-ward an unprecedented proposa.

| propose, Aruk said, in summary, that the Grand Council declare a moratorium on violence between the
kgidicsfor a least the next three sandard months! Who will support mein this?

Jliac and Jabba voiced their enthusiastic gpproval, then, one by one, the representatives of the other
clans chimed in. Mardoc declared Aruks proposa adopted.

Durgalooked up at his parent and felt another wave of pride. Aruk isagiant anong Huitts!

Much later that night, as both Hurts prepared to deep in Jiliacs Na Hutta mansion, which waslocated on
anidand/ in oneof Na Huttas more temperate zones, Jiliac turned/ to Jabba. Aruk isdangerous. | am
more convinced of | than ever.

Y es, he was quite impressive when he managed to raly the clans, Jabba agreed. He has.. . . charisma.
He can be very persuasive.

Itistruly ironic that it was Arnk who wound up propos-ing my idea about the moratorium, Jiliac said. But
as the meeting progressed, | redlized that if | hoped to convince the others of the wisdom of the
moratorium, the ideawould have to come from Aruk.

Jabba nodded. Heisaforceful orator, Aunt.

An orator who must be deprived of hisvoice, or Desilijic will suffer even more, Jiliac said soberly. A
three-month moratorium on inter-kgjidic violence will free our minds so that we may look at the problem
of Arnk without digtractions.

Jabba blinked his bulbous eyes at his aunt as she settled herself comfortably on her padded resting spot.
What are you thinking, Aunt?

Jliac was slent for amomenL then said, | am thinking that thisis our chanceto strike at Aruks weak
spot. Hisweak spot?

Y es, Nephew. Aruk has aweak spot, and it has aname.

And that nameis. . .

Teroenza, Jabba said.

Correct, Nephew.

When Teroenza boarded Kibbicks space yacht for the trip back to Ylesia, hewasin avery bad mood.



Aruk had not permitted them to have any kind of aholiday on Na Itutta, stressing that they must get
back to Ylesiato seeto the rebuilding after theraid.

Teroenza had been profoundly disappointed. Hed hoped to see his mate, Tilenna, while he was home.
But Aruk had said no, and said it with such stern dis-gpproval that Teroenza hadnt dared to ask again.
S0 here hewas, stuck with that idiot Kibbick for com-pany. When he could have been sporting with his
lovely matein adelicious, sensud mud wallow.

Disgusgtedly, Teroenza plodded into his large, well-gppointed cabin, and sank into hisresting ding. Blast
Arnk! The Hutt Lord was getting irrationd in hisold age-irra-tiona and mean. Meaner, that is, than hed
been before.

The High Priegt till smarted from thefinancid review

hed been forced to sit through. Aruk had questioned every

expenditure, carped about every extra credit. Hed gone on

and on about how the bounty Teroenza had posted on Solo

was completely unnecessary. Let Boba Fett blast him into

atoms! hed raged. Disintegrations are much cheaper! Al-

lowing yoursdlf persond revenge on Solo issmply sdf-

indul genff

Grumpily, Teroenza reached out and turned on his comm unit. Words in Huttese formed on the screen,
even before he could key in his personal code.

Eyeswidening, Teroenzaread the following message

Thismessage will vanish in Sixty seconds. Attempting to saveit will destroy your comm unit. Memorize
the follow-ing comeode and reply toiit.

A complicated comeode followed.

Intrigued, Teroenza memorized the code. As promised, in sixty seconds, it blinked off, to be replaced by
the words What do you want most? Wed like to know. Perhaps we can help each other.

The message, of course, was unsigned, but Teroenza had a good idea of who had sent it. Ashe sat
watching it blink off, to be replaced by his corem units standard greeting and request for 1D code,
Teroenzaredlized what this meant.

Would he reply to the message?

Was heatraitor?

What did he want most?

Cnn nams

Then Han flew Jabba back to Nar Shaddaa following the big Hutt conference (Jiliac had decided to stay
on Na Huttafor the length of her confinement) he immedi-ately sought out Lando Carissan.

During histrip to Nal Hutta, Chewbacca had been con-tinuing the young gamblers piloting lessons, and
Han was encouraged at his new friends progress. Y oure coming right along, old buddy, he said as
Lando, his mouth tight with concentration, executed a perfect landing. The ship settled into the Millennium
Fa cons assigned berth with nary awobble. Another week, and youll be ready to solo. Lando glanced up
at Han, hisdark eyesvery serious. | think Im ready now, Hall. Fact is, Ive got to be ready now. Im
leaving tomorrow. lve heard theres some good gam-bling and pleasure wodds out in the Oseonian
system, and Im heading out to see for mysdlf. Or maybe 111 hit the Corporate Sector.

Lando, thats clean out of Imperia space! Han ex-claimed. Y oure not ready to navigate this ship that far!
Especidly flying ,donel

Want to come with me? Lando offered.

Han thought about it, and for amoment was tempted. But hed given hisword to Xaverri, and. . . he
shook his head. Cant, Lando. Im signing on with Xaverri to work for her during this next tour. | promised
her, and shes counting on me.

Not to mention that shesalot prettier than | am, Lando added dryly.

Hah grinned. Wdl . . . there/sthat. He sobered. Just wait a couple more days, Lando. Trust me, pdl,
youre not ready yet to go that far, especialy with no copriot. Inwardly he wasthinking, Imlosing the



Fadcon...whatif | never seeher again ?

Chewbacca here has been giving me good lessons, the gambler inssted. Hes barely had to touch the
controlsthelast couple of times Ive taken us out. But- Han began.

No buts, Lando said. Im living on borrowed time here on Nar Shaddaa, Han-and so are you. Boba Fett
isnt oneto forgive and forget. Im making mysdlf scarcefor at least Sx months. When does Xaverri leave?
Next week, Itan said. Her engagement was held over am)ther week. By popular denrand.

Have you told Jabbathat youre leaving?

Yeah, | did. He wasnt happy about it.

Chewie interjected acomment.

Hey, Jabbawas born cranky, Han said defensively. Hes one of the orneriest Hutts | ve met-and thats
Sayin something.

Did you tell him why youve got to leave?

Yeah, | did. That wasthe only thing that calmed him down. | think even Jabba might be alittle nervousif
he knew Boba Fett was gunning for him.

Wdl .. .if | wereyou, Id get out of here as soon as you can, Lando said. And until youre off Nar
Shaddaa, youd better watch your back.

Nothing Han said could change Landos decision. It was with a heavy heart that he stood on the landing
platform the next morning and watched the Falcon take off. The freighter wobbled dightly as she went
soaring into the sky. Han shook his head. Use your stabilizers! he said, dloud.

Hes not ready, he thought dejectedly. |1l probably never see the Fal con---or Lando---again.

BriaThar en sat at her desk at the largest Imperid mili-tary base on Corellia, watching the screen of her
datapad as she updated the food requisition lists for al troops sta-tioned in the Cordllian system. Her
reddish-gold hair, which had grown into along, curly mane during the past five years, was swept upina
smart, businesdike style, and she wore acrisp civilian support staff uniform-black jacket and skirt, with
black boots. The unrelieved black set off her pale skin and exquisite bone Structure.

Her blue-green eyes narrowed as she studied the screens of data. The Empire was definitely building up
grength in this sector. Did that mean the Imperia com-manders were anticipating some kind of rebellion
herein the Cordlian system?

She found hersdf wondering how long her group could manage to hold off the Empireif it attacked in
force. Two days? A week?

Inthe end, theyd dl be daughtered, she knew that. Their small group of rebelswas growing every month,
asthe people of her world grew restive at being ground be-neath Palpatines relentless hedl. But there
was no way they were ready yet to take on the Imperid forces.

From avery smal beginning, though, theyd made good progress over the past three years. Their
movement had started with barely a score of unhappy dissidents gethering for clandestine mestingsin
cdlars, and had grown by leaps and bounds, until they now had cellsin most of the mgor citieson the
planet. Briahad no idea how many rebelstilere were on Corellia, but it had to be severa thousand.

The reason she had no idea how many rebels were on Corelhawas that it was not necessary for her to
know. Even though she wasfairly high-ranking in the rebe hierarchy, stle was not part of personne or
recruitment. Information about the rebe groups on her world was doled out spar-ingly. Only one or two
commanders knew the whole pic-ture. Individual members were informed drictly on aneed to know
basis. The lessthey knew, the less they could be forced to reveal under torture.

Brias current assgnment wasin inteligence. She didnt particularly like spying, but shewasgood &t it. She
pre-ferred her old job, though, that of mang contact with rebel groups on other worlds. It was obviousto
her that if the rebels were to redlly oppose the Empire, theyd have to unite.

But, so far, theyd barely begun reaching out to other groups. Communication was monitored, travel was
re-gtricted it was so difficult to maintain links between groups on different planets. Asfast astheir rebe
group devised codes, the Imperials broke them.

Just last month one cell of rebels had been raided during a meeting on the eastern continent. Theyd
disappeared as completely as though akrayt dragon had opened its mouth and swallowed them whole.
Briathought that shed much prefer to be gobbled dive by a monster than caught by the Emperors



security forces. . .

Her friend Lanah had been one of those taken. Bria knew shed never see her again.

Briawasworried that her entire homeworld would wind up as apolice state. Corellia had always been
an indepen-dent world, a proud world that governed itself. So far, the Emperor had not appointed an
Imperia governor to usurp al power on Corellia. But that didnt mean he wouldnt someday. The Empire
did not alow pride or independence in the worldsit claimed.

One of the reasons for Papatines not overtly taking over the Cordlian government wasthat Corelliahad
such alarge human population. The Empire made no secret of the fact that it regarded nonhuman species
asinferior, incapa-ble of governing themselves.

Two aien species shared the Cordlian system worlds with their human inhabitants, the Selonians and the
Drdll. If Corelliahad been inhabited soldly by those nonhuman sentients, theyd have been amuch more
inviting target for repression-possibly even being declared adave-labor planet. Look at what had
happened to Kashyyyk. The proud Wookiees captured and led away in binders and shackles. . .
Briasfingerstightened on the edge of her desk. She hated the Empire, but even more than the Empire,
she hated davery. Having been adave on Ylesia (though at the time shed cdled hersdf apilgrim), Bria
was determined to do everything she could to destroy the Empire that a-lowed davery, that used and
owned beings.

When that task was done, she would devote whatever remained of her lifeto freeing every davein the
galaxy.

Her lovely mouth turned down at the comers as she thought about the raid six months ago that shed led
onYlesia Sheand her rebd friends had managed to rescue ninety-seven daves, mostly Corelians, and
bring them back to their homeworlds and their families.

Within the next month, fifty-three of those freed daves had run away and boarded shipsto return to
Ylesa

Inaway, Briacouldnt blame them. Living without the Exultation was difficult. It had taken her yearsto
overcome her craving for the feel-good rush of euphoriathe tlanda Td priests could project.

But forty-four of the freed daves are il free, Briare-minded hersdf fiercely. And just yesterday Rion
told methat one of the women had sent him anvessage, thanking him for returning her to her husband
and children. . .

Rion was Briasmain link to rebel command now that shed taken this new position at Imperid
headquarters. It was Rion to whom she reported every scrap of information she could glean. Hetook tile
information that Bria could gather or construe, then relayed it to the leaders of the Corellian underground
rebel group.

Bria hoped that soon shed have more than bureaucratic lists of supply requisition ordersto relay to her
group. Ever since shed taken thisjob last month, shed been careful to wear the most flattering hairstyles
and makeup, hoping that her looks would bring her to the attention of a high-ranking Imperia officer.
Her efforts were paying off, too. Just yesterday admiral Trefaren had stopped by her desk to ask her if
she would accompany him to areception that was being held by the Corellian government for the
high-ranking Imperia of-ricers. Severa Sector Moffs were supposed to attend. It would be quite agda
evening, hed assured her.

Briahad lowered her eydlids coyly, blushed atractively, and breathed ahdting, girlish yes. The Admira
had beamed at her, the deep lines that ran vertically down his sallow cheeks appearing even morelike
canyonsin the des-ert, and told her hed pick her up in his chauffeured speeder. Then hed reached out
and touched one of her curls, letting it wind around hisfinger. And, my dear, hed added, wear something
that will set off your beauty. | want the other officersto be jealous of the golden treasure | ve discovered.
Bria hadnt had to feign her inarticulate response- which had only charmed him further!--because shed
been too angry to speak clearly. The old lecher! she thought dis-gustedly, resolving not to forget to strap
her dainty little vibroblade to her upper thigh . , . just in case.

But usualy, men of his age were more talk than action. What they mostly wanted, as the admird had
frankly admit-ted, wasfor other men to admire them-and any attractive young woman theyd managed to
snare with their power and wedlth.



Admird Trefaren might be our key to learn more about these new Imperia weapons and shipsweve
heard rumors of, Briathought.

So, when the evening of the reception came, shed don alovely, e egant gown (shed grown up the
daughter of arich man, and knew how to dress for maximum effect), style her hair, tastefully paint her
face, and pend the evening amil-ing warmly a Admira Trefaren. Shed dance with him, give him admiring
glances, and keep her ears open for every scrap of information.

And, just in case she needed help in fending off his advances, Briadready had atiny drop of a substance
she planned to wear beneath one manicured fingernail. All she had to do wastouch thetip of her
fingernail to the surface of hisdrink of choice, toward the end of the evening, and the old vrelt would
swiftly become so pleasantly tired, deepy, and drunk that shed have no trouble dedling with him.
Briacould use that vibroblade, and use it well, but she had no intention of doing so. Vibroblades werefor
ama-teurs. Shewas an expert a not needing them.

For amoment she missed her battle fatigues, the weight of her blaster strapped to her thigh. Shed much
prefer leading another armed raid againgt the Ylesian Huits, or tile Imperid davers (who were even
worse than the Hutts), than she did the prospect of playing tabaga-and-vrdt al evening with Admird
Trefaren and his Imperid cronies.

Shed turned over her blaster to Rion when shed taken on this assignment. It wasnt improbabl e that
Admira Trefaren would have her gpartment searched as part of the background cheek hed get his
minionsto perform, to en-sure that she was safe for him to be seen with. Bria al-ways kept the
vibroblade with her, so she wasnt worried about searchersfinding it.

At least she knew her IDswould stand up to most secu-rity checks. Six years ago shed learned all about
establish-ing new identities from an expert. Hah Solo had taught her much more than just how tofirea
blaster effectively.

Her lips curved in asoft smile as sheindulged herself in amoment of nostalgia for those days. Sheand
Han had been on tile run together, living on the edge, never know-ing what would happen next.

Those had been the happiest days of her life, shered-ized now. It had been worth every tense moment,
every jolt of fear, every mad chase, every terrified escape, every blaster bolt shed had to duck to be with
him . .. to befreeto love him.

And sheloved him stfik

Seeing him on Devaron ayear ago had brought it al back to her so vividly. After years of denid, Bria
had had to admit the truth to herself. Hain Solo was the man she loved, would aways love.

But they couldnt be to gether. Shed had to accept that. Han was a con man, arogue, an outlaw who was
out for himself. Briaknew hed loved her deeply-hed even asked her to marry him-but Han wasnt the
kind of man to for-sake everything for aphilosophica ided.

During the months theyd spent together, Bria had sensed that someday he might have the potentid to
em-brace acause, give himsdf to agoal. But it would have to be a cause that hed chosen for himsdlf, in
his own time. Briaknew she couldnt expect him to adopt her cause.

She wondered what he was doing right now. Was he happy? Was he with somebody? Did he have
friends? When shed seen him on Devaron, hed been wearing typi-caly scruffy spacefarers garb-not an
Imperid uniform.

But shed heard hed graduated from the Academy with honors. What could have happened to end his
careex?

On one hand, Briawas sorry that the dream hed pur-sued so single-mindedly had obvioudy cometo a
crashing end, but on the other, she was glad to discover that Han was no longer an Imperid officer. It
had tortured her to tiNink that someday they might come face-to-facein battle, or, even worse, that she
might give the order to fire on an Imperid ship and cause hisdegth, al unknowing. At least she didnt have
to worry about that possibility anymore.

| wonder if 11l ever ssehimagain . . . shethought. Maybe . . . maybewhen thisisall over, when the
Empirewasno more. . .

Briagave hersdf amenta shake, and told hersdlf to get back to business. The Empire wasfirmly
entrenched. Root-ing it out would require many years, and the sacrifice of countlesslives. She couldnt let



hersdf think about what might happen in the dim, distant future. She had to con-centrate on the here and
now.

Resolutely, she activated her datapad again, and went back to work.

At the same moment as Bria Tharen was wondering about him, Han Solo was not thinking about her. He
was, however, feding more wounded by awoman than he had at any time since Bria Tharen had left him.
He sat on the edge of the bed in ahotel room on Velga, aluxury moon where the wedlthy cameto be
entertained and play games of chance, scowling and reading Xaverris message on his datapad. It said
Dear Solo,

| cant stand good-byes, so Im not going to put either of usthrough one. Thetour isover, and Im off )gr a
short rest before taking to the road again. | thought about asking you to go with me, but | think itk better
that | make a clean break now.

The last six months have been wondexfi, |, among the best | can recall. During that time Ive grown very
fond of you, clear. Too fond. Y ou know meby now . . . | cant afford to get too fond of anyone. That
would be danger-ous for both of us. Caring too much about another per-son makes you soft, makes you
vulnerable. In my line of business, | cant afford that.

Ive paid the hotel bill through tomorrow for you and Chewbacca. Y ouve been two of the best assstants
and companions Ive ever had. Tell him Im sorry | couldnt say farewell. Thereisabonusfir you bothin
the local branch of the Imperia Bank, account code 6,51374, keyed to your retinal scan.

Im going to missyou morethan | can say. If you ever need to contact me, you can do so through the
Gdaxy of Stars booking agency. Maybe someday we can do it al again, when lve gotten my perspective
back.

Take care of yourself Hah. And take care of your Wookiee friend. Devotion likethat israre.

Love,

Xaverri

Blast! Hah thought, not sure whether what he was fed-ing was anger or profound regret-some mixture of
both, lie guessed. Why doesthi ahcays happen to rm,?

For amoment lie remembered the anguish that had engulfed him when Briahad left him with just a
good-bye note, then he wrenched his mind away from that memory. That was abrag time ago. Im not a
kid anynwre. ..

He redlized that hed have to book commercia flights back to Nar Shaddaa for himsdlf and Chewge. But
that wouldnt et into his savingstoo much, especidly in light of Xaverris bonus. She paid well, tdough she
had high expec-tations.

During the past sx months, theyd been more like busi-ness partners than employee and employer, Every
time theyd pulled a successful scare on some puffed-up Impe-rid officer, or some smug, complacent
Imperia bureaucrat Xaverri had shared the proceeds equally with Han and Chewie.

Hans mouth curved into areminiscent smile. Theyd had some exciting times. With al the experience hed
had conning civilianswhile part of Garris Shrikes family, Hah had thought he had little to learn about the
art of scamming people. But amonth with Xaverri had convinced him that compared to her, Garris
Shrike had been a clumsy, menda-cious amateur.

Xaverris schemes had ranged from elegantly smple to fiendishly complex. She seldom pulled exactly the
same scam twice. |nstead she tailored each caper to the mark, frequently using her skillsasanillusonist
to trick the pompous Imperias she preyed upon.

There had been that time theyd conned the Assistant Secretary to the DA€ goth Sector Moff out of most
of hislife savings-and put him under suspicion of committing treason to the Empire. Hanssmile
broadened into agrin. The guy wasavend jerk sooner or later he wouldve be-trayed the Empire
anyhow.

Not that ,all their scams had been successful. Two had fizzled out, and one had blown up in their faces,
forcing them to run from the planetary officials until Chewbacca had been able to locate them and pick
them up.

Han would never forget that escape-running, dodging, pursued through the countryside by tracer droids



and theloca version of canold-hounds. The only way theyd been able to hide their scent wasto spend
the night up to their necksin aswamp.

Hed dso enjoyed hiswork as Xaverris stage assistant. It had been fun, helping to create theillusions,
finding out how it wasredlly done, and taking abow before cheering crowds, night after night. Even
Chewbacca had gotten to enjoy the public attention, and Xaverri had worked up sev-era tricks that gave
Chewie a chance to show off his Wookiee strength.

The hardest thing for Han had been getting used to the skintight, spangled stage costume hed had to
wear. Hed felt horribly self-conscious the first few times hed gone onstage wearing it. But eventudly hed
gotten used to it, and even learued to enjoy the hoots and whistles from some of the female audience
members when hed make his entrance.

Xaverri had teased him about that, especialy thetimeagirl had dashed up onstage and kissed him full on
the mouth, making him blush. Hah had teased her back about her costumes, which were often daring.
Han sighed. If only Id known she was planning this. | could have talked to her... Already he missed her,
missed her presence, her smile, her affection. Her warmth, her kisses. . .

She was a specia woman, and Han knew now that hed loved her. Would it have made rely differenceif
hed told her? He decided that it wouldnt. As her letter said, Xaverri was not someone who wanted love.
She didnt want to love, or to be loved. Love, shed discovered, made you too vul-nerable.

Love makesyou lovelife, shed told him once. And once you love life, yourein red danger. Y ou want to
hold onto it, and that wanting clouds your thinking.

Y ou want to hold on to which? Han had asked her

Love, or life?

Both, she said. Loveistheriskiest thing in the uni-verse.

Xaverri had risked herself more than anyone hed ever knoanain everything except love. If she hadnt
been so coally ddliberate, hed have caled her reckless. But she wasnt. Danger meant nothing to her,
because she didnt worry about dying. Han had seen her stare death in the face without turning ahair.
Onetime hed complimented her on her courage. Shed shaken her head. No, Solo, she said. Im not
brave. Ymre brave. Y ou have courage. | just dont eare. They arent the same thing.

He sighed again, then rose froln the bed. Xaverri was gone. By now her ship, The Phantasm, waslong
gonefromVega

Okay, he thought, reaching for his clothes, shows over.

Timeto go back to thered world . . .

At least he and Chewie now had plenty of money to lease their own ship. For thefirst timein along
while, Hah wondered how things were going back on Nar Shaddaa. WWhen they got back to the
Smugglers Moon, Han was surprised to redlize that it felt like coming home. He and Chewie went to see
Mako first. They found him and Boa having a companionable drink together a one of the taw erns. Hah
entered the place, grinned, and waved. Mako! Roal

Both men turned at the hail and grinned broadly. Hah!

Chewbaccal

Hey, Roa Hey, Mako, Han said. Hows business?

Not bad, Mako said. Jabba misses you, kid.

Oh, yeah, Im sure, Han said with achuckle. Did Jiliac have her baby Hutt?

Dont know, Roasaid. She aint been around, though. So maybe not. Howre you doin, kid? Y ouve been
gone o long, we thought Boba Fett had got you!

Hah grinned back. Not yet, he said. He been around much?

Mako glanced around reflexively, Well, they said he was here on Nar Shaddaa lookin for you, severa
months ago. But nobodys seen him latdly.

Good. Keep meinformed, Han said. So .. . . anyone seen Lando? Hetried to seem casua. He il got
that old clunker of his, the Millennium Falcon?

Oh, yeah, hes il got it, Boasaid. And, Han, youre not gonna believe this. Carissian made akilling out
therein the Oseon system. Picked up aload of life-crystals, and sold em for abundle. Guesswhat hes
into now?



Han made aribald guess. Both Boa and Mako cracked up.

Chewieroared an interrogatory.

Hes bought himself a used spaceship lot! Mako said. Got it lock, stock, and barrel from a Duros whod
decided to go back to Duro and tend the family farm.

Widl, Iminthe market for aship to lease, Han said.

Guess Il pay Lando avisit, see what he s got.

Better see Jabbafirst, Mako advised. Hes put the word out that as soon as you came back to send you
on.

Han nodded. Okay. 11l do that. Where can | find Landos place?

They gave him the coordinates.

With a cheerful wave, Hah headed out of the tavern. He found that it was good to be back. The interva
wSth Xaverri had been pleasant, and profitable, but hisred calling was smuggling, and he was eager to
get back toit.

Jabba was s0 pleased to see Han that he actually wrig-gled dom off his dais and undulated toward the
Cordlian. Han, my boy! Y ouve returned!

Han nodded, and decided not to bow. Jabba had obvi-ously missed him. Hello, Jabba... Y our
Excdlency. Hows business?

Jabba sghed theetricaly. Business would be much bet-ter if only Besadii would learn that they are not
the only rightful destination for the creditsin the gadlaxy. Hah. ..

| must admit that | have missed you. Welogt ashipinfire

Maw, and it cost Desilijic dearly. We need you, Ham

Wéll, thistime youre going to have to pay me more, Jabba, Han said resolutely. Chewie and me are
about to lease our own ship. Thatll be better for both of us-you wont risk your ships, and | wont have to
takeless cause Im flyin your ship.

Fine, fine, Jabbasaid. That isfine, Han.

But, Jabba, | gottatell you, Hah said. Theres till abounty on my head. Teroenzas got to have talked
Besadii into apretty big one. Most of these bounty hunters| can deal with, no problem. But if | get any
hints that Boba Fett isback on my trail, | aint hanging around here. Im gone. 11l operate out of Smugglers
Run. Even Fett isnt dedi-cated enough to head into the Run.

Han, lad! Jabbalooked pained. We need you!

Deslijic needsyou! Y oure one of the best! Han grinned, liking the fedling of being on more equal footing
with the Hutt Lord. Hey, Jabba, Im the best, he said. And Im gonnabe provin it.

Chewieroared. Jabbawaved at the Wookiee. What did he say?

He said, Were the best, Han replied. Hesright.

Soon everyoneisgonnaknow it.

Hans next stop, as promised, was Landos used ship-yard. He and Chewie went straight to the office,
wherethey found asmall, multi-armed droid with asingle ruby-red eyein charge. Wheres Lando? Han
demanded.

My master isnot here at the moment, air, thelittle droid replied. May | be of service? | am Vuffi Raa, his
assgant.

Hah looked a Chewbacca, who rolled hisblue eyes.

| want to speak to Lando, Han said. Whereis he?

Out in the shipyard, Vuffi Raareplied. But . . . Sr! Wait! Admittance to the shipyard is not permitted
unlessMaster Cdrissan has authorized it! Sir! Come back! Sir!

Hah kept on walking. Chewbacca, however, did stop. Asthelittle droid approached him, armsflailing,
he let loose with asnarl that swiftly built to afull-throated roar. Vuffi Raa stopped in histracks so fast
that he nearly fell over backward, then went scuttling off, caling Magter! Mas-ter! inaplaintive voice.
Hah found Lando out back, with the Falcon. He didnt know which one of them he was gladder to see.
The Falcon was .dl in one piece, he was pleased to note.

For once, the gambler wasnt his usua dapper saf. Hah was surprised to see that he was wearing greasy
mechanics coverails, and his hands werefilthy as he gripped a hydros-panner.



Lando! Han shouted.

Hisfriend turned around, and his handsome features it up. Han, you old pirate! How long have you been
back? Just got home, Han said, shaking Landos hand. They grabbed each other, thumping each other on
the back, then stood back, grinning. Hey, Han, its good to see you, man!

Y ou, too!

Before the end of the day, Han and Chewie had leased their new ship from Lando. It wasasmall
SoroSuub freighter, Starmite-class, heavily modified. The ship was about two-thirds the size of the
Millennium Falcon, and had a blunt, rounded bow, thick, stubby wings, and arounded, thick body that
narrowed back to aflattened tail section. The ship resembled a coarse, unstreamlined tear-drop and, as
one of Hans Quarren acquaintances later told him, looked like something we raise for snacks. Each of
the wings ended in agun turret that held two fixed laser cannons, and the pilot aso controlled a set of
laser cannons mounted on the bow.

Hah christened her the Bria

Lord Aruk wishesto seeyou, Y our Excellency, Ganar Tos, Teroenzas mgordomo, said. Heiswaiting in
your office.

TheHigh Priest tensed. | dont think | can take any more of hiscriticism! he thought, hoisting himself out
of hisresting ding resentfully.

Lord Arnk and his offspring Durga had come for aspe-cid ingpection tour of the Ylesian operation two
days ago. Teroenza had been proud to show them the progress theyd made, the new factories, the
productive pilgrims, the stead-ily growing supply of vauable spice that theyd ship off-world. Hed even
been able to show them the new cleared plot of land for the new colony-Colony Eight.

But the more Teroenza had shown the Huitt Lord, the more Aruk had nitpicked. The High Priest was
beginning to fed alittle desperate.

Now, as he lumbered down the halway of the Adminis-

tration Building in Colony One, Teroenzas mind was busy

composing repliesto any of the charges Aruk might fling at

him. Production was up. The workerswere efficient. They

were exploring new exports. . . those ndatree frogs, for

example,

Aruk had developed quite atttste for them during hisvisit. Kibbick had introduced them to hisuncle,
ingsting that Aruk had to try them. Durga had sampled them a so, and had pronounced himself
unimpressed, but Aruk had loved the ugly amphibians, and had commanded Teroenzato make sure he
received asupply of live ones on every ship shuttling between Ylesaand Na Hutta

Teroenzaentered his office, trdng not to let his nervous-ness show. | amtiere, Y our Excdlency, he said
to Aruk.

The Hutt Ixrd was accompanied only by his offspring, Durga. He looked up at Teroenza. We need to
have atak, High Priest, he said gruffly.

Oh, no. Thisisworsethan | feared, Teroenzathought.

Yes, Your Excellency?

| am canceling your vacation, High Priest, Aruk said. | want you to stay here and bring Kil)bick up to
speed on al Ylesian operations. Hislevd of ignoranceis shameful, and it isyour fault! Teroenza, you
have forgotten who arethe truelords of Ylesia. Y ou have grown arrogant, and think yourself in
command. Thisisnot permissible. Y ou must learn your place, High Priest. When you have learned to
serve, to take the subservient role in governing thisworld, you will be rewarded. Only then can you
return to Na Hutta

Teroenzaremained slent during Arukstirade. When the Hutt Lord findlly ran down, hefound himself
wanting to quit, to just walk away from the entire ridicul ous opera-tion. Kibbick wasan idiot, and no
amount of coaching from his overseer was going to make the young Huitt into any-thing but an idiot!
And he hadnt seen hismate, Tilenna, in ayear. What if she decided to mate with someone €l se because
he had been gone so long? How could he expect her to remain faithful under these circumstances?
Resentment boiled up ingde the tlanda Til, but with agreet effort of will, tie managed to conced his



reaction.

It shdl be asyou say, Y our Excellency, he murmured.

| shall do my best.

Seethat you do, Aruk rumbled, in his deepest, most threatening tone. Y ou are dismissed, High Priest.
Teroenzas hot rage boiled and bubbled as he walked back to his quarters; but by the time he reached
them, he was cam again. Strangdly, coldly cam. He lowered himsdlf into hisresting ding and dismissed
his mgjordomo.

If histhoughts could have been expressed in oneword, it would have been Enough.

After afew more minutes of congderation, the High Priest reached for his comlink. The code hed
memorized al those months ago came readily to hisfingers as he tapped it out. And then, he keyed in the
following message

| anwilling to talk. What do you haveto offer?

With atriumphant, savage stab of hisdainty, finger, he keyed the message to SEND.

Teroenzaleaned back in hisresting ding and, for the first timein six months, felt at peace with the
universe.

The man in the Manda orian armor walked steadily down the dark, cavernous entrance hal of Jabbathe
Hutts palace on Tatooine. Once, years ago, the man had been a Journeyman Protector named Jaster
Mered. That had been before he killed aman, and paid the pricefor his crime.

Now he had no name save the one he had adopted for himself---Boba Fett. Over the past ten years, hed
become the best-known and most feared bounty hunter in the Em-pire. He was not an ImperiM bounty
hunter, though at times he worked for the Empire. He was not a Guild bounty hunter, though he regularly
took Guild commis-sions and paid dues. No, Boba Fett was an independent bounty hunter. He set his
own hours, sdlected hisown commissions, and lived by hisown rules.

He paused midway down the stairs leading to Jabbas throne room to survey what lay before him. The
huge chamber was dark, cavernous, filled with booming music. Everywhere bodies milled and swayed.
Fetts gaze followed the movements of severd of Jabbas humanoid dancing girls, admiring their lithe
suppleness. The bounty hunter was not one to indulge in sybaritic pleasures of the flesh, however. Boba
Fett wasfar too sdlf-disciplined to seek car-ha gratification. Thejoy of the hunt was his sole pleasure,
what he lived for. The credits were an extra, a necessary bonus, ameans to accomplish hisends, but it
was the hunt that nurtured him, kept him sirong and self-reliant and focused.

As Fett descended the steps that led into Jabbas audi-ence chamber, the Hutt Lords Twilek majordomo,
L obb Gerido, bustled toward the bounty hunter, bowing unctu-oudy and babbling gregtingsin his
fractured Basic. Fett ignored him.

Realizing that he would never be alowed to approach Jabba carrying his BlasTech EE-3rifle, Fett
carefully laid it down on the bottom step. He was till armed dangerously enough to have killed Jabba
and completely destroyed the audience chamber, and Jabba probably knew that, but the Hurt Lord also
knew Boba Fetts reputation for honesty. Jabba had paid him to come hele and speak with him, and it
would have been abreach of bounty hunter protocol for Fett to accept such ameeting if hed had an
outstanding bounty on Jabbas grotesque head.

Leaving hisblast rifle on the stairs, Fett strode straight up to Jabbas dais. The Hutt Ixrd wasreclining
above the crowd, so hed be high enough up to have the best view of dl the degenerate festivities. Even
from ins de the Manda orian face mask, Boba Fett could whiff the pungent odor of the Hutt. Something
between ancient mold and garbage.. . .

At agesture from the Hutt Lord, the band quieted down. Fett stood before Jabba, and inclined his head
dightly. He spoke Basic. Y ou sent for me?

| did, boomed Jabbain Huttese. Do you understand me, bounty hunter?

Fett inchned hishelmeted head inayes.

Very well. Lobb Gerido, clear the room, and then make yoursalf scarce.

Y es, Madter, the Twilek babbled, and then he scuttled about, head-rails flying, shooing dl tile sycxphants
and hangers-on out of the audience chamber. Findly, with alast bow, Gerido himsdlf vanished.

Jabba glanced around, took a puff off his hookah pipe, then, when lie was sure they were alone, he



leaned forward confidingly. Bounty hunter, | thank you for coming to see me. Y our five thousand credits
will be deposited before you leave this throne room. Fett nodded silently.

| have already spoken to the Guild representative in this sector, and arranged a generous endowment of
the Guildhouse, Jabba said. However, he told me that you are not governed by the Guild, though you
sometimes take on Guild coalmissions.,

Thats correct, Fett continned. He was becoming in-trigued. If Jabbajust wanted someone dead, why this
elab-orate buildup? What was the Bloated One getting at?

Jabba puffed thoughtfifily on hiswater pipe for nearly aminute, cogitating, his bulbous eyeswith their
ditted pupils blinking. Do you know why | have summoned you here, bounty limiter?

Im assuming its becanse you want to post abounty, so 11l hunt down and kill someone, Fett said. Thats
why people contact me.

No, Jabba said. He put the hookah aside and stared levelly at Fett, obvioudy getting to the point. | want
to pay you to not kill someone.

The macrobinocular viewplate that was built into Fetts Manda orian helmet included infrared vision, plus
motion and sound sensors. The bounty hunter could literaly see Jabbatense, and change color. Thisis
important to him, Fett realized, surprised. Most Hutts were such phenome-nally salfsh beingsthat hed
never heard of onewilling to stick hisneck out for anyone.

State your offer, Fett said.

Thereisan outstanding bounty of twenty thousand credits on a human who has proven very useful to me.
| wish to pay you twenty-five thousand to ignore that bounty until further notice.

Fett had one word for Jabba. Who?

Han Solo. Hesagood pilot, the best. He runs our spice on schedule, and the Imperials can never catch
him. Hes proven extremedy vauable to Desllijic. |1l pay you to stop hunting him.

Boba Fett stood there in silence, thinking hard.

For thefirg timein years, the bounty hunter was in a quandary, torn between his duty, his need for extra
credits, and his own personal desires. Jabbas offer was tempting in many ways. Boba Fetts ship, Savel,
had recently been damaged in an asteroid field, and Fett needed some rather expensive repairsto get the
weapons systems back up to full capability.

On the other hand, hed been looking forward to bring-ing Solo in for along time, ever since he and that
gambler friend of his, Calrissian, had captured, drugged, and robbed the bounty hunter. Boba Fett
couldnt allow two space bumsto get the best of himand live. . .

On the other hand, just last week, Lord Aruk of Besadii had contacted Boba Fett in an interstellar

hol o-communi-eation, and told him that he was no longer willing to pay top creditsfor Solo. Instead, he
wanted a priority live deliv-ery bounty on a Corellian woman, Bria Tharen. Hed raised the amount, too.
Tile bounty on her wasfifty thousand credits. And the Huit Lord had reduced the bounty on Solo to ten
thousand credits, disintegration now permitted. Ter-oenza, Fett gathered, was unaware of this change.
Fifty thousand credits was the biggest bounty currently on Boba Fettslist. Hed immediately begun
searching for thiswoman named Tharen, whom Aruk had described as being aleader in the Corellian
rebel movement. The Besadii Lord said shehad led araid to Ylesato rescue daves, and shewas also
suspected of leading severa space raidsto free daves bound from Ylesiato the mines of Kes-sd.

Fett had checked his sources, and traced the woman to Corellia, then to one of the Outer Rim sectors,
but then shed dropped out of sight completely. There was one pos-sible lead linking her to aprivate
yacht bound for Corns-cant, but that was an unconfirmed rumor at this point.

But . . . Fett hated the thought of not bringing in Solo to face ahumiliating, painful end a the hands of the
High Priest, Teroenza. Fett had tortured captives, when neces-sary, to obtain information. He didnt take
pleasureinit- or in their deaths, when that was what the bounty required.

But for Han Solo, he was willing to make an excep-tion . . .

Wdll? Jabbas deep voice boomed, startling Fett out of hisreflections. What do you say, bounty hunter?
Boba Fett thought fast, and finally. arrived at asolution that was, he felt, the best under the
circumstances. It d-lowed him to maintain hisintegrity as abounty hunter, while .aso dlowing him to do
the practica thing. Very wdll, he said. 111 take the twentyfive thousand. Aruk wants me to tmrue Tharen c



apriority anyway, hetold himsdf, so HI befi, Ifilling the client wish. And the bounty on the Tharen
woman isfifty th,ntsand, so when Ive brought her in, 11l send Jabba back his twenty-five, then hunt and
kill Solo. Honor issatisfied, 11l have Jidfilled my commissions, and gotten the chance to see Sob die.

It was agood compromise, Fett decided. Everyone ex-cept Teroenzawould be pleased-and, officialy,
Boba Fett wasnt working for the High Priest, he was working flit Lord Aruk. It was Aruks bounty, and
the Besadii Lord had made it clear that all he wanted was Solo dead. Simple and profitable. Fett was
stisfied.

Very wdll, Jabba boomed, obvioudy pleased. He. ,nadc anote on a pahn-sized datapad. A tota of thirty
thousand credits has just been added to your account.

Fett inclined his head in that not-quite bow. 11l show mysdf out, liesaid.

No, no, Jabba said hastily. Ibb will have to open the blast door for you. He pressed a button on his
datapad, and the Twilek appeared seconds later, head-tails flying. Lobb bowed repeatedly.

Farewd| Fett, Jabbasaid. | shdl keep you in mind for any further commissions Desllijic has.

Boba Fett did not reply, only turned and followed the magjordomo out, stopping on the way to pick up
Irisblast rifle.

The bluing sands of Tatooine seemed doubly bright af-ter the darkness of Jabbas throne room, but Boba
Fetts Manda orian hemet automaticaly filtered out the harmful rays, alowing himto seeclearly.
Boarding Save L lietook off, checking his departure vector, swooping low over the scorching desert.
Fett glanced down at those featurel ess expanses, those dunes that rippled, amost like the waves of an
ocean. Hed rarely been to Tatooine, and he couldnt imagine ever returning. What a desolate place He
knew that there was supposed to be life in the deserts, but here, there was nothing. Just unmarked sand.
But wait . . . what wasthat?

Fett leaned closer to his viewscreen as Slave | swooped over ahuge pit that yawned open at the bottom
of ade-presson in the sand. Fett thought he saw something mov-ing within the pit . . . spiky fronds or
perhaps tentacles.

Wonder what that thing is? he thought, sending Siave | soaring up into the atmosphere. Guessthereis
something living in that desert, after all.

Moments later the stark brownish world was far behind the bounty hunter, so distant it was not even a
mem-ory . ..

One week after leasing the Briafrom Lando, Han Solo was cursing the little freighter, himsdlf, Lando,
and the universein generd.

Chewie, old pal, Han said, during amoment of un-compromising honesty, | am anidiot for picking this
ship. Shesnothing but apaininthe ass.

Hrrrrrernnnnnn, rumbled Chewie, in complete agree-ment.

The Brianeeded consderable work, they discovered from amost the very beginning. Shed flown fine
during their test spin, but as soon as the lease was finalized, the problems erupted like geysers on the
methane moons of Thermon. Thefirg time they took their new acquisition out on asmuggling run, for the
first ten minutes the ship worked fine.. . . then the aft stabilizer shorted out, and they had to have her
towed back to Nar Shaddaa viatractor beam. They fixed the stabilizer, aided by Landos little ten-tacled
droidl VVuffi Raa (whom, it seemed, was the Millen-nium Falcons main pilot these days), and then tried
again. Thistimethe bow stabilizer blew.

Han and Chewiefixed the Briaagain, cursing and swest-ing through the repal, then tried again. And
again. Some-timestheir little SoroSuub Starmite worked fine; other timesthey were lucky- if they could
limp back to Landos shipyard for repairs.

The Brias navkmputer devel oped amnesiaand her hyperdrive went on vacation. On her good days, Hah
was such an expert pilot that he could coax afair turn of speed out of her, but n earlv every timethey
took her out on atest run, some new problem surfaced in the strip.

Hau complained to Lando, who only pointed out that the lease ttan had signed said asiis, and that hed
made no gnarantees about the ships spaceworthiness. Also, Lando pointed out-correctly-he was leasing
thelittle Starmite to Hah at a very reasonable price.

Han couldnt argue with that, but it didnt help when the Briajust quit cold, as she did at least haf thetime.



Han mentioned his ship woesto Mako, who introduced his friend to yet another of his acquaintances.
Master starship mechanic, pilot, and repair tech Shug Ninx, meet Hah Solo and his partner Chewtacca.
They got a ship needs some work.

Sting Ninx was humanoid, but though he looked mostly human, Han could tdl immediately that he had
some dien hlood. He wastall, with spiky brownish-blond hair and pae blue eyes. The sicin on the lower
half of hisface was mot-tled with pae spots, and his hands only had two fingers plusan extrajoint in his
opposable thumb. It gave him great dexterity when fiddling with machinery.

Han could tell from the manswary expression that Shug Ninx bad frequently met with suspicion because
of hismixed blood. Most of that distaste had probably come from Imperid officials. They regarded
anyone who was a haf-breed as alower-class citizen.

Hah held ol his hand, smiling. Pleased to meet you, Shug, he said. Think you can help me get this
bucket of bolts up and running?

We can suregiveit atry, Shug said, visibly relaxing. Bring her over to my spacebarn today, and well
check her out.

To reach Shugsfacility, Hah had to fly the Briadown a narrow abyss between thetall, vertical towers of
two huge, jumbled building complexes. When Hah and Chewie reached the spacebarn, Shugs huge
spacedock and ga-rage, located deep down in the warren that was Nar Shad-daa, he was impressed
with the facility. Wow, he said, looking around at dl the shipsin various states of assembly, this place
beats any Imp spacedock | ever saw. Y ouve got just about anything you could want here.

Equipment lined the walls, and was kicked into corners. At first glance the place seemed chaotic and
cluttered, but as Hah was soon to discover, Shug Ninx could immediately locate any piece of equipment
inthe place.

Y eah, Shug said proudly, obvioudy pleased by Hans frank admiration. | saved for along timeto buy this
place.

After Shug had a chance to check out the Bria, the half-breed shook his head mournfully. Hah, haf your
problem with this ship is that shes been modified using non-SoroSuub pas and components! Everyone
knows that SoroSuubs dont take kindly to that!

Can you help us get her running? Hah asked.

Shug nodded. Wont be easy, but well try.

Over the next few weeks, Hah and Chewie helped Shug Ninx fix up their new ship. Thetwo smugglers
worked each day until they were exhausted, tinkering and learning the intricacies of starship repair from
the master mechanic.

Hanwas so tired by al of the work, he dmaost quit going out, but one evening, on impulse, he stopped off
for adrink in aloca tavern he frequented in the Cordlian sector. The Blue Light served only liquor, and
was mostly adive, but Hah kind of liked the dark little place with its holo-posters of Cordlian cities and
natural wonders on thewall. It wastoo dark to see them well, of course-especialy after adrink or two.
But it suited him better than the glitzier joints.

While he was Sitting at the bar, Sipping an Alderaanian de, afracas erupted in the back of the place. Hah
jumped to hisfeet at the sound of awomans curse, then amans drunken growl. Hey, baby, thats no way
for alady totak!

Tm no lady, awoman said in adeep, angry voice. Peering into the dimness, Han could make out two
strug-gling figures, hear the sounds of a scuffle, then adap. Cmere, you tramp! the man said.

The woman swore, then Han heard the meaty sound of a punch. The man yowled, then lunged at her. As
he raced toward the back, Hah saw the mans feet |eave the floor. The woman tossed him, using a
single-shoulder throw that was accompanied by a popping sound. The man shrieked, a short, bitten-off
scream, then thumped to the floor and lay there, sniveling and whimpering.

When he reached the back of the dimly lit bar, Hah found ashort, spindly smuggler and thug-for-hire he
knew only as Jump moaning and writhing at the feet of atall woman. As Jumps buddy (who had wisdly
not joined the fracas) helped the thug Sit up, Han could see that hisarm hung at an odd angle, plainly
didocated. The woman stood over them, hand on the grip of her undrawn blaster, eyes narrowed, not
even breathing hard.



AsHan approached, she turned on him. Mind your own business, man!

Han took a step back before her flashing amber eyes. She was astal as he was, with skin the color of
Landos, and awild frizz of black curls standing out from her head like a brelets mane. She looked
tougher than neutnmium, and mad clear through.

The Cordlian hastily put lip both handsill agesture of peace. Hey, Im not oneto interfere. [Jooksto me
like the Situations been handled.

| can take eare of mysdlf, she snapped, striding past him on her way toward the front entrance. Her boot
heels clicked on the scarred floor. She wore along, tan-colored skirt, abrown silk blouse, and a half
carapace of black ar-mor, festooned with metallic studs. Her blaster rode her hip, and Han could tell by
itsworn grip that she knew exactly what to do withiit.

Intrigued, hejogged up totile front of the Blue Light, then, carefid not to stand between her anti the front
door, Han gestured to a couple of empty bar stools. So . . . do you have to rush of F? Cant | buy you a
drink? he asked.

She studied him for along moment, her anger fading. In the back, Jumps whimpers faded as the thug was
led out the back way by hisfriends. Maybe, she said. Sticking out a gauntleted hand, she said, Sdla
Zend.

Han Solo. They shook, then Hah threw aleg over the nearest bar stool. What are you drinking? Salla sat
down, tot). Mad Mrdf, straight up.

Right, said Han, carefully not showing any reaction to the strong liquor. He wouldnt have drunk Mad
Mrelf on a bet-tales abounded of spacers w4o had gone on aMad Mrelf spree, and wound up in Imp
labor camps-or worse.

They talked, and Hah discovered that Sallawas also a smuggler, newly cometo Nar Shadtiaa. Ive got a
ship, she said. The Rimrunner. But it needs some work. Ive got someinodificatiens Id like to make.

Hey, Hah said, do | know aplace for you. My ships getting some work done, too. Theguysared
wizard. Name of Shug Ninx.

Im apretty good mechanic mysdf, Sallasaid. Id like to meet your friend.

Im going back to work on the Briatomorrow morn-ing, Han said. If you like, why not meet me
tomorrow, and we can go over to Shugs spacebarn together?

She gave him ameasuring glance, then smiled, adow, amused smile. Ive got abetter ideg, shesaid. You
come home with metonight. Can you cook?

Hans eyes widened. Wdll/Tak about being direct/

He smiled back at her, hisdow, lopsided grin. He could tdll that even Sdlawasnt immuneto its
effects-or maybe it was the drink. Sure, he said. One of my best friends was a cook.

Sdlalaughed. Hey, Solo, give agirl abreak and turn off the charm. Want to break my heart?

No, Han said, reaching out to touch the back of her hand with one finger, | want to fix you dinner.
Sounds like agreat plan to me. Y ou like traladon steaks? Sure, she said lightly. Rare.

[ keep that in mind, Han promised.

When they finished their drinks, they went out into the squalid Nar Shaddaa Street. Sdlla hooked her arm
through Hans. Im glad | found you. | burn water, so | dont even try cooking anymore. | love the prospect
of ahome-cooked dinner.

Han smiled at her again, putting every bit of charm he possessed into it. Dinner it is. Then maybe. . .
break-fast?

She laughed and shook her head. Y ou are arogue, arent you!

| try, Han said modestly.

Wéll, dont push your luck, honey, she warned, smiling to let him know she wasnt offended. | can take
care of mysdf.

Remembering how Salla had handled Jump, Han had to agree. He nodded, and resolved to back off . . .
for the moment.

Over the next few weeks, Han and Salla continued to see each other, and their relationship developed
and grew closer. By thetime thevd been dating for amonth, ttan wasfixing her breakfast, and everyone
recognized them asacouple.



They had alot in common, and Han enjoyed tile time they spent together. She was an exciting, vibrant
woman, smart, sensud, and direct. As Han got to know her better, he discovered she did have atender
Sde, though it didnt surface often.

Hah introduced Sdlato Shug, and the two of them hit it off immediately, too, though not romantically. It
turned out that SMlawas an expert technician, more a home with alasertorch than most smugglers. She
told them shed been atech on a corporate transport before shed managed to ac-quire Rimrum;er. Sadla
occasionally ran spice, but her cargo of choice was weapons. She was an expert gunrunner, fear-less and
eficent.

Soon Sdlawasaregular at Shugs spacebarn, where al the smugglers hung out, fixing their ships,
swapping stories, and vying with each other to set new performance records. Han fimnd that, sooner or
later, most of the human smug-glers, and many of the non-humans, wound up at Shugs spacebarn. Many
of his pasfrom Smugglers Run ap-peared, even, on one notable occasion, XVynni.

Zeen and Kid, asmuggler and thief named Rik Dud, Snewy AnaBlue, Roaand Mako. . . dl of them
had good times at Shugs spacebarn. Shug had only three rults no intoxicants of any kind, pay promptly
for use of toolsor hisor histechs services, and clean up after yoursell .

Hah eventually wound up introducing Sallato Lando, and the two of them hit it off, so. Hah could tell
they were atracted to each other, but Sallamade it clear that Hah was her choice. . . for the moment.
One day, when Hah was up on the top hull of the B,ria, working on the main defieetor, Chewbaeca
roared at him, telling him to climb down, someone wanted to see him. Han scuttled down the ladder, to
find ayouth standing there, ahandsome kid with brown hair and brown eyes. He reminded Han alittle of
himself, when hed beenin hislate teeus.

The young man held out ahand. Han Solo? Its an honor to meet you. Im Jarik. Jarik Solo.

Hans eyes widened as he shook hands. Solo? he asked blankly.

Y eah, the kid answered. Solo. | think we must be related. Im Corellian, too.

Since Hah knew of only two relatives he could €laim (and he didnt choose to claim them-hisaunt Tiion
was areclusive paranoid and her son, Hans cousin Thrackan Sal-Solo, wasasadistic creep . . .
asstuning ether of them was il dive), he wasnt sure how to reply to this. Redlly? he said finaly. Thats
interesting. What branch are you from?

Uh, well, I think that nay uncle Renn was your fathers second cousin, the youth said glibly.

Renn was aeoxnmon name on Corellia. Han smiled.

Could be, he said. Cmon over here and letstalk.

Iteled the youth into Shugs cluttered office and poured them both a cup of stim-tea. Chewie followed
thein in, and Han introduced thet, VVookiee properly. Chewie hrrrrrmn-ned at Jarik, and ttan couM tell
he liked the young man. So, whyd you look me up? ttan asked.

Well, Id liketo learn piloting, the boy replied. And | hear youre the best. 11l work, if youll teach me, gir. |
promiselll work hard.

Wil-ttan glaneed over at die Wookiee-we conld use a hand with getting the Briafixed up, | guess. You
any good with a hydrospanner?

Yessr Jarik said. | suream.

Well see, Hah said.

At firgt heinvited the youngster to hang around because he wanted to keep an eye on him. Han didnt
believe that the boy was from Corellia. He just didnt look right, some-how. He asked Roa, as the senior
smuggler, whether he knew anything about ayoung man named Jarik.

It took a month, but Roawas able to discover that young Jarik was a street kid, born and raised in the
depths of Nar Shaddaa. Hed grubbed for every mouthful, every credit, turning his hand to whatever
work he could find. His par-entage was unknown, probably even to him. Hed aways been a denizen of
Nar Shaddaa, hanging out in the Corel-lian sector. It was possible that at least one of his parents was
Cordlian.

When Hah knew for sure that the youth had lied to him, he considered sending the kid packing, but by
that time, hed gotten used to having him around. The youth hung on his every word, tagging along
whenever Han would let him. The worshipful attention wasflattering. And, after dl, Han rationaized, it



wasnt as though he himself had never told alieto get hisfoot in the door . . .

Jarik proved to be afast learner. Han taught him to man the Brias portside gun turret, and he proved to
have excd-lent reflexes and aim. Since pirate activity in Hutt space had been up lately, Hah wound up
taking the kid on mogt of their runs. After discussing the matter with Chewbacca, Hah decided not to tell
the youngster that they knew his name wasnt Solo. It was Chewie who pointed out that it obviousy
meant alot to Jarik to finaly have a surname. Wookiees were very family-oriented, and Chewie felt sorry
for file boy.

Soon after Han and Sdlla started their rel ationship, the Bria was spaceworthy. Shugs modifications had
increased her speed until she was avery respectable little vessel. But shewas dtill, as Jarik put it, one
unpredictable lady.

One rnn the Briawould perform perfectly, but the next . . . there seemed no end to the grief she gave
Hah, Chewie, and Jarik out in the spacelanes. Han learned a whole new vocabulary of Wookiee swear
words while he and Chewie swested to fix their recacitrant craft.

Once the sublight motivator burned out as they were skimming past the black-hole clusters of tlle Maw.
That was interesting. For awhile, Han didnt believe they were ever going to make it back to Nar
Shaddaa. If it hadnt been fi)r Chewies quick repair work and Itans piloting expertise, the freighter would
have been sucked into ablack hole.

Han found them a new gpartment, abigger one, in abetter part of the Cordllian section. He was
frequently not at home, stang over at Sallas place, so he alowed Jarik to spend the night so Chewbacca
would have company.

Life, Hah reflected (when lie had time to reflect, which wasnt often), was good. It had been at least two
months since any bounty hunters had surfaced, and there hadnt been anv sightings of Boba Fett. He and
Chewie were earning a decent living, and they had aship of their own. He had friends, and somebody
specid in hislife, somebody who could talk the language of smugglers. ttan was as con-tent as hed ever
been. ..

Deep in aremote area of space, between systems, two Hurt ships rendezvoused at a set of highly secret
coordi-nates. Both ships belonged to members of the Desilijic kgidic, though neither ship was piloted by
Hah Solo. One ship was Jabbas yacht, Star Jewel, and the other was Jiliacs yacht, Dragon Pead.

Under the urnrig of their pilots, who goosed tile shipstoward each other with little taps on their
maneuvering thrusters, the two ships edged closer and closer, until they werein docking range. An
umbilical tube extended from the airlock of Star Jewe, until it touched and anchored itsdlf against the
airlock of Dragon Pearl. The Hutt yachts hung in space, attached to each other by the tube.

Jabba and Jiliae were aboard Star Jewel. Comfortably ensconced in the yachts luxurious salon, Jiiae
cradled her young offspring in her arms. As the ships instrumentsindi-cated that the two shipswere
successfully connected, Jiliae put her tiny, unformed grub of ababy Huttlet down near her pouch-dit, and
dlowed tilelittle creature to crawl in-side. Infant Hutts survived mostly insde their mothers pouch for the
first year or so of their young lives.

Asthetwo Hutts waited expectantly, they heard severa sets of footsteps coming down the corridor. The
door opened, and Teroenza, High Priest of Ylesia, entered.

The huge horned being was dmost dwarfed by the enor-mous duglike Hutts, but Teroenza didnt seem
particularly overawed, Jiliae noted. She gestured gracioudy to atlanda Til resting ding shed had specidly
ingtaled. Welcome, Teroenza. Please make yoursdf at home. | trust you were able to camouflage your
absence from your world?

My timeislimited, Teroenzasaid. | set off in aland-skimmer this morning, with aGamorrean pilat,
ostensibly to make a personal inspection of the Colony Eight con-struction. Halfway there, in the deepest
jungle, | knocked the guard out, then set the skimmer to crash into ajungle giant. Then | tossed athermal
detonator into the wreckage, and when it was burning well, | tossed the guard in. Y our ship was waiting
precisdly where you guaranteed it would be. Tomorrow it can set me back in that area, and | shal
suitably batter and dirty myself, then come staggering out of the jungle in time to meet one of the search
parties. Aruk will suspect nothing.

Well done, Jiliac said. But, asyou note, our timeis limited. Let us get right down to business. Aruk has



be-comea. . . nuisance. A nuisance we would like to dis-pense with.

Teroenzasnorted. No matter how high production is, heisdissatisfied. | have not seen my matein over a
year. Heforbids meto take even ashort visit home. And he has reduced the bounty on Han Solo, and
dtered it to akill on sight, disintegrations okay bounty! He forbade meto raiseit, evenif | paid with my
own credits. Said | was obsessed with Solo! When he did that, | could no longer support him.
Contemplating the dow death of that Corellian space tramp has been my only pleasure for months. When
| reemember how he. . . the High Priest went on with hislitany of grievances against Han Solo.

Jabba and Jiliac looked at each other during Teroenzastirade. Jiliac knew that Jabba had made some
arrangement with Boba Fett so Solo could continue to work for them without fear of bounty hunters.
However, that was not in-formation Teroenza ever needed to know.

Seconds later Teroenzaran down. He bowed. My apol-ogies, Excellencies. Asyou said . . . to business.
Firgt, we need to determine aprice for your . . . as-sistance, TeroenTt, Jabba pointed out. The tlanda Til
named a sum. Jabba and Jiliac glanced at each other. Neither spoke. After a couple of minutes, Teroenza
named a second, significantly lower sum. This one, while high, was not un-reasonable. Jiliac took asmdll
crustacean from atray near her resting dais, and contemplated it for severa seconds. Done, she said,
then popped the treat into her mouth. | want no one to suspect murder, she said matterof-factiy. It must
besubtle. . .

Subtle... Teroenza murmured, absently stroking his horn, which aready looked as though it had been
freshly oiled. Not an armed attack, then.

Far fromit, Jliac said. Besadii security is second only to our own. Our troops would haveto blast their
way in, and the whole of Na Huttawould know who started it. No armed attacks.

An accident? Jabbawondered aoud. Perhaps with hisriver barge? | understand Aruk enjoys his
afternoon excursions. He often entertains on theriver.

Possible, Jliac said. But such an accident isdifficult to control. It might destroy Durga, to(), and | do not
want Durgakilled.

Why, Aunt? Durgais clever. He could be a possible threat to us, Jabba pointed out.

Before Jiliac could respond, Teroenzadid. Settling deeper into hisresting ding, the High Priest picked a
pick-led ruff-roach off aplate and sampled it. Because, thetlanda Til said thoughtfidly, Durgawill have
trouble con-trolling Besadlii. There are many in the kgjidic who fed heisnot fit to rule because of his
birthmark. They say heisill-marked, and tiNusill-fated. Do away with Durga, and the kgidic may well
unite much more strongly behind the new leader.

Jliacinclined her head to Teroenza. Y ou reason like aHutt, Priest, she said.

Teroenzawas gratified. Thank you, Y our Excedllency.

No assault, no accident, Jabba nmttered. What, then?

| have apossible plan, Jliac said. A substance that Aruk can ingest. It has the advantage of being ahnost
unde teetable in the tissues. And Milleit isworking, it dows and dulls the tiNinking processes, so that the
victim makes poor decisons. For Aruk to make poor decisionsisto our bene-fit.

Agreed, Aunt, Jabba said. But... poison? We Hutts are extremely resistant to poisons. For one of us,
even an old one like Aruk, to ingest enough poison to kill uswould surdly be noticed and remarked upon.
Jiliac shook her massve head, amannerism shed picked up from humans. Not theway | am thinking of
it, Nephew. This substance, when introduced into the body, gradualy poisonsthe victim. It concentrates
inthe brain tissues of higher life-forms. Over along period of ingestion, the victim becomes actually
addicted to the poison, to the point where sudden cessation of the substance will cause withdrawal
symptoms so severe, they will result in either death or such massive brain damage that Aruk will be of no
further harm to any of us.

And you can get supplies of this substance? Teroenza asked excitedly.

It isextremely expensive and rare, Jliac said. But . . yes. | can procure sufficient quantities. But how do
we get him to take it? Jabba asked. Y our Excellencies, | can manage that! Teroenzawas bouncing up
and down in hisding, like ayoungster in agame. The nada-tree frogs! Surely they would work! Explain,
Priegt, Jliac commanded.

Teroenzawent on to explain about the Besadii Irds predilection for the nala-tree frogs. Ever since he



went home, two weeks ago, he has demanded an aquarium of live nda-tree frogswith every shipment of
processed spice we send home to Na Huttal Thetlanda Til rubbed histiny, dmost delicate hands
together excitedly. And how would we use them?

The naatree frogs are far from being higher life-forms. They have dmaost no brain to spesak of . | doubt
expo-sure to your poison would kill them.

From what | know of this substance, that would be so, Jiliac said. Continue, please.

| could raise the ndatree frogsin water to which | have added your poison, Teroenza said. From the
timethey are smal wigglers, they would be swimming through water containing concentrations of your
substance. The nala-tree frogs tissues would be riddied with the poison- and Aruk will consume them
greedily! Asthemonthsgott | illcrease the eoncentration of the poison in the water, and Amk gradually
consumes more and more of the poison. Over time, he becomes addicted to it. Then, when hes
thoroughly dependent on the substance- He made a quick yanking-away gesture. No more poison!
Clean frogd

And hewill diein agony, Jliac said. Or suffer perma-nent brain damage. Either of which will serve our
needs.

Jabbaleaned forward. | say we doit. Jliacs schemefitsal our requirements.

| will transmit thefirst of your payments, Jiliac said.

Y ou must tell me where you want the credits sent.

Teroenzas bulging eyestook on a crafty gleam. Rather than credits, 1 would mostly likeitemsfor my
collection. That way | can hide the payments. When | need crediits, | can sdll off a piece, and no one will
be the wiser.

Vewel, Jliac said. Y ou must provide usalist of acceptableitems. If we cannot find them, we shall
deposit creditsinstead. But we will try for the piecesfor the collec-tion.

Excellent, said Teroenza. We have aded. A toast, cried Jabba To our dliance, and to Amks end.

A toast! echoed Teroenza, raising an ornate cup. My firgt use of my new wealth will beto place such a
high bounty on Hah Solos head that eve boun hunter in the galaxy will belooking for him!

Tothe death of Aruk! Jliac said, raising her cup.

The death of Arnk! Jabba exclaimed.

Teroenza hesitated for barely an instant, then said, with great resolution, The death of Aruk . . . and of
Solo.

Together, they drank

After Teroenza had |eft, to be spirited back to Ylesia aboard the Dragon Pearl, Jabba and Jiliac began
planning their strategy. When Aruk was gone, they would gradually take over the Ylesian operation. One
by one, they would eiminate key Besadii, until the decimated clan would fal into penury and obscurity.
Thethought made them extremely chearful.

Their good mood was broken, however, by Lobb Ger-ido, who appeared, wringing his hands. Y our
Excellencies.. . one of your operatives on Regolith Prime hasjust for-warded avid-cast to us. Most
disturbing news from Impe-rial Center! The pilot hasrecorded it. If Y our Excdllencieswill turn on your
holo-projector . . .

Concerned, Jiliac did so. The three-dimensiona scene built before them, and the Hutts recognized their
local Moff, Sam Shild. Thiswas obvioudy aforma press confer-ence setting. Behind Shild, they could
seethe familiar ky-line of Imperid Center, the planet that used to be caled Coruscant.

Citizens of the Inner and Outer Rim Territories, he said, his pale festures benesth waxy dark hair setin
grim lines, our exdted and wise Emperor has been forced to put down yet another insurrectionin
Imperid space. Vi-cious rebels, using wegpons that have been traced to our sector, attacked an Imperia
emplacement on Rampall, wounding and daying anumber of Imperia troops.

The Emperorsreprisa has been immediate, and the rebel s have been routed and captured. Many civilian
liveswere lost when the rebdl butchers turned their weapons on innocent citizens. This outrage cannot be
alowed to con-tinue!

Our Emperor has cdled upon dl of hisloyad sectorsto aid himin cutting off thetraffickinginillega
wesponry. | am proud to say that | am responding to the Emperors call in the most immediate and



viscera terms. Wedl know that the source of much of theillega gunrunning and drug traf-ficking
emanates from Hutt space. Tothisend, | am cdling on dl citizens of our sector to support meas| shut
down the Hutt scourge! 1t is my intention to wipe out the smug-gling trade, and bring the Huit crimelords
to their knees! Shild paused, asif suddenly recalling that Hutts did not have knees. Um. . . figuratively
speaking, of course.

He cleared histhroat. To reach thisgod, | am autho-rized to utilize deadly force. The Hurts will learn that
they cannot flout Imperia law with impunity. He raised afist in asweeping military gesture. Law and
order will preval once morein our Territories!

The holo faded out on Shildsringing last words. Both Hutts looked at each other for along moment. This
isnot good, Aunt, Jabbasaid, findly.

Not good at al, Nephew, Jiliac agreed. She cursed softly. How can Shild have found the courage to go
agang US?

Obvioudy, heisnow more afraid of Pd patine than heis of us, Jabbasad.

We shall haveto teach him hiserror, Jiliac said dowly. We cannot alow Nal Huttato be governed by the
Em-peror and hiswretched minions.

Indeed not, Jabba agreed.

Jliac congdered for amoment. However, asacompro-mise. . .

Yes, Aunt?

Perhaps we can reason with Shild. Buy him off. Let him have Nar Shaddaa and the smugglers. We can
adwaysfind moresmugglers. . .

Jabba licked histongue over the edges of hislipless mouth, as though hed tasted something particularly
sweet. Aunt, | like the way you think.

We must send Shild amessage, Jiliac decided. And gifts. . . expensive ones, so hewill pay attention.

Y ou know how greedy heis. Surely hewill . . . see reason.

Surely, Jabba agreed. But who will carry the mes-sage?

Jliae thought for amoment, then the corners of her huge, wide mouth turned up. | know just the sen-tient

Han Solo stood before Jiliacs dais, eyeswide. His mouth dropped open. Y ou want me to what?
Careful, Captain Solo, Jabba cautioned. Y ou must address the Lady Jiliac with respect.

Han ignored the Hutt Lord. But . . . but . . . he sputtered, thats crazy! Thats like asking meto point agun
at my own head and pull the trigger! We all heard Shild, how he was cracking down on smugglers. In
caseitses-caped your notice, Your Ladyship, Im asmuggler-he jerked histhumb at his own chest and if
| walk into Sam Shilds placeto give him your gifts and your message, thatll be thelast freewalk | ever
take! No! | ant doing it! Inwardly he was alittle surprised at his own temerity in speaking to the powerful
Hutt leadersin such amanner, but Jiliacs cam request had roused his temper. Just who did the Hutts
think they were, anyhow?

Captain Solo. Jliac did not take umbrage a Hans words or tone. Cam yoursdlf. We will provide you
with new clothing, the best of faked 1Ds, and one of our own courier vessals. No onewill know you are
Han Solo, smug-gler. All they will know isthat you are adiplomatic envoy from Na Huitta, duly
authorized and designated to deliver our message and our gifts.

Han took a deep breath. Under those circumstances, maybe. . .

What isit worth to you, to get your message deliv-ered? he asked, findly.

Ten thousand credits, Jiliac said, without batting an eye.

Hah gasped. That much! For just flying to Coruscant and back!

He stared at the Huitt leaders for amoment, then turned to Chewbacca What do you think, pal?
Chewiewas plainly astorn as hewas. The big Wookiee grumbled and rumbled, then finally commented
that with that kind of money, they could start saving for a ship they could buy. But it was Han whod be
risking his skin, he added, so the final decision should be Hans.

The Cordlian thought for another moment, then turned

back to Jfiiac and Jabba. All right, he said. Ill do it for

ten thousand. All of it in advance.



Jabba began to protest, but Jiliac shushed him with agesture. Very well, Captain. Ten thousand in
advance. When can you leave?

If you can get methe IDs and vessel today, Hah said grimly, well leave tomorrow morning.

It shall be done, Jiliac said.

The Huitt leader was as good as her word. By the next morning, Hah had received excellent faked 1Ds,
identifying him as one Jobekk Jonn, officia Hutt diplomatic envoy. The ship was a speedy little Cordlian
courier vessd named Quicksilver. Hah was given asuit of clothing better than anything hed ever even
touched before-atomuon-wool jacket and trousers, cut in the very latest style.

At Chewies suggestion, Hah cultivated a short beard during the time it took them to fly to Cornscant.
When they docked at one of Coruscants many spacedocks, he dicked his hair straight back from his
brow, and was amazed at how different he looked. The spiffy gray suit made him look like a bureaucrat,
completely erasing al traces of the smug-gler.

| feel naked without my blaster, Han grumbled. But they restrict wegpons here on Cornscant . . . | mean,
Im-perial Center. Besides... | guess diplomatic envoys dont wear guns.

Chewie commented sadly that Hah no longer looked scruffy, in approved Wookiee fashion. Instead he
appeared as deek and polished as |apistone.

Trust me, pd, | cant wait till | can turn back into my-self, Han said.

Then, picking up his package of gifts, and the holocube message from Jfiiac and the Grand Councfi of
Nal Hutta, Han left Quickslver and took a shuttle down to Imperia Center.

Being back in the Imperid capita city brought back alot of memories, most of them unpleasant ones.
Bria had left him on Coruscant. Here hed been hunted across the roof-tops by Garris Shrike. His
court-martia had taken place in the headquarters of the Imperia Navy . . . Hah already had the address
for the Moff. Shild main-tained severa residences on different worlds, but at the moment, hewasin
Imperid Center, attending conferences on law and order in the Empire.

Hah reached the M offs residence, aluxurious pent-house in one of the citys most elegant buildings. After
go-ing through multiple security checks, he handed his credentids to the mg ordomo, an elderly human
male, and then sat down in the antechamber. Only astrong effort of will kept him from fidgeting.

After waiting for nearly forty-five minutes, the major-domo appeared. My master can give you only afew
min-utes, he said. He is departing this evening for Velga Prime.

Nice, Han thought. Velga Prime was the most opulent gambling planetoid in the known gaaxy.
Hefollowed the mgjordomo down a succession of carpeted hallways. Automatically, Han memorized the
way, just in case things went sour and he had to make a quick escape.

Findly, the mgordomo ushered him into an office big-ger than Hafts gpartment back on Nar Shaddaa.
Master Jobekk Jonn, of Na Hutta, Y our Excellency, the old man intoned.

Moff Sam Shild was atall, pale, ascetic-seeming man with oiled black hair and athin, pointy mustache.
Sender to the point of emaciation, he had pale, cold-looking hands with e ongated fingers.

Hewore no jewelry except ablack krayt dragon pearl in one earlobe. His suit was the same opal escent
black asthe jewd.

He gestured brusquely to aseat. Im afraid | must be brief, Jonn. | redlize that the Hutts have been.. . .
gener-ousto my administration in the past, but the Emperor has made hiswishes clear. My hands are
tied. Letsnot be hasty, Y our Excdllency, Han said, watch-ing his diction and grammar. Unconscioudly,
he dipped back into his speech patterns from when hed been an Im-perid officer. | believe you will find
the Hutt offerings and message Ive brought to be of interest. May 1?

Shild nodded shortly. Han carefully placed the package on the table. Please openit, he said.

Very wdl, the Moff said. Carefully he opened the package, and from the way his eyeslit up, Han could
tell that the Hutt Lords knew histasteswell.

A smdl slver pipe, encrngted with semiprecious gems. A miniaturized holo-projector so smdll it would fit
into ahu-man palm. A necklace made of gold and platinum wire, encrnsted with golden cornscagems.
For your lady, sir, Hah said smoothly.

Yes, shewill likethis. . . muttered the Moff. A line appeared between his brows as he quickly scanned
the holocubes message, which he trigged to display by means of hisretind pattern.



Look here, Jonn, he said when hed finished reading it, | wish that | could offer Nd Huttamore
assurances, but as| told you before, | have no choice. The Emperor has cdled upon dl Imperid wodds to
tighten down on smug-gling, gunrunning, and other illegd activities. My sector contains Hutt space, and
unfortunately the Hutt reputation for dishonesty is so well known that | cannot possibly cover for them. |
will, however, promise Nd Huttano armed reprisasif they cooperate.

Cooperate in what way?

Do their best to become loyd, law-abiding citizens of the Empire.

Thatll be the day, Hah thought. What about Nar Shad-daa? he asked, unable to help himsalf. Fear for
himsdlf and hisfriends made his mouth dry.

| shal have to make an example of Nar Shaddaga, Shild said. By thetime | am finished with the
SmugglersMoon, it will no longer support the smuggling industry. Itsinhabit-antswill belucky if it can
gtill support sentient life,

Han tried to conced his shock. What are we going to do?

Shild shook hishead. And now, Im afraid, | must de-part. | regret that you had to travel so far for only a
short interview, but | did warn your Hutt mastersthat | would be unableto. . . bend. . . over thisissue.
Shild stood up, and automatically Han did aso. Sam? came avoice from behind the door leading into the
next room. Caught in the act of turning, Hah froze.

Theat voice/

My dear, | amin here, cdled Shild. | wasjust about to show the diplomatic envoy from Nd Hutta out.
The door opened, and awoman stood there, smiling. Sam, darling, she said, we must hurry. The shuttle
iswaiting on the rooftop. Will you be much longer?

Han turned his head, and their eyes met for thefirst timein six years.

Bria Tharen. Thistime, there was no mistake. Briastood there, dressed in aflowing silken gown that
made her seem just as much of an ornament as anything esein Shilds paatid home. The low-cut gown
was turquoise, the color of her eyes. She was stunningly beautiful.

As she gtared back at Han, she blinked, and went alittle pde. Her smile did not waver, though.

Shes good, Itan thought. He knew hed betrayed his shock, but fortunately Shild wasnt looking at him.
Han hadtily pulled himself back together, composing hisfeaturesinto apolite, neutrd mask.

Shild gestured at Bria. Master Jobekk Jonn of Na Hutta, my... niece ... Bria

Only Hansyears of playing sabacc saved him. As Briacomposedly held out her hand with athroaty, Itsa
plea-sure to meet you, Master Jonn, Han was able to take it and bow over it with asuave smile.

The pleasureisal mine, he said. Shild, you are avery lucky man, to have such alovely . . . niece.

He saw afaint wave of color brighten her cheeksat hisgibe. Y ou look familiar, Sr, she said. Havent |
seen you before? Her voice was cool and disinterested.

Han knew she was baiting him. Perhaps on WANTED posters, Han murmured, so quietly Shild couldnt
hear.

Then bowing cx)ldly over her hand once more, he let go of her-though al he wanted to do was grab her
and bring her with him!--and bowed formally to Shild. Thank you for your time, Y our Excdllency.

Then, turning away, Han strode resolutely from the

room,

Later that same night, much later, BriaTharen lay in her small bunk aboard the MoWs yacht, muffling her
sobsin her pillow. Every time she recdled the look in Hans eyes, she wanted to wail adoud.

It was only too obvious that hed thought the worst- that she was Shilds concubine. Sobs shook her. That
was what he was supposed to think, after al. That was what Sam Shild wanted everyone to think.

In truth, the MoWs sexud preferences did not run to human females. Briatraveled with him asalovely
show object, to be displayed to Imperid officids, just as Shild would display any trophy.

She kept his home running smoothly, listened to him when he wanted someoneto talk to, oversaw his
household staff and office, and generdly kept MoW Sam Shildslife running smoothly.

But she had never shared his bed, which was the only thing that made this current assignment bearable.
And now . . . now Han had seen her, and thought the worst. Even dl the information Bria had been able
to fun-nel to the rebel movement back on Corellia couldnt ease the grief and shame shefelt.



Her pillow waswet. Briaturned it over, and then lay there, staring into the darkness, asthe Moffs yacht
streaked through hyperspace.
Hah . . . shewhispered brokenly. Han. ..

On theway back to Nar Shaddaa, Chewbacca flew the Hutt courier ship QuicksIver competently, but
his mind was not completely on hiswork. The Wookiee glanced over at his partner, the human to whom
hed sworn alife debt, and his blue eyes crinkled with concern. Han was dumped in the copilots seet,
scowling blackly at the star-lined void of hyperspace. Hed been like thisfor days now, ever since hed
boarded Quicksilver following his mission to the Moffs resdence on Coruscant. Herarely spoke, and
when hedid, dl he did was complain and make sarcastic comments.

And he complained about everything-the food, the speed of thelittle c ourier ship, Chewies piloting, the
te-dium of spacetravel, the greed of the Hultts. . . any sub-ject the Wookiee had tried to introduce, Han
had had a great many negative thingsto say about it.

For thefirgt time since hed met the Corellian, Chewbacca actually wondered whether there might be
cir-cumstances under which renouncing alife debt was the honorable thing to do. More honorable, say,
than murder-ing the person to whom one owed the life debt . . .

Thisthing moves like a thousand-year-old Hutt, Han grumbled. Y oud think with the size of the engines,
shed be able to make some speed ., . think you could get her to go alittle faster if | got out and pushed?
Chewbacca restrained himself and commented that it wouldnt be too long now before they were back on
Nar Shaddaa

Y eah, and it cant be too soon for me, Han said bit-terly. He got up and paced nervoudy around the
cramped Cabin. When he turned abruptly, he whacked his head on alow stanchion and began cursing a
blue stresk.

When hefindly began to repeat himsdf, Han growled, then threw himsalf back into tile copflots seet.
After wereturn the Hutts little bucket of boltsto them, | guesswell have to head for Smugglers Run. If
the Br- he seemed to choke on the word, then amended, if that blasted ship of ourswill makeit through
the ateroid field.

Chewbacca asked why theyd be heading for Smugglers Run. Wynni, he pointed out, would likely be at
Smugglers Run, and she was the last person he wanted to see. The Wookiee wasnt sure he could take
much more of the way she was s0 free with her paws.

Listen, pal-Hans voice dripped sarcasm-in caseit aint occurred to you, itsal over for Nar Shaddaa.
Moff Sam Shild has probably already ordered hisfleet to assem-ble out near Teth. Were shakin the dust
of that miserable excuse for amoon off our feet for good.

Wheat fleet? Chewbacca wanted to know.

Oh, each Imperia Moff has his own discretionary peacekeeping squadron, Han said, propping his boots
on the console, not bothering to look before he plunked them down. Chewie was relieved to seethat he
missed the DECZL-ER"TE control. Sudden decelerations while in hyperspace were not agood idea.
No doubt Shild has one, too. His fleets probably not the best, but itll be more than enough for the
misson.

Chewbacca was confused. Why wouldnt the Mollsfleet be the best available?

Oh, itsjust the way things go in the Imperid Navy. Since Hutt spaceisout hereinthe Rim, far from
civilization that is, Cornscant-1d bet Sam Shild got stuck with al the ol der ships and weaponry, while all
the newest, best stuff went to Rampa 1 and Rampa 2.

Rampa 17 Chewie asked. Hed thougilt only Rampa 2 lad experienced an uprising.

Y eah, well, when the citizens of Rampa 1 heard about what was going on, they rose up, too, Han said.
For dl the good its gonnado cm.

Chewie commented that he hated the Empire that had endaved him, and wished he could help bring it
down.

Hah snorted. Hey, pal, dont hold your bregath. Palpa-tines got more weapons and starships than he
knows what to do with. Any rebellion againgt the Empireis doomed.



The Wookiee pilot did not believe his partners pro-nouncement, and said so. It made senseto him that at
some point the Imperia worlds, tired of Papatinesiron fist, would unite and rebd.

Hah shook his head sourly. Never happen, Chewie. And if it did, theyd be doomed. Just like Nar
Shaddaa is doomed.

Chewie commented that it wasnt the Wookiee way to run away from afight. Didnt Hah want to fight
back againgt the Imperia fleet? He was certain that the smug-glers were much better pilots-and certainly
better shots- than the Imperias. Maybe they could defeat the Imperia attack.

Han laughed out loud at the suggestion.

Annoyed, Chewieslips skinned back from histeeth, and he snarled at his human partner.

Han sat up in ahurry, looking startled. Chewie rarely showed temper to the Corellian, and Wookiee
anger was not something to be taken lightly. Hey, no need to get sore about it] | cant helpit if Nar
Shaddaa doesnt stand achance! It aint my fault!

The Wookiee growled, low in histhroat.

Okay, okay, Han soothed. |1l definitely warn em, so they can get away. 111 talk to Mako about it, soon as
weve reported in to Jliac, okay?

Chewbacca subsided, and went back to piloting. But the Wookiee was till thinking, still adding things
up. He com-mented on Hansill temper.

Whaddaya mean, |ve been hard to live with? Han was indignant. Nothins wrong!

Chewbaccas comment was short and to the point. Han flushed. Whaddaya mean, this has somethin to do
with awoman? he demanded indignantly. What makes you think that?

Chewiereded off alist of reasons, then put forth his best guess asto exactly which woman Han was
upset abouit.

Han cursed, scowled, then, finaly, dumped down and put his hands over hisface. He rubbed his
forehead and groaned aoud. Y oure right, Chewie, he mumbled. It was her. Bria With Sam ShiM.
leouldnt believe it. How could she?

Chewbacca noted that appearances could sometimes be deceiving.

Han shook hishead. Not thistime, he said miserably.

She cdled him Sam darling.

The Wookiee wondered whether Bria might be married to the Moff.

Han sighed. Nope. It wasnt thet . . . formal . . . ardationship. Chewie, | cant believe shed do that! Itsso
... cheap!

Chewbaccatried to be comforting, reminding Han that sometimes sentients had to do things they didnt
particu-larly like because they were necessary. Maybe there were extenuating circumstancesin Brias
case, too.

Han tried to smile. Thanks, pal. | wish | could say | thougilt you wereright. But . . . He shook his head,
and subsided into silence.

It was avery dlent flight back to the landing platform on Nar Shaddaa.

Han and Chewie reported to Jiliac and Jabba the mo-ment they returned to Nar Shaddaa. The Hutts
were not pieaxed to hear that Sam Shild was no longer in their pay. We shall have to do some
investigating about this fleet and the Situation, Jiliac said. Come back in two hours, Cap-tain Solo.

Hah shrugged and agreed. He had his ten thousand credits, hed checked his balance before hed |eft Nar
Shad-daa. So hewaswilling to do the Hurts bidding for alittle while longer. Besdes, in two hours, hed
be ableto find Mako and pass aong the warning to the older smuggler.

Mako was even more upset than Jiliac and Jabbawhen he heard the situation. Keep this quiet, Han, he
said softly, staring out across the awnings and walkways of Nar Shaddaa. They were standing on hislittle
ba cony outside hisramshacklefiat. If the citizens get wind of this, therell be mass panic. An Imp fleet aint
nothing to messwith.

But with enough warning, maybe they could evacu-ate- Han began, only to break off at Makos quick
head-shake.

Not a chance, kid. Too many of eradont have any-where else to go. Take that Jarik Solo kid whos been
riding with you and Chewie. Hes arat from the degp-down streets, born and raised-not that anyone



likely raised him here on Nar Shaddaa. Theres millionslike him, Han. And if the Imps are out to teach
Nar Shaddaa alesson, then awhole lotta people are gonnadie.

Han was considerably sobered by histalk with Mako. He hadnt thought of it in those terms before. He
realized how lucky he and Chewbacca were, to be able to climb aboard their ship and fly away from the
danger. Heresolved that if it cameto that, hed take Jarik with him. Hed grown to like the youth.

But what about all the other sentients who wouldnt be able to get out? Nar Shaddaa had shields, but they
wouldnt be able to stand for long againgt an Imperial bombardment. Hah had a sudden, vivid vision of
these crumbling towersin flames from Imperid turbolasers. People would befleeing, filling the streets,
screaming, cowering, clutching children againgt them. Rodians, Sullustans, Twileks, Wookiees,
Gamorreans, Bothans, Chadra-Fans. . . and more. Not to mention humans. Lots of humans. The
Cordlian section wasfull of them. ..

Han reported back to Jiliacs audience chamber in avery troubled frame of mind.

The Hutt leader fixed him with asomber gaze. What you have said istrue. We checked our sourceson
Teth, and the Moff hasindeed ordered his discretionary fleet to as-semble there. Since some elements of
the fleet have been out on patrol, it will take aweek or possibly two for al the shipsto converge on Teth,
and then aminimum of several daysto prepare for an assault on Nal Hutta. We are taking measuresto
ensure our safety on Na Hutta.

But what abtn, t Nar Shaddaa? Han wondered. It was a pretty good bet that the self-centered Hutts
would give the Smugglers Moon barely athought, in comparison to pro-tecting their safety, and that of
their homewOrld.

We have discovered that Shildsfleet is under the com-mand of Admiral Winstel Greglanx. Y ou used to
be an Im-perid officer, Captain. Do you know him?

No, Han said. Never heard of him. But itsabig Navy.

True, Jliac said. Our sources have assured us that

Admira Gredanx, while acompetent officer, has, in the

past, not been above furthering his own fortuneswhen the

opportunity arises. Hewasin charge of severa Imperid

fleets doing customs patrol in the past, and we have con-

firmed that under the right circumstances he can be

bribed.

Hah nodded, not really surprised, much less shocked. The pay scadefor an Imperid officer wasnt that
good. Hed heard of more than one Imp officer on the take.

With that in mind, we want you to go and see him, Captain, Jiliac continued. We want you to negotiate
with him on our behdlf.

Me? The thought of just marching right into the mid-dle of an Imperid fleet was not appeding. And
offering abribe to an Imperid officer carried the death penaty should he be caught. But- Y ou are our
best choice, Capt ain Solo, Jiliac said.

But-

No buts, Hah my boy, Jabba said, in those overly friendly tones hed adopted recently. Y ou can handle
this assgnment better than anyone else. Y ou were an Imperia officer. We will get you auniform, forged
orders, and amilitary ID. Y ou can get in to speak with Gredanx, take him asmal gift from us. You
spesk hislanguage, Han. Y ou can talk to him in terms he will understand. Credits are what hdll
understand, Han said. Lots of them.

We have been delegated to act on behdf of al Na Hutta, Jiliac said. Money isno object to ensuring the
Admirds... cooperation.

But . . . Han wasthinking fast, you cant expect him to not attack. The Moff would notice he hadnt
fulfilled his orders. Theyd court-martia him. And then theyd send an even bigger fleet to wipe us out!
And the next Admira they appoint may not be amena-bleto our . . . persuasions, Jiliac said, nodding her
meas-sve head in agreement. That iswhy we want Admiral Gredlanx to stay in command. But there must
be some way for usto ensure an Imperia defedt.

Han frowned. The entire thrust of his education at the ImPerial Academy had been on ensuring victory



for the Empire. | dont know . . . he said uncertainly.

Couldnt we pay the Admird to put his shipsin the wrong positions, so theyre not ableto fire properly, or
something of the kind? Jiliac asked. We Hultts are not military-minded sentients, Captain. What kinds of
things would bring about the result we want? An Imperia defeat, without it being obviousthat we paid
Gredanx off.

Wl .. . Han thought hard, maybe hell sdll us his battle plan. With that in hand, we could create a
defense that would put al of our shipsin just theright spot to- maybe-defeat the Imperia flegt. Maybe.
Especidly if Gredanx had been paid to cut and run as soon as he could justify awithdrawal.

Under what circumstances should we not attempt to engage the Imperid fleet? Jiliac adked.

If Shildsfleet hasaVictory Star Destroyer or- worse-one of the Imperid Star Destroyers, forget it, Y our
Excellency. But the Impstend to assign older vessalsto duty out here in the Rim. So maybe theresa
chance.

Jabba was obviousy impressed by Hans knowledge. Another reason why you are the right person to
undertake thismission, Han my boy. Y ou will be able to assess the strength of the Moffsfleet, asfew
others could do.

Han looked over at Chewbacca. Even without asking the Wookiee, he could see that Chewie wanted to
go for it-to do anything they could to help their adopted home. Hah thought about Shugs spacebarn, and
,al the good times hed had there with hisfriends. Sure, hed had dreams of living arespectable life, of
becoming aredl citizen-but those dreams were in the past. He was a smuggler now, and probably a
smuggler forever. Heliked being asmuggler.

Thoughts of the towers of Nar Shaddaa in flames, of innocent sentients daughtered, decided him. All
right. Il get in to see Gredanx and talk to him.

Emphasize that thisisan offer no sentient in hisright mind could refuse, Jiliac said. Wewill pay well. 111
make sure he understands, Han said.

When can you leave? Jabba wanted to know. Timeis short.

Get methe uniform and the ID and 111 leave tonight, Han said. All | havetodoisget aharcut . . .

It felt very strange to be back in uniform again, Han decided as he walked casualy adong the permacrete
of the Imperia base on Teth three days|later. Hetried not to fidget in his gray uniform with its blue and
red lieutenantsinggnia. Wearing the short-brimmed cap again felt odd, too. And he missed his old boots.
These new boots werent properly broken in, and were a shade too small. They pinched histoes.

The sentry at the gate had scanned his 1D, then given only acursory glance at Hans orders before saluting
and waving him through.

Hah was watching for aspecia group of young officers. There should be shuttles going up to the
Admirdsflagship, the Dreadnaught Imperid Destiny, throughout the after-noon, filled with officersand
enlisted men reporting aboard after their last few hours of leave.

Theyd be spending the next week preparing the big ship for its mission against the Hutt worlds. From
what Han had been ableto tell from passing the fleet while making their [anding approach, Gredanxs
force conssted of three Dreadnaughts-the Imperia Destiny, the Pride of the Sen-ate, and the
Peacekeeper-four bulk cruisers, plus nearly a score of customs and patrol ships, including some Guard,
ian-classlight cruisers and a couple of Carrack-class light cruisers. |_ts of TIE fightersin the holds of the
bigger ships, of course.

Certainly enough power to utterly destroy Nar Shaddaa, but it wasnt as bad as it could be. Hah had seen
no Star Destroyers, and it was a safe bet that if Greglanxs squadron included one, that would be his
flagship.

Ashewaked along, Hah noticed amilling group of young Officers queuing up before an Imperid shuttle.
Herel go, he thought, walking purposefully up to them, then faling in at the back of theline. Now that he
was back in the uniform, his shoulders were automaticaly straighter, his steps more precise, hiseyes
forward.

The young officersfiled aboard the ship, and took seetsin the shuttle, strapping in. Hans seetmate gave
him a pleasant nod. Han nodded back and smiled. The crew com-plement of a Dreadnaught was
16,204, so it was highly unlikely that anyone would redlize for along time that Lieutenant Stew Manosk



was an interloper. Theflight up to the Dreadnaught was uneventful. Hans seetmate fell adeep. Hah
smiled. Too much shore leave, perhaps?

After they docked with the Degtiny, Han filed off the ship, then headed for the nearest unoccupied
datapad. The ship was big enough that nobody would be too surprised to see him call up a schematic
showing what was |ocated on each deck.

Therewego. . . leve four, section three. . .

Hah quickly headed for the nearest turbolift. He boarded one, then was quickly shuffled into the back, as
others crowded in on the next deck. Han was staring straight ahead when he suddenly realized to his
horror that he knew the young officer standing near the door!

It was Tedris Bjdin, the young lieutenant who had, so systematicdly, stripped Hans uniform of rank
during his court-martia.

Hah surreptitioudy eased himsdlf asfar to the right as he could, behind ataller man, crossing hisfingers
that Tedris wouldnt turn around. The lieutenant didnt, and he got off at the next floor.

Hah breathed along, quiet sigh of relief. Ofal the lousy coincidences, one of the few guyswho could ID
me.t Actu-aly, it wasnt such an odd coincidence. Tedriswas from the Outer Rim Territories. It wasnt
too surprising that hed be assigned out here, since he knew these spaceways. 11l just have to make surel
stay out of hisway . . .

Once on levd four, Hah walked quickly adong, looking for the corridor leading to section three. He found
it, turned in, then walked down to the end. The highest-rank-ing officers ways had officeswith a
viewport. One of the privileges of rank.

Han found the correct door, then hesitated, squared his shoulders, and felt in his pocket for the Huitt gift.
It was alovely (and quite valuable) mansring, platinum, set with alarge and flawless Bothan glitterstone.
The anterior office was occupied by aslver droid, who was sitting before a desk, entering dataon a
datapad. The droid looked up as Han entered. May | help you, Lieuten-ant?

| need to see Admird Gredanx, Han said.

Do you have an gppointment, Lieutenant?

No, not exactly, Han said. But | know hell want to seeme. | have some. . . information . . . for him. You
know what | mean? He leered, then winked, deliberately attempting to overload the inference circuitsin
the droids programming.

The silver droids green eyesflashed dightly asthe crea-ture tried to interpret what Han was saying.
Findly, it dtirred. Excuse me, Lieutenant, perhaps you should spesk with the Admirdsaide.

Sure, Han said, standing at esse.

The droid hastened into the next room, and Han could faintly hear it expostulating with someoneinside.
Findly, it came back out, followed by an extremely irritated-looking senior lieutenant. Han snapped to
attention and saluted. Whats going on here, Lieutenant? the man snapped.

Sir, Lieutenant Stevv Manosk, requesting to see the admird, gr!

State your business, Lieutenant, the man, whose name badge identified him as Kern Fallon, ordered.

Sir, | have amessagefor theadmiral. Itsa. . . per-sona . . . message, Sr. Han was taking a calculated
risk that Gredanx was as mordly corrupt as many of the high-ranking Imperia officers hed encountered.
If the man took bribes, then there was a good chance that he was far from being an ascetic type where
the ladies were con-cerned . . .

Falon raised an eyebrow. | beg your pardon, Lieuten-ant?

Han sensed that he was being tested, and didnt change expression. Sir, she told meto give the message
only to theadmird, gr.

She? Fdlonsvoicefdl until he waswhispering.

Y ou mean Maessa?

Hah dlowed his eyesto widen and gambled. Sir, thismessageisfrom Lady Gredanx?hesaid, in
shocked tones. Who isMaessa?

If Maessais Lady Gredanx name, Im donefor, he thought.

But hisluck held. Senior Lieutenant Fallons eyeswent wide. Lady Gredanx, but of course! | meant her, |
just. .. dip of thetongue, Maessaismy wife, | just . . . dip of thetongue, | assureyou, | wasjust



thinking of her . . . wait just amoment . . .

Falon bustled insde, and Han dlowed himsalf a smug smile. Pure sabacc, he thought. It had been afairly
safe bet that good old Admiral Gredlanx had amistress or two ontheside. . .

Momentslater hewasin the admirdslargeinner office, with itstasteful furnishings and viewport that
alowed the admira to admire his squadron asthey hung in orbit.

Gredanx was astocky man of medium height, with thin-ning gray hair and asmdll, squarish mustache. He
was standing behind his desk when Hah entered, looking some-what alarmed. Lieutenant? Y ou bring a
message from my wife?

Han took a deep breath and said, Sir, what | have to convey can only be said in utter privacy, Sr.
Gredanx studied him for amoment, then beckoned Han closer and dapped a control beneeth his desk.
Privacy screen on, and jamming activated, he said. Now, tell mewhat thisisal abouit.

Hah held out thering. Admird, | bring you agift from the Hutt Lords of Na Hutta. They want to dedl.
Gredanxseyeslit up at the sight of the valuable piece of jewdry, but he did not touch it. | see, hesaid. |
cant say Im surprised, ether. The dugs dont want to have their comfortable, crime-ridden lives disturbed,
eh?

Han nodded. Thats about the size of it, Admira. And they are willing to pay well for the privilege. Were
talking dl the Lords of Nal Hutta, here. They are prepared to be very generous.

Gredanx findly dlowed himsdf to pick up thering and examineit, then he dipped it onto hisfinger. It
fitted per-fectly. Suitsyou very well, sr, Han said.

Y es, it does, Gredanx agreed. He toyed with thering, diding it back and forth thoughtfully. | must admit,
| find the Hutt offer . . . tempting, he said, finally. Especially since | plan to retire next year. It would be
nice to have achanceto... augment... my pension. | quite agree, Sir.

But my ordersare clear, and | cannot go againgt them, Gredanx said, dipping the ring off and holding it
out toward Han. Im afraid we cannot do business, young man.

Han tensed, but made himsdlf stay calm. He could tell Gredanx wasredlly tempted. Sir, what are your
orders? he asked. Perhaps we can think of something that will benefit us both, and yet leave you free of
any charge of wrongdoing.

Gredanx laughed bitterly, a short, bitten-off laugh. Hardly, young man. My orders are to enter the Hutt
sys-tem, execute order Base Delta Zero upon the Smugglers Moon, Nar Shaddaa, and then blockade
Nal Huttaand Nar Hekka until the Hutts agreeto allow full customsingpec-tions and acomplete military
presence on their worlds. The Moff doesnt want to cripple the Hutts too badly, but he wants Nar
Shaddaa reduced to rubble.

Hah swallowed, his mouth dry. Base Delta Zero was an order that called for the decimation of aworld
al life, dl vessds, dl systems-even droids were to be captured or destroyed. His worse nightmare come
true.

Admird . . . have you completed your battle plan?

Hah asked.

My staff has been working on it, Gredlanx said. And | am reviewing it now. Why?

The Hurtswould like to purchase the detailed plan, sir, Han said. Name your price.

Gredlanx was obvioudy intrigued by Hans statement. Buy the battle plan? he said, hisvoice expressing
sur-prise. What good will that do you?

Give usafighting chance, perhaps, ar, Han said.

Us?the admiral looked sharply a Hah. Y oure one of them? A smuggler? Yes, Sr.

Gredanx shrugged. Im surprised, he admitted. Y ou wear the uniform well.

Thank you, Sr, Han said, and he meant it.

Gredanx paced dowly around the office, obvioudy thinking, tossing the ring up and then catchingit.
Findly, he cameto stand before Hah again. Y oure saying that your Hutt employerswill pay mewhat |
ask for my battle plan, he said.

Yes, g, Han said. For that, and for taking the first reasonable, strategically justifiable opportunity to
withdraw your squadron. Well take care of the rest.

Hmmmmmm... Gredanx thought some more, then, findly, asif mang adecison, he dipped the ring back



on hisfinger. Very well, young man, we have aded, he said. | want my payment ingems. . . small, easy
to digpose of, and not terribly traceable. | shal makeyou alist of the types and weights | wish.

Fine, sr, Han said. Y ou do that.

Sit down, over there. Gredanx pointed to a couch across his office. 111 finish reviewing the battle plan,
and then you can haveit.

Han nodded, and went to sit down, astold. He was allittle surprised that it had been that easy. He
wondered if he should be suspicious of Gredanx, but the man seemed genuinely motivated by greed. But
there was something else going on, too . . . something Han couldnt put hisfinger on . ..

Gredanx worked for nearly two hours, then, findly, stood up and beckoned Han into the privacy field
again. | haveit, he said. Nothing terribly inspired, standard Im-perid tactics, but eminently workable. We
should be able to cut any smuggler fleet to ribbons, Im afraid.

Thats our concern, Hah said. 3fou just stick to this, Admira heindicated the battle plan-and when you
can judtifiably withdraw your squadron, you doit. 11l be back to pay you.

You areapilot, are you not? Greelanx asked.

You bet | am, sir, Han said. He grinned at the older man. Y oure going to wish you had me on your side.
The admira chuckled. Cocky, arent you? But the best pilots dways are. Very well, then, 1l leave a
shuttle for you at these coordinates. He added aline to the sheet of flimsy containing the battle plan.
Wear that uniform. All the docking codes youll need will bein the navicomputer. 111 expect you one week
to the day and hour after the attack. Is that understood?

Han nodded. Yes, sir, | understand. 111 be back, count on it. The Hutts are only too aware of their
danger. Theyll pay off, no complants.

At least none youll hear, he added silently.

Very wel. That concludes our business, Gredlanx said. Although, young man, | believe you are overly
optimistic about your chances againgt my sguadron.

Han nodded. Noted, Admira. But al we want isafighting chance.

Youll get it, Gredlanx said. But your people had bet-ter be prepared to defend themselves. My attack
will be genuine.

Han sduted. Yes, gr.

Then he executed a perfect about-face, and strode from the room.

The corners of Aruk the Hutts wide, lipless mouth turned down as he squinted his protuberant eyes at the
shipping report displayed on his datapad. He used to relish going over dl the factsand figures. . . the
quar-terly, semi-annual, and annua reports, the Ylesian profit statements, the prospectuses for new
companies, his net worth statement, and al the other reports on the vast and varied financia enterprises
of Besadii kgjidic... but lately, it was becoming more and more of a chore to con-centrate on them.
Abstractedly, Aruk reached for another of the nda-tree frogs that Teroenza shipped him from Ylesa
Thetlanda Til had been faithful to his promiseto provide only the biggest, tastiest, freshest frogsto his
Huitt overlord.

Aruks hand dosed around the nda-tree frog. The terri-fied cresture squirmed wildly in the Huit Irds grip.
Opening hismouth, Aruk tossed the wriggling morsdl in, then rolled it around on histongue, savoring its
frenzied strugglesfor along minute or two before findly swallowing the thing whole.

Ddicious. . . Aruk thought with a contented sigh. He frowned again at the datapad. These reports could
walit. Perhaps hed rake anap, though he knew heredly shouldnt. His physician and the med droids had
both in-ssted that he get more exercise. Every day that he didnt get off his ded and wriggle around under
his own power, they complained and lectured. Every time he ate rich food, or smoked his hookah, they
fussed, ingsting that he was endangering his cardiovascular system. Aruk knew they wereright, that his
circulation was duggish, he could tell because the greenish patches on hisleather hide had dark ened.
But hewasold, blast it, and at his age, he should be alowed to do just as he liked which included
smoking, eating what he wanted, and not exercisng. And . . . not reading incomprehensible financia
reports.

Aruk resolved to turn the financid report over to Durga. Time the youngster began taking some of the
load off his parents shoulders.



The aging Huitt Lord took another nala-tree frog to sa-vor, then, with asigh, he closed his bulbous eyes
for addightful afternoonnap. . .

All right, you sentients, settle down! roared Mako Spince. Hisamplified voice resounded off the walls of
the large auditorium at The Chance Castle where Han had first seen Xaverri perform. The hotel-casino
had generoudly do-nated the space, when Mako had called ameeting of repre-sentatives from every
enclave, both humanoid and nonhumanoid, on Nar Shaddaa. | said, settle down!

Sowly the crowd quieted. Mako waited until he had

their full attention, then he said, Okay, guys. Im no poaliti-

cian, so | dont know how to make a speech. Thebest | can

doisjust tell you the facts as we know em. Okay?

The crowd indicated their gpproval of Makos words with amuted buzz of applause. In the front of the
crowd, a Gotal ydled, Go on, Mako!

Okay. Mako held up hisright hand, and used hisleft to tick off points on hisfingers as he spoke. Fact
number one. Fellow sentients and inhabitants of Nar Shaddaa.. . . we arein aworld of trouble. Withina
week, a squadron of Imperia vessalsis going to be dispatched from Teth, sent by our own beloved
Moff, Sam Shild. This squadron has orders to wipe us out. Not give us abloody nose, or destroy some
of our ships. | mean theyre going to do their best to see that no more smuggling happens out of Nar
Shaddaa- ever. The place will be asmoking ruin.

A murmur of fear ran through the auditorium as the assembled smugglerstried to assmilate Makos
words.

Fact number two, Mako went on, were on our own for this one, folks. The Hutts have just spent a
bundle of creditsingtaling brand-new planetary defense shields so they can hide behind em on Nal Huitta,
while the Imp fleet use s up their ammo on us. The Huitts have, by report, hired asmall fleet of meresto
comein and help defend them, but their primary strategy isjust to let the Imps have Nar Shad-daa, and
hope thatll satisfy cm.

Boos, hisses, and catcdls of dl kindsfilled the space, drowning Mako out. The smugglers howled their
rage, their threats, their anger at the Hutts. It was nearly five minutes before Mako could make himsalf
heard again.

Y eah, yeah! It makes me mad, too, friends, but what can you do? Theyre Hutts, so whaddaya expect,
folks? But anyway thats the point. Whatever we do about this, itsour call. The dugsaint gonnahelp us
out. Grumbling, the crowd subsided.

Okay, fact three. We aint exactly helpless, fellow sen-tients. We have it on good authority that the Imp
sguadron doesnt include anything with super-heavy firepower. No Star Destroyers. Thats good newsfor
us. That meanswe can fight back!

Muitters of congternation swelled, mingled with yells of determination Y esh! Well fight! Wl kick their
buttsl We wannafight! Those Imps cant shoot for sour trig-berries! We aint running from abunch of
Imps! Well make em, sorry they attacked us!

Mako grinned. Hey, fellow sentients, my thoughts ex-actly. | intend to fight thisfleet, and if itsjust me out
therein my one ship, so beit. Nobody iswiping me out without afight! Nobody?

Thistime, the cheers from the crowd were deafening.

Y eah! MakoT You lead us, Mako! Y eah, well fight!

Mako motioned for quiet. All right, those who want to fight, raise their hands, or paws or tentacles or
whatever you got. Those who dont wanna fight-1 suggest you take your belongings and your families and
head out right now. Its gonna get dicey around here, real soon.

Hah, who was watching from the wings of the stage, was surprised to see that the vast mgority of the
assembled beings stayed. Only acouple of dozen sentients got up and I ft.

Mako waited until they were out of the way before he started in again. Okay, folks. First thingwe need is
for everyone with some battle experience to come on down here to the front. Im not talkin about winging
apirate who got too close, Im talkin real combat experiencein space, specidly againgt the Imperias.
Cmon down here.

Over the next saverd minutes about forty sentients, most of them humanoid, made their way down front.



Okay, guys, Mako said. Thefirgt thing we need here in planning a counteroffensve isaleader. Anyone
wannavol-unteer?

One of the humanoids, a Bothan, pointed up at the se-nior smuggler. Y ou, Mako! Y ou be our leader! he
shouted.

The crowd reacted enthusiasticaly to this suggestion, and soon a swelling chant was heard. Ma-ko!
Ma-ko! Ma-koll MA-KQO!

The chanting went on, gaining in volume, until Hah wanted to put his hands over his ears. Mako waved
hisarms, and silence descended. Okay! Okay! he said, histeeth flashing in awide grin. Im red flattered,
folks. And | swear to you that |1l do my best for you. | swear it! Thunderous cheers erupted again.
Okay, one more thing, then Im gonna dismiss you for now, Mako said. | want you to meet my right-hand
man, folks. A lot of you know him asasmuggler with acranky ship and abig, furry sidekick. Han Solo,
cmon out here!

Hah walked out. He and Mako had basicaly figured that the senior smuggler would get tapped to lead
the Nar Shaddaa forces. Things were going just asthe two of them had figured they would.

More thunderous cheers, and a chant of Ma-ko! Hah!

Mako! Hah! sprang up.

Hah waved at the crowd, feeling his cheeks grow warm. Hed never before had thousands of people
cheering just for him before. When hed been Xaverris assistant, hed shared the spotlight, but it wasnt the
same asthis. Hearing al these people applauding him was aweird-but pleas-ant---experience.

Okay, folks, Mako said, waving again for quiet. Im gonnaask my combat veterans down there-he
indicated the little crowd to stay in close touch and check in here at Tile Chance Castle each morning.
Wil post notice of meetings or drills outside the auditorium, okay? Now lets have around of applause
for our brave volunteers Irere!

Cheersresounded. It was obvious that the crowd of sen-tientsfelt tremendoudly better, just knowing
they were go-ing to do something, instead of tamely waiting to be daughtered.

Once the main crowd had |eft, Mako addressed the combat veterans. Okay, Han and me are gonna put
to-gether aplan for our defense over the next day or so, and then well brief you on it, and begin battle
drills. By thetinre those Imps get here, everyoneis going to know just what to do, and thats a promise. If
you folks know any other sentients with combat experience, bring em along to the briefing. Got that?
The veterans dl indicated that they did. Good, Mako said. Over the next couple of days, get your ships
in primefighting condition. Shieldsfully charged, armor reinforced, dl laserscharged . . . you know the
drill. We need .dl our shipsworking at full capacity. So lets get Sarted, right? Right! riley shouted.

After Mako dismissed the cmbat veterans, he and Hah headed for one of the meeting roomsin the back
of the casino, where they were joined by the rest of the smuggler High Command-as Mako and Han had
jokingly dubbed their group. Chewbacca, Roa, Shug Ninx, SallaZend, Lando Cdrissan, Rik Dudl, and
Sinewy AnaBlue made up Makaos dite group of experienced smugglers.

Mako and Han didnt plan to tell anyone but the High Command that they were in possession of the
Imperid bat-tle plan. They figured that might make the smugglers over-confident, and that would be
disastrous for their sde. Also, some smugglerswould sdll their grandmothers for enough credits, and they
couldnt afford asecurity leak.

AsHan sat beside him, Mako called up a holographic schematic on his datapad, and projected it above
the table-top. All those present leaned forward to study the plan.

Look here. Mako used alaser pointer to indicate the small, holographic representations of the shipsin
guestion. Weve got the Imp capital ships coming out of hyperspace here, and advancing on Nar
Shaddaa. And sixteen skirmish line ships, Guardian-class Customslight cruisers, theyll be coming out of
hyperspace in ashdl formation to surround Nar Shaddaa. Then weve got two recon line vessdls, thatll be
these Carrack-class cruisers, one on each side ... here and here. Everyone got that? Got it, Rik Duel
sad.

And then, back herein awedge formation, are the three Dreadnaughts and the four bulk cruisers. . . the
heavy stuff. Remember that these Dreadnaughts each carry twelve TIE fighters, and the Carrack-class
light cruisers each carry four recon TIEs. Thats at least forty-four TIES were going to have to deal with.



The members of Makos High Command |ooked at each other with worried expressions. Smugglers Run
isbeginning to look better and better, Sinewy AnaBlue said. The Impswould never be crazy enough to
send afleet into an agteroid field.

Han was quick to reassure them. Hey, we can handle these TIES, heinssted. No shielding, dont forget.
Theyrefast little suckers, true, but even abrush with aquad or turbolaser beam and . . . He opened both
hands and mouthed boom.

Mako nodded. Han used to fly TIE fightersin combat situations, and while | wasin the Academy |
trained in them. The only reason were il hereisthat were not still doing it. TIE fighter pilotsareredly,
realy good . . . but that doesnt keep most ofem from winding up redlly, redlly dead.

Okay, Lando spoke up, so we know what the Impe-ria forceis, and how theyre going to approach us.
How do wefight back against them, using freighters and afew one-man fighterslike the one Roas been
building?

Everyone turned to look at the senior smuggler. Y eah, Ive dmost finished work on her, Roasaid. Shes
gonnabe aswest little ship to handle.

What are you naming her? Blue asked, with an impish grin.

Roagrinned back at her. The Lwyll, of course, he replied.

Roaand hislady love, Lwyll, had been an on-again, off-again item on Nar Shaddaa for over ten years.
Everyone knew Lwyll. The lovely blond woman was one of the few people on the Smugglers Moon who
lived acompletely legitimate life, earning an honest credit for an honest days work. Roa had been after
her for yearsto come and live with him, but Lwyll would never do it. She saw him, but she saw other
men, too, and Roa was wounded whenever shedid it.

Still, hed never been able to bring himself to take the ultimate plunge and ask her to marry him. Han and
the other smugglers had teased Roa about hisindecision. All hisfriends could tell that Lwyll was the best
thing that had ever happened to Roa.

Y oure planning to fly LwyU against the TIES? Mako asked. What doesthe real Lwyll have to say about
thet?

Roasighed, and then gave hisfriends arneful grin. Be-lieve me, she had plenty to say. Y ou guys arent
goingto believethis. . . but last night | up and asked Lwyll to marry me.

Generd murmurs of surprise ran around the table. Dont keep usin suspense, Blue cried, what did she
sy?

She said no, Roasaid. The senior smugglers broad, open features sagged. She said she didnt want to
wind up awidow.

Cant blame her for that, Lando said. None of the smugglersin the room was married, and it was no
accident. Living bn the edge asthey did, it wasimpossible for them to maintain anything gpproaching a
normd family life

Chewbacca turned to Han and spoke earnestly. The Corellian trandated for those who didnt understand
Wookiee. Roa, Chewie saysthat if you were aWookiee, itd be time for you to settle down. He thinks
Lwyll istoo good to lose. Helikes her.

Roagrinned. Hesright. Shestoo good to lose. Thats why this battle ismy last stland as a smuggler, guys.
If I livethroughit, | m gonnaquit thislife and go Sraight.

Everyone was amazed to hear thisfrom the senior smug-gler, knowing how much Roaloved the life hed
chosen. Yep, Im gonnado it, Roainasted. And Lwyll saysif | do, shell be my wife.

Wl . .. congratulations! Lando said. Thats great news. Y oure getting one wonderful woman, Roa.

All the smugglers echoed the young gamblers senti-ments.

| know it, Roaagreed. So.. . . dl | gottado is makeit through this béttle.. . .

Speaking of which, we ought to get back to it, Mako said. And figure out away to best these Imps.
We have one big advantage, Roa said. The element of surprise.

Mako stared at him. We know when theyre coming, so theres no element of surprisethere. But . . .
theyrein-vading us. How are we supposed to surprise them?

Roasmiled genidly and waved ahand at the ceiling.

Think, my friends, think! Whats up there?



A shield that needsfixing alot, Mako said grimly.

Past that, Roa said.

Traffic buoys, Han said.

Farther, Roa said.

Han thought for amoment, then adow smile crept over hisface. Sdlalaughed. | get it! Spacejunk!
Dozens. . . hundreds. . . of junked spaceships and parts of space-ships.

Roawas nodding at tiletal lady smuggler. Right. So much space junk in that ring around Nar Shaddaa
that ships could hide behind it, or benegth it, or in its shadow- and then pop out and catch the Imp fleet
by surprise. Chewie voiced aloud Hrrrrnnnnnnn!

Now it was Makos turn to nod excitedly. | think you got something there, Roa, he said. And it might
work. Especidly if we staged acouple of shipsfranticaly running for cover freighters, theyll think theyre
civs-and got the Impsto chase em until theyre right where we want them, then-he punched the air-wham!
We pop out of cover and clobber them!

Excitedly tile senior smuggler keyed the operation Roa had described into the datapad. The High
Command watched asthe ring of debris around Nar Shaddaa swam into view. Asthe Imperia skirmish
ships zoomed inin pur-suit of two smal freighters, converging on the rightmost hemisphere (if onewere
facing Na Huitta), suddenly a multitude of assorted freighters and other ships zipped out of conceal ment
in the debrisring and zeroed in on the Imperid ships, lasersflashing.

Okay, that should enable usto take care of agood per-centage of those skirmish ships, Han said. But
what do we do about the recon vessdls, and that wedge of capital-class ships. . . the Dreadnaughts and
bulk cruisers?

A gloomy silencefdll. Findly Mako spoke up. | know the Hutts are hiring amere force-probably
pirates-to defend Na Hutta. The dugs dont give ahoot about Nar Shaddaa, not in comparison to their
own precious hides, but if that mere captain has any smarts, hdll recognize that we could add significantly
to hisfirepower. Maybe we can get him, whoever heis, to take part in the battle. Itsworth atry, at lesst.
Lando was staring morosdly at the creeping holographic image of the bulk cruisers and Dreadnaughts
advancing on Nar Shaddaa. Those pirates are apt to have superior fire-power, right?

Mako nodded. Right. Theyll probably have some cap-tured Imp vessels that theyve modified. Maybe
even some heavy weagponry like proton torpedoes. But their ammo would be limited. Its hard to just buy
proton torpedoesto arm pirated Imp vessals. The Imps kinda frown on having their own ships used
againg cm.

He said thislast so dryly that a chuckle ran around the table.

Han was studying the wedge of capital-class ships. All of these ships have forward-firing main guns, he
said. Too bad we cant hit them with aflank attack. But we just dont havethe shipsto doit, if themain
part of our fleet will till be engaging those skirmish shipsand the TIEs.

Maybe thats where we can convince the meresto help us, Mako said thoughtfully. If they attacked on
the Imp flank, theyd stand a decent chance of crippling one of those big ships, and that would be aship
they could com-mandeer after the battle. Theyd love that!

Yeah. .. provided we could create some kind of di-version so the pirates could flank them, Han said.
Rik Due stroked his short, elegant beard while he thought. What we need is another fleet to come at
them in ahead-on run, he said.

But we dont have enough shipsto dMde our forces

that much, Roasaid. If we do, were likely to lose every-

thing

If we dont, were likely to lose Nar Shaddaa, Lando pointed out. Im no ex-Imp officer like Han hereis,
but it seemsto me that weve got to do whatever it takes to keep these big ships from turning and blasting
away a our moons shields. Theyre old, and it wouldnt take too many salvos to disable them. Then theyd
level the place.

Landos right, Shug Ninx said. We need something to keep those big ships occupied so the mercs---or
whoever- can make aflank attack. Maybewecan. . . | dont know . . divert their attention somehow.
Well, aformation of ships coming at them head-on would certainly get their attention, Sallasaid.



Question is, where do we get them? Were going to have our handsfull over here-she pointed into the
holographic display-

fighting these skirmish shipsand TIEs.

Han had been staring into the holographic display, thinking how red the minuscule fleet appeared, down
to thetiny TIE fighters. Too bad, he thougilt, we cant project ahologram at the Imps and nmke them
believe theyre un-der attack . . .

The idea suddenly codesced in hisbrain. Thatsit! he shouted. That could work?

Conversation around the table ceased, and everyone stared at the Corellian. Hah grinned at hisfriends
excitedly. Hey, | think | may know somebody who can provide us with that head-on attack force. We
can usethem asadiver-son, for long enough to distract those heavy cruisers!

Chewbacca had obvioudy followed Hafts thinking. The Wookiee banged hisfist on the table and roared
his ap-proval.

The remainder of the group, however, stared at Hah, confused, apparently completely in the dark. Huh?
Lando said. Who? What?

Han ignored hisfriend. Leaping to hisfeet, he gestured at Mako. Ive gotta put in a call-does the manager
here have acomm unit?

Tile manager of The Chance Castle was only too happy to dlow Han to use hisunit. All of the big
casinos knew that amajor Imperid raid would be very bad for business. .

aria Tharen stood beside Sam Shild on the observation platform of the space station orbiting the planet
Teth. The observation platform was enclosed mostly by forcefields, so there was nothing visible between
them and the surrounding vacuum. Bria.could look straight aheed, to her left, her right, and overhead, and
see nothing but naked space or the massive, turning shape of the planet. The young woman repressed a
shiver as she thought of the cold, airless blackness scant meters away.

Despite her unease, the brilliant, adoring smile on her face never wavered. When shed taken this
assgnment, Briahad dready been afairly good actress, able to conced her true fedings automaticaly.
But by now, she thought grimly, | probably tieserve an award. Too bad there isnt an Undercover Agent
of the Year trophy . . .

The thought was so ridiculous that it made her smile genuine, for abrief second. Moff Shild put anarm
around her and squeezed her shoulders, pointing. Look, my dear! Here they come!

The smal contingent of VIPs on the observation plat-form began gpplauding as the Imperid fleet hove
into view.

Briasmiled and clapped as the skirmish ships, the recon vessals, the bulk cruisers, and the Dreadnaughts
glided dowly toward the reviewing platform. TIE fighters swooped and darted around the bigger ships
like small in-sects poised to feed off aherd of grazers.

Shild was grinning ecstatically as he beheld his squad-ron. He gave Brias shoulders another hug, and she
kept hersdf from shrinking away by an effort of will. Today marks the beginning of anew eraof law and
order in the Outer Rim, my dear! he said, in hispalitical voice. Then he added, in a conspiratoria
whisper, And the beginning of anew lifefor us, Bria

Brialooked up & tile Moff inquiringly. Redly, Sam?

How so?

Hekept hisvoicelow, but it was il intense, till force-ful. Once my fleet haswiped out Nar Shaddaa,
and brought the Hutts to their... well, brought them to hedl, my power in this sector will be unquestioned.
And when | tap into the wedlth of the Hutts the lesser dans and Desilijic, at least | will be ableto afford to
augment my military forces until | can take on much grester foes than amob of thieving smugglers.

Why does he dways stn, nd like he g making a campaign speech? Briawondered. Aloud she said,
Deslijic? Why not Besadii, too?

In aprivate communique, the Emperor madeit clear that Besadii isto remain unmolested, Shild said.
Theyre useful to him, providing the Empire with trained daves. Besadii must continue to prosper.
Briafiled thisinformation away as something to relay to Rion as soon as she could. P patine even hashis
fingersin Hutt internd politics? Isthere anything the Emperor doesnt try to turn to his persona



advantage? Aloud she said, Oh, well, that makes sense.

Y es, the Emperor isacanny felow, Shild said, still speaking in that dmost whisper. But . . . perhaps. . .
not canny enough.

Briawas puzzled. What do you mean, Sam?

He amiled, his public smile, but there was something in his eyes that made Briauneasy. | fear that
between the growing rebellions on the innermost worlds and the inter-hal political squabblingsin the
highest echelons, our be-loved Emperor has overextended himsdlf. Heislosing hisgrip in the Outer Rim
Territories. The Imperid forces are spread o thin in these sectors that a strong leader with a powerful
military force to back him could smply . . . se-cede. . . from the Empire.

Brialooked at him, her eyeswide with shock. He wastaking sedition! Didnt he redlize that?

Shild mistook her look for amazed appreciation. He beamed at her. Oh, dont think | havent thought of it,
my dear. Theres no reason that the Outer Rim Territories couldnt become another Corporate Sector,
with no ties or alegiance to the Empire. If | had sufficient military might, | could lead the Outer Rimto
independence and prosper-ity-it would be glorious!

Briahad to clench her teeth to keep her jaw from drop-ping. What in the name of Xendors Minions has
gotten into him?1 aways knew Sam was arrogant, but he sounds like amadman!

Wasit possible that the Moffhad fallen under somekind of . . . influence? Briaknew there were some
telepathic species of diens, but shed never heard of any that could do anything like this. Maybe Shild had
samply gone crazy. That was one possible explanation.

But thelight in Shilds dark eyes was not that of amad-man, it wasthelight of aman with amission.

And &fter leading the Outer Rim Territoriesto glory, my d6ar-he gave her another one-armed hug-its
pos-siblethat | should turn my concentration . . . well, shall we say, toward more populated aress of the
gaaxy. There are unhappy worlds, here in the Empire, worlds that are looking for new leadership. |
could provide that |eader-ship.

| cant believe Im hearing thisHes talking about cha-lenging the Emperor!

Briawasterrified to even stand here and listen to Shild. Pdpatine had ears everywhere. Surely the
Emperor would discover Shilds outrageous ambition, and eiminate him as casually asshe might dap a
dinging insect.

The Imperid fleet was moving magnificently past them now, passing in review. Shild dropped hisarm
from around Bria, stepped forward to stand on the very edge of the platform, looking dim and elegant in
his Moffs uniform. He sd uted histroops asthey glided past him.

Briastood back, near the entrance, fedling that coldness, that near panic grow, until it was everything she
could do not to leave, to just run away and abandon Shild to face the consegquences of hisown
egotistical ambition.

11 find out just what hes planning, if | can, she prom-ised hersdlf, and then Il go.

Briagtared at Shild, redlizing she was now regarding him the same way she would aman who had
contracted aterri-ble incurable disease. A walking dead man. She found she was actudly sorry that Shild
had contracted this disease, this craving for power. The Moff had always treated her well, and her
assgnment could have been far worse.

For awild moment she considered trying to talk some sense into Shild, but she quickly abandoned the
thought. The Moff knew she was intelligent, and he vaued that, but he had sufficient masculine arrogance
that hed never listen to awoman hewas using as afront to disguise his sexual peccadilloes.

Thefleet was nearly past the reviewing stand now. In minutes, as soon astheyd cleared Teths gravity
well, theyd jump to hyperspace on thefirst leg of the long jour-ney to the Y Toub system. On the Outer
Rim, systems tended to be spread farther gpart than they were in the more crowded central portions of
the gdaxy.

Briafound hersdlf, as she often did, thinking of Han. Surely he was no longer on Nar Shaddaa. Hed gone
back to his Hutt masters, delivered Shilds warning, then taken off. Han was good at self-preservation. He
wouldnt try any-thing crazy like trying tofight the Imperia squadron, would he?

Would he?

Brias mouth was terribly dry. She licked her lips, forced hersdlf to swallow, then drifted back through the



massive door to the magnificent reception insde, in search of acup of sim-tea.

Asshe spped it, Briatried again and again to convince hersdlf that Han was long gone from Nar
Shaddaa, safe from Admiral Gredanx and histroops.

But, in her heart of hearts, she didnt believeit. Briahad a sudden vivid memory of the Cordllian that time
they were about to be boarded by davers, remembered Hah drawing his blaster and squaring hisjaw . . .
remembered him vowing, Theyre not getting me without afight! The odds againgt them had been
approximately forty to three. . .

Brias hands were shaking so badly she had to put the cup down on the table. She closed her eyes,
fighting for control. What if hetriesto fight? What fi they kill him?1 wouM probably never know . ..
And that was the most terrible thought of al . . .

Captain Soontir Fel stood on the bridge of the Dread-naught Pride of the Senate, preparing to follow his
com-mander into hyperspace. In hisgray uniform, with decorations and rank insignia providing touches
of color, Fel was animpressive sight that ingpired confidence in those under his command.

One of the youngest people ever to receive a captains conunission in the Imperial Navy, Fel wasatal,
muscular man, broad-shouldered and exceptiondly strong. Black hair, dark eyes, and rugged, dmost
handsome features made him ook as though hed just stepped out of an Impe-rial Navy recrniting
rolo-poster.

Fel was agood, conscientious officer, well liked by his men. He had aspecia camaraderiewith hisTIE
fighter pilots. Soontir Fel had once been a TIE fighter pilot him-sdlf, and hisexploitsand
accomplishments were dmost legendary.

Inaway, Fel wished he could be back down there in the TIE fighter squad room fight now, relaxing,
joking, and sipping cups of sim-teawith the others. Fel was unhappy with his current assignment.

For one thing, this Dreadnaught was a clunky old wagon, especialy compared to the new Imperial Star
De-stroyers. Fel would have given agreat dedl to be able to command one of those ships!

But he was determined to do his best by the Pride; he just hoped hed get the chance. Fel had studied
Admiral Gredanxs battle plan, and he was not impressed. Oh, it was by the book, al right, but Fel
thought the battle plan was too inflexible, too dependent on several assumptionsthat Fel perceived as
either shaky or outright erroneous.

Inthefirst place, Greetanx was certain that the smug-glers were nothing but a disorganized rabble, who
couldnt possibly mount a coordinated attack. Soontir Fel had com-manded Customs patrol ships (as had
Gredanx), and he knew for afact that many of these smuggler pilots were the equa of any Imperid pilot
ever graduated. They had fast reflexes, were excellent shots, and possessed a reckless courage that
made them dangerous customersin afight.

They were tough and independent, but if the smugglers found someone to lead them wisdly, Fel thought
that they might well put together adefense to be reckoned with.

Secondly, Gredlanx believed that since the smugglers could not possibly pose athrest to thisforce, there
was no point in attempting surprise. The admirals plan caled for their squadron to emerge from
hyperspace well within range of Nar Shaddaas sensors.

Fd thought that assumption amounted to overconfi-dence, pure and smple. And overconfidence was
fre-quently a disaster in combet.

The worst problem, asfar as Fel was concerned, was implementing order Base Delta Zero on Nar
Shaddaa.

Fel knew that |ast wasnt Gredlanxs fault. The Sector Moff had issued that order. But in the admirals
place, Fel would have at least tried to get Sam Shild to modify that instruction. The Emperors directive
had been to shut down the smuggling operations out of Nar Shaddaa and other smuggler nests, especidly
the gunrunners. The direc-rive hadnt included anytiling about razing the entire moon. Fel had had
considerable combat experience, and he knew that sentients of most spe(Aeswould fight like cornered
Cordlian vretswhen it cameto protecting their homes and families.

Therewere millions of sentients on Nar Shaddaa, many of whom were only peripherally involved with the
smug-gling business. Elderly sentients, children . . . Soontit Fel grimaced.

Thiswould be hisfirst Imperia-ordered massacre. Hed been lucky to avoid such an order for thislong,



the way thingswere going.

Fel would carry out his orders, but he wasnt happy about them. He knew images of the flaming buildings
would haunt him, as he gave each order to fire. And after-ward . . . theyd have to send down shuttles
and ground troops to mop up, and he, Fel, being a conscientious com-mander, would have to oversee
that operation.

Visons of smoking rubble strewn with blackened corpsesfilled hismind, and Fel took a deep bresth.
Stop it, he ordered himsdf sternly. There nothing you can do about it. Tormenting yoursdlf over it serves
No pur-pose.. . .

As el watched, the Imperid Destiny suddenly accel er-ated strongly, then vanished from sight asiit
engaged its hyperdrive. Peacekeeper followed.

Fd wasrdieved to have something to do, anything to distract him from his thoughts. He glanced over at
his navi-gator. Courselaid in, Commander? Y es, Captain.

Very well. Commander Rosk, prepare to make the jump to lightspeed, on my order. Yes, Sir.

Fell watched the coordinates flash by on the navigationa boards, then said, Engage hyperdrive. Yes, Sr.
Fd watched as the stars suddenly elongated, and there was, for thefirgt time, a sensation of terrible
velocity aboard the big ship.

The mission to wipe out Nar Shaddaa was under way.

Admird Wingtd Gredanx stood on the bridge of his own Dreadnaught, watching the star trails of
hyperspace. The admira had his own concerns about this mission, very different concerns from those felt
by his captains, Reldo Dovlis and Soontir Fel.

Greetanx was aware that Fel did not think much of his planned strategy. Dovliswas alessimaginative,
older of_ricer, content to follow orders without question, so Gree-lanx expected no problemswith him.
Fel, ontileother hand . . . there could be problems there.

Gredanx sighed. If only thismission was as cut and dried asit appeared on the surface! Go to Nar
Shaddaa, wipe out the wretc hed smugglers, and then blockade the Y Toub system. But it was far from
being that smple.

Lessthan afull day after Moff Shild had called him into his office on Teth to give Gredlanx hismarching
orders, file admira had received amessage in the most secret Imperia code, sent eyes only under the
tightest security to Gree-lanxs persona] comlink.

The secrecy code on this message had bden so redtrictive that the admira hadnt even dared to have it
decoded by one of his gtaff, even histop administrative aide or seere-taria droid. No, hed laborioudy sat
down with acode key and trandated the entire thing by himsalf, writing it out by hand onto a sheet of
flimsy.

Asdirected, the admira had kept no copies of the mes-sage, destroying the flimsy as soon ashewas
finished read-ing it through.

The admiral had checked and rechecked the codes, thinking there had to be some mistake. But they all
checked out. This message came from the very highest ech-elons of Imperid Intelligence. Excomm was
the branch of Imperia security that was answerable only to the Emperor himsdlf, or to histop-ranking
aide, Lord Vader.

Gredanx had never received such amessage before in his career-and he had served over thirty yearsin
the Navy.

He had memorized the message, and that was easy, for it had been short. The message had read
Admird Wingtel Gredanx, eyesonly, destroy after read-ing. Regarding Nar Shaddaa/Na Hntta
engagement.

Y ou are advtsed for the good of your Empire to engage the enemy and suffer astrategic defeat. Minimize
Impe-rim losses, and withdraw in good order.

Repeat you areto LOSE, Admira. Do not attempt to confirm these orders. Do not discuss them with
anyone. If you fal to comply, no excuseswill be accepted.

Do NOT fall.

What did it dl mean? Gredanx wondered. Someone very high up wanted Sam Shilds foray against the
Huttsto fal. Who? And why?



Gredanx was not aparticularly imaginative or intelligent man, but he was smart enough to redize that if he
told Sam Shild about those orders, he would sound like amadman. He had no proof that he had
received them. The encoded message had been time-sengitive impossible to copy, except manualy, and
designed to vanish within minutes after being downl oaded.

And then had come the Huitt bribe. What a supremeirony, under the circumstances! A chanceto
increase his retirement nest egg by athousandfold or more. Even if he hadnt gotten those secret orders,
Gredanx would have found the Huitt offer difficult to rgject.

Could the two things be rel ated somehow? he won-dered. Or wasit just an incredible coincidence?
Gredlanx had no way to tell.

The admira was edgy and nervous about the entire ven-ture. Schemes ran through his head, only to be
discarded astoo risky. Should hetry to contact the High Command? Tell the Moff? Take the Imperia
Destiny to some remote location, then abscond in an Imperid shuttle?

That last option seemed the mogt likely to ensure his continued existence. He could go to the Corporate
Sector, perhaps. Somewhere far, far avay.

But if hedid that, Gredanx had soon redized, hisfamily would pay for his escape. His son and daughter,
hiswife. Perilgps even histwo mistresses.

Gredanx was not particularly fond of hiswife, but he wished her no harm. And heloved his children,
who were grown and married. He had agrandchild on the way.

No, the admiral decided, he could not risk them. If hed kept the flimsy and showed it to the Moff,
Gredanx knew that hed have signed his and their death warrants. The hnperia security forces were swift
and ruthless. Gredlanx and hisfamily could run to the ends of the universe, and the storm troopers would
gtill hunt them down. All he could do was obey, and hope for the best.

Ashe stood on the bridge of his ship, Admira Wingtel Gredanx thought of the young smuggler who had
brought the Hutt offer. An offer he hadnt been able to refuse. Had the young man sensed filere was more
going on than Gree-lanx wastdling?

Hed seemed like an intdligent young fellow. Gredanx would have been willing to bet hed worn an
Imperia uni-form before. Why had heleft the service to become an outlaw?

The admird hated to think that young smuggler might be one of the sentients hed haveto kill in order to
make his attack on Nar Shaddaa appear legitimate.

Gredanx watched the gar trails, thinking . . . and wor-rying. How did | get mysdif into this? he
wondered. And how in the name of al thats sacred do | get myself out of it?

Durgathe Hutt was working in his office when aservitor droid rolled rapidly in. Sir! SirT The Ix)rd Aruk
has been takenill! Please come!

The young Hutt Lord abandoned his datapad and wrig-gled quickly after the droid, down endless
corridorsin the huge Besadii enclave. Hefound his parent lying limp, eyesrolled back in his heed,
sprawled across hisrepulsor ded. Aruks persona physician, a Hutt named Grodo, was work-ing over
the unconscious Besadii leader, assisted by two med droids.

What happened? Durga demanded breethlesdy as he undulated up to them, histail pushing himaongin
long, swift glides. Ishe going to bedl right?

We dont know yet, Sir, the physician said brusquely. He was working hard over the unconscious Hutt,
giving him ajab with an injector, then administering oxygen. A circulatory pump stim-unit was adhered to
Aruks misec-tion, automatically sending mild joltsinto the massive body to keep Aruks heartbest regnlar.
Aruks green-dimed tongne lolled limply out of hismouth. The Sght terrified Durga. The young Huit
forced himsdlf to halt severad meters away, not wishing to get in theway. He wastalking to his scribe,
giving an order about some work, when suddenly, asthe droid reported, he just Sumped over.

What do you think caused this? Durga said. Should | summon security, have them sedl off the palace?
No, s, Grodo said. Thisisthe result of somekind of

brain seizure, | suspect due to poor circulation. Y ou know |

have been warning your parent about-

Yes, yes, | remember, Durgasaid. In hisanxiety, he grabbed the edge of alow inlaid table, and only
redlized hed been twisting it when the heavy wood splintered in his hands.



Minuteslater Aruk suddenly blinked, stirred, and then dowly raised himself, looking very puzzled. What?
he croaked, his deep voice raw. What happened?

Y ou collapsed, Lord, Grodo said. Some type of brain seizure. Caused by lack of oxygen to the brain, |
suspect.

Caused by poor circulation, no doubt, Aruk grunted. Well . . . | fed fine, now. Except that my head is
pound-ing.

| can administer something mild for the pain, Lord, the physician said, triggering hisinjector.

Moments later Aruk sighed with relief. Much better. Lord Aruk, the physician said sternly, | want you to
promise methat you will take better care of yoursdlf. Let this episode be awarning to you.

Aruk grumbled deep in hismassive chest. At my age, |

should be able to do---

Please, Father! Durga blurted. Listen to Grodo! Y ou must mend your ways?

The Besadii Lord grunted, then sighed. Very well. | promiseto exercisefor at least haf an hour each
day. And | will give up smoking my hookah.

And therich food! cried the physcian triumphantly, seizing the moment.

Very well, Aruk growled. All except my favorite nda-treefrogs. | will not give them up.

| believe we can .adlow Y our Excellency onetreat, Grodo said, now prepared to be magnanimousin light
of hiswin. If you give up dl other rich foods, you may have asensible amount of naatree frogs each
day.

Durgawas so relieved to see Aruk recovering that he glided right up to his parent and placed his small
hand on that massive neck. Y ou must take care of yourself, Father. | will exercise with you. It will be
more enjoyable that way.

Arukswide mouth turned up as he regarded his off-gpring. Very well, my child. | promise| will take
better care of mysdif.

Besadii needsyou, Durga said. Y ou are our greatest leader, Father!

Aruk grumbled abit more under his breath, but Durga could tell that he was pleased by his offsprings
concern.

The young Hutt Lord l€eft his parent to the care of the physician and his med-droid assistants, and went
back to his office, badly shaken.

For amoment hed thought that Aruk was dying, and that he would wind up trying to run Besadii al by
himsdlf. Durga had recelved a frightening insight he wasnt ready.

Especidly with this crisis coming, he thought. The Im-peria fleet may be onitsway to attack Nar
Shaddaa. . .

Aruk had told his offspring not to worry, that the Imper-ias would not harm Besadii, or Ylesia. We
supply them with daves, the elderly Hutt said reassuringly. The Em-pire needsits daves. Thereforethey
need Besadii.

Durgadevoutly hoped that his parent wasright about thet...

Han, Chewbacca, and Sdla Zend stood together on the windswept landing platform, watching
Phantasms ramp . extrude from the ship. Moments later afigure with long black hair appeared and
started down the ramp. Spotting Han, she waved.

Thats her, cmon! Hah told Sdlla. Chewie was aready loping forward, growling afriendly greeting. Solo!
the newcomer cried. Chewbaccal

Xaverri? Han called back, jogging toward her. It was so good to see her again!

When they reached each other, he grabbed her shoul-ders, but she flung her arms around him and
hugged him, hard. Han hugged her back, but he carefully kissed her forehead, rather than her mouth.
After Xaverri greeted Chewie with abig hug and a Wookiee head-rub, she turned back to Han and
Sdla Xaverri, | want you to meet SallaZend, Hah said as the two women stood regarding each other.
Xaverri, thisis Sdlla, smuggler and expert me-chanic.

Hi, pleased to meet you! Sdllasaid, sticking out her hand.

My plessure, Xaverri said, shaking hands. Any friend of Solosisafriend of mine,



Han wasvastly uncomfortable. Ive never had two girl-friends meet each other bere, he thought. The
Cordlian wondered whether Xaverri would want to take up their relationship wilere theyd left off, months
before. Sdla, he knew, would likely take adim view of that.

But, hey, she doesnt own me, he thought defensively.

It not like were married or anything.

Still, he was careful to walk beside Sallaas he picked up Xaverris bag and they started across the
permacrete of the landing field together.

Later, over fiatbread and traladon-cheese appetizers at Hans favorite Cordllian eatery, he explained his
plan to Xaverri.

When hed finished, she regarded him searchingly. Let me get thisstraight. Y ou want meto cregtea
holo-illusion of awhole bunch of smuggler vessals coming straight at these Imperid Capital-class ships.
Y ou want the illusion to be reg] enough, and last long enough, to cause the Imp vesselsto befooled into
turning to fire on thefakefleet. Have | got it right?

Thatsit, Han said. As shed detafied the plan, hed redized just what he was asking. Xaverri had never
created anything on this scale before. Probably no one had.

Xaverri shook her head, her long black hair diding over her shoulders. Y ou dont ask much, do you,
Solo?

Hey, Han sad, trying to grin, think of it asachal lenge. Y our greatest illusion ever?

Any holo-illusion requires projectors, Xaverri said.

What can we use for them?

| was thinking we could get al the tri-dee projectors from the casinos, Hah said. Y ou know, the ones
that they use to project shows onto the screensin the gambling ar-eas, o people can watch the shows
whilethey losetheir shirts.

Xaverri frowned. Maybe, she said. But even if we could create the image of the fleet, the Imp sensors
would tell them right away it wasanilluson. Theyd ignoreit.

Maybe we could jam their sensors? Sdlla suggested. After dl, we can jam transmissons going out. Isnt
there some way to jam whats going in?

The magician waslooking at the smugglers with her eyeswide. Y ou know something, she said, | think Im
gettinganidea. . .

Han leaned forward. Y esh? What?

She sipped her drink, thinking, then replied, | think we may be able to use the traffic-control buoysto
send false datato the Imps. So theyll see the holo-illusion, at the same time astheir sensors pick up data
that tellsthem what theyre seeing isred?

Sdlawas excited. Great! That sounds perfect? Xaverri smiled at her. But 11l need help building dl this.
Slicersto help reprogram the traffic-control buoys, techsto build the projectorsfor theilluson. Do you
know any good dicers and techs?

Sdlagrinned back and impulsively reached out a hand. The two women clasped hands over the table.
You bet | do, Xaverri, thetal smuggler said. Shug and | will help.

Chewbaccalet out aloud, emphatic roar that caused a passing wait droid to drop afood tray and scuttle
back into the kitchen.

Chewie says, include himin, too, Han supplied the trandation with agrin. Xaverri . . . | know you
probably gave up afancy booking to come here and help us. | want you to know |-we-all appreciateit.
Hey, Solo, itsachance to hurt the Imperials, the ma-gician said. How could | refuse?

When Han and Chewie arrived for the promised big briefing of their combat pilots, they found most of
the smuggler pilots and crews assembled in the auditorium of The Chance Castle. Mako was dready
onstage, exchanging jokes and jibes with his audience. When he saw Hah and Chewie, the senior
smuggler rapped his knuckles on the rostrum to get his audiences attention.

Okay, dl of you, listen up! he shouted.

Silence descended. Listen good, you spacebums, Mako said, the pride and affection in hisvoice ashe
re-garded histroops taking avay any possible sting from hiswords. Cause your lives, and the lives of
those youre flyin with, may be at stake here.



Mako paused, surveying them dl, seeing that he did, indeed, have their full attention.

Heres how were gonna pull thislittle trick off. We cant be sure when the Imps are going to attack, but
weve got a pretty good idea of the battle plan theyll follow. Thats cause the Imperia Navy has standard
battle plansfor just about any situation, and theyre trained to follow them, no matter what. Old Han here
used to be an hnp officer, and hell back me up on this. Right, Hah?

Han walked out onto the stage and nodded exaggerat-edly. Makosright! he shouted, because his voice
wasnt amplified the way Makoswas. The senior smuggler mo-tioned to the Cordlian to come over and
share the podium. Hah did so.

S0, the standard plan for thiskind of operation has them rendezvous and deploy fairly far out. If were
lucky, well pick them up on our sensors. If not, we may have to scramble to get to our ships. Everyone
prepared to do that?

All the smugglers agreed, with a shout, that they were prepared.

Good, Hah said. So theyre gonna deploy, maybe fix any last-minute problems. Then the Imps should
make a microjump through hyperspace, so theyll arrive pretty close to the far sde of Nar Shad daa, but
well out of wegp-onsrange. By that time, well bein our shipsand launched. Each shipisgonnagotoits
hiding place among the debris, or loseitsaf in regular spacetraffic. A couple of smaller fighters, like Roa
inhisLwyU, are gonnado recon. The bigger shipswill fly false trangponder codes, and the fight-ers will
be either in cargo bays of the big freighters or clamped on to their hulls. The rest of uswill just be
inno-cent litfie spacers, and properly panicked when the Imps zoom into view. Right, gang?

Y eah! Right! they yelled, loving the idea of getting the drop on the arrogant Imperia Navy.

Mako took over again. Okay, at that point the Impswill send in their pickets for aquick look around.
One of the captainsin the front row waved ataloned paw. Vhats a picket, Mako?

Han and Mako looked at each other and sighed. Sorry, Mako said. Pickets are the bigger reeon ships
and their reeon TIE fighters, okay? We expect there will probably be two bigger recon ships, probably
Carrackclasslight cruisers. Each can carry four recon TIE fighters. Taken together, theyre caled the
pickets. OkayY Okay! ydled the smuggler.

Mako grinned evilly. Now, the Imps arent expecting usto put up any kind of organized resstance, and
we dont want to disappoint them, do we, fellow sentients?

No! shouted the smugglers.

Okay, then. We want to keep the Imps where we want

them, right? Right!

Okay, then. To do that, weve got to show them exactly what, they expect to see. That way we can
predict what theyll do, because theyll follow those Imp guidelines | told you about. When the Imp
Admird sendsin his recon ships and then the skirmish vessels, which will follow afew min-utes behind
the recon ships, hell be expecting usto think that thisisthe big attack.

Hes going to st back with hisbig Capita-class shipsin their nice little regulation wedge, and hell expect
this dis-organized band of bozosto come out fighting with every-thing weve got, Since were not smart
enough to hold back. That Admira isfiguring well take the recon pickets the Carrack-class vessdls-and
the skirmish ships-most likely customs corvettes-to make up hiswhole attack force.

Well show em were not dumb! yelled a smuggler from the back.

Thatsright, were gonna show cm. What were gonnado is makeit look like weve thrown everything we
have againgt the first Imp shipsto cruise up to Nar Shad daa. Thatll be those recon ships and,
approaching more dowly, the skirmish ships. Look here, and well show you.

Mako nodded at Han, and he took up the narrative, while Mako used a holographic image and pointer
on the large tri-dee screen to illustrate the battle plan for their troops.

All right, Hah said, as you can see from Makos dia-gram, were gonna split up our shipsinto two groups,
the Firgt Strike Element and the Main Strike Element. The First Strike Element will be dl the smdll ships
without exceptionaly heavy armament, plus a couple of the merc captainswith those modified Customs
patrol ships. So, lis-ten up. Im going to read the ship and captain names of the First Strike Element, while
Mako puts your names up on the display.

ttan read off thelist. Okay, then. Before were through, you people will know where you have to go, and



what you have to do, and when you have to do it. What were here for today, as we said, isto show you
what part youre going to play in the Big Picture.

Mako handed Han the pointer, and then took over. Okay, now for the Main Strike Element. Thats gonna
bedl our big ships, plusthe freighters with heavy weapons, and the starfighter squadrons. Weve got six

Y -wings, some Cloak-shape fighters, and assorted types of Z-95 Headhunt-ers. Heresthelist.

AsMako reed off thelist of the Main Strike Element, Han kept augmenting the holographic display.
Soon the huge tri-dee screen in the casino auditorium looked like an e aborate pattern of different
colored lines and squiggles, interspersed with three-dimensiona representations of ships.

Okay, so now you people know which Strike Element you belong to. Anyone not know?

Severa newcomers raised their hands, or paws, or tenta-cles, and were hastily assigned to one or the
other element. Mako then went on The First Element will attack first, just like it sounds. Stay in the pairs
weve assigned you to, please! Two ships can cover each other and are more than twice as effective as
two sngleshipd

Han leaned close to the podium. And, everyone. . . watch out for the turbolasers on the Imp cruisers.
They can blast you out of space with one shot. Keep your ships dodg-ing whenever youre in range of the
bigger Imp vessdls. Got that?

Y eah! the pilots shouted.

Mako resumed. Remember, fellow smuggle, that mixed in with these bigger Imp recon and skirmish
shipswill be dozens of TIE fighters. Theyrefad, rea fast, and they have okay lasers, but theyrefragile.
One good hit, and theyre blown to pieces. Theyre too fast for alock-on, so youll have to shoot by eye.
Take your time and lead your targets. Since most of your freighters have some wegpon that can shoot
behind you, use that one to keep the TIEs off you while you hit the picket ships. Y ou with me?

Y eah! the crowd yelled. Kfil those TIES!

Okay, so thisis il early in the battle. Were gonna hit

the recon pickets with what theyre going to think is every-thing weve got. With luck, well drive off a
couple of these Imperia picket ships, kill some recon TIEs, maybe even disable one of the Carrack-class
ships, though even Lando wouldnt bet on our chancesto do that.

Mako paused for the generd laugh thisremark occa-sioned. Someone yeled at the young gambler, Hey,
Lando, what odds are you giving?

Han took over again. Somewnherein liere the Imp com-mander will commit hislighter skirmish vessdls,
order them to increase to full speed and attack, cause hes thinking that hes seen dl weve got, and now
hesgoing infor thekill. Hell most likely hold the big cruisers back for now, saving them, planning to bring
them in when he goesto strafe Nar Shaddaa. When the pickets, then the skirmish vessels, engage you, its
critically important for everyone to stay in your assgned postion! Hereswhere you get your chanceto hit
them hard from one side to overload a shield. Then you or your partner can score some damage and then
both of you get out! Those of you with missiles or torpedoes can redly hurt these light Customs
corvettes.

Han gave histroops along, seriouslook. Guys, by now itll be pretty confused up there; civilian ships
caught up inthidl betrying to run, and al of our lighter stuff except the fighterswill be mixing it up with
the Imps. Dont lose track of whats going on! Stay in position! Stay focused! Be sure to keep someone
on your ship listening to the corem for instructions, in case we have to move you off your assigned
positions. You got that?

Y eah, we got it! came afew voices. Han put on avery shocked face and cupped his ear.

Hey, am | gettin old and going deaf, or what? | asked if you guys got that?

Yeah! We GOT it! they ydled, much more forcefully.

Thats better, Mako said, taking over again. Okay,

lets move on. Frankly, fellow sentients, were expecting

you to clean up on the Imp picket and skirmish ships; well

have the advantage of humbers and thisis our home

ground. Were expecting to kill at least haf of them, which

isgonnasurprise the blazes out of that Imp Admiral. But



when he gets over being shocked and upset-and has

gained alittle more respect for us---

Mako paused dramaticaly, and the hal wasfilled with shouts of Oh, yeah! and Well teach him some
respect!

We surewill! Han yelled, then stood back to let Mako continue.

Okay, but thisImp Admira aint gonnastand there with hisjaw dropped for very long, | hateto tell you.
No, what hes gonna do isthink, How DARE they? and hell send in hisheavy Capita-class ships. We
can expect &t least two or three big bulk cruisers, with maybe a Dreadnaught or two to help. These big
boyswill have thicker shields and armor, and more and bigger guns. Frankly, fellow sentients, weve only
got ahandful of shipsthat are even capable of chalenging em, let done hurting them.

A consderably sobered sfieneefell over their audience. Han had worried that at this point they might lose
them, but nobody got up and left, much to hisrelief.

But, Mako said, heresthetrick. If we can redly hurt even one or two of those heavies, the Imps will
amost certainly withdraw, since they wont be able to complete their job, and its standard Imperia
doctrineto cut your losses and run if you cant win.

So how do we hurt them, Mako? yelled a human smuggler.

Good question. Weve worked out astrategy that we think will do thetrick. Listen closely, guys. When
those big guys come at us, well pretend to give way. Ill passthe word over the comm to fal back
between Nar Shaddaa and Na Hutta. But by Dodllins halter, dont everyone turn in formation and zoom
away the instant the Imp cruisers at-tack! No, weve got to make thislook good, or the Impsl11 get
suspicioud

So what do we do? yelled one wag-a Bothan. Hang around and invite them over for adrink?

Mako glared at his heckler. Get serious, clown. What weretellin you to do isto fall back, but do it like it
was your own idea, not following orders. Turn tail and run like terror-stricken rabble, thatsjust fine. We
want them to chase you. Got that?

Y eah! they yelled.

Hey, yelled the wag, we can fake bein scared, spe-cidly if we arel

Laughter followed.

Okay, good, Mako said, right around heremhe used the pointer to indicate apoint in space closeto Nar
Shad-daa, on a straight line between the moon and the planet-

were going to have our own big shipswaiting. And we have alittle surprise for our Imperid friends. He
turned and gestured into the wings of the stage. Xaverri, please step out here.

Xaverri came out onto the stage, dressed in a pilots coverall. Her black hair was braided tightly to her
head, and she wore little makeup. Han had suggested she wear her stage magicians costume for this part
of the presenta-tion, but she had demurred. No, Han. If theyre going to trust me and what | can do, |
want to seem like one of them.

Pilotsand crews ... | want to introduce you to Xaverri. Shes the person whos going to win this battle for
us. Some of you aready know her. For those of you who dont know her, let metell you that shesthe
best in the galaxy at what she does. What she doesis makeillusions. Xaverri?

With agraceful wave of her hand, Xaverri suddenly made the lightsin the auditorium flicker, then, without
warning, the air wasfilled with Kayven whistlers. Thetrick was part of her act, but even Han, who was
expecting it, had trouble not ducking when one of the vicious flying creatures svooped directly at his
head.

The audience of smugglersyelled and ducked, then when Xaverri made the whistlers disgppear with a
second wave of her hand, they broke into spontaneous applause.

Mako led the crowd in clapping and ssomping hisfeet in gppreciation. Xaverri stood there, smiling
serendy, but not taking a bow.

Shes good, guys, Mako said. And just for us, Xaverri isgoing to create her masterpiece. When weve got
the big Imp ships here, wilere we want them-he pointed to the spot again-Xaverri isgoing to create the
illuson that aredly big fleet iscoming a the Imps from the direction of Na Hutta. Then, when the Imp
shipsturnto firetheir forward guns at this phantom fleet, thats when well hit erain the flank and from the



rear with everything weve got!

Cheering broke out from the crowd.

Han stepped forward when the noise died down. Just to let you know, Captain Rentha and her big ships
will be waiting with Mako and the Main Strike Element. Captain Rentha---he turned and extended a
hand to her where she sat in the front row, abig, squarish woman with pale skin and close-cropped
red-and-gol d-striped hair-please stand up.

The smugglers clapped for her, too, which was surpris-ing, because some of them had undoubtedly run
afoul of Rentba Fist or other shipsin her pirate fleet.

Captain Renthd, your big shipswill haveto clear the path for your Y-wings, and our fighters and strike
ships. Any of the smaler Imp cruisers between our force and the flanks of those Capita-class shipswill
be your target. Y our heavy turbolasers and proton torpedoes must knock them out. We cant make arun
on heavy cruisersif were having to dodge fire from too many directions at once, Mako said, for the
benefit of the audience. He and Han had adready gone over every part of the battle plan with Renthal
many times.

Drea Renthal nodded. Il do my part, she said, in aclear, strong alto. | was hired to keep the Imps from
get-ting near Nal Hutta. After seeing your battle plan, | agreethat thisisthe best way to accomplish that.
She turned to face the smugglers. So you can count on me and my fleet to fight with you al the way!
More cheers. Rentha pumped her fist in the air, and the crowd went wild.

Okay, Han continued when the noise had died down abit, the fighters without missiles or torpedoes will
serve as escorts. Y ou guys have got to keep those TIES off uswhile we make our run. The Cordlian
waved at the remainder of the smugglers. Therest of uswill go in and target one or two of the heavy
cruisers. When the time comes, Mako will give you your orders. Well haveto get in as close aswe can
to their rear and then let them have it with a concen-trated volley right into the engines. Dont hold back,
let them have every bit of firepower youve got!

Cheers broke out again from the crowd. Obvioudy, the redization that theyd have help from Xaverris
illuson, and awell-armed pirate fleet, had lifted the smugglers spirits.

Okay, fellow sentients, Mako said, one more thing. If what were tryin for here works, you clear out fast!
Those cruisers make a pretty big explosion. Y ou dont want to get caught init, right?

Right! they roared.

And... Mako finished up, if thisdoesnt work . . . He shrugged. Well, well just have to keep trying. Its not
likewe can just give up and go away.

Tile crowd regarded him, aert but sobered by hisfina words.

Hah stepped back up to the podiure. Okay, he said. Thatsthe plan. Well go over it until youve got it
down pat. Any questions?

To Hans amazement, over the next severa days, Xaverri and Sallabecame the best of friends. He and
Mako were busy staging repeated battle drills for their p ilots and crews on the Nar Shaddaa defense
squadron, so he didnt have much time to hang out at Shugs spacebarn, but every time he did go there, he
found Sdllaand Xaverri working to-gether on creating the illusionists masterpiece.

Itll only be good for about atwo- or three-minute dis-traction, Solo, Xaverri warned. Theyre going to
see these ships swooping at them, real close, and theyre going to see data that correspondsto their visual
sghtings gppear on their insrument panels. But | want these shipsto appear close, so their reaction will
beto turn dl their vessalsto bring their forward gunsinto play. That makes them vul-nerable to your flank
attack.

Xaverri took asip from acup of stim-tea Han had brewed for Shug, Salla, Chexvie, Jarik, and the other
techni-cian volunteers who were working on making Xaverrisillu-son aredity. But these shipsare going
to appear such athreat because theyre going to be close. Within a couple of minutes, when the Imps
redlize that none of them has been hit by the blasts theyre seeing emanate from those ships, theyll reaize
itsafake.

Hah nodded. A minute or threeisal we can ask for, Xaverri. Well beredly grateful for that diversion.
Weve contacted the pirate captain the Hutts hired. Drea Renthal. Her flagship, Renthd Figt, isgonnabe
hiding behind Nar Shaddaa-that is, on the Nal Hutta side of the moon- along with therest of her fleet.



When those Capital-class ships come swinging around the moon, then turn to face your filusonary fledt,
she and Mako are going to hit them hard.

Jarik Solo wiped tiredly at hisdirty face with an even filthier hand. Hah, whats the strength of that mere
fleet? Are they gonnabe much help?

Hah nodded. Y eah, Jarik. Renthal Fist isa Corellian corvette. Shes heavily modified, and heavily armed.
Even has proton torpedo launchersin the front. Only problemis, they dont have many torpedoes.
Renthd cant afford to miss.

How many other ships? Xaverri wanted to know. Renthal aso hasabulk freighter, Golden Dreams, thats
been converted to carry fighters. SoroSuub medium trangport. Big ship. Not much shielding, though.
Shell launch her Z-95 Headhunters, then hang back, letting Rentha Fist carry the attack. Then theresthe
Too Late Now and the Minestra. Too Late Now isacaptured Imp patrol craft. Renthal replaced one of
the laser turrets with an ion cannon, so hopefully she can knock out some of those bulk cruisers. Minestra
isaRendili Stardrive light corvette. Nice ship, modified so she has concussion missiles and ion cannons
to go with her laser turrets.

That sounds like a pretty good force to me, Xaverri said. Of course, | barely know the difference
between an ion cannon and aconcussion missile.

When | firgt started smuggling, | barely did, too, Salasaid with alaugh. But when the Imp patrols start
shooting at you with em, you find yoursdlf getting rea] knowledge-ablered fadt.

The two women smiled at each other. Han till couldnt get over how quickly theyd become friends. To
tell thetruth, he was abit jealous. In many ways, Sallaand Xaverri seemed closer to each other than
either woman had ever been to him. He wondered whether theyd ever talked to each other about him.
Compared notes, maybe?

The thought made his face redden. Jarik provided awel-come digtraction. Hey, Han. . . can | talk to you
amin-ute?

Hah gulped tile last of his stim-teaand stood up. Sure, Jarik. Want to go into Shugs office so we can be
out of theway?

Y eah, theyouth said. If wetry to talk here, someone

will run over uswith an anti-grav lifter or something

The spacebarn was ahive of activity. Everywhere smug-glers werefixing up their ships, in some cases
modifying them, trying to squeeze extra speed out of their engines, or adding an extraquad laser or
missfielauncher.

Han and Jarik walked by Sdllas Rimrunner, and waved

to Shug when he raised hisface shield to wipe his swesting

face. Hah stopped to cup his hands around his mouth and

shouted up at the master mechanic. Looks good, Shug

Y ou and Sallaare sure gonna give those Imps arude sur-

prise

Whenever they werent working on helping Xaverri cre-ate her magter illuson, Salaand Shug, with Rik
Duds hdlp, had been modifying Rimrunner, ingaling apair of camouflaged concusson missile launchers
inthe gern. Sdllas smuggling ship was a Cordli Space Gymsnor-4-class light freighter and, like virtualy
every smuggling ship in the business, was heavily modified. The ship looked rather like aflying wing or if
you wanted to be insulting and gain a punch in the nose from Sdla-amynock. Rimrunner was afadt, gile
ship, and Sdllawas an excdlent pilot. Han was counting heavily on her during the coming battle.

He knew that Sallawould be in amuch better position to do serious damage to the Imperia shipsthan he
would. The Br/awas adecent little ship, but nowhere near asfast as the Millennium Falcon or the
Rimrunner. She was more lightly armed, too.

When Han and Jarik reached Shugs office, they had to clear severa odds and ends of greasy equipment
off the chairs before they could sit down. Once they were comfort-able, Hah sighed. Glad you wanted to
have atak, kid. Thisisthefirs timelve sat down al day, seemslike. Organizing this battle has kept me
and Mako hopping.

Y eah, Ive been busy, too, Jarik said. When | wasnt busy helping the Lady Xaverri, Ive been helping



Chewiewith the Bria, or Shug with the Rimrunner.

Shug tells me youre gettin to be a pretty good me-chanic, Jarik, Han said. And youre becoming a decent
pilot and gunner. Im going to be glad to have you flying with me as a gunner. Chewies good, but two
gunners are more than twice as good as one.

Hah...thats. .. thatswhat | wanted to tak to you about. Jariks handsome young features were
shad-owed. | . . . Ive never been in abattle before. He swal-lowed. Last night, | fell adeep whilel was
cleaning carbon scoring off the Brig, and | . . . | had thisdream. Night-mare, redly.

Y eah? What about?

| dreamed we were fighting the Imperids, and---he swalowed-Han . . . we got blown up. | hadaTIE in
my sights, and | . . . | froze. | didnt shoot. And then | saw the streak of green from the laser blast coming
graight a me, and there was nothing | could (b). | dreamed that | ... died.

Jariks face worked. He shivered. Hah . . . Im scared. | dont know if Ive got what it takes. What if | mess
up, and get usdl killed, theway | did in my dream?

Jarik, Han said, if you werent scared, 1d be worried about you. Thefirst timel went into real combat, as
aTIE pilot, | was s0 scared | nearly upchucked in my helmet. Fortunately, | was dready strapped in my
cockpit, in vac-uum, so | knew that if | did that, 1d choke and die. So | managed to hold it back. Then
someone shot a me, and without even thinkin about it, | found mysdf shootin back. Thetrainingjust . . .
took over.

Redlly? Jarik looked as though he didnt know whether to find Hans story reassuring or not. But, Han. . .
ev-eryone saysyoure brave. Itsthefirst thing they say about you---Hes got courage! Nobody ever told
me | had cour-age. What if Im acoward? How can | risk letting you al down?

Han gave the youth along, measuring look. Jarik, youre facin something that we al haveto face. Were
not citizens here on Nar Shaddaa. We live outside the law, and thats dangerous, by definition. Cowards
dont make it here on Nar Shaddaa. They get eaten dlive.

Well, yeah, | can handle myself with avibroblade or in afigtfight, Jarik allowed. But thats not the same
thing asjust being blown to atoms. Boom, and youre history.

Kid, Ive watched you, and | can only tell you that | think youve got what it takes. Y eah, people do freeze
some-timesin battle. But thats why Mako and | have been gettin everyone out in their shipsfor al these
battledrills.

Han shrugged. We did the same thing when | waswith the Imps. Y ou drill and you drill, and the reason
for that isthat anyone can freeze when faced with rea] combat. Even combat vets. But if you know the
drill cold, chances are that even if your brain freezes, your hands and body wont. Theyll go on autopilot,
keep on doing what youve been drilled to do, even though your mind aint giving em in-structionsfor a
few seconds.

But then, if youve drilled well, and know your stuff cold-and, kid, you know your stuff, Ive watched you-
then your brain isgonnaclick back in. The fear will till be there, but youll be able to work past it, around
it. It wont dow you down anymore. Y oull just keep on doing what you gottado. And youll bedl right.
Jarik wet hislips. But . . . what if | dont? Maybe you should get another gunner, Han. 1d rather die than
let you down.

If you want meto, | will, kid, Hah said. But Id rather have you. | know you, we work well together.
Weve drilled together. But its your decison. Just let me know, okay?

The youth nodded. Thanks. Ill . . . think . . . about it.

Han gave him apat on the shoulder as he walked by.

Get some deep, kid. Were dl gettin alittle worn down.

Jarik gave the Cordlian awan smile. Okay, Han.

Lando Cdrissan hated getting dirty, but he was growing accustomed to it. Readying the Millennium
Falcon for seri-ous combat was a grimy, greasy job, but somebody had to do it. Last week, Shug had
helped him find and install anew gun turret on the Falcons starboard side, aft of the cockpit, just above
the boarding ramp. But therewas till alot to do. Han, Chewie, and Salawould have helped him, he
knew that, but they weretied up either helping Xaverri prepare her holo-illuson, or fixing up their own

ships.



Lando gathered that Xaverri and Hah were athing of the past. As he used a hydrospanner to tighten up
the bolts on the new quad laser mou nting, the young gambler found himself thinking about Xaverri. She
was certainly avery fine woman, intelligent, attractive, sharp dresser, good sense of humor dl qualities
Lando found irresigtible. He wondered whether shed have any interest in taking up with him where she
and the Coréllian had | eft off. It was obviousthat she liked rogues and scoundrels, or shed never have
had arelationship with the Cordlian.

Maybe | should try growing a mustache, Lando thought. Might givemea. . . rekish.. . . air. The corners
of the gamblers mouth curved upward. Perhgps Xaverri would be interested in traveling with him, when
thiswasdl over.

Lando was considering going back to the Oseon system. He had a couple of moneymaking schemes he
wanted to try. And he needed to sharpen his already considerable sabacc skills. Therewas abig
high-stakes sabacc champion-ship scheduled to be played on Bespins Cloud City in about six months.
Lando very much wanted to play in that championship. But hed need to raise a considerable stake to
qualify, and the easiest, quickest way to do that was to head back for the Oseon. Things were looser
there. ..

And it would be very aeegble, Lando decided, to have alovely lady traveling companion.

Only problemwas. . . was Xaverri ill inlove with Han? And how would Han fed about having his
former girlfriend take up with his best buddy?

Well, Lando amended, his best human buddy. Hafts best friend was indubitably Chewbacca. . .
Immersed in fantasies of himsalf and Xaverri wining and dining in the finest resorts of the Oseon system,
Lando managed to whack the knuckles of his other hand with the hydrospanner. Cursing, he started to
suck theinjured dig-its, but his hand was so dirty, he desisted.

Magter? Vuffi Raasaid, emerging from beneath the Falcons belly. Thelittle droid carried varioustoolsin
each of hisfive-armed, tentacle-digited limbs. Itssingle red eye stared up at Lando. Master, what
happened?

Still wishing he could suck hisinjured kmuckle, Lando gritted, Vuffi Raa, how many timeshavel told you
not to cal me Magter!

Five hundred and sixty-two times, Master, replied the little droid promptly.

Lando snarled. | just whacked my knuckle, thatsdl, you little junkheap. 11l be dl right. Lets get back to
work. We have to have the Falcon spaceworthy by tonight. Makos calling for another drill.

Very wdl, Vuffi Raasad.

Hey, Vuffi Raa? Lando called.

Already on hisway back under the ship, thelittle droid paused. Y es, Master?

Lando let thetitle dide thistime. Areyou sure youre going to be okay piloting the Falcon during this
battle?

It will strain my circuitry, Master, because, as you know, | am programmed not to cause harm to living-
especidly sentient beings. However, since you will be the one doing the shooting, | believe | can manage
to fly. Just dont order meto ram another vessel. Then | will be unable to comply.

| should hope not! Lando exclaimed. All right, little vacuum cleaner, back to work.

Yes, Madter.

Han and Mako had told almost no one the actual time that Greelanx was planning to attack. Some of the
smuggler High Command knew that Han and Mako knew the tim-ing of the operation, but they accepted
the two ex-Imperi-as decison that it would be better for most of the smugglers not to know.

Lando, Shug, Sdlla, Rik Dud, Blue, and Jarik . . . dl of them were aware that one of the times they went
out on adrill, it would wind up being the redl thing. The other smugglersdid not know.

Han and Mako had to be careful in drilling their troops. They didnt want the smugglersto get bored and
lax, which might happen if they drilled too much. On the other hand, they knew that their smuggler
squadron would need lots of practice. The key to having afighting chance to defeat the Imperid fleet was
for the smugglersto stick with the battle plan Mako and Han had devised.

The smugglers of Nar Shaddaawere dl rugged individu-aists, unused to doing anything as part of a
large, orches-trated group. Itsliketryin to herd vro-cats, Han told Xaverri wearily. They keep thinkin



they know better, and they want to question every blasted decision we make. What apain in the rear!

Y es, but the last time you called aformation drill, Xaverri pointed out, trying to encourage him, they got
into position and made their runsin one-third of thetime it took them to do it the first time.

Y eah, Han agreed with a noticeable lack of enthusi-asm. He sighed. But its giving me gray hairs, honey.
She grinned, and pretended to ingpect his scalp. Hishair was il very short from hisvisit to Admird
Gredlanx. Nope, she announced, after aminute, | dont see any.

He grinned back at her tiredly. Well, | got gray hairs growin interndly, then.

She patted his hand. Dont worry, Solo. Wl get through this.

| hope so, he said. And, Xaverri, honey?

Yes?

| want to thank you for comin tiere to help us. Without you, we wouldnt have a chance.

She gave him aroguish smile. | wouldnt have missed it for anything. Just meeting Sdlahas madeit all
worth-while.

Y eah, | noticed that you two have gotten real chummy, Han said warily. So . . . what do you two talk
about while youre laughin and workin together, anyhow?

She chuckled. Y ou egotistical spacebum, Solo! Y ou think were talking about ytnt, dont you?

Han shook hishead. Me? Of course not!

Oh, yes, you do! She laughed at his discomfiture. Ad-mit it, Solo!

Han steadfastly refused to admit it. But inwardly he was wondering when thiswas al over, if hed be able
to take up with Sdlawhere theyd left off. Hed seen Lando eyeing both Xaverri and Sala, and he knew
Cdrissan wouldnt hesitate to movein on her if he thought Sallawas |ooking around.

Did Sdlaredlly care about him? The way Xaverri and Bria had? He didnt know. They never talked
about that kind of thing. They had fun, good times, and they worked well together. Any discussion of
inner feelings or afuture together had never come up, by, Hah suspected, mutual consent.

How did hefed about Sdla, anyway?

Han wasnt sure. Mogt of the time he was too busy to give the subject any consderation. He knew for a
fact that he wasnt ready to do what Roawasdoing. . .

As hewas sitting there in Shugs spacebarn, Chewie came over to him and growled areminder. Han
looked up. Oh! Thebriefing? | lost track of time!

Quickly he and the Wookiee hastened back to The Chance Castle to the auditorium. Time for another
run-through, so they could make sure each smuggler under-stood his, her, or itsrolein their strategy . . .
Two hourslater Han caught up with Shug Ninx asthe smugglersfiled out of the auditorium. The
half-blood was walking with SallaZend. When Han caught up with them, Sallagrabbed Hansarm and
sueezed it, then gave him akiss on the cheek. Y ou were great, she said. Y oure d-ways great, Han. |
swear, youre anaturd leader. The Cordlian grinned, alittle abashed. Who, me?

They waked out, and Shug said, Whensthe next drill?

Dont know, Han lied. Mako will cal thisone. Isthe Rimrunner ready? The holo-projectorsin place? The
traffic buoys ready?

Ready, Shug confirmed. | tel you, Han, when thisisal over, if Im not dead, Im going to deep for a
week.

Sdlapunched her friends ann. Dont talk like that, its bad luck?

Did you find arear gunner? Han asked.

Y eah, Rik volunteered to handle those rear missle launchers, Sdla said. He says hesagood gunner.
Hesright, Han said. But . . . dont leave him aonein your ship, loan him money, or give him the security
access codes to anything you vaue, okay?

Sdlagrinned. Y eah, weve been warned about him.

Light-fingered even with hisown kind, right?

Thats putting it mildly, Han said. Did | tell you weve got some good news? No, what?

Mako had been planning to command the resistance from Renthas Fist. But acouple of days ago we
realized wed got lucky. Guess who got so wrapped up in mother-hood that she forgot to send apilot to
bring her yacht back to Nal Hutta? And guess whose callsto her favorite pilots have somehow failed to



go through, because comunicartions between Na Hutta and Nar Shaddaa are so over-loaded these
days?

Sdlabegan to grin. Y ou mean the Dragon Pearl is il here?

Y eah. And unlike her nephew, Jabba, Jiliaes conscien-tious about keeping her combat-ready. Shes got
sx Head-hunters, and weve checked em out. All in prime working order. Weve got pilots for em, too.
Plusagunnery crew for Mako, and we talked Blue into piloting. Her ship istoo dow to help us out
much, but shes agood pilot, too good to be wasted. That way Mako can concentrate on his tacti-cal
screens, keepin track of everything.

Shug whistled softly. That yacht will be abig help. Not too great on armor, but nice weaponry and good
shids

But if it gets shot up, Jiliac is going to have somebodys hide for awall decoration . . . Sallamused. |
guess we have to take the chance, though. We need every hit of firepower we have.

Wdll, were keepin it quiet about who is actualy gonna be aboard Dragon Pearl, Han said. And if Mako
has to take anice long vacation on Smugglers Run while Jiliac gets over it, he says hes prepared to do
that. He grinned. Blue promised him shed make hisgtay . . . interesting.

Shug shook his head, and Sallasnorted. 11l just bet she will!

Cladin apilots pressurized flight suit, Roastood on the permacrete of the landing pad, looking down at
the beauti-ful blond woman who stood before him, tearsin her eyes. Take it easy, Lwyll, he said. Dont
worry. Il be careful.

Please. . . shesaid, clutching hisforearmswith her hands, please come back to me, Roa. Life wouldnt
be worth much without you.

| promise Il come back, the older smuggler vowed. The Lwyll isagood ship. Shell take care of me, just
like you would. Thatswhy | named her that.

Heleaned over and gave her akiss. Besides, thisisjust another drill, honey. Y ouve come out here and
kissed me good-bye eight times now, and Ive dways been back within half an hour or so. Thisisjust like
thet.

She nodded, but atear broke loose and did down her cheek. | love you, Roa

And | loveyou, Lwyll. Im coming back, honey. Im going to go straight. And were going to get married.
Youll see. Itll bedl right.

She nodded. Okay. Y oud better go.

Right. Dont want to be late for the drillF

Grinning, Roahoisted his stocky form up into the cock-pit of the LwyU, amodified Redthorn-class
scoutship, fast and maneuverable, but lightly armed with only forward-firing triple lasers. Thelittle ship
looked like a needle-pointed cylinder, with astubby deltawing. Almost asfast asa TIE fighter, the Lwyll
possessed an overwheming advan-tage in adogfight-she had shields.

Roalooked down at his bride-to-be, standing on the permacrete, waving to him, and he grinned down at
her, then gave her athumbs-up sign.

Then he checked hisinstruments, strapped himsdlf in, and put on his helmet. In order to achieve
maximum speed and power to his wegponry, hed el ected to forgo diverting power to life support.
Easng forward on thethrottle, then activating the belly thrugters, he sent hislittle ship climbing, climbing,
up and away. Glancing down, he tried to make out Lwylls bright head, but she waslost in the distance.
Quickly Roa headed out for his assigned coordinates. He was one of the few pilots who was not
assigned to fly with apartner. His assgnment was to use the LwyUs fast speed to reconnoiter the
movements of the Imperial fleet. He had aspecia channd that alowed him to report back to Mako.
Asthe atmosphere thinned around him, and the sky changed from blue-gray.to cobalt, then to black,
speckled with stars, Roarelaxed. Hed dways loved to fly, and the LwyU was ajoy to handle, quick and
responsive.

Roa headed for his assigned coordinates, swooping past the limb of Nar Shaddaa, and reached themin
only afew minutesflight time. As he approached his station, he antic-ipated hearing his heedphones come
to life with Makos message that hed heard so often before All ships, return to base. Thiswasadrill. All
shipsreturn to base after com-pleting your drill . ..



Seconds later, as expected, the aging smuggler heard Makos voice Attention. Attention. All you
gpacebums, listen up. Thisisit. The Imps have appeared on our sensors. Thisisit. Thisisnot adrill.
Repedt, not adrill. Thisisthered thing, kiddies. Prepare to engage the enemy. Roas eyes widened.
Huh?Not adrill?

AsMakos voice faded from his hearing, Roa stared, taut with fear, asthe Imperiad vessals popped out of

hyper-space. . .

Thefirg thing Admira Wingtd Gredanx saw when Impe-rid DeStiny emerged from its hyperspace
microjump wasasmall scoutship turning tail and racing franticaly away from him. The Admira smiled
dryly. I expect Ill seealot of that today . . .

The thought depressed him. It was going to be very difficult to manage to lose to this disorganized rabble.
How in the galaxy was he going to manage it?

Sir, the squadron has emerged from hyperspace, his second-in-command, Commander Jelon, informed
him.

Habit took over, and Gredanx found himsealf issuing or-ders automatically. Order the squadron to
deploy. Gredanx knew what was happening, and did not bother to watch. The seven Capita-class ships
arranged them-savesinto Gredlanxs stipul ated fighting wedge-with the Destiny as the point of the wedge.
Then came two bulk cruisers, Arrestor and Liquidator, followed by the Peacekeeper and Pride of the
Senate. The last two bulk cruisers, Enforcer and Inexorable, brought up the rear. The Dreadnaughts
launched their TIE fighters, which moved to surround the wedge.

The two recon Carrack-class ships, Vigilance and Out-post, moved out in front of the squadron and
launched their recon TI E fighters. The sixteen skirmish ships, Guardian-class Customs corvettes, were
aready in their shell-torus formation, ready to block any escape from the Smugglers Moon.

It al happened quickly and smoothly, without ahitch. Gredanx had drilled his commanderswell on every
point of his battle plan.

Admird, sir, the squadron has been deployed as or-dered, announced Jelon, scant minutes later. Very
well. Order the .squadron to proceed as planned.

Yes, Admird.

The squadron moved forward at the specified speeds, with the pickets advancing on Nar Shaddaa at
flank speed, the skirmish line advancing at cruising speed, and the capi-tal ships advancing at flank speed.
Gredanx stared through the viewport of the bridge, then checked the long-range scanners, seeing that the
moon Nar Shaddaa was surrounded by hundreds, perhaps thousands, of pieces of debris. He wouldnt
be able to take his Capita-class ships through that sargasso, especialy if the smugglers put up any
resistance. When they reached the moons vicin-ity, hed have to order them to alter their straight-on
ap-proach to swing wide of the floating debris.

Gredanx stood with his hands behind him, seeing the minuscule dot on the tactical repester display that
repre-sented that tiny, panic-stricken vessel hed first seen. Asthelittle scoutship approached the floating
debris, two other smdl ships, freighters at aguess, joined it in its panicked flight.

The admira sighed. His battle plan called for tile entire engagement to be over in less than fifteen minutes.
He had better get busy, figuring out how he was going to managetolose. . .

For thefirst minute or so, it was dl Roa could do not to panic and fleeinto hyperspace. The sight of the
Imperiad squadron emerging from hyperspace had rattled him badly. Even though hed known,
intellectually, that the Imperial squadron was going to contain dozens of ships, some of them so huge they
dwarfed any ship hed ever flown, that hadnt prepared him for nearly flying right down their throats.
Almost without knowing hed done it, Roafound himsdf turned around and heading back for Nar
Shaddaa at top speed. He forced himself to take severd deep breeths, and fought back the fear. The drill
came back to him asthe LwyU streaked aong. Report in. | have to report contact. Im a scoutship,
remember?

He activated his comm on the specia coded frequency theyd rigged. Defender Centradl, thisis LwyU.



Comein, Central.

Makos voicein his hemet. We read you, LwyU. Have you spotted them?

Affirmative, Central. Roa checked his sensors and rear tactical display. They are deployed, and
advancing.

Good, thats what we want, remember. Just keep lead-ing them in. Cut your speed alittle, if you can do it
without giving yourself awvay, Roa Im sending Elegant Interlude and Star Traveler out to help you lead at
least one of those picketsto wherewe want it. | read you, Central.

Roadowed down abit, making sureto do it gradually. He was startled at how quickly the Carrack-class
vessels were approaching. Fast ships’ He was glad Mako had as-signed the two ships he had to help
out. Both were speedy vessels, and Danith Jalay and Renna Strego were experi-enced captains.
Hetook a deep bregath. The fear was till there, degp down somewhere, but it no longer threatened his
thinking processes.

Settling deep into his seat, Roa concentrated on the task at hand.

On the bridge of the Dragon Pearl, Mako Spince watched the sensors and tactical readouts, hardly
daring to blink. The Pearl wastoo large to actualy hide amid the floating hulks and debris, the way some
of the smaler ves-sals could, but hed ordered Blue to position her so that the Carrack-class ships
wouldnt spot her unti! they had the Imp vessals where they wanted them.

Mako saw that one Carrack-class ship, the Outpost, had atered course to approach the other side of
Nar Shaddaa, while the Vigilance continued toward the ambush. That made sense, Snce Gredlanx
couldnt know where the smug-glers would engage him. Once the smuggler attack began, the Outpost
would probably just wait there, rather than engaging, ready to report on and possibly engage any
smug-gler ships attempting to escape the Imperid attack.

The other Carrack-class, the one whose ship ID broad-cast identified her asthe Vigilance, continued to
move toward his position.

Almost there, Mako thougilt, wiping his sweating padms on histrousers. Almost . . .

Fdan Iniro was a Cordlian, and hisfriends frequently told him he was hotheaded and impulsive. Iniro
would counter this criticism by pointing out that his quicknessto act was usudly avirtue, often giving him
tile jump on the sweetest dedl, the finest cargo, the best sabaec hand.

Now, aboard hismodified Y T-1210-class light freighter, the Take That!, Iniro chafed at the waiting.
Blagt it, he thougilt, what going on?

It was frudtrating, having to hide herein the shadow of awrecked freighter, grappled toitsside by a
magnetic claw. Iniro checked hisinstruments again, and thistime, some-thing caught his attention.
Something realy big was moving toward them. Close, redlly close.

It hasto be one of them, Iniro thought. He wished for amoment that hed installed new sensors, modern
oneswith better ID capability. Aloud he said to his gunner, a Rodian named Gadaf, Hey, Gadaf, | got
something on the sensors. Get ready to shoot.

Okay, Captain, the Rodian said. Standing by. Some of the other smugglers had commented that they
thought the Take That! wastoo lightly armed to go againgt an Imperid ship, but Falan Iniro was
convinced that his piloting skills which were cons derable-would more than make up for the fact that he
had only asingle laser, mounted in aturret on the top of the ship.

| just wish... the Rodians voice reached him, sounding wistful.

Y ou wish what?

T hat wed had timeto calibrate the sghts on this laser, boss. | keep having to compensate for it. Itsfiring
consstently to theright.

Iniro was not sympathetic. Thats easy to compensate for, Gadaf. | score hitswith that laser dl thetime.
Yes, | know, boss, the Rodian said. | dont do too bad, either.

Huh . .. Irritated, Iniro fidgeted. When are we going w get our blasted orders?

The something big-whatever it was-had moved a-most past the Take That! on Iniros sensors. Come on,
come on! What are you-

Iniros body went rigid as he heard avoice in his head-

phones. Mako Spinees voice, garbled by distance and in-



tervening space debris, but till recognizable. First Strike

Element, thisis Defender Centrd. Prepare to-

Iniro let out awhoop, and realized that he hadnt quite caught that last word. Engage, wasnt it? He was
pretty sure.

For amoment he thought of keying hiseomm and ask-ing, Say again, Centrd, but he didnt. The other
guyswould laugh at him, and hed get |eft behind as they at-tacked!

Letsgo! he yelled, and disengaged his magnetic grap-ple.

Swooping out from behind the hunk of space junk, Iniro saw that there were two other shipswith him.
Only two? Where in the name of Xendors Minions were the others?

Iniro didnt have time to wonder, because dmost imme-diatdly he found himself under attack. Some kind
of TIE fighter.

A blast struck hisforward shield. Iniro compensated, and felt the ship shudder as Gadaf shot at the TIE.
Clean miss, too far to the | eft.

Overcompensated, thefiolll Iniro thought. He sent the Take That! into a sweeping turn, pouring on al the
power he could. Get him, Gadaf! he ydlled.

A red bolt stresked out, barely missed the twisting, turn-ing TIE.

Iniro swore, and gave chase. It wasnt easy, here in thisjunkyard of space debris. He was constantly
having to flip hisvessdl up on her Sde, or resort to other, even more drastic maneuvers, to avoid crashing
into something.

Clear shot... coming! yelled Iniro. Be... ready!

As he had promised, the next ingtant tile TIE fighter and the Take That/werein agtraight line with nothing
in be-tween them. Another red bolt tore through vacuum, and thistime it impded the recon TIE fighter
dead center!

For amoment the explosion flared out, yellow, then white, expanding, expanding . . .

Then the TIE was gone, and there were only sparkles of blazing debris and ash drifting in vacuum. . .
But before Iniro could celebrate hisvictory, his eye was caught by histactica display. The something big
was clos-ing on him! In asecond it would beright on top of him!

Captain Iniro twisted franticaly in his pilots seet, dap-ping his controls, trying desperately to evade, trying
to seeit. He caught just aglimpse out of the corner of hiseye. Minions of Xenchr, its so-

Falan Iniro never had time to complete the thought. The Carrack-classlight cruisers heavy turbolasers
engulfed thelittle freighter in awash of green fire, utterly obliterat-ing the Take That/ in lesstimethan it
takes for ahuman eyeblink.

Ten seconds later not even spacedust remained,

Within seconds of following Falan Iniros Take That/out of hiding, Niev Jaub knew that hed made a
terrible mis-take. Thelittle Sullustan wasflying hissmall light freighter (modified, of course), the Bnef
NUe, and when hed seen tile Take That/ blast out of hiding, hed assumed hed missed Makos order, and
followed the other vessel. The moment he was out in tile open, Jaub noted that only one other ship was
with them. Theyd obvioudy jumped the gun and the attack hadnt started yet.

For amoment Jaub considered trying to swoop back and hide again, but it wastoo late. A green blast
fromaTIE fighter nearly snged hiswhiskers. Jaub sent hissmdl freighter (which rather resembled one of
the shelled rep-tiles of hishomeworld) skittering to hisright in an evasive maneuver.

Unlike most of the defenders of Nar Shaddaa, Jaub was an honest trader, who happened to do business
on the Smugglers Moon, delivering exotie foodstuffs to the once-elegant hotel-easinos. Therewasa
szable Sullustan enclave on Nar Shaddaa, and the little sentient had kin and friends living there. So, when
Makos cal for help had gone out, Jaub had fgured it was his respongbility to respond. He couldnt let his
friends and family beinjured, and not try to help them!

Now what? he wondered, firing at a TIE fighter. | cant

compete with these pilots/l ve never even fired my weapons

befire, except in target practice/

But there was no turning back now. The Carrack-class light cruiser had entered the fray. Jaubs already
huge eyes went even wider as he saw tile Take That/ impaled in agreen burst of turbolaser fire.



Sickened, he watched as the Cordllians ship was vaporized.

If Jaub had thought he could outrun any of these ships, he might have tried. But he knew better. All he
could try to do, hefigured, wasto stay aive and maybe get in alucky shot. Mako was bound to order
thered attack any second 11OW!

Jaub zigged again asa TIE roared by him, seemingly out of nowhere. The evasive maneuver brought him
within range of the Carrick-class shipsturbolasers. The Sullustan pilot squeaked in utter terror asthe
barest edge of green licked past hisvessd.

Im dl right, he didnt hit me, he didnt hit me, hedidnt . . oh, gods. . . he hit me. . . the Sullustan thought.
His power indicators were dropping. That blast had barely brushed him, but it must have wiped out his
gern shields and disabled his engines. The Bnef NIle was Stfil hurtling dong, ill inthe grip of inertia, but
his engines were dead.

Jaub tested his maneuvering thrusters and redlized they till functioned. He couldnt brake, or speed up,
but he could turn hisvessd.

Helooked around, saw that two TIES were bearing down on him from the rear. In seconds, theyd catch
him and blast him into aioms.

The Carrack-class ship was obvioudy content not to have to waste its heavy turbolasers on the likes of
onesmal, crippled freighter The big Imperia ship was sailing se-rendly adong, pardle to and alittle
behind Jaubsflight peth.

Seconds. . . Ive got only seconds. Make them count, Jaub thought. He didnt think of himself as
particularly brave, but Sullustans were known to be a practical species.

Jaub sent hisship rolling over, using his maneuvering thrusters hard, ddliberately sending the BnefNUe
into an uncontrollable spin. Stars and space debris revolved in hisviewport, making his ssomach flip over.
Bnef nile, everyone! he screamed as he hurtled toward the flank of the Carrack-class ship.

Bnef nilemeant good luck in Sullugtan.

At firgt Jaub thought he wasnt going to makeit, that the Carrack-dass vessel was going too fast but then
he had one fina second to redize that he was, indeed, going to impact against the big vessels port shields.
Joy filled him, and then there was nothing but fire.. . .

Blasted, stupid foolsl Why didnt they wait for my or-der? Mako shouted as he sared into histactical
screen. Why did they jump the gun?

Maybe theyd misunderstood him. Mako had said, Pre-pare to evade, and just as he finished speaking,
those three impetuous freighters went streaking out of cover. Mako had stared at the screen, cursing
steadily in many lan-guages, as he watched two of the errant ships get blown up.

At least that second guy, whoever he was, had made his exit count for something. And even the fool that
had started the whole mess had nailed arecon TIE.

Now thethird vessal was stresking back toward him, with a TIE fighter in hot pursuit. Great! Mako
ydled. Just leed em right to where were hiding! If you live through this, Im gonna personaly hunt you
down and strangle you!

Mako, hes gonna buy it if we dont do something, Blue said tensdly.

| oughtalet thefool pay for his mistake, Mako growled, but alast check on histactica screens
convinced him that the Carrack-class vessdl was far enough into the debris to be unable to turn quickly
and get out of range. Close enough, Mako thought.

All right, he said to Blue and the gunnery crew, lets go save hisworthless hide!

Snapping on hiscomm, Mako said, All right, com-mence attack! First Strike Element, attack now, boys
and girls! Get those TIESs, and Il move in on that Carrack-class. Be prepared to back me up! Were
gonnanall that sucker!

Blue was taking the Dragon Pearl out of hiding now, and

the racing freighter saw them and swung toward them, like

achild running to hide behind mamas skirts. Blue gave atense order to the gunnery crew, and the Hurt
yachts six powerful turbolasers sent green blasts of destruction to im-paethe TIE fighter.

The TIE blew up spectacularly. Waste of power, Mako grunted. Stupid ships dont even have shields.
The Pearl was now moving toward the Carrack-class ship, which was only then redlizing it was being



chalenged. Blue, launch those Headhunters! Mako ydlled.

Already did it two minutes ago! she shouted back.

Quit tllin memy job!

The Vigilance sivung toward the yacht, and the two ves-sels engaged.

The Carrack-class, of course, had the advantage in the fight. It was armored much more heavily thanfile
yacht, had better shielding, and more weaponry. It was aso faster, but not by much.

However, Makos crew had two magjor advantages over the Vigilance. Blue was used to maneuvering
through Nar Shaddaas debris, while the Carrack-class vessels pilot was not. The Hutt yacht was also
amadler, thusfar more agile.

Blue pressed that advantage for dl she wasworth, dart-ing in to shoot, then straining every rivet inthe big
ship to evade the returning fire.

After being flung to the deck when the artificia gravity shorted out for asecond from ahit, Mako got
smart and strapped himself into his seat. He saw bursts of color re-flected against the viewport from laser
fire and turbolaser firerefl ecting off shields, but he couldnt see the Vigilance from his command center.
He had been worried that Vigilance might be one of the new, refitted models that were equipped with
tractor beams, but apparently it was not.

The Hutt yacht shuddered with the blasts, over and over. Werelosing the starboard shielding, Blue said
tersdy. Another hit there, and- WHAM!

The Pearl lurched horribly, like awounded anima dragged down by a predators claws. Blue swore.
Firel Hit eraagain!

Jllacs yacht shuddered as the turbolasersfired again, filen again.

Mako was dying to get up and see for himsdlf what was happening, but the ship was pitching so violently
that it would have been dangerous. All he needed was a broken arm-or neck.

WHAM-WHAM!

Blagt, Blue said. Wevelost three turbolaser mounts.

WHAM!

Make that four.

Blue, what in blazesis going on? Mako yelled over the next volley. Arewe hurtinthem at al?

Y eah, she grunted. Were hurtin em. Fire, boys!

Agan!

Unable to stand the suspense any longer, Mako un-snapped his harness and staggered across the
heaving deck to see what was going on.

His port shields are weakening, Blue told him. Our starboard shields are gone. She maneuvered the Hutt
yacht so the rdatively intact bow shielding was pointing toward the Vigilance.

Engines are duggish, Mako sad, feding the ship strain to move.

Tell me about it, Blue snapped.

The Pearl fired again, then again, and then-

Mako let out awhoop of glee as he saw, instead of the splash of turbolaser fire against a Shield, abig
charred mark appear on the Carrack-class ships armored hide. His port shields are down!

So are our starboard ones, Blue shaded.

But, baby, weve got him now! Disengage!

Mako raced back to hiscomm center. All right, listen up! Too Late Now! Minestral Defense Central
cdling. Comein, over!

Mako was addressing two of the merc vesselsthat he knew had been assigned to these coordinates. Too
Late Now was a captured and modified Imperia patrol craft, and Minestrawas a captured Imperia light
corvette. Both vessals now sported the blazing claw insgniathat marked them as pirates.

Minestra, we read you, Mako, said avoice.

Too Late Now, likewise.

Listen up, guys, good news! We just took down Vigi-lances port shields!

Were dready moving into finish him off, said the voice of Minestras captain. Mako, we saw the
pounding you took. Y oud better get out of here before more Imps show up.



Were only too happy to, Blue said, and with painful downess, the Dragon Pearl limped away. Mako
glanced at her diagnostic sensors, and cursed. No starboard shields, sublight engines crippled, hull
damage, and were leakin some atmosphere. Jiliacs gonnabe right irritated bout this. . .

The two pirate ships had arrived by now, and they and the freighters were ganging up on the injured
Vigilance, drawing in like scavengers toward a staggering prey. Mako saw the Carrick-class ship take hit
after hit, until finally the armor couldnt take any more, and a huge hole was blasted in her port sde. The
smugglerstargeted her engines, then her bridge, and within minutes, she was drifting hel plessin space.
Lifepods launched from the Carrack as some of the crew began abandoning ship.

Mako grinned. Y ou did good, guys! Okay, my shipsout of it, a least until we do some damage control,
s0 Im heading for Illusion Point amad of schedule. Y ou guys stick it out. Those skirmish ships should be
arivin any minute!

Admira Gredanx stared at Commander Jelon, taken aback by his subordinates report. Y ou say that the
Vigi-lanceisout of the battle? Captain Eldon isdead? Yes, Admird. | regret to say it, Sir.

What about his TIES?

All destroyed, gir.

Gredlanx was too disciplined to swear doud, but he did so mentaly. Order the skirmish shipsto full
speed. Order two squadrons of TIES to accompany them. Instruct them to engage the enemy at will.
Yes, gr!

For amoment Greelanx considered bringing the other Carrack-class, the ttpost, into combat, but he
decided againgt it. The Outpost might be needed for mopping up, later. He didnt want to risk hisonly
remaining recon ves-sd.

Wil shaw these wretched criminds, Gredanx thought angrily, completely forgetting, for the moment, that
he was supposed to lose this battle.. . .

Captain Soontir Fel stared at Admird Gredanxstiny holo-figure asit seemingly stood perched atop the
Pride of the Senates comm board, fegling as though someone had punched him in the ssomach. Eldonis
dead? Gredlanx nodded shortly. Unfortunately, yes.

| see, Sir. Permission to speak, Admira?

Go ahead. Gredanx was anything but welcoming. Perhaps we should take these smugglers abit more. .
serioudy . . . Sr? They apparently are capable of mounting a coordinated attack, as opposed to smply
shoot-ing at random.

Y our comment is noted, Fel. Greglanx out.

Thetiny holo-figure popped out of existence.

Soontir Fel stood for amoment, head bowed. Captain Darv Eldon had been one of his classmatesin the
Acad-emy. They had been close friendsfor nearly ten years. His death was like a vibroblade wound.

Fel swallowed, then straightened his shoulders. He would have timeto grieve later. Right now, it was his
duty to kill as many of these smugglersashecould. . .

At firgt, Han Solo found it very strange to shoot at TIE fighters, rather than fly them. As soon as Mako
had ordered in the First Strike Element, Han, with Chewie and Jarik in the Br/as wing-mounted gun
turrets, had gone after and engaged severa TIES. Hed nailed two, so far, and was cruising through the
debris, looking around for more.

The Bria had one weakened rear shield, which put her enginesin possible jeopardy should she take
another big hit there, but was otherwise undamaged, due largdly to Hans flying expertise.

Han was one of the few smugglers who was flying with-out a partner. Mako wanted him free to keep
watch over the fleet, to go where he was needed without encum-brances. Han recogni zed that Makos
decison was atesta-ment to his own flying skill and was pleased.

Han glanced over a the left gun turret on the Br/aswing, and saw Jarik in the movable seet, headset in
place. So far, the kid hadnt done well. Hed been overeager, ner-vous, and had managed to miss
everything hed aimed a. Han was beginning to think he shouldnt have encouraged him to come aong for
theride.

Chewbacca had done consderably better, hitting one TIE fighter and sending it whedling away. Seconds
later it had crashed into alarge piece of debris and exploded.



Hah himself had gotten another TIE with his bow-mounted twin lasers.

Ma os voice came over his headphones Listen up! Those skirmish shipsare arrivin and engaging a will!
Ev-eryone stay sharp!

Han had just decided to go hunting for one of the skir-mish ships, when suddenly a TIE fighter swooped
toward them, lasers blasting.

Chewie, Jarik! Hah yelled. Look sharp! Automati-cally he evaded the blasts, and triggered a shot with
hisbow guns.

A clean miss. Han swore.

Another TIE was swooping toward them, eager to catch the Briain a crossfire Han snapped off ashot at
it as he sent his ship swooping away, and saw the TIE wobble. Hed hit it!

Theother TIE camein again, and thistime Chewbaccawasright there, firing, firing-

A sudden Wookiee howl of rage and frustration echoed in Hans headphones. HeS been hit/ was Hans
firgt illought, and his breeth caught in his diest, but when he looked to hisright, he saw Chewie bouncing
up and down in his movable segt, roaring, cursing, and waving hislong, hairy arms, obvioudy furious-but
unhurt.

Wheats got into him? Han wondered, then he looked again, and saw what had happened.

The Brias gun-control yoke, wires dangling, was clutched in Chewies paw-hands. In hisenthusiasm to
nail the TIE, Chewbacca had forgotten to ration his great Wookiee strength; hed ripped the control yoke
clean out of the gun mount!

Now it was Hans turn to swear. Chewie, you big furry oatq. look what you did!

Chewbacca snarled in Hans headphones that he was only too aware of what hed done. Hah had never
heard hishairy friend use language like that before.

Whump! A shot from the TIE had impacted on the Brias amidships shield.

Hey, Solo! Concentrate on your flying, or youre gonna be dead! Han shook his heed, realizing that from
now on, hed have to consider hisright side as crippled, and shield it as best he could.

He spokeinto his headset. Jarik, listen up, kid! Chewie broke off the blasted gun yoke in the right turret!
Its.al up to you to nail these TIES!

Jariks voice wasfaint and shaky. Mmmm . . . me?

Y eah, you! Now look sharp! Hescominin again!

Jarik crouched in hismovable seat in the left gun turret, frozen with terror. My worst nightmare come
truel Im go-ing to kill usal!

Heforced himsdf to straighten up and swiveled, looking for the TIE. The targeting grid hung before him.
Would he be able to zero in on anything? He didnt know. Hed failed miserably, sofar.

Whereisit, whereis

Suddenly he saw it. Thereit was, coming in a 1ooping path from overhead that would alow it to flip over
and then get off ashot at the Brias bow.

| cantdoit...whatif | cant doit? Jariks mind screamed, but somehow his hands were moving, and then
his body was following suit as he swiveled in his seat. There was the targeting grid, there wasthe TIE and
suddenly-

the two images were one.

Without conscious valition, Jariks thumb squeezed thefiring trigger.

A red beam shot out, catching the TIE in the middle of itssmall body.

In magnificent Slence, the TIE blew up.

Jarik sat there, staring in shock. Did | do that?

Hansvoicein hisears. Great shootin, kid! Letsgo do it again!

Did | dothat?1 did! | didit/l cando it/

Jarik Solo grinned, felt awave of satisfaction and pride. Okay , Hah!

Jarik checked the charges on his gun, then, as the Bria swooped off, began searching their surroundings
for moretargets. . .

Aboard the Rimrmner, Salla Zend checked her position, then glanced quickly out of her viewport to
meake sure her flying partner wasin correct position. Because the Rimrun-ner equaed the MiUennium



Facon in speed, shed been paired with Lando and his odd little droid pilot.

Sdlahad to hand it to Vuffi Raa. Shes never before heard of adroid that could pilot, but she gathered
that V uffl Raawas some specia type of droid, from some com-pletely different part of the gaaxy.
Obvioudy not your ev-eryday astromech. From the moment theyd deployed, Vuffi Raanot only had
kept formation with her, the droid had occasiondly outflown her!

She spokeinto her headset. Any of those skirmish ships on your sensors, Vuffi?

Nothing so far, Lady Sdla, thelittle droid replied.

And my nameisVuffi Rag, please.

No problem, Vuffi Raa, shereplied. So what does that name mean, anyhow?

In the language of those who programmed me, it isanumber, Lady Sdla

Huh. Sdllawas doing avisua ingpection as she flew through the debris. No skirmish vessels so far, but
her sen-sors showed alarge group of vessals moving through the cloud of debris surrounding Nar
Shaddaa. It was only ametter of time. Lando, stay sharp with your guns. | see Imp dugs everywhere.
Right, Sdla, Lando said.

Rik, Shug?We could have incoming any second. Y ou guys reedy?

Ready, Sdlla, Shug replied.

We areready, pretty lady, Rik Dud said, in amanner that he fondly imagined to be charming.
Sdlagrimaced and rolled her eyes. Canit, Rik. Stay sharp. Thisisno timeto get cute.

Hey, Sdla, | cant helpitif Ive got eyes! Rik said, in mock4njured tones. That jerk Solo doesnt
appreciate you, you know. Y ou deserve better than that Corellian creep.

Y ou are one fine woman, and he-

Stow the chatter, Rik, Sallasnapped, tiring of the ban-ter. And rein in your hormones. Y our routineis
getting red old.

But, Salla- he protested, sounding very, very injured, | fell for you the moment I- Lady Sdlal Vuffi Raa
brokein. Incoming!

Sdlla checked her sensors and ship ID codes. An Impe-rid Customs Guardian-class light cruiser, the
LiannaGuard! She dtered her flight path to challenge the new-comer head-on, and wasimpressed to see
how quickly Vuffi Raafollowed her lead.

Seconds later the Lianna Guard came zipping toward them, firing itslaser cannons. Sdlatook aminor hit,
but the shields deflected it. The Imp vessal was fast, and as maneu-verable as the freighters-matter of
fact, the ship was a Customs patrol ship, designed to stop smugglers cold.

Shug took a shot with his quad lasers, but scored a clean miss asthe Imp pilot evaded. Hesredlly good!
Sdlathought. But well get him. Hes outhnumbered.

Shed been s0 occupied with engaging the Lianna Guard that Sdllafailed to notice three dug blips on her
sensors,dl coming inincredibly fist. Vuffi Raasquesked, Lady Sdlal TIE fighterd

Sdlatook ahit in her bow, but the shields handled it. Shug was shooting steadily now, and so was
Lando. One TIE was hit, and promptly exploded. Sdla couldnt tell who had made thekill.

Evasivel Sdlaflipped Rimrunner up on her side, but took a hit anyway. Her shieldstook the brunt of it,
but the freighter shuddered violently.

Get those TIES! sheydled.

Imtrying! came both Landos and Shugs voices at the sametime.

Sdlaswore grimly. Wheres the Lianna Guard? Shed lost track of the Guardian-class ship inthe melee.
BAM!

Rimrunner shuddered again. Sdla struggled to hold her bucking ship, narrowly missed crashing into a
huge piece of space debris. Theyd been hit in the flank, and her shields were weakened back there.
From the strength of the blast, it must have been the patrol ship, notaTIE.

Two to two. Much better odds!

Okay, now... where was the Lianna Guard? On Landostail? No! Coming up directly behind her! Lando
sad urgently, Evasive, Seflal

Not on your lifel she bellowed. Thisiswhat Ive been waiting for! Rik, blast your worthless hide, get him!



Captain Lodrel of the Imperid ship Lianna Guard smtied grimly as his ship streaked toward the
mynock-shaped freighters stern. Ive got you! he thought smugly, and opened his mouth to give the order
to destroy the helpless vessd!.

But before he could speak, Lodrel noticed something strange about the rear of the Corelli Space ship.
Two cam-~ouflaged gun ports had just did open in the ships stern! Instead of shouting Fire! Lodrel
screamed, Evasivel But two concussion missties were already stresking toward him. Hey! Thats not fair!
Lodre thought indig-nantly.

It was hislast thought . . .

Y ahooooooo! shouted Sallaas she saw the patrol ship blown to atoms on her rear sensors. We got him!
Sweet shooting, Rik!

Doesthat mean youll kiss me when we get back to base? he demanded in her headset.

Not achance, Sdlasaid cheerfully. But 11l buy you adrink?

Congratulations, Lady Sdlla, Vuffi Raasad, in hisprissy, overly refined tones.

Gresat going, Sallal Lando shouted. In al the excite-ment, | totaly forgot about those misstie launchers.
Shug, you are the best!

Y eah, Shug, we dl owe you, Sallaagreed.

That was fun, Shug said, chuckling. Want to do it again?

Sure! Sdlaand Lando chornsed.

Mako Spince heaved asigh of relief when the crippled Dragon Pearl managed to reach Illusion Point,
and the rdl-ative protection offered by the bigger shipsin Drea Renthals mercenary fleet. He checked his
sensors, dl thewhile listening to hks ships report in.

The smugglerswere doing well againgt the Imp skirmish vessels. They were taking losses, though, ships
they couldnt afford to lose. Mako frowned as he checked ship after ship. Imlosing alot of friendstoday,
he thought sadly. Too many good ships and people gone.. . .

He ran agatus check. Almost twenty-five percent of hissmuggler vessels. . . gone. Eveniif they won this
battle, the smuggling operations out of Nar Shaddaa were going to be affected for along, long time.

But the Imps had probably lost half their TIE fighters, and nearly fifty percent of their skirmish ships.

The big question is, Mako thought, when is Gredanx gonnareave in with his capital ships? The big ships
were gpproaching steadily, but were till out of range.

Mako glanced nervoudly at his sensors, saw two skirmish vessels converge on asmuggler ship. Oh, no!
A panicked voice erupted in Makos headset. Defender

Central! Can you get me some help? Im crippled, and-

The voice scaed up into an agonized scream, and abruptly stopped. Mako watched asthe blip on his
sensors W/nked out. He cursed softly, helplesdy.

Commander Jeon, Admiral Gredlanx said, order the remainder of the TIESto deploy and engage at will.
Yes, Sr.

The big Imperia shipswere now within five hundred kilometers of the Nar Shaddaa debris shell.
Gredanx took asip of stim-tea, then checked their sensors again. He could see the remaining twelve TIE
fighters streaking toward the battle.

Commander, instruct the capital wedge to assume an external-approach orbital pass. Were going to
avoid that debris.

Yes, gr.

And order the wedge to accelerate to full speed. We are starting our attack. Yes, Sir!

Gredanx checked the status of his squadron again. He was impressed by the smugglers tenacity. Hed
expected them to break and run before now. But they were il fighting, and doing significant damageto
hisskirmish ves-sdis.

Stll, losng wasnt going to be easy. The smugglers were fighting bravely, granted, but those little freighters
were no match for his capital ships. Greglanx sighed. It was possible that hed have to order one of his
shipsto do something that would be guaranteed to cause its destruction.

The admird swallowed another sip of teg, fedling as though afist were closing around histhroat. Hed
sent troops to their deaths before, many times, but never on purpose. He wasnt sure he could doit . . .



But what choice did he have?

Theyre making their move! Accelerating to attack speed! Mako redlized as he stared into his sensors. He
keyed hiscomm to aspecia, private frequency. Han, Mako here. Y ou read me?

Y eah, Mako, came the voice of hisfriend, garbled but understandable. | read you. Whats happening?
Gredanx is gtarting his move with his capita ships. Im going to order the retreat. Do me afavor, pa?
Sure.

Y ou and Chewie play rear guard during the retreat. Hang back and ride herd on those spacebums,
okay? Keep em on track, Han. Dont let em go too dow, but keep on their tails about goin too fast. We
want those Impsfollow-ing right on their hedls.

Will do, Han said. Howre we doing?

Overdl, not bad. But weve lost somefriends.

I, know. lve seen wreckage, Han agreed, sounding bleak.

Mako out.

Mako keyed in another specia frequency. Captain Rentha?

Renthd here.

Im going to order the retrest now. Be ready.

Weareready. Il recal Minestra.

What about Too Late Now?

Shesgone.

Oh...

Renthd out.

Mako keyed his generd frequency. Boysand girls, thisis Defender Central. Y ou done good, fellow
gpacebums. Now itstimeto leave the party. All vessdls, retreat aong assigned vector. Remember your
drills. Repest, you are to retreat along your assigned vector, starting now. Defender Central ouit.
Xaverri stood in acordoned-off section in Shug Ninxs spacebarn, intent on the tactica display shewas
receiving, tranamitted by Dragon Pearl. She watched as the smugglersturned tail and raced away from
the oncoming Imperid capital shipsand remaining skirmish vessals. Her friends were fleeing in what
seemed to be a panicked rout, but was, in actudity, a carefull y coordinated and rehearsed with-drawal
under fire. Mako and Hah had drilled and drilled them in just how far they should stay ahead of the
Imperid vessdstantaizingly within wegpons range, so the strag-glerswould haveto take evasive
maneuversto avoid being blasted if the Imperids got lucky.

Themagician licked her lipsin anticipation, thinking that thiswas her big chance, the chance to wipe out
more Imps at one time than shed probably ever get again.

Thats right, she thought, watching the wedge move closer and closer to the Illusion Point coordinates.
Thatsright, come abmg, chase them, yes, chase themright into thetrap . . .

Poised like ahunting Togorian, she stared fiercely into the tactical display until her eyes burned and she
was forced to blink.

When her vison cleared, there they were! The entire capitd wedge wasright in the middle of the IP
coordinates!

Xaverri grinned, apredatory smile that had nothing pleasant about it. She activated her comm, spoke on
aspe-cid frequency. Mako, Xaverri here.

ThisisMako. Xaverri, | read you.

Activating illuson . . . now, she said, and broke con-tact. Then, dowly, ddiberately, she pressed the big
red button on her console, the one marked, DONT TOUCH UNLESS Y OURE XAVERRI!

Now you die, she whispered.

Imperial Destiny rounded the limb of Nar Shaddaa, swinging wide as ordered, in order to avoid the
floating debris surrounding the Smugglers Moon. Asit did so, Ad-mira Gredanx could findly seeNa
Huitta, large even at adistance of over 123,000 kilometers. Hisflagship was |ead-ing the dlarge against
the fleeing smugglers, his capitd ships moving in perfect formation, with hisremaining TIE fighters and
skirmish shipsflanking the wedge.

Gredanx stood on his bridge, watching them close on their prey, seeing the red and green trails of



Imperid lasers and turbolasers blasting at the motley assortment of freighters, wondering once again how
he was going to man-age to stage aredistic defeat and retrest.

The smugglers had fought hard, Gredlanx had to admit that, but the sight of hisbig ships had obvioudy
terrified them, frightened them so badly that any fighting spirit theyd had was gone.

Now they were running like Corellian vrelts before a pack of canoids.

Admira Gredanx, dr! the sensor operator spoke up urgently. Sir, Im getting something, but where did it-
Weve got incoming, Sir!

Gredlanx took aquick glance at the sensors, then turned to look out the viewport. His eyes widened.
Coming straight at them from the direction of Na Hutta

were hundreds of smuggler ships of assorted szes-includ-

ing severa Cordlian corvettes Mercenaries, Gredanx

thought. The smugglers dont have anything that larget

Where did they come from? Jelon demanded of the sensor operator. Why werent you tracking them?
Sir, they mustve just launched from Nal Huttal Sir, | was concentrating on tracking the smuggler flest, as
or-dered, Commander!

Gredanx frowned. Hisingtincts, honed after decadesin the Imperia Navy, made him wonder if this could
be some kind of atrick.

Full sensor scan! he snapped.

Yes, ar!

Moments later the sensor operator displayed the results of his check. Gredanx studied it. The Hutts must
have held these mercenariesin reserve, then launched them in desper-ation, he decided.

Gredanx cleared histhroat. Commander Jelon, instruct the wedge and our fightersto execute a
one-hundred-and-ten-degree turn, Y axis, and engage the newcomers. When they have completed their
maneuver, they may fireat will!

Mako Spincelet out ayell of triumph as he watched the phantom fleet appear, and saw the Imperial
shipsbegin ther turn. Yes Theyrefdlin for it! He keyed his comm. Captain Renthal!

| seeit, shesaid tersdly. | didnt believeit would work until now, but | gottaadmit . . . Im attacking, full
speed!

Go get erd

As Mako had requested, Han Solo had stayed back be-hind the other smugglers, asthey wove their way
out of tile debris during the retreat. Once past the limb of Nar Shad-daa, Hah had ordered them to swing
wide, and get out of the debris. That way Gredlanx would have aclear view of the fleeing smugglers, and
would continue his pursuit, Straight into their trap.

When Han findly emerged from the shell of debris, he found himsdf actudly traling the Imperid flegt. He
could see them ahead of him, and considered trying to loop around them at top speed, so he could take
part in the attack that was planned at the | P coordinates.

Ahead of him, he spotted apair of vessels on his sensors, and was surprised when he checked their
vessl | Dsand found that the wayward pair was Sdllaand Lando in Rimrmner and the Falcon.

Han wondered if one of them had taken abad hit and needed help. Activating his corem, he said,
Defender Central, thisis Han. Comein, Mako.

Makos voice was clearer, now that Han was out of the debris field. Mako here, Han. The Imps have
amost reached the IP point.

Ive got Sdlaand Lando on my sensors, and were al behind the Imp fleet, Mako.

Y eah, | asked emto take it easy, figuring you might need some help if you ran into any stray skirmish
vessals, Mako said.

Okay, so theyredl right?

Far as| know.

Patch me through to them, will you?

Sure.

In order to keep the frequencies as clear as possible, all communications had been routed through Mako,
except for designated pairs like Lando and Sala. Moments later Han heard Landos voice. Han, old



buddy!

Lando, Im behind you, wondering how to get past the Imp fleet so | can get back into the action.
Sdlaand | werejust wondering the same thing. | dont want to miss out on the chance to score some
more hits on those Imp skirmish ships. Sallaand | got quite afew of them, Lando said proudly.

Three Guardian-classlight cruisers, Sdlainterjected.

Hey, congratulationd

Magter. Vuffi Raas precise tones were unmistakable. Would you like me to swing us around so we can
fly back to the action with Captain Solo?

Y eah, Vuffi Raa, why dont you do that? Oh, and . . . dont call me master. Y es, Master.

Han was now close enough to hisfriends that he could see them in the distance asthey peded off and
swooped back to join him. Han chuckled. Wherein the galaxy did you pick up that droid, Lando? Long
story. Moments later the three vessels were flying together. Han wasfiercely glad to find out hisfriends
were okay. It felt good, dl of them flying together, united againgt the Imperids.

Hah keyed his comm again. So, guys, how are we gonna get past the fleet, back to the IP?

Suddenly Chewie, who had abandoned his useless gun turret and come up to serve as copilot and to man
the Brias bow guns, growled urgently and gestured at the sen-sors.

Hall looked, and saw the wedge of pursuing capita] ships dow, then begin to execute a ponderous turn,
al thewhileremaining in perfect formation.

Go, Xaverri! he shouted, then he keyed his comm.

Hey, Lando, Sdlld Check your forward sensorsY

The Imperid shipswere just out of visua range by now. Han found himsalf wishing fiercely that he could
catch up to them, do some more damage.

They can seeit! Lando said. Why cant we? Because were behind it, Han said. It dl hasto do with the
angle of thelight rays. Complicated, but trust inc. The Imps are seeing abig fleet comin straight at them!
The Imperia fleet continued to execute their turn. | hate being stuck back here, out of the action/Han
thought.

Suddenly, seeing the direction in which the fleet was turning, Hah had an idea. He keyed his comm.
Lando, Sdllal Were close enough to the wedge to be able to do atwo-second hyperspace microjump
right into the middle of theillusion. If we dter our gpproach vector dightly just before the jump, well wind
up on the right approach path to come roaring in with those phantoms, firin! Lets give Xaverrisfleet some
red teeth!

Hah! Sdlla protested. Wereright in the middle of agravity well, in case you havent noticed?

Were close enough to where the two bodies balance each other out, Han inssted. We can do it, guys!
Cmon! Follow mel!

He dtered hisflight vector dightly, and was pleased to note that Rimrunner and the Falcon followed him.
Okay, wered| set! Hah said tensely. Now for the

microumpY

Hey, Han, that illusion is only going to be good for another couple of minutes! Lando protested. We cant
possibly get acourse out of the navicomputersin time!

| got it covered, Hah said. Y ou just order that fancy little droid of yours to compute our microjump and
put the three of usright in the forefront of that fleet. He can dump the figuresinto our navicomputers over
the comm. Cant you, V uffi Raa?

| am aclasstwo droid, of course| can make such an elementary caculation, V uffi Raa said, sounding
affronted at having his abilities questioned. But, Captain Solo, | must point out that what you are
suggesting presents aconsiderable risk. From the way thelittle droid spoke, Han could picture it wringing
itstentacles a the very idea. Lando, cmonl Order himto doit!

Han could hear Lando sigh even over the comm. All right, you crazy Corellian. Vuffi Raa, you
mechanical mas-termind, do what Han says!

Moments later Vuffi Raasaid, in asubdued voice, Courseladin.

Punchit! Hah yelled, suiting hisactionsto hisworcls. The stars striated around him for a brief second,
then hefound himsdlf racing Sraight at the Imperid fleet!



He glanced from one side to the other, saw that Lando and Sallawere ill in formation with him. And,
behind them and to elther side of them, stretched Xaverrisillu-son. Han could seeit now, and even
though hed been prepared for something big, hewasimpressed. All right! he yelled. Thanks, Vuffi Raal
Asthe phantom fleet drew nearer the Imperia wedge, the big capital ships began blagting avay. Hah
redized im-mediately that there was a huge advantage to being part of an illusion. With thismany shipsto
shoot at, chances were pretty good that none of the three solid vessalswould be targeted.

Neverthel ess, he prepared quickly for evasive. Jarik, you ready, kid? he called. Ready, Han! Chewie,
you ready with those twin lasers?

Hrrrrrrnnnnnnnt

Han chose atarget the leftmost Dreadnaught, which was the one closest to him. Im going after that
Dread-naught dead ahead, he said over the comm. He glanced at the vessel 1D. The Peacekeeper.

Wl stay with you, Lando said. We can cover each other.

Great! Han was having thetime of hislife. Aint thisfun, guys?

Hah, what are you planning to do? Salainquired ap-prehensively.

Oh, I just thougilt I might zip by the Peacekeepers bridge and wave at the captain, Han said with cheery
good humor. Jugt afriendly littlevisit . . .

Han! Sdlaprotested. Id rather we dl lived through this?

Crazy Cordlian . . Lando muttered.

Hey, Han said. What are you worryin about? Its Hiel

Captain Reldo Dovlis, in command of the Imperial Dreadnaught Peacekeeper, shook hishead in disgust.
Ceasefirel he snapped. Itsnot reg]. It cant be. Our shots havent taken out asingle ship. And none of
their shots have done usthe dightest bit of harm. Were just wasting our fire and our time.

His sensor operator looked up. Sensors till indicate that what we are seeingisredl, Sir.

Sensors are lying, then, Dovlis snarled. He studied the tactical array, and saw anumber of ships heading
for Peacekeepers stern, coming fast. Vessels approaching from the tear, he said. Turn to bring our
forward turbolaser battery to bear on them. Lock in weapons. Prepare to fire on my order.

Sowly the big ship began to swing around. Dovlis kept a shat) watch on the approaching vessdls, and
was rdieved to see that hed have timeto fire several salvos at them. From the size of them, that ought to-
His pilot gave a strangled yelp, and the Peacekeeper shuddered. Red laser fire spattered against
Peacekeepersforward shield.

A bare second later aship swooped by, so close to the bridge viewscreen that even Dovlis yelled and
ducked. The ship, asmall, battered SoroSuub freighter, executed a per-fect inside loop and came back
for asecond run.

Theyrenot al phantoms./Dovlisredized. Turn back! he shouted. Fire on that ship!

Peacekeeper began turning back again. Now Dovlis could see the smuggler fleet again, and he gasped a
how closethey were.

Two more beat-up freighters strafed the Peacekeeper.

Target those vessels! the Captain ordered. Firel

Mako Spinces crew had managed to jury-fig some re-pairs to the Dragon Pearl, so the Hutt yacht now
hed par-tial starboard shielding, and her hull lesks had been sealed. Her sublight speeds were till
impaired, but Mako was will-ing to risk taking her back into battle. Captain Rentha had assigned a

Y -wing fighter to accompany him, and the swift, powerful little ship now cruised beside him, prepared to
keep incoming off hiswesakened starboard side.

Scanning the tactica and sensor arrays, Mako saw that he was now in range of histarget, the Imperia
bulk cruiser Liquidator. The ship was till pointing its stern toward the oncoming smuggler and pirate
vessHs, dtill vulnerableto attack.

Mako, Blue said, were within firing range.

Mako nodded at the beautiful smuggler pilot. Gregt! Im going to let the Y -wing have first pass, then well
get inour licks. Ingtruct the gunnery crew to target hisleft rear deflector, right over his engine room. We
want to hit him in the same place asthe Y -wing.

Right, Blue muttered, and relayed the order.



Mako was grateful to have that Y-wing to help cover his starboard side. The swift, modern little fighter
was not only equipped with lasers, but with proton torpedoes, which were bound to comein red handy.
He keyed his comm, spoke to the pirate gunner aboard the Y -wing. Mako here. Y ou ready?

Were ready!

Gofor it!

Mako watched the Y -wing on his sensors. Thelittle ship made its run, damming four proton torpedoes
into the des-ignated target before sheeting off. Okay, Mako, the gun-ner said, circling back to join the
yacht, shields are either down or barely holding. Y our turn! My pleasure?

Mako turned to Blue and gave her anod. She increased speed to maximum (which still wasnt very good)
and headed for the Liquidator, turbolasers blasting away.

With their first blast, Mako knew the bulk cruisers shields were aready down. The Pearls gunners
pummeled their target repeatedly with the two remaining turbol asers, before the cumbersome Imperid
vessdl could turn to bring her heavy forward gunsto bear.

Moments later the Imperia shipsright flank, and the engine room benesth it, was a blown-out wreck.
The Liqui-dawr spun dowly in space, hel pless, leaking atmosphere.

Captain Drea Renthd leaned forward excitedly in her command seat. Findly! A little action of my nvn!
Guiding her shipsthroughout the battle had been chalenging, but not like this. Now she wasflying her
own vessdl, and shewas going in for thekill.

Her target was another of the big bulk cruisers, the Ar-reswr. These ships were outdated, clumsy, and
not heavily shielded enough. By comparison with Arrestor, Rentha F/st was a heavily armed, deek
engine of destruction. In addition to its two twin turbolasersin top and bottom tur-rets her Cordlian
corvette had four twin laser turrets on the sides for shooting fighters, and apair of capitd-ship proton
torpedo launchersin the front, beneath her bridge.

Her supply of proton torpedoes was limited, as Han had predicted. Renthal had only four. They were
extremey hard to come by.

But as she closed in on Arrestor, Renthal was deter-mined to make every one of them count.

As she neared firing range, she spoke to her gunnery crew. Prepare to launch torpedo one and two.
Target her stern. Id love to get areactor overload going! Yes, sir! Renthal smiled. She liked being cdled
gr.

AsRenthal Fist swooped by, she shouted, Fire!

Her ship lurched dightly, once, twice, as the proton tor-pedoes went streaking out in ablue of bluefire,
Thefirst torpedo took out the cruisers shields. The sec-ond bored into the hull and caused damage.
Fire turbolasers! Renthal ordered, coming around for another pass.

The Arrestor was lurching now with the impacts. The turbolasers bored ever deeper into her vitds,
seeking her heart-the reactor that powered her engines.

Renthal was never quite sure what warned her. Ingtinct, perilaps, devel oped after twenty years of fighting.
She turned her ship sharply, and accelerated away at top speed.

Behind her, Arrestor exploded as thoroughly as any frag-fie TIE fighter.

Rentha smfied seraphicdly. My, that was fun!

Mako cheered as he watched five of Renthals Y -wings strafe the Dreadnaught Peacekeepers stern,
targeting its vulnerable engine areg, volleying it with proton torpedo SaVVOS.

The Dreadnaughts were alot tougher targets than the clumsy bulk cruisers, but he thought they might
have achanceto kill thisone.

Apparently Han, Salla, and Lando had pulled some typi-caly harebrained stunt to keep the Peacekeeper
occupied until the Y-wings eould move in. Mako could make out their blips, following the Y-wings,
waiting for those proton torpedoes to dedl with the shields before wasting shots on the big vessdl.
Mako found himsdf doing some mentd figuring asthe Y -wings strafed the Imperia Dreadnaught. Two
salvos of two torpedoes each, from five Y-wings... that equals twenty torpedo hits!

It sounded like alot, but Mako had trained aboard an Imperial Dreadnaught, and knew how tough the
old shipswere.

There goesthefirst salvo . . . ten torpedoes. . . ten hits. . .



Mako did some rough caculations, figured that the Peacekeepers stern shields ought to bein red trouble
by now.

Asthe Y -wings swooped by on their second pass, black-ened holes began appearing in the
Dreadnaughts star-board flank, where its massve engines were.

Now that the shields were down, other smugglers were attac4cing the Dreadnaughts stern with abandon.
The Imp Captain tried to turn his ship so he could fire on them, Mako could tdll, but the ship was aready
duggish, unre-sponsive.

And then, suddenly, there was a bright flare on the star-board side, and then the light from the
Peacekeepers en-gines went out.

Mako whistled softly. | think hesintrouble. . .

Sir, the starboard reactor overloaded! The safeties shut it down! Reldo Dovliss second-in-command
reported. No engine power remaining, Sir!

Dovlislooked around, feeling desperate. Without en-gines, he couldnt escape. The smuggler shipswere
too smdl to do him much damage quickly, but over time they could cut his ship to ribbons, starting from
the unprotected starboard stern, and working their way up, toward the bridge, destroying shields piece
by piece, boring into hisship with their littlelasers. . .

Weve got to restart those engines, or weve had it, Dovlis said, knowing he spoke the truth. Override the
fall-safe. We need power!

But, Captain- The young mans face was ashen with fear. Dovlis didnt blame him. Reactors werent
something to mess around with. But what other dternative did he have? All the other Imperia vessels
were engaged it was unlikely that an appeal to Greglanx would bring help quickly enough.

Dovliswas counting on the fact that the override on the reactor was designed to trip long beforetilere
was actual danger of an explosion.

Hefixed his subordinate with asteely gaze. | gave you an order, Commander. Yes, Sr!

If only we can fire the engines for long en,ntgh to get closer to the other ships! Dovlisthought. Drifting,
the Peacekeeper would tend to be pulled in by Nar Shaddans gravity.

Dovlis heard his shipsenginesfire, strain, and h is heart ached at what he was having to do to her. But dl
their liveswere at stake.

Peacekeeper strained, lurched, then crept dowly for-

ward

and then shuddered in agony as her starboard engine exploded. The port engine was till firing, however,
and the unequd thrust sent the Dreadnaught into adizzying spin!

Engines ore shouted Dovlis, but found that the Com-mander had already anticipated his order.
Peacekeeper soun now in silence, whirling over and over.

Theatificid gravity was gtill functioning because of the emergency power cells. But they werent enough
to power the ships maneuvering thrusters. They had no way to pull out of this spin. Firing the port engines
again would only make them spin harder, faster.

Reldo Dovliswatched in utter terror asthe starswhirled by, then the surface of Nar Shaddaa, hazy
because of the moons planetary shield, then the gtars, then the moon. . .

Do somethingl hismind screamed Were being drawn by the moons gravity! In abentt aminute, were
going to hit Nar Shaddaa energy shield!

And what an exploson that would be!

Stars...moon. .. sars... moon. ..

Whirling in adizying spin, whirling, spinning, utterly powerlessto stop. . .

Stars...moon...sars. .. moon. .. stars. . moon very close now . . .

Dovlisstrovefor dignity. Hewas, after al, an Imperid officer. Can anyonethink of anything that might
help? lie askeck keegping hisvoice steady and calm.

His bridge crew looked at him silently. Thelaw of grav-ity was, in this case, as crud and inexorable as
any of those imposed by the Emperor.

Stars...moon. .. stars. .. moon so close now . . .

Stars... moon...



And then there was only the moon, clutching them to her, dragging them into her shield And then there
wasnothingatdl . ..

One of the smugglers who had darted in to take shots at the dying Peacekeeper was Roa, who was
feding pretty cocky. Lately hed been wondering if he wasnt getting old, losing his edge, but today hed
engaged in two dogfightswith TIE fighters, and come out victorious.

Hey, lve 4ill got it! he thought, sending the Lwyl| dart-

ing after the spinning Dreadnaught. Just for the thrill of it,

he sent the Lwyll hurtling benesth the plummeting Imp,

pulling out steeply, fedling the gee forces grip him, so

strong was the pull-

and then the Peacekeeper hit Nar Shaddans shield.

Even climbing as he was, the shock wave threw Roaforward. He smashed into his control yoke with
bruisng force. Parts of hisingtrument panel shattered, sending shards of glassinc to impae hisarmsand
chest liketiny daggers.

Asthe big ship exploded, it wiped out a section of the planetary shield, and flaming debris was sucked
through, down into the upper atmosphere. And so was Roa.

Tile concussion shock wave had stunned him, and he struggled to regain full consciousness. It wasnt
easy. Waves of blacknessrolled over him like anight sea.

But Roawas afighter. He didnt give up his struggle to open his eyes, to blink, to raise his head.
Seconds later he was able to focus again, and redized where he was and what he was doing. He was
fdling like a stone, down and down, hurtling through Nar Shaddaas grimy atmosphere.

Roablinked. There was something in his eyes. Blood?

Mogt likely.

He shook his head, and pain stabbed. Trying to move brought agony. Hisinstrument panel was a mess,
but some partswere il lit and functioning. Hisflight suit was no longer vacuum-proof, but hewasnt ina
vacuum any longer . . .

Forcing himself to move, to take control, Roa grabbed the controls and began to wrestle the little scout
craft down through the atmosphere, using every hit of skill he had to achieve a soft landing.

Or even ahard landing.

Any kind of landing

The LwyU tried valiantly to respond to his commands. He brought her nose up, got air beneath her
wings. Hisheadlong fall dowed.

Roabegan testing his braking and maneuvering thrust-ers, and they responded duggishly. Hewas il
fdling, but now it was arddtively controlled fal.

Beneeth him, he could see alanding platform. Using his maneuvering thrusters, he managed to edge the
Lwyll over, until he was certain hed land on it, as opposed to tumbling over the side, down into the abyss
between buildings. . . The permacretewasrushingup a him, fast . ..

ToofastY

Roafought gravity as he would have fought a human opponent in awrestling match, using every bit of
skill he possessed.

Asthe permacrete hurtled up at him, Roa braced him-sdif . . .

He never remembered the moment of impact.

How much later did he blink, swim back to conscious-ness? Seconds? Minutes? Hours?

Roadidnt know and didnt care. He hurt in a hundred places, but amore viscera fear than any hed ever
known drove him to full consciousness.

Theamdl of burning. The LwyU was burning. Any mo-ment now, she might explode, and al hisstruggle
to land her would be for nothing . . .

Ignoring the stabbing glassinc shards that still impaled him, Roareached up and stabbed the control that
would pop his cockpit. Clumsly he unsnapped hisflight harness. He managed to pull himsdlf up, out of
his set, then haf fell over the side. He kicked weskly, trying to get the strength to draw hislegs over.
Suddenly hands grabbed him, lifted him. V oices babbled in his ears, faint because of the helmet. He was



being lifted, carried.

He heard steps on the permacrete. They were hurrying, running steps. He was being shaken, jounced,
amost as badly aswhen the explosion had hit him.

Roaraised hishead dightly, looked back at the Lwyll, just in timeto see his beloved little ship blow up.
But Im dive, hethought foggily. Im dive, and | sill havethered Lwyll . ..

And with that thought, he blacked ouit.

For aman who had been granted hiswish, Admird Win-stel Gredlanx was remarkably unhappy. The
Admira stared at histactical screens, his sensors, saw the damage his squadron had taken, and was
absolutdly furious. How dare those smugglers? How dare they?

One Dreadnaught utterly destroyed. A Carrack-class cruiser fit only for salvage. One bulk cruiser a
helpless crip-ple, another that was now part of the debris and spacedust floating around Nar Shaddaa.. .

Gredanx fought back the urgeto rdly histroops and continue the battle. He till had aformidable force,
espe-cidly againg these smugglers. There was a decent chance, perhaps more than fifty-fifty, that he
would be able to achieve victory and implement his orders.

But he couldnt do that. He had been looking for away to justify withdrawal, and now it had been handed
tohim.

He turned to Commander Jelon. Order our shipsto fall back in an orderly fashion. When they have
disengaged, order them to rendezvous at our hyperspace raly coordi-nates.

Jeon gtared at his commanding officer in open surprise.

Retreat, 9r?

Y es, retreat, Gredanx said harshly. We cannot achieve our directive herein the Y Toub system.
Approved tactical wisdom dictates an orderly retreat, while we still have some control over the situation.
Usudly Gredanx would no more justify his ordersto a subordinate than he would step out an airlock
without a spacesuit, but in his mind he was composing his officia report, trying those phrases on for size.
Jelon snapped to attention and saluted formdly. Yes, Sir!

Retreat? thought Captain Soontir Fel in blank astonish-

ment. Retreat? We can till win|

It wouldnt be easy, but it was do-able. Fel was sure of it. He smply couldnt believe that Gredlanx had so
little back-bone.

Retreat in orderly fashion, Commander Jelon re-peated. Those are the admiras orders.

Fd outranked Jelon, and that gave him the courage to speak his mind more bluntly than he would have
dared to the admird. But there are till unrecalled TIEs out there. We cant abandon them!

The admird is expecting the squadron to make the jump to hyperspace at the raly coordinates within the
time he specified, Jon sad tiffly.

Fels mouth tightened. Fel out, he said curtly, and the tiny holographic image of Jeon vanished.

Soonfir Fel turned to his second-in-command. Broad-east an emergency recal to dl TIE fightersto
rendezvous with the Pr/de. | will take as many as| can, until the dock-ing bays and shuitle bays are full.
At the same time, we will disengage and withdraw, Commander Toniv. Vhat speed, sir? One-quarter
speed, Commander.

One-quarter speed, sir?

Y ou heard me.

Yes, ar!

Fe had ordered such aridiculoudly low speed in order to give as many TIES as possible the chance to
get aboard hisvessdl. Technicaly, hewas obeying his orders-Gree-lanx had neglected to specify a speed
but he was dis-obeying them in Spirit.

Frankly, at the moment, Soontir Fel could have cared less about his orders. He wasnt going to abandon
those TIE pfiotd

Five minuteslater his docking bayswerefull of the reg-ulation twelve TIE fighters, and his shuttle bay
contained another three. Sensors didnt indicate any other TIEs out there to be picked up, so Fel ordered
Pride up to full speed to catch up to the rest of the squadron.



A minute later thetiny holographic image of Admiral Gredanx materidized on hiscomm board. Captain
F!

Fe had no trouble staying cool. He was till too angry to be apprehensive. Yes, Admira?

Y ou ddliberately disobeyed my order!

| retrieved our fighters, Admiral. And their pilots. | consdered that . . . important.

Gredanxslittleimage bristled. Captain, this decision on your part could wind up costing you your
command. | shal makeafull report.

Fel swallowed, but his gaze did not waver. And | shall, of course, make my full report, he said. As per
regulations, | intend to offer al the facts of the battle as| ob-served it.

Gredanx stared at Fel for along moment. Neither gaze wavered.

Findly, the admiral nodded. Asyou wish, Captain. Thetiny image vanished. S oontir Fel dropped into a
seqt, ressting the urge to hold hishead in his hands. Were the lives of those TIE pilots worth a career? It
was entirely possible that he was about to find out. Soontir Fel sighed. Life could be very complicated, at
times. But then athought occurred to him, and it cheered him considerably . . .

At least | didnt have to execute Base DeltaZero . . . thats worth something, too . . .

Twenty-four hours after Han and Chewie had brought the Br/asafely back to Nar Shaddaa, undamaged
save for the gun mount and aweakened stern shield over her engine housing, Han and Xaverri stood
together on the windswept landing platform beside The Phantasms landing ramp. Sallaand Chewie had
accompanied them most of the way, but had discreetly falen back, to alow them to say aprivate
farewdl.

Now Han looked at Xaverri, who had once more as-sumed her colorful, stylish clothes, and shook his
head. | hate good-byes, he said miserably. | can never think of anything to say, and thisisworse than
usual. How can | find words to thank you, Xaverri? Y our illuson saved us. With-out you, we wouldnt
have been ableto doit.

She smiled a him, her dark eyesfull of affection. Hey, Solo .. . . | wouldnt have missed it for al the
creditsin the galaxy. | just wish Id been on the bridge of afew of those Imperia shipsto seethelr
reaction.

Han laughed. They had to have been surprised, thats for sure. hnpulsively he reached out and took her
hands, then found himsdlf hugging her fiercely. Im gonnamissyou, he said, hisvoice muffled by her hair.
Just when | thought Id gotten used to living without you, here | haveto doit dl over again. It aint fair,
Xaverri.

When he pulled back abit, she reached up and kissed him firmly on the mouth. Dont worry, she said
with asmile, Sdlawont mind. Shesaclassy lady. Sheis, he agreed. Wethink alot dike.

Xaverri nodded. | hope you two are happy, Solo. Y ou take care of each other, okay? Han nodded.
You, too. | will, Solo. Dont forget me. ..

Never, he said, histhroat tight. | could never forget you, Xaverri.

Xaverri pulled awvay, and he let her go. Sheran up the ramp, into her ship, and did not look back . . .
Three days after the Battle of Nar Shaddaa (as it was coming to be known), Han, Chewie, Sdlla, and
Lando at-tended Roas wedding. The aging smuggler was nearly healed, thanksto aprolonged dunk ina
bactatank, and Lwyll looked radiant in an elegant gown.

It was generdly known that the four smugglers had been instrumenta in turning the tide of battlein Nar
Shaddaas favor. Han and hisfriends were the toast of the party. They wandered around, sipping drinks,
scarfing appetizers, shak-ing hands, and being congratulated by al and sundry.

Lando came up to Roa, threw an arm around the smug-glers shoulders, and said, | understand that
getting out of the smuggling businessis one of the conditionsto thiswed-ding, Roa.

Thatsright.

WEéll, youre going to need honest employment, then.

Would you liketo work for me? Doing what?

Lando laughed. Dont look so suspicious! Managing my used spaceship lot. Im going on an extended trip
back to the Centrality, and | need someone reliable to ook after the business.

Roalooked very thoughtful. Well . . . surel | think Id like that. Thanks, Lando. So.. . . why areyou



heading out? Got something planned?

Vuffl Raaand | are heading back to the Centraity be-cause Ive got ahunch | could make aquick fortune
run-ning cargo to those backward planets. And-Lando smiled and stroked his fledgling mustache-if that
doesnt work, there are aways the casinos in the Oseon system. Itll do me good to polish up my sabaee
game. When you dont play, you get rusty. The games here on Nar Shaddaa are pretty small, credit-ante.
| need some real high-stakes ac-tion to get ready for thered action.

Han, who had been wandering past, stopped when he heard Landos speech. Sabacc game? Red action?
Whats going on? Whose sabacc game needs polish?

Lando laughed. Minedoes. If | can raise the stake, Im going to get myself into the big sabacc game thats
being held on Bespin in Sx months. Antes ten thousand credits.

Ten thousand creditd Han whistled softly. Thatsabig game, al right.

Lando smiled at hisfriend. Hey, youre a pretty decent sabacc player, Han. Y ou ought to consider getting
together your own stake.

Hah shook his head. No way!

Why not?

Toorich for my bloodT Hah said. If | could manage to scrounge up ten thousand credits, Id put it toward
aship of my own.

Y eah, but you might win enough to buy one, Lando pointed out.

Im not that lucky, Han said.

Oh, cmon, Han, Lando urged, you could raise the credits. He looked over at Chewbacca. Chewie
would loan em to you, wouldnt you, Chewbacca? Hes your best friend, right?

Chewbacca gave an eoquent growl, then shook his head emphaticaly.

Hah laughed. Not a good enough friend to risk ten thousand credits, Lando!

Durgathe Hutt crouched beside his parents repul sor ded, grief-stricken, watching the med droids and
Grodo, the Hutt physician, work desperately to save Aruk. But even he could tell that their efforts were
doomed to fallure.

Aruk had collgpsed minutes ago, gasping in pain, retch-ing, moaning, then jerking in frenzied spasms.
Durga had never felt so helpless as he watched his parent struggle for life and bregath.

Aruk the Hutt had always been strong, strong and stub-born. 1t took him four hoursto die, four
agonizing, pain-filled hours. Durga crouched by him the entire time, hoping that his parent would regain
consciousness, but Aruk never did.

It was ardief when the Besadii Lords straining heart findly gave up the struggle, but even though hewas
glad that Iris parent was free of the terrible pain, Durga was devastated. He had lost his best friend, as
wdll as his par-ent.

He clutdmd Arukslimp hand, seeing the rivulets of green dobber running out the dack, dead mouth, and
knew, without knowing how he knew, that this death was murder.

Who had donethis?

Who e se but Deslijic stood to profit by Aruks death? For days Durga was too devastated to function,
barely edting, dragging himsalf around like alogt spirit. He re-fused to let his parents body be interred.
Even though the physicians tests on the contents of Aruks stomach indi-cated that there was no poison,
that the Hutt |_rd had died of natural causes, Durgawas convinced that there had been foul play. He had
Aruks massive corpse frozen, and re-solved to hire ateam of forensic speciaists from Imperia Center to
perform athorough autopsy as soon as things settled down.

The Besadii kgjidic wasin an uproar. Two factions emerged, the pro-Durga and the anti-Durga faction.
Durgatook stepsto consolidate his power. He contacted an infa-mous crime syndicate, Black Sun, that
was owned and com-manded by the powerful prince Xizor, and explained to the prince how their
organizations might prove beneficid to each other . . .

Over the next three weeks, three powerful Besadlii Lords died-two in shuttle crashes, one by drowning
when hisriver barge struck an uncharted rock and sank. After that, the anti-Durga faction became far
lessvoca. While hewaited for the forensic specidiststo arrive from Imperid Center, Durgamadealist
of possible sus-pects. Surely there would be some clue, somewhere, asto who had done this-and how.



Durgaresolved to gart with the financid records. As a Huit, he understood finances, and profit. He
would check the finances of every member of Desllijic, then go on to Besadii, then the other clans. He
would look for apatteN. There was aways a pattern to finances, if one knew how to seeit . . .

Sowly, day by day, the young Huitt Lord found the strength to carry on without his parent.
Someoneisgoing to pay for this, he vowed every morn-ing when he looked at Aruks holo hanging on the
wall in hischamber. And they will pay dearly . ..

Thistime around, the snooty administrative aide waved Han into Admira Gredlanxs private sanctum
without question. It was obviousto Han that hisarrival was ea-gerly awaited. The Cordlian smiled grimly
as hewalked in. He supposed hed be glad to see someone who was going to give him afortune, too . . .
The admira was standing by the viewport, stating out moodily. He turned as Han camein, nodded, but
did not smile. Did you bang them? he asked.

Yes, gr, theyre dl here, exactly as specified, Han said. Carefully he pushed items away from the center
of Gree-lanxs desk and then emptied the smal pouch he carried into the cleared spot.

Gredanx stared down at the sparkling fortune in as-sorted untraceable gems, and hiseyeslit up. The
Hutts are true to their word, he said. But you wont mind if 1- He gestured with amagnifier. Go right
ahead, Han said.

The admira spent the next few minutes examining sev-erd of the largest, most beautiful gems-Gallinorean
rain-bow gems, corusca stones, and Krayt dragon pearls of various sizes and hues. | assume you found
your shuttle at the rendezvous point, the admiral said, since you are here exactly ontime.

Yes, gr, everything wasjust like you said it would be, Admird.

Gredanx glanced up, still homing the magnifier up to hisface. Hisright eye was enormous, as seen
through the lens. How are you planning to get off my ship? he asked, asif only mildly curious.

Han shrugged. | have a partner who will pick me up.

Very well. Y oung man, these stones are exactly as speci-fied. Please tell your Hutt mastersthat | am
satisfied.

Han nodded, but said, They arent my masters. | just work for them.

Whatever, Gredanx said. He hesitated, then said, | didnt believe you could do it, you know. Even with
the battle plan.

| know, Han said. But it wasthat or die. We werefighting for our lives. Y ou werefighting for credits.
Makes abig difference.

That holo-illuson wasabrilliant tactical stroke.

Han smiled and executed adight bow. Thank you.

Gredlanx seemed taken aback. You did it?

No, | had an expert doit. But it was my idea.

Ah. The admira seemed to consider for amoment, then said, with atrace of wistfulness, Y ou despise
me, dont you, young man?

Han stared at himin surprise. Not at al. | do lots of things Im not tickled about for credits.

But there are some things you will not do.

Han considered. Y eah, thats true.

Well, |-

Gredanx broke off as the door suddenly opened, and his aide stood there, eyes wide and frightened.
Admird! Sir! What isit? Gredanx was annoyed.

Sir, | wasjust advised by the docking-bay crew . . . he hasjust landed. An unscheduled inspection,
gpparently. Heis on hisway to speak with you at this moment!

Gredlanx took a deep breath, then waved the man out. | suppose | should have anticipated this, under
the cir-cumstances, he muttered, racing over to the wall. Behind a Certificate of Merit, there wasawall
lockup unit. Gree-lanx stood for amoment, letting the unit scan hisretinas. The door siwung open. The
admiral grabbed adouble hand-ful of jewels, raced over, dumped them in, then came back and brushed



thelast of the gemsinto his pam, dumped them, too.

Whiledl thiswas going on, Han was standing there, totally bemused by the admiras actions. Whats
going on? he asked.

No time, Gredanx said, shutting the lockup. Here, youll haveto wait in here. Y ou cant let him seeyou. If
he did The admirad bit hislip, yanked open the other door, the one leading to his secretarys office. The
room was va-cant, dark. In here. Dont make a sound. Not a sound, understand?

No, Han said, totally confused. | dont.

Gredlanx did not bother to reply. Grabbing Hans arm, he shoved him into the office, then shut the door.
Han stood there in the dark office, wondering what in blazes was going on. Who was he? It sounded like
Gredanx was expecting some kind of monster out of akids adven-ture tri-dee!

Haf-tempted to storm back out and just say good rid-dance, Hah tiptoed over to the door. The
doorsedl, he discovered, hadnt quite caught. He was able to hear Gree-lanx moving around, and then
came some small thumps and rustles.

Putting h desk back to rights, Han redlized.

Then came a squeak, as Gredlanx sat back down in hisluxurious lizard-hide chair. Han could dmost
picture him, being eaborately casud.

The doorsed to the outer office hissed. Han heard a heavy, measured tread and the whisper of something
that might have been fabric. Was the newcomer wearing long robes? A cloak?

Then came another sound that the Corellian recog-nized loud, stentorian bresthing, respirations that were
artificialy stimulated because the wearer was unable to breathe on hisown. A respirator mask . . . the
vigtor was wearing arespirator mask.

Somehow the sounds of those loud, hissing breaths was ominous. Hah swallowed and didnt make a
sound.

Gredaux sad, in adeliberately bright, pleasant tone that

was supposed to sound casual, but instead sounded terri-

fied, Lord, what an unexpected pleasure! The Outer Rim

is honored by your presence. | gather you wish to conduct

an ingpection. Y ou must understand that we have just re-

cently been engaged in battle, so-

Gredanx, said adeep, mechanically enhanced voice that made Hans skin crawl, you are as stupid as you
are greedy. Did you imagine that the High Command would remain unaware of your treachery?

Now Gredlanx made no attempt to hide hisfear. Lord, please! Y ou dont understand, | was ord His
voice broke off in a choked cry. Hans eyes widened, and he wouldnt have opened that door into
Gredanxsofficefor dl the dragon pearlsin the galaxy.

Silence, except for that loud, harsh breathing. Silence, for many seconds. Then . . . aheavy thump as
something landed on the thick carpet. The voice said, Ah, but | un-derstand perfectly, Admira.

The heavy footsteps came again, passed the door where Hah was hiding, did not pause. Then came the
sound of the doorsedl activating. Silence.

Han waited a good five minutes before he dared to un-sedl the door and peer out. He wasnt particularly
surprised to find Greelanx sprawled on the carpet. He checked for a pulse, found none, which aso wasnt
urprising.

What was surprising was that there wasnt a mark on the body. When Han hadnt heard a blaster, hed
assumed the visitor had used avibroblade. An expert assassin could use oneto kill with little blood, and
no struggle. But Gredanx didnt haveamark onhim.. . .

Han stood there, looking down at the admirals dead features, which were frozen in alook of utter terror.
He shivered. Who was that guy?

Han walked over to the wall, took a cursory glance at the lockup, but it was as hed expected a good
unit, retinaly activated. And even if he wereto dig Gredanxs eyeball out of its socket-agridy task, al
right-the admiral had a-ready been dead too long. Theretind patterns wouldnt work right.

Im gettin cmtta here . . .Han decided. He walked back, stepped over Gredanxs outflung hand, and then
stopped when something his toe had kicked rolled acrossthe carpet.



Han stooped, grabbed it exultantly. A Krayt dragon pead! Small, but it seemed, to the naked eye,
flawless. Opaescent black. A vauable color.

Sedling the jewd in an ingde pocket, Han hurried out. Ten minutes later hed finished making his
preparations for his escape. He stood by the hatch on the lifepod deck, hastily finishing arewiiing job on
file pod-gection controls. Then he pressed a button, and the lifepod hatch hissed open softly.

He froze as he heard astep, then afamiliar voice. Stop right there, Han. Turn around . . . dowly.

Han did so, and found, as hed expected from the voice, hisold friend Tedris Bjdin.

The man stood there, holding ablaster aimed at Hah. What are you doing here? | saw you in the
corridor, saw you go into the admirals office. Why were you taking to the admiral ? Whats going on?
Theyre going to think | murdered Gredlanx, Han redl-ized. Theyll shoot mefirst and ask questions later!
Hey, Tedris, take it easy, he said, smiling crookedly. He took adow, careful step forward. Y ou know
you couldnt shoot your old pd.

Stop it right there, Solo, Bjdin said, but his hand

wasnt quite steady on the blasters grip. They had, after all,

been close friends. What are you doing wearing that uni-

form?Who are you-

Hey, pal, you got questions, lets go somewhere and

talk about this, Han said. | can answer every-

Breaking off in midword, Han flung himsdlf at Tedris, using avery dirty Corellian street-fighting trick.
Bjdin went down, then lay on the deck, wheezing for breath, his eyes accusing. Hah stooped down,
appropriated hisold friends blaster.

He went down on one knee beside hisfriend. Listen to me, Tedris, he said softly. Y oure not gonna die,
though you wont be real comfy for awhile. | want you to know something. | didnt do it. Okay? Just
remember that, later on. And you know something, Tedris? Y ouretoo nice aguy to stay in thislousy,
massacre-happy Imperiad Navy. Take my advice and get out while you can.

With that, Han stunned Tedris, then stepped over hisfriends unconscious form. Hastily he dragged Bjdin
into one of the other lifepods, making sure the hatch wasnt fastened, so there was no way he could
accidentally be gected.

Then he ducked through the hatch of the lifepod hed rewired. Moments later he was gected into space.
Hed rigged the lifepod so it would look like an accidental gec-tion. Not surprising, under the
circumstances. After al, the Degtiny had just been through abattle. . .

Heworried for awhile that the Imps might retrieve his pod, but they did not. Han figured that Greglanxs
murder was occupying everyones atention.

Chewie picked him up an hour later, as he drifted, till puzzling over what had happened to Gredanx.
The Wookiee scooped Hans stolen lifepod into the Brias cargo bay, whining and growling that they had
to get out of here, fagt, there were recon TIE fighters prowling around.

Hah agreed. Hastily he and Chewie headed for the bridge. They were hafway there when they heard the
WHUMP! Seconds later another followed, this one so strong it knocked both of them to the deck.
Chewie, were under fire! Hah ydled. Get to the gun mount!

Hah hastily dipped into the pilots sest, saw two recon TIEs circling back for a second pass-and then he
saw the blinking red light on his control board. Chewie! Reactor ovedoad! They hit usright in that weak
shied! Weve gotta abandon ship!

Lesping up, heran to the gun turret, then grabbed the Wookiee and began dragging him out. Chewbacca
shook his head, arguing, but Han screamed, Run, you big oafi Thisshipisgonnablow !

When they reached the cargo deck again, the Woo! dee was hesitant about crawling into the Imperid
lifepod, but Han insgsted. Dont you get it, Chewie? The Briaisfin-ished! Thisisour only chance! Now
get insde and put on this respirator mask!

Once Chewie was safely insde, Han hastfly donned a spacesuit, then opened the cargo-bay doors wide.
WHUMP! WHUMP-WHUMPI

Give up, Hah thought at the TIEs as he attached an anti-grav unit to the lifepod, then floated it over to the
cargo door. Were doomed anyhow . . . Tapping on the viewport, he gestured out what he planned.



Chewie, now wearing the respirator, nodded.

Then, in one smooth motion, Han did the pod toward the opening, just as Chewie popped the hatch and
yanked himinsde.

The entire sequence took maybe six seconds. Not enough time for explosive decompression to rupture
tough Wooldee hide. A second later the hatch was closed and dogged, and atmosphere was again filling
the pod.

The pod had barely cleared the cargo-bay doors when the Bria blew up.

The co ncussion knocked thelittle lifepod spinning. Han braced himself, half expecting one of the TIESto
attack them, but as hed hoped, their escape was covered by the explosion.

Thelifepod was very, very cramped. Han managed to get his helmet off, then he and Chewie just
crouched there, dmost in each others arms, and stared at each other, then back at the flaming debris that
hed been their ship.

Lando isnt gonnalikethis, Han said ruefully. The Briahad been acranky, temperamentd ship, but hed
kind of gotten used to her.

Chewie growled softly in Wooldee. Han looked at him and shrugged. What do we do now?Y our guess
isasgood asmine, pa. Thisisan inhabited system, so the lifepod controls ought to soft-land us
somewhere near where we can get atransport . . .

Chewie whined. Oh, you mean what will we do for a ship? Han sighed. Thatsareal good question, pal .

He dead, Teroenzathought in disbdlief, looking at the message from Nal Hutta. It worked. | cant believe
Ank redly gone!

For just amoment hefelt atiny prickle of guilt, but it was swiftly drowned in excitement. With Aruk out
of theway, and Desllijics credits pouring in, nothing could stop him from taking over complete control of
the entire Y lesian operation. Durgawas back on Nal Huitta, with his handsfiill trying to control Besadii.
Kibbick was, as everyone knew, an idiot.

Teroenzapictured his collection, and then pictured it asit would be soon. He would build a separate
building to houseit!

And hewould bring his mate here. No more lonely days and nights. They would dosh in the mud
wallows together, rich beyond their wildest dreams. . .

Teroenza pent severa minutes putting on asuitably [u-gubrious expression, then the tlanda Til went off
to find Kibbick, and inform him that hisunclewasdeed . . .

Moff Sarn Shild sat donein hispaatial home on Teth, wondering just what had gone wrong. The attack
on Na Hutta had obvioudy been a huge mistake. Gredlanx-

Gredanx had failed, and now the admird was dead under suspicious circumstances.

Shfld was donein hishouse, save for the droids. All hisliving servants were gone, he knew not where.
Bria. . . shewas gone, too, had disappeared days ago. She hadnt even said good-bye. . .

Y esterday, the Emperor had summoned Shild back to Imperid Center, to face aboard of inquiry about
theill-fated attack on the Y Toub system. Pal patines message had made it clear that the Emperor was
hurst displeased.

Shild sat done, struggling to comprehend it al. Scant days ago, hed been on top of the galaxy. Now he
couldnt even remember why hed done the things hed done. It was dmost as though hed been possessed
by an dien entity.

Shild stared down at his ornate desk. Before him lay ablaster, sde by sdewith avid of poison. Shild
took adeep breath. He had no illusions anymore. Traveling to Imperia Center would only prolong the
inevitable

Anything would be better than facing Pal patines wrath.

But which should he use, the blaster or the poison? Shild considered for awhile, but couldnt make up his
mind. Finaly, in desperation, he fell back on a childhood memory. Moving hisfinger from one means of
death (and escape) to the other, he began to chant aloud Wonga, winga, cingee wooze. . . which of
these do | choose?



It was strange, being back on Corelliaafter dl these years awvay, Han thought, six monthslater. The
streetswere both familiar and strange, comforting and threatening. Bad things had happened to him on his
homeworld, lots of bad things. . .

But maybe, just maybe, hisluck was about to change. As he walked down the street, Han patted his
pocket, which held the little dragon pearl, and a smal gold Statuette with ruby eyes. It was apalador, an
extinct Cordlian animal. Y ears ago, Han had cached the statuette, which hed stolen from Teroenzas
collection, in asafe place on hishomeworld.

Now he planned to fence both the statuette and the dragon pearl. He figured that, together, they were
worth about ten thousand credits. The big sabacc game on Bespin would be held inten days. . .

Han wasrelieved to find that Galidon Okanors shop was still there. Okanor paid top dallar, though, like
al fences, heliked to haggle.

Ten thousand credits, Han thought. Never thought Id be desperate enough to sk it all on one high-stakes
sabacc game. . . especidly if Im playing againgt ashatpielike Lando . . .

But he had to have a ship of hisown. And he could think of no other way to get the creditsto buy one.
Han paused outside Okanors door to take a deep breath. Here goes nothing . . .

Then, clutching his hopes and dreamsin a sweaty hand, he opened the door and walked in . . .



