TheHAN SOLO Adventures
Han Solo's Revenge

Episode 2

Part 1

"CHEWIE, hey, I'vegot it!"

Han Solo's happy shout surprised Chewbacca so much that the towering Wookiee straightened
involuntarily. Since held been hunkered down under the belly of the starship Millen-nium Falcon welding
her hull with a plasmatorch, he bumped his shaggy head against her with aresounding gong.

Snapping off the torch and letting its superheated field die, the Wookiee tore off hiswelding mask and
threw it a hisfriend. Han, knowing Chewbacca's temper, skidded to a stop and ducked with the reflexes
of aseasoned star pilot as the heavy mask zipped by overhead. He took a step backward as
Chewbacca stalked out from under the grounded Falcon into the brilliant light of Kamar's white sun.
Making temporary repairs on the damaged ship had brought the WWookiee pee-vishly close to mayhem.

Han pulled off hiswraparound sun visor and grinned, rais-ing hisfree hand to ward off his copilot's pique.

"Hold on, hold it. Weve got anew holofeature; Sonniod just brought it." To proveit, Han held up the
cube of clear material. Chewbaccaforgot hisanger for the moment and made alowing, interrogative
sound.

"It'ssomekind of musica story or something,” Han re-plied: "The customers probably won't understand-
this one either, but are we going to pack them in, now! Music, Sing-ing, dancing!"

Han, waving the cube, beamed happily over their good fortune. He still retained agood dedl of the
ranginess of youth, but combined it with much of the confidence of ma-turity. He had shucked hisvest in
the heat of Kamar, and his sweat-stained pullover shirt clung to- his chest and back. He wore high
gpaceman's boots and military-cut trousers with red piping on their seams. At his Side was a constant
com-panion, acustom-made blaster that was fitted with a rear-mounted macroscope. Itsfront sght
blade had been filed off with the speeddraw in mind. Han woreit low and tied down & hisright thighina
holster that had been cut away to expose his Sidearm'strigger and trigger guard.

"Chewie, were gonnabe pulling in customersfrom al over the Badlandd™

With anoncommittal grunt Chewbaccawent to pick up the fallen plasmatorch. Kamar's sun was
lowering at the horizon, and he/d done just about al he could to make the ship spaceworthy anyway.

Hewas large, even for aWookiee-an immense, sham-bling man-shaped creature with radiant blue eyes
and alux-urious red-gold-brown pelt. He had a bulbous black nose and a quick, fang-filled smile; hewas
gentle with those whom he liked and utterly ferocious toward anyone who provoked him. Therewere
few of his own species to whom Chewbacca was as close as to Han Solo, and the Wookiee was, in

turn, Han'sonly truefriend in avery big gaaxy..

Gathering his equipment, Chewbacca trudged back out from under the ship.

"Leavethat stuff,” Han enjoined him. " Sonniod's com-ing by to say hello." Heindicated Sonniod's ship, a



light cargo job, parked on her sandskid-mounted landing gear some distance out on theflats. As he had
been closeto the blast of his plasmatorch, Chewbacca hadn't even heard the landing.

Sonniod, acompact, gray-haired little man with a cock-sure walk and arakish tilt to his shapelessred
bag of ahat, was approaching dowly behind Han. He took in the Falcon's temporary resting place with
an amused eye, being aformer smuggler and bootlegger. One of the fastest smuggling ship'sin space, she
looked out of place herein the middle of the Kamar Badlands, with little to seein any direction but sand,
parched hills, miser-plants, barrel-scrub, and sting-brush. The hot white sun of Kamar was lowering and
soon, Sonniod knew, night scavengers would be leaving their burrows and dens. The thought of
digworms, bloodsniffers, nightswifts, and hunting packs of howlrunners made him shiver alittle; Sonniod
hated crawly things. He waved and called a greeting to Chewbacca, whom held dwaysliked. The
Wookiee re-turned the wave offhandedly, booming afriendly welcomein his own tongue while ascending
the ramp to stow his weld-ing equipment and run atest on hisrepair work.

The Millennium Falcon sat on her triangle of landing gear near anatura open-air amphitheater. The
encircling dopes showed the prints and tail scuffsleft on previous occasions by the Badlanders, Downin
the middle of the depression the stubborn plantlife of Kamar had been cleared away. Thererested a
mass-audience holoprojector, acommercid modd that resembled in size and shape asmall spacecraft's
control console.

"I got word that you wanted a holofegture, any holofea-ture,”" Sonniod remarked, following Han down
the ssde of the bowl. "LoveisWaiting wasadl | could find on short * notice.”

"Itl dofine, just fine," Han assured him, fitting the cube into its niche in the projector. " These Smpletonsl|
watch anything. I've been running the only holo | had, atravelogue, for the past eeven nights. They ill
keep coming back to gawk at it. "

The sun was ready to set and dusk would come rapidly; Jthis part of the Badlands was close to Kamar's
equator. Re-moving the sweatband he'd been wearing around his fore-head, Han bent over the
holoprojector. "Everything checks out; we have ourselves anew festure tonight. Come on back to the
Facon and I'll let you help me take admission.”

Sonniod scowled a having to turn around and climb the bowl again. "I got word on the rumor vine that
you were here, but | couldn't understand how in the name of the Orig-inal Light you and the Wookiee
ended up showing holo to the Kamar Badlanders. Last | heard, you two took some fire on the Rampa
Rapids. "

Han stopped and scowled a Sonniod. "Who says?"

Thelittle man shrugged aborately. " A ship lookslike astock freighter but she'sleaking avapor trail on
her ap-proach, and the Rampa Skywatch figures she'sawater smug-gler. They shoot at her when she
won't heave to, but she dumps her |oad, maybe five thousand liters, and cuts deeper into the traffic
pattern. What with the thousands of shipslanding and lifting off dl thetime, they never got apostivel. D.
on her. And you were seen on Rampa. "

Han's eyes narrowed. "Too much chatter can get you into trouble. Didn't your mother ever tell you that,
Sonniod?" Sonniod put on abig grin. "What shetold me was never

to talk to strangers. And | haven't, not about this, Solo. But I'd have thought you'd have known better.
Didn't you check for leakage?"



Han rdaxed and shifted hisfeet. "Next time I'll ingtal the damn tanks mysdlf. That was pure Wadla
minera water, sweet and natural and expensive as hell to haul-worth afortune on Rampa, where dl
they've got isthat recycled chemica soup. Too bad. Anybody who makesit down the Rampa Rapids
with aload of fresh water these daysisarich man. "

What Han didn't mention, though he assumed Sonniod had concluded as much, was that he and
Chewbacca had logt all the money they had saved during those two-and-a-half minutes of fun and
excitement in the Rampa approach cor-ridors.

"Asitwas, | landed with nothing but the genera cargo | was lugging as cover. And somebody messed up
on that, too! Instead of twelve of the Lockfiller holo modes, I had eleven of them and this old Brosso
Mark I1. The consignee would only accept the eeven Lockfillers and finally wouldn't pay because held
been shorted. The shipper liquidated right after | lifted off, and you know how much | hate police and
courts, so | was stuck with that holoprojector. ™

"Well, | seeyou didn't let it put you out of business, Solo, I'll say that for you," Sonniod granted.

"Ingpiration's my specidty,” Han agreed. "I knew it wastime to get out of the Corporate Sector for a
while anyway, and | figured the locals out here in the Badlands would be crazy over holos. | wasright;
wait till you see. Oh, and thanksfor fronting for the holo. "

"l didn't,” Sonniod answered as they resumed their way. "1 know someone who rentsthem, and Lovels
Waiting is about the oldest he'sgot. On my return leg I'll swap him whatever you've got and pick up abit
of cash ontheside. My cut, dl right?'

The ded sounded good to Han.

They returned to the Falcon, where avariety of loca trade goods had been heaped at the foot of the
garship's main ramp. As Han and Sonniod arrived, alabor 'droid came clumping down the ramp bearing
aplastic-extrusion carton containing more Kamarian wares of various sorts.

The 'droid was somewhat shorter than Han, but barrel-chested and long-armed, and moved with the
dight stiffnessthat indicated a heavy'-duty suspension system. It had been designed in the image of man,
with red photoreceptorsfor eyes and asmall vocoder grille set in his blank metalic face where amouth
would have been. His durable body was fin-ished in adeep, gleaming green.

"How's you afford a brand-new 'droid?" Sonniod asked as the machine in question set down its burden.

"I didn't," Han answered. "He said they wanted to see the galaxy, but sometimes | think they're both
circuit-crazy. " Sonniod looked puzzled. "Both?."

"Watch. " The 'droid having completed his chore, Han commanded, "Hey, Bollux, open up.”

"Of course, Captain Solo," Bollux answered in acasud drawl, and obligingly pulled hislong arms back
out of theway. His chest plastron parted down the center with ahiss of pressurized air and the halves
swung outward. Nestled among the other eementsin his chest wasasmall, vaguely cubica computer
module, an independent machine entity painted adeep blue. A single photoreceptor mounted in aturret
at the modul€e's top came aight, swiveled, and cameto rest on Han.

"Hello, Captain,” piped achildlike voice from adimin-utive vocoder grille.



"Well, of al the-" Sonniod exclaimed, leaning closer for a better ook as the computer's photoreceptor
ingpected him up and down.

"That's Blue Max," Han told him. "Max because he's packed to his little eyebrows with computer-probe
capacity and Blue for obvious reasons. Some outlaw-techs put these two together like that. " He thought
it best not to go into the wild tangle of crime, conflict, and deception surrounding a previous adventure at
the secret Authority ingtalation known as Stars End.

Bollux's original, ancient body had been al but destroyed there, but the outlaw-techs had provided him
with anew one. The'droid had opted for abody much like his old one, in-sisting that durability,
versatility, and the capacity to do use-ful work had always been the meansto hissurvival. He had even
retained his dow speech pattern, having found that it gave him more time to think and made humans

regard him as easygoing.

"When they were manumitted they asked to sign on with me," Han told Sonniod. " They're swapping
|abor for pas-sage.”

"Those arethelast of the trade articles we've accumu-lated, sir," Bollux informed Han.

"Good. Close up and go re-stow al the loose gear we had to move around. " The plastron halves
swished shut on Blue Max, and Bollux obediently returned up the ramp.

"But, Solo, | thought you aways said you disavow dl machinery that talks back,” Sonniod reminded him.

"A little hep comesin handy sometimes, "' Han answered defensively. He avoided further comment,
remarking "Ah, the rush is about to Sart. "

Out of the gloom, figures were hurrying toward the star-ship, pausing a a cautious distance. The Kamar
Badlanders were smdller and more supple than other Kamarians, and their sesgmented exoskeletd chitin
was thinner and of alighter color, matching the hues of their hometerrain. Most of them rested in the
characterigtic pose of their kind, on their low-ermogt, set of extremities and their thick, segmented,
prehen-gletals.

Lisstik, one of the few Badlanders whom Han could tell from the others, approached the Falcon's ramp.
Lisstik had been among the very few to watch the holos on the first evening Han had offered them, and
he'd shown up every evening thereafter. He seemed to be aleader among hiskind. Now Lisstik was
gtting on histail, leaving his upper two sets of brachiafree to gesture and interweave as Kamarians loved
to do. The Badlander's faceted, insectile eyes showed no emotion Han had ever been able to read.

Lisstik wore an unusual ornament, a burned-out control integrator that Chewbacca had cast aside. The
Kamarian had scavenged and now woreit, bound by awoven band to the front of his gleaming, spherica
skull. Lisstik spoke afew phrases of Basic, possibly one of the reasons he was aleader. Once more he
asked Han the question that had become something of aformulabetween them. Inavoicefilled with
clicksand glotta stops, he queried, "Will we see mak-tk-k1p, your holo-sss, tonight? We have our
gma."

"Sure, why not?' Han replied. "Just leave the gmai in the usual place and take a" heamost said " sedt, "
which would have been a difficult concept for a Kamarian, --a place below. The show starts when
everybody's down there. "

Lisstik made the common Kamarian affirmative, a clashing-together of the centra joints of his upper



extremi-ties, sounding like smal cymbals. From his side he uncorded awound scrap of miser-plant leaf
and laid it down on atrad-ing tarp Han had spread out at the base of the ramp. Lisstik then scuttled
down into the open-air theater with the swift, fluid gait of his species.

Others began to follow, leaving this | eaf-wrapped treasure or that handicraft or artwork. Often one
Badlander would offer something that congtituted the contributions for himself and several companions.
Han raised no objection; business was good and there was no reason to push for al the market would
bear. He liked to think he was building good will. The Badlanders, who weren't used to congregeting,
tended to find their places on the dopesin smal clusters, keeping as much distance between groups as

possible.

Among the payments were water-extraction tubes, phar-ynx flutes, minutely carved gaming pieces, odd
jewdry in-tended for the exotic Kamarian anatomy, amulets, a digworm opener chipped from glassy
stone and nearly as sharp as machined metal, and a delicate prayer necklace. Earlier on, Han had been
forced to dissuade his customers from bringing him nightswift gruel, boiled howlrunner, roast ingworm,
and other local ddlicacies.

Han picked up the twist of leaf Lisstik had left; opened it on his pam and showed it to Sonniod. Two
gmadll, crude gemstones and adiver of some milky crysta lay there.

"You'll never get to beaman of leisure at thisrate, Solo," opined Sonniod.

Han shrugged; rewrapping the stones. "All | want isanew stake so | can lay in acargo and get the
Falcon re-paired. "

Sonniod studied the starship that had once been, and still looked very much like, astock light freighter.
That shewas heavily armed and amazingly speedy was something Han preferred not to have show
externdly. Such display of force would have been too likely to arouse the curiosity of those entrusted
with enforcement of the law.

" She looks spaceworthy enough to me," Sonniod com-mented. " Same old Falcon-looks like agarbage
dedge, performslike an interceptor. ™

"Shell run, now that Chewi€e's welded the hull,”" Han conceded, "but some of the contral circuitry that
was shot up over Rampawas about ready to give up when we got here. Before we came out into the
Badlands we had to lay in some new components, and about the only thing you can get here on Kamar is
fluidic sygems™

Sonniod's face turned sour. "Huidics? Solo, dear fellow, I'd rather steer my ship with ablunt pole. Why
couldn't you get some decent circuitry?'

Han was poring over therest of thistake. "Thisisano-where planet, pd. They've till got nationalism and
their weapons-in the advanced places, | mean; not out here in the Badlands-are at the missile-ddlivered,
nucl ear-explosive stage. So, of course, someone developed a charged-particle beam to mess up missile
circuitry, and naturaly everyone turned to fluidics, because shidlded circuitry was alittle be-yond them.
So now fluidicsisthe only type of advanced systems they've got here. We had to load up on adaptor
fit-tings and interface routers and use gas and liquid fluidic com-ponents. | hate them."”

Han stood up again. "1 can't stand the thought of al those flow-tracks and microvavesin the Falcon and
| can't wait to rip 'em out and retool her." He held up and studied with pleasure a Statuette carved from
black stone, exquisitely de-tailed and no bigger than histhumb. "And the way things are going, that



shouldn't take too much longer. "

He put the statuette down in the much smaller of two piles of goods that had been stacked around the
garship'sramp. Thelarger one consisted of trade articles of relatively great bulk and little value, including
musical instruments, cooking utensils, tunneling tools, chitin paints, and the portable avn-ingsthe
Badlanders sometimes used. The smdler pile held al the semiprecious stones, much of the artwork, and
anum-ber of the finer tools and implements. The amassed goods had been cluttering up the Falcon,
stored here and there in available corners of the ship over the past eleven loca days. While Chewbacca
had been completing repairs that after- noon, Bollux and Han had hauled dl the stuff out for sorting and
to determine just what it was they had accumulated.

"Maybe not," Sonniod agreed. "Badlanders don't usu-aly trade like this; they're very jedlous of their
territory. I'm amazed that you've got them flocking together here. "

"There's nobody who doesn't enjoy agood show," Han told him. "Especidly if they're stuck out in ahole
likethis place. Or ese | wouldn't have dl thisjunk. " Hewatched the last of the stream of Kamarians
make their way down and take up their three-point resting positions. "Wonderful cus-tomers," he sghed
fondly..

"But what'll you do with dl the bulky stuff?* Sonniod asked, faling in as Han started down for the center
of the amphitheater again.

"We're planning a going-out-of-business sde," Han de-clared. "Very good dedls, everything must go.
Super dis-counts for steady customers and compact items offered in trade." He rubbed hisjaw. "I may
even sl old Lisstik, the holoprojector when | go. I'd hate to see the old Solo Holo-theater close down.”

"Sentimentalist. So | don't suppose you need work right now?™

Han looked quickly at Sonniod. "What kind of work?' Sonniod shook hishead. "I don't know. Word's
out back in the Corporate Sector that therere jobs to be had, runsto be made. Nobody seems to know
the details and you never hear names, but word isthat if you make yourself available, you'll be
contacted.”

"I've never worked blind," Han said.

"Nor I. That'swhy | didn't get inonit. | thought you might be sufficiently hard up to be interested. | must
say I'm glad you're not, Solo; it all soundsabit too tricky. | just thought you might like to know:. "

Assauring himself of the holoprojector's settings, Han nod-ded. ™ "Thanks, but don't worry about us; life's
abanquet. | might even do this some more, hire out afew projectorsand hirelocal crews on these
dowpoke worldsto run them for asplit. It could be a sweet, legd little racket, and | wouldn't even have
toget shot at. "

"By theway," Sonniod said, "what's the other feature, the one you've been showing al dong?’

"Oh, that. It'satravelogue, Varn, World of Water. Y ou know, life among the amphiboid fishersand
ocean farmersin the archipel agoes, deep-seat-wildlife, ocean-bed fights to the death between some
redlly big lossors and apack of cheeb,. things like that. Want to hear the narrative? I've got it al
memorized. "

"Thank you, no," Sonniod replied, pulling hislower lip thoughtfully. "I wonder how they'll react to anew



feature?' "They'll loveit,” Haningsted. "Singing, dancing; they'll be tapping their little pincers off."
"Solo, what was theword Lisstik used for the admission price?"

"Qmal. " Han wasfinishing fine adjusments. "They didn't have any word for “admission,’ but | findly got
theideaacrossto Lisstik in spotty Basic and he said the word's gmai. Why?*

"I've heard it before, here on Kamar. " Sonniod put the thought aside for the moment. The holofeature
gppeared in mass-audience projection, filling the air over the natural am-phitheater. The Badlanders, who
had been swaying gently in the hot night breeze and clicking and chittering among them-selves, now
became utterly slent.

LoveisWaiting was standard fare, Han recalled. It opened without credits or title, which would appear
shortly, super-imposed on the opening number. That was just aswell, Han reflected, since abstract
symbols would mean about as much to Kamar Badlanders as particle physics meant to adigworm. He
wondered what they would think of human choreography and music, of which there had been nonein
Varn, World of Water.

The feature opened with the woebegone hero stepping off atransporter beltway en route, with some
misgiving, to ajob with aplanetary modification firm. A catchy best, in- tended to inform the viewer that
aproduction number was coming, began. Something appeared to make the Badlanders unessy,

however. The clicking and chittering grew louder, nor did it abate when the hero collided with the ingenue
and their introduction led to his song cue.

Before the hero had even gotten through the first of hislyrics, discord among the Kamarianswas
drowning out the music. Severa times Han caught the name of Lisstik. Heraised the volumealittle,
hoping the crowd would settle down, puzzling over what had them so agitated. A stone sailed out of the
darkness and bounced off the holoprojector with a crash. From the light spilled by the dancing, singing
figures overhead there could be seen the angry waving of Kamarian upper extremities. Multi-faceted eyes
threw the light back out of the dark in amillion fragments.

Another rock clanked againg the holoprojector, making Sonniod jump, and aflung howlrunner
thighbone, remains of someoné's dinner, just missed Han.

"Solo-" began Sonniod, but Han wasn't listening. Having spotted Lisstik, Han shouted up the dopes at
him. "Hey, what's going on? Tdl 'em to cdm down! Giveit achance, will you?'

But it was no use yelling to Lisstik. The Kamarian was surrounded by an irate crowd of hisfellows, all
waving their upper extremities and thrashing tails, making more noise than Han had ever heard
Badlanders make. One of them swiped at the burned-out integrator banded to Lissfik's skull. Elsewhere
on the dopes around the holoprojector, shoving, arguments and differences of opinion had erupted into
vio-lent disagreement.

"Oh, my," said Sonniod in avery smadl voice. "Solo, | just remembered what gmai means; | heard it in
one of the population centersto the north. It doesn't mean *,admission,’ it means “offering.’ Quick,
wheré'sthe other holo, the trav-elogue?’

By then amob of hostile Badlanders was dowly closing in around the holoprojector. Han's hand
descended toward his blaster. "Back onboard the Falcon, why? What are you talking about?’

"Don't you stop and analyze things, ever?'Y ou've been showing them holos of aworld with more water



than they'd ever dreamed existed, filled with cultures and life formsthat they've never even fantasized
about. Y ou haven't st up aholotheater, you idiot; you've started areligion!™

Han gulped, pulling his blaster indecisvely asthe Bad-landers closed in. "Well, how could 1 know?1 "m
apilot, not an dien-contact officer! "

Hetook ahandful of Sonniod's coveral deeve and, pull-ing gently, led him back dowly toward the
Falcon. He heard Chewbacca's aarmed roaring from farther up the dope. Overhead, the hero and the
ingenue and everybody el se at the transporter beltway were engaged in- ameticulously cho-reographed
dance routine built around the ticket kiosks and turngtiles.

The Badlanders at that Side of the circle began to give way uncertainly before Han, who tugged the
frightened Sonniod along after him. A number of the bolder Kamarians rushed the holoprojector and
began besating at it with sticks, stones, and bare pincers. Overhead, the dance number began to dis-solve
into distortion. Some of the vandals-or outraged zeal-ots, depending on on€e's orientation-turned from the
projector after amoment and advanced in avengeful throng on Han.

Sending correctly that by smply refunding the gmai he stood little chance of mollifying hisformer
audience-cum-congregation, Han fired into the ground before them. Sandy soil exploded, throwing up
rocky debrisand burning cinders. Whatever flammable materid there wasin the soil caught fire. Han
fired twice more to.hisright and left, gouging holesin the ground in spectacular bursts. Badlandersfell
back for the moment, their enormous eyes catching the crimson of blaster beams, ducking their small
heads and shielding themsalves with upraised brachia. Han didn't haveto fire at the disgruntled
Kamarians between him-saf and his ship; they were giving way. " Stay up there," he hollered up into the
darkness at Chewbacca, "."and get the engines started!

The crowd was doing a pretty fair job of disassembling the holoprojector. Its sound synthesizer was
making Smply ran-dom noises now, though at high volume. Loveis Waiting had devolved to aduggish
flow of multicolored swirlsintheair.

AsHan watched, walking backward as camly as he could, Lisstik rushed in from the darkness,
wrenched the integrator from his forehead and hurled it to the ground, stlamping and grinding it into the
dust as he beat at the holoprojector with his pincers.

"It looks like your high priest has split with the church," observed Sonniod. Lisstik succeeded in
wrenching loose a piece of the control pand casing and flung it in Han's generd direction with avindictive
seriesof clicks.

Fedling himsdlf more the aggrieved party than the one at fault, Han logt hisrestraint. ™'Y ou want ashow?
Heresashow, you rotten littleingrate!" Hefired into the holopro-jector. The red whining blaster bolt
elicited abrief, bright secondary explosion from somewhere in the projector'sin-ternal reaches.

Suddenly the sound synthesizer was producing the most appalling string of loud, piercing, unrecognizable
agoluti-nations of noise Han had ever heard. The projection filled the sky over the amphitheather with
novabursts, solar flares, pinwhedls, sky rockets, and strobe flashes. The entire crowd gave a concerted
bleat and charged off in al directions up the dopes of the bowl. Han and Sonniod took considerable
advantage -of the con-fusion by sprinting madly toward the Millennium Falcon. They could hear harsh
chittersand clacks from both sides as Badlanders, having not yet vented their full outrage, began giving
chase. Han pegged unaimed shotsinto the air and the ground behind him. He ill hesitated to fire at his
former customers unlessit meant life or death. Asthey neared the Falcon's gaping ramp, Han and
Son-niod were gratified to see the starship's belly turret fire avolley. The quad-guns spat lines of red



annihilation, and arocky upcropping aready passed by the racing men was transformed into afountain
of. sparks, molten rock, and out-lashing energy. The heat scorched Han's back and a stone chip whistled
past Sonniod's ear, too close for comfort, but it put ahat to the Badlanders chase for the moment.

When they reached the ramp, Sonniod dashed up at max-imum speed while Han did to astop on one
knee to gather up what he could from the more valuable ginai. A hurled stone bounced off the Falcon's
landing gear and another ric-ocheted from the ramp while Han groped.

"Solo, get up herel” Sonniod screamed. Spinning, Han saw Badlanders closing in around the ship. He
fired over their heads and they ducked, but kept coming. Backstepping rap-idly up the ramp, Han fired
twice more and fell when he dodged a thrown rock. He ended up crawling through the hatch.

Asthe main hatch rolled down, Chewbacca appeared at the passageway, leaning out of the cockpit with
an incensed snarl inthisthroat.

"How should | know what went wrong?' Han bellowed at the Wookiee. "What am |, atelepath? Get us
up and head for Sonniod's ship, now! " Chewbacca disappeared back into the cockpit.

As Sonniod helped him up off the deck, Han tried to re-assure him. "Don't worry, well get you back to
your ship before the grievance committee arrives. Y oull havetimeto lift off. "

Sonniod nodded thankfully. "But what about you and the Wookiee, Solo?' The starship trembled dightly
as she hov-ered on her thrusters and swung away toward Sonniod's parked vessdl. "I wouldn't come
back for my profitsif | wereyou. "

"I suppose I'll have to head back for the Corporate Sec-tor," Han sighed, "and see what kind of jobs
there arefloat-ing around. At least the heat should be off; | doubt if anyone'slooking for me or this
freighter anymore. "

Sonniod shook hishead. "Try to find out what the job is before you get into it,” he encouraged. "Nobody
seemsto know what kind of runitis. "

"I don't care; I'min no position to be picky. I'll haveto takeit," Han said, resigned. They heard
Chewbaccas de-. jected hooting drifting aft from the cockpit. "Hes right,”

he said. "Wejust weren't cut out for the honest life. ™
Part 2

THE Millennium Falcon seemed aghost ship, aspectral spacecraft like thelong-lost, sometimes-sighted
Permondiri Explorer, or the fabled Queen of Ranroon. Trailing sheets of crackling energy, with dancing
lines of brilliant discharge playing back and forth over her, she might have flown di-rectly out of one of
those legends.

Around the starship seethed the turbulent atmosphere of Lur, a planet quite close, asinterstellar distances
go, to the Corporate Sector. Itsionization layer was interacting with the Falcon's screensto create eerie
lightninglike dis-plays. The shrieking of the planet'swinds could be heard through the vessd's hull, and the
fury of the scorm had cut visibility virtualy to zero. Han and Chewbacca paid scant attention to the uproar
pounding at their canopy with rain, deet, snow, and gae-force winds.

They lavished closest attention on their instrumentation, courting it for al theinformation it could provide,



asif by concentration alone they could coax aclearer picture of their Situation from sensors and other
indicators. Chewbacca growled irritably, his clear blue eyes skipping al over hisside of the console,
leathery snout working and twitching.

Han wasfeding just as cross. "How am 1 supposed to know how thick theionization layer is? The
insrumenta-tion'sjittery from the discharges, it doesn't show anything clearly. What do you want meto
do, drop aplumb line?* He went back to closely monitoring his share of the console,

"The Wookiee's rgjoinder was another growl. Behind him; in the communications officer's seat that was
usualy left varcant, Bollux spoke up. " Captain Solo, one of the indicatorsjust lit up. It appearsto bea
mafunction in some of the new control systems.”

Without turning from hiswork, Han uncorked some of his choicer curses, then calmed down somewhat.
"It'sthe mis-erablefluidicsl What timing, what perfect timing! Chewie, | told you theréd betrouble,
didn't 1? Didn't 17"

The Wookieeflailed ahuge, hairy paw intheair by way of dismissa, wishing to be lft to histasks,
rumbling loudly. "Wheré'sthe problem?' Han snapped back over hisright shoulder.

Bollux's photoreceptors scanned the indicators that were: located next to the commo board. "Ship's
emergency sys-tems, ar. The auto-firefighting apparatus, | believe.”

"Go back and see what you can do, will you, Bollux? That'sal we need, for the firefighting gear to cut in;
we'd be up to our chinsin foam and gas before you could ask the way to the exit. " As Bollux staggered
off, bardly staying upright on the bucking deck, Han resolutely thrust the problem out of hismind.

Chewbacca yowl ped. He had gotten a positive reading. Han dragged himself halfway out of hischair for
alook as another spitting globe of ball-lightning drifted out and spun off the Falcon's bow mandibles. The
ionization levels were dropping. Then he threw himsalf back into his seat and cut the ship's speed back
even further. He had terrible visions of theionization level extending down, somehow, to the surface of
Lur, blinding them right up to thetime of collison.

Of course, the party who had hired the Millennium Falcon for this run hadn't mentioned the ionization
layer, hadn't mentioned anything very specific for that matter. Han had put the word abroad that he and
his ship were availablefor hire and disinclined to ask questions, and the job had come, as Sonniod had
predicted it would, from unseen sources in the form of afaceless audio tape and asmal cash advance.

But with creditors hounding them and their other resources exhausted in the wake of the debaclein the
Kamar Badlands, Han and his partner had seen no aternative but to ignore Sonniod's advice and accept
therun.

Was 1 born this stupid, Han asked himsdlf in disgust, or am | just blossoming latein life? But at that
moment both the storm and the ionization layer parted. The Falcon lowered gently through aclear, calm
region of Lur's atmosphere. Far below, features of the planet's surface could be seen, moun-tain peaks
protruding through low-hanging, swirling clouds. Another light flashed on; the freighter'slong-range
sensors had just picked up alanding beacon.

Han switched on the Terrain Following Sensors and poised over the readouts. "They picked us a decent
spot toland at least,” he admitted. "A big, flat place dung between those two low peaks over there.
Probably aglacid fied. " Heflipped the microphone on his headset over to intercom mode: "Bollux,
werre going in. Drop what you're doing and hang on. ™



Correcting his ship's attitude of descent, he brought her in toward the landing point at very moderate
gpeed. The TFS rig showed no obstacles or other dangers, but Han wished to take no chances with
ingrumentation on this supid planet.

They settled into the clouds as precipitation was driven a the canopy, only to dide avay when it met the
Fdcon's de-fengve screens. Sensors had begun functioning normaly, giving precise information on
dtitude. Vighility, even in the sorm, was sufficient for acautious landing. Lur materidized below them as
aplain wherewinds hurried dong endlesdy, amlesdy. Han eased the vessdl down warily; he had no
desireto find himsdf buried in anice chasm. But the ship's landing gear found solid support, and
instrumentation showed that Han's guess had been correct; they had landed on aglacid icefidd. Off to
starboard some forty meters or so was the landing beacon. Han removed his headset, stripped off the
flying gloves he had been wearing, and unbuckled his seatbelt. He turned to hisWookiee copilot. "You
stay here and keep a sharp watch. I'll go let the ramp down and see what the dedl is." The unoccupied
navigator's seat behind him held abundle that he snagged and carried dong as he | eft the cockpit.

On hisway &ft to the ship'sramp he found Bollux. The 'droid was stooping down by an open inspection
plate set in the bulkhead at deck leve. Bollux's chest plastron was open, and Blue Max was asssting him
in" hisexamination of the problem a hand.

"What'sthe routine?' Han inquired. "Isit fixed?' Bollux stood up. "I'm afraid not, Captain Solo. But Max
and | caught it just before the last safety went. We shut down the entire system, but repair is beyond the
capability of either of us"

"Y ou don't need atech for thosefluidics, Captain,” Max chirped. "Y ou need adamn plumber. " Hisvoice
held a note of moral outrage at the inferior design.

"Tell meabout it. And watch your language, Max. Just because | talk that way isno sign you should. All
right, boys, just leave thingsthe way they are. Thistrip should make us enough to have al those
waterworks replaced with good old shielded circuitry. Bollux, | want you to close up your fruit stand;
we've got cargo to pick up and | don't want you making the clients jumpy. Sorry, Max, but you do that
to people sometimes.”

"No problem, Captain,” Blue Max replied as the haves of Bollux's chest swung shut to the hum of
servomotors. Han reflected that, while he till didn't care much for automata, Bollux and Max weren't too
bad. He decided, though, that he would never understand how the pseudo-personalities of an ancient
labor ‘droid and a precocious computer module could hit it off sowell.

Han opened the bundle he had brought from the cockpit-a bulky thermosuit - and began pulling it on
over hisship's clothes. Beforefitting his handsinto the thermosuit's at-tached gloves, he adjusted his
gun-belt, rebuckling it over the suit, then removing the weapon's trigger guard so that held be ableto fire
it with his thermoglove on. He wouldn't have dreamed of going out unarmed; he was dways wary when
the Millennium Falcon was grounded in unfamiliar sur-roundings, but especidly so when hewas doing
business on the shady side of the street.

He donned protective headgear, atrangparent facebowl with insulated ear cups. Touching a button on
the control unit set in histhermosuit's deeve, he brought its heeting unit to life,

"Stand by," he ordered Ballux, "in case | need a hand with the cargo. "

"May | inquirewhat it iswereto carry, Captain?' Bollux asked as he drew aside the covers of the



special compart-ments hidden under the deckplates.

"Y ou may guess, Ballux; that'sabout al | can do right now myself. " Han prodded at the hatch control
with agloved finger. "Nobody, mentioned what it's going to be, and | wasin no position to ask. Couldn't
be anything too massive, | guess.”

The hatch rolled up and ablast of frigid wind invaded the ' passageway. Han shouted over thewall of the
storm. "Doesn't look like it's going to be heat rash save though, doesit?"

He gtarted down the ramp, leaning into the force of the gale. The cold in hislungs was sharp enough to
make him think about going back for arespirator, but he judged that he wouldn't be outside long enough
to need one. His facebowl polarized somewhat againgt the ice glare as snow hissed againgt it. Specific
gravity here on Lur was dightly over Stan-dard, but not enough to cause any inconvenience.

At the foot of the ramp he found that the wind was moving alight dusting of snow across the blue-white
glacier. Miniarture drifts were aready accumulating against the Falcon's landing gear. He spied the
beacon, acluster of blinking cau-tion lights atop aglobular transponder package, anchored to glacid ice
by atripod. There was no oneto be seen, but visbility was so low that Han couldn't have made out
much beyond the landing marker.

Hewalked over toit, ingpecting it and finding it to be nothing snore than astandard model, designed for
usein placeslacking sophigticated navigational and tracking equip-men.

Suddenly amuffled voice behind him called out. " Solo?" He spun, right hand dropping automaticaly to
the grip of hisblaster. A man stepped out of the swirl of the storm. He, too, wore athermosuit and a
facebowl that had muted his voice, but the thermosuit was white and the facebowl reflec-tive, making him
nearly invisblethereontheglacier.

He moved forward with hands empty and held high. Han, squinting past him; saw the vague outlines of
other figures moving just & the edge of hisrange of vision.

"I'm him," Han responded, his own words muffled some-what by hisfacebowl. "Y ou're, uh, Zlarb?'

The other nodded. Zlarb was atdl, broadly built man with extremey fair skin, white-blond beard and
clear gray eyeswith creases a their cornersthat gave him an intense, threat-ening look. But he showed
histeeth in awide smile. "That'sright, Captain. And I'm ready to go, too. We can load up right away. "

Han tried to peer through the curtain of snow behind Zlarb. " Are there enough of you to bring up the
cargo? | brought aong a repulsorlift handtruck in case you need it to haul your load. Want meto run it
out for you?"

Zlarb gave him alook Han couldn't quite read, then smiled again. "No. | think we can get our shipment
onboard without any problems. "

Something about the man's behavior, the hint of a private joke or the sardonic tone to hisreply, made
Han suspicious. He had long since learned to listen to inner darms. He looked back at the blurry outline
of the Falcon and hoped Chew-baccawas dert and that the Wookiee had the starship's main batteries
primed and amed. The two seldom encountered trouble from their pickup contacts. Usually at the other
end, the drop-off and payment end of things, trouble tended to occur. But thisjust might be the

exception.



Han backed away a step, eyes meseting Zlarb's. "All right -z then, I'll go get ready to raise ship." He had
more questions sto ask this man, but wanted to move the proceedingsto a.,.  more auspicious spot,
say, next to the freighter's belly turret. Y ou drag your shipment to the ramp head and well take it from
there. "

Zlarb'sgrin waswider now. "No, Solo. | think well both go onboard your ship. Right now. "

Han was about to tell Zlarb that it was againgt his and Chewbacca's policy to let smuggling contacts
onboard when he noticed that the man had turned his hand over. In it he held atiny weapon, a
short-range pa mgun that, like a con-juror, he must have held hidden between gloved fingers. Han
thought about going for his blaster but redlized that at best he could probably manage no morethan atie,
in which case both of them would die.

The blinking lights of the landing beacon, gleaming off Zlarb'sfacebowl, gave the man's smirk an even
more sinister ook. "Hand the blaster over butt-first, Solo, and keep your back to the ship so your
partner can't see. Carefully now; I've been warned about you and that speeddraw, and I'd rather shoot
than take a chance.”

Hetucked Han's sdearm into his belt. "Now let's get aboard. Keep both hands at your sides and don't
try to warn the Wookiee. "

He turned for amoment and motioned to unseen compan-ions, then indicated the Falcon with the
palmgun. From adistance, Han thought, it probably looked like a polite you-first gesture.

Asthey waked Han tried to sort through the Situation, his mind roiling. These people knew exactly what
they were doing; the whole job had been a setup. Zlarb's frank willing-nessto use his weapon was proof
that he and his accomplices were playing for very high stakes. The question of being cheeted of payment
or even of having hisvessd hijacked suddenly bothered Han less than the thought of not surviving the
encounter.

The bulk of. the Millennium Fal con became more ditinct as they approached her. "No bright stunts now,
Solo, " Zlarb Warned. "Don't even twitch your nose at the Wookiee or you'll diefor it."

Han had to admit that Zlarb thought in advance, but he hadn't covered everything. Han and Chewbacca
had asigna system for pickups and dropoffs, whereby Han didn't need to communicate that something
waswrong; al he had to do was gpproach the ship and fail to give the subtle al's-well.

Over the moan of the gale they heard the whine of servo-motors. The quad-gunsin the Falcon's belly
turret traversed, elevated, and came to bear on them.

But Zlarb had aready stepped behind Han, pulling the captured gun from his belt and holding its muzzle
up closeto Han'stemple. They could see Chewbacca now, his hairy face pressed close to the canopy,
gazing down gpprehen-sively. The Wookieeg's | eft arm was stretched behind him, down near the console.
Han knew hisfriend's fingers would be only millimeters from the fire controls. He wanted to yell Get out!
Raise ship! But Zlarb anticipated that. "Not aword to him, Solo! Not a sound, or you're canceled. " Han
didn't doubt him abit.

Zlarb had the Wookiee's attention and was motioning him to come down out of the ship, indicating with
the blaster's muzzle just what would happen to Han if Chewbaccafailed to obey. Han, familiar with his
shaggy first mate's expres-9ons, read indecision then resignation, on hisface. Then the Wookiee
disappeared from the cockpit.



Han muttered something, and Zlarb poked him with the blaster. " Saveit; it'slucky for you he paid
attention. Just play along and both of you will comethrough thisdive. "

Two of Zlarb's underlings had come up and stopped near their boss. One was a human, asquat, tough
looking ugly who could have come from any of 100,000 worlds. The other was ahumanoid, agiant,
burly creature nearly Chewbacca's size, with tiny eyes benesath jutting, boney brows. The hu-manoid's
skin was aglossy brown, like some exatic, polished wood, and vestigial horns curled at hisforehead. He
seemed to fed the need for neither thermosuit nor facebowl. But it was what the other man, the squat
one, had brought that surprised Han most. He had a control leash fastened to hiswrist; at the end of the
leash was a nashtah, one of the storied hunting beasts of Dralll. The nashtah's six powerful legs, each
armed with long, curving, diamond-hard claws, shifted restlessy on theice. It strained at itsleash; tongue
arcing, its steamy bregth rasping between triple rows of jag-ged white teeth, itslong barbed tail lashing.
Its muscles, tensing and untensing, sent ripples aong its green, deek hide.

What in the name of the profit-motive system can they be doing with anashtah? Han asked himsdlf. The
creatures were bloodthirsty, tireless and impossible to shake once they scented their prey, and were
among the most vicious of al attack animas. That seemed to indicate poaching of some kind, but why
would agang of poachersgo to al thistrouble? Han didiked moving pelts or hides and, given achoice,
would not have carried them. But that surely didn't cdl for thiskind of extreme action on Zlarb's part;
there were plenty of smug-glerswho would have taken thejob.

Chewbacca appeared at the ramp head. The nashtah, sighting him, gave throat to a piercing scream and
lunged, dragging its handler until he dug in his hedls and pressed a stud on the control leash handle. The
nashtah gave ayeowl of displeasure a the mild shock that stopped its advance for the moment.
Chewbacca watched impassively, his bowcaster held ready, eyes sweeping the scene below.

Zlarb garted Han off with ashove, staying close behind, and the two climbed the ramp. When they were
near the top, Zlarb addressed Chewbacca. "Put down the weapon. Do it now and step back or your
friend here getsfried. " There was the nudge of the blaster between Han's shoulder blades.

Chewbacca debated the variables involved, then complied, seeing no other way to save hisfriend'slife,
Meanwhile, Han evauated his chancesfor afast move. He knew he might stand a chance of neutraizing
Zlarb, but the other two gang members were backing their boss up and each had a handgun out now.
And then there was the nashtah. Han elected to postpone his most desperate option for the time being.

When they reached the top of the ramp, Zlarb pushed Han hard, then stooped to take up Chewbacca's
bowcaster. The Wookiee caught hisfriend as Han stumbled from the shove and kept him from faling.
Han removed his facebowl and threw it aside. Taking aquick look around, he noticed Bollux il
standing where Han had |eft him. The'droid seemed to be rooted to the spot, immobile with surprise, his
circuitry struggling to absorb the bewildering rush of events.

Zlarb's men had come in behind him aong with the nash-tah, whose claws scraped the deckplates. Again
it had to be curbed from legping at the Wookiee, and Han wondered for amoment what it was about
Chewbacca that antagonized it s0. Something about his first mate's scent, or perhaps are-semblance to
one of the beast's natural enemies?

Zlarb turned to the hulking humanoid who had been eye-ing Chewbacca with nearly as much hogtility as
the nashtah. "Go tell the othersto start moving. Well get things ready here." Then he turned to Han.
"Open up your main hold; we're going to start loading. " And findly, to the handler who till restrained the
Spitting nashtah, Zlarb indicated the Wookiee. "If he moves, burn him down:"



They st off aft, Zlarb being careful to stay well back from Han, watchful for any surprise move the pilot
might make: Following the curve of the passageway, they came to the hatchway of the Flcon'smain
cargo hold. Han tapped the release, and the hatch did back to reveal acompartment of modest size,
ribbed by the ship's structural members, fea-tureless except for air ducts, safety equipment, and the
heating-refrigeration unit. A stack of panels and disassem-bled support posts lay there, to be erected as
shelving or retaining binsif they were needed. Dunnage and padding were hegped in apileto one side
near coilsof strapping and fastening tackle.

Zlarb, looking around, nodded in approva. "Thisll do fine, Solo. Leave the hatch open and let's get back
to the others. "

Another of Zlarb's men had arrived and was standing at the top of the ramp, adisruptor rifleleveled at
Chewbacca. The nashtah handler had dragged his beast back farther to-ward the. cockpit. The big
humanoid had returned, too, car-rying asmal shoulder pack. Zlarb pointed to it. Y ou've got your
equipment there, Wadda?"

Waddainclined his head. Zlarb pointed to Bollux. "First | want you to Stick arestraining bolt on the
‘droid. We don't want him wandering around; he might give ustrouble. "

Bollux started to protest but wegpons moved to cover him and Wadda closed in on him, looming over
him and unlim-bering the ominous pack from his shoulder. The labor ‘droid's red photoreceptors went to
Han in what seemed to be an entreaty. "Captain Solo, what shdl 1-"

"Keep Hill," Han ingtructed, not wanting to see Bollux destroyed and knowing Zlarb's people would do
just that if the 'droid ressted them. "It'll only befor awhile.

Bollux looked from Han to Chewbacca, then to Wadda and back to Han again. Wadda closed in on
him, fitting arestraining bolt into a hand-held applicator. The big human-oid pressed the applicator
againgt Bollux's chest and the 'droid gave a split-second bleep. There was awisp of smoke as bolt fused
to metal skin. Just as Bollux shuffled, resettling his changing feet asif some new posture would be of help
to him, his photoreceptors went dark, the restraining bolt de-activating his control matrices.

Satisfied that the Falcon was his, Zlarb began issuing com-mands. "L et's get busy.” Han was directed to
Chewbaccas sde. The nashtah handler and the man with the disruptor rifle continued to watch them
while Wadda hurried down the,., ramp, making it tremble under his great weight.

"Zlarb; " Han began, "don't you think itstime you told uswhat's so flaming... "

He was distracted by the ramp's vibrations and the sound of many light footfals. A moment later he
understood just what had happened to him and in how dangerous a situation he and Chewbacca had
becomeinvolved. A file of small figures trooped aboard, heads hung in fa-tigue and despair. These were
obvioudy inhabitants of Lur. Thetalest of them was scarcely waist-high to Han. They were erect bipeds,
covered with fine white fur, their feet protected by thick pads of calludiketissue. Their eyeswerelarge,
and ran toward green and blue; they stared around the Falcon'sinterior in dull amazement.

Each neck was encircled by a collar of metd, the collarsjoined together by athin black cable. It wasa
daver'sline. Chewbacca bellowed an enraged roar and ignored the an-

swering scream from the nashtah. Han glared at Zlarb, who was directing the loading of daves. One of
his men held adirector unit, its circuitry linked to the collars. The director, a banned device, had an



unfinished, homemade ook to it. Any defiance from the captives would earn them excruciating pain.
Han fixed Zlarb with hiseye. "Not in my ship,” he stated, emphasizing each word.

But Zlarb only laughed. "Y ou're not in much of aposition to object, are you, Solo?"

"Not in my ship, " Han repeated stubbornly. "Not daves. Never. "

Zlarb digned Han's own blaster a him, sghting down the barrel. Y ou just think again, pilot. If you give
me any trou-ble, you'll end up locked in a necklace yourself. Now, you and the Wookiee go forward and

get ready to lift. "

A second line of daveswas being led aboard and ushered &ft to the hold. Han scowled at Zlarb for a
moment, then turned toward the cockpit. Chewbacca hesitated, bared his fangs at the davers once more,
and followed hisfriend.

Han lowered himsdf unwillingly into the pilot's seat, and Chewbacca took the copilot's. Zlarb stood
behind them watching their every move carefully. He mistrusted the two, of course, but knew that they
could get more speed and better performance out of the Falcon than he or any of his men could. And
that might well mean survivd in the perilous business of dave-running.

"Solo, | want you and your partner to be smart about this. Y ou take usto our point of delivery and you'l
both be taken care of. But if we're halted and boarded, it's the death sen-tence for al of us, you
included."

"Where are we going?' Han asked, tight-lipped.
"I'll tell you that when the time comes. For now, you just prepare to raise ship.”

Han brought the Falcon's enginesto full power, warming up her shields and preparing to lift. "What are
they paying you? Even | can't think of enough money to get me mixed up in daving:"

Zlarb chuckled derisively. "They told me you were a hard case, Solo. | see they werewrong. Thoselittle
beauties back there are worth four, five, maybe even six thousand apiece on the Invisible Market.
They're natura-born experts at ge-netic manipulation, and in great demand, my friend. Not everyoneis
happy with the rigid restrictions that were im-posed after the Clone Wars. It seems these creatureslike
their own world too much, though, and wouldn't sign out on con-tract labor for anything. So my
associates and | rounded up abunch. A few of them are sick or wounded, but well de-liver at least fifty
of them. I'll make enough off this run to keep me happy and lazy for along time. "

Contract labor. That sounded like the Corporate Sector Authority was involved. But though the
Authority had been known to use contract hoaxes and deceptive recruitment, Han found it hard to
believe that it would be so bold as to practice out-and-out davery, particularly raiding aplanet outsideits
own boundaries. That was something even the Empire couldn't afford to ignore.

"Y our board looks good to me, Solo,” Zlarb commented, studying the console. "Raise ship.”
AsHan, Chewbacca, and the davers | eft the passageway, Bollux still stood precisely where he had been

deectivated near the ramp's head. The restraining bolt had interdicted al his control centers, immobilizing
him.



But hidden within the labor ‘droid's thorax, still function-ing off -his own independent power supply, Blue
Max was ng his situation. Though he redlized that the emer-gency might mean disaster for the

Fa con's entire comple-ment, the undersized computer probe could seelittle he could do to change the
Stuation. He had no motor capability of his own and contained no communications equipment except his
vocoder and various computer-tap adaptors. Moreover, Max's own power source was minusculein
comparison to Bollux's, and he couldn't possibly move the labor 'droid's body far enough or fast enough
to do any good before ex-hausting himself.

Blue Max wished he could at least talk to hisfriend; but the restraining bolt's interdiction extended to dl
of Ballux's brain functions. The computer, who had seldom been sepa-rated from Bollux's host body, felt
very much aone.

Then he remembered the short bleep emitted by Bollux just before held been immobilized. Max ran the
bleep back, dowing it by ahigh factor and finding, as he had thought, that it was asquirt, aburst
transmission. It was garbled; Bol-lux had been dedling with anumber of things at thetime. But at length
Max made sense of it and saw what the labor 'droid had been trying to do.

Blue Max linked himsdlf in carefully with some of Bol-lux's motor circuitry, prepared to withdraw and
close off in-gtantly if the bolt'sinfluence threatened to impair him.

But it didn't. Therestraining bolt worked against Bollux's command and control centers, not his actua
circuitry and servomotors. Still, Max knew he had avery difficult task, one that would have been
impossibleif Bollux hadn't repo-sitioned hisfeet a the last instant before being paralyzed.

The computer lacked the power to make Bollux's body take more than afew steps but he did have
enough to effect asngle servo. Though it drained him dangeroudy, Max fed dl the power he could into
the kneejoint of his companion's|eft leg. The knee flexed and the labor 'droid's bodly tilted. Max, trying
desperately to gauge the unfamiliar leverages and angles, stopped for amoment and redirected his efforts
toward the centra torson hookup in Bollux's midsection, turning him alittle to the left. That demanded so
much of his scant power that Max had to pause for amoment and let hisreserves build abit.

He shut down al nonvitd parts of himself to hoard the energy he needed, then addressed himsdlf to the
kneejoint once more astheroar of the Millennium Falcon's warming engines made the deckplates
chatter and filled the passage-way with a hollow rumble.

The 'droid's balance passed the critical point; he tottered, then toppled to the lft, landing with a
clamorous din. Bol-lux's body ended up resting on itsleft arm and side, barely stabilized by itsright foot,
which aso touched the deck.

Max found that, with the body in this position, he couldn't get both chest panels open, but that hardly
meattered since he lacked the power to do so anyway. Asit was, he had to stop twice in working the right
pand outward, wait for hisre-servesto build up, then channel power into the pand servo. He stopped
when theright panel was open sufficiently for him to see his objective. The last move was the hardest.
Max extended an adaptor to the exposed fluidics systems on which he and Bollux had been working
prior to planetfdl. Thefluidics werefitted with standard couplings, but that till Ieft the problem of making
aconnection with them. Extending hisrodlike adaptor arm asfar asit would go, Max found hisgod just
out of reach. The coupling waited beyond and bel ow his adaptor. In des-peration Max tried to push his
adaptor arm out even farther and nearly damaged himsdif. It availed nothing.

The computer saw he had only one chance left. That it involved risk of persond damageto him didn't
make him hesitate for an instant. He shifted power back to Bollux's midsection, turning the torsion



hookup again in an dl-out effort that nearly overloaded him. The labor 'droid's body twisted dowly, then
rolled over.

But in the last moment, the roll brought Max's adaptor close enough to make contact with the fluidics
coupling. Helinked up with the systems and had time to send out asingle command. Then thetorso's
descending weight bent hisfrag-ile adaptor arm, breaking the connection, and sending feed-back
washing into Blue Max with acomputer andogue of blinding pain.

While Max fought hislonely battle, Han was staring at his controls. He was perspiring and had the front
of histher-mosuit open, wondering if he should let things go any further or try to jJump Zlarb now.

Zlarb was scanning the control console. "I told you to get going, Solo. Raise ship.”

Hewas gill waving Han's blaster around to emphasize his command when he took agush of thick, white
foamfull intheface.

Nozzlesin the cockpit and throughout the Millennium Fal-con had begun to spew anti-incendiary gas and
suppression foam when Max's sngle command cut in the ship's auto-firefighting gpparatus. Under the
computer probe's override, the system behaved asif the entire ship were aflame.

Han and Chewbacca, unsure of what was happening, didn't stop to think, but seized instead upon
whatever freak oppor-tunity thiswas. The Wookiee struck out with a huge paw, backhanding Zlarb
againgt the navigator's seat, located just behind Han's. Zlarb, blinded, let off ashot a random. The
blaster blew ajagged holein the canopy, its edges dripping with molten transparisted!.

Just then Han flung himself on the daver, followed closdy thereafter by hisfirst mate. Zlarb was punched,
shaken, kneed, bitten, and dammed head-first into the navi-computer before he could get off asecond
shot.

The cockpit was dready ankle-deep in foam, and blasts of anti-incendiary gas made it nearly impossible
to see. Theracket of sirens and warning hooters was deafening. Never-thel ess, both partners spirits had
risen gppreciably. Picking up his blaster, Han cupped his hand to his mouth and hol-lered into
Chewbacca's ear.

"l don't know what's going on, but we've got to hit them before they can recover. | counted Six of them,
right?'

The Wookiee confirmed the number. Han led the way from the cockpit as quickly as he could, both of
them dipping and diding in the degpening foam.

Han dashed out into the main passageway. Fortunately he looked to hisright first, toward the forward
compartment. There one of the davers stood open-mouthed, staring a the belching auto-firefighting gear.
He caught sight of Han and started to bring his disruptor rifle around. But Han's blaster bolt took him high
in the chest, knocking him backward through the air, his weapon dropping from his hands.

Han heard a horrible growl and whirled. The handler ap-peared from the other direction and released the
nashtah, which sprang at Han with such speed that it was no more than ablur. Before he could even get
off ashot the beast hit him, sending him sprawling against the squares of safety cushioning that rimmed the
cockpit hatchway, his shoulder and one forearm dashed with parale furrows from the crea-ture's claws.

But the nashtah never completed its pounce. Instead it was grabbed and held in midair and sent hurtling



againg a bulk-head. Chewbacca, having lost hisfooting in the act of throw-ing the nashtah aside,
scrambled to his feet once more. Han brought his gun up but hesitated to shoot because thefall had
shaken him. In that moment the nashtah, with an angry flick of itstail and ahideous cry, sprang at the
Wookiee, driving him back into the cockpit passageway.

Chewbacca somehow managed to maintain hisfooting. Exerting to the fullest his astounding strength, he
absorbed the force of the nashtah's attack, locking his hairy hands around its throat, hunching his
shoulders and working with legs and forearms to ward off its claws.

The nashtah screamed again, and the Wookiee screamed even louder. Chewbacca held the attack beast
clear of the deck and dammed it againgt the bulkhead to hisleft, then to hisright and to the left again, all
inless than asecond. The nashtah, its head dangling now at avery odd angle, dumped in his grasp.
Chewbaccalet it fall to the deck.

The beadt's handler gave an outraged shout, seeing his animal's unmoving body. He brought his pistol up,
but Han's blaster reacted first. The man staggered, tried to bring his weapon up again, and Han fired a
second time. The handler fell prone on the deck not far from the body of his nashtah.

Han grabbed Chewbaccas elbow, pointed and started aft toward the main hold. They found Bollux's
inert bulk where Blue Max had caused it to fal, and it was apparent just what the two automata had
done. Foam had crept in around the 'droid's body and had begun seeping. in through the open chest

pand.

Chewbaccagave agrating snarl aluding to theingenuity of the two. "I'll second that; they're pretty
nervy," Han concurred. Hed taken agrip on the 'droid's shoulder. "Help me sit him up so the foam
doesn't get at them. ™

There was no time to do anything else. They propped the 'droid's body against the bulkhead in
temporary safety and hurried on. They were going full-tilt when the giant human-oid appeared around the
curve of the passageway from the opposite direction, ariot gun in his hand. Han made an awkward
attempt to dodge for cover, bring-ing his blaster up at the same time. With the deck dippery with foam,
he lost hisfooting and took a spill. Chewbacca, on the other hand, adapted quickly to these unusua
condi-tions. Without decreasing speed he hurled himself into afeet-first dide dong the deck-plates,
cutting abow-wave through the drifting foam, his enthusiastic bellow risng above the hiss of gas
projectors and the larms.

The daver'sam wavered from Han to the Wookiee, but Chewbacca was moving too fast; one shot
mewed, amiss that crackled on the deck; raising steam from the foam. The Wookiee rammed the
humanoid with his outsized feet, and the humanoid bounced with astonishing abruptnessinto amound of
foam wherein he was joined directly by Chew-bacca. The foam mound quivered and shook, strands and
clumpsof it flying loose, as there came from it the sounds -of snarls and roars, and heavyweight collison.

Han was back on hisfeet, rushing on, feding somewhat lightheaded from the anti-incendiary gas. Hewas
gtill un-certain what to do when he encountered the last two davers, the ones carrying the collar-boxes. If
he hestated they might just hit the kill switches, daying every captive on the lines. He stleded himsdif to
fire accurately and without an ingtant's delay.

But the respongbility wasn't his. The main hold was in pandemonium. Both remaining daverswere
staggering un-der swarming, flailing captives. All the crestures. moved with agonized, twitching motions,
fighting both their cgptors and the pulses of excruciating pain being inflicted by their collars. Many were
on the deck, unable to overcome the punishment and join the fight.



But those who had mastered their agony were carrying the battle well. As Han watched, they dragged
the daversto the deck, wrestling away weapons and director units and pound-ing the two into
submission. Apparently the creatures knew enough about the director unitsto deactivate them. All the
daves dumped visbly astheir torture ended.

Han stepped cautioudy into the hold. He hoped his un-willing passengers understood the Situation well
enough to know that he wasn't their enemy, but reminded himself held better be charming until they were
sure.

Oneof the crestures, itsthick white fur ruffled and tufted from its struggle, was studying the collar-box. It
made adecisive stab at aswitch and dl the collars dong that partic-ular cable sprang open. The creature
tossed the director unit aside contemptuoudy, and one of its companions passed it a captured disruptor.
The sdearm looked big and clumsy initssmall, nimble hands.

Han holstered his blaster dowly, holding empty palms up for them dl to see. "'l didn't want thiseither,” he
told them in an even tone, though he doubted that they spoke ashared language. "I had no moreto do
withit thanyou."

The disruptor was moving dowly. Han argued with him-self the wisdom of reaching for hispistol but
doubted his own ability to shoot the creature down. It had no fault in this matter either. He decided to
reason on, but the skin on his neck wastrying to crawl up into his scalp.

"Ligten: you're freeto go. I'm not going to stop--

He sprang sideways as the disruptor swung up at him. It took an iron, conscious effort to keep from
drawing. He heard the disruptor's blaring report. And unexpectedly, he heard asmall clatter and agasp
from behind him.

Framed in the hatchway, looking down without compre-hension at the broad wound in his chest, was
Zlarb. At hisfeet lay thelittle palmgun. He sank against the hatchway and did dowly to the deck. The
creature had lowered its disrup-tor once more. Han went and knelt by Zlarb. The daver was breathing
very unevenly between clenched teeth, his eyes screwed shut. He opened them then, focusing on Han,
who had been about to tell him to save his strength, but saw that it made no difference. Perhaps, ina
full-facility medicenter, the daver could have been saved, but with the limited resources of the Falcon's
medi-packs Zlarb was as good as gone.

Hedidn't avoid the daver's gaze. "They weren't quite as meek as you thought, were they Zlarb?' he
asked quietly. "Just redl, red patient. "

Zlarb's eyes began to flutter shut again. He only managed " Solo..."." He put more hatred into the name
than Han would have thought possible.

"And how did Zlarb get past you? He amost scored me, you big dug!”
Chewbacca gobbled angrily in response to Han's indignant question and pointed to where the burly
humanoid daver, the one with whom the Wookiee had collided, lay battered and bound by the main

ramp.

"So what? Han demanded with e aborate sarcasm, en-joying himself. He was knedling by Bollux'sside,
Setting the cap of an extractor over the restraining bolt. ™Y ou used to handle three of hiskind before



breskfast. What | don't need isafirst mate who's turning into a geriatric case. ™

Chewbacca barked so loudly that Han ducked involuntar-ily. A Wookieg's lifespan islonger than a
human's-age was a standing joke between the two.

"That'swhat you say. " Han thumbed the extractor's switch. There was apop and atiny burst of blue
discharge around the bolt's base.

Bollux's red photoreceptors came on. "Why, Captain Solo! Thank you, sir. Doesthis,mean the crisis has
passed?' "All but the housework. | got the firefighting outlets shut

down, but the ship looks like an explosion in a dessert shop. Y ou can skate from here to the cockpit if
you want. That was agood move you and Maxie-' 9

"Blue Max?"' Bollux interrupted, ararity for him."Sir, heésnot in linkage;. | think he's been damaged. "

"We know. His adaptor arm was bent and he took some burnout cregpage. Chewie says he can fix him
up, though, with components we have onboard. Just leave Max be for now. Can you get up?’

The labor 'droid answered by rising and swinging his chest pand shut over the computer module
protectively. "Blue Max is remarkably resourceful, wouldn't you say, Captain?”

"Bet your anodes. If he had fingerswed have to start locking up the tableware. Y ou can tell him that for
me later, but for now just take it easy. " Han stood and beckoned Chewbacca and the two went aft to
the hold again. The former captives had laid out the bodies of their sev-era dead, those who hadn't
survived theterrible orded of the dave collars. They were assembling litters from materidsin the hold,
which Han had offered them, with which to bear their fellows home.

Han stopped by the corpse of Zlarb. In searching the man afew minutes earlier, he had noticed the hard,
rectangular lump of a breast-pocket security case under histhermosuit. Han had seen afew such cases
before and knew he had to be careful withit.

Settling down with one of the Falcon's medi-packs, he dug out a flexclamp and avibroscalpel and began
cutting away the tough materid of the thermosuit. In the meantime, Chewbacca began cleaning hisown
wounds with anirrigation bulb and a synth-flesh dispenser. More by fortune than design, neither of the
two had received deegp wounds from the nashtah's claws.

Han quickly had the security case exposed. It was an-chored to the pocket by adim clip towhich it was
attached by afinewire. Han carefully felt for and found the safety, asmall button concedled at the case's
lower edge. Pressing it, he disengaged the security circuit. Then he began working the clip loose from the
pocket lining with his other hand. To try to remove the case in any other fashion would invitea
neuroparalyss charge from the case. A numb arm would be the best he could hope for, depending on the
casg's setting. Some security cases were capable of giving letha shocks.

He reprimed the clip, and the case was rendered harmless. Humming a haf-remembered tune, he got
busy with some fine-work instruments he had fetched from the ship's small but complete tool locker. The
lock itsdlf was afairly com-mon mode ; the neuroshock was the case's main line of defense. He had it
openinfairly short order.

And spat some sizzling Cordlian oaths. There was no money.



All the case contained were a data plague, a message tape, and asmaller case that turned out to be a
Makite poisoner'skit. That Zlarb was a practitioner of the Makite poison-er's arts reaffirmed Han's
conviction that the universe wouldn't mourn the man's passing, but it did little to aleviate hisfrugtration or
hisfinancid Stuation.

He threw aside the security case and glowered at the two surviving human davers. They both began to
quakevisbly. "Y ou have one chance," he said quietly. " Somebody owes me money; | have ten thousand
credits coming for thisrun and | want it. Not telling me where | can get it would be the dumbest thing
you'l ever doinyour lives, and one of thevery lagt.”

"We don't know anything, Solo, we swear," one of them protested. "Zlarb hired us on and he arranged
everything; he handled the contacts and al the money himself. We never saw anybody dse, that'sthe
truth." His comrade confirmed it energetically.

The ex-daves had finished their preparations and were ready to depart. Han walked over to where the
empty collars and director unitslay. "That's redly rotten luck for you two," hetold the daversand
fastened a collar around the neck of each, ignoring their protests. He handed the collar-box to the leader
of the ex-daves and pointed to the bodies of the dead.

The creature understood, patting the case. The daverswould pay for the desths with their own servitude.
How long a sentence they'd have to serve would be entirely up to their -one-time captives. Han couldn't
have cared less.

"Take your bosss body with you," he ordered the two. They looked at one another. The creature's finger
poised near the controls of their collars. They scrambled to obey, hoigting the late Zlarb between them.

Chewbacca led the way as the ex-daves, preceded by their new servants, bore their dead from the
cargo hold. "Don't forget to get rid of the other casudties, " Han cdled after hip friend. "And collar up
that other daver for them. Then bring me areader! "

Exhausted, he resolutely st to thetask of cleaning up hisinjurieswith another irrigation bulb, thinking
ominous thoughts about how little money he and Chewbacca had |eft and wondering if their rotten luck
would ever break. Then it occurred to him that Zlarb would undoubtedly have killed him, and
Chewbaccaaswdll, if Blue Max and Bollux hadn't given the Stuation, atwist. Asit was, he and the
Wookiee were dive and free and, with alittle cleaning up, would have their starship in something like
running order again very shortly. By the time Chewbacca returned, Han was applying synth-flesh to his
wounds and whistling to himsdlf. The Wookiee was carrying a portable readout. Han shoved the
medipack aside and fit the data plague into the reader. His copilot leaned over his shoulder and together
they puz-zled over what they saw.

"Date-time coordinates, planetary index numbers,” Han muttered. " Ships registry codes and rental
agents IDs. Mogt of them for aplanet caled Ammuud. " Chewbacca rumbled his own mydtification.

Han again cursed Zlarb. Removing the plaque, he inserted the message tape into the readout's other
gperture. On the screen gppeared the face of ayoung, black-haired man. The tight closeup told Han
nothing about the man's surroundings, whereabouits, or even the clothing he wore. Thefacein the
portable readout began speaking. " The measures you suggested are being taken against the Mor Glayyd
on Ammuud. When ddlivery of your current con-signment is made, payment will take place on Bonadan.
Be at table 131, main passenger lounge, Bonadan Spaceport Southeast |1 at these coordinates.”
Standard date-time co-ordinates appeared on the screen for amoment, then it cleared.



Han tossed the reader into the air with aburst of laughter. "'If we pour it on, we can sill get thereintime.
L et's get the canopy patched; we can tidy up and seeto Bollux and Max whilewerein jump.”

He kissed the reader and the Wookiee brayed, muzzle wrinkling, tongue curling, fangs showing. It was
time to see about payments due.

Part 3

HAN Solo was obliged to raise hisvoice to ddiver the punch line. A gargantuan ore barge was settling in
with such abooming of brute engines that, even though it was ground-ing hafway acrossthe vast
Spaceport, it set up tiny waveletsin drinksin the passenger termina’s main lounge.

The main lounge of Bonadan Spaceport Southeast |1 was colossa and, besdes the unceasing rumbl e of
arriving and departing ships, wasfilled with the conversation of thousands of human and nonhuman
customersthat overtaxed its sound-muting system. The lounge's transparent dome revealed a sky teeming
with ships of every description, their comings and goings orchestrated by the most advanced control
system available. Planetary and solar system shuttles, passenger lin-ers, the enormous barges carrying
food and raw materials, Authority Security Police fleet ships, and bulk freighters bearing away Bonadan's
manufactured goods-al combined to make this one of the busiest portsin the Corporate Sector.

Although it encompassed tens of thousands of star sys-tems, the Corporate Sector Authority was no
more than an isolated cluster among the uncountable suns known to hu-mankind. But there wasn't one
native, inteligent life form to be found in this entire part of space; anumber of theories existed to explain
why. The Authority had been chartered to exploit the incal culable wedlth here. There were those who
used words like "despail” and "pillage” for what the Au-thority did. It maintained absolute control over its
provinces and employees, and guarded its prerogatives jeadloudy.

Leaning closer to Chewbacca, Han chuckled. " So the prospector says-get this, Chewie - the prospector
says, "Well, how do you think my pack-beast got knock-kneed?"

He had timed the ddlivery just right. Chewbacca had raised atwo-liter mug of Eblabeer to hislipsand a
gpasm of laugh-ter caught him right in the middle of along draught. He choked, snorted, and woofed
mightily into his mug. White beer-spume exploded outward. Though they registered dis-pleasure, patrons
at nearby tables, ingpecting the Wookiee and noting his size and the fierce, fanged visage, refrained from
complaining. Han chortled, as he scratched a. shoulder made itchy by the somatigenerative effects of the
synth-flesh.

Chewbacca uttered a guttural accusation. The pilot raised his eyebrows. "Of course | timed the punch
linethat way. Bollux told that joke to me while| was eating and it did the same thing to me." Chewbacca
thought about the joke again and laughed abruptly, something halfway between agrunt and a bark.

Throughout his story and most of the long Bonadan morn-ing Han had kept an eye on table 131. It was
gtill vacant and thelittle red light over its robo-bartender indicated that it was till reserved. The closest
overhead chrono showed that the timefor Zlarb's rendezvous with his employer was long past.

Thelounge was nearly filled, which tended to be true of this place a any hour of the day or night, what
with the number of passengers and crew members passing through the port in addition to resident
personnd. It was alight, airy, and open place constructed in level s of meandering terraces where plants
from hundreds of Authority worlds had been nurtured. Though every table had aclear view of the
congtant traffic above, foliage tended to screen one terrace from the next. The two partners had selected
atable from which they could observe table 131 through alush curtain of Man orchid vine freckled with



sweet-amelling moss and till remain in-conspicuous.

It had been their uncomplicated plan to observe who came to meet Zlarb at the table, follow them out
and accost them, collecting their ten thousand by dint of whatever threats or intimidation seemed
appropriate. But something was plainly wrong; no one had come.

Han began fedling uneasy despite his joking; neither he nor Chewbacca was armed. Bonadan was a
highly indugtri-alized, densely inhabited planet, one of the Authority's fore-most factory worlds. With
masses of humanity and other life forms packed together in such number, the Security Police-" Epos,” as
they were cdlled in dangtak-were at great painsto keep letha wegpons out of the hands and other
manipula-tory appendages of the populace. Weapons detectors and search-scan monitors were to be
found amost everywhere on the planet, including thoroughfares, places of business, stores, and public
trangportation. And, most particularly, surveil-lance was maintained at each of Bonadan's ten sprawling
spaceports, the largest of which was Southeast 1.

Carrying afirearm-either blaster or \WWookiee bowcas-ter-would be grounds for immediate arrest,
something the two could hardly afford. If their true identities and past ac-tivities ever cameto light, the
Corporate Sector Authority's only regret would be that it could only execute them onetime apiece. The
one positive agpect of this Stuation, the way Han saw it, was that Zlarb's contact would in al probability
be unarmed aswdll.

Or, would have been. It was beginning to look like their wait had been for nothing.

Chewbacca punched a series of buttons on the robo-barten-der and fed it some cash, very nearly their
last. A panel did back and anew round of drinks waited. The Wookiee took up anew mug
enthusastically, and for Han there was another haf-bottle of a strong loca wine. Chewbacca drank
deeply and.with obvious bliss, eyes closed, lowering the mug at |ast to wipe the white ring of suds out of
hisfacia hair with the back of one paw. He closed his eyes again and smacked hislipsloudly.

Han approached his bottle with lessardor. Not that he didn't like the wine; it was the intrusive nature of
this over-civilized planet, asreflected in the design of the bottle, that he abhorred. He pressed hard on the
cap's sed with histhumb and the cap popped off. Once off, it was dmost impossible to re-affix. Then
camethe part Han redlly loathed; breach of the cap triggered the release of asmall energy charge.
Light-emitting diodes, manufactured into the bottle, began a garish show. Figures and lettering marched
around the bottle ex-tolling the virtues of its contents. The LEDs scintillated, giv-ing what were intended
to be winning statements about the wine's contents, bouquet, and the high standards of personal hygiene
embraced by the bottler's employees and automata. Consumer information appeared, too, though in far
gmdler lettersand less blinding hues.

Han, glaring at the bottle, refusing to touch it aslong asit perssted in flaunting itself, thought | shouldve
had some of these back on Kamar. The Badlanders would probably've danced around them holding
hands and snging hymns.

After aminute or so thetiny charge was exhausted and the bottle reverted to an unaggressive container.
Han's attention was attracted by a conversation going on by table Number 131, only afew meters away
on the next terrace down. An assistant manager, a blue-furred, four-armed native of Pho Ph'eah, was
engaged in adifference of opinion with an at-tractive young female of Han's own species.

The manager waswaving dl four aamsin the air. "But the table is reserved, human! Can you not seethe
red cour-tesy light that so designatesit?'



The human appeared to be severa years younger than Han. She had straight black hair that fell just
below the nape of her dender neck. Her skinwas arich brown, her eyes nearly black, indicating that she
came from aworld that recelved agood dedl of solar radiation. She had along, mobile face that showed,
Han thought, a sense of humor. She wore an every-day working outfit-a blue one-piece bodysuit and
low boots. She stood, hands gracefully on hips, and stared at the Pho Ph'eahian, unconvinced.

Then she contorted her face in avery closeimitation of the manager's, waving her arms and shrugging her
shouldersin precisaly the way he had, though she was a couple of arms short. Han found himself laughing
aoud. She heard him, caught his eye and gave him a conspiratorial smile. Then she went back to her
dispute.

"But it's been reserved ever since | camein, hasn't it? And nobody's claimed it, have they? There€re no
other smdll ta-blesand I'm tired of gitting at the bar; | want to wait for my friendsright here. Or should
we take our business elsawhere? It doesn't Iook like you're making much money off thistable right now,
doesit?'

She had hit himinavita spot. Lost revenue was some-thing a good Authority employee smply never
permitted. The blue-furred manager looked around worriedly to make sure the party or parties for whom
the table was reserved wouldn't materialize out of thin air and object. With an eo-quent four-shouldered
gesture of resignation, heflicked off the red courtesy light. The young woman took her place with alook
of satisfaction.

"That'sthat, " Han sighed to Chewbacca, who had no-ticed the incident, too. "No collections today;
Zlarb'sbossisasdippery ashewas. "

The Wookiee grumbled like adrumroll in a deep cave. He added a surly afterword as he rose to check
on the Millen-nium Falcon.

"After you check the ship," Han cdled after him, ""go hunt around the guild hiring hals and the
portmaster's head-quarters. I'll meet you later at the. Landing Zone. Seeif anybody we know isin port;
maybe somebody can tell us something. Chewie, if we don't come into some cash pretty soon, we're not
even going to be able to get off Bonadan. I'm going to finish my wine, then make afew more stopsto
look for familiar faces."

The Wookiee, scratching his shaggy chest, acknowledged with abasso honk. As his copilot ambled off,
Han took an-other sip of hiswine and another look around, hoping that alast-minute arrival would give
him a chance to pick up the ten thousand somebody owed him. But he saw no one who looked
interested in table 131. Penury loomed before him and he fdlt the near-undeniable craving for money to
which he was especidly susceptiblein times of financid distress.

Hewhiled away a.few more minutes sipping at the wine and admiring the young woman who had
preempted table 131. At length she happened to turn and catch hiseye again. " .Happy landings,”" she
toasted, and he raised his glassin response to the old spacer's greeting. She eyed him specu-latively.
"Long timeout?'

He made an indifferent face, not sure why she wasinter-ested. "No home port for me, just aship. It's
sampler." She had drained her goblet. "How about arefill?"

Her lively, amused face gppeded to him, and it didn't make much senseto carry on the conversation
through inter-vening plant life. He took his bottle and goblet and joined her at table 131.



"Y ou and your friend were the only other ones keeping an eye on thistable," she ventured as Han, was
refilling her goblet.

He stopped pouring. She reached out one forefinger and gently tilted the bottom of the bottle up, filling
her goblet nearly to the brim.

"It was obvious, you know," she went on. "Every time someone approached thistable, you and your
Sdekick looked asif you were going to jump through the foliage. | know; I'm very good at reading
expressons. "

Han was looking around for her backup men, support troops, deputies, accomplices, or whatever.
Nobody dsein the lounge that he could see was paying any particular atten-tion: He had envisoned
meeting a daver's contact, someone hard and mean enough to stomach and prosper in one of the vilest
enterprises there was. This attractive, breezy female had taken him completely off guard.

She sipped thewine. "Mmm, ddlicious. How are thingson Lur, by theway?' She was now watching him
vigilantly.

He kept hisface blank. "Chilly. But the air's clearer than it ishere” He batted the air with his hand. "Not
as much smoke blowing around, know what | mean?* Sounding as casud as he could, he went on. "Y ou
have something for me by the way, don't you?"

She pursed her lipsasif in' degp concentration. " Since you bring it up we do have alittle business. But
the main loungeisalittle public, wouldn't you say?'

"I didn't pick the place. Where would you suggest, Ss, adark aley? Down a mineshaft somewhere,
maybe? Why meset hereif not to take care of things?'

"Maybe just wanted to look you over inthelight. " She glanced at an overhead chrono. "But you can
take it for granted that you've been checked out and approved. After I've left, wait ten minutesthen
follow. " She did him afolded durasheet with stylus markings oniit. "Meet me at this pri-vate hangar.
Bring proof of ddivery and you'll get your money. " Sheraised an eyebrow a him. "Y ou can read, can't
you?”

Han took the durasheet. "I'm better at feding my way. Why dl the snesking around?

She gave him asour look. ™Y ou mean why didn't | just come up to you and dump amound of cash on
the table and have you pass your receipt over? Work that out for yoursdf. "

Shedid out of her seat and made her way out of the lounge without a backward glance. Han enjoyed the
view in adis-passonate manner; she had avery niceway of moving. Hisfirst impulse wasto go find
Chewbacca, and perhaps even take a chance on arming himself. But if he had to hunt the Wookiee
among the guild halls and portmaster's offices, it could take the rest of the long Bonadan day. Han
possessed what he regarded as a certain flair for innovation, though, aswell as a confidencein hisown
ability to cope. None of what the woman had said rang quite true, and her alowing Chew-baccato leave
before speaking to Han definitely indicated that she was angling.

Still, minutes ago he had been worrying about where his next mea was coming from, and now he had
what might be a chance to get the money he felt was due him. That sort of thing wayswent along way
toward quieting Han Solo's misgivings.



In any case; he had no intention of following her ingtruc-tions precisely. He would cheet enough to give
himsdlf an advantage. After dl, it was daylight and the spaceport was buzzing with activity.

As soon as shewas out of Sight, Han rose to go. On im-pulse he put alittle more money into the
robo-bartender and got himself another haf-bottle, taking two more throwaway goblets from the
dispenser.. Hetold himsdlf If sheson the level she might still bethirsty. | hope this makes up for
grab-bing her money.

Bonadan Spaceport Southeast 11 took in alarger square area than many cities, though little of it extended
very high above or far benegth the planet's surface. There were ship-building and refitting yards, dock
fecilitiesfor the barges and bulk freighters, an Espo command center, an Authority Mer-chant Marine
academy, and the portmaster's headquarters. Added to that were passenger terminas, maintenance
de-pots, ground transportation ingalations, warehouses, and living and recregtiond arrangementsfor the
thousands upon thousands of human and nonhuman types who either lived there or passed through
Southeadt 11. Itsimmense expanse of fusion-formed soil supported fixed structures of permacite and
shaped formex and more transient ones of quick-throw and lock-dab.

Because he had shipmaster's credentids, even though they were forged, Han didn't have to wait for the
interport shut-deskimmer. Flagging one of the specia courtesy cabs, he set off with the conviction that he
could get across the huge port before the woman and whatever friends she might have.

He had the cab let him off ashort distance from the hangar whose number she had given him. This part of
the port was far less active; these hangars were rental structures, cheap, lock-dab constructions intended
for private shipsthat might not be used for extended periods of time.

As he approached his destination, he passed one of the weapons detectors that covered Bonadan. It
tracked him for amoment, like some exatic, overgrown flower following sunlight. Detecting no firearms
on him it swung away with-out issuing an darm. Busybody, grumped Han, hastening on hisway.

Rather than enter the small rental hangar through the smaller portd set in the main doors, he located a
rear door. It was unlocked and he did a prudent amount of listening and peeking-through before entering.

It was awindowless building containing some mainte-nance equipment and acompact, Six-seater
Wanderer. A number of toolslay around the Wanderer, suggesting that whoever had been working on
her had gone out for some reason and left the rear door open.

Satisfying himsdlf that the hangar was deserted, he found a place behind a pile of shipping crates, from
which he could watch the main door without being seen. Hiking himsalf up onto an insulated shipping
canigter, he set down the goblets and half-bottle and waited. If the woman showed up with
reinforcements, he'd be able to withdraw and follow them; if she came aone, Han figured, held soon be
counting his money. Neverthel ess, he began to wish Chewbacca was with him. He felt naked without, his
blagter, and the Wookiee's brawn would have been reassuring. He was till thinking that when the lights
went out.

Han jumped to hisfeet in aflash, pivoting dowly in ab-solute darkness without daring to breathe. He
thought he heard sounds, alight skittering somewhere on or among the crates, but he couldn't get afix on
its direction. He had his hands and feet ready for defense but felt usdess and quite vulnerablein the dark.
Hewished his sense of smell were as keen as Chewbaccas.

A weight hit hisback and shoulders, driving him forward to hands and knees with aviolence that
knocked the breath from him. Then arough, cold, damp surface was pressed up against hisface. It felt



like ahand within aheavy glove, but that was unimportant as he realized that the dampness was releasing
fumes of some kind. He had caught his bresth again when he had fallen and his reflexes kept him from
getting more than awhiff, but that alone set his head spinning.

Fearing the anesthetic, Han tried to wrench his head away, but he succeeded only partidly and the glove
fumbled for him again. With aterrific effort he managed to continue hold-ing his breath as he clamped
down on theinvisible hand and bit hard. His silent, invisible attacker wrenched madly and pulled the hand
loose, breaking away.

Han lurched to hisfeet, head till swimming. He sivung blindly, trying to land ablow or catch hold of his
unseen opponent, but without effect. Rotating dowly, listening to his own heart pound, he was taken by
surprise again as he was butted from behind.

Flying headlong, he struck the base of the shipping can-ister where he had been Stting. It wasa
double-walled con-tainer but luckily it was empty and light enough to yield somewhat. Still, he saw points
of light circling before his eyes. He concluded woozily that his assailant must have taken the logical
precautions of wearing snooper goggles and breathing filters aswell, conferring an enormous advantage.

Something fell on Han's back and rolled onto the floor, then the attacker was on him again and it was all
he could do to remember to hold his breath again. He struggled unsuc-cessfully to rise, protecting his
head with one arm. As he did, his groping hand encountered something. It suddenly penetrated his dazed
brain that what had landed on his back amoment before had been the half-bottle of wine, which he now
held, jostled off the canister by theimpact of Han's head. Unfortunately he wasin no position to swing it,
being held down by his assailant's weight on his back.

With desperate pressure of histhumb he broke the bottl€'s sedl. The cap snapped off, and the bottle's
combination LED light display and commercia advertisement began throwing out agarish light, dispdlling
the blackness.

The oppressive weight on his back shifted, then was gone. He could hear ascuffing of footsteps ashis
attacker retreated, confused or repelled by Han's unexpected trick. Han pushed himsalf back over,
mouthing denunciationsin four languages and trying to ignore the pain of hisinjuries and the effects of
whatever it had been that he had inhaled.

He dragged himsdlf up, using the canister for support. His attacker was nowhere in sight. Han held the
half-bottle up but its glare didn't reach far into the gloom; the LEDs werent, after al, meant for
illumination.

He knew he had no time to waste looking for either his enemy or the controlsto the lights. The minor
charge that powered the bottle's LEDswould last only alittle longer. He ssumbled back to the hangar's
rear door, trying to keep watch in every direction, without further incident. Back in the glare of
Bonadan's sun, he leaned againgt the hangar wall, closed his eyes and panted until his head cleared. The
bottle was dimming. He tossed it aside and it bounced, rolling away rather than breaking. It was made of
very tough glass.

What bothered him most was the thought that his attacker might have been the girl. He redlly thought she
had been more kindly disposed toward him, but the facts seemed to add up. She would hardly be
working aone, though, and that meant that both Han and Chewbacca might have been watched in the

passenger lounge.
If Chewbacca had been followed from the lounge, he might redly bein trouble.



Han sprinted off, looking desperately for a courtesy cab, hoping he would get to his ship before
somebody tore her apart.

Part 4

THERE were, perversaly, no courtesy cabsto be had in the private hangar area of the spaceport. Han
used up long minutes at a dead run to locate one. The thought of hisfriend in desperate trouble, and that
of possible damage to his be-loved ship, kept him fuming and fidgeting the entire way. He was only
margindly relieved when he saw the converted freighter resting, apparently unharmed, where he had | eft
her.

Because they were short of funds, the partners had been compelled to leave their ship parked on an
approach apron rather than in arented docking bay as wastheir preference. Han took the ramp in two
long bounds. Even before reaching the main hatch he had noticed, with ameticulous eye for every detall
of hisship, avariety of tool marks and discol-orations where power implements had been used. He
cov-ered the lock with his palm, ready to charge through the hatch the instant it rolled up, unmindful that
he wasn't armed, dl self-concern overriden by his anxiety over Chewbacca and fear that Srangerswere
working who-knew-what atrocities on his source of freedom and livelihood, the Millennium Fal-con.

But when the hatch was up he found himsdlf, ready to spring into mortal combat, face-to-faceplate with
Ballux. The'droid's blank, glittering visage didn't convey much emotion, but Han could have sworn there
was anote of relief in the vocoder drawl.

"Captain Solo! AreMax and | gladto seeyou, Sr! "

Han brushed past him. "Where's Chewie? Ishe dl right? Isthe ship al right? What happened? Who was
here?'

"Asde from minor damage to the main hatch lock, al isin order. First Mate Chewbacca made a brief
visual inspec-tion earlier, and |eft. Then the surveillance systems derted Max and me that someone was
attempting to make aforced entry. Evidently the equipment they brought wasn't sufficient to compromise
the ship's security arrangements. "

That made sense to Han. The Falcon was no ordinary ship, and she had been modified to resst boarding
or break-in efforts. Among other things, the relatively unsophisticated lock and other security gear had
been replaced with the best Han could build, buy, or stedl. Tools and equipment that could crack a stock
freighter in minutes wouldn't even make the Falcon nervous. Bollux continued his narration. "'l warned
them over the hatch comlink that | would aert port Esposif they didn't cease and desist and depart at
once. They did, although in keeping with your standing orders | would have been very reluctant to involve
any law-enforcement agency.”

Han was back out at the ramp, checking the lock. Its palm plate showed nicks and scratches where a
decoder had been fastened to it in afutile attempt to unlock it. The armored cover plate was scorched
from aplasmatorch or baffled blaster: The cover plate was barely touched and probably could have
resisted entry for an additiond fifteen to twenty minutes. It would have taken alight cannon to burn
through in ahurry. But the damage to his ship left Han beside himsdlf with outrage.

The labor 'droid went on, undaunted. "I went forward to the cockpit to observe them asthey I€ft. "

"Y ou stupid stack of factory rgiects! Y ou should've climbed down into the belly turret and erased 'em!™



Han was so angry he could scarcely see straight by now.

The'droid's dow speech made him seem imperturbable. "That's one thing | could not do. I'm sorry,
Captain; you know my built-in condraints againgt harming or attacking intelligent lifeforms™ Han, il
brooding over the affront to his pride and joy, murmured, "Y eah. One of these dayswhen I've got some
time I'll have to see about those."

Alarmed at the thought of fundamenta persondity dter-ations as performed by Han Solo, Bollux quickly
changed the subject. "Sir, | did get aview of the individuals who attempted to force entry. Both were
human and wore blue standard coverals. One was aman, but hewore ahat and | couldn't discern very
much about him from the elevation of the cockpit. The other was afemale with short black hair and--

"I'vemet her," Han cut in, the color rising in hisface. He was trying to calculate times and distances and
determine whether it could have been her or her companion who had jumped him in the hangar. If, ashe
suspected, they had their own private transportation, it could easily have been. "Which way'd they go?'

"Asameatter of fact, a Blue Max's suggestion | followed their departure through the macrobinoculars you
keep in the cockpit. They parted and the man went off toward the pas-senger terminal, but the woman
boarded arepulsorlift scooter, one of the green rental-agency models. In addition to her safety helmet, |
noted, she was carrying ahoming unit. Blue Max plugged into the ship's communication
coun-termeasures package and resonated, the homer; I've made a notation of the unit's setting. Then she
flew away at acourse of approximately fifty-three degreeswest of planetary north, Captain:”

Han waslooking at Bollux in amazement. "Y ou know, you two lads constantly wozzle me."

"You'revery kind, Sr. " Therewasabrief squed of ec-tronic pulse-communication from deep within
the 'droid's chest cavity. "Blue Max thanks you, too. "

"A pleasure." Han considered his next move. The wom-an's course would take her out over some of the
only open country in this part of Bonadan. He couldn't go after her in the Falcon; gtrict local airspace
regul ations prohibited taking spacecraft out of approach-departure corridors. The only re-maining
aternative was renting arepulsorlift scooter of hisown and locating her that way. But that also meant
going past who-knew-how-many more of the omnipresent weapons scanners and forgoing his blaster:
Taking Chewbaccaaong would be alogica precaution, but waiting for the Wookiee to return decreased
his chances of catching up with the woman. Han was still boiling about having been jumped in the hangar,
madder gtill about the damage. to the Millennium Falcon, minor though that was. In this sort of mood he
had seldom been noted for his cool reasoning.

That left one more problem, communicating with Chew-bacca. "Bollux, | want you to leave Max here,
linked to the ship's surveillance system. If anybody el se tries to tamper with the Falcon, he can. do just
what you did; if worse comesto worst, he can call in the Espos. Then | want you to go track down
Chewie. HEll be either making the rounds of the guild hiring hals or portmaster's offices or waiting for me
at ajoint caled the Landing Zone just outside the spaceport. I'll catch up with you both there as soon as|
can or, if I'm gone more than afew hours, I'll meet you back here. Tell him everything that's happened.”

The repulsorlift scooter was the fastest one the spaceport rental agency had, which was no particular
mark of digtinc-tion. Han pushed the craft to itslimits, itstiny engine sound-ing asif it had developed a
lung condition, scanning ahead with the macrobinocul ars he had brought from the ship.

He set a course to match the one Bollux had observed the woman to be taking. He had aso brought a
homing unit, adjusted to the setting Blue Max had resonated from hers.



The city was adreary mosaic of factories, refineries, of-fices, dormitories, worker housing, warehouses,
and ship-ping centersthat stretched on and on. He moved, as was required, through the lowest level s of
air traffic. Around him skimmers, gravdeds, and other scooters passed and flowed according to the
directions of Traffic Control. Below, whedled and tracked transportation and ground-effect vehicles
moved aong the city's avenues and byways, and high overhead in the, hazy smog cover the lanes were
monopolized by long-distance mass transport craft, bulk haulers, and cargo lifters. Epo patrol ships
swam among theflow &t dl levelslike predatory fish.

Eventudly heleft the city behind, whereupon Traffic Con-trol notified him that guidance and navigation of
hislittle vehicle had been returned to him. The repulsorlift scooter was little more than abucket-chair with
attached control board, a cheap, smple, easily mastered vehicle common to any number of worlds. Hed
dung the visored safety helmet given him by the rental agency fromits- storage clip at the board's Sde;
he wanted aswide afield of vison as he could get. Thefact that hel mets were mandatory didn't matter
muchto him.

Once out of the metropolitan restrictions, Han poured or more speed than the scooter's engine was
supposed to be able to provide. Crouching behind the little windscreen, he ignored the ominous noises
coming from the propulsion plan located under his sest.

Beneath him the surface of Bonadan came fully into view for thefirst time-it was barren, parched,
eroded, and leached of itstopsoil because plant life had been destroyec by large-scale mining, pollution,
and uncaring management The surface was predominantly yelow, with angry strips of rust=red in its
twisted gullies and cracked hillocks. The Cor. porate Sector Authority cared little about the long-range
ef. fects of its activities on the worlds it ruled. When Bonadar was depleted and unlivable; the Authority
would smply move its operations to the next convenient world.

The landscape gave way gradualy to steeper peaks and crags. These mountains must have had little
minerd wedth and no indugtrid value, for they were reatively intact. The sSingleincurson made here by
the grasping technology of the Authority was an automated weather-control station, atitanic cylinder set
lengthwise on its giant aiming apparatus. At present it was directed seaward, no doubt to dissipate a
storm center the Corporate Sector Authority found inconvenient. To hell with Bonadan's natural westher
patterns, ocean min-ing and drilling must go on, Bonadan's seas were dying.

The homing unit began registering. Han turned onto the course it indicated, hurdling the peak on which
the weether station stood. He passed down over the lower hills beyond, scanning with the
meacrobinoculars, checking the homing unit film timeto time.

A movement below caught his eye. Han brought the scooter to a hover while he focused on it more
clearly. An-other small air vehicle, something faster than a scooter, was dropping toward aflat table of
land. Han could make out, aready waiting on the ground, atiny figure standing next to another scooter, a
green rentd job.

Hecut in full thrust again. In amore leisurely moment he might have held off and surveyed the situation
before going in, but he arid his copilot had been cheated of ten thousand in cash and almost killed, which
had made them vengeful ever since. Then somebody had pummeled Han to the ground and an attempt
had been made to cut his ship open. Given conditions on Bonadan, the fact that no one below waslikely
to be carrying afirearm counted only lightly in his decison. As he dove toward the ground, hisrage built
into some-thing that was closer to an adrenaline sei zure than to courage. He hit full emergency braking
thrusters at the last ingtant, turning what should have been a prodigious crash into astar-tlingly abrupt
precision touchdown, taking delight in the bone-shaking force of it.



L egping from the scooter; Han was greeted by adumb-founded stare from the woman and angry
suspicion from the man who had landed just seconds before him. The man was a bit taller than Han, but
very lean, with deep-set eyes and gaunt cheeks. He, too, wore standard worker's coveralls. The vehicle
he had ridden, though; was far from commonplace.

It was what was usudly caled a"swoop"-essentialy an overpowered repul sor engine pod with
handlebars. It was Stting on itslanding skids, its engine making. it throb gently.

The swoop-rider turned to the woman with an odd smile. "'l thought you said Zlarb sent you done. " He
then stared a Han.. 'Y ou have afatal sense of timing, friend. " His hand dipped into the utility pouch on
hisbdt. When it came up again it held something that filled the air with an ingstent hum.

Han identified it as some sort of vibroblade, perhaps a butcher'stool or surgeon'sinstrument that the
weapons scan-nerswould register as an industrial implement. It had been home-altered to include alarge
blade, and its haft was fitted with a bulkier power pack. The blade, half again aslong as Han's hand, was
difficult to see, vibrating at an incredible rate. It would cut through flesh, bone, and most other ma-terials
with little or no resstance.

Han jumped backward as the vibroblade dit the air where he had stood, its droning field sounding
aroused now. The woman'svoice rang out firmly, "Just stop right there! "

Both men saw that she had produced asmal pistol, but when she motioned with it the vibroblader turned
on her, blade held ready. His defiance put doubt on her face, but she still pointed the weapon directly at
him.

"Quit fanning him with it and shoot!" Han yelled. He saw her finger convulse é thetrigger.

Nothing happened. She looked at the pistol in amazement and tried to fire again with no more success.
The vibroblader turned to advance at Han again, light-footed, making quick cuts and exploring Han's
defenses, which, in brief, were re-treat and avoidance. Againgt aregular blade Han might have tried to
block or parry; asmple laceration, even adeegp one, could be set right with the contents of any
medi-pack and would have been a price he would have accepted to end the match. But avibroblade
would smply lop off anything that got in itsway; standard responses would only get him carved to bits
dowly.

Whoever he was, the vibroblader was good. Han was sud-denly and tardily sorry he had descended.
The man advanced on him more confidently now, weaving hisbladein theair, driving Han back step for
step, ready to legp forward in an ingtant if the pilot turned to withdraw.

Han caught sight of his scooter out of the corner of his eye. He sSde-stepped that way hadtily, still facing
his oppo-nent. The man circled that way just as quickly, dashing where he thought Han would be,
assuming he meant to escape.

But Han stopped and bent sdeways at the last moment, snatching his safety helmet off itsclip. Enraged at
having been tricked, the vibroblader hurried aclumsy backhand stroke. Han swung the helmet by its
chingtrgp with al hismight but only caught the man with abadly aimed blow that bounced from his
shoulder and glanced off the Sde of hishead. The light materia of the helmet wasn't enough to down him.

The vibroblader brought hiswegpon around and up in amove that would have opened Han verticdly,
but he had jumped back out of range. They shuffled on again, Han till retresting.



The fight had changed subtly. Han swung away with the hdmet, aming for the hand that held the wegpon.
Though he was till at atremendous disadvantage, he just might con-nect, opening the vibroblader's
guard. Then he might close with the man and immobilize hiswrigt, the only chance he needed.

But his opponent knew that aswell as Han. His advance was still strong, but he was careful to avoid the
flailing hel-met. Then the vibroblader caught the safety helmet with adash; abroad segment of the tough
duraplas went flying free. Seeing that the helmet wastoo dow and clumsy, Han whirled what was | eft of it
underhand and flung it upward at his opponent's face.

The man avoided it, ducking * quickly to one side, but in that split second Han wasinside hisguard, his
left hand around the wrist that held the weapon. Their free hands locked and they strained againgt one
another. The man wasfar stronger than he looked; he forced his vibroblade nearer. Han heard the dull
burring of the knifeésfield by hisleft ear and, distracted by it, fel victim to a deft leg-trip. Hefell to his
back and the vibroblader fell with him, the two till locked together.

Han managed to roll over, gaining the top position, but his antagonist used the momentum to force
another rall, re-gaining it and bringing Han up sharply against some unseen obstruction. The vibroblader
rose abit, usng hisweight, straining to bring the blade down. Its dronefilled Han's ears as the duel
narrowed to asingleminded contest over the few centimeters that separated the blade from Han's neck.

Suddenly the atmosphere of Bonadan seemed to be filled with atremendous roaring, aflood of sounds.
The vibro-blader wasripped away so quickly that Han was dmost dragged with him. Asit was, he was
hauled around, nearly wrenching his shoulder before his grip wastorn free of the other's hand and wrist.

Han sat up, confused. Looking in one direction he saw the vibroblader lying some meters away, not
doing agrest dedl of breathing. Turning his head dowly, shaking it alittleto clear it, Han saw the young
woman, off some distance in the other direction. She was clumsly bringing the swoop around in adow
turn.

She guided the vehicle with ajerky lack of skill. Failing to coordinate braking thrust and lift, she stdled it
out com-pletely. Giving it up, she dismounted and finished the rest of the way back on foot.. By that time
Han had risen and brushed much of the dust off himsaif.

Shestudied him, left hand on hip.

"That wasn't abad move, rocketsocks," he admitted. "Don't you ever pay attention to anybody?" she
scolded. "1 kept hollering “look out, look out'; | was going to tossarock at him but you kept getting in
theway. | don't know what | would've doneif he hadn't been right behind the en-gine pod. If he'd been
any farther- Hey!"

Han had stepped forward, grabbed both her hands and pulled her palms up roughly, inhaing them
deeply. He de-tected no scent of either the anesthetic that had impregnated the gloves of his assailant a
the spaceport or any solvent that might have been used to removeit. But her companion might have
executed the ambush in the hangar, or it was possible that the stuff in the gloves might not have contacted
her skin. Thisdidn't prove she was innocent; it only failed to prove shewas guilty.

Helet her go. She was watching him with arch interest. "Should | sniff you back or clap my hands on
your nose or what? You're aredly strange one, Zlarb. "

That explained afew things anyway, if she meant it. "My namé's not Zlarb. Zlarb's dead, and whoever he



worked for owes me ten thousand. "

Shedtared at him. "That tdlies, provided you're telling the truth. But you were where Zlarb was supposed
to be, doing more or less what he was supposed to be doing."

Han angled athumb at the vibroblader's body. "Who was that? "

"Oh, him. That'swho Zlarb was supposed to meet at the lounge. | was playing off both sides, Zlarb and
hisboss. Or; | thought | was."

Han began warming up to an interrogation session when she interrupted. "1'd love to chat this over at
length but shouldn't we get out of here before they arrive?!

He looked up and saw what she meant. Bearing down on them was aflight of four more swoops.
"Scooters are too dow. Comeon. " He snagged his macrobinoculars from his repul sorlift scooter and ran
for the swoop belonging to the late vibroblader. Climbing on, he brought the engine pod back to life. The
woman was bent over the vibroblader's body.

Working the handlebar accelerator, he tugged the swoop through atight turn, helping with hisfoot. A
quick surge of power took him to her side in amoment.

He braked hard. "Are you coming or staying?' he asked as hefit his kneesinto the control auxiliaries.
She set her boot on arear footpeg and swung up into the saddle behind him, showing him the vibroblade
she had stopped to collect.

"Very good," he conceded. "Now bdt in and hold on." He did the same, securing the safety belt tightly at
hiswaist; and each donned apair of the flying goggles that hung from clips a the swoop's sde. He gave
the accelerator ahard twist and they tore away into the air, the wind screaming at them over the swoop's
low fairing. She clasped her arms around his middle and they both bent low to avoid the fairing's
dip-stream.

The oncoming swoops were approaching from the direc-tion of the city, so Han turned deeper into open
country. At the edge of the table of land he threw his craft into a sudden dive over the brink, straight
down into achasm beyond: The ground rushed at them.

He.threw hisweight against the handlebars and |eaned hard againgt the steering auxiliaries. The swoop
came up 0 sharply that he was nearly torn from the handlebars by cen-trifuga force and the woman's
grip on him. The rearmost edge of the engine pod brushed the ground, making it skip and fishtail. Han
just avoided a crash, dewed in midair and headed off down the sharply zigzagged chasm.

He calculated that, due to the steep, twisty nature of the gulches and canyonsin the area, his pursuers
couldn't smply stand off at high dtitude and search for him, for he might escape through aside canyon or
smply hide under an over-hanging ledge and out-wait them. If, on the other hand, they camein direct
pursuit; they would have to hang on histail through these obstacle course gullies and draws.

Han , hadn't been on aswoop in years but had once been very good on them, aracer and acourserider.
Hewas willing to match himself againgt the four who rode after him. The one thing that worried him was
the chance that they might split their bet, one or two of them going high and the others clinging to his
afterblast.

"Whét're you worried about anyway?" his passenger yelled over the engine's howl and the quarrelsome



wind. "They -won't have guns or that first man would've had one, right?"

"That doesn't mean they can't jJump us," he called back over his shoulder, trying not to let it distract him
from ne-gatiating the crazy turns and switchbacks of the maze. He decided that she must have little
experience with swoops. She made some remark he didn't catch, sounding asif she understood, but he
was too busy conning the aircraft to an-swer.

Then he found out what she'd been worried about. Coming out of an especialy sharp turn he almost lost
control and had to touch his braking thrusters, swearing at the necessity.

It saved both their lives. A sudden blast of force erupted in the air to their right. Even the turbulence at its
very edge was nearly enough to send them into the rock wall so closeto their left. Under Han's desperate
effortsthe little swoop wobbled, then righted and flew on.

Overhead and to the right banked one of the other swoops; its. pilot had brought it down in asteep dive
and snapped past, opening his accelerator at the bottom of the divein an effort to knock Han's vehicle
out of theair or tear itsriders from their saddle with the sheer force of an engine blast. Played for
near-misses and scares, this sort of thing had been a game Han had known well in hisyouth; played for
red, it was an efficient form of murder.

He knew there would be at least one backup man; they wouldn't leave more than half their number on
high cover. He came up on aforking of the way, took a plit second's bearing on the angle of the sun and
dodged into the canyon he had selected. The woman was pounding him on the back, demanding to know
why he'd taken the more confining way.

There was along overhang running along one side of the canyon, but he clung to the other side, dividing
his time between the harrowingly fast decisions of the ride and stolen, microsecond glances at the canyon
floor. He fought the urge to pull up and get clear of the insane obstacle course; with its double burden, his
swoop would amost certainly be over-taken and hemmed in and someone flying high cover was agood
bet to buffet him right out of the sky.

A flash of warning was dl he got. The sun's danting rays showed him another shadow not far behind his
own on the canyon'sfloor. Hisinstantaneous brake-and-accel erate se-quence was based- more on
intuition than on computation of angles and speeds. But it served its purpose; the other swoop overshot,
itsrider'sam thrown off by Han's maneuver. The other rider pulled out of hisdive, but by then Han had
pulled into a position to meet him as he brought his swoop into an ascending curve. As he rose, the other
rider found himsdlf gazing into the rear end of Han's swoop's engine pod.

He couldn't avoid Han's afterblast. The other swoop ca-reened off the canyon floor, wobbled inthe air
for amoment, then plowed into the ground. Han didn't stop to see whether the rider survived the spill or
not; he poured on dl the speed he safely. could; and considerably more besides. Climbing, diving, and
sdedipping, it wasdl he could do to keep from having a collision of hisown.

It was a shock when, coming out of afrantic bank that had their swoop's underside within centimeters of
avertica can-yonwall, Han and his passenger broke into the open, leaving the hills behind.
Unexpectedly, the other three pursuers, who had lost track of Han in the maze, came flying at an almost
leisurely pace across his course.

He had amoment's view of their astounded faces; a human and two humanoids whose gold-sheened
skins gleamed in the hazy sunlight of the long Bonadan afternoon. They swung their swoops around to
resume the chase as Han accel erated.



Even ashedid, he knew astraight run would be futile. With the woman aboard he was bound to be
overtaken before he could reach the safety of the patrolled city traffic patterns. What he needed was
something to break off the pursuit.

Something off to hisleft attracted his attention. The huge cylinder of the automated wegther-control
gtation wasjust beginning adow swing on itsaming apparatus, redigning for anew assgnment. Han
yanked at the handlebars and cut anew coursefor it.

His passenger screamed. "What are you doing? They'll catch usl”

He couldn't take timeto tell her they would be overtaken anyway. Closing fast on the station's supporting
framework, he had to cut speed. Quick lookstold him that his swoop was being bracketed above and to
either side by the remaining pursuers. He cut speed even more as the support framework loomed directly
before him.

For the moment his pursuers held back, not sure why he was riding straight at this huge obstruction. They
had no desireto be lured into afatal accident.

At the last second he shed dmost al his speed and threaded in through the girderwork support. It wasn't
aparticularly hard maneuver; the thick girders were widely spaced, and his speed was, by then,
comparatively low. The pursuers, closaly grouped behind him, chose to follow rather than de-tour around
the support tower. They were determined not to lose him as he broke out the other side. That wasn't,
how-ever, hisplan.

He pulled at the handlebars and went into avertica climb, straight up the centra well of the support
tower, hoping that this station followed standard design.

It did; he shot between two catwalks and directly out into the cavernous emission cylinder, agridwork
with open squares some meter and ahalf or so on aside. The emission cylinder was 150 meterslong,
lessthan athird of that in diameter. He swung down toward one end of the dowly ro-tating cylinder,
orienting himsalf and figuring out just which way the station was pivoting. He turned back to see the three
pursuers soar into the cylinder in determined chase. They were moving agood deal dower than Han;
they had never played this game before.

"Stay gripped,” he shouted over his shoulder and swung back toward the others. The cylinder was more
than gpacious enough for them to scatter and avoid him, thinking he wastrying to rain. Then they
dropped in on histail again, follow-ing him down toward the far end of the cylinder where, they were
sure, they could trap and halt him.

Until he speeded up again. The engine pod blared its power. Thefar end of the emission cylinder was il
swing-ing and Han had to compensate carefully for its movement. He crouched forward, sighting
carefully through the fairing, lining up the swoop precisdly. The openingsin the gridwork were
frighteningly smadl.

The woman saw what he was about to do and burrowed her head into his back. The opening he had
selected ex-panded before him. There was aterrible moment of doubt, far too late to change his mind.

The gridwork passed him like a shadow. And he was in the open, pointed more or lesstoward the city,
the swoop's engine howling. He took a quick look behind. Pieces of wreckage were raining dowly to the
ground and some lengths of gridwork stuck out jaggedly; one of his pursuers had tried to emulate him



andfailed.
Thewoman'sfacewas palid. "Areyou dl right?' he asked.

"Just fly thisthing, you psychopath! " she shouted back. He faced forward again with an arrogant smirk.
"Deft hands and a pure heart triumph again! Y ou were never in any-" He gulped as he saw that the top
edge of the fairing had been neatly sheared away. He'd been spared by no more than millimeters.

"-danger," Han Solo finished in amuch more subdued voice.
Part 5

CHEWBACCA, till some distance from the Millennium Falcon, smelled a strange odor and knew
something was wrong. Black nodtrilsflaring in afutile effort to identify the aroma, he gpproached the
gtarship as quietly as he could. Despite his great size and weight, the Wookiee, a veteran hunter, moved
with tota sedlth.

After leaving the lounge, Chewbacca had made only a cursory check of the Falcon, eyebdling her to
make sure no one on any of the grounds crews had attempted to move the freighter or block her in. Then
he had begun around of inquiries a the portmaster's headquarters and guild hiring halls. But the Falcon's
first mate had turned up nothing of use.

His errand had caused him to miss both the abortive at-tempt to break into the ship and Han's
subsequent appearance and departure. But now he had discovered still another threst to the starship.
Silently easing up to the foot of the ramp., he saw an unfamiliar form hunched over and working busily a
the freighter's main hatch lock. Next to the figure was an open tool bag containing afusioncutter, some
probes, adrill, and other instruments of illegd entry. Theintruder's cars were covered with some sort of
headphones.

Chewbacca ascended the ramp like awraith, reached out, seized abroad handful of the nape of the
intruder's neck, and lifted. The headphones shook |oose and from the crea-ture's neck dangled the thing
to which they were attached, gpparently alistening device for the opening of locks.

"Eee-ee! " Thefigure writhed and wriggled with such sin-uosity that the Wookieelogt hishold. But asthe
would-be burglar sought to dodge past him,.Chewbacca's long arms scooped out to either side; blocking
the way. Trapped, the intruder shrank back againgt the Falcon's main hatch, panting and trembling.

The being was small, perhaps a head shorter than Han Solo when standing erect rather than cowering.
He had the deek, glossy pdt of an aquatic mammal, colored a deep gleaming black. He was a biped with
short, strong-looking fingers and toes; between those fingers and toes were webs of pinkish-gray skin.
He had athick; tapering tail and pointed ears that sood close to his skull, moving independently, aim-ing
thisway and that, first at the Wookiee, then away. Hislong, moist snout snufed and quivered nervoudly.
From thiswhiskered snout protruded a set of long buckteeth. It was plain from his squinting eyesthat his
vision wasn't very acute. The being seemed to gain agood ded of information by his ears, Chewbacca
assumed it was only because he had been wearing the headphones that he'd failed to notice the
Wookie€'s approach.

Theintruder collected himsdf and drew himsdlf up to hisfull height (which waan't very imposing against
Chewbac-cas), nose quivering and tall vibrating in righteous indig-nation. Unfortunately hisvoice, when it
came, was something of a quavering squeak with adight lisp, reducing the effect. Still, it held conviction.



"What's the idea of assaulting me, you big overstuffed oaf of a\Wookiee? How dare you? I'll have you
know I'm alicensed collections agent. This vessel appears on the Red List!" He snagged acard out of his
open bag and presented it with the forma flourish of awebbed hand. It was a document of identification
and authorization for one Spray, of the planet Tynna, to act in the interests and on the behalf of
Interstellar Collections Limited, pursuant to the collection of debts, garnishing and repossession
proceedings and any and al activities connected thereunto. On it was aflat two-dee_depicting thelittle
collections agent.

Chewbacca, satisfied that the document was redl, looked up with asnarl of displeasure directed at dl
skip-tracersin generd and at Spray ~ in particular. Like Han, he sincerdly detested them.

Jumping out on adebt seldom meant trouble with law enforcement agencies; it was such acommon
practice anong members of the fringe society of independent spacersthat every lawvman in the galaxy
could have spent every waking moment looking for, apprehending, and prosecuting them to the excluson
of dl other activity. Thusthe Espos, Imperia forces, and other legal authorities tended to ignore the
prob-lem, leaving the collection of debts and/or repossession of spacecraft to agency skip-tracerslike
Spray who roamed the galaxy with the voluminous and infamous Red Ligt.

Spray appeared not to notice the Wookiee's snarl. Having identified himself, he reverted to being a
company man. The Tynnan dug out, from somewhere, an incredibly thick little notebook, squinting into it,
his moist nose nearly touching the page.

He mumbled to himsdf asheread. "Ah, here, yes," he said findly. "Would you by any chance be
Captain, um, Solo?"

Chewbacca barked an irritated negative and jerked a thumb back at the spaceport, indicating Han's
present location aswell as he could. Then he moved Spray rudely out of hisway and bent to see what
had been done to the lock. When he noticed the same damage Han had seen earlier he let out ahorrible
howl and turned back on the skip-tracer with may-hem in mind.

But the Tynnan, back on familiar territory; wasindignant rather than intimidated. He snuffled. "1 most
certainly am not responsible for that damage! Do you mistake me for abungler and athug? A brainless
primitive unconversant with modern technology? | am atrained collections agent, my dear Wookiee,
equipped with the latest tools of my profes-sion; | avoid doing any unnecessary damage to repossessed
property. | have no ideawho was tampering with the hatch lock before me, but you may depend upon it
that it wasn't me! | smply deactivated the surveillance system and was about to neutralize the
lock-without damaging it, if | may say so-when you so violently accosted me. Now that you're here,
however, the need no longer exigts. ™

Spray was burrowing his bucktoothed proboscis into the notebook again and lisping mumblesto himsdif,
ingnuating himsdf between the Wookiee and the Falcon's main hatch. Chewbaccafound himsdlf
somewhat off stride; hiswrath and threats were sometimes greeted by fear; sometimes by hosility, and
occasionally with combat, but never had the tow-ering first mate met anyone quite so preoccupied that he
actudly paid him no attention.

"Ah, herewe are,” Spray went on, having riffled back to the correct page. "Y our captain hasfailed to
Settle on an outstanding debt of some two thousand five hundred Credits Standard owed to Vindaand
D'rag, Starshipwrights and Aerospace Engineers Incorporated, of Odumpex V. Y our Captain Solo has
ignored seven-no, eight dunning no-tices. "

He glared myopicaly at the Wookiee. "Eight, Sr. Vindaand D'rag have therefore presumed default on



your captain's part and referred the matter to my employers. Now, if you'll be good enough to open the
hatch, | can continue the repos-session process. Of course, you're free to remove all per-sond effects
and non-" Chewbacca had been making deep, reverberating noisesin histhroat up to now, which
someone more familiar with him would have taken as adanger sgna. His annoyance burst forth in aroar
that drove Spray back a step with its sheer physical impact, ruffling the little skip-tracer's nose fur and
bending back hiswhiskers.

But he stood waiting patiently, eyes squeezed shut against the vocal gale, as Chewbaccarailed horrible
Wookiee oaths a him. The Tynnan flinched every now and then as the cre-scendo rose, hisears
swinging back protectively, but he held his ground resolutely. The Falcon'sfirst mate periodically
punctuated his ranting by damming his enormousfist againgt the ship's hull, evoking deep percussives
from her armor.

But when hefindly ran down, Spray began again in the mildest of tones. "Now then; as| was saying: |
have a doc-ument here entitling me to take possession of-"

Chewbacca snatched up the papers proffered by Spray. It was athick legal instrument of severa pages,
the Wookiee crushed it into atightly compressed wad in his powerful hands and stuck it into hisfanged
mouth. Sneering hideoudly at the skip-tracer, he chomped on the document afew times, shredding it
handily, then swallowed it.

Butit did littleto: dleviate hisfrustration over how to ded with Spray. Thiswasthefirst timein memory
that Chew-bacca had ever had such difficulty with a creasture whom he outweighed three to one. Hewas
beginning to fed embar-rassed; the scene had already attracted the attention of sev-erd locd idlersand a
number of passing automata. The idea of Smply demolishing the Tynnan was now out of the ques-tion.

"That will do you precisely no good whatsoever, my dear Wookiee," Spray hastened to assure him. "l
have many du-plicates. Now, unlessyour captain is prepared to make im-mediate and total defrayal of
the entire sum of hisdebt, I'm afraid | must demand that you open that hatch, or permit meto do so. "

Chewbacca surrendered at last, growling and motioning Spray to follow him back down the ramp. He
would take the skip-tracer to talk to his partner; he could see no alternative short of losing the ship or
committing premeditated murder in apublic place.

But Spray was shaking his head briskly, hiswhiskers quiv-ering. "I'm afraid it just won't do, my good
fellow. It'stoo late to begin negotiating; immediate payment or immediate. repossession are your only
choices. "

In the course of dong life Chewbacca had learned that there come times when the most bellicoseroar is
insufficient. He clamped one vast paw on ether of Spray's shoulders and effortlessy hoisted the
skip-tracer up close, until their gazes were level. Suspended furry muzzle to bucktoothed muzzle with
Chewbacca; his webbed feet dangling somewhere above the Wookiee's knees, the Tynnan watched as
the Millennium Falcon's first mate wordlesdy peded hislips back from fe-rocious rows of teeth.

"Then again, " the collections agent resumed hadtily, " perhaps we could work out some sort of agreement
and spare my employers the expense and inconvenience of public auction. Point well taken, sr. Where
might | find your cap-tain?"

Chewbacca carefully set Spray back down on hisfeet and, gesturing to the lock surveillance system;
growled harshly. Taking his meaning clearly, Spray dug sometools from hisbag and quickly reactivated
the device,



Blue Max's chirp ingtantly sounded over the intercom. "Who's there? Why was this instrument
deactivated? Reply at once or I'll notify port security!”

Chewbacca barked once at the comlink. "Oh, First Mate Chewbacca, sir,” Max replied happily. "I
thought the ship was being burglarized again. There was dready one attempt earlier. Captain Solo's gone
off to investigate. He dispatched Bollux to the Landing Zone with word, and said hed meset you there.
Areyou coming aboard, Sr?"

The Wookiee barked irritably as he marched Spray down the ramp. The Tynnan had to trot to match
Chewbaccaslong strides.

Blue Max called after them. "But what are my instruc-tions?"

Asthe Wookiee dragged him off, the skip-tracer shrilly called back, "In the name of Interstellar
Collections Lim+-ited, make sure no harm comesto the vessal!"

"What's your name, anyway?' the woman asked as they passed through the entrance to the Landing
Zone. It was ainvestigation. When I've developed dl theinformation, I'm going to dump it right in thelap
of the Board of Directors."

She amiled brightly. "Then I'm going to nail myself thejuiciest promotion and raise you ever saw. Youre
looking at Fiollaof Lorrd, heroine of the spaceways. Now, how about you?"

He spread hishands. "1 fly for hire. | rendezvoused with Zlarb without knowing he wanted me to move
daves. We disagreed and he got shot. And | don't care who's doing what to whom; |'ve got ten thousand
in cash coming and | want it. Zlarb had a tape message to meet someone here for pay-ment so | kept his
gppointment. How did you end up there in the lounge?”

"It was part of theinformation | came across. Did Zlarb tell you anything el se?"

"Zlarb made the Final Jump shortly after being burned with adisruptor, but he had arecord of ship
registrations and leasing permits. Almost al of them were funneled through an agency on Ammuud.” She
was ligening distractedly, but he went on. Do you mind telling me how come I'm in your confidence dl
of asudden? Not that it doesn't stir me deeply, of course.”

"Simple; thisthing's even bigger than I'd thought. | need some additiona help and | can't go to the Espos.
Y ou seem to know what you're doing in an unsubtle sort of way. And you definitely aren't amember of
the davery ring unless murder is astandard business pay-down. "

"You'd be surprised. But don't get any ideas; I'm not the hel pful type. How'd you end up out there today,
by theway?' "My assstant, Magg, got his hands on amessage that the

management was holding for Zlarb back there at the lounge. When | decided you weren't going to tell me
much | sent you off to chase yoursdlf and-"

Han leaned forward with acertain look on hisface that caused Bollux to fear for Fiollas safety. "And
Magg fol-lowed meto put my lights out, right?"

She looked honestly shocked. " Are you saying someone attacked you?"



"Somebody did everything except zeroize my rotors. " She drew adeep breath. "I gave you the number
of an Authority pool hangar. The ship there wasthe one Magg and | arrived in. | knew it was on down
time, waiting for parts, and there'd be no one around. But lisen-Magg trailed your hairy friend when he
left the lounge and that's how we found out which ship was yours. When we couldn't get aboard for a
search, | went off to keep Zlarb's gppointment mysalf be-cause the instructions said one person and one
scooter. | sent Magg to see what he could find out about you. ™

Han was so busy trying to unravel what she had said that he forgot to be angry at her mention of the
attempted bresk-in. He wasimpressed with her resourcefulness, antagonized a bit by her salf-assurance,
and surprised by her naivete.

The Sljee waiter had returned: Two tentacles whisked two tall glasses - off its back-tray while two more
placed absorb-mats before Han and Fiolla. "Therewe are," the Sjee said chearfully. "Will that be pay as
you go, or shal | put it onatab?" it asked hopefully. It had aready been stiffed twice that day by
unscrupulous customers who had taken advantage of its difficulty in differentiating among individua
non-Sjee:

"Runthetab,” said Han immediately. The Sjee retreated in disgppointment, trying its best to memorize
Han's odor without much confidence.

The Flameouts were perfect, burning their tongues and freezing their throats, making them gasp a bit.
"Don't you think it was stupid to ride out there lone?" -Han asked.

"l had agun,” sheargued. "A specia, onethat doesn't register on scanners. Lots of execs carry them.
How did I know the worthless thing would let me down?

"Wherésyour assstant now?"

"After Magg checks on you hell go to our hotel and get ready to leave. It occurred to me that we might
have to get off planet in short order..”

"Very possble" dlowed Han. A sudden thought struck him and he became hostile again. "1 owe Magg
for damag-ing my ship, don't 17"

"| ordered himto try to bregk in, to seeif there was any information onboard; | thought you might just be
playing very, very dumb. If you want to get even, you can take me on another swoop ride sometime. By
theway, what kind of security system isthat you've got? Magg was sure he could open up afreighter
without breaking stride, but that lock of yours stopped him cold. He said he'd need atool shop to get in.
"I like my privacy," Han explained smply, avoiding the mention of smuggling:

"Magg. said it wasliketrying to crack the Imperia Cur-rency Reserve.

"Sounds like an experienced guy. "

"Oh, very versdtile, yes. | handpicked him because he had, ah, arange of abilities. | think you two will
find one another quite-"

At that moment Chewbaccaarrived with Spray. The Wookiee forcefully sat the little Tynnan down with
the pres-sure of agiant paw and took a seat himself, filling it to over-flowing.



"I met Fiollahereand dmost got killed," Han told. hisfriend pleasantly. "How was your afternoon?”

Chewbacca studied the woman with hislarge, lucid blue eyes and she returned the scrutiny. Then the
Wookiee mo-tioned to Spray and, in his growling, barking language, ex-plained to Han what had
happened as the skip-tracer squinted from oneto the other.

"| hate skip-tracers,”" announced Han Solo at length. "In that case | think I'll just be toddling along... "
Spray said, starting to rise. Chewbacca clapped a paw on him and pushed him back down. Han's head
was spinning with this new devel opment, and he wished he could process information as quickly as Blue
Max. Theoreticaly, Spray could enlist the aid of the Esposin taking possession of the Falcon: Once
again Han won-dered when his string of rotten luck would bresk.

Just then the Sljee waiter showed up again, having noticed Chewbacca's and Spray's presence. It
endeavored to speak in its most hospitable tones, till aware of its previous gaff.

"Yes, gr," purred the Sjeeto the Wookiee, "and what can | bring you and your strapping young
hatchling here?' Chewbacca snarled at the Sjee. Spray, aready visbly dis-turbed, exploded. "Were not
even the same specied”

"What've| told you about that?' Han asked the Sljee menacingly.

"A thousand pardons," wailed the Sljee, rotating back and forth through nervous quarter-turns and
intertwining itstentaclesimploringly.

"What in theworld isgoing on?" Fiollawanted to know, not having understood anything Chewbacca had
sad.

Spray held his paws up, webbed fingers spread, until the others were quiet, including the Sjee. "First of
al, we have no need of any refreshments, thank you,." the Tynnan told the waiter. The Sjeeretreated
gratefully.

"Now," Spray continued, "the central issue, Captain Solo-please stop shushing me, sir; | will be heard!

At issue are two thousand five hundred Credits Standard owed Vinda and Drag, Starshipwrights. Unless
you're prepared to make payment, | am empowered to attach and take possession of your ship, which,
by theway, appearsto have had her mark-ing atered inillegd fashion. " Han narrowed hiseyesand
glared a Spray. "I am thinking right now," he said, "of how a certain chisel-beaked runt isgoing to get his
just desserts™

"It'sabit public for threets of aggravated assault, isn't it, Solo?" Fiollaasked.

"Y ou keep out of this! For al | know; you two work to-gether. "

"Bullying will do you no good, Captain,” Spray plowed on ingstently in his squesky voice. "Either
remittance ar-rangements must be made this very moment or | shal be forced to go to the portmaster
and the Security Police: "

Han had his mouth open, uncertain whether he would try to lie or smply instruct Chewbaccato render
the skip-tracer unconscious. He heard Fidllasay: "I'll pay for him."

Han's mouth stayed open as he turned on her. "Better closeit,” Fiolla cautioned, "before your tongue gets



sun-burned. Look, this problem of mineisalot more compli-cated than I'd thought. 1t will take more
investigation before I'm ready to go to the Board of Directors. | need away to get around fast, and I'm
not particularly anxiousto go by public transportation. And the last thing | want isto take an Authority
pool ship. Solo, you ought to be eager to leave, too, before the Espos start asking about missing rental
scoot-ers and severa swoop riders smeared out on the landscape. If you'll chart out to me, I'll cover
your debt. Besides, you want your ten thousand, don't you? Y our best chance of find-ing it isto stick
withme"

Sheturned to Spray. "How about it?"

The Tynnan nervoudy scratched up tufts of fur on hisskull, blinking and wriggling his nose back and forth
in con-gternation. "Cash?' he asked et last.

"An Authority Cash Voucher," Fiollareplied. "Haf now, haf when were done. They're asgood as
money inavault." "Interstellar Collections Limited does prefer repayment

to repo procedures,” the skip-tracer admitted. "But I'm afraid | couldn't let you out of my sight until
restitutionismade. "

"Just asecond,” Han snapped at Fiolla. "I'm not carting thet little bloodsucker along anywhere. ™

Spray remained unexpectedly firm. "Captain Solo, her proposdl is absolutely the only dternative to
having your ship attached. " ,

"There's always the famous Disappearing Ship-Tracer Trick," suggested Han darkly.

"Becivilized," Fiollachided. "Thiswon't takelong, Solo. And if you don't help me, maybe I'll haveto
drag your nameinto my report. But if you take meto check out this shipping. agent on Ammuud, the one
you mentioned, I'll forget about you completely.”

Han hoped it would be mutual. He poured down half of what remained of his Flameout. It felt corrosive
but didn't help much otherwise. He looked to hisfirst mate, who was looking back, no help at dl, willing
to go with whatever decision Han made.

He put hischin on hisfist. "Chewie, you take Bollux and paddlefoot, here, back to the ship. I'll go with
our new em-ployer and pick up her assstant. Get liftoff clearance and punch up ajump to Ammuud.”

Follascribbled quickly on apad of forms and pressed her thumbprint against the authorization square.
She presented the voucher to Spray, whereupon Han realized that she was carrying an open expense
account and that her position with the Authority must be an important one indeed.

The Wookiee had risen and moved near Spray asagenerd precaution, with Bollux close behind. But the
Tynnan only made a polite parting bow to Fiolla. "Thank you for re-maining reasonable about thisentire
incident, " hesaid.

He started for the door. Chewbacca growled afarewell to Han, then to Fiolla. She returned it, not getting
the vocal sounds right but contorting her face around into avery close approximation of the Wookiee's,
even to getting both corners of her upper lip up high and baring her lower teeth ong with the uppersin
true Wookiee fashion. Chewbacca was startled, but yipped laughter. Then he went quickly, Bollux at his
Sde, to catch up with the departing Spray.



"Y ou're apretty good mimic, " Han commented, remem-bering her imitation of the four-armed manager
intheter-mind lounge.

"l told you, I'm from Lorrd, " she reminded him, and he understood. The Lorrdians had, for many
generations, been a subject race during the Kanz Disorders. Their masters had forbidden them to speak,
sng, or otherwise communicate as they worked at their dave labors. The Lorrdians had evolved a
complicated language of extremely subtle hand and facia movements and body signals and become
magters of kinesic communication. Although it had been generations since their servitude had been ended
by the Jedi Knights and the forces of the Old Republic, the Lorrdians remained among the gal-axy's very
best mimesand mimics.

"So that's how you knew Chewie and | were watching table 131 today?"
"l read you like apair of message tapes; you tipped it every time someone went near the table.”

And, thought Han, Fiolla's Lorrdian background gave her an added interest in ending the davery ring.
Stll, it was unusud to find aLorrdian working thisfar from home, and especidly for the Corporate
Sector Authority.

About to down the last of his. Flameout, Han pointed to the open voucher pad. "There are plenty of
times when you can get "more with a blaster than with one of those, but if | had one I'd buy mysdlf anice
little planet and retire: ™

"Which iswhy you'l never have one," she assured him, rising and following him from the table. "This
davery bus-nessisgoing to be my big break; nothing's keeping me out of aBoard chair. "

The Sjee waiter returned, its olfactory stalkstilting and waving when it took cognizance of the empty
table. Then it noticed Han and Fiollaand approached them tentatively, the check extended beforeit on a
meta salver.

"Ah, | bdievethisisyour check,. humans," ventured the Sjee.

"Us?' Han, who was broke, cried indignantly. "We just arrived, and for your information weve been
waliting to be seated for quite awhile now. And you're trying to stick us with somebody el se's check
when we haven't even had adrink yet? Where's the manager?'

The Sjee was spinning around and back, tangling its ten-taclesin total consternation. Its sensory
equipment was re-aly quite excellent at fine distinctions and subtle perceptions concerning other Sjee,
but it found humanoid species dread-fully anonymous.

"Areyou certain?' the Sljee moaned abjectly. "I'm sorry; I, | suppose | had you confused with two
others" It studied the vacant table, wringing itstentaclesin distress. Y ou didn't happen to see them
leave, did you? If I'm tiffed again it will cost memy job. "

Unable to endure any more, Fiolladrew a generous hand-ful of cash from her thigh pouch and tossed it
onthe saver. "Solo, youreimpossble.”

The Sjeewithdrew, showering her with its gratitude. Fiolla headed for the door.

"Itsevery lifeform for himsdf," opined Han Solo.



Part 6

FIOLLA'S hotel was, predictably, the finest lodging place at the spaceport, the Imperid. Han tried his
best not to look uncouth and out of place as he followed her through alobby of soaring gem-set columns,
vaulted callings, resilient plush carpeting, ddicate glow-orb lighting, expengve furnishings, and lush
shrubbery.

Fiolla, on the other hand, was a picture of cool, nonchalant poise, aristocratic even in coveralls. Sheled
the way to thelift shaft and punched for the seventieth level.

Her suite was luxurious without being overdone. Han sus-pected that, though Fiolla could have afforded
something far showier, she would have deemed it vulgar.

But the second she palmed her door open, he knew some-thing was wrong. Thingswere in disorder.
Conform-lounge furniture had been pushed and shoved out of place, suspen-sion cushions and floater
pads ripped or overturned. Storage panels were hanging open and the data plagues and tapes with which
Fiollaworked were strewn dl over thefloor.

AsHan pulled Fiollaout of the doorway, he suddenly remembered that he was unarmed. "Do you have
another gun?' he whispered to her. She shook her head, her eyes very wide. "Then give me the specid;
it's better than noth-ing. "

She passed the inoperative wegpon to him. He listened closdly but heard no sound to indicate that
whoever had ran-sacked her room was still there. He moved cautioudy into the suite, listening at each
doorway before he went through.

Hefound signs of search everywhere on hiswary sweep, but satisfied himself that no oneremained in the
rooms.

He engaged her door's security mode at FULL ISOLATION. "Wheré's Magg's room?’

She pointed. "There's a connecting door behind that hanging; we usudly take adjoining quarters. An audit
can demand very long hours.”

Siding Magg's door open dowly, ear cocked for any warning, he heard none. Magg's suite was in the
same date at Follas.

"Y ou sent him back here to pack?' Han asked. Fiollanodded, gazing around the ransacked placein
some shock. "Well, somebody forwarded him for you. Grab whatever you can put in your pockets,
were getting out of hereright now. "

"But what about Magg? We have to report this outrage to the Espos.” Her voicetrailled away as she
returned to her own suite. He began feeding ingtructionsinto the program-ming panel for the
servant-drones that took care of domestic chores, then went back to Fiollas suite.

"We don't go to any Espos,”" he called to her. "They may be part of it, isn't that what you told me? Then
don't go cutting the charter short: "

He began inserting ordersinto the programming panel for her rooms, too. Fiollareturned, her various
coverd| pockets and pouches bulging and adim day-tote dung over one shoulder. "I don't likeit, but
you're correct about the Es-pos,” she admitted. "What are you doing?"



He turned from the pand. "Wdll, what do you know, afemale who can travd light. What | did wasissue
ingtructions for your stuff and Magg'sto be put into storage. Y ou can come back for it later"-1 hope, he
thought to himsdlf. "Are the rooms aready paid for? Good, let'sjet.”

He peeked into the corridor before easing out into it. Han felt as tense as awound spring asthey rode
down the drop shaft, but they encountered no trouble there or in the foyer. A robo-hack dropped them
at one of the spaceport's side gates, afreighthauler's entrance near the Falcon that Han's shipmaster's
credentidsalowed himto use.

But when they reached the side of the approach opposite from the gpron on which the Falcon was
parked, Han sud-denly yanked Fiollaback behind the shelter of asmall orbita skiff and directed her
attention to severd loiterersin the area. "Recognize any of them?"

She frowned at them in the hazy sun. "Oh, you mean those goldskins? Aren't they the other swoop riders
from this afternoon? But what are they doing here?'

He made an elaborate face at her. "They cameto ask usto join their aerobatics club, what € se?"
"What now?" Fiollawanted to know.

Han took his macrobinoculars from their case a his side. Through them he could see Chewbacca moving
around the cockpit of the Millennium Falcon, running a pre-flight check of the ship.

"At least Chewi€sonboard,” hetold her, lowering the macros. " Spray and Bollux, too, | guess. Our
friends are probably waiting for you and me to show up before they spring whatever they've got
planned.” Shooting their way out wouldn't work, he knew. Even if he and Fiolla could reach the Falcon
under cover of her belly guns, their chances of evading the patrol network and picket ships overhead and
making hyperspace would be almost nonexistent.

Fiollaheld her lower lip between her teeth, pondering. "There are regular passenger connections between
here and Ammuud; we could leave now, while they're watching your ship, and meet Chewbaccathere.
But how to let him know?"

Han. looked up and down the rows of spacecraft on their side of the approach. ". There'swhat we need,”
he said and, taking her head, led her back through several rows of grounded vessels.

They came to the one Han had spotted, alarge cargo lifter connected to arefueler, its outer access
panels open. Han crawled up through an access panel and twenty seconds later threw open the small
cockpit hatch.

"Nobody home," hetold her as he gave her ahand up. Together they squeezed into the cramped
cockpit. Han trained the macrobinoculars on hisfirst mate across the way, and when the Wookiee
chanced to look in his genera direction, flashed the cargo lifter's running lights. Chewbaccatook no
notice.

It took four moretriesto get the Wookiee's attention. Han saw hisfirst mate's long, shaggy arm go to the
console and the Falcon's running lights blinked twice in acknowledg-ment.

Fiollakept an eye on those individua s watching the Falcon to ensure that they hadn't noticed what was
going on. In so doing she spotted at least four more idlers mounting an in-congpicuous guard on the



freighter. Chewbacca pretended to be running awarmup while Han sent him a series of longs and shorts
explaining their predicament and what the revised plan was. Throughout the process, Han was very
aware of Folla. pressed up againgt him in the confining cockpit; her perfume, he found, had atendency to
digract him.

When Han was finished, the Falcon'slights blinked twice again. As he helped Fiolladown from the cargo
lifter's cock-pit hatch, atech came up. "What were you people doing up there?'

Fiollaturned a scathing, imperious glare on the tech. "Isit now required that Port Safety overseers
answer to ground crew? Well? Whao's your supervisor?'

The tech murmured something apol ogetic, shuffling her feet and saying that sheld only been asking. Fiolla
gave her one more haughty glare and departed with Han at her elbow. "And now we book passage out?"
she asked once they had passed out of the tech's earshot.

"Yeah, I'll teach you al about getting offworld under a phony name. Chewi€'s going to stay puit till we're
clear, then lift off. They won't be expecting him to leave without us, so he shouldn't have any trouble. We
will meet him on Ammuud. "

"Wereinluck," Fiollasaid as she and Han stood study-ing the soaring bolos that listed departuresin the
main pas-senger termind. "Theres a ship that goes straight to Ammuud, leaving thisevening.”

Han shook his head. "No, there's the one we want, de-parture 714, the shuttle. "
Her brow furrowed. "But it's not even leaving this solar system: ™

"Which iswhy no onewill be coveringit,” he countered. "They're likely to have watcherson the
through-ships. We can change ships and book passage for Ammuud at the first Stop, it saysin the index.
Besdes, the shuttle's leaving now, which appedsto me awholelot more. Well haveto hurry.”

They tried not to appear too anxious as they bought tickets and barely made it to the departure gate in
time. Since the ship was only an inter-system shuttle, it offered no deeping accommodations beyond big,
comfortable acceleration chairs. Han buckled himsdlf in and let his chair back, sighing and preparing to
drop off to deep.

Fiollahad grabbed the window seat with no objections from Han. "Why did you make me pay for the
ticketsin cash?"

He opened one eye and studied her. "Y ou want to go around passing out Authority cash vouchers from
an open expense account? Good, go ahead; you might aswell hang asign around you neck:
AUTHORITY EXEC-WON'T SOME-BODY PLEASE SHOOT ME?'

Her voice suddenly held atremor. "Do, do you think that's what's happened to Magg?'

He shut hiseye again, lipstightening. "Absolutely not; they'll hang on to him asabargaining piece. All |
meant was that we don't want to leave atrail. Don't pay any attention to me; sometimes | talk too much.”

He could hear attempted cheer in her tone. "Or you don't talk enough, Solo. | haven't decided which. "
She settled herself to watch their liftoff. Han, who had seen more of them than held ever be able to count,
was adeep before they |eft the troposphere.



At their destination, Roonadan, fifth planet out from the same sun that warmed Bonadan, they discovered
they had missed their starship connection. The shuttle had been dightly delayed en route by injector
problems, but of course starships on interstellar jump schedules are never held for mere interplanetary
traffic. They run on precisetimetables for which hyperspace trandtions are meticuloudy caculated in
advance by both onboard and ground-based computers. Straying from the gtrict timing of the jump
schedules was something the passenger lines hated to do.

"But they don't mind leaving people stranded on some rock," fumed Han, who had been known to
ca culate a hy-perspace jump with one hand while dodging the law with ahold full of Kessdl spice with
the other.

"Stop complaining. There's nothing we can do about it,” Fiollareasoned. "There's another ship that can
get usto Ammuud, see? Departure 332. "

He checked. the holo ligtings. "Are you crazy? That's an M-class ship, probably atour. Look at that,
they're going to stop at two, no, three other planets. And they're not exactly going to be burning up

hyperspace either. "

"It'sthe quickest way to Ammuud, " Follasaid sensibly. "Or would you rather go back and try to make
peace with the people who were chasing us all over Bonadan? Or wait for them to trace us here?"

Han was painfully aware that Chewbacca and the Millen-nium Facon would be waiting on Ammuud.
"Uh, | don't suppose you have enough cash to charter aship of our own without using avoucher?'

She amiled a him sweetly. "Why, yes, growing right here off my petty-cash vine; | was saving up the
harvest until | had enough to buy my own fleet. Try to berationd, will you, Solo?*

"All right, lay off. At least it won't cost us more than afew Standard timeparts. "

On theway to the reservations deck they passed travelers from dozens of worlds. There were
wobbly-fleshed Coura-tainesin their exoskeleta trave suits, breething the thinnest of atmospheres
through their respirators; octopeda Wodes, heavy-stepping and unused to less than two Standard
gravi-ties, beautifully plumed Jestad strilling their phrasesto one another asthey haf-glided along, wings
partidly extended; and human beingsin dl their variety.

A hand dropped onto Han's shoulder. He started, pivoting with ablurringly fast motion that freed him of
the hand, put distance between himsalf and the other, and brought hisright hand down to where his
blaster would ordinarily have been.

"Easy, Han; old reflexes die hard, | see, " laughed the man who had stopped him. Braced to confront
Zlarb's busi-ness associates or aflying squad of Espos, Han felt abrupt relief not unmixed with anew
worry as he recognized the man.

"Roa What are you doing here?" Roa had put on weight, too much of it, but it didn't conceal the open,
friendly fea-tures of one of the best smugglers and blockade-runners Han had ever known. Roa smiled,
looking as pleasantly paternad and trustwor-thy as ever. "Passing through, just like everyone else, son,
and | thought | recognized you." Roa was carrying an ex-pensive command case, acompact,
self-contained business office. He wore a conservative beige suit with soft white shoes and rainbow
girth-sash. Y ou remember Lwyll, I'm sure.”

The woman introduced by Roa had been standing to one side. Now she came forward. "How's it been



with you, Han?" she asked in that rich voice he recalled so well. Lwyll hadn't gone asfar to flesh as her
husband; she was il a striking woman with masses of wavy white-blond hair and an eegant face. Han
thought that she certainly didn't look-how many Standard years older?

Seaing them brought back a surge of memory of the fast, furious time he had spent working for Roa,
when he had tired of trying to be just one more honest, unassuming spacer afew credits away from
poverty, like uncounted others wan-dering the stars, having abandoned a planet and alife.

It had been Roawho had taken Han on hisfirgt exhilarat-ing, harrowing Kessdl Run-very nearly hislast.
In Roa's organization Han had risen quickly with areputation for tak-ing mad chances, daring any odds,
running fearsomerisksin the pursuit of illegd profit.

But they had parted company along time ago, and honor among thieves was a more romantic myth than
adependable ingtitution. Han'simmediate reaction on seeing Roa was pleasure, but close on its heeswas
suspicion that this wasn't dtogether an accident. Could word be out dready, carrying a price on Han's
head, through the interstellar underworld?

Stll, Roa showed no sign of hailing the Espos. Fiollacleared her throat, and Han made introductions.
Roawaved at Han'slack of gunbelt. "So you're out of the game, too, en? Well, | don't blame you, Han.
Bowed out mysdif, just after we parted company. Lwyll and | had one close call too many. And, after all,
doing businessisn't too unlike our old line of work. A background in felony can be ared plus. What's
your new line of endeavor?’

"A collections agency. Han Solo Associates, Limited.” "Ah? Soundslike your ided; you dways fought
for what you had coming. How's your old sidekick, the Wook? Do you ever see any of the others?
Treggamaybe, or even Von-zel?"

"Treggasdoing life at hard labor on Akrit'tar; they caught him before he could dump aload of chak-root.
Sonniod's running addivery service, living hand to mouth. The Briil twins are dead; they shot it out with a
patrol cruiser out in the Tion Hegemony. And Vonzel messed up an emergency landing; most of what's

left of him will bein alife-support clinic for good. He started aregular one-man run on the organ banks. "

Roa shook his head sadly. "Y es, I'd forgotten how the deck is stacked. Few makeit, Han. "

He came back to the present. Squaring his shoulders, he dipped two fingersinto his gaudy sash and drew
out abusiness card. "Fifth largest import-export firm in this part of space," he boasted. "Weve got some
of the best tax-and-tariff men in the business. Drop around one of these days, and well talk over old
times”

Han tucked away the card. Roa had turned to hiswife. "I'll seethat our baggage istransferred. You
make sure our shuttle reservation's confirmed, my dear. " Helooked wistful for amoment. "We're lucky
to be out of it, aren't we, Han?"

"Y eah, Roa, we sure are." The older man clapped him on the shoulder, made a polite leave-taking to
Fiolla, and marched away.

Lwyll, waiting until her husband was gone, gave Han aknowing, amused look. "Y ou're not out of it at al,
areyou, Han?No, | can tell; not Han Solo. Thanksfor not telling him. " Lwyl| touched his cheek once
and left.

"Y ou've got interesting friends' was Fiolla's only com-ment, but her perspective on him had changed.



Y outhful looks belied the fact that he was asurvivor in acaling with avery high rate of attrition.

Watching Roas retreating back, Han thought about tax-and-tariff men and fingered the business card.
"Solo, hey, wake up!" Fiollaassailed him. "It's our necks we're sup-posed to be preoccupied with here.”

He sauntered off toward the interstellar reservations desks. Things could be worse, Han reflected.

"Bugging your eyes out a them won't help,” said Fidlla, referring to the gambling tables and other games
of chancein the swank wagering compartment just off the passenger liner's main salon. She was wearing
asheer, dinging gown and soft evening dippers of polychromatic shimmersilk. She had brought the outfit
with her, packed away in her upper-right thigh pouch and lower-left calf stuffpocket, on the assumption
that her coveralswould do for al but the most formal places. She wore it now for a change of pace and
amorae booster. Han ill wore his ship clothes, but had closed hiscallar.

"We could go over what we know so far," she proposed. "That's all we've been doing since we came
onboard," he grimaced.

That wasn't entirely true. They had spoken of any number of things during the trip; he found her a spirited
and amusing companion, much more so than any of the other passengers, aside from afrustrating
tendency to keep her stlateroom door locked during the liner's "night.” But they had exchanged stories.

For instance, Fiolla had explained to him how she and her assistant, Magg, had been doing an audit on
Bonadan when her portable command-retrieval computer termina mafunc-tioned. She had turned to
Magg's, which, having amore comprehensive cybernetic background, was a more compli-cated
instrument with anumber of keyboard differences. Some miskeying or accident had opened up a
restricted in-formationa pocket in Bonadan's system. There she had found records of the davery ring's
activities and the notation of Zlarb'simpending payoff.

Han'seyeswere dill riveted to playerstrying their luck or skill at Point Five, Bounce, Liar's Cut, Vector,
and a half-dozen other games. For two Standard timeparts, ever since coming aboard the passenger liner
Lady of Mindor, he had been trying to come up with away to get into agame. Now that he was
completely rested, inactivity was nearly intolerable.

Fiollahad absolutely refused to back him, though Han had promised bountiful returns on her investment.
He then pointed out that if she hadn't squandered money on separate accommodations, she would have
hed plenty to loan him.

[ "I didn't have time to brush up on my hand-to-hand" had been her retort. "And besides, if you're such a
good gam-bler, how come you're flying around in that cookie-box freighter instead of a star yacht?"

He changed the subject. "Weve been on thismud cart for two Standard timeparts. To get to Ammuud!
No wonder I'm going crazy; the Falcon could've gotten usthere in the tune it took theseidiotsto clear

port.”

Herosefrom thelittle table- where they had eaten an in-different medl. "At least welll make planetfal
soon. Maybe I'll go run my clothes through the robo-vaet one more time for fun.”

She caught hiswrist. "Don't be so depressed. And please don't leave me here done; I'm afraid that priest
of Ninnwill corner me for another lecture on the virtues of formaligtic abstinence. And no comments!
Comeon; I'll play you agame of Starfight. That we can afford.”



Not many passengers remained in the lounge, for the Lady of Mindor was due to reenter norma space
shortly; most of them were packing or making other last-minute preparations. He gave in and they
crossed to the bank of coin games.

She mimicked hisrangy walk, swaggering along next to him, arms dangling a bit and shoulders dumped
back. There was an exaggerated sway to her hips as she swept the room arrogantly with narrowed eyes
and an invisible blagter weighting her side, right in step with him. When he naticed, he recognized himself
at once. He glared around the salon in case anyone was inclined to laugh. "Will you quit that?' he said out
of the sde of hismouth. "Some-body's ligble to cal you out.”

She chuckled. "Then they'll stop ablaster bolt, hand-some; I've been studying with the master.” He found
himsdf laughing, as shed intended.

The Starfight game consisted of two curved banks of mon-itors and controls, almost surrounding each of
the two play-ing stations. Between them was alarge holotank with detailed star charts. With the stacks
and stacks of controls, each player sent his myriad ships out to do battle in computer modeled

deepspace.

He stopped her as she was about to drop a coin into the game. "I've never been too partid to Starfight,”
he ex-plained. "It'stoo much like work."

"What about alast stroll through the promenade?”

It was as good adiversion as any. They ascended the curved staircase to find they had the promenade to
themselves. The novety of the place must have worn off for the other passen-gers. A single pane of
trangparisted ten meterslong and five high curved to follow the ship's hull, showing them the tan-gled
luminosity of hyperspace. They stared with the age-old fascination, their human minds and eyestrying to
impose order on the chaos beyond the transparisted so that, at times, they believed they saw shapes,
surfaces, or fluxes.

She noticed he was il distracted: ™Y ou're thinking about Chewie, aren't you?"

A shrug. "Hell bedl right. | just hope the big lug didn't worry himself sick when we were overdue and
dart shedding or something.”

The ship's public-address system announced final warning of trangition, though it was for crew members
rather than passengers. Shortly thereafter Fiolla pointed and bresthed a soft exclamation asthe
distortions and discord of hyperspace melted away and they gazed out at afield of stars. Dueto the
liner's position they could see neither Ammuud nor its pri-mary.

"How long to-" Fiollawas saying, when emergency klaxons began hooting dl through the ship. The
lighting flickered and died and was replaced by far dimmer emer-gency illumination. The outcries of
frightened passengers could be heard as distant echoes in the passageways.

"What's happening?' Fiollayelled over thedin. "A drill?’

"It'sno drill," he said. "They've shut down everything but emergency systems; they must be channeling
power into their shidds.”

He grabbed her hand and started back for the staircase. "Where are we going?' she hollered:



"The nearest escape-pod Station or lifeboat bay" was his shouted answer.

The sdlon was deserted. Asthey got into the passageway the entire liner rocked under them. Han
recovered with the agility of a seasoned spacer, keeping his balance and stop-ping Fiollajust before she
collided with a bulkhead.

"Weve been hit! " he called. Asif to underscore what he said, they heard massive airtight doors diding
into place au-tomaticaly throughout the ship. The Lady of Mindor had taken hull damage of some sort
and been breached.

A steward came running down the passageway with amedipack under one arm. When Han saw he
wasn't about to stop, he grabbed a double handful of the man's heavily braided jacket.

"Let go," the steward said, trying to twist free. Y ou're supposed to proceed to your quarters. All
passengers pro-ceed to quarters.”

Han shook him. "Firgt tell mewhat'sgoing on! " "Pirates! They shot out the main drive as soon aswe
made trangtion from hyperspace! " The news shocked Han so much that he released his grip.

Asheran off on hisway, the steward shouted back at them. "Return to your quarters, you fools! Were
being boarded!"

Part 7

"THISvess isafraud, " Spray announced, keying his next move into the gameboard in the Millennium
Facon'sforward compartment.

Chewbacca took just enough time from what he was do-ing-analyzing Spray's unorthodox stratagem-to
snarl thresteningly.

Spray, who had grown more used to the Wookiee's out-bursts, didn't flinch much at al. Hewas dividing
his time between the compartment's technical station and the game-, board, giving the Falcon'sfirst mate
avery difficult match. while running acombination inventory and ingpection of the ship out of a sense of
duty to Intergtdlar Collections Limited. Chewbacca permitted it more to keep the skip-tracer busy than
anything else, but this dandering of the Falcon, if un-checked, could only lead to retribution.

Cometo think of it, the Wookiee reflected, the Tynnan wasn't abad technica pilot. He had even assisted
on the liftoff from Bonadan, once Chewbacca had judged that Han and Fiolla had won enough timeto
get offworld. Spray had copi-loted and aided in hyperspace trangtion with afussy profi-ciency, though
he'd been startled to learn that Han and Chewbacca habitualy spaced by themselves, Han reaching back
to hisleft to carry out navigator's chores and the WWookiee leaning to his right to run the commo board
when needed.

"The exterior isadeception,” Spray was continuing. "Why, some of the equipment you'veindaledis
restricted to military use; are you aware of that? And her armament rating'sway too high, asisher
lift/massratio. How did Cap-tain Solo ever get aWaiver to operate within the Authority?" ,

The Wookiee, cupping his hirsute chin in both hands, leaned down even closer to the gameboard,
ignoring the question. Even if he had been able to communicate € o-quently with Spray, he wouldn't have
explained about the Waiver, which had involved an amazing variety of lawbreak-ing and the total
destruction of the covert Authority facility known as Stars End.



Miniature holomonsters waited on the circular game-board, throwing challengesto one another.
Chewbaccas de-fenses had been penetrated by alone combatant from Spray's forces. The question of
externd versusinterna threat was a very subtle one; involving closely matched win/lose param-eters. The
Wookiee's nose scrunched in thought. He reached ahairy finger out very dowly and punched his next
move up on the game's keyboard, then reclined on the curving accel-eration couch, arm pillowing his
head, hislong legs crossed. With his free hand he scratched his other arm, which the somatigenerative
effect of theflaking synth-flesh had madeitchy.

"Uh-oh," blurted Blue Max, who was following the con-test from his habitua placein Bollux's open
thorax. The'droid sat on a pressure keg among the other clutter to one side of the compartment, amid
plastic pdlets, hoisting tog-gles and arebuilt fuel enricher that Han hadn't gotten around to ingtalling yet.
The computer probe's photoreceptor swiv-eled to track on Spray as the Tynnan returned to the board
and made his next move without hesitation.

Spray's lone combatant had been a decoy. Now one of his supporting monsters dithered acrossthe
board and, after abrief battle, threw Chewbacca's defenses wide open.

"It'sthe Eighth IIthmar gambit; he drew you out with that loner. HE's got you," Blue Max observed
helpfully. Chewbaccawasfilling hislungs for avituperative outpour-

ing and levering himself up to the board again when the navi-computer clamored for attention. The
garship's first mate forgot hisire and scrambled up from the accel eration couch, but not before he
cleared the board of his humiliating defeat. He has-tened off to prepare for the reversion to normal space.

"And just look at this; some of these systems arefluidic!" Spray squesked after him, whiskers aquiver,
waving atech readout screen. "What isthis, astarship or adidtillery?’

The Wookiee paid him no heed. "Good game, Spray," attested Max, who was himsdf afair player.

"He held mefor three extramoves," admitted the skip= tracer. "1 wish thingswere going aswell with this
technical survey. Everything's so modified that | can't trace the basic specifications. ™

"Maybe we can help," Max piped brightly.

"Mar is conversant with ship's systems," Bollux said. "He might be able to dig out the information you
require. " "Just what | need! Please, step over to the tech station! "

Spray was behind the 'droid, webbed feet scrabbling on the deckplates, pushing him to a seet at the
gtation. AsBollux sat heavily into the acceleration chair, Max extended an adaptor, the one Chewbacca
had repaired after the encounter with the davers.

"I'min," Max announced as technica readouts began marching across scopes and screens at high speed.
"What d'you want to know, Spray?"

"All data on recent jumps; you can patch into the navi-computer. | want to see how the ship's been
operating. " "Y ou mean accuracy factors and power levels?." Max asked in his childish voice.

"I mean hyperspace jumps, date-time coordinates, dl rel-evant information. It'll give methe smplest
evauation of how the ship performs and what shesworth."



There was amomentary hesitation. "It'sno use," Max told Spray. "Captain Solo'sgot al that stuff
protected. He and Chewbacca are the only oneswith access. "

Exasperated, Spray pursued. "Can't you find awindow to it? | thought you were a computer probe. ™

Max achieved awounded tone. "l am. But | can't do something like thiswithout the Captain's permission.
Be-ddes, if | make amistake, the safeguards will wipe every-thing clean. "

Asthe Tynnan sat and stewed, Bollux drawled, "As| understand it, agenera examination would begin
with things like power systems, maintenance records, and so forth. Would you like Blue Max torun a
thorough check of current status?'

Spray seemed distracted. "Eh? Oh, yes; yes, that would be fine." Then he sat, bucktoothed chin poised
on astubby paw, stroking hiswhiskersin concentration.

"Whoops," chirped Max, "what d'you suppose that is? Whatever it iswasn't there when we did the
preflight warm-up.”

The skip-tracer suddenly became attentive. "What are you-oh, that power drop? Hm, that's aminor
conduit on the outer hull, isn't it? Now what could be draining. power there?!

"Nothing in design schematics or mod-specs,” Max as-sured him. "I think we should tell Chewbacca.

Spray, never oneto trust the unexplained, wasinclined to agree. Yielding to the skip-tracer's nervous
exhortations, the Wookiee |eft the cockpit only under protest, and seated him-sdif at the tech station. But
when he saw evidence of the highly improbable power drain, histhick red-gold brows beetled and his
leathery nodtrils dilated reflexively, trying to caich awhiff of what waswrong.

Heturned and brayed an interrogative a Spray, who had been around the Wookiee long enough to
understand that much.

"I haven't aclue," the skip-tracer answered stridently. "Nothing in this dgpdash ship makes any senseto
me. Shelooks like aused loadlifter, but she's got higher boost than an Imperid cruiser. | don't even care
to think about how jury-rigged some of those reroutings must be."

At Chewbacca's order Blue Max showed him, on acom- puter model, exactly which length of the
conduit was expe-riencing drainage. The Wookiee marched to the tool locker, withdrew aworklight, a
scanner and a huge spanner, and continued on aft with Spray and Bollux bringing up the rear.

Near the engine shidding, the Falcon's first mate removed awide inspection plate and wormed himsalf
down into the crawlspace there. He had even less room than normal-a good dedl of the fluidic systems
had been ingtalled here.

He barely managed to turn his wide shoulders and squeeze the scanner in by the hull. He played its
invisible tracer beam over the metal, watching the monitor carefully. At last he found the spot where, on
the other sde of the hull, the power conduit was showing droppage. It didn't look like any mal-function
he had ever seen; there should be no reason for the conduit smply to lose power. Something must be
drawing it from the conduit, but Chewbacca could think of nothing that. would do so. Unless, of course,
something had been added.

In amoment he was wriggling hisway back out of the crawlspace like an enormous red-gold-brown



larva, honking his distress. Bollux's vocoder and Max's vied with Spray's high-strung squeak, demanding
to know what was wrong. Sweeping them out of hisway with one wide swing of hisarm, Chewbacca
headed for the storage compartment where his oversized spacesuit was stored.

The Wookiee detested the confinement of a suit and loathed even more the idea of clambering along the
hull and under-taking ddlicate and dangerous work while protected from the annihilation of hyperspace
only by the thin envelope of the Falcon's drive field. But more than that he dreaded what he believed he
would find on the other side of the hull.

The decison wastaken out of his hands. There was aloud ploow! Out of the still-open inspection port
came aburg of flame and explosive force dong with gasses and vaporized liquids from the fluidic
components. Therefollowed a sus-tained whistle of air that let them know the vessal had been holed,
confirming the Wookieg's worst fears. During the ground-time on Bonadan, someone, most probably the
ene-mieswaiting for Han and Fiolla, had taken precautionary measures to ensure that the Millennium

Fa con wouldn't es-cape. They had fastened a d egper-bomb to the starship's hull whereit would do the
worst damage. It had been applied inert, unpowered, undetectable except by the most minute ingpection.
Onceinflight it had become active, draining power from the ship's syssemsto build itsexplosion. Theniit
had released -in a shaped charge and blown out control sys-temsin flight. The device was meant to
produce the cleanest possible kind of murder, one that would leave no evidence, blasting the ship and dll
it contained into meaningless energy anomaiesin hyperspace.

Chewbacca and Spray were driven back by the multicol-ored reek belching from the ruptured fluidics.
Unprotected, they could be killed as easily by breathing those concentrated gases as by amiscalculated
trangtion.

But Bollux could get dong quite well where they couldn't. They saw the'droid clank through the billowing
smoke, lug-ging a heavy extinguisher he had pulled from awall niche. Chewbacca had occasion now to
curse the same auto-firefighting gear that had saved them dl on Lur; the system'sinability to operate now
might spdll their deeths.

Bollux's chest pandls closed protectively over Blue Max even as he set the extinguisher down and
lowered himsdf stiffly into the crawlspace, his gleaming body poorly suited to an areadesigned for limber
living creatures. Once he had entered the space, hislengthy arm reached back out to drag the
extinguisher after him. There was il the shriek of es-caping air and the whoop of warning srensto tdl
them the Falcon was depressurizing.

Chewbacca had run for the cockpit with Spray crowding behind. At the control console he kicked in
filtration systemsfull-al, to carry away toxic fumes, and checked damage in-dicators. The bomb must
have been rdatively smal, placed in a precise location by someone who knew stock freighterslike the
Faconwell. The Wookiee redlized it before Spray-whoever had planted the deeper-bomb hadn't been
aware of the starship's tread-boarded fluidics setup. With the control design radicaly atered, the bomb
had failed to do a com-plete job of rendering the starship derdict.

Trangtion to normal space was imminent. Without taking time to seat himsdlf, Chewbacca reached over
his seat and worked at the console. At least some of the fluidics were functioning; hyperspace parted
around the freighter like an infinite curtain.

The Facon'sfirst mate bellowed an angry imprecation at the Universe's sense of timing, picked Spray up
bodily and deposited him in the pilot's seet, bayed a string of uninter-preted instructions while pointing at
the planet Ammuud, which had just appeared before them, and tore off in the direction of the explosion.



He paused long enough to pick up a hull-patch kit and arespirator. Hunkering down over the inspection
plate, he saw Bollux gitting in the midst of shards and fragments of fluidic tubing and microfilament. The
fire had been quelled. The shriek of escaping air had stopped: Bollux had firmly planted his durable back
againg the breach, an adequate sort of tem-porary sedl.

The labor 'droid looked up and was relieved to see Chew-bacca. " The holeisrather large, sir; I'm not
sure how long my thorax will withstand the pressure. Also, the armor sur-rounding the breach is cracked.
| suggest using the largest patch you have. ™

Chewbacca analyzed the thorny problem of getting Bollux out of the crawlspace and s multaneoudy
plugging the hole. he settled on the plan of preparing two patches, one smaller and lighter that could be
st in place quickly, and the other a sturdy plate that would hold up even against the massive force
exerted by the Falcon's air pressure toward the utter vacuum outside. He handed the smaller patch down
to Bollux and yipped ingtructions, gesturing to make himsdlf understood, frugtrated that he'd never
mestered Basic.

But the 'droid grasped what he meant and gathered himsdlf for the effort. Using the agility of his specid
suspension sys-tem and his smian arms, Bollux managed to push himself free, swing around, and dap the
patch into place in rapid sequence. He swarmed for the ingpection opening, having seen that the
temporary patch was trembling before the strain placed uponiit.

Chewbacca had seen it, too, and worried; the hole was bigger than he had thought. He reached down
with both arms and hauled the 'droid up through the inspection opening. Just as he did the patch gave
way, sucked into nothingness so quickly that it ssemed to vanish. With it went severd jagged pieces,
enlarging the hole.

It was suddenly asif Chewbaccawas standing in the mid-dle of awild river-rapids, fighting raging
currents of air that, in escaping the ship, were dragging him inexorably toward the hole. Scraps and loose
debris swirled around and past him.and zipped down the ingpection opening. Bracing the muscular
columns of hislegs on ether Sde of the opening, the Wookiee fought to retain his hug on Bollux and
ress that flood. The giant sinew of his back and legsfdt asif it were about to come apart. He clutched
the 'droid to him with one arm, bracing the other on the deck, sustain-ing himself on atripod of arm and
legs, head thrown back with effort. Bollux recovered somewhat, only to find that in the posi-tion in which
the Wookiee was holding him, he could do little to exert any force of hisown. What he could and did do
was grasp the corner of the inspection plate and swing it over on its pivot, something Chewbacca hadn't
afreelimb to accomplish. It dmost jammed hafway, but with afinal tug the 'droid cleared it. Onceit was
past that point the air-flow caught it and hauled it shut with a. ringing darm. For-tunately none of the
Wookieeg'sfingers or toes were poised on the lip of the opening. The depressurization was confined to
one small compart-ment for the time being. How serious that was remained to be seen. Chewbacca
wanted to lie on the deck and catch his bresth for amoment but knew he didn't have thetime. He
squirted thick, gluey sedant dl around the ingpection plate, then paused long enough to pat Bollux's
cranium with agruff complimen.

"It was Max who brought the ingpection plate to my at-tention, " said the 'droid modestly. Then he hauled
himsalf to hisfeet and trailed off after Chewbacca, who had already dashed off toward the cockpit.

There, Spray was engaged in an uncertain contest with the controls. "We retain considerable guidance
function," he reported, "and I've put us on an approach path to the planet's only spaceport. | was about
to dert them for an emergency landing under crash conditions. "

The Wookiee loudly countermanded that plan, dropping into his outsized copilot seet. He, like Han,



shunned involve-ment, and the consequent fuss or furor, that could possibly be avoided. He found that
the control s responded adequately and thought he stood a good chance of landing the freighter without
grens, crash wagons, stop-netting, firefighting ro-bot, and ten thousand officia questions.

Already in Ammuud's upper aimosphere, he brought the ship onto a steady approach path. Her
hyperspace drive seemed to have suffered damage, but the rest of her guidance system responded within
tolerance.

Bollux, who had just caught up, came up next to Chew-bacca, his panels open. "I think theré's something
you should know, sir. Blue Max just ran aquick check at the tech station. The damage has stabilized, but
some of the filament tubing for the guidance systems has been exposed; its housing was cracked. "

"Will it blow?," Spray asked. Below them, they could make out features of the terrain quite clearly.
Ammuud was aworld of immense forests and oceans with rather large polar ice caps.

Max answered. "It's not a question of blowing out, Spray; they're secure, but they're delicate
low-pressure filaments. Going too deep into the planet's atmosphere will implode them. "

"Y ou mean we can't land?" Spray blinked.
"No," Bollux replied camly. "He merely means that we can't land too degp in Ammuud's-"
The starship gave a convulsive shudder.

"Be careful! squawked the skip-tracer to Chewbacca. "Thisvessd isdill inliento Interstel lar
CollectionsLim-ited! "

Chewbacca gave out avociferous growl. One of the con-trol filaments had imploded, the planet's
atmosphere having overcome the lesser pressure within it. The Wookiee snarled. Working to bypassthe
line, he had one bit of luck in that he could cut the ship's speed back to avery gentle descent.

"-atmosphere,” Bollux finished.

"How deep isthat?' Spray asked urgently. The Terrain Following Sensors had adready shown them the
planet's spaceport at the foot of a high mountain range.

"Not very much lower a dl, Sr," commented Bollux in neutral tones..

The Wookiee pulled the Falcon's bow higher and reset the Terrain Following Sensorsto display the
features of the mountain range beyond Ammuud's spaceport. His plan was clear; since he couldn't set
down in the lower atmosphere, he would find as suitable a Site as he could in the higher mountains and
hope that the lower air pressure there wouldn't collgpse the rest of the guidance system before he could
et the ship down. He waved a shaggy paw at Bollux and Spray, indicating the passageway.

"I believe he wants usto stow al loose gear and prepare for arough landing,” Bollux told Spray. Thetwo
turned and began working their way aong the passageway together, franticaly cramming looseitemsinto
storage lockers -and securing their lids.

They had reached the escape pods when Spray thought of something important. "What about Captain
Solo? How will he know what's happened?”



"I'm afraid | can't say, Sir," Bollux confessed. "'l see no way in which we can safely leave word for him
without com-promising ourselvesto port officias™

The skip-tracer accepted that. "By theway, | think there's some welding equipment in that second pod
there; you'd better bring it out so that we can secureit. ™

Bollux obligingly leaned into the open pod. "I don't see any-" He felt an abrupt push from behind. Spray
had worked up just enough momentum, with arunning start, so that shoving with al hismight he toppled
Bollux into the pod.

"Find Solo! " Spray yelled, and hit the release. Inner and outer hatches rolled down before the confused
‘droid could get out another word. The pod was blown free by its separator charges. And as the Falcon
nosed up, driving for the high moun-tains of Ammuud, the dumpy escape pod began itsfall to-ward the

spaceport.

Part 8

GENERAL Quartersor any call to stations can be disor-derly in even awdl-run military spacecraft. On
apassenger liner likethe Lady of Mindor, where runthroughs and prac-ticeswere dl but ignored, it was
total confusion. Therefore, Han Solo paid scant attention to the garbled and frequently contradictory
ingtructions blared by the public-.address an-nunciators. With Fiollain tow he plunged down the
passage-way as panicky passengers, frightened crew members, and indecisive officers immobilized one
another with conflicting aims and actions.

"What are you going to do?" Fiolla asked asthey side-stepped amob of passengers hammering at the
purser's door. "Get the rest of your cash from your stateroom, then find

the nearest lifeboat bay." He heard airtight doors booming shut and tried to remember the layout of these
old M-class ships. It would be disastrous to be trapped by the automatic seal-up.

"Solo, tractor in!" Fiollabawled, dragged her dippered feet, and finaly hated him. Catching her bregath,
she contin-ued. "l have my money with me. Unless you want to tip the robo-valet, we can get going.”

He was once again impressed. "Very good. We keep go-ing aft; there should be a boat just forward of
the power section.” He recalled that his macrobinoculars were back in his cabin, then wrote them off.
Ahead of them an airtight door had just begun grinding shut. They madeit in asprint, 300

though the hem of Fidlla's shimmersilk caught in the hatch-way and she had to tear aragged edge off it to
free hersdf.

"A month's pay, thisthing cost me," she complained rue-fully. "What'sit going to be now, fight or run?"

"A little of both. Thefool captain of this can must've tripped every door in the ship. How does he think
his crew'll get to battle stations?' He started on.

"Maybe he doesn't intend to fight," she puffed, staying right at hishedls. "1 hardly think aliner's crew
could make afight of it againgt apirate, do you?'

"They'd better; pirates aren't famous for their restraint with captives. " They cameto along, cylindrical
lifeboat tucked into its bay. Han broke the sedl on the release lever and threw it back, but the lifeboat's
hatch failed to roll open. He threw the lever forward and back again, condemning the liner's maintenance



officer for not looking after his safety equipment.
"Ligen," Follastopped him.

The ship's captain seemed to have reasserted a certain amount of self-control. "For the safety of dl
passengers,” hisvoice came from the PA, "and crew members dike, I've decided to accept terms of
surrender offered by the vessel that disabled us. | have been assured that no one will be harmed so long
aswe put up no resistance and no attempt is made to launch lifeboats. With thisin mind | have
overridden boat and pod. releases to keep them onboard. Though the ship is. damaged, we arein no
immediate danger. | hereby order dl passengers and crew members to cooperate with the boarding
parties when the pirate craft docks with ours. "

"What makes him think they'll keep their word?' Han muttered. "He's been larding it on passenger runs
toolong. " A smdll part of him chased after that thought. When wasthe last time a pirate raid had been
made near the well-patrolled inner environs of the Authority? An attack of this sort was nearly unheard of

inthis part of space.

"Solo, look!" Fiolla pointed to an open hatch, this one set into the liner's outer hull. Heran to it and found
that it gave accessto agun turret. The hatch had obviously opened at the first darm. The twin-barreled
blaster cannon was un-attended; either its assigned crew hadn't made it to their station or the captain had
recalled them.

Hiking himsdlf through the hatch, Han settled into the gunner's saddle as Fiollalowered hersdlf into the
gunner's mate's place. Through the blister of transparisted enclosing the turret they could seethe pirate
craft, adender predator painted in light-absorbing black, warping in adroitly on the passenger liner. The
pirate was apparently going to match up against an airlock in the Lady's midsection somewhat for-ward
of thegun turret.

The emplacement was fully charged. Setting his shoulders againgt the rests, Han leaned againgt the
padded hood of the targeting scope, closing his hands on thefiring grips.

"What've you got in mind, Solo?' Fiollaqueried sharply. "If we start maneuvering the turret, they'll pick
the move-ment up,” he explained. "Buit if wewait, they will drift right across our sights. We can get off
onevolley, maybe even disable them. "

"Maybe even get oursaveskilled," she suggested tartly. "And everybody eseinto the bargain. Solo, you
cant!" "Wrong; it'sthe onething | can do. Do you think they!ll

keep their word about not hurting anyone? | don't. We can't escape, but we sure can take a swipe at
them.”

Ignoring her protests, he put his shouldersto the rests and sighted through the targeting scope again. The
pirate's men-acing shape came into the edge of hisfield of fire. He held his breath, waiting for ashot at
the raider'svitas, knowing he would get off only one salvo.

The control section didn't quite come into hisline of fire and he let the crew quarters pass; they were
probably empty, with most of the crew mustered at the airlock for boarding. The pirate wouldn't even
have to put out her boats, thanksto the liner captain's meek surrender.

Han peered through the scope at the next length of enemy hull; then pushed himself away from the twin
cannon and began drawing himsalf headfirst out of the gunner's saddle. "Let'sgo," he prompted Fiolla



"What'sthis, the sudden onset of senile sanity?" "Inspiration's my specidty,” hereplied lightly. "I just hope
| remember the layout of thisold M-classright. It'salong timesincel shipped in one. "

Shetrailed him forward again as he studied engineer's markings on the liner's frames, talking to himsalf
under his breath. There quickly, followed the hollow, heavy concussion of the pirate making fast to the
liner's hull. Han skidded to astop and drew Fiollaback into the temporary safety of a side passageway.

Not too far ahead a covey of passengers had foolishly gath-ered near amain airlock in defiance of the
captain'singruc-tions. Among them Follarecognized the priest of Ninn in his green vestments, an
Authority assstant supervisor of plant inoculation from an agroworld, and a dozen others she had come
to know. All of them shrank back from the pneumeatic sounds of the airlock's cycling.

Then the passengers rushed away like game-avians flushed from cover asthe airlock's inner hatch swung
open and armed boarders poured into the passageway. The boarders, wearing armored spacesuiits,
brandished blasters, force-pikes, rocket launchers; and vibro-axes. They had the look of faceless,
invulnerable executioners.

Therewere orders from helmet spesker grillesand cries from the passengers. Thelatter wereignored
amid agreat dedl of rough handling. A takeover team dashed toward the Lady's bridge with shock
grenades, fuson-cutters, plasmatorches, and sapper charges, in case the captain changed his mind about
surrendering. A few of the boarders began herd-ing feebly objecting passengers toward the lounge while
the rest split up into teams and began arapid search outward in al directions from the airlock.

Han led Fidllato an inboard passageway and struck out aft again, till reading frame markings, until they
cameto autility locker. Indde the locker was a hatch giving access to a service core that ran the length of
the ship. Normally the hatch would have been secured shut, but it could, for safety's sake, be opened
manually when the ship was on emergency status. Han undogged it and entered the service core,
sguat-ting among power conduits and thick cables. Ventilation was never. good in these cores, and
layers of dust had settled everywhere, deposited by the liner'swheezy circulators.

Fiollamade aface. "What good's hiding? We're liable to wind up adrift in aderdlict, Solo."
"Weve got areservation for two on the next boat out of here. Now get in; you'reletting in adraft. "

She entered awkwardly, trailing skirt gathered in one hand, and climbed under him so that.he could dog
the hatch, then clumsily shifted position to let him lead the way. He noticed, in the process, that Fiollahad
two very nicelegs.

Thetrip soon had both of them dirty, hot, and irritable as they hauled themselves over, under, and
between obstacles. "Why islife so complicated around you?' she panted. "The pirates would take my
money and leave mein peace, but not Han Solo, oh no!™

He sniggered nastily as he loosened the clips on agrating and wrenched it out of hisway. "Hasit
occurred to you yet that thisisn't apirate attack?"

"I wouldn't know; | get invited to so few of them." "Trust me; it's not. And they sure could've found fetter,
safer targets out in the fringe areas. They're taking an awful risk hitting this close to Espo patrols. And
then therés dl this nonsense about not launching the boats. They're after someonein particular, and |
think it'sus.”



Hewas leading her in a strained, squatting progress over ducts and power routing, bumping heads on the
occasiond low-hanging conduit. There were only intermittent emer-gency lights, nodesthat only dightly
relieved the darkness. After what seemed like an eternity he found the hatch he had been searching for,
just aft of amajor reinforced frame.

"Where arewe?' Fiollaasked.

"Just under and aft of the portside airlock,” he said, jerk-ing his thumb toward the deck overhead. "The
Lady's prob-ably swarming with boarders by now."

"Then what're we doing here? Has anyone ever criticized your leadership, Solo?"

"Never ever." He ascended a short ladder and she fol-lowed dubioudy. But when hetried the hatch at
the top hefound its valve frozen in place. Setting his shoulder to itswhed and nearly losing hisfooting did
no more good.

"Here," Fiollasaid, handing up ashort length of meta. He saw that she had pulled |oose one of the ladder
rungs from beneeth her.

"Y ou're wasting your time doing honest work," hetold her frankly, and set the rung through the whedl's
spokes. The second try dicited acreaking of meta and the whedl turned, then spun. He cracked the
hatch afraction to have alook around and saw, as hed hoped he would, the interior of the utility locker
just off the airlock'sinner hatch. In it hung the maintenance ready-crew's spacesuits and tool harnesses,
waiting to be donned on amoment's notice.

Drawing Follaup after him, he swung the core hatch shut as sllently as he could. "There shouldn't be
more than aguard or two out there at the airlock, " he explained. "1 doubt that they're worried about
counterattack very much; there won't be more than two or three firearms onboard the Lady all told.”

"Then what're we doing here?' Sheimitated his uncon-scious whisper.

"We can't hidefor very long. If they have to, they'll sweep the, whole ship with sensors, and | doubt that
there are any shielded areas. There's only one place where well get an -escape boat now. She caught
her breath as she redized what he meant and opened her mouth to object. But he put afinger across her
lips. "They're davers, not pirates, and they're not going through all thistrouble just to let uslive. They
want to find out how much we know, then wipe our tapesfor good. I'm not sure how thiswill work o,
but if you get to the Falcon without me you can have Zlarb's data plague. Tell Chewieit'sin the breast
pocket of my thermosuit and helll know it'sdl right. ™

She started to say something, but he put her off. "Fight and run, remember? Hereswhat you do.” The
guard watching the main airlock had been following the boarding viahelmet comlink. The ship wasfairly
wdll secured and search parties were going through their assigned aress.

A noisefrom the utility locker attracted his atention. Though difficult to identify through the
sound-dampening helmet, it sounded like metd striking metd.

Holding his launcher ready, the guard hit the hatch release. It swung the hatch out of the way and he
entered the utility locker. At first he thought the room was empty; it had been searched earlier. But then
he noticed the figure crouching in afutile attempt to hide behind one of the ready-crew's suits. It was a
terrified young woman wearing atorn evening gown.



The guard swung his wegpon up at once and checked out the rest of the locker, but it contained only
tools and hanging spacesuits. He stepped into the locker, motioning with the launcher, switching to
external address mode. "Come out of thereright now and | won't hurt you."

That turned out to be truein away the guard hadn't fore-seen. A weighty power prybar caught him
across the helmet and shoulder, driving him to his knees. Despite his armor the guard was stunned for a
moment and his shoulder and arm went numb. He fumbled for his comlink controls, but the blow had
smashed the transceiver on the side of his hel-met.

The woman dashed up to try to wrench the launcher away from him, but the guard fought to retain it. A
scrabbling sound from behind him and another clout made the guard forget al about hisweapon. Much
of the impact was ab-sorbed by armor and helmet padding, but the blow had been so severe that even
the amount that penetrated knocked him out flat on hisface, dazed, with ahuge dent in his helmet.

Han Solo, il in the spacesuit by which held dangled from a hook in ambush, threw himsalf on the raider
and quickly dipped atool harness around him, drawing it tight to pin hisarms. With another he bound the
man'slegs. Fiollawatched the entire process nervoudy, gazing at the shoulder-fired rocket launcher she
held asif it had materidized out of thin air.

Han rose and gently took the weapon from her. He found it to be loaded with anti-personnel rounds,
flechette canisters. Those wouldn't hurt aboarder insde his armored space-suit, but they'd be
graphically effective against unprotected passengers and crew members. Han would have preferred a
blaster, but the old-fashioned launcher would suffice for now.

Hisvoice was muted by the helmet he wore. "We don't know whether he's supposed to check in or
what. All we can doisgo. Ready?'

Shetried to smile and he encouraged her with agrin. He closed the utility locker hatch behind him andin
amoment they had crossed through the boarding tube and entered the raider craft.

The passageway there was empty. They must have the whole panting pack out looking for us, he thought.

Picturing the raider's hull as he had seen it when shed warped in at the Lady, he Sarted aft, heading for
the boat bay that had made him stay hishand in the gun turret. He pushed Fiolladong in front of him and
held the launcher at high port asif shewere his prisoner. The spacesuit might kegp him from being
recognized as an outsider in the disor-der of the boarding. It was, at least, worth atry.

He saw the caution lights and marker panels of a ship's boat bay ahead.

"You there! Halt!" he heard a voice behind him shout. He pretended not to hear, and gave Fiollaa shove
on her way. But the voice repeated the command. "Halt!"

He spun on his cleated hedl, brought the launcher up and found himself staring at aface he recognized. It
was the black-haired man who had appeared in the message tape, the one who wasto have met Zlarb.
He and another man in armored spacesuits, helmets thrown back, were digging at their sdearms.

But the pistols were held in military-style holsters, built for durability rather than speed. Might just aswell
have those guns home in adrawer, Han reflected dispassionately as he aimed. Fiollawas screaming
something he couldn't take timeto ligen to.

Both men redlized at the last instant that they couldn't outshoot him and hurled themsalves back, arms



covering their faces, just ashefired.

The antipersonnd round was set for close work; the can-ister went off amost as soon asit left the
launcher, boogting the flechettes and filling the passageway with a deafening concussion. The davers
didn't seem to be hurt, but remained on the deck ,where they had falen. Han fired another AP round at
them for good luck and, grabbing Fiolla's elbow, ran for the boat bay. She seemed to be in shock but
didn't fight him. He opened the lock hatch and propelled her through.

"Find aplace and grab on!" He found time to bite out amaediction that he had come upon alifeboat
rather than a pinnace or boarding craft.

A blaster beam mewed past him and burned out an illu-mination strip further down the passageway. Han
kndt in the shdlter of thelock and cut loose with four more rounds, emptying the launcher at the figures
pounding down on him. They al dove for cover but he didn't think he had gotten any of them.

Closing both hatches, he threw himsalf into the boat's pi-lot's seat and detonated its separator charges.
Unlikethe lin-er's boats, the raider ship's were still functioning. With a stupendousjolt the boat was
blown fromitslock. At the same moment he cut in full thrust arid the lifeboat leaped asif it had been
kicked.

Han swung hard, relying on steering thrusters d one here where there was no atmosphere to affect the
tumbling boat's control surfaces. He piloted grimly to misstheliner's hull and looped up to put the bulk of
the Lady of Mindor between himsdlf and the davers vessd. Opening the boat's engine dl the way, he
vectored on until hewas out of cannon range, then plunged toward the surface of Ammund.

He freed one hand from his struggle long enough to fling back hishelmet.

"Can we outrun them?" Fiollaasked from the accelera-tion chair behind him.

"Therésmoreto it than that,” he said without taking his eyes from the contrals. "They can't come after us
until they sound recall and get al their men back from the Lady. And if they want to send boats after us,
they'd better have some awfully hot pilots. "

He heard alurching and, despite the pull of the boat's dive, Fiolladrew hersdf up to the copilot's chair.
"Sit down and stay put,” hetold her heatedly, if abit late. "If I'd had to maneuver or decelerate just then,
you'd be scraping yoursdlf off the bulkhead! ™

Sheignored that. He saw something else had so shocked her that shewas gtill fedling the effect of it.
Knowing how resilient she was ordinarily, he divided his atention for amoment.

"What's wrong? Besides the fact that we might be vapor-ized at any second, | mean. "
"The man you shot &,... "

"The black-haired one? He's the one who left the message | told you about; he was Zlarb's connection. ™
Heturned to her sharply. "Why?"

"It wasMagg," Fiollasaid, the blood drained from her face. "It was my hand-picked personal assistant,
Magg."

Pat 9



IT was early in the morning of Ammuud's short day when spaceport employees and automata dike
stopped work as sirens announced a defense dert. Reinforced domes folded back to reved
emplacements around the port and in the snowy mountains above. For aquiet little spaceport, Am-muud
had an impressive array of weaponry.

A boat came out of the sky, catching the light. Its pilot hit the braking thruster, and the ear-splitting sound
of its passage caught up with it. Turbolasers, missile tubes, and multibar-reled cannons traced its descent,
eager to fire should the boat show the dightest sSign of hogtile action. The defense com-mand was

aready, aware that a brief ship-to-ship action had been fought above Ammuud, and they wereinclined to
take no chances. Interceptors were kept clear, snceit was alone craft, and the entire sky was a
potentia free-fire area.

But the boat set down obediently and precisely at one side of the field by port control, at a spot
designated. Ground vehicles mounted with portable artillery closed in around thelittle vessel while the
larger emplacements went back to standby. The spaceport automata, cargo-handlers, automov-ers, and
thelike, their smple circuitry satisfied that there was no reason to discontinue work, returned to their
tasks, with one exception. No one even noticed the labor ‘droid who, still carrying a shipping crate,
darted off acrossthefied.

As he cracked the boat's hatch, Han turned to check on
his companion. "Fidlla, you've got great judgment in hired help, that'sdl | can say. "

"S0l0, he passed an in-depth security investigation,” sheingsted, rather more loudly. "What was|
supposed to do, have him brain-probed?"

Han stopped as he was about to swing down to the landing field. "Not abad idea. Anyway, thistellsusa
lot. When you gained access to the davers computer pocket on Bonadan, it wasn't just because of
miskeying. Magg'sterminal prob-ably had some sort of specia-access equipment built into it; lookslike
he'sthe davers roving accountant, too, and maybe their security man aswell.

"He sent you out on that scooter so you could be quietly taken out of the way. I'll bet he gimmicked up
that fancy scanner-proof gun of yours, too. "

Fiollawas fast on the recovery, he had to give her that. She had aready accepted what she had seen and
revised her ideas accordingly. "That doesn't make any of thismy fault, " she pointed out logicaly.

Han didn't answer, being busy staring into the barrels and emission gpertures of avariety of lethal
wespons, doing his best to look friendly and unthrestening. He showed empty hands.

A man in unmatched tunic and trousers stepped up, dis-ruptor in hand. His uniform wasn't regulation but
he wore astarburst inggnia on an armband. Han aready knew from inquiries that Ammuud wasrun by a
loose and often com-petitive coalition of seven mgjor clans under Authority sub-contract. From the
disparity of uniformsand attireit appeared that al seven clans supplied men to the port security force.

"What's the meaning of this?" the leader snapped. "Who are you? What happened up there?" On that
last he gestured toward the sky over Ammuud with his pistol barrel.

Han dropped down from the open hatch and casudly but conspicuoudy raised his hands while donning
hissunniest smile. "We were passengers on theliner Lady of Mindor.



She was attacked and boarded by pirates; we two escaped, but | don't know what happened after we
left. ™

"According to screens, the pirate has cut loose from that liner and run; we haven't got apaint on it
anymore. Let me see your identification, please.” The man hadn't lowered his sdearm.

"Wedidn't havetimeto pack our bags," Han told him. "We jumped thefirgt lifeboat we came to and got
Clear.”

"Andjust intime," added Fiolla, poised at the hatch. "Please help me down, darling?”

Severd of the port police automatically closed in to assist. Fiollalooked very good, even with her gown
ripped and dust from the utility core on her. She also added a convincing note to Han's story. He
interceded before anyone el se could help and, hands at her waist, lowered her to thefield.

The officer in charge began rubbing hisforehead. "It looks asif I'll have to take you to the Reesbon
stronghold for fur-ther questipning. "

But one of his men objected. "Why to the Reesbon's? Why not to our clan stronghold, the Glayyd's?
There are more of us here than you."

Han recalled that Reeshon and Glayyd were two of the six controlling clans here on Ammuud. And the
Mor Glayyd, patriarch of his clan, was the man Han and Fiollawere hereto see. A quick look around
indicated to him that the Falcon didn't seem to be on the field. Han resisted the impul se to inquire about
his ship, not wanting to implicate Chewbaccain what was going on if he could avaidiit.

But the problem of the moment involved being carted off to some clan stronghold. He wasn't sure yet
what he would say to the Glayyd leader, but he knew he had no desire to be sequestered in the family
home of the Reesbons.

"Actudly, I'm here because | have businessto conduct with the Mor Glayyd," he commented. That drew
ascowl from the officer but, to Han"s surprise, dso evoked a suspi-cious ook from the Glayyd men and
women.

Thefirst Glayyd clansman spoke again. "There, you see?

Do you deny that thisis something that can be investigated by the Mor Glayyd just as honestly as by the
Mor Reesbon?"

The officer and hiskinsmen were in the great minority; he saw he could win neither by rank nor force.
Han had the impression the port police forces were shot through with dissension. The officer'slips
compressed as he conceded the point stiffly. "I will summon aground car; well haveto keep dl the
weapons vehicles here at the port. ™

Just then adow metalic voice behind Han drawled, " Sir, hadn't | best come with you? Or would you
rather | remained here with the boat?!

Han did his best to keep hisjaw from dropping. Bollux stood in the lifeboat's hatch, to dl intents awaiting
orders after an eventful descent and landing.



"| thought you two were done?’ said one of the port police with ahint of accusation.

Follawasfaster on the uptake than Han. "There's just us and our persond 'droid, " she explained. "Do
the Ammuud clans count machinery among the clan populace?’

Han was il staring at Bollux; he couldn't have been more surprised if the ‘droid had. danced hisway out
of aparty-pastry. Then he got hisbrain into gear. "No, you might aswell comewith us," hetold the
'droid.

Bollux obediently lowered himself from the hatch. The officer was back, having spoken over the comlink
in one of the weapons carriers. "A car has been digpatched from the central pool and will be here very
shortly, " hetold them. Turning to the Glayyd man who had given him the argument, he smiled blegkly. "I
trust the Mor Glayyd will report on this matter to the other clans quickly. After al, he has other...
pressing matters that may cal him away soon. "

The Glayyd people shifted and glowered, fingering their weapons asif the Reesbon officer had made an
extreme prov-ocation. The officer returned to hisvehicle and, with the rest of the Reesbon people,
departed.

The Glayyd man wanted to know more about Han's busi-ness with his clan leader. "No, he's not
expecting me, " Han answered honestly. "But it'samatter of extreme urgency, asimportant to him asto
rrell

Toforestdl moreinquiries Fiollaleaned heavily on Han'sarm, eydidsfluttering. Putting ahand to her
brow, she did such a convincing imitation of being closeto collapse that further questions went unasked.

" She's been through alot,” Han explained. "Maybe we could st down while we'rewaiting for thecar. ™

"Forgive me," muttered the Glayyd man. " Please make yoursel ves comfortable in the troop compartment
of that car-rier. | shdl inform the Mor Glayyd of your arrival. "

"Uh, tdl him I'm sorry if we'retaking him from some-thing." Han was thinking of what the Reesbon
officer had said. "What have we interrupted?’

The Glayyd man's eyesflicked over Han again. "The Mor Glayyd isto fight adeath-duel," he said, and
departed to send his message.

Seated with Bollux in the troop compartment, Fiollaand Han pressed the 'droid for information. He gave
them a brief summary of eventsfollowing their parting on Bonadan.

"What'd you do when the escape pod grounded?' Han wanted to know.

"I'm afraid Spray'stiming wasn't al that good, Sr,” Bol-lux answered. "I landed some distance from the
city, but at least that kept me from being painted by their sensor screens or destroyed on the way down;
defenses are very good here. | walked the rest of the way to the spaceport and smply made myself
inconspicuous, awaiting your gppearance. | must ad-mit 1'd been concentrating on incoming ships at their
small passenger termind; | hadn't expected you to arrivein thisfashion. Also, I've managed to learn a
good dedl about the current Situation here."

"Wait; jet back," ingtructed Han. "What'd you mean, made yourself inconspicuous? Whereve you been?!
"Why, doing what 'droids are supposed to do, Captain Solo,” Bollux answered both of Han's questions



at once. "I amply entered the port through the labor-automata check- point and began doing whatever
work there was to be done. Everyone aways presumesthat a'droid is owner-imprinted and
task-programmed. After al, why elsewould a'droid be working? No one ever questioned me, even the
labor-gang bosses. And since | wasn't redlly assigned to anyone, no one ever noticed when | drifted from
onejob to another. Being alabor 'droid is very good protective coloration, Captain. "

Follawasinterested. "But that involved deceiving hu-mans. Didn't it go againgt your fundamental
programming?" Han could have sworn Bollux sounded modest. "My ac-

tionsinvolved avery high order of probability of contributing to your and the captain'swell-being or
even, if | may say 0, of preventing your coming to harm. That, it goes without saying, overcame any
counterprogramming forbidding de-ception of ahuman. And so, when | saw your boat land, | Smply
carried ashipping crate across thefield until | was behind your craft and then entered it through the rear
hatch. As| said--

"Nobody noticed a'droid, " Han anticipated him. "When we're out of here I'll take care of that, if you
like; well repaint you in flashy colors, how's that? Now what about this duel ?"

"From what 1've been able to learn listening to humans and talking to the few intelligent automata at the
port, sir, there's an extremely rigid code of honor in force among the clans. The Mor Glayyd, leader of
the most powerful clan, has been mortdly insulted by an outsder, an extremdy pro-ficient gunman. The
other clanswon't intervene because they'd be happy to see the Mor Glayyd die. And, according to the
code, no Glayyd family member is permitted to inter-vene either. If the Mor Glayyd failsto fight or his
chalenger iskilled or injured before the contest, helll lose al face and much of his popular support, and
violate his oath as clan protector. "

"Weve got to get to him before this stupid dudl,” Fiollaexclaimed to Han. "We can't afford to have him
killed" "I'm sure hefed sthe same way," Han assured her dryly.

Just then acar did up, awide, soft-tired ground vehicle gleaming ahard, enamel black..

"I've changed my mind," Han told the Glayyd clansman. My 'droid here will stay with thelifeboat. After
al, it'snot my property and | guess I'll be respongblefor its safe return.”

There was no objection. Bollux reentered the boat and Han and Fiollamade themsalves comfortablein
the car's degply upholstered interior. Glayyd clangpeople caught handholds and mounted the car's running
boards.

The car was warm and comfortable, with enough room for a dozen passengers. A driver, backed by a
guidance com-puter, sat on the other side of athick transparisted partition. "The ride took them through
the main part of the city. It was arather ramshackle affair, its buildings being more often of wood or
stone than of fusion-formed materia or shaped for-mex. Street drainage was provided by open gutters
that were frequently choked with refuse and pools of crimson-scummed water.

The people they passed showed awide range of activity. There were trappers, starshipwrights, forestry
service po-lice, maintenance trouble-shooters, freight haulers, and street vendors. Among them jostled
the young men of the clans and their carefully chaperoned kinswomen.

For dl itsfaults and imperfections, Han preferred an open, brawling, and vital place like Ammuud to the
depressing functionality of aBonadan or the groomed sterility of one of the Authority's capitol worlds.
This place might never be aeash in profit or influentia in galactic affairs, but it looked like an interesting



placetolive.

Fiollafrowned asthey rolled past arow of dums. "It's an insult to have one of those eyesoresin the
Corporate Sector Authority. | "Therere alot worse thingsin the Authority, " Han re-plied. "'Keep your
lectures about what's wrong with the Author-ity , she shot back. "'I'm better informed about that than you
are. The difference between usisthat I'm going to do something about it. And my first moveisto get on
the Board of Directors. "

Han made a sllencing mation, indicating the driver and the riderswho clung to the car. Fiollamade a
hmmph! a him, crossed her arms and stared angrily out her window.

The Glayyd stronghold looked like just thet, a pile of huge blocks of fusion-formed materia boasting
detectors and wegpons emplacements gaore. The stronghold was set up against the rearing mountains at
the edge of the city, and Han presumed that the peaks hid deep, al but impregnable shel-ters.

The car did through an open gate at the foot of the strong-hold and came to a stop in a cavernous garage
guarded by young men, the Glayyd clan'sfootsoldiers. They didn't seem particularly wary and Han took
it for granted that the car had been thoroughly checked out prior to admittance.

One of the clan guards escorted them to asmadll lift chute and stood aside as they entered, setting their
destination for them. They rose quickly, and because the chute wasn't equipped with autocompensation
gear, Han's ears popped.

When the doors swished open they found themsalves|ook-ing out into aroom far airier and more open
than expected. Apparently some of those heavy blocks and dabs could be moved aside. The room was
furnished sparely but well. Robo-vassds and fine, if dated, conform-lounge furniture showed that the
occupants enjoyed their luxuries. Waiting for the two was awoman some years younger than Fiolla

Shewas dressed in athickly embroidered gown trimmed in silvery thread and wore a shawl made of
some wispy blue materia. Her red-brown hair was held back by a single blue ribbon. She bore on her

left cheek the discoloration of arecent injury; Han thought it the mark of adap. She had alook of hope,
and of misgiving.

"Won't you comein, please, and st down?I'm afraid they neglected to forward your namesto me. "
They introduced themselves and found placesin the com-fortable furniture. Han wanted very much to
hear her ask if he wanted something to drink, but she was so distracted that she ignored the subject
atogether.

"l am ldo, sster to the Mor Glayyd," she said quickly. "Our patrolman didn't specify your business but |
decided to see you, hoping it concerned this... current distress.”

"Meaning the desth duel?" Fiollaasked straightfor-wardly.

The young woman nodded. "Not us," Han said quickly, to keep the matter clear: Fiollagave hima
caudtic look. "Then | don't think my brother will have timeto speak to

you," Ido went on. "The dudl has been twice postponed, though we hadn't expected that, but no further
delay will bedlowed. "

Han was about to argue but Fiolla, more the diplomat than he, changed the course of conversation for the



moment, ask-ing what had prompted the chalenge. 1de's fingertips went to the mark on her face.

"Thisisthe cause," shesaid. "l fear thislittle mark ismy brother's deeth sentence. An offworlder
appeared here severa days ago and contrived to be introduced to me at a reception. Wetook aturn
through the roof garden at hisinvitation. He became enraged at something | said, or so it seemed. He
struck me. My brother had no choice but to make challenge. Since then we've learned that thisfellow isa
famous gunman who has killed many opponents. The whole thing seemsaplot to kill my brother, but it's
too late to avoid the dudl. "

"What's his name, the offworlder?' Han asked, interested now.

"Gdlandro, heiscaled," shereplied. Han didn't rec-ognize the name but, oddly, enough, he saw from
Fiollasface that she had. She keepstrack of some strange informartion, he thought.

"I'd hoped you might have come to prevent the dud or intervene,”" 1do said: "None of the other clanswill,
sncethey envy usand would like to see usin misfortune. And by the Code, no oneesein our clan or its
service can take my brother's part. But another outsider may, for the sake of either our interests or his
own. That isto say, if it'samatter that directly concernshim. ™

Han wasthinking that if he were the Mor Glayyd held be shopping around for afast starship with the
family jewelry in his pocket. His musings were interrupted by Fiollasvoice. "Ido, please et ustalk to
your brother; there may be some-thing we can do. "

After Ido, overjoyed, had rushed away, Han, ignoring the possibility of listening devices, exploded..
"What'swrong with you? What can you do to help him?"

She stared back blithely. "1? Why, nothing. But you can take his place and save him. ™

"Me?" he howled, coming to hisfeet so quickly that he nearly bowled over arobo-vassal. The
mechanicd skittered back with an electronic screech.

"l don't even know what the fight's about,” Han contin-ued at high volume. "'I'm here looking for someone
who owes me ten thousand. | never heard of either of these peo-ple. Which reminds me, it looked like
you knew about the gunfighter, what's his name-"

"Gallandro, aname I've heard before. If it'sthe same man, hel'sthe territoria manager's most trusted
operative; I've only heard his name once before. Odumin, the territorid manager, must beinvolvedin dl
this; these must be the "measures Magg informed Zlarb about. If Galandro killsthe Mor Glayyd, it'll end
your tracing of Zlarb's bosses and your chanceto collect. But if you intercede for the Mor Glayyd, we
might till get what we want. "

"What about minor details," Han asked sarcadticdly, "such asif Gallandro kills me, for example?!

"| thought you were the Han Solo who said he could get morein thislife with a blaster than with an open
expense account. So thisisyour department. Besides, Gallandro will dmost certainly withdraw when he
finds out hell have no chance of killing the Mor Glayyd anyway. And who'd dare face the great Han
Solo?'

"Nobody wants to and nobody's going to!"

"Solo, Solo; you've diminated Zlarb, seen Magg with the davers, and heard what I've learned. Do you



think they'll ever stop coming after you? Y our one chance isto save the Mor Glayyd and get that
information from him so that | can prosecute everyone connected with the davery ring. And let's not
forget the ten thousand they owe you."

"Let's not ever. What about it?"

"If you can't get it out of them, maybe | can get you some sort of compensation. Reward to acitizen for a
job well done, commendeation from the Board of Directors, that sort of thing. ,

"I want ten thousand, not a credit less," Han stipulated. Fiollawas right about one thing: unchecked, the
daverswould undoubtedly keep coming after him. "And no cere-monid dinners. I'll leave through the
back door, thanks."

"Whatever. But none of that'slikdly if you let Galandro kill the Mor Glayyd. "

At that moment the door swished open, and Ido returned, her hand through her brother's elbow. Han
was surprised to see how young the Mor Glayyd was, he'd assumed that Ido was akid sister. But the
Mor Glayyd was even younger. He wore afine outfit stiff with braid and decorations of one kind and
another, and agunbelt that somehow didn't look right on him. He was dightly shorter than hissister, dim
and rather pae. His hair, the same color as hers, was caught behind him in atail.

Ido made introductions, but while she referred to her brother by histitle, she called him by amore
familiar name. "Ewwen, Captain Solo wishesto intervene for you. Oh, please, please agreg!”

The Mor Glayyd was unsure. "'For what reason?"

Han massaged the bridge of his nose with thumb and fore-finger. Fiolla offered no hints, confident that he
could come up with some plausible reply.

"I have, uh, businesswith you, aded you might be in-terested in. It'll take some explaining-"

At that moment the comlink signaled for attention. The Mor Glayyd excused himsalf and crossed to the
instrument. He must have activated amuting device as well; none of the others heard any part of the
coriversation. When he turned back, his face had become emotionless.

"It ssemswe lack time for your explanation, Captain Solo," he said. "The outworlder Galandro and his
second have gppeared at the gate and will await meinthearmory. "

Steding himsdlf with Think of cask!, Han said, "Why don't | meet him for you?' When he saw hewas
going to get an argument out of this proud boy, he rushed on. "Re-member your sister and your duty to
your clan. Forget the point of honor; thisisred life. "

"Ewwen, please do,” Ido implored her brother. "I beg it asaboonfavor to me. "

The Mor Glayyd looked from one to another, dmost spoke, held himsdf. "I couldn't yield this obligation
to any member of my clan, " hefindly said to Han. "But my desth would leave my sister and my kinsmen
at the mercy of the other clans. Very well, | shal put myself inyour debt. Let usrepair to thearmory. "

The private lift chute carried them down quickly. The ar-mory was aseries of cold, echoing, vaulted
rooms crammed with racks of energy guns, projectile firearms, and muscle-powered wegpons aong with
work benches and tools with which to service them. Their footsteps resounded on stone as they made



their way to ashooting range.

At thefar end of the range and dong the walls holotargets hung in the air, waiting to unfreeze into
attack-evasion se-quences. But it wasn't hol otargets that were scheduled to be shot. At the nearer end of
the range waited five people.

Han wasfairly sure he could identify them-worlds with such an archaic and forma dueling code
demanded about the same roster. The woman with the weary look on her face and the professional
medipack dung from one shoulder would be the surgeon. In agunfight at close quarters, Han doubted
that her dutieswould extend beyond pronouncing the loser dead.

The older man in Glayyd household livery would be the Mor Glayyd's second; he had alean, scarred
face and was probably an instructor in arms or some such to his clan leader. Another man, in what Han
had come to recognize as Rees-bon colors, would. be the other second. There was awhite-haired
elderly man standing aside and trying to conced his nervousness; he could only be the match's judge.

The last member of the group was easiest of dl to identify. Though Han had never seen him before, the
sght of him set off internd darms. Hewas dightly taler than Han but seemed smdler and more compact.
Holding himsdlf easily and gracefully, he wore asomber outfit of gray trousers and high-collared tunic
with ashort gray jacket over it. A trail-ing, supple white scarf, knotted at histhroat, fell in graceful tails at
his shoulder and back.

The man's graying hair had been cropped quite short, but he had long mustachios hanging at the corners
of hismouth, their ends gathered and weighted by tiny golden beads. He was just in the process of
removing hisjacket. Anintricately tooled black gunbelt encircled hiswaist, holding ablaster high up on
hisright hip. He didn't observe the common practice of studding his belt with amarker to indicate each
opponent he'd beaten; he didn't look asif he needed to.

But it wasthe man's eyes that had set off most of Han's darms, making him absolutely certain of the
man's profes-son. The eyes were adeep, clear blue, unblinking, unwaver-ing. They examined dl the
newcomers, remained for amoment on the Mor Glayyd and came to rest on Han, making achilly
estimate of him in amoment. Thelook the two exchanged left little to be said.

"As chdlenged party,” the Mor Glayyd's second was say-ing, " Gallandro has chosen aface-off draw
rather than the measured paceway. Y our favorite weapons have been pre-pared, Mor Glayyd. All
weapons have been examined by both seconds.

Still meeting Gallandro's eyes, Han took the final step. "1 have acal onthe Mor Glayyd'stime. Itsmy
right to inter-venefor him, | hear. "

There was a murmur among the seconds and judge. The surgeon merely shook her head tiredly. Han
went to where the mentioned weapons had been set out and began checking them over. He had passed
on avariety of fancy shoulder and forearm rigs and was debating between two gunbelts that resembled
his own when he redized Galandro was standing next to him.

"Why?" asked the gunfighter with aclinica curiosity. "He doesn't haveto explain, " objected 1do, who
wasig-nored.

"My dispute'swith the Mor Glayyd; | don't even know you," said Gallandro.

"But you know I'm fagter than the kid," Han said pleas-antly, holding up a short-barreled needlebeamer



for exami-nation. Then he met Gallandro's gaze, which was as placid as apool's surface at dawn. All the
important information was exchanged then, though neither man's expression dtered and nothing more
was said. Han had no doubt the duel would proceed.

Instead, Gallandro turned and intoned: "Mor Glayyd, | find mysalf compelled to gpologize, and tender
you my ear-nest pleafor your forgiveness and that of your sster. " He stated his case indifferently,
disposing of an unpleasant duty, and made little pretext of sincerity. "I trust that you'll pardon me and that
this entire unfortunate incident will be forgot-ten. "

For asecond it looked asif the Mor Glayyd would refuse the apology; having escaped a sure degth, the
boy wouldn't mind seeing Galandro shot. Han was about to accept for him, not much inclined now
toward afast-draw contest, sinceit could be avoided.

But 1do spoke first. "We both accept your apology with the proviso that you leave our home and our
homeworld as Soon as possible.”

Gdlandro looked from her to Han, who till held the needlebeamer. Gathering his jacket, the gunman
inclined his head to Ido and prepared to go. But he paused to trade one last hard look with Han.

"Ancther time, perhaps," Gdlandro offered with abrittle smile.
"Whenever you can work yourself up toit.”

Galandro nearly laughed. Suddenly, he had spun, dropped into a half-crouch, drawn his blaster, and put
four bolts dead-center into each of four holotargets dong the wall. He had straightened, his sidearm
spinning twice around hisfinger and ending up in his holster, before most of the people in the room had
grasped what held done:

"Another time, perhaps,” Gallandro repeated quietly. He sketched a shalow bow to the women, the
surgeon included, gathered the Reesbon second in by eye, and strode away, his steps carrying back to
them loudly.

"It worked," sghed Fiolla. "But you shouldn't have traded digs with him, Solo. He seemed sort
of-dangerous." Han gazed at the four holotargets registering perfect hits,

then back at the departing Galandro. Heignored Fiollas vast understatement. Gallandro was far and
away the most dan-gerous gunman Han had ever seen; fagter, he was nearly certain, than Han himsdif.

Part 10

THE Millennium Fa con had found sanctuary by asmadl lakein ashdlow valey high in the mountains
beyond Am-muud's spaceport. Coming down the ramp, Spray was pleased to discover the previous
night's windstorm had de-posited no snow.

He found Chewbacca assembling an interesting collection of tools and equipment, including ametd

tripod with tele-scoping legs, spools of light cable, supports, clamps, ground spikes, and asmall sky-scan
sensor unit. The skip-tracer inquired about the purpose of it al. With afew gestures, and growling in his
own tongue by force of habit, Chewbacca made clear to Spray what he was about to do. In order to
give them added protection, the Wookiee was going to mount the sky-scan sensor on theridge line
above them, where it would give amuch wider area of surveillance than the Falcon's equipment,
surrounded by thislittle valley, could.



"B-but when will you be back?' Spray asked apprehen-svely. The Falcon'sfirst mate stopped himsalf
from snorting derisively; the Tynnan had borne up well since the emer-gency landing and pulled hisown
weight, assigting in repairs and preparing meds. It wasn't Spray's fault if he wasn't used to survival living
and wilderness situdtions.

Chewbacca made a quick motion with thetripod, asif spreading it and digging it in, and dapped its
mounting plate, asif setting the sensor unit in place. The meaning was ob-vious, he wouldn't be gone long
aal.

"But what about them?" Spray wanted to know, meaning the herd of grazers moving up the dopesfrom
alower valey into theirs. The shambling beasts went at their usua dow, imperturbable pace, feeding on
scrub, rock lichen, and such spring grasses as were exposed, their antlered heads rising and dipping as
they carried on their endless ruminations.

Severd herds had passed through the area, neither show-ing any interest in the Millennium Falcon nor
any hodtility toward Spray or Chewbacca. The Wookiee spread his hands to show that the grazers
presented no problem. Some of his equipment he tucked into the floppy carryal held againgt hisright hip
by hisammo bandolier; the rest he tucked into the loops of atool roll, dipping it over his shoulder by its
pack-straps, then took up his bowcaster. Checking his weapon's action and magazine, he set off.

"And watch out for those things," Spray caled through cupped hands, pointing aoft. The Wookiee
looked up. As often happened, there were some of the pterosaurs of Am-muud, huge, long-beaked
reptilian soarers, circling in search of prey. But, though they were usudly to be seen Singly or in pairs,
perhaps a dozen of them were now quartering the sky.

The Wookiee looked askance at the skip-tracer and shook his bowcaster, snarling significantly; it was
the soarerswho would be well advised to take care. He set out again, his big, shaggy feet carrying him
over therocky ground and occa-siona patches of snow. His burden bothered him not at al.

He made good time and was soon leaning into the ascent to a high point on the ridge line. Atop it wasa
wide, level areaand beyond the ridge was another, broader valley ending in anarrow pass. When he
topped the ridge, Chewbacca spread out histools and sat himself on aflat rock to begin assembling the
sensor unit'stripod.

Once the mounting plate was locked into place on the tripod, he looked down to check on the starship.
He couldn't see Spray, but that was no surprise; the skip-tracer was on the opposite sSide of the ship from
the main ramp. What made his festures cloud was the closeness of the herd of grazers; their main flow
plodded within twenty meters of the freighter, though they showed no inclination to investigate or molest
her. Too, this herd seemed far larger than any of the others; itsleaders were well on their way to the

pass, yet itsend wasn't in Sight. More and more grazers were making their way up from the lower dopes.
But the caves were staying well to the center of the herd's mainstream, with the bigger bulls tromping
aong in thelead and on the flanks, and the whole group appeared orderly and moving leisurely.
Satis-fied for the moment, Chewbacca returned to hiswork, run-ning a check to ensure the unit was
charged and functioning.

When adistant thunder reached his sharp ears, his head snapped up at once. The grazers, so quiescent
and unthreat-ening a moment before, were now in stampede. So far, they were sweeping wide OT the
Fa con, but the herd began rang-ing out, the front of the stampede widening as Chewbacca watched,
becoming a sea of shaggy backs and aforest of antlers. The soarers were making sweeping divesin
aong the leading edge of the slampede, emitting eerie wailing sounds.



The Wookiee wasted no time speculating on whether the flying things had started the stampede with air
attacks to cut out wesker or dower grazers. Snatching up his equipment, he took in the surrounding
terrain, searching for some shel-ter. More grazers were galloping up from the lower dopes and the
sampede gained momentum every second. The an-imaswere no longer lumbering, clumsy shufflers; in
flight, they were six-legged powerhouses, the smalest adult among them weighing four timeswheat the
Wookiee did, traveling at high speed with the formidable impetus of fright.

But the narrow pass was aready choked with struggling grazers, and as Chewbacca watched, the excess
began to mill in atossing of antlersand fill the lower valley. He put down his equipment and prepared to
run, only to discover that he was dready cut off. The grazers were flowing around the high point he had
selected, avoiding its steep incline on their way to the lower valley.

A quick glancetold him that the beasts were dtill avoiding the unfamiliar bulk of the Millennium Falcon,
but if the backup from the pass reached that far, their reticence could change. The Wookiee hoped that
Spray would have the sense to use the disabled starship's weagponry to keep the animals from damaging
her further. By that time, of course, the graz-erswould be al over the ridge; they would start forging up
the stegper dopes as soon as the pressure of the bottled herd grew great enough.

He held his bowcaster and took stock of his Situation as objectively as he could, observing the animals
below and the terrain around him. At length he decided that to try to work hisway through the herd or
even run with them would be sui-cide; they were aroused and in panic now and would be quick to attack
any outsder among them. On the other hand-

He broke off in midthought as a shadow passed over him and awailing cry warned him. He hit the
ground rolling, clutching hiswegpon to him. Broad wings hissed through the air over him and sharp claws
closed on nothing. The soarer swept onward, leaving acarrion reek in the air; screaming itsfrustration. A
second, behind it, tried a swoop of its own.

The Wookiee came up onto one knee and threw his bow-caster up to his shoulder, lacking time to focus
through the weapon's scope. There was the high twang of the bow, a simultaneous detonation asthe
explosive quarrel crumpled the soarer'swingtip. Theflier veered, crippled. Chewbaccafdl backward,
jacking the foregrip of his bow-caster to recock it and strip another round off its magazine. He got two
more shotsinto the predatory flier asit hdf-fell, haf-flew past him, putting yawning woundsinitsrib

cage.

The creature tumbled, dead on the wing. It came down among the stampeding grazers and in amoment
was gone from view, trampled into a shape ess mass by hundreds of hooves. Another soarer had glided
in, sheered off when it heard the explosive quarrels and come around for another pass.

Chewbacca redlized now why the soarers had come to- gether in such numbers for the migration of
grazers. The slampede through the wild mountain country would inevi-tably produce casudties, leave
behind the wesk or injured and, too, strand refugees like himself, ripe pickings for the airborne pack. The
soarers primitive brains had recogni zed the chance for afeast.

The Wookiee brought up his bowcaster again and carefully sighted on the oncoming soarer. It
stooped.for him, claws open, long, narrow beak Wide with its cry. He centered it precisely in his scope
and fired directly into the gaping maw. The top of its boney skull disappeared and it nosed down at once;
plowing into the ground. He had to jump back out of the way as the soarer's corpse, seeming to collapse
inonitsdf, did to astop where he had stood.



With two of their number down, the soarers were more cautious about approaching theridge. They tilted
membra-nous wings and put distance between themsaves and what-ever mysterious thing had killed their
companions, searching all the while for more approachable prey. Chewbacca stole alook back down at
thevdley.

The press of grazers at the pass was backing up toward him quickly. Even now afew of the beasts were
pausing to mill around the lower part of the ridge. The Wookiee fired severa roundsinto the ground
there, blowing showers of soil and rock into the air and sending off the terrified, bellowing grazers. But
the swirl of the backlogged stampede moved more animasin toward the ridge again; they were too
scared and too stupid to notice the cause of the explosions of amoment before. He would never hold
them back, even if he had unlimited ammunition.

A tremendous racket, risng over the cannonading hooves, came from the Millennium Falcon. It wasthe
ship'sdistress sgnas-hooters and klaxons combined with flashing lights, designed to attract the attention
of searchersin case of crash or emergency landing. Apparently the grazers had begun to get too closeto
the ship, and Spray had resorted to thisto save her. It was good thinking on the skip-tracer's part, but
Chewbacca knew he could ook for little else in the way of help. He doubted if even the starship's guns
could clear a secure path through the massed herd.

A soarer's cry sounded and he spied the creature rising from the cliff acrossthe valley, bearing what
looked like astunned or injured grazer calf. The Wookiee growled an im-precation at the flier and
wished for a second that he, too, had wings. Then he shook hisfist in the air and bellowed wildly, for a
mad inspiration worthy of Han Solo had just struck him.

Asheworked out details, he dung his bowcaster and be-gan rummaging through the equipment he had
brought. Firgt, the tripod. He clamped dl three legs under hisarm and got afirm grip on its mounting
plate. Cords of muscle swelled in hisarms and paws, and he gritted hisfierce teeth in exer-tion. Sowly,
he put the needed crease into the tough meta of the plate.

When he was satisfied, he put down the tripod and began to work furioudy, casting occasiona glances
down to the growing turmoil in the valley asit surged toward.his high ground. He had, he believed, the
tools and materials he re-quired; time was another question entirely.

He threw the downed soarer's carcass over onto its back without trouble; its bones were hollow and it
hed, for al itsSze, evolved for minimum weight. He jammed the bent mounting plate up under itschin,
ignoring the ruin of its gaping skull, and fixed it there with aretainer from histool roll, turning its screw
down astightly as he could without crushing the bone.

He spread two of thetripod'slegs, extending them to maximum length, and lay them out aong each wing.
He curled the leading edge of the wings over the tripod legs and wrapped them two full turns at thetips,
exerting his strength,againgt the resistance of the wing cartilage. There was barely any fold at dl near the
wing joints, but it would have to serve. He had only eight clampsin his carryal pouch;, four for each wing
had better be enough. He tight-ened them down quickly to hold the tripod legsin place within the folds of
the wing edges.

Stopping to check, he saw that the grazers were aready thronging on the lower dopes of his high ground,
packed tightly together, antlers swaying and flashing. He gpplied himsdlf to histask with redoubled
energy.

He drew the central tripod leg out dong the soarer's body as alongitudinal axis. The creature was an
efficient glider, but its breast lacked the prominent ked to which flight mus-cles are attached in birds, and



that made fastening a problem. He settled, after no more than afew seconds thought, on arow of
ring-fasteners punched through the skin and passed around the creature's dender ssernum. Fortunatdly, it
had no morethan avestigid tail. He swallowed and tried to ignore its nausesting odor as he worked.

Then came hisworst problem; akingpost. Taking one of the bracing members he had brought, he thrust
it up directly through the soarer's body next to the sternum, to stand ameter and ahdf out its back, and
madeit fast to the longi-tudind axis. Then hefit the longest brace he had across the juncture, securing it
to the other two tripod legs as alaterd axis. He didn't fret over the various vile substances now leak-ing
out of the soarer; that decreased the weight, which could only help. He spent afrantic several minutes
cutting and fitting cable, with no time to measure or experiment, connecting wingtips, tail, and beek to the
tip of the kingpost.

He had to pause when agroup of grazers breasted the ridge, wild-eyed and quick to swing their antlers
in hisdi-rection. He jammed a new magazine into his bowcaster and emptied it into the ground, filling the
ar with explosionsthat could be heard over the countless hoof-fdlsin the vadley, driving the animas back
down for the time being. But the valey was now filled and there would be no room for them below, he
knew; it was only amatter of moments before amgjor part of the ssampede covered the high ground and
engulfed the Wookiee.

The soarer's grasping legs probably hadn't given it very good locomoation, but they made aplausible
control bar once Chewbacca had stiffened them with supports, wired the claws together, and braced the
shoulders with ground spikes. Then they, too, were cabled to wingtips, nose, and vestigid tail. The
Wookiee dashed around the soarer's body, tightening down turnbuckles with no more than a hasty guess
at the tenson needed.

He heaved, thews bulging under his pdt, and lifted the animal framework, gazing down and hoping the
stampede had receded and that he would be spared the necessity of testing his handiwork.

It hadn't; grazers were literally being borne up toward him by the pressure of those below. Another
barrage from the bowcaster only made them fal back for amoment; the tightly packed bodies came at

him again.

Chewbaccatook hisammo bandolier, twisted it severa timesto tighten it, then dipped both arms through
it asaharness and fastened it together at the front with alength of cable, hooking himself up to the
framework where kingpost met longitudinal axis. He shouldered the weight of the soarer and dung his
bowcaster around his neck. The body dumped but the extremely light; superstrong support materias
kept it in deployment.

A grazer bull with antlerslike a hedge of bayonets cut in toward him. The Wookiee skipped out of the
way and almost collided with another knot of the animals. The ridge was being overrun. With nothing to
lose, Chewbacca churned toward a dropoff, holding the soarer's reinforced carcass at what he hoped
was the correct angle of attack, and launched himsdlf.

Hewouldn't have been surprised if the wings had luffed and, with no lift at dl, he had gone tumbling into
the stamp-ing, snorting mass of grazers. But a caprice of the strong air currents dong the ridge flared the
flier'swings, bearing him adong on an updraft.

He began to yaw, the soarer's beak moving to the right, and pushed hard on the creature's braced claws
to bring its nose around into the wind once more. Even so, his makeshift glider's sink rate was appaling.
Herased hislegs behind him and tried to distribute hisweight for better control. Henosed up inan
ingtinctive effort to get morelift, caring little about speed. He had flown powered craft of adesign based



on these same principles, but this was an entirely new ex-perience. He nearly stalled and only barely got
moving again.

Then astrong updraft off the ridge caught the soarer'swings, and amoment later he wastruly flying. And
for dl theterror of unpowered flight, deadly panic of the milling grazers below, reek of ichor dripping
down cables and sup-ports from the soarer's corpse, the Wookiee found himself roaring and howling in
eation. He started to dip the soarer's nose, but the experiment with pitch nearly sent him into aneutral
angle of attack-and an abrupt descent. He instantly foreswore the exploration of new aeronautical
principles.

Body centered, he made minor corrections and did his best to recall the devotiona chants of his distant
youth. Below him grazers thrashed and pushed, strident and frenzied, but the WWookiee now had the
sound of thewind in hisears. The other soarers steered well clear of thisnew and bizarreriva. It was
large and strange and therefore not to be trusted.

Chewbacca estimated that he was making better than thirty kilometers an hour and suddenly redlized he
had but one problem-getting down dive. He had angled toward the Fal-con. The last of the herd had
passed it now, and the freighter seemed to be intact. But his makeshift glider wasn't so in-clined, and he
found that any decrease in speed threatened to rob him of thelift that kept him aoft. Gradualy, though,
he cut back on both, bringing the soarer's nose back toward a neutral attitude, and brayed happily as he
spied agood landing spot. The little mountain |ake grew before him. He thought for amoment that he
was about to overshoot it and began to experiment with aturn, hunching forward and pull-ing the soarer's
bound claws back toward himself.

Hedidn't quite have time to conclude what went wrong; the next moment, Chewbacca and a splayed
carcass were gyrating toward the lake's surface. He caught a split-second flash of his own reflection
beforeit parted for him with &l the soft receptiveness of afusion-formed landing trip.

The curt dap of the water galvanized him, though, hel ping him overcome the numbing cold. He fought to
untwist him-self, only to find that the soarer didn't float well; its wings settled around him and the weight
of the metd framework bore him down. Reaching and wriggling, he still couldn't release himsdlf from the
improvised harnessthat held him to it. The bowcaster around his neck only complicated things.

He became snarled in dack cable and his giant strength meant nothing againgt the cushiony persistence of
the lake-water. His breath, too much to retain, began to escape hislipsin silvery bubbles as the Wookiee
fought to free himsdf from the sinking glider. It became hard to see, and he found himsdf thinking about
hisfamily and his green, lush home-world.

Then heredized adark shape was circling him, making quick motions and weaving in and out among the
tangled rigging with asure ease and suppleness. A moment later the Falcon's first mate was being tugged
toward the surface of the lake, which came at him like an unending, flawed mirror.

Chewbacca broke into the air and drew abresth with such enthusiasm that he found himself choking on
it, splitting and coughing and mouthing salty Wookiee expressions. Spray got around behind to support
him, swimming with deftness and agility despite the pair of heavy cutters he held in one hand.

"That was fantagtic!" gushed the skip-tracer. "I've never seen anything likethat in my lifel | came after
you when | redlized you'd overshoot and land in thelake, but | never thought I'd reach you intime. The
land just isn't my de-ment. " He pulled at the Wooki€'s shoulder to get him started.

Stroking for the nearby shore, Chewbacca decided he felt exactly the same way about the sky.



Part 11

"HIS namewas Zlarb, " Han said to the Mor Glayyd in that fortunate young man's study. "Hetried to
cheat me and kill me. He had alist of shipsthat were cleared through your clan's agency, but | haven't
got the plague with me right now. But if you could find hisnamein your records--"

"That isn't necessary. | know hisname well," interrupted the Mor Glayyd, exchanging looks of extreme
gravity with hissger.

"His bosses owe me ten thousand, " said Han with some-thing akin to fervor, "and | want it."

The Mor Glayyd leaned back, his conform lounger mold-ing to him, and folded his hands. He no longer
seemed quite so young; he was playing arole for which held been well groomed. Han wished he had
hung on to one of those gunsin the armory.

"What do you know of the clans of Ammuud and their Code, Captain Solo?"

"That the Code dmost plotted your termind orbit for you today, " Han answered.

The youthful Mor Glayyd conceded, "A possibility. The Codeiswhat holds the clans together yet keeps
us from one another's throats. Without it, we'd revert to the backward, warring savages we were a
hundred years ago. But betraying atrust or breaking an oath is also covered by the Code, and makes the
violator a nonentity, an outcast, whatever his pre- _ vious status. And not even aclan Mor isabovethe
Code. "

Oh, let me guess where thisis going, Han, smmered, but he said nothing.

"Those dedlings my clan had with Zlarb's people fdl into that category. We asked no questions, we
accepted our com-mission for delivery and pickup of the shipswithout con-cerning oursalves with their
use. Zlarb and his associates knew our practice; that's why they were willing to pay usso well. "

"Meaning you're not going to tell mewhat | want to know," Han predicted.

"Meaning that | cannot. Y ou're free to summon Gallandro back if you wish," returned the Mor Glayyd
iffly. His Sster looked gpprehensive.

Follabrokein: "Forget that; it's over with. But Zlarb's people broke faith with Han. Doesn't that mean
anything to your Code? Do you shield traitors?"

The Mor Glayyd shook his head. "Y ou don't see. No one broke faith with me or mine; that'sthe
province of the Code." "Werewasting our time," Han rasped to Fiolla Hewas

thinking of Chewbacca and the Falcon. He was willing to put aside his quest for the ten thousand for the
time being; it didn't matter as much right now asthe fact that Chewbacca was till somewhere out in the
Ammuud mountains.

But as a parting shot he waved out at the city, at the de-parted Gallandro. ™Y ou saw what sort of people
they are; you're throwing in with davers and double-crossers and poi-soners! They-"

The Mor Glayyd and hissister came out of their loungers so suddenly that the furniture did on the dick



floor. "How's that you say," the girl whispered, "poisoners ?"

Hed sad it thinking of the kit he had found on Zlarb and wondered now what nerve he had hit. "Zlarb
was aMakite poisoner. "

"Thelate Mor Glayyd, our father, was killed with poison only ahaf-month ago,” 1do said. "Had you not
heard of his desth?"

When Han shook his head, the Mor Glayyd went on.

"Only the most trusted of my clan circle know he was poi-soned. It's unprecedented; the clans amost
never use poi-sons, but we take precautions against them.. And none of our food tasters showed any il
effects”

"They wouldnt, from Mdkite suff," Han told him. " Even some food-scanning equipment and air samplers
missit. And al aMalkite poisoner doesto get around tastersis dose them with an antidote beforehand.
The tasters never notice, and only the victim dies. Run tests on your tasters, and | bet you'll find antidote
tracesin thar systems.”

Helooked to Fiolla. "The poisoning must be the sugges-tion Magg spoke about in the tape | found on
Zlarb; | don't know how the duel bearsonit. "

The Mor Glayyd had been rocked by what held heard. " Then, then-"
Hissigter finished for him. "We, too, have been betrayed, Ewwen. "

Han Solo checked his pocket to make sure the plague given him by the Mor Glayyd was secure and
tugged at the too-tight collar of the suit he had borrowed. Bollux was just finishing loading the lifeboat
with guidance components-shielded cir-cuitry rather than those damned fluidics! -provided from hisown
repair shops by the Mor Glayyd.

The boat had been moved here to the Glayyd yards so that its departure would be |ess conspicuous. The
Mor Glayyd had shown a grim openhandedness when quick tests had borne out Han's suspicion that the
food tasters bodies con-tained traces of a Malkite antidote.

"Y ou're certain you don't want us to accompany you?" the boy was saying for the fourth time.

Han declined. "That would draw too much attention if the davers or the other clans are watching. | just
hope the port defenses don't burn us out of the sky. ™

"Many of my people are on watch today, " the Mor Glayyd answered, "and you're listed as aregular
patrol flight over hereditary Glayyd lands. Y ou'll go unchalenged. Well be ligtening; if you needs, well
come as quickly aswe can. I'm sorry that your Millennium Falcon dropped beneeth the detection celling
when she bypassed the spaceport.

"No gress; I'll find her. But they should be getting the Lady of Mindor repaired any time now. Right after
that, this placell be dive with Espos. Do you think you can gdl them?”

The Mor Glayyd was mildly amused. "Captain Solo, | thought you understood; my people are very good
at not answering questions. None will violate the Slence, epe-cidly to Security Police”



Fiollajoined them. Like Han, she wore aborrowed Glayyd flier's snugsuit of gleaming blue and high
spacer's boots. She'd been both awed and angered when sheld seen the names of Authority higher-ups
who wereimplicated in the daving ring by the Glayyd records, though the evidence was a bit tenuous,
modtly officia permitsfor ship charters and certi-fications for operation within the Authority.

"Please remember, Fiolla, we expect to hear from you when you've rooted out our enemies,” the Mor
Glayyd sad. "If we can't work our own vengeance we will at least witnessyours. "

She promised soberly, ™Y ou will-and | know what avow meansto the Mor Glayyd. When I've gotten all
this before an Authority Court | think I'll be able to keep you from prosecution. But I'd advise you to
scrutinize future clientsmore closdly. "

The Mor Glayyd raised hishand in farewell. "Wewill not be used again, you may be confident.” Ido
kissed both Han and Fiollaon the cheek. Then brother and sister stepped back, as did their kinsmen and
kinswvomen. Within seconds the lifeboat lifted from itsresting place, drifted into a depar-ture lane, and
sped up toward the mountains above the space-port, hurtling between them and rising for the higher

peaks beyond.

"How are you going to find them, anyway?' Fiolla, again in the copilot's seet, asked. "The sensors and
detectorsin thiskettle aren't made for atight such, arethey?' She moved aside adisruptor rifle given
them by the Mor Glayyd, to give herself more room.

Han laughed, happy to be off the ground again. "Thiswreck? Y ou'd be lucky to find your own back
pocket with the gear she carries. Even if she had awhole scoutship pack-age, there'd be all these peaks
and valeys and the ground clutter. But weve got this," he put aforefinger to histemple dramaticaly.

"If we haven't got something alittle more high-powered than that, " she said, mimicking his gesture
perfectly, "I hope there are some drop-harnesses aboard, because | want out!

Han brought the little craft over onto a prechosen course, satisfied that he'd dipped low enough behind
the peaks to be off the spaceport's detectors. "We know the course Chewie was on when he passed
over the port and | know how he thinks, how he pilots. | am now Chewie, with adamaged Falcon under
me, one |'ve got to keep above three thousand meters, with limited guidance response. | know his style
wdll enough to duplicateit. For instance, he'd never bank right off those three high peaks up there. You
can't see enough of what's beyond to be sure of finding a high enough landing place to set down without
blowing the rest of thefluidics.

"The Falcon would have enough emergency thrust to take the other cliff, and the terrain layout says
therell be more open space over there; you can see more of what you'd be getting into. That's the way
my cautious old Wookiee pd likesthings. Hell belooking for an out-of-the-way spot where he can set
down, keep out of sight, try to do some repairs himsdf, and wait for me. I'll find him, don't worry. "
"You cdl thisaplan?' she scoffed. "Why don't we just buzz dong yelling his name out the hatch?”
Histone sharpened. "l said | d find him!"

Then Fioilaunderstood what desperate fears for Chew-bacca's safety Han had been suppressing. "l
know you will, Han, " she added quietly.

Spray, the skip-tracer, wound his sinuous body through the chilly water, fully at home, indulging in
aquabatics and playful zigzags for the sheer joy of it, histapered tail and webbed paws driving and



guiding him with grace and power, his nodtrils clenched shut tightly. The clear water in thissmall
mountaintop lake, fed by underground springs and runoff, was cold even by Spray's standards, but his
pelt kept him comfortable enough for short swims. Asayouth, he had swum in much colder water, but
he hadn't had the leisure for much swimming in along time. At last the Tynnan saw what he was looking
for, one of the multilegged crustaceans that made its home in the lake's bottom. Spray was a bit short on
air, having been frolicking when he should have been searching, he redlized alittle-guilt-ily. He put on a
burst of speed, hoping to catch the creature without a prolonged chase.

The crustacean didn't sense Spray's shadow or the pressure-wave he threw out before him until it was
too late. It had barely begun to pick up speed when Spray seized it from behind-carefully, to avoid the
pincers and walking legs. The velocity of hisdive carried him down nearer the lake's bottom where, to his
great surprise, his shadow scared up a second crustacean.

With ahappy burble at the thought of the good lunch he would provide, Spray struck and doubled his
catch for the day. When hisair supply approached itslimit, Spray headed for the lake's surface. He
broke through with ahappy squed, spitting ajet of water high into the air and filling hislungs again.

He held his catch over his head, treading water and waving the crustaceans at Chewbacca, who stood on
the shore. The Wookiee woofed happily and hungrily and waved back. By the time Spray was wading
ashore, the Falcon'sfirst mate was aready knee-deep in the cold water, holding an empty toolbag wide
open. Spray dropped his prizesinto the bag gingerly, and Chewbacca shut it a once; he ruffled the skip-
tracer'sfurry head in approva. "Y ou came dong at just the right moment,” said the Tynnan.

The freighter'srations had been al but depleted when Chewbacca had set her down, and no grazers had
come near since the slampede. But Spray's skill had kept them fed, and they had split their
tasks-Chewbacca staying busy with re-pairs and Spray taking on the job of meal procurement. Now
they turned back for the half-kilometer trudge to the grounded starship. Water was already bubbling in an
old inducer cowl-ing that Spray had set over athermal coil at the ramp'sfoot.

Their contemplation of atasty mea was broken when Spray's head perked up, his ears swinging thisway
and that. Chewbacca craned at the sky and pointed, woofing an exclamation. A small boat or large
gravded had just crested the ridge and was now dropping in directly toward them.

The Wookiee pressed the toolbag into Spray's hands, leav-ing his own free to unding his bowcaster. Not
that the weap-ons would be much ,good against an aircraft, he reminded himself, as there was no cover
near them. Luckily, Spray had the sense to imitate Chewbaccain remaining perfectly still. He redlized that
movement, more than anything el se, would attract the attention of the airborne observer.

The boat passed over them, but even asit did, Chewbacca could hear the strain of its steering thrusters
asits pilot came about for another pass. He pivoted, watching, then barked and roared with pleasure. On
its second pass the boat wag-gled and went into abarre rall. It could only be Han Solo.

Chewbacca plunged through the snow toward the freighter, yowling at the top of hislungs, making the
shallow valey echo. Spray, clutching the writhing toolbag to his chest, fol-lowed in the Wookiee's wake
as best he could.

When the lifeboat had settled next to the Falcon, itslock opened and Han jumped out. Chewbacca
raced to him, kick-ing up an aftermath of churned snow, and began pounding hisfriend on the back and
howling his ddlight acrossthe valey from timeto time. When the first wave of joy had passed, the
Wookiee noticed Fiollaat the boat's hatch. He plucked her down and whirled her around in acarefully
re-strained hug, then set her on her feet.



Last to descend was Bollux. To him Chewbacca extended afriendly growl but withheld a helping paw,
not wanting to imply that the 'droid needed assistance. A rumble of inquiry from the Wookiee and a
thumb indicating Bollux's chest pan-el's brought assurances that Blue Max, too, was present.

"We amogt passed you by," Han said. "Y oure alittle too good a camouflage.” He meant the Millennium
Fd con, which Chewbacca had permitted to settle until her landing gear was nearly retracted. The
Wookiee and Spray had piled snow around the starship and spread clumps of scrub and more snow
across her upper hull.

"But we noticed al those animd tracks detouring around to either side of her, " Han added, "so | took a
closer look. " Spray and Chewbacca were tugging at the arrivas, urging them to come aboard. Han
ddlayed just long enough to drag forth some of the new circuitry; he thought for amoment his copilot was
going to weep at the sight of it.

Lunch was forgotten as they brought one another up on what had happened. Spray turned sheepish when
hisetti-soning of Bollux was mentioned. "1b tell the truth, Cap-tain,” he said, "as| explained to
Chewbacca here, | got theideaall a once and knew I'd haveto act instantly.” To the 'droid he said, "
truly apologize, but it seemed like the only thing to do, and | sometimes have trouble making snap
de-cisons. | just plunged ahead with it before | could stop and dither. Perhapsthe general impulsiveness
was contagious.”

"| fully understand, sir,” Bollux answered gracioudy. "And asit worked out, it was quite fortunate for dl
of usthat you thought and acted so quickly. Blue Max agrees with me, too. "

They al thought it best to ignore the high-pitched hol-low sounding "Hah! " that came from Bollux's
closed chest pandls.

Soon they were al at work. Bollux, Spray, and Fiolla be-gan clearing away what they could of the piled
snow, con-centrating on exposing the cockpit, bow, and main thrusters. Han and Chewbacca strained at
repairs with Blue Max, out of Bollux's chest emplacement and connected to the forward tech station to
check for accuracy as each individual hookup was made. As the fluidic components were removed one
by one from the starship, Chewbaccatook great pleasure in heaving them as far as he could; some of his
throws were so impressive that Han regretted that it wasn't aforma athletic event. He pardoned his
friend these excesses; the fluidics had been as much a curse as a blessing since they were instdled.

Asthe replacements were made, the pile of discarded adaptors and jury-rigged gear grew. Because they
knew in-timately every cubic centimeter of their ship, they worked rapidly; they had origindly installed the
fluidicsin such fash-ion that remova would be smple.

Activating another component, Han asked Max over the comlink how things looked from the tech
sation. "Checks out perfectly, Captain,” came the computer's childish voice.

Pleased with,the speed with which their [abors were going, Han said, "We should take time to retune the
engine power-curvesfor peak efficiency, but I'd rather get off Ammuud first. The biggest job'sthe only
one | eft-the hyperspace con-trol units. Shouldn't take more than-"

"Captain Solo!" Max's vocoder communicated urgency. "Trouble! Long-range sensors paint three blips!™
Chewbacca yipped a question at Han, who snapped a sharp response. "What's it matter who they are?
They're not com-ing for a gala sendoff, that's for sure. No time for the hyper-drive. Sedl up the hull. " He
cdled to Fiollaand the others " Get aboard; we're raising ship right now!"



Han sprinted up the ramp, leaving hisfirst mate to close up the exposed systems. In the cockpit his hands
flew back and forth across both his own and Chewbaccals sides of the console. Among other things, he
flicked on the ship's commo board and monitoring outfit, though he doubted held pick up much in the
way of transmissonsfrom the bogies.

But amoment later, in the midst of charging the ship's weaponry, he noticed a blinking tdltale on the
broad-band monitor. He read the instruments; there was a steady signal coming from somewhere very
closeby. A fast scan by the direction finder told himitsorigin.

He recalled that he had |eft the disruptor riflein the life-boat. But Chewbacca had placed hisgunbetin
the navigartor's chair. Good boy! Fastening the belt around his hips and tying down the holster, he rushed
back for the ramp.

Chewbacca hoticed the blaster at once. "We've been popped,” Han explained. "Somebody keyed the
boat trans-ceiver; we've been sending al aong. It probably took them thislong to pick us up among all
the dipsand crags." Hewas glaring meaningfully a Folla

"After dl thistime" she said with amazement; "you il don't trust me.”

"Name another nominee? Spray hasn't been near the boat and | sure don't remember doingit." He
beckoned his part-ner. "We've got work to do, pal. Spray, you too. Bollux, go with our other guest to
the forward compartment and watch her. And brace your chassis for some rough weather." He started
back for the cockpit, and Fiolla headed for the for-ward compartment without another word.

Han ushered Spray into the navigator's chair, directly be-hind his own, and dl three buckled themsalves
in. He thought about sending out adistress signal to the Mor Glayyd, but a glance a the commo board
ended that; one or more of the oncoming craft was jamming, and he had no timeto try to circumvent the
interference.

Bringing thrusters up to ahover, he retracted the ship's three-point landing gear the rest of the way. Over
the low tumult of the engines he asked the Wookiee, "How good apilot ishe?' He jerked athumb at
Spray. Thefirst mate made a so-so motion of hishairy paw but nodded, which meant that while the
skip-tracer might never make the Kessel Run, he would be adequate in ajam - which thiswas.
"Splendid,"."Han said unenthusiadtically, and cut in main thrusters. Kick-ing up fountains of steam and
mud and clumps of scrub growth, the Millennium Falcon blasted free of the remaining snow and shot of f
into the sky.

Han let his copilot take the controls and left his seat to bend over Spray. "Hereit is. we haven't got
hyperdrive because we didn't have time to reconnect it. That meanswe can't duck out of this one.
Sensors say those are small, fast jobs coming for us, maybe interceptors, and sooner or later they'll
overhaul us. We can't outrun them but we can outfight them if Chewie and | can man the turrets. That
means somebody's got to pilot, so unless you fed like manning a quad-mount-"

"Captain," gasped Spray, "I've never fired awegpon in my lifel "

"Sort of what | figured,” sighed Han. "Take aseat here." Scratching his hand nervoudy, Spray sat
unwillingly in the pilot's seat while Han adjusted it and pushed it. closer to the console. Spray poked his
buck-toothed snout up to various indicators, scopes, and gauges, with hisinferior eyesight he was, of
course, primarily an instrument pilot. But he obvi-oudy knew what he was doing.



"Just keep shields up and try to angle with their attack runs, " Han instructed, "and try to preserve her
resdevaue, if that ingpires you. Otherwise, nothing fancy. Just leavetheresttous. "

He and his partner made their way to the central ladderwdll that |led to the top and belly turrets. "I wish
there was another way to do this, " Han confessed.

"Dowwpp, " the Wookiee responded.

Han climbed toward the top turret and felt the vibrations aong the ladder that told him his copilot was
descending. He hauled himsdlf into the turret, seating himsdlf before the quad-guns and donning his
headset.

Ship's gravity was dtered here, permitting him to it with hisback perpendicular to the ladderwell without
fedling adownward drag. In the same way, Chewbaccawould be sit-ting in the belly turret facing directly
"downward" without being pulled againgt his seet's belt.

Glancing over his shoulder, Han could look directly down the ladderwdll at his friend's back. Chewbacca
flipped him aquick wave, and each of them ran his battery through afew test-traverses, making sure the
servos responded to control grips and tracked accurately.

"The usua stakes" Han caled down, "and doublefor killsin the Money Lane." Chewbacca woofed
consent. Spray's voice, shaking with tension, came up. "1 have three confirmed blips on approach. They
should be on your screens by--they're on usl™

Part 11

JUST as Spray apprised the two partners of the oncoming craft, the newcomers announced their own
arriva unmistak-ably. The Millennium Falcon quaked, her shields claiming huge amounts of power as
cannon fireincandesced againg her.

"They're breaking!" Spray yelled, but both Han and Chewbacca could aready see that from their
targeting mon-itors. Clutching the handgrips of his gunmount, Han tra-versed the quad-barrels astern to
address his natura target, the uppermost of the vessels overtaking his ship. He knew the Wookiee would
be on -the one faling degpest into hisown fidd of fire. They'd been through this sort of thing be-fore;
each knew the area of hisresponsbility and how the other worked.

The targeting computer drew up intersecting linesin two parale grids and showed Han an arrowhead of
light repre-senting the bandit. From alifetime's habit, Han divided histime and attention- between
computer modeling on the tiny screen and visud ranging. He never entirely trusted com-puters or any
other machine; heliked to see what he was shooting &t.

Thetarget swept in, even faster than he had expected. It was, as he had thought it would be, apinnace, a
ship'sfight-ing boat. So, our friendsthe daversare il with us.

At the same time he was squeezing off quick bursts, trying to bracket the pinnace. The quad-guns
dammed away in d-ternating pairs, but the pinnace had picked up too much speed; it wasinto his
gunsights and out again before Han had a chance to come close.

The starship shook like achild'stoy as her defensive man-tle struggled to deal with the blasts of the
pinnace's cannon. Han registered,. distantly, the sound of the belly guns and Chewbacca's frustrated howl
as the Wookiee, too, missed on thefirst pass.



Then, instead of onetriangle of light on histargeting mon-itor screen, Han saw two. He brought the
quad-mount around hadtily, its servos protesting, throwing him deeper againgt the padding of the gunner's
Seet.

A pinnace had comein from directly astern, its blaster fire bisecting the Falcon's upper hull precisely.
There were deep vibrations as the starship shuddered from the fire. Han couldn't stop himself, when he
saw the volley walking along the hull a him, from throwing an arm up to protect himsdlf. But deflectors
held, and in a split second the pinnace had. swept by with its two companions to come to bear for
another run.

The pinnaces were perhaps twice the size of the lifeboat Han and Fiollahad stolen. They were fadt,
heavily armed, and nearly as maneuverable asfighters. Lacking hyperdrive, there was no question of
outrunning them; the Falcon could only make afight of it.

The freighter tilted and sidedlipped as Spray attempted an evasive tactic. Han, hisaim spoiled, ydled into
his headset mike. "Nothing fancy, Spray. Just go with their strafing runsand cut into their speed
advantage; no aerobatics”

Spray trimmed the freighter. The pinnaces had broken right and | eft with the third ship going into a steep,
rolling climb for an overhead attack. Han held fire; knowing they were out of range, and bided histime.
Spray headed the freighter deeper into the high mountains.

The pinnace that had broken left now dove abruptly and came in under the Falcon's belly. Han could
hear the reports of Chewbacca's guns as he brought his own weapon around, its four barrels pivoting and
elevating on ther pintlesin re-gponse to the commands of the targeting grips.

Hetried for the diving pinnace. Outside the ball-turret the quad-guns responded minutely to the least
adjustment of his controls. The computer limned aming grids, plotted the pin-nace's estimated course and
gpeed, and predicted where it would be. Han dewed his seat around, hands clenching the grips, and four
cannon barrels swung to follow suit. He opened fire and the quad-guns pounded red destruction at the
bandit. He scored apartid hit, but the pinnace's shields held and it managed to evade hisfire dmost
ingantly.

"Swindler! he howled, tracking the pinnace in ahope-less effort to connect again. There-was the sound
of adistant explosion and atriumphant roar echoed up the ladderwell. Chewbacca had drawn first
blood.

Thethird pinnace swept past, taking a course amogt at right angles to the one Han was till tracking. The
newcomer got off asustained burst that splashed harmlesdy off shields, but there was a surge from the
Millennium Falcon's engines. The ship's defensive mantle was in danger of failing, having taken extreme
punishment from the sustained, well-directed fire of the attackers.

Redlizing he couldn't catch up with the one he had just missed and ignoring his comlink, Han yelled down
thelad-derwdll, "Chewie! Oneinthe Money Lane!"

Because of the Facon's design, aflattened sphere, and the position of her main batteries a the precise
top and bottom of the ship, her turrets fields of fire overlapped in awedge expanding from the freighter's
wais dl theway around. This overlgp was what Han and hisfirst mate called the Money Lane; kills
scored there counted extra, Since it was a shared respons bility; their standing wager on who was better
with a quad-mount carried adouble payoff for hitsin the Money Lane.



But right now Han didn't care if he ended up owing the Wookiee his shirt. Chewbacca brought his
wegpon around and just barely failed to get a bead on the pinnace out in the Money Lane, chopping the
ar behind it with crimson can-nonfire.

"Spray, keep your eye on the long-range sensors,” Han cdled into hismike. "If their parent ship sneaks
up onus, Interstellar Collectionswill have nothing to auction off but agas cloud! "

The ship missed by Chewbacca came up into Han'sfield of fire. Heled it, reaching out for it with red
cannon blagts, but the pinnace's pilot was quick and threw his ship out of the line of fire before his shields
gave. The enemy scored on the Millennium Falcon's upper hull, and the freighter bucked. Han caught the
amdl of smouldering circuitry.

"Captain Solo, theresalarge vessel moving up rapidly from magnetic southwest. At current coursesit'll
closewith usin another ninety secondd!”

Han was too busy to answer the skip-tracer. Hearing hisfirst mate's frustrated growl at anear miss,
reverberating in the ladderwell, he saw the ship the Wookiee had just lost. It arced out beyond the bow
mandibles, its pilot going into afast bank as he redized held flown into another line of fire.

Han didn't bother with the targeting computer but tracked by eye, catching the pinnace at the dow point
initsturn with asustained burst. A moment later the pinnace disappeared in afirebdl, shreds of it hurled
outward.

Thethird pinnace, coming about for another run, swerved to avoid the explosion of its companion, rolled,
and was again in the Money Lane. Han's and Chewbaccasfire probed at it smultaneoudly. It, too,
became an eruption of enormous violence.

Han wasingantly at the ladderwell, not bothering to climb down but diding with toes clamped to its
Sde-pieces, brak-ing himself with his hands, worrying about the oncoming mother ship.

As he reached main deck level, he found Chewbacca sivarming up the rungs benesth him. The Wookiee
crowed happily and Han found time to sneer "What d'you mean,

pay up? 1 made thekill in the Money Lane; you never even touched him! ™

Chewbacca snarled as they dashed together toward the cockpit, but the issue of who owed whom had
to be dropped. Once Chewbaccawas in place, Spray squirmed out of the pilot's seat, breathing with
relief asHan dropped into it.

"That ship's coming at vector one-two-five-dash-one-six-zero, " Spray said, but Han had aready read
that information off the console. Bringing the starship's helm over and accd-erating, he angled dll
deflectors aft with one hand, belting himsdlf in with the other.

Spray had taken on more dtitude than Han would have liked. With the hyperdrive till inoperable, things
boiled down to asimple race. His best chance to deny the enemy aclear shot a him wasto put the
planet between them.

Hewas Hill increasing speed, the engines rumble growing louder and louder, when the Falcon was jolted
by ateeth-rattling explosion. Checking combat information feeds, Han found that the approaching mother
ship wasfiring from extreme range even though its shots had little chance of penetrating the freighter's



shidds at this dis-tance.

Their pursuer was indeed the daver, the would-be -"pi-rate” that had stopped and grappled the Lady of
Mindor. That left him nonplused about Fiolla's part in matters and why the lifeboat transceiver had been
left keyed open. Surdly the daverswere out to get Fiolla, too?

Then he had no more time for imponderables; the daver ship was closing the gap between them and
nothing he did seemed to make any difference. She was an extremely well-armed vessdl, easily three
timesthe Millennium Falcon'ssize, and fast in the bargain.

If we had had time to retune the engines, Han carped at himsdlf, we d be highstepping away from them
right now.

A voice crackled over the open commo board. "Heave to, Millennium Falcon, or wefire for effect!" Han
recognized the voice.

He switched his headset to transmit mode. "No free med stoday, Magg! "

Fiollas onetime assistant said nothing more. The pur-suer's shots came closer; the shidds drain on the
Facon's power grew acute. Han trained batteries aft by servo-remote. The daver with her heavier guns
was il out of range.

Though Han flew atwigting, evasive course, parting the cold air of Ammuud with ahigh whistle of speed,
he knew the daver would soon close. All he could hope for was that in-spired piloting, more than alittle
luck, and awell-placed salvo to damage the daver would get him clear.

He brought his ship out of aquick bank with aflourish, sidedipping asthick sireams of turbolaser fire
bel ched past to starboard, just missing the Falcon. He thought, we could still makeit, unless-

Fulfilling his silent fear, the freighter wobbled and shook herself asif in the throes of afit. Insruments
confirmed that a brute tractor beam had fastened onto the Falcon. Her max-imum effort failed to free her.

With the freighter held fast, the daver closed rapidly. In another moment, Han knew, their pursuer would
be on top of them. He tried not to be distracted by regrets; his hands flew across the console and he
lacked even the timeto tell his copilot what he was abouit to do.

Han brought the Falcon about at full power, just barely overcoming the drag of the tractor, redeploying
defensive shields to maximum over the upper haf of hisship'shull. Beforethe sartled pilot of the daver
vessd knew what was happening, the Millennium Falcon had come about, revers-ing field in the tractor
beam, and dived under hisbow. Evad-ing the tractor projector set in the bottom of the daver's hull took
an extratwist and full power from the freighter's aready overworked engines; using both the tractor's
draw and the Fal con's thrust to snap-rall free of the beam.

Dumbfounded fire-control officers began redirecting their gun crews aim, but the suddenness of the
freighter's evas on had won Han the advantage of surprise.

Streaking under the length of the daver, Han fired salvos from histop turret and waited with some dread
for the mo-ment hisshieldsfalled. But they didn't, and Han'swild aer-obatics eluded dl fire coming from
the surprised daver.

Nearly. There was amonumentd jarring. Such of the Falcon's alarms and warning lights as were not



aready aive came on. Chewbacca, taking damage readings, hooted wor-riedly as Han accelerated
agan, leaving the daver to match him if she could.

Heturned to Spray. " Some of that new stuff we put in today must've been hit; | don't get any readouts
fromit. Try the forward tech station and seeif you can find out any-thing. "

The skip-tracer staggered off, lurching thisway and that as the ship swayed around him. Reaching the
forward com-partment, he found Fiollaand Bollux still seated in the ac-celeration couch. From the tech
gtation's chair Spray began examining readouts and squinting into scanners and scopes, twisting inthe
chair and scratching at his hand nervoudy.

"Does your hand till hurt, Spray?* asked Fidlla.

"No, it'smuch-" he started to say, then stopped and swung his chair around to face her with a shocked
look. "I meant-that is"

" Somatigenerative treetments always leave the skin itchy, don't they?' Fiollawent on, ignoring his
protests. "'Y ou've been scratching since we got here. Solo told me he bit the hand of whoever jumped
him in the hangar at the Bonadan spaceport. It was you, wasn't it?" There waslittle of inquiry in her tone,
more of Statemen.

Spray was very cam. "1 forgot how bright you are, Fiolla. Wéll, yes, asamatter of fact-" The Facon
quaked again; the daver was gaining on her once more.

"And you left the lifeboat transceiver keyed open, too, didn't you?" she snapped. "But how? Han was
right; you weren't anywhere near that boat."

"I did not," Spray declared soberly. "That, you may be-lieve. | hadn't expected thingsto go quitethisfar,
ather; | abhor dl thisusdessviolence. Thiswill end soon; your am-bitiousformer assstant isclose.”

Still not sure she credited any of what he had said, shetold him, ™Y ou know I'm going to tell Han, don't
you?' Bollux turned red photoreceptors from one to the other,

wondering if he dared leave them donelong enough to in-form Han of what he'd heard.

Then the Falcon jolted again in response to abarrage. "' doubt if that would make any difference now,"
Spray stated calmly. "And it'sin your own best interests, Fiolla, to co-operate with me; your life has
reached acritica juncture. ™

Han and Chewbacca had run out of options. The daver had fastened her tractor on them again. Thistime
there would be no surviva vaue in asudden reversd; the next volley would dmost certainly penetrate
shields and convert the Mil-lennium Falcon into an explosive nimbus. Han was busily training batteriesfor
alast futile salvo in an attempt to avert death. But the volley didn't come. Chew-bacca began pointing at
the sensors and hooted excitedly. Han gaped, wanting to rub his eyes, at the size of the ship moving up
hard astern the daver.

She was an Espo destroyer of the old Victory class, closeto akilometer long, an armored space-going
fortress. Where she'd come from wasn't as important to Han as what she would do. The tractor beam
pulling at the Falcon dissipated; the daver had seen the destroyer, too, and wanted no part of her. But
the Security Police battlewagon had tractors of her own, mightier than the daver's. Suddenly the
Millennium Falcon and her pursuer were both held in aninflexible, invisble grip.



Somebody aboard the daver had the bad judgment to try avolley at the destroyer. Cannonade splashed
harmlesdy off the Epo'simmense shields and aturbolaser turret in the warship's Side answered, opening
ahuge holein the daver's hull and evaporating most of her power plant. The daver offered no further
resistance. She was drawn up, uncontesting, into the gaping boarding lock in the de-stroyer's underbelly.
The Falcon's commo board sounded with agenera override broadcast: "All personnd in both captive
shipsremain where you are. Follow dl ingtructions and offer no opposition. " There was something
familiar about the voice. " Shut down your engines and- lock al sys-tems except commo. "

Since the daver was dready occupying the destroyer's boarding lock, the Falcon was eased down
toward the ground, the vast bulk of the battlewagon settling in over her, blocking out the sky. Relaxing to
the inevitable, Han extended his ship'slanding gear; the Falcon could never break from this tractor beam,
and he had just seen the Stupidity of trying to dug it out. He shut off his engines and cut power to
wespons, shields, tractors, sensor suite;

He nudged his partner. "Keep your bowcaster ready; maybe we can make a break for it when were
outside. " If they could get away, perhaps the Mor Glayyd could use a couple of good pilots. If not, there
was nothing to worry about anyway, except which periodicasto subscribe to whilein prison. But Han
was determined to go out kicking.

The Espo craft. descended until it was no more than fifty meters above the grounded Falcon. By leaning
forward in the cockpit, Han could see the captive daver ship. A board-ing tube, no doubt packed with
combat-armored Espo as-sault troops, was extending itself and fastening to the daver's main lock.

Now, Magg, see how you likeit, thought Han. It was only aknot of satisfaction in hislong string of bad
luck, but it was something. He savored it while he could.

From another lock in the destroyer a safety cage appeared, lowered by a utility tractor beam, coming
down dowly and sllently. The safety cage wasacircular, basketlike affair with high guardrailsand an
overhead ding for hoist work. Within the cage, where Han would have expected aflock of trigger-
happy Espos, there was only the man who had given the ingtructions over the commo afew moments
before. 1t was Gallandro, the gunman.

Part 13

GALLANDRO approached the Falcon at a sedate pace. When he stopped, looking up at the cockpit,
his hand moved to his belt and brought something up. A moment later the _ gunman's voice came over
the commo board, obvioudy channeled through the Espo warship.

"Solo, can you hear me?' Rather than answer, Han flashed the ship's running lights once. " Oh, come now,
Solo! How can you be surly to the man who saved your skin?"

Easly, Han reflected, when he's so dick and so fast with a blaster. But he opened his headset mike. "It's
your play, Galandro." There was satisfaction in the other'stone. "That's better; isn't cordiaity more
pleasant? I'm sure that even you can grasp the redities here, Solo. If nothing ese, you're aprag-matist.
Kindly open your main hatch and come down, if you'd be so good, and welll sort out this entire affair.”

Han considered suggesting that Gallandro go it in acon-verter, but one glance up at the great underbelly
of the de-stroyer changed his mind. Turbolaser emplacements, twin and quad batteries, missile tubes, and
tractor beam projec-torswere all aimed at the freighter. One wrong move and well all be random
energy. He sighed and unbuckled his seet belt. Perhaps something outside would change the Situ-ation,



but he knew nothing he could do there in the cockpit would hel p. He turned to find that Spray had been
standing at the rear of the cockpit, watching him. A moment later Fiolla ap-peared next to the Tynnan. It
occurred to him that she might have some use as a hostage, but in view of the number of times her life
had been in real danger dready, he doubted that threatening her would deter Gallandro; the man seemed
to know what real ruthlessnesswas. Besides, Han wasn't sure Gallandro would believe Han could kill her
in cold blood, even now.

"Y our friends have shown up, " Han told her bitterly. "The Authority hasthingswell in hand. There ought
to be that big promo in thisone, Fiolla. ™

She moved away toward the main hatch. Spray gave Han an odd look, then followed after. Encountering
Bollux in the passageway, Han nodded a him. " Step into the cockpit and keep a photoreceptor on
things, old-timer. If we don't come back the ship isyours, unless Interstellar Collections grabsit. Good
luck; business has been lousy lately. "

When Han got the hatch open he found Gallandro waiting at the ramp's foot. The gunman met hisstare
with apoliteinclination of the head. "I mentioned earlier today, Captain, that there would perhaps be
another occason.”

Theinvitation was obvious. Han thought about hooking for his blaster but, recalling Galandro'sincredible
Speed, set it aside as an option he could take later. Han was prepared to believe that the man confronting
him was his equal or better with asidearm.

Gallandro saw that in his expression and evinced a certain disappointment. "Very well then, Solo. You
may keep your blaster for now, in case you change your mind. | don't sup-pose | need to tell you how
many wegpons are trained on you right now; please don't do anything abrupt without |et-ting me clear it
beforehand. "

Han and Chewbacca stepped off to opposite sides of the ramp'sfoot, but Gallandro stayed far enough
back to keep them both in view. The Wookiee, as aware of the situation as Han, kept his bowcaster
dung at hisshoulder.

Han was expecting to see aprofuse greeting or at least acordia welcomefor Fiolla. But Gallandro
accorded her only asuave smile and sketchy bow, and waited expectantly.

Spray was last down, coming at hisdightly uneven dry-land gait, thetip of histail brushing the ramp,
some moisture from hisrecent swim gtill gleaming in his pelt. Galandro bowed to him deferentidly,
athough the gunman never lost sght of Han.

"Odumin, " Gallandro said, "welcome, Sir. Y ou've brought yet another project to a successful conclusion.
Y ou haven't lost your touch for field work, | see.”

Spray made a depreciating gesture, squinting up at the tall, aristocratic gunfighter. "l was fortunate, old
friend. | must confess, | find I much prefer adminigration. ™

Han, who'd been gaping from one to the other while Chewbacca made little strangling sounds, finally got
out "Odumin?Y ou're the territoriad manager? Why you treach-erous, mutinous worm, | ought to-"
Wordsfailed him for afate sufficiently horrible.

"That's hardly called for, Captain, " Spray chided, sound-ing wounded. "I did start out as a skip-tracer,
you see. But as | advanced mysdlf in the structure of the Corporate Sector Authority, | found it



expedient, as anonhuman, to use others as go-betweens and remain an anonymous figure. In thisdavery
business, which extends to my own deputies and of-ficials of the Security Police, | found myself obliged
to do my own investigating with the help of afew trusted aides like Galandro here. "

He laced hiswebbed fingers together and assumed the introspective air of ateacher. Han found himsdlf
listening despite hisfury.

"It was avery convoluted problem,” Spray/Odumin be-gan. "Firgt, there was the evidence that you had
taken off of Zlarb, which, you see, led you to Bonadan and convinced methat you were the daver. At
the spaceport, when you headed for the hangar, | concluded that you were about to depart the planet.
Therewere materias at hand, apair of work gloves and an industrial solvent that could double as
ananesthetic; that prompted an overly hasty decision on my part to attempt to take from you whatever
information you pos-sessed in such amanner as to make you suspicious of your, um, confederates. But
you turned out to be aresourceful man, Captain.” Han snorted. "I still can't believe you worked up the
gutsto jump me, even with thelights out. "

Spray drew himself up to hisfull height. "Don't make the mistake so many others have; I'm more capable
than | ap-pear. With your superior eyesight neutraized, you would dmost certainly have grown dizzy
from the fumes before; | can, after all, hold my breath for protracted periods. But immediately after our
struggle, Galandro here, who'd been running acheck on you, informed me of your true identity. |
decided I'd found my solution.”

Han's brows knit. " Solution?'

Spray turned to Chewbacca. "Remember our board game, and the Eight [Ithmar Gambit, alone
combatant sent in to draw out an opponent? Captain Solo, you were that playing piece, my solution. The
davers knew you were no security operative and that you couldn't gppedl to the legal authori-ties. You
compelled them to acts that made them vulnerable, as you can see, to me. " That made Han remember
something ese. Helooked to Fiona. "What about you?'

Spray answered for her. "Oh, she's precisdly what she said sheis: an ambitious, aggressive, loyd
employee. The house-cleaning required by thiswhole busnesswill leave some primejob dotsin my
organization; | plan to see Fionaamply re-warded. My deputy territoria manager's position will be
va-cant quite soon, | should think."

"A plush job with the Authority,” Han spat, "worst gang of plundererswho ever infested space.” "Not
everyone can outfly them or rob them blind, Han," Fionasad. "But somebody inside might bring change,
as Spray's been trying to do: If someone had the right position, she might do agreat deal of good. ™

"You see?' Spray's question was filled with approval.

"Our atitudes are complementary. For adl your daring and. ability, Captain, you'll never do appreciable
damage to an organization of the Authority's Size and wedth. | submit to' you that beingslike Fionaand
myself, working within it,-;... may accomplish what blasters cannot. How can you fault her for that?"
To avoid answering, Han looked to Gallandro. "What was the challenge al about?”

The gunman's hand moved in an airy dismissa. "The Glayyd clan condtituted a particular problem; their

records are connected to a destruct switch manned by loyal clan members. We couldn't risk going in and
taking the evidence only to haveit destroyed in the process.



"The elder Mor Glayyd mistrusted the davers and they suspected him of planning to extort more money
from them. They aren't the type for faith in human nature, you see. The davers made secret overturesto
the Reesbon clan and when the elder Mor Glayyd learned of it, he began making round-about contact
with Spray, fearing his clan was going to be betrayed. He was poisoned very soon thereafter, of course,
partly at Zlarb's suggestion, asit seems.

"| preceded you al here; after the Falcon made her emer-gency landing, Odumin - sorry, Sir,
Spray-managed to con-tact me: | saw an opportunity to use the peculiar structure of their Code to put
the Glayydsin your debt, Solo. It wasn't very difficult to make myself available to the Reesbons, and as
far asthey're concerned, they're the oneswho originated the idea of having me challenge the new Mor
Glayydtoadud."

"A marvelousingpiration,” applauded Spray. "And it wast dso a your suggestion that the Reesbons
contrived to key open the lifeboat transceiver?”

Gallandro shrugged modestly, twisting his mustache. Han wanted to kick himself. And everyone ese
present. "Wait aminute, Spray," he objected. "How'd you contact him?'Y ou were stuck out in the
mountains”

Spray was suddenly chagrined. "Er, yes. There were commo techs standing by for my signd, but | had to
have uninterrupted use of the Falcon'sfacilitiesin case Galandro wasn't immediately available. ™

He turned to the Wookiee. "And that involves an gpology | owe you. To keep you away from the ship
for the requisite time | frightened those grazersinto stampeding with aflare gun, meaning only to isolate
you on theridgefor atime. | had no ideathere'd be so many of them, or that you'd be endangered. I'm
truly sorry. "

Chewbacca pretended not to hear him, and Spray didn't press the issue.

"So you're just another hired gun,” Han said to Gallan-dro. "Isthat right? An errand boy on the
Authority's chain?' The gunman was amused. "Y ou've got alot of timeto put

in before you're ready to pass judgment on me, Solo, whereas I've been in your place dready. I've done
itdl, but I got tired of waiting to diein some senseless manner. So I've given up deeping with one eye
open, and in return I've got afuture. Don't be surprised if you fed thisway yourself, somewhere down
theline.”

Never, Han thought, but he found Galandro to be more of a puzzle than ever.

"With Magg and the othersin the daver ship, and the evidence that's cometo light, | should think our
case will beincontestable," Spray said with satisfaction.

"Then you won't be needing us?' Han said hopefully. "Not quitetrue," the territorial manager admitted:
"I'm afraid | can't smply let you go, though I'll do what | can to dicit leniency for you." Han madea
skeptica face. "From an Authority Court?' Spray |ooked pained, squinting at Han, then away. Seeing the
empty safety cage, he said, "Gallandro, did you bring no men?Who's going to fly the Millennium Falcon
back to port?"They will," Galandro announced, indicating Han and Chewbacca. "I'll go with them, to
make sure they behave."

Spray was shaking his head vigoroudy. "Thisis sheer recklessness. Needlessrisk-taking! | know you
didn't enjoy reneging on your chalenge, but that wasin line with your employment. Theré's no need to be



provocative!"

"l will bring them," Gallandro repeated coolly. "Don't forget that | work for you under certain
agreed-upon condi-tions. "

"Yes," Spray ligped softly to himself, stroking hiswhis-kers. Heturned to Han. "Thisis Galandro's effair;
| cannot interfere. | advise you most emphatically againgt any rash acts, Captain Solo." He extended his
paw, offering afriendship-grip. "Good luck to you."

Han ignored the extended hand, staring directly at Fiolla, who wouldn't meet his gaze. Spray looked to
Chewbacca, but the Wookiee conspicuoudy clamped both hands on the ding of his bowcaster and
gazed off into empty air. Theterritoria manager sadly withdrew his hand. " Should you both succeed in
avoiding imprisonment, | would advise you to leave the Authority as quickly asyou can and never, never
return. Fiolla, we'd better be going. Oh, and Gallan-dro, please make sure you obtain Zlarb's data plaque
from Cgptain Solo."

He started off at adow amble, tail dragging the rocky ground. Fiollafédl in at his sde without a backward
glance. Gallandro extended his hand to Chewbacca. "I'm afraid | can't have both of you armed, my tal
friend. I'll take the bowcaster. "

Chewbacca growled, showing long fangs, and might have tried for a shootout right then and there. But
there was no doubt that the gunman could kill the Wookiee where he stood and maybe get Han aswell.
At leadt, Gallandro seemed con-fident he could.

"Passit to him, Chewie," Han ordered. The Wookiee looked at him, snarled again at Gallandro, and
reluctantly handed his weapon over stock-first. Galandro was careful to stay out of reach of those
shaggy arms. With agesture to the ramp, he invited them aboard.

"It'snearly that time, Captain Solo," said the gunman. Just about, Han agreed to himsalf, and preceded
Gallan-dro up the ramp.

"Now," said Gallandro contentedly when they were aboard, "if your copilot will be good enough to
prepare the ship, you and | will get that data plague. "' He caught Chew-baccas eye. "Warm up your
engines only, and don't do any-thing rash, my friend; your partner'slife hingesonit. " The Wookiee
turned to go and Han led the way toward his quarters. The cramped cubicle wasin the same disarray, as
when he had last seenit, with clothes and equipment strewn on the deeping pallet and the tiny desk and
chair. The pdlet'sfree-fall netting had somehow come' unstrapped from its re-tainers and hung from the
bulkhead. A used mealpack tray sat atop the desk reader.

Han ignored the clutter and stepped to his minuscule closet as Gallandro put the bowcaster aside. With
the gunman watching him carefully, Han reached hisright hand into the inner pocket of histhermosuit,
feding for Zlarb's security case. But as he groped for it he found that the case's clip was engaged,
hooked through the top edge of the pocket.

That Wookieg'sabig, ugly geniusl Han thought, instantly covering the disarm button with hisforefinger
and drawing the case out, separating it fromitsclip. He offered it to the gunman.

Gallandro put out his own right hand willingly. It had oc-curred to him that 1an might take advantage of
the brief distraction and go for his blaster while Gallandro'sright hand was on the case. He was more
than happy to let Han try it if he wanted to. But while both men'sright hands were sill on the security
case, Han smply moved hisfinger off the safety.



Thetwo cried out asa surge of neuro - paralysis washed up their arms like an absolute-zero lightning
bolt. The security case clattered to the deck as they both clutched numb, usdessarmsto their sides.
Gdlandro gritted histeeth and glared at Han, who dowly and cautioudly flicked open the tie-down of his
holster. Gal-landro's own left hand started for his holstered weapon but he realized what an avkward
move it was and that Han hadn't gone for hisblaster yet. Han tugged at his gunbelt until his blaster sat,
butt-forward, on his|eft hip. Gallandro, smile gone, did the same with his own tooled holster. Their hands
were close to their wespons now.

"Had to change the odds a bit," Han grinned amiably. "Hope you don't mind. Whenever you're ready,
Gdlandro. The sageisyours.”

The gunfighter's upper lip now held beads of sweat among the strands of his mustache. His hand began to
tense, fingers preparing for the unfamiliar task. Han amost went for his gun then, but curbed himself
sharply. Gallandro would have to be the one to decide.

The gunman'sleft hand drooped loosdly, as he abandoned the effort. Chewbacca, unableto ignore the
outcries he'd heard, appeared at the hatch. Han snatched the blaster from Gallandro's tooled holster and
pressed it into hisfirst mate's midsection as he dodged past him. "Hold onto him! I'm getting us out of
hereif | can!”

He was reading instrumentation from the moment he en-tered the cockpit at afull run. He stopped
himsdf with the hed of hisleft hand againgt the console and vaulted into his seat. The engineswere hot
but, as -per Galandro's orders, guns, shields, and everything else but commo were cold. The neuro -
charge hadn't been crippling; the feding in hisright arm was aready coming back. For dl the good it'll do
me, he frowned to himself. He was shocked at how little time had passed since he'd entered the ship;
Spray and Fiollahad only now finished the long walk back to the cage.

He smashed hisfist against the console. "L ook at this! If | had firepower 1'd have two perfect hostages
under the guns. Or if | had tractors, | could haul ‘em back here."

"There're other waysto handle cargo besidestractors,” said ahigh-pitched vocoder. "lsn't that right,
Bollux?' "Blue Max isquite correct, sir,” drawled the labor 'droid from the navigator's seet, from which
he'd been keeping a photoreceptor on things, his plastron open. "Asagenerd |abor ‘droid, | might point
a'lt—”

Han cut him off with a bloodcurdling war whoop and screamed back over his shoulder, hoping his
copilot would hear, "Chewie! Hold onto your pelt; we're taking the long shot! ™

He brought up full engine power. Giving the Millennium Falcon entirely too much acceleration, hetore off
from adead standstill to scream dong under the belly of the de-stroyer, retracting landing gear ashe
went. Even with full braking thrusters he barely made atight bank, throwing him-self againgt the console
as Bollux floundered for ahandhold: Lining up his shot, he gpplied more power.

The safety cage, suspended hafway up to the accesslock on its utility tractor, was before him with
unbelievable speed. With more ingtinct than skill, Han made microscopic, split-second correctionsin his
course and hit braking thrusters again. The starboard bow mandible dipped through the cage's ding-arm.

| Han accelerated again, carefully but extremely quickly, tearing the cage out of the utility tractor's grasp.
"Go ahead, go ahead," he taunted the mountai nous destroyer, whose wegpons still tracked him. " Shoot
me; you'll blow your ter-ritorial manager to particles”



But no fire came. The Falcon shrieked out from under the Espo warship's belly; everything had happened
with such suddenness that Han had snagged the cage before fire-control officers could decide what to
do. Now they were powerlessto intervene without endangering their superior. But the de-stroyer rose
maesticaly and fell in behind the freighter in close pursuit. Han was beside himsdlf; laughing, howling,
stomping his boots on the deck, but still piloting with utmost care; if any-thing happened to Spray and
Rollanow, the warship would surely eradicate the Falcon. He was relieved to find that the cage's
ding-arm appeared to be firmly seated across the bow mandible. Chewbacca appeared, pushing a
ruffled Gallandro aong before him. The Wookiee thrust the gunman into the commo officer's seet, then
took his own. Gallandro was smoothing his mustache and straightening his clothes. "Solo, wasit
necessary to have this behemoth body-press me to the safety cushioning?' Then he noticed what had
happened. Grudg-ing admiration crept into hisvoice. "Y ou seem to have gained the advantage,. Solo.
Congratulations, , but please control yoursdf; the territoriad manager is an extremely reasonable fellow
and I'm sure helll agree to any saneterms. | don't suppose that your unconditional release would be too
much to ask. Oh, and perhaps afterward we can try that draw, for curiosity's sake: Y ou may drain my
pistol's chargefirst if you like; 1'd just like to know what would've happened. "

Han spared him aquick, disdainful look from the touchy business of guiding the Falcon smoothly and
levely through the hard, rocky pesks of Ammuud. ™Y ou pay to see the cards Gallandro; you folded.”

The gunfighter nodded politely. "Of course; what could | have been thinking of ? There will be other
occasions, Cap-' tain. These circumstances were unique. "

They both knew that was true; Han swallowed his next taunt. "If your arm's coming around, you can
warm up the commo board and contact the commander of that gunboat back there. Tell him | want time
and room to finish repairs on the Falcon and alittle more on the side for a head start. No stunts now, or
they'll be picking Spray up with blotters."

"Arrangementswill be satisfactory, " Gallandro assured F him calmly, "with adequate safeguards for both
sides." He set to work at the commo board.

Han cut his speed back, satisfied that there would be no fire from the Espos. He knuckled his copilot's
arm. "That was a cute move. What made you rig up the security casgsclip? "

The Wookiee answered with astring of the honks and grunts of his own language. Han turned hisface
back front, so his expression wouldn't show. It was highly unlikely that Gallandro understood any
Wookiee, and he wouldn't know, unless he saw the pilot's face, how Chewbacca's reply had bewildered
him.

Because Chewbacca hadn't connected the security case's clip. And that left only one other person who
had known where the case was. Han haf-stood, half-leaned forward to look down through the canopy
at the gently swaying safety cage. Spray was huddled miserably in the lowest corner of the dangling cage,
webbed fingers clutched at the guardrail and its meshwork. He was making a courageous effort, it
seemed, not to become airsick as he pondered the sudden reversals of fate. Han figured that even with
this turnabout, it had been agood day for the territoria manager; he resolved to trade grips with Spray
before they again parted company.

Fiolla, unlike her superior, was braced more or less up-right, clinging to the ding-arm and staring up at
the cockpit. When she saw Han gazing down, asow and secret smile crossed her face. Knowing how
well she could read the dightest kinetic movement, he mouthed. Y ou are one very, very sharp future
Senior Board Member. He saw alaugh escape her then and she made asmall, mocking bow of the



head. He pulled back down into his seat. Gallandro had raised the destroyer and was remonstrating with
her skipper.

"I might just have to hang onto one of my hostages alittle longer,” Han interrupted. "To make sure you
keep your end of the dedl. " Galandro swiveled hischair around in surprise. "And don't get yoursdlf ina
lather, Gallandro; you'll get her back if your word's good.” He went back to flying, checking sensorsfor a
suitable landing spot. One more thought occurred to him. "By the way, Gallandro, find out how much
cash the pur-suer hasin hisvault." He snickered at Chewbacca's ques-tioning bark. "What d'you mean,
“what for? Somebody owes you and me ten thousand for services rendered: Or did you forget? "

Gallandro, teeth clenched, went back to his argument with the Espo captain. Chewbacca's happy
guffaws rang as the Wookiee pounded his armrest, the vibrations traveling through the deck. Han leaned
forward again and blew Fiollaa heartfelt kiss.

TheEnd
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