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Sidereal Era, AS 5685
Rhendaan

"W ell, that's it, buddy," Han Solo reported to his partner with the grimmest of overtones. "We've got just enough
money left for one more hop to some place with a better Market than this rock, ora good couple of nights on the town
to make us forget our sorrows. Which'llit be?"

Still aching from the recent abuse he had taken during his time in and escape from the clutches of Barrik
Slavers — a thoroughlyhorrid incident he had gotten outof onlythrough thediligence and inventiveness of his Corellian
friend and Clanbrother— Chewbacca wasn't especially in the mood to discuss impending bankruptcy andits attendant
problems, but it didn't seem that he had much of a choice. Shifting restlessly on his oversized bunk while Han made
use of the cabin's computer terminal, he became even more restless for a moment — stars, but his bruised hip still
ached, not to mention all the myriad smallerbumps and nicks and wounds across his backside — before settling down
with a resigned sigh.

*| don't see that we have much of a choice,* the W ookiee grumbled, displeased. *Using it to enjoy ourselves
would be as good as throwing it away, and once its gone, whatwould we do? You said it yourself, Han: the Market on
this planet stinks — and | don't know about you, but | don't think I'm in any condition to enjoy anything, rightnow. | say
we find a better port, or at least buy ourselves a cargo we can turn over at some sort of a profit.*

The look on Solo's face was uninterpretable to his co-pilot, though Chewie rather fancied it held something of
amusement. "l thought you'd say something like that," he said, shaking his head, "butfor once, | don'tsee where being
practicalis gonna get us. If you had to name yourown drop-off point with thu Jhaal, couldn't you've at leastpicked some
place a little bit more lively? Zhindiraan? Toprawa? Even Kessel, fr frith's sake?"

*| failto see what's so bad about Rhe ndaan,*the W ookiee said a bit airily, defending the planet he had selected
to be dumped on when his captor, Mata'ahi Zwe thu Jhaal, had finally been forced to release him.

Han snorted, a colorful expression of his opinion. "It's as squeaky clean as an Alderaani Court Gown, that's
what's so bad about it. Nothing but corporate interests and charity efforts and forthright-upright citizenry as far as the
eye can see. Which means nothing around that not-so-upright you an' me can manage to scrape a living off of.
Everything's by the book on this rock. Want a job withthe port? Theywant to see your Guild Card first. Try to beg work
off the localcompanies? They want to see that and your police record. Go to find help from the charities? Fine, they'll
give it to you, butonly after theyve made you pay for it by bleaching your soul as white as sand on Phyrast. And itd be
easierto find blue skies on Valaspin than itd be to find anything that much shy of perfectly legal around here." He held
up a forefinger and thumb so close together, they were virtually touching. There was a mixture of regret, grudging
respect, and annoyance in his shortlaugh. "Of all the thousands of inhabited worlds you could've chosen, you picked
the one world in the Empire where the authorities are actually on the ball. Great choice, Chewie, really great choice."



The furry spacer shifted position again, though his discomfort did not originate from his cuts and contusions.
*Well, it seemed like a good idea at the tim e,* he admitted. *I was only thinking that the nature of the place would work
against thu Jhaal and her thugs, you know. | didn't realize we were so close to bankruptcy.*

Han couldn't blame that lack of knowledge on his friend, who had, after all, not been privy to other goings on
while he was prisoner to the slaverwoman. That admission of innocence did not, however, make Han feel any better
about their current predicament. "All right, so you didn't know," he conceded gruffly. "Now you do. And do you have
any idea on how we're gonna get out of this mess?"

Feeling that he was obliged to help, since the whole situation would not have come to be if he hadn't been
foolish enough to let himself get rapped by the Barriks, Chewbacca made a great show of giving the m atter thoug ht.
*There must be someone, somewhere on this planet who would be willing to giveus some sort of job, however small....*

The human shook his head. "I'm telling you, I've already checked out all the usual sources, and even any
unusualones | could find. Thisis a straig htlaced planet, buddy, as stif-necked as they come. Either everyone's already
full-up with help, or they want to run a full background check on you before they say yes. | can get around records-
makes on little nowhere planets like Tatooine, but notin a place this sophisticated. Allthey haveto do is punch afew
computer keys, hook up to any Central Registry they want, and I'll be lucky if | don't wind up in solitary, on my way to
the Kessel Mines, orin front of a firing squad. No, Chewie. We — | can't take the chance, not here, not with the
authorities they've got running this place. They're good. Too good." The acknowledgm ent was respectful, if highly
grudging.

*Then it sounds as if we have no choice but to leave, and find a better port of call.* The blue eyes squinted as
their owner tried to remember the local stellar neighborhood. He failed; such affairs really fell into Han's area of
expertise. *Where could we go?*

The Corellian grumbled his displeasure. "That's the problem. Its not as though we're in the middle of nowhere
— though God only knows you picked the right part of space for that, too. Endor Quadrant ain't exactly the busiest and
most profitable end of the galaxy. Here, we're near the edge with the K’halaman Quadrant, so we've got three dozen
systems to choose from without wasting our last credit on supplies. They've all got some sort of viable Market — but
every last one of 'em's got some sort of major problem, too." As he'd spoken, he'd called up a chart of their stellar
environs on the computer screen. Tired of sitting on his sore backside, Chewbacca limped over to stand behind his
partner so he could see more clearly.

One half of the monitor screen showed a colorfully keyed map of the stellar region; Chewie could see that there
were indeed no less than threedozen inhabited stellar system s within reach of the Falcon's systems and finances. They
glowed brilliant white against the blue of the screen with their nam es only slightly less brightly displayed beside them:
Lyswyn, Aglix, K'raan, W akail....

Chewie clicked his tongue in recognition of what Han had said. This was the partof space officially known as
the Far Reaches, province of the Emperor’s favorite Governor, Grand Moff Tarkin; colloquially itwas known as Imperial
Row, for virtually all the worlds in question showed their strong support of the Empire in some fashion that worked
againstsmall, not-always-legalbusinessmen like himself and Han. The region was replete with Imperial prison worlds,
Imperial military bases, Imperialresearch complexes, Imperial training facilities.... These were planets mostsmugglers
and Independents chose to avoid, for the potential profits in no way balanced the definite and unavoidable risks.
Occasionally, a job arose that paid well enough to make a pilotwilling to take the risks, but for the most part, the Row
was simply not wealthy or interesting enough to make operating in it worth one's while. Leave it to the Guilds and
Corporations that made their hom es there; the Independents and Underworld by and large wanted no part of it.

The other half of the screen displayed pertinent data on the worlds in question; Chewie had to lean over his
partner's shoulder to read the tiny font, but,as he scanned the information, he noted that a few worlds atthe lowerfringe
of their range were not among those generally considered to be a part of the Row. Most ofthem weretoo poor to make
a trip there worth their while; but one....

Hereached out and,with one furry finger, tappedthe brightspotin question, just barely within the green-shaded
area marking the Endor Quadrant. *What about Phan Shilis?*



He didn't need to see Han's reaction; the aural response was expressive enough: clipped, terse, disgusted.
"Forget it."

*Why? There doesn't seem to be anything wrong with it. It's thriving industrially, it's not part of the Row, they're
politically neutral — look, you even have it marked as having a strong Market, both above and below board. True,
they've got an Academy, butit's only a smallone in a remote region of the planet, and I don't see any indication of an
excessive Imperial presence....*

"| said forget it." The human was most insistent. "We're not going to P han Shilis."

His adamancy puzzled the Wookiee, who glanced at him with an open frown. * can'tsee why not. Look, you
asked me to offer a suggestion on what we should do. Well, I'm offering one — and itappears as though it's the only
viable option we have available.*

"It's not viable." One could almost hear him gritting his teeth.

*Why not? It seems to fill all our requirements....*

"It just isn't."

*That's nota very good answer, brother. Is your reason for giving it equally poor?*

There had been some genuine aspersion in Chewie's words. Han looked up at him sharply, catching the
sarcasm; he then grimaced and turned back to the screen. For a few moments, his fingers drummed restlesslyagainst
the hard desktop. At length, he sighed, a sound more closely resembling a feral growl. "Its a t'chazzitk."

Hum anoid blinked uncomprehendingly athuman. After the almost-decade he had spent in Solo's company,
he had picked up a fair amount of Corellese, much of it colloquial, but this word was new to him. *A what?* he puzzled.

"A t'chazzitk, a Motherhole. A planet that's notoutrightbeholdento the ACS, but's so tight with'em, business-
wise, that the place's full of Motherworlders, keeping an eye on their assets." His face twisted into a most unbecoming
expression of distaste; he looked very much as if some foul odor was lingering in his nostrils. "I'd rather take my
chances on the Row than in a Motherhole, Chewie. I've had enough trouble with Corellian caste bigotry to last for the
rest of my life, your life, and your kid's life com bined."

Now understanding, Chewbacca couldn't blame his partner for his feelings, but he honestly thought that they
might not have another choice. If their options consisted only of trying to work the almost unfindable seams of the Row
or putting up with a little unpleasantry on Phan Shilis.... Something occurred to him. *Have you ever been to Phan
Shilis, my friend?*

He wasn't surprised when Han shook his head.

The Wookiee snorted. *Well, now | know you're being unreasonable. How can you pass such judgments on
the social climate there if you've never even seen the place?* Solo opened his mouth; Chewie waved one paw to
forestall his excuse. *And don't tell me you heard it from someone else. | know precisely how many Corellian friends
you have — five — and how many of them share your particular unenviable status: none. Even if they have spoken
to you of this planet, I sincerely doubt they would have any cause to offer up reports of social bigotry — and even if they
had, I'd still say its a foolish reason for avoiding the place altogether. By the Eldest, brother, can you actually be
insecure enough to want to risk almost sure apprehension on the Row just to steer clear of some possible — and only
possible, mind you — social discomfort in a much safer port? Honestly, Han, | hadn't thought you to be that silly — or
that childish .*

To be utterly frank, Han hadn't thought of himself in that particular unflattering light, either, and he couldn'tsay
that he liked it. So, despite his misgivings — which he couldn't shake no matter how much he told himself to grow up
and ignore them — the Millennium Falcon left Rhendaan and, three days later, arrived at Port Qavid on Phan Shilis.
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In spite of Chewbacca's wise advice and encouragements, the lavender-skyed world of Phan Shilis was every
bit as bad as Han had been dreading. Unbeknownst to them, the local economy — normally in a state many worlds
would envy — was, when they arrived, in the throes of arecession that had been brought about due to a breakdown
in diplom atic relations between Phan Shilis and Vriaath. The latter was not what one could call any sort of key in
interplanetary politics, but itwas important to the Shilisians for one very significant reason: being a rocky, almost strictly
industrial world with very little in terms of arable land, Phan Shilis relied heavilyon imports from other systems to provide
the edibles required for the survival of its many people. Being exceptionally fertile and largely agricultural in nature,
Vriaath was able to provide much of what the Shilisians needed; moreover, it was a relatively close world, which meant
lower marketplace prices for the average Shilisian consumer.

When an impasse had been reached between the importers and exporters on their respective planets, the
Vriaathihad decided to declare an embargo until such time as their Shilisian counte rparts came to their senses. With
a major and vital part of their food chain suddenly gone — for thus far, negotiations had been fruitess — the importers
had been forced to seek new and inevitably more distant — and more expensive — sources of food for their people.
The result had been disastrous for the Shilisian economy; the normally plentifuljobs in the various local companies were
now scarce, as employers and employees alike tightened their belts against the serious change in their most essential
cost of living.

In less than a week, Han discovered for himself just how bad things had gotten in the Shilisian job m arket.
Knowing that he was treading thin ice on this planetno matter which waythe road turned, he looked first to the legitim ate
rather than illegal employment sources, figuring that if he was caught doing anything the least bit larcenous while on
planet, the doubtless bigoted authorities would not hesitate to — and would likely delight in — condemning and
sentencing him with neither trial nor hearing. Zhak'rut'n — Outcastes — were, after all, the lowest ofthe low in Corellian
Motherworld minds, not even worth the effort of favoring with the most basic of human dignities. Stuck here as he was,
he was not about to behave in any fashion that might, for him, have the most disastrous of results.

Being on his best behavior, however, was not of great help, as he soon discovered. A fair number of the jobs
available for Independent spacers such as himself were so poor paying that it would not have been worth his while to
even inquire after them; the Falcon would consume more in resources than the offered wages would cover, and they
no longer had the means to cover the rest just to get off Phan Shilis to a better port. A small number of better paying
offers were available, butwithoutexception,they originated from companies, firms, concerns,and individuals with strong
Motherworld ties.

Han ignored such offers for two full days until Chewie exerted several types of pressure against him.
Swallowing his pride as best he could — and it gagg ed him thoroug hly to swallow as much as he did — Han investigated
nine listings in a third as many days, and soon came face to face with the parochialism he had expected. Before they
would even consider signing him on, each of the employers wanted to do a complete background check, for reference
purposes, they claimed — and that, as far as Han was concerned, was that. A man could only hide so much of his past
from full and comprehensive computer searches. If a person was wiling to take his Oath concerning his skills and
trustworthiness — and such was often the case among Independents, who often had no extensive centralized
background to which they could point — then things would proceed smoothly. If they weren't willing....

Han had had plenty of past experience with these straight-and-narrow employers, and he knew that as soon
as the word "check" entered into the conversation, he was sunk. If they weren't troubled by his disgraced Corellian
roots, then they were appalled by the dishonorable nature of his exit from the military, or his rather lengthy police record
— that most of the listed accusations hadn't ended in sentences or fines didn't appear to matter to most people — or
the plain and simple suspicion, often mentioned, thathe had dealings with the underworld. A few were even horrified
by his Wookiee friend and partner, and several had serious misgivings about the appearance of his ship. One or two
had even said no on thebasis of his appearance alone. No, no amount ofpressure from Chewbacca was going to make
this tack work. Han knew exactly where he stood in instances such as this, and he knew that pounding his head against
an armored hull would be more pleasant than trying to wheedle work out of some narrow-minded t'tchazikre.

Five days after their arrival on Phan Shilis, what was left of their finances was showing alarming signs of
imminent depletion, being absorbed as they were by the inevitable costs of daily living. Although he was not in any way
involved with the fiscalaccounting oftheir partnership, Chewbacca received a fairly accurate picture oftheir immpending
penury when he woke on the sixth morning and found his captain eating a breakfastthat consisted largely of items from
their emergency stores. His initialshock, however, was quicklyovercome by the smug satisfaction the Wookiee feltover
his activities of the previous evening.



*Things can't be that bad,* he said with certainty as he entered the main compartment and greeted his glum
companion. *| thought you were going to spend last night ingratiating yourself to one of our potential employers.*

Han made a sound that couldn't actually be called rude, but cam e painfully close. "Didn'twork," he mumbled
around the rim of his cup — which, from his behavior, Chewie suspected might be filled with something intended to
numb the brain. That worried the Wookiee, for Han seldom drank to forget, having had sufficient negative experience
with such foolishness. If he was trying to get drunk, especially this early in the morning, his growing depression must
be black,indeed. "An' if we waste more money on supplies we don't need—" A sweeping gesture with one handimplied
their bounty oftasteless emergency rations. "—the Portauthorities won'thesitate a nanosecond to impound the Falcon
for monies owed."

That was all too true of the Port Qavid authorities. Chewbacca acknowledged it with a grunting sigh, one
compounded of submission and relief, for as Han settled his cup on the table ag ain, the hum anoid saw that it contained
nothing but Corellian shivval — shivval so dark a green thatthe herbal brew was undoubtedly strong enough to keep
him awake for a week, butotherwise harmless. At ease again, the Wookiee grinned toothily athis partner, who seemed
oblivious to his good cheer. *W ell, then, perhaps | have good news to offer, if you don't.*

The remark grabbed Han's attention; he looked up at his Clanbrother from curiosity, saw his seff-satisfied
expression, and scowled. "What good news?"

*| had better luck than you last night, it seems.*
Momentary hope brightened Solo's dour expression. "You found something?"

Chewie was loath to shake his head, but had to. *Not quite, but | did find us a lead. W hile you were trying to
find a way into the good graces of those hard-headed Haradams, | decided that perhaps itwould be wise ifone of us
scoured some of the less reputable parts of town.*

A whistly, almost disgusted sounding breath shrieked through the human's teeth. "Yeah, I'm beginning to get
the idea thatwe might have to golooking for something a little less...legal, even if it is risky on a rock like this. We're
certainly getting nowhere by kee ping our noses clean."

The furry shoulders lifted andfell. *Perhaps, butthat wasn't why | went. N ot eve ryone who livesin the shadows
are themselves shady characters, brother — and you should know that better than most. No, | just was thinking that
the back alleys might boast a few small businessmen with a need for our talents and less inclination to care if we're
spotless or not.*

"Sure, there might be a few, but | doubt if theyve got the capital to offer a decent wage. Look at most of the
jobs that the big operations have posted. They wouldn't pay enough for us to clear our port bill before leaving planet.”

*| remember, but | still thought it worth the effort* He did not seem bothered by Han's cynicism, perhaps
because he was arm ed with a weapon to disprove it. *And it paid off.*

It took a moment or two for the comment to register; when it did, the hope returned to the young human's bitter
expression. "It did?"

The maned headed bobbed in solid confirmation. *Not in a job, precisely, butin aleadto one. Lastnight, | met
a rather friendly Taraxxi in one of the smaller entertainment concerns in the Far West Portside district. You know that
| once shipped out under a Taraxxi captain; he taught me my first lessons in stellar piloting and navigation....*

"Yeah, yeah, I've heard the fam ily history before," Han interrupte d with a W ookiee-like growl. "Get to the point!"
Chewie did so, though with no apparent haste. *At any rate, Hhrrandvi — that was the Taraxxi's name,
Hhrrandvi —is a distant bond-cousin to my Captain Ahrragh. He was pleasedto findsomeone on Phan Shilis whoknew

of his family and—*

"And does he own a business that could offer us work?" Han spoke politely, but there was no doubt thathe was
gritting his teeth with impatience.



*No,* the Wookiee admitted. *But his employer has veryinfluentialconnections atseveral companies here on
Phan Shilis that often have need of outside help to complete contracts ontime. At the moment, Astadar Metals has a
very large orderto fill, and Hhrrandvi believes thatif he putin a good word for us, we could get our pick of any jobs they
have available for Ind ependent shipment....*

The pleasure in Chewie's voice, however, was quicklydiminished bythe indescribable expression thatcontorted
his captain's face. "Did you say Astadar Metals?" He winced as his co-pilotnodded. "Forget it, then," he said with utter
finality. "There's no way we'd land a job with them, no m atter who this guy knows on the staff."

Chewbacca was genuinelysurprised by Han's attitude. *Why not? | kept nothing from Hhrrandvi, and he didn't
seem to think it would matter. He himself holds down a second job on Astadar's docks, and they have shown no
prejudice toward him for being a non-human....*

"It matters, Chewie, it matters. 'Cause even if they did offer us the best damn job in the universe out of the
goodness of their hearts, there's no way in heaven or hell or any of the planes in between that I'm gonna work for that
hyaavb'dian'dt operation."”

Surprise became a sortof horror. *Why? Because they're an interest of your Motherworlders....?*

"Not exactly," Han admitted. "Because they're an interest of the Astreds. You remember 'em, Chewie," he
added to the blank look on his Clanbrother's furry face. "Nairil Astred was the zvind'wat Head of the Social Council who
letmy dear old Com mander Greysky and his cronie s talk him into givingme the royalboot on my behind. His a'kaickh’'n
son lltim’s got his job now, and he’'s a perfect clone of his old man, sitting in judgment over little nothings like me,
handing out decisions left and right to keep the upper castes happy and the Empire off his neck.” There was none of
the sarcastic humor that had first touched his words left in his tone, or in his expression. His eyes reflected nothing but
a cold and intensely bitter hatred for the family who had, without a second thought, brought Han's career and self-pride
to virtual ruin.

Chewbacca had faced that general hatred before, but never aimed toward a specific individual. *Yes, |
understand all that,* he said with deep and heartfelt sympathy, *but | genuinelydoubt thatthe man really even knew who
you were....*

"Oh, I don't doubt for a second that he didn't. And that makes itworse. He probablydidn'tgive a single thought
to what he'd be doing to me as a person, but thatdidn'tstop him. He justwent ahead and did wh at he thought would
be most convenient.”

*Which gives you due cause to despise the person. But his entire family? | don't think that any of them were
involved. And we need this work, Han....*

"Not that badly, we don't." His words were clipped, terse, unswayingly final. "l wouldn't go begging to anyone
even remotely beholden to the Astreds if | was starving and on my last leg. They've caused me enough trouble."

*But—*

The amber green eyes tumed toward the humanoid, boring through the blue with their sheer intensity of
emotion. "And would you want to humble yourself and go scraping to Kaavaril slavers, looking for help, for work? It's
the same thing, Clanbrother. I've swallowed my pride often enough in my life; it's starting to stick in my throat. And,
damn it all, lwon't do it to be nefit the Astreds, not if it m eans putting the ship in storage and hiring myself out as contract
labor to the mines. | won't."

That he would wilingly risk the loss of his beloved Falcon put considerable weight behind the Corellian's
declaration; Chewbacca did not doubtthat he meant it, every word of it. And his mention of the slavers who had stolen
so many Wookiees, himself included, gave Chewie a clear and empathetic understanding of Han's position, and his
feelings. He would not press the issue, then, noteven though it meant taking the less legaland therefore riskier route
towards passage off this world — but he also would not forget it Nothing was certain, he knew with old Wookiee
wisdom , until it had become a part of the past.



"Whaddaya mean, it's no deal?"

It was full dark in Port Qavid, three days after Chewie had first mentioned the possibility of a job with Astadar
Metals, and Han's mood was deteriorating from bad-gray to foul-black with each passing minute. Given the general
nature of business and The Business on Phan Shilis, finding connections to the local Market had not been easy. Other
than his new friend the Taraxxi, neither human nor W ookiee knew anyone on planet, and Hhrrandvi was not the sort
who could helpthem make contact with the local underworld. Priorexperience with shady sorts had been their onlylead,
and it had taken tim e for the pair to observe enough to determine where to go, and when.

They had finally found itin the Near South Portside District, a smalland typicallydisreputable locale frequented
by the usual assortment of portside warehouses, entertainm ent dens, and bordellos. Although much of the clientele
were nothing more than straightforward, non-Market dock and ship hands, Chewbacca had noted a somewhat better,
less seamy establishm entamong the dregs, and had accurately assumed it to be somehow differentfrom its neighbors.
It was, and turned out to be the rendezvous point for a smuggling trade based on Phan Shilis. With no slaving or even
less attractive Business going on, Han felt confidentin making discreetinquiries of those who had apparently come
looking to do business.

For the most part, Han had abandoned every lead before reaching the negotiations stage, for he was adept at
determining whether or not he would want or be able to take the job in question, long before actual offers had been
made. One, however, had seemed promising. He had approached the man on his first nightin the den, and had
discovered no obstacles — either physical, monetary, or ethical — which might prevent an eventual deal. The fellow
— a wiry, shortish mainbreed human who worked as a gem ologist for one of the larger mines — was relatively new to
the Market. Over the years, he had surreptitiously appropriated portions of the gemstone lots he'd been sent by his
employers for examination and appraisal. Once or twice, when he'd accumulated enough — enough, in his mind, to
make the risk worthwhile — he'd sought out the local underworld to help him smuggle the jewels to a friend and fence
on another, not too distant planet. His overall innocence and ignorance of the Business was, Han felt, a factor to his
and Chewbacca's benefit, forthe portion of gemstones he was offering in payment could, in certain markets which Han
knew well, draw far more than the man felt they were worth.

Taking this all into consideration, the Corellian was certain they would be able to strike a bargain and would as
a consequence soon be well away from this unsettling world. He had returned tonight as had the man — Myddre —
to finalize negotiations. All had gone smoothly, untilthe little fellow had asked to see his clearance mark. Han hadn't
known what he was talking about, which soon became obvious. Myddre then turned uneasy, and announced that he
was withdrawing his offer, which had elicited Solo's shocked, almost angry outburst.

"I mean just what | said," the fellow replied, his brown eyes darting about nervously, fearing they had drawn
undesirable attention. "If you can't show me the clearance mark, | can't do busine ss with you."

Han's almo st anger shifted to exasp eration at the man's apparent naivete. "And I'm telling you, you're crazy,"
he hissed at a much lowervolume. "We're not talking aboutme carrying a load of vran nectar, man. No port authority's
going to give clearance for this kind of business."

Myddre swallowed visibly. "Of course not. Butyou need... you should have... you must know...." He gulped
down his words as he realized the misunderstanding. "Youdon't know, do you?"he asked as comprehension dawned.
"Are you new to this planet, Captain?"

"I told you I'd just putin lastweek, didn't 1? Or werent you listening?"

"Yes, butl'd assumed you'djustreturned.... Oh, heavens, this puts an entirely different light on m atters, doesn't
it?"

"I'd say it does," Han agreed, his jaw tight, "'cause you're not making one whole hell of a lot of sense. What the
frith are you talking about, anyway?"



Myddre glanced aboutagain, now clearly agitated and wondering if he should remain in Solo's company. But
he remained long enoughto explain. "The clearance mark, Utar's clearance mark. | was told when | first approached
the... Businessmen that he was in charge of all local operations, and everyone had to go through him."

Solo's brows arched expressively. "A crime lord?" He hadn'theard thatone operated outof Phan Shilis, which
surprised him, since he or Chewie generally heard everything that mightbe impontantin their line of work.

Myddre didnt like his choice of words; itmade him ill atease to hear such a frank admission of what he was
about. He cleared his throat and squirmed a bit before continuing. "l wouldn't know," he hedged. "All | wastold is that
Surial Utar is in charge, and no one works the Business on Phan Shilis without his clearance. That's why | need to see
the mark. Utar gives it to everyone he's cleared for operation. Withoutit...." His voice trailed off expressively; the man
plainly believed that dire consequences would befall all who did not com ply.

But Han wasn't paying attention to his reaction; he was having reactions of his own to the person Myddre had
mentioned. The name Surial Utar was not unknown to him; indeed, Han had strong and very recent reason to know
and hate it. When Chewbacca had been captured by Mata'ahi and her Barrik Slavers, the person who had offered to
purchase the Wookiee had been one Kier Rintoul, a pirate of widespread and despicable reputation, known throughout
the Business as a scum among scum, an opportunistand megalomaniac who believed that no one and nothing could
stand in his way. By forcing Mata'ahi to release her prisoner before delivery could be made, Han had done just that,
stood in the zvind'wat's way, but the entire incident still rankled deeply in him, and his desire to exact some form of
payment from Rintoul was strong. Surial Utar was a close minion of Rintoul's; Han knew it, and was suddenly very
interested in knowing the capacity in which he served the pirate here on Phan Shilis.

Myddre, however, wasn't precisely a font of information. From what he was able and willing to supply, however,
Han could deduce several things: Utarwas here as a representative of Rintoul, who had set himselfup in this region
of space as direct competition for Jabba the Hutt. Utar, as dark-hearted and vicious a thug as ever had sullied the
starlanes, had managed to bully all the local operators into compliance with his demands; hence, a portion of every
shady deal that occurred on Phan Shilis ended up in Utar's — and, eventually, Rintoul's — pocket.

There was apparently nothing to be done for it; exposing Utar to the authorities meant exposing all the relative
innocents as well,and thus far,no one had managed to shake him off. Phan Shilis wasn't rich enough to warrantmuch
of Jabba's interest, sothe Hutt let them be. And without the sort of strong-arm backing another crime lord like the Hutt
could supply, Utar was here to stay.

This did not please Han, partly because he loathed Rintoul, and partlybecause he had personalcause to dislike
his underling. Several years before, Utar — who had a passion forspeeder racingthat rivaled Jabba's taste forwatching
death — had thwarted Han's almost surefire attempt at winning a fair amount of money in a track wager when members
of an Utar-backed team had sabotaged (allegedly, the records said, for no concrete proof had ever been found) the
vehicle of Han's favorite. The loss of money had been nothing compared to the loss of pride the Corellian had suffered,
for his failure had occurred before the eyes of his gambler friend C alrissian, to whom he had been trying to prove that
his winning ofthe Millennium Falcon had been no fluke. He desperatelywanted vengeance against Rintoul, and he was
beginning to wonder if he might not be able to do it through vengean ce against Utar.

A thought occurred to Han as he listened to Myddre's anxious explanations: if Utar had set himself up as the
undisputed man-in-charge of all Business dealings here on Phan Shilis, he might be none too pleased to discover that
his omnipotence was not as complete as he had thought. There must be more people like Myddre on planet,small time,
petty larcenists who would have use for the services of an inventive fellow like Han. With no surcharge needed to line
other pockets, he could undercut the syndicate pilots by a fair amount, enough to make the Myddres of this world think
twice before letting themselves be bullied into submission to Utar's demands. Oh, it wouldn't be as big an operation as
that slime-bucket's, butit would be a loss of money, of prestige — of power. It would hit both master and minion where
it hurt— in their egos — and that thought appealed to Han — very much.

It did not, however, appealto Myddre, who was on one hand terrified of getting caught by his employer or the
authorities, and on the other stood in mortal fear for his life due to threats leveled by Utar. Han could see that, though
the man was timid enough to be a good target for the "cooperate orelse" warnings of the syndicate, he was also greedy
enough to want to continue his thefts. Han used that to his own advantage.



"But you're not thinking, man," he insisted when Myddre claimed, for the dozenth time, that he couldn't dare
cross Rintoul's minions. "If you'd stop being so terrified of all that hot airthey're outgassing, it might occur to you that
you're getting rooked."

"But I've never been asked foran unreasonable commission..." the gemologist began.

The smuggler snorted. "Unreasonable? You're being robbed blind, and youve been too stupid to notice it.
W hy, this job of yours is a milkrun — any pilot worth his Credentials could do it one armed and blindfolded."

"But they'd have no reasonto cheat me," Myddre insisted, beginning to sound just a bit uncertain.

Han laughed. "They've got every reason. They're Syndicate scrapers, not Independent, like me. This is alook-
out-for-yourself business, legit or not. You ask whatever the market can bear, and expect to get chewed down in the
bargaining. But if a fellow's stupid enough to pay whats asked, no questions.... Well, a good Businessman gets to
thinking he could make this work for him. And if he's getting sucked for payoffs to some syndicate, he'll have twice as
much reason to take advantage of the poor slob who doesn't know any better. No, you're getting a raw deal around
here, Myddre, atleast with these idiots who kowtow to Utar. Me, I'm not under his thumb. | don't have any payoffs to
make. So | could let you off with... oh, three-quarters of what you offered. More profit for you; business for me."

It was plain from the way his eyes widened when Han said "three-quarters" that the smuggler now had the
jeweler's undivided attention and his active interest; but not all his uncertainty left him. "And you aren't afraid of Utar?
You don't think he'll give you trouble for not cooperating?"

The Corellian's gesture was one of dismissing an insignificant annoyance. "Nothing I can't handle. What do
you say to that, then? Still interested?"

Myddre was indeed; as Han had anticipated, greed overcame fear. They reached terms — which were still
more than adequate, in Han's opinion — sealed the bargain, and ordered up drinks to celebrate. After two, Myddre left;
Han lingered to finish a third. As he reviewed what he had justdone and savored how his plans would affect Utar, he
smiled to himself.

Itwas a shame Chewie hadn't come along; his imposing presence might've been enough to convince the reedy
little gemologist that Rintoul's lackey inde ed presented no threat, but the W ookiee had made arrangem ents to see his
new Taraxxi friend that night, and Han hadn't been inclined to argue. Letthe fur-brained sop keep pursuing his notion
of getting work with Astadar; Han knew for a fact that he would get nowhere with that profitless line of inquiry, while he
himself had managed to strike them a lucrative bargain. Pleased with himself, he drained his glass and left.

On the whole, Han was not an incautious person; hot-headed, perhaps, impulsive, ratherinclined to think with
his adrenal system rather than his brains — but he knew the business he was in, and was well aware of the dangers
inherentin both it and its frequented locations. Hence, he had not goneinto the Near South Portside district unprepared
for its inevitable roughness. Shilisian law did not suffer the open camrying of arms, but convention had never stopped
Han from following instincts that, for years, had protected his hide. Lacking the extra set of eyes and senses that
Chewbacca usually provided, he was doubly on his guard — and therefore was not taken by surprise when he saw a
group of unpleasant looking beings heading his way from behind.

The street they were on was briliantly lit, as a part of the local anti-crime efforts, but the Corellian didn't fool
him self into thinking that it would stop any of the persons moving his way, if theywere of a mind to attack him. He also
wasn't foolish enough to believe that he stood a chance against them. Self-preservation instincts rose once more to
the fore, and Han chose to exercise the better part of valor.

Unfortun ately, he was new to Phan Shilis and was not terribly familiar with his surroundings. His natural sixth
sense told him precisely where he was in terms of compass orientation, but it could notinform him of such things as
blind alleys, interferingwalls,and dead-end streets. At first, he chose to keep to the main thoroughfare, hopingto reach
a full cross street, public transit vehicle, or open business place before they caught up with him, but the tactic failed.
Before he could reach any sort of safety, a second group of similar multispecied thugs appeared half a block ahead,
also headed his way. Between the determined gait ofthe gang behind and the stonelike stance of those ahead, Han
received the very clear message that he was the one they wanted.



A quick glance all 'round toted up the opposition's numbers: eight. And they were eight very tall, very large,
very well-muscled and thick-hided individuals whom Han — a mere slip of a human by comparison — stood precious
little chance of facing down with success. The blaster he carried hidden in the folds of his jacket was b etter suited to
the usual close quarters of a cantina brawl. Sizing up this crowd, Han quickly concluded thathe could fire his weapon
half a centim from their various guts and not cause them more than a moment's discomfort. He was outnumbered,
outgunned, and simply out of luck. With nowhere to run, he could only grit his teeth and hope he got out of this alive.

That's typicalback-alley paranoia, he told him self firmly. Maybe they're notafter me atall. What could anyone
around here want with me, anyway?

His answers were not long in coming. Once caughtin the pincers of the advancing groups, he was herded into
the shadows of a narrow entrance corridorto some nondescriptwarehouse building. Someone — a zhinth, he thought
— grabbed his arm and spun him about for a quick but thorough search; blaster and bootknife and even his microtools
were removed from his person in short order. He was then spun around again to face the rather ugly countenance of
some large quasi-human, the species of which he couldn't readily identify. Knowing that belligerence would get him
nowhere with this mob — and had, in the past, gotten him into real trouble — Han remained outwardly passive but
inwardly alert, waiting for any chance that might let him escape.

"Khriim here says he saw you talking to Liam Myddre at the Silver Shadow," the being said in a rather
sophisticated voice that was totally at odds with its vulgar appearance.

It — Han wasn't sure if it was male or female, and the voice gave no indication, so "it" seemed a safer
description — ge stured toward the male felinoid behind and to its left. The Corellian squinted at the one indicated. He
seemed familiar; Han recalled glimpsing him while talking withMyddre, and remembered it simply because he'd thought
the thing might be another Taraxxi. He still wasn't certain, even at close range, for the thing that had spoken was
wielding a wicked looking metal rod, four centims thick and as long as his arm. The spokesthing was waving it around
so casually — even though it probably weighed a good three or four kilos — that Han had no doubt he was facing
someone well acquainted with earnest street warfare.

And the spokesthing wasn't the only one. Most of the others carried similar weapons with similar ease ; the pair
of massive Oharhites even sported thelong and heavy bladed ceremonial knives of their people. The local authorities
permitted them to be carried, since the blades were supposedly for ritual use only, but Han was quite certain their
owners would glibly find religious excuses, should they decide to employ those lethal edges this night.

Genuinely concerned with keeping his skin attached to the restof his body, Han swallowed the flippant answer
he'd been aboutto use and substituted another, less offensive one. "l was. Why? Is there some rule against it?"

That, he realized the moment after he'd said it, could also be taken as a shade too cocky by what passed for
a thug's mind, but there was nothing he could do to take it back. He winced;the spokesthing replied. "That depends.
Myddre's one of the faithful; you're not. What's your business with him?"

"Business?" Han put on his mostingenuous, most innocent face and inflections. "No business. He's an old
friend; we were just having a few drinks together and talking over old times."

"Really? That's not what Nahrham says."

The thing's head jerked in the direction of the smallest of his gang, a humanoid taller than Han by several
hands'-span, but thinner, wiry looking, jet-black of skin and dressed in that same unrelieved non-hue. A breath hissed
between Han's teeth as he sucked it in. By its race and garb, he recognized the creature as a T'Shaaimite Listener, a
parapsychic humanoid with the ability to hear any voice, any language, any pitch — even, to a limited degree, the
thoughts of those about him. Ancient spacer wisdom held that certain high off-key pitches — such as that of a human
whistling shrilly and breathily through his teeth, or the precise nerve jangling shriek made by a standard comlink gone
offline — could disturb a Listener's abilities enough to inhibit them from performing mindscans.

Having used the trick severaltimes before, Han knew the tale to be true, but, grimacing, he also knew it was
too late for him to use it now. He hated getting caught in his own lies, but if the T'Shaaimite had been Listening in, all
his dissem bling had been for nothing. He began to wish desperately for heavy weaponry, the sudden appearance of
friends, the police, even the Imps — anything to get him out of this no-win situation.
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The spokesthing's own face contorted into something that could be called asmile onlyby inference. He settled
one end of hisrod on the center of Han's chest, pushing backward s until the human cam e into contact with the wall; Solo
could feel theroughness of therock scraping against his scalp. "Now, we're not going to be unreasonable. You're new
hereabouts; you don't know the ropes. And no one can say we're the sortto take advantage of somebody's ignorance.
So, listen up, friend, and listen good: this is Surial Utars territory. He's boss around here. You want to work the
Business, fine — only you work it for Utar, or not at all. He gives you clearance to work, you pay his cut, and there won't
be any trouble. But just try cutting in on him...."

The rod came down hard in the middle of the thing's fleshy palm, making a loud smacking sound that echoed
against the alley's blank stone walls. Han didn't flinch, but the thug clearly had hoped he would; his feral grin became
a deep frown. "Remember: Utar has ears everywhere in this town. Keep talking like you were to Myddre, and he'll hear
of it. And you'll pay.”

"And | thought you just said you people weren't unreasonable.” Again, the words were out a second before
common sense told Han to swallow them. Once more, he cursed his own stupidity, though he let nota breath of that
reactionshow for his opponent's amusement. Letthem think he was smart-mouthed; he was, afterall,and it was better
for his reputation for them to think him recklessly defiant than short-sightedly clumsy of tongue.

A bizarre smirk twisted one corner of the thick lipped slash that was the spok esthing's mouth. "We aren't," he
conceded, glancing to his companions, who grunted in mocking laughter, agreeing. "And that's why we're going to let
you off with a warning."

*kkkkkkkhkk

When Han woke up in the hospital the next morning, his head was pounding with an obnoxious, repetitive
rumbling sound that he wished would go away. As it did not, he concentrated on it for a moment or two, then groaned
as he recognized it as a Wookiee's voice. Scolding, as usual, he thought. Well, he wasn'tgoing to take the blame for
this mishap, not this time.

"Lay off, Chewie," he whispered after listening to a bitof his partner's lecture on the foolishness of antagonizing
the local underworld before he knew more about it. His head felt apt to split; one eye hurt; his gut ached whenever he
tried to take a deep breath; and his lower extremities felt worse than stiff. He cracked open his only eye which would
do so, to take in his surroundings. The glare of light off the stark white walls was painful; he closed his eye again. "It
wasn't my fault. | didn't start this fight."

*You say that every time,* the W ookiee pointed out drily, *but I've seen enough of what leads up to these...
encounters of yours to know—*

"This time it's different,” Han interrupted testily. He was angry with himself and his own past for having given
so much credence to thatassumption. Like the boy who cried wolf, he found himself the victim of his own reputation.
"| swear — on my Oath." He made the traditional Corellian gesture, even though it made his arm and shoulder and
elbow and half his back ache to doit. "This time, it really wasn't my fault. | was on my best behavior, didn't try to do
anything stupid when they had me outgunned and outnumbered. F'r frith's sake, how was| supposed to know Utar had
a Listenerfor a crony?"

Chewbacca had startedto protestbefore Han had even finished; suddenly, he stopped, a squeak slipping from
his throat as he strangled the words unuttered. *Utar?* he repeated. Utmost distaste dripped from his voice like blood
from fangs. *Surial Utar?*

Han nodded, then wished he hadn't. "Rintoul's righthand. When that lead | had told me he's got the Market
around here sewn up tighter'n a Hylythan marriage quilt and has all the Indies bullied into coop erating with 'im, | had to
do something. | didnt know he had a Listener hanging around, keeping tabs on everything for him. If | had, dyou think
| would've been stupid enough to stay there and negotiate to work against him?"

*No, you wouldn't have been,* the Wookiee conceded. *By the One, Han, why didn't you tell me this sooner?
I'd've never made you go off alone if I'd known this was Utar's planet.*
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The genuine apology in the humanoid's voice was enough to appease his captain's bruised sense of justice.
"'Cause | didnt know untilMyddre told me, last night," he admitted candidly. He didn'twant his friend to bear any more
of the guilt than was necessary, or deserved. "If | had known, | wouldnt've gone without you, either, believe me!"

The pounding in his head had abated somewhat, enough to make it safe to open his eyes. One was still largely
swollen shut, but he could manage to open it a sliver without too much agony. He blinked against the brightness for
several seconds, then focused on Chewbacca's furry shape, standing beside the nondescript bed in this nondescript
medcenter room. Painfully, he attempted tosit up, and was only partiallysuccessful; he had to drop back to his elbows
before he could achieve a full sitting posture.

*You shouldn'ttry to move, brother,* Chewie suggested with a trace of contriteness. *You aren't in very good
shape .*

"I'm alive, aren't I?"

The droll humor in the statement brought a small chuckle to the Wookiee's lips. *True enough, and despite all
cuts and contusions, you needn't worry about permanently losing your status as the most handsome rogue in this arm
of the galaxy — but for now, you aren't in one piece. And you should save your strength for later.*

Han had closed his eyes again, exhausted by the effort of sitting up as much as he had. The puzzling remark
caused them to reopen. "Save my strength for later?™ he repeated. "Why? I'm not running any marathons today, |
promise!"

*Which is also true. Butwe must leave before the midhour, and | don't think I'll be able to carry you allthe way
back to the ship.*

Puzzled became appalled. Leave bythe midhour? "Why?" was al the human could ask.

Extreme disgust narrowed the W ookiee's eyes and bared his fangs. *Local regulations. We are not citizens,
nor employee s of any com pany or concern who would pay our bills. W e have neither sufficient cash nor credit to cover
any debts you might incur by remaining in hospital; we do not qualify for Shilisian general aid, nor for Im perial hard ship
assistance, not since it is clear you are not in danger of death. We have no choice butto leave* From his voice, that
situation rankled in him as deeply as Han's hatred of Rintoul.

It didn't sit well with Han, either, but he had had a stomach full of social injustices while still on Corellia; these
things no longer surprised him. Muttering impotent curses against the narrow-minded ness of bureaucracy (especially
ACS bureaucracy), he once more opened his eyes to assess his personal damage.

It wasn't too bad, allthings considered, mostly bad bumps, shallow cuts, and very colorful bruises, but his right
leg — the one that had felt impossibly stiff — was encased from hip to ankle in a bioplas cast. The thing was more
sturdy and sophisticated than old fashioned plasteraffairsand was designed to speed healingas much as possible, but
it was still cumbersome, clumsy — by and large the method used when a bonefuser was not available, or when the
patient was too indigent to afford or be worth the waste of more sophisticated medical care.

Noting this and the medcenter's diligence in giving him only the most necessary and basic of attention, Han's
curses became more prismatic, and were given a counterpoint of Chewbacca's own angry grumbles. But there was
nothing to be done forit. They didn't have the money, they weren't the sort ge nerally considered worth the lavishing of
expensive treatment, and as itinerants, they weren't in any position to force the issue. Demeaning though this was,
they'd be given no sympathy if they argued or demanded better, but Han made an addition to his private mentalledger
of payment owed, to be extracted from Utar and Rintoul at the earlie st op portu nity.
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Before noon, the m edcenter officials had hustled them out with an injunction for Han to come back for a checkup
in three we eks, or as soon as he was able to afford it. Revolted by their attitudes, Solo decided instantly that he'd take
the blasted cast off himself and live with the risk of deforming a half healed leg before he'd retum here for help.

And finances were tight, though notas bad as they might have been. Stuck on Phan Shilis for the time being
— for skipping port without payment of docking fees was not a thing to be attempted by a broken legged pilot, or so,
at least, Chewbacca insisted — their meager resources soon ran out. Unable to seek landside employment in his
current condition (and truth to tell, Han didn't want to work, not feeling the way he did), Solo was forced to concede to
Chewie's demand that he be allowed to find a job that would at least keep them alive and solvent until Han was
sufficiently recuperated for them to resume seeking a decent paying ticket off this rock. Itwasn't difficult, for the busy
port was always in need of strong beings willing to perform the heavy dock work that was somehow beyond the
capacities of even the most sophisticated cargohandling droids. Wookiees were known to beamong the strongest and
sturdiestinhabitants of the Em pire, and with the help of his new acquaintance, Hrrandvi, Chewbacca had quickly landed
a fair paying job as a temporary dockhand for Astadar Metals.

This was all well and good, insofar as their debts and overall standard of living was concerned, but Han —
restricted in movement by his injured leg and the awkward cast encasing it— soon became twitchingly bored. Even
the environs of his beloved Falcon were swiftin taking on the feel of a prison; he couldn't evenspend his excess of free
time fine tuning the starship, for that required a freedom of motion that the blasted, hampering, primitive cast denied
him. For a few days,he managed to contain and control his restlessness through sedentary pursuits: log maintenance,
reading, solitaire holochess, perusal of the local holovid broadcasts, mending dam aged clothing, tuning his infrequently
used avllyset — any small domestic task or marginal hobby was pursued orrevived to help him pass the time sanely,
but it was only a matter of days before everything available had paled into disinterest.

Chewbacca began to feel the results of his partner's boredom almost immediately. Tired from long hours of
dock work, the Wookiee was in no frame of mind to provide diversions for his friend wheneverhe returned;all he wanted
to do was sleep. After a few days ofsuch pestering, the humanoid finallybellowed that he had had all he could stomach,
and told Han that if he was well enough to get on his nerves, he was well enough to leave the ship during the day in
search of his own amusement. Han grumbled and bristled at first, insulted, but when Chewie volunteered to pay his
transit fare if it would mean peace, his attitude improved. It wasn't such a bad idea, after al. He might notbe able to
find work for a variety of reasons both good and bad, but Port Qavid was not a diversionless backwater hole-in-the-
cosmos. Cosmopolitan enoughto boast most any type of activity, Han was certain he could find som ething to hold his
flagging interest — especially if he didn't have to foot the cost of getting himself about.

And he wasright, as he discovered after only a few hours of semi-freedom in the city's daytime streets. Drawn
by personal love and professional curiosity to the part of town wherein the dealers and designers of star- and land-craft
did business, he saw a particular notice card posted in most every dealer's window: S'Luas Engineering Sponsors
Design And Performance Competition at Central Track, followed by a date — two weeks hence — conditions and
instructions for entering, and the size of the winner's purse: fifty thousand credits, plus a design contract with S'Luas
Engineering.

This sort of thing was notuncommon in the world of engineers. Always on the lookoutfor new talent in terms
of design and innov ation, the companies that built the galaxy's vehicles —in this case, high performance long distance
landspeeders — often sponsored such competitions in hopes of rooting out the best and the brightest of untapped
potential employees. Everyone profited: the companies in their talent search, the amateur designers in gaining the
attention they so often craved, the thrill seekers in their pursuit of entertainment, and the gamblers in their drive to find
new outlets for their passion. Phan Shilis, being a metals-heavy industrialworld, hada fair number of suchcorporations;
in the speeder business, this world was home to as many speeder manufacturers as Corellia was home to starship-
wrights. S'Luas was a local outfit with a far flung reputation; ithad money enough to sponsor this event, and prestige
enough to attract only the best.

But with a purse of thatsize in the offing, Han was willing to wager that atleast one of the com petitors would
be sponsored, if notdesigned, by one Surial Utar. Remembering his own past and unpleasant experiences with Utar
and racing, Han studied the notice again, more carefully. Elimination trials were being held this week at the track, which
was on the outskirts of town; reaching it would be no trouble — and maybe, he thought, just maybe he might find
som ething there that would show him a way of settling his grievance with Utar — decisively.
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His suspicionthat Utar was backing one ofthe competitors was not hard to verify; as the punk exercised such
tight control over his operations, he also showed a very firm hand in guaranteeing their silence. Hence, no one
guestionedit when Surial Utar, successful commodities broker and ow ner of a legitimate entertainment concern, chose
to indulge one of his favorite pastimes by sponsoring a likely young speeder mechanic who showed genuine flair for
engine design. Both the boy's name and his sponsor's were listed openlyon the roster of competitors, though Han was
sure the youth had no inkling of his benefactor's true occupation. Itwas with some disgustthat Solo also noted the
ranking of the Utar team: first after firstround elimination trials.

Upon arriving at the track, Han noted that there were a fair number of sp ectators, a mild surprise, considering
that they were still holding individual qualification trials, not actual races. The track itself was a sophisticated affair of
huge plasteel tubes that separated the vehicles from the viewing stands, guaranteeing the spe ctators' safety while
providing an unimpeded view of the action. When he reached the stands, one of the second round trials was in
progress. He glanced at the central information board and saw that the team on the track was that of one Mrik
Lenduvar, who had placed fourth in the first round. Enhanced views offered by strategically placed vidscreens showed
a sleek double-man vehicle with a black and violet finish, impressive looking in its sheer simplicity.

Han studied it with a critical eye and made a soft sound of approval. He'd glimpsed a few of the other entries
— Utar's included — while making his way along the sidelines from the main entrance to the central viewing area; what
he'd seen had not appealedto his professionalbeliefs in what he felt were the best designsfor a speed oriented vehicle.
He'd found Utar's ostentatiously supercharged and high powered entry particularly offensive. But this Lenduvar's notions
— the name was completelyunfamiliarto Han, whichcame as no surprise with this talent huntcompetition— were more
the proper thing: cleanness ofline, no needless frills to trick the eye butspoil the aerodynamics, an engine that, from
the sound of it, produced power with ruthless economy. Young, inexperienced drivers had doubtless resulted in the
team's lesser standing, but the vehicle itself was impre ssive, as Han was sure the S'Luas judges would not fail to note.
From what he had seen of the othertop qualifiers, this one alone stood a chance of besting Utar's over-muscled entry.

The speeder had just completed the fifth of its ten required laps when the Corellian spotted a faint stream of
pale smoke leaking from the seal of the left rearfuel tank. The hazel eyes narrowed, watching the spot. There was only
a wisp of smoke, nothing the drivers would be aptto notice — but before they'd more than half completed the sixth lap,
the wisp became, in rapid succession, a spark, then a flame, then an explosion. Safety systems in the tubes activated
almost instantly, dousing the fire before it could cause further and fataldamage, but not before the careening speeder
crumpled the right side of its nose against the hard transparent plasteel. Han winced, feeling sorry for Lenduvar, for
the eye of long experience told him that, though the drivers had emerged unharmed, the injury to their vehicle would
be far more serious.

Another sort of experience, however, put the contortion of distaste into the smuggler's expression, experience
which caused him to know thatfuel tanks only exploded in this particular fashion when encouraged to do so by outside
help. Morbidly curious, he looked for and found the vidscreens displaying the activity in the various pits. He was not
surprised to see pleasure mixed with accident-excittment showing on the faces of some on the Utar team — familiar
faces Han recalled quite clearly from the alley severalnights before. He didnt need proof to know what had so pleased
them, nor why.

It figures, he told himself with disgust. Utaralways had gotten a thrillout of winning any game, a thrill that was
not in the least diminished — indeed, was most likely enhanced — when achieved by dishonest means.

W ith no conscious motivation beyond pity for those injured or revulsion toward those who had caused i, the
starpilot moved toward the Lenduvarpits. The screens couldn't show enou gh spe cific detail to satisfyhis curiosityabout
the accident, and he found himself wanting to know more about the wrecked vehicle's condition. The pits were just
below the foremost rail of the viewing area, in the buffer zone between the stands and the tube enclosed track. The
debris had already been cleared and the next trial started, so no one paid any attention to the becrutched Corellian as
he peered down from this excellentvantage above the very spotto which the crippled speeder had been hauled. A few
gawkers were inevitable, though he lingered long after their interestin the scene had vanished. From below, Han could
hear the curses and moans ofthe crew.

"It's had it!" one of the fellows in driver's gear growled viciously as he flung a useless spanner to the dirt. "Look

atthis, Driu, justlook at this! The whole blasted fuel system's gone, the right lifters are nothing but junk — kh'rhen, we'd
stand to make more if we sold the thing for scrap right now!!!"
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The man was young, compact, a few years shy of Han's twenty-five, and very plainly new to the business of
competitive racing — but something in his manner brought a small smile to the smuggler's face. The fellow was
Corellian, no doubt about it; his expletive, if not his entire behavior, gave him away in a mom ent. Hot-headed, over-
reacting— Han wondered if he was really that bad whenever he threw a fit oftemper. Chewie often said he was, and
that it was in his genes.

"Calm down, Mrik," the man he'd called Driu advised, though he didn't seem terribly less agitated than his co-
driver. "At least the whole thing didn't blow...."

"It mightjust as well have,”" Mrik — Lenduvar — grumbled.

"Well, if anyone can fix it, Tlannican." Han surmised that the person in question was the wiry youth who had
pounced on the speeder the moment it had been dragged in and was now only half visible as he worked beneath it.
"Can't you, Tlanni?"

The sound that emanated from the mechanic's direction was in no way encouraging.

The expression on Lenduvar's face wentfrom worry to horror as he peered beneath one corner of a shielding
plate he'd justlifted, one thatwas already half bent away from the dam aged portion of the nose. "Oh, my poor baby...
just look at this, Driu! The whole bloody power regulator's shot...." The youth's chestnut haired head drooped, chin
against his che st; he looked very much as if he was about to break down and cry.

His bulkier red headed companion was solicitously supportive. "It can't be that bad...." Butthe clucking sounds
from the rest of the crew denied that possibility. Driu took his own look at the damage in question; he grimaced.

Han himself squinted for a better look atthe wreckage. He was only three meters or so above the speeder;
leaning forward, he was given a flawless view. And truth to tell, he didn't think it was as bad as the young daredevils
were making it. It wasn't good — especially considering thatit wouldn't have happened at allif not for the sabotage of
Utar's thugs — but it also wasn't as impossible as itseemed. The fuel system was gone, true, and the regulator was
a lost cause, but from the remains he could see, Han could ascertain that the latter could've used some improvement,
anyway. He considered the situation, and grinned.

The skinny mech pushed himself out from under the vehicle, his tongue clicking, his head shaking, his
expression somber. "No way, Mrik," he announced grimly. "I couldn't patch those systems back together to save my
soul. We'll have to pull out."

Lenduvar paled; Driu kept him from crumbling into a nerveless litle heap. "Oh, ¢c'mon, Tlanni," the redhead
prompted. "You're the best there is. I'm sure you could rig something...."

"If I had something to work with, sure — but | can'tdo anything with nothing! Besides, | was afraid something
like this'd happen, anyway. You know how | kept warning you about thatregulator of yours, Mrik. Too much heat, not
enough insulation...."

"But we had to keep the weightdown!"

"Hey, don't blame iton me! It wasn't my fault!"

"Well, it's certainly not mine!"

"Don't shove the responsibility on me, Lenduvar!" There was a lot of heat in Tlanni's words, more, Han felt
certain, than had been in that crash. "I told you—"

Lenduvar's temper was hardly cooler. "And Itold you—"
"It was sabotaged.”

The unfamiliar baritone from above achieved the desired affect of interrupting the pointless bickering. Most of
the team looked up in Han's direction, especially the two antagonists.

15



"Sabotaged?" Lenduvar echoed, appalled.
"How do you know that?" Tlanniwas audibly, and visibly, suspicious.

Han was not put off by his attitude. "l was watching the whole thing — and trust me, that explosion was no
accident. If there's anything left of the outer shielding from your left rear fuel tank, check it. You'll see the explosion
started away from the seal — nowhere near any critical juncture or hot power line.”

"That's ridiculous," the mechanic grumbled, his disbelief still strong, especially in the face of this questioning
of his professional (such as it was) expertise.

Driu, however, was not hampered by his teammate's egotism. Pokingthrough the chunks of shielding thathad
gone flying when the tank had exploded and had been efficiently collected and returned by the track's maintenance
droids, he found the one in question — a veritable scrapthat was barely identifiable for allthe blastcontortion and char
marks. But there was enough left for all to see that the center point of the explosion was a good distance from weld
seams, input valves, and hot ducting, nowhere in the vicinity of anything that could have naturally or accidentally caused
it.

Driu and several of the assistant mechs whistled softly; L enduvar whim pered, seeing the point at which his ill
fortune had begun. He then took control of himself, and looked up at the crutch carrying spacer. "You're right," he said,
not without a certainamount of awe and respect for Han's observational and deductive skills. "But who would've done
a thing like this? We've no enemies...."

"There're no friends in racing," Solo quipped dryly, didactically. "You placed high on the first round; there're
those who'd consider that threat enough to work against you. I've run across '‘em before."

"You know who did this?" Driu asked.
The spacer shrugged. "Let's just say | have my suspicions."

Lenduvar's expression darkened; hisfists clenched. "Tellus who itis, then,and we'llcall the authorities. They
can't getaway with this—"

"They can and they have," Han int