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She was beautiful and fragile and he could not count the
number of times he had told her he loved her. But he had
come here knowing he had to hurt her very badly.

Her name was Qwi Xux. She was not human; her blue
skin, a shade lighter than her eyes, and her glistening brown
hair, downy in its softness, were those of the humanoids of
the planet Omwat. She was dressed for the occasion in a
white evening gown whose flowing lines complemented her
willowy form. They sat at a table in a balcony cafe three
kilometers above the surface of the planet Coruscant, the
world that was a city without end. Just beyond the balcony
rail was a vista made up of skyscrapers extending to the
horizon, an orange sky threatening rain, and the sun setting
beyond one of the more distant thunderheads. Breezes
drifting across the two of them smelled of rain to come. At
this early-evening hour, he and Qwi were the only diners on
the balcony, and he was grateful for the privacy.

Qwi looked up from her entree of factory-bred

Coruscant game fowl, her soft smile fading from her lips.
“Wedge, there is something | must say.”

Wedge Antilles, general of the New Republic, perhaps still
the most famous pilot of the old Rebel Alliance, breathed a
sigh of silent thanks. Qwi’s conversational distraction would
give him at least a few more moments before he had to arm
his bad news and fire it off at her. “What is it?” Her gaze
fixed on him, she took a deep breath and held it until he was
sure she would begin to turn even more blue. He recognized
her expression a reluctance to injure. He gestured, not
impatiently, for her to go ahead.



“Wedge,” she said, her words all in a rush, “l think our
time together is done.”

“What?”
“I don’t know how to say it so that it doesn’t seem cruel.”
She gave him a helpless shrug. “I think we must go our

n

separate ways.” He remained silent, trying to restructure
what she’d said into something he understood.

It wasn’t that her words were confusing. But they were
the words he was supposed to be saying. How they’d
defected from his mind to hers was a complete mystery to
him.

He tried to remember what he’d thought she would say
when he spoke those words to her. All he could manage was
“Why?” At least his tone was neutral, no accusation in it.

“Because | think we have no future together.” Her gaze
scanned his face as if looking for new cuts or bruises.
“Wedge, we are good together. You bring me happiness. |
think | do the same for you. But whenever | try to turn my
mind from where we are to where we will be someday, | see
no home, no family, no celebration days special to us. Just
two careers whose bearers keep intersecting out of need. |
think of what we feel for one another and every time it
seems ‘affection’ is the proper word, not ‘love.” ” Wedge sat
transfixed. Yes, those were his thoughts, much as he had
been marshaling them all day long. “If not love, Qwi, what
do you think this relationship meant to us?”

“For me, it was need. When | left the Maw facility where |
designed weapons for the Empire, when | was made to
understand what sort of work | had been doing, | was left
with nothing. | looked for something to tractor me toward
safety, toward comfort, and that tractor beam was you.”
She dropped her gaze from his. “When Kyp Durron used his
Force powers to destroy my memory, to ensure | could



never engineer another Death Star or Sun-crusher, | became
nothing, and was more in need of my tractor beam than
ever.” She met his gaze again. “For you, it was a simulator
run.”

“What?”

“Please, hear me out.” Distressed, she turned away from
him to stare at the cloud-mottled sky and the distant sunset.
“When we met, | think your heart told you that it was time
for you to love. And you did, you loved me.” Her voice
became a whisper. “l understand now that humans, in their
adolescent years, fall in love long before they understand
what it means. These loves do not usually endure. They are
learning experiences. | think perhaps that you, shoved from
your childhood home straight into a world of starfighters
and lasers and death, missed having those learning loves.
But the need for them stayed with you.

“Wedge, | was the wrong one for you. Whatever your
intent, whatever your seriousness, | think that all you have
felt for me has been a simulator run for some later time, for
some other woman. One with whom you can share a
future.” Her words became raspy. She turned

her attention back to Wedge, and he could see tears
forming in her eyes.

“I wish | could have been her.”

Wedge sagged back against his chair. At last her words
had become her own again.

“And | am at fault,” she continued. “l haveoh, this is hard
to say.”

“Go ahead, Qwi. I'm not angry. I'm not going to make this
harder for you.

a“



She flashed a brief smile. “No, you wouldn’t. Wedge,
when we came together | was a different woman. Then,
when | lost my memory, | became someone else, the
woman | am now, and you were therebrave and modest and
admired, my protector in a universe that was unfamiliar to
meand after | realized this, | could not bring myself to make
you understand...”

“Tell me.” Unconsciously, he leaned over to take her
hand.

“Wedge, | feel as though | inherited you. From a friend
who passed away. You were her choice. | do not know if you
would have been mine. | never had the chance to find out.”

He stared at her for a long moment. Then a laugh
escaped him. “Let me get this straight. | look on you as a
comfortable old simulator, and you look on me as an
inheritance that doesn’t match the rest of your furniture.”
She started to look stricken, then she laughed in return. She
clapped her free hand over her mouth and nodded.

“Qwi, one of the things | truly admire is courage. It took
courage for you to say what you’ve said to me. And it would
be irresponsible, even cruel, of me if | didn’t admit that |
came here tonight to break up with you.” She put her hand
down. Her expression was not surprised. Instead, it was a
little wondering, a little amused. “Why?”

“Well, I don’t think | have your eloquence on this matter. |
don’t think I've thought it through the way you have. But
one reason is the same. The future. | keep looking toward it
and | don’t see you there. Sometimes | don’t see we there.”

She nodded. “Until just now | had a little fear that | was
wrong. That | might be making a mistake. Now | can be sure
| was not. Thank you for telling me. It would have been so
easy for you not to have.”

“No, it wouldn’t.”



“Well... maybe it wouldn’t for Wedge Antilles. For many
men, it would have been.” She turned a smile upon him, a
smile made up, he thought, of pride in him. “What will you
do now?”

“I've been thinking a lot about that. I've been looking at
the two sides of my life. My career and my personal life.
Except for the fact that I'm not flying nearly as much as |
want to, | have no complaints about my career.” That wasn’t
entirely true, and hadn’'t been ever since he'd been
convinced to accept the rank of general, but he tried not to
burden her with frustrations he was convinced arose from
his own selfishness. “I'm doing important work and being
recognized for it. But my personal life...” He shook his head
as though reacting to the death of a friend. “Qwi, you were
the last part of my personal life. Now there’s nothing there.
A vacuum purer than anything in space. So I think, in a few
weeks, I'm going to take a leave of absence. Travel a bit, try
to sneak a visit into Corellia, not think about my work. I'll
just try to find out if there is anything to me except career.”

“There is.”

“I'll believe it when | see it.”

“Keep your visual sensors turned up, then.”
He laughed. “What about you?”

“I have friends. | have work. | am acquiring hobbies.
Remember, the new Qwi is less than two years old. In that
way, I'm still a little girl experiencing the universe for the
first time.” She looked apologetic. “So | will learn, and work,
and see who it is | am becoming.”

“I hope you’ll still consider me a friend,” he said.
“Always.”

“Meaning you can still call on me. Send me messages.
Send me lifeday presents.” She laughed. “Greedy.” “Thank



you, Qwi.” “Thank you, Wedge.” He packed as though he
were still an active pilot. Everything went into one shapeless
bag, a bag chosen for its ideal fit within the cargo
compartment of an X-wing fighter. Nothing his life would
depend upon went into the bag just clothes, toiletries, a
holoplayer. More crucial itemsidenticards, credcards, hard
currency, comlink, a holdout blaster pistolhe kept on him, so
that a sudden separation from his bag would be an
inconvenience rather than a crisis.

He sealed the bag and looked around his quarters. They
were spacious, as befitted a general of the New Republic,
and well situated high in a Coruscant skyscraper. He had
only to speak a word and the quarters’ computer would
change the polarity of the wall-to-wall viewports to give him
a commanding view of sky, endless cityscape, ceaseless
streams of vessels large and small. These quarters were
clean and spare as a military man kept them. They were

They weren’t home. Neither were the smaller but equally
lavish quarters he enjoyed on the Super Star Destroyer
Lusankya, the seat of his military operations though he was
still assigned to Starfigh ter Command, the special task
force he commanded kept him in circumstances and
settings more suited to a Fleet Command officer.

Here, as there, the presence of a few mementos, of a
framed holo showing his parents in a happy embrace, of
friends captured at celebrations or launch zones, didn’t
conceal the impersonal nature of the furniture. If he
received a new posting while he was away on leave, he
wouldn’t even have to come back here. He'd send a short
message to the right department and an aide or droid would
pack everything up and ship it off, and an identical one
would receive it all and unpack it into a new set of quarters
on some other world or station, and that would become the
place where he lived. But not home. Home was a family-



owned refueling station, destroyed half his life ago with his
parents still aboard, and nothing had ever come along to
replace it.

He slung his bag over his shoulder. While on leave,
maybe he’'d be able to see in the faces and hear in the
words of those he visited what it was that had turned their
housing into their homes. Maybe

His door chimed. He set the bag down again. “Come.”
The door slid up. Beyond was a man, muscular, graying, a
bright and often cheerless intelligence in his eyes. He wore
the uniform of a New Republic general.

Wedge approached, hand extended. “General Cracken!
Come in. Have you come to see me off? | wasn’t expecting a
military escort.” Airen Cracken, head of New Republic
Intelligence, entered and took Wedge’s hand. His expression
did not brighten; he looked, if anything, regretful. “General
Antilles. Yes, I'm here to see you off.” Something in his tone
sounded a quiet alarm in Wedge’s mind. “Should | be going
evasive?”

That brought a faint smile to Cracken’s face. “Probably. |
have an assignment for you.”

“I'm on leave. It’s already begun.”
Cracken shook his head.

“General Cracken, you’re not in a position to issue
assignments to me. So what you're saying is you have
something you'd like me to volunteer for.”

“I have something you're going to volunteer for.”
“l don’t think so.”

“The following information is for your ears only. You're
not to discuss it outside these quarters until you reach your
rendezvous point.”



“That explains it.”
Cracken frowned. “Explains what?”

“When | was packing this morning. Why things seemed a
little different. As if a cleaning detail had been through and
picked up everything, putting it back almost exactly where it
was before. Your people were through here when | was out,
weren’'t they? Making sure there were no listening or
recording devices present.”

Cracken didn’t reply to that. He just looked a little surly.
He continued, “The world of Adumar is on the near edge of
Wild Space. It was colonized as long as ten thousand years
ago by a coalition of peoples who had staged a rebellion
against the Old Republic, been defeated, and been spared...
so long as they went far away and never caused any more
trouble.” Wedge just stared. Perhaps if he demonstrated
continued indifference Cracken would go away. That wasn’t
usually the way it worked, of course. Cracken said,
“According to what we’ve been able to gather, their spirit of
rebellion and divisiveness didn’t end when they found a
world worthy of settling. Their history suggests they fought
among themselves a number of times, eventually reducing
themselves to poverty and barbarismnot once, but twice at
least. Though apparently their ancient teaching-recordings
survived for thousands of years; their language is
recognizably a dialect of Basic.” He paused as if anticipating
questions from Wedge.

“I'm not curious.”

“Anyway, they were completely forgotten by the Old
Republic. There is no mention of them in Imperial archives,
either. We were fortunate that one of our deep-space scouts
stumbled across them when returning from a mapping
mission into the Unknown Regions.”



“If you continue to map the Unknown Regions, you’ll
have to call them something else.”

Cracken blinked, his expression suggesting that he didn't
know whether to interpret that comment as humor or not.
“Adumar is heavily industrialized, and a large portion of its
industrial development is military. Their weapons are
oriented around high-powered explosives. Our analysts
suggest that it would be a simple matter to convert a
portion of their industry over to the production of proton
torpedoes. General, how would you like it if the New
Republic’'s Xwings never had to face a shortage of proton
torpedoes again?” Wedge suppressed a whistle. Lasers were
the most often-used weapons of starfighters, the means by
which they shot one another down... but it was proton
torpedoes that gave some starfighters the punch necessary
to damage or even destroy capital ships. “That would... be
helpful.”

“You've pushed for years for increased production of
proton torpedoes. Since you made the rank of general,
people have even been listening. But the New Republic has
so many demands on its resources that efforts to boost
production of the secondary or tertiary weapon of choice
among all starfighters tends to get lost in the shuffle. It
wouldn’t keep getting lost if we could bring Adumar into the
New Republic; then, it would just be some industrial
retooling.”

“So send a diplomatic mission and work things out with
them.”

“Ah, that's the trouble.” Cracken rubbed his hands
together. “The people of Adumar have no respect for career
politicians. A very sensible attitude, in my opinion though if
you tell anyone | said that, I'll merely have to deny it. Do
you know what sort of individual they hold in highest
regard?”



“NO_"

“Fighter pilots. The Old Republic had its Jedi; Adu-mar has
its fighter pilots. They love them, a case of hero worship
that spans their whole culture. Their entertainments revolve
around them. Social promotion, properties, titles, all
accompany military promotion in their pilot corps.”

“That sounds like a reasonable arrangement. Let's
implement it in the New Republic.”

“And so they’ll talk with a diplomat. But only if he’s also a
pilot. Our best.”

Wedge sighed. “I'm no diplomat.”

“We’ll assign you an advisor. A career diplomat, already
on station at Adumar, named Darpen. By the terms by
which the Adumari are allowing our diplomatic mission,
you'll be accompanied by three other pilots, your choice, a
crew of aides, including that advisor, and one shipyou’ll be
in command of the Allegiance, an Imperial-class Star
Destroyer”

“I remember her. From the Battle of Selaggis.”

“Well, then.” Cracken took a datacard from a pocket and
held it out.

“Your orders. You and the pilots you choose will
rendezvous with Allegiance at the coordinates provided
here. Tell your pilots nothing about the mission until the
rendezvous.”

Wedge offered him nothing but a steady stare. “l need
this leave, General. This is no joke. Find someone else.”

“You need. Antilles, the New Republic needs. You've
never turned your back on the New Republic in its times of
need.”



Wedge felt his last hope slipping away, to be replaced by
anger. “What'’s it like, General?”

Cracken’s expression turned to one of confusion. “What'’s
what like? Adumar?”

“No. What's it like to have so many resources? So that
you can simply turn to your staff and say, ‘I need soand-so
for this task. Find me the button | can push so he’ll do
whatever | say, regardless of what it costs him.” What’s that
like?” Cracken’s face flushed. “You’'re coming dangerously
close to insubordination, General.”

“No, General.” Wedge took the datacard from Cracken’s
hand. “I'm not your subordinate. And what I'm coming
dangerously close to is violence. Perhaps you’d better
leave.”

Cracken stood there a moment, and Wedge could see
him struggling against saying something further. Then the
man turned away. The door opened before him.

As he passed through it, Cracken said, “Pack your dress
uniform, General.

" Then he was gone.

Wedge’'s  X-wing and the three snubfighters
accompanying him dropped out of hyperspace at the same
instant.

Unfamiliar stars surrounded them. But within visual
range was something he recognizedthe white triangular
form of an Imperial-class Star Destroyer, a 1.6-kilometer-
long package of destructive force.

His sensor unit tagged it immediately as Allegiance, his
expected rendezvous. But his heart rate still quickened a bit
as he oriented his X-wing toward the vessel.



For many years, Star Destroyers had been objects of
dread among Rebel pilots. Wedge had fought against so
many of them, participating in the destruction of some,
losing friends to several. Over the years, the New Republic
had captured a number of them, turning their awesome
firepower against the Empire. Now they were almost a
common sight in New Republic Fleet Command, but Wedge
could never rid himself of the presentiment of evil he felt
whenever he saw one.

His comm unit beeped and words appeared on the text
screenacknowledgment by Allegiance that they had
recognized him, authorization for landing, and a small
schematic indicating the small landing bay, suited for
dignitaries, where they were supposed to put down.

“Red Flight,” he said, “we are cleared to land. Main
starfighter bay. Follow me in.”

He heard acknowledgments from his three pilots, then
began a long, slow loop around toward the Star Destroyer’s
underside.

Almost immediat ely his comm unit crackled. “X-wing
group, this is Allegiance. You, uh, seem to be off your
approach vector for Bay Alpha Two.”

n

“Allegiance, this is Red Leader,” Wedge said. “We're
inbound for the main bay. By orders of the expedition
commander.” He let the comm officer stew over that one for
a moment. He, Wedge, was the expedition commander.
There was a moment of delayjust long enough, Wedge
estimated, for the comm officer to make one short
broadcast to the ship commander and get one short reply.
“Acknowledged, Red Leader. Allegiance out.” Wedge and his
companions took up position beneath the gigantic vessel
and rose within the spacious confines of the ship’s main bay.



Wedge hovered, ignoring the flight line worker beckoning to
him with glowing batons, and took a look around.

Starfighters stood ready to launch into battle A-wings, B-
wings, Xwings, Y-wings, and even TIE fighters that had once
fought the New Republic. Retrofitted with shields, the TIEs
were now a common sight in friendly hangars. Mechanics
worked briskly on fighters in need of repair or maintenance.
The metal floors and bulkheads wore a dull sheen, showing
age and wear but also cleanliness, rather than a shine
suggesting that the captain was too concerned with
appearance. These were good signs.

The smaller bay they’d originally been directed to could
have been put in tiptop shape for their arrival with
comparative ease, but the state of affairs in the main bay
was a better indicator of how the ship was being run, and
things here looked good.

Wedge finally allowed the worker to direct Red Flight to a
landing spot, near the vessel’s single squadron of X-wings.
The unit patch on those snubfighters, showing a single X-
wing soaring high above a mountain peak, identified them
as High Flight Squadron. Wedge nodded. They weren’t the
best X-wing unit in the fleet, but they were a veteran
squadron with plenty of battle experience.

As he and his fellows set down, Wedge saw the main
doorway into the bay open upward and a crowd of people
enter at a run. Some of them skidded as they spotted Red
Flight and turned in the direction of the recently arrived
snubfighters. Among them were a man in a Fleet Command
captain’s uniform, the usual complement of junior officers
and guards, and, most odd of all, what looked like a woman
with two heads, one of them shining silver. Wedge
descended his access ladder and turned to face the
delegation. He felt and heard his own pilots fall into line
behind him. He extended his hand toward the highest-



ranking officer. “Captain Salaban. | was glad to hear you'd
been promoted off Battle Dog.”

The captain, a lean, bearded man with skin the color of
tanned leather, still breathing hard, hesitated. Obviously
confused for a moment as to whether he should salute
properly or follow Wedge’s informal fashion of greeting, he
chose the latter and shook Wedge’s hand. “Thank you, sir.
And welcome aboard. Allow me to introduce you to my
senior officers...” It was a ritual Wedge knew from countless
repetitions in the past. He committed each officer's name
and face to memory, hoping his retention would last until
the end of the mission; it usually did.

Then the captain gestured to the two-headed woman.
“And the mission documentarian, Hallis Saper.”

Wedge could finally give her his full attention. She was a
tall woman, taller than he by two or three centimeters, with
long brown hair worn in a braid and wide-open features; she
looked as though she’d recently arrived from a one-shuttle
agrarian world. He could not read her eyes, as they were
concealed behind goggles darkened almost to opacity. She
wore a brown jumpsuit festooned with belts, pouches, and
pockets.

And on her right shoulder, held on a bracket affixed to
her clothing, was the silver head of a 3PO protocol droid. Its
eyes were lit.

“Im so happy to meet the most famous pilot of
Starfighter Command,” she said; her voice was pleasant but
loud, unrestrained.

“Thank you,” he said. “Urn, | couldn’t help noticing that
you have two heads.”

She smiled. “This is Whitecap, my holo-recording unit. |
put him together from a ruined protocol droid and a
standard holocam. | added memory and some basic



conversational circuitry and programming. He looks
wherever | lookthe goggles have sensors that track my eye
movementand records whatever | see.”

“l see,” Wedge said. He didn’t, but the words served as
building tones wuseful for plugging up holes where
conversation should be. “Why?”

“l record a lot of interviews with children. Studies suggest
that they find 3PO units nonthreatening.”

“Ah. And have you had much luck with this approach?”
He was pretty sure he knew the answer to this one.

“Well, not yet. I'm still working out the kinks in the
system.” It would help if you started with the fact that
you're a two-headed lady with eyes that children can’t see,
Wedge thought, but kept it to himself. “And now you’'re
taking a temporary break from children to record Starfighter
pilots.”

She nodded. The 3PO head remained stationary on her
shoulder, unaffected by her motion. “It's a wonderful
opportunity. Thank you.”

“Well, you're welcome. But I'm afraid that Whitecap is
going to have to suffer some additional coding. | need to be
able to issue a verbal command and shut him off.
Circumstances sometimes demand privacy.” Hallis fidgeted.
“That was never part of the arrangement. I'll have to
refuse.”

“Very well. You'll be getting some very good footage of
the inside of your cabin.”

“Oh. Well, in that case, | accept. I'll do the coding
myself.”

“And then hand Whitecap over to the Allegiance’s code-
slicers briefly for, oh, code optimization.”



Hallis’s smile flickered for a moment and Wedge knew
he’d guessed correctly. Hallis must have intended to arrange
things so that a second code issued by her would secretly
override Wedge’s shutoff command. “Of course,” she said,
but there was now just a trace of brittleness to her voice.
Wedge returned his attention to Captain Salaban. “Allow me
in turn to introduce you to my pilots. | present Colonel Tycho
Celchu, leader of Rogue Squadron.”

Tycho offered the ship captain a salute. “Sir.” He was a
lean man, blond, graying in dignified fashion at the temples,
with handsome features and an aristocrat’s bearing. The
perfection of his looks might have made him appear severe,
even cruel, in earlier years, but the beatings life had handed
himthe loss of his family on Alderaan at the hands of Grand
Moff Tarkin and the first Death Star, capture and attempted
brainwashing by Imperial Intelligence head Ysanne Isard,
and suspicion on the part of New Republic Military
Intelligence forces that despite his escape he had
succumbed to that brainwashing and was an enemy in their
midstall had weathered him in spirit if not in form. Now, he
still looked in every way the cold aristocrat... until one
looked in his eyes and saw the humanity and the signs of
distant pain there.

“This is Major Wes Janson, and if you're not aware of his
exploits, I'm sure he’ll be delighted to give you the whole
story.” Janson shot Wedge a cool look as he shook the ship
captain’s hand. “Good to be here.” He turned to the
documentarian. “Oh, and, Hallis, I'm better known for my
breathtaking looks than my fighting skills, so don’t forget
that this is my good side.” He turned his head so Hallis’s
recorder would get a straight-on look at his left profile.

Wedge suppressed a snort. Janson’s self-promotion came
out of a desire to entertain rather than from any serious
case of narcissism, but he was as goodlooking as he



suggested. Like Wedge and a majority of other successful
fighter pilots, he was a few centimeters short of average
height, but Janson was unusually broad in the shoulders,
and endowed with a body that showed muscle definition
after only light exercise and was not inclined to fat. His hair
was a rich brown, and his merry features were not just
handsome but preternaturally youthful; he was now in his
thirties but could pass for ten years younger. A most unfair
combination, Wedge thought.

“And Major Derek Klivian,” Wedge concluded.

The fourth pilot leaned in for a handshake. He was lean,
with dark hair and a face best suited to wearing mournful
expressions. “Captain,” he said. Then he, too, turned to the
documentarian. “Everyone calls me Hobbie,” he said. “And
I’ll get back with you on my last name. Lots of people
misspell it.

"

Wedge resisted the urge to look into the eyes of the
recording unit. He knew that second head would attract his
attention during upcoming events; it was best to train
himself now to ignore it. But he couldn’t help but wonder
what sort of scene would emerge from this recording, what
part it would play in the documentary Hallis would be
assembling. Or how he’d look beside his more colorful
subordinate pilots. Wedge was, like Janson, below average
height, and he thought of himself as one of the most
ordinary-looking men alive. But admirers had told him that
his features bespoke intelligence and determination. Qwi
had said there was a mesmerizing depth to his brown eyes.
Other ladies had been charmed by his hair it was worn
short, but as long as military regulations-allowed, and was
the sort of fine hair that stirred in any breeze and invited
ladies’ hands to run through it. He gave an internal shrug.
Perhaps he didn’t suffer as much as he feared in comparison



with extroverts like Janson. He just wished that when he was
shaving he could see some of these traits his admirers
noted.

“I'd appreciate it,” he said, “if we could get a temporary
paint job on the X-wings. Red Flight One, Two, Three, Four,”
He pointed to himself, Tycho, Janson, and Hobbie in turn. “A
white base, but Rogue Squadron reds for the striping, no
unit patch.”

Salaban nodded. “Easily done.”

“So,” Wedge said, “what’s first on our agenda settling in
to quarters or a mission briefing?”

Salaban’s expression suggested that the question was
not a welcome one.

“Settling in, I'm afraid, sir. There won’t be a briefing until
you land onplanet. Intelligence decided not to provide a
liaison at this time.” Wedge bit back a response that would
not have sounded appropriate in the mission documentary.
“We’'re going in cold?”

Captain Salaban nodded.

Wedge forced a smile for the holocam. “Well, just another
challenge, then. Let’'s see those quarters.”

2

Wedge was still occasionally fuming, days later, when
Allegiance dropped out of hyperspace at the edges of the
Adumar solar system. There was such a thing, of course, as
overplanning. With too much time and too much desire to
put every mission detail into a mission profile, it was
possible to lose perspective on which objectives were most
important, on which tactics were most effective.

But this was the polar opposite of that situation. He
didn’t know any more now about the people of Adumar than



when he received the datacard from Cracken. As he sat in
his X-wing, running through his preflight checklist, he had
available to him only a set of coordinates on the planet’s
surface. Once Allegiance made its approach to the worldan
odd, inconvenient path like an obstacle i course, with
direction changes at one of the system’s uninhabited worlds
and one of Adumar’s two moons Wedge and his three pilots
would launch and make the final approach to their
destination... whatever it was that the mathematical
coordinates represented. One of Allegiance’s shuttles, filled
with support personnel, including Hallis Saper, had already
descended to make preparations for their arrival.

“Red Flight, this is Allegiance. Our final leg terminates in
one minute.” Wedge glanced at his comm board. The
minute was already counting downhis R5 unit, Gate, had
also received the transmission and, on his own initiative,
begun a count down. Wedge said, “This is Red Leader.
Understood. We launch at arrival plus five seconds. Red
Flight, are you good to go?”

”n

“Red Two, ready.” That was Tycho, as economical of
words as he was of motion.

n

“Red Three, four lit and ready to burn.” Janson’s
inimitable voice and enthusiasm were evident even across
the standard X-wing comm distortion.

“Red Four, nothing’s gone wrong yet.” There was almost
a hopeful note to Hobbie’s dour tone.

Wedge felt Allegiance heel to starboard, a maneuver
lasting ten seconds, and it ended just as his countdown
dropped to zero. “Red Flight, launch.” He suited action to
words, bringing his X-wing up on repulsorlifts until it was
three meters above the hangar floor, then drifting forward
over the main hangar access. Below was a great dark mass
featuring occasional sprinkles of lightAdumar’s night side.



He angled until his nose was straight down, then smoothly
brought up his thrusters and shot toward the planet’s
surface. His sensor board and a visual check to either side
showed his three companions tucked in close beside and
behind him in diamond formation. He oriented toward the
planet’s direction of spin; Allegiance’s orbit was above the
planet’'s equator. “Leader, Two. We have company.” Wedge
checked his sensor board again. It showed two red blips
paralleling their course, about ten klicks from one another
and ten klicks above Red Flight's course. As he watched,
another two blips began rising from below on an identical
course. The sensors designated them

“Unknown Type.” He took a look at them with visual
sensors, but could just barely make out a black fuselage and
an unusual split to the rear fuselage; the distance, and
vibration from the X-wing’s speed, made a better look
impossible.

“Presumably an escort,” Wedge said. “Stay loose, Red
Flight. Diplomacy first.”

“Leader, Three. Diplomacy means saying something
soothing as you squeeze the trigger, right?”

“Quiet, Three.”

In moments, as they held their altitude above Adumar’s
surface, he saw the system’s sun rise above the planetary
curve ahead of them. Wedge’'s viewport automatically
polarized, cutting down a bit on its brightness, but his eyes
were still dazzled. He brought down his helmet goggles and
kept his attention on his instruments.

Seconds later, Red Flight crossed the day/night boundary.
Visual sensors showed a tremendous archipelago of islands
below them, graduating to a series of larger mountainous
islands, and then suddenly they were above an enormous
continent, one that had to occupy at least a quarter of the



world’s planetary surface. Their course led them northward,
over what looked like the continent’'s temperate zone.
Through breaks in the world’s cloud cover, Wedge saw
sprawling cities, deep belts of greenery, and large cultivated
fields. The sensor board indicated the continued presence of
their escorts, who maintained a ten-kilometer distance.

As their motion carried them around the curve of Adu-
mar, the sun rose over them and then was behind them.
When they approached the far day/night boundary, Gate
transmitted the next set of course corrections reduction of
speed and descent into the planetary atmosphere.

“Leader, Red Three. Why are we taking the long way
around?”

“Three, it’s their course, not ours. | suspect they’re giving
us a chance to look at the world.”

“Next time they can send holos.”

Wedge grinned and began the descent into the
atmosphere. He brought his shields up and kept his speed
fairly high. This would give the population below something
to see The friction of the atmosphere on the shields would
make the X-wings look briefly like meteors shooting out of
the skies. It would also give him a chance to learn more
about their escorts. The escorts ten klicks below him
entered the atmosphere firstand slowed their forward speed
to do so. Wedge nodded. That suggested, though it did not
prove, that the escorts weren’t able to handle atmospheric
reentry as well as an X-wing with shielding. Above him, the
high-guard escorts also slowed as they reached the barrier
of the atmosphere. Soon Red Flight was far out ahead of the
chase vehicles.

They descended toward Adumar’'s surface, soon
recognizing cities with skyscrapers, cultivated fields,



untouched forests, broad lakes and rivers. It was, unlike
Coruscant, a pretty world.

Sensors showed more vehicles rising in their path at
intervals of fifty and a hundred kilometers, but these
vehicles stayed to either side of Red Flight's course, not
pursuing as the X-wings passed. “A gauntlet,” said Red Four.

“Maybe if they were firing,” Wedge said. “Here, they’'re
more like distance markers.”

“They could keep track of us on sensors,” said Red Three,
“and scramble a flight if we veered off our assigned course.
I’d like to know what they’re doing. Show of force?”

Wedge shook his head. If this had been a show of force,
they would have had a much larger unit of vehicles in the
air, and would have been making much closer passes. But
Wedge didn’t have the answer, either. “Less chatter, Red
Flight.”

One blip rising into their path did so at a halfway point
between the

“distance marker” vehicles, and its range to Red Flight
closed much faster than the rest. It had to be heading
toward the X-wings rather than at tempting to pace them.
As Wedge watched, the sensor board identified the blip as a
group of four fighters flying in tight formation. Their course
showed them heading straight toward the X-wings. “Heads
up, Red Flight,” Wedge said. “This may be trouble.”

His comm unit came alive with transmissions, disjointed
phrases crowding one another out. “Rad Flat, tha flightknife
approaching your position... Buan ke Shia challenges Waj
Antilles! Answer!... Rad Flat autorized to defend... Dyans ke
Vasan challenges Was Jansan! Answer!”

“Scramble Red Flight frequency,” Wedge said, and suited
actions to words by activating his comm unit scrambler.



Now people other than Red Flight listening in on the flight
frequency would hear nothing but computer-mangled
transmissions. “S-foils to attack position,” he continued.
“Two, you're with me. Three and Four, you're wingmen.” On
the sensor board, four more of the distance-marker aircraft
were now breaking from their original courses and looping
back toward Red Flight.

“Leader, Three. We can outrun them.”

“No, Three. If this culture really is as pilot-happy as we
were told, taking the most sensible course out of here might
cost me credibility | need. This could just be a test of
nerve.”

“Leader, Four. My nerves are already tested. Can | go
home?”

“Quiet down, Four.” Wedge watched the range meter’s
numbers roll down. At two kilometers, the approaching
fighters would be barely within accurate targeting range...
but they were closing so fast that by the time the Red Flight
pilots could squeeze the triggers, the computer targeting
might have good locks on them. The sensor board was
already uttering faint musical tones to indicate that the
enemy was attempting targeting locks on them. At three
klick s, Wedge said, “Break by pairs” And the enemy fired.
Wedge saw eight flares, two from each oncoming fighter, as
the enemy launched missiles.

Wedge whipped to starboard and then instantly began to
bring himself back in line with his enemies again. The
maneuver yanked him out of his approach vector'... but
missiles accelerated so fast, and the enemy was firing so
close, that his sideslip stood an even chance of forcing an
overshoot by the missiles. He saw twin burn trails flash back
along his port side and knew he was right.



A split second later, his targeting brackets crossed over
one of the oncoming aircraft and flickered from yellow to
green. Wedge squeezed his yoke trigger and saw his lasers,
red pulses, leap out toward the oncoming aircraft He had a
glimpse of the enemy, black fighter-craft, and then he was
past them. Sensors registered an explosion behind him and
three targets beyond that, headed away but beginning tight
turns back in his direction. He looped around to port, noted
that Tycho was still on his rear starboard quarter. “Leader to
Flight. Status?”

“Leader, Two. One vaped, two Ilaser-damaged but
apparently still flyable. | have no damage.”

“Three, unhurt.”
“Four, no damage yet.”

Wedge didn’t bother to issue further orders. His pilots
knew what they were about. He and Tycho tightened their
loop, an effort to come up behind the surviving pair of
enemy fighters, while Hobbie and Janson split wide if the
solo enemy turned against one of them for a head-to-head
run, the other would have a good shot at a side or rear
quarter.

As he came in toward the rear of the enemy wing pair,
Wedge got a good look at them. They were large for single-
pilot fighters. They were longer than an X-wing by almost
half, their bows ending in sharp points. Behind the cockpit,
their fuselages split into odd dual-tail assemblies joined by
horizontal bars at the rear. The wings, which crossed the
fuselage just behind the cockpit, were broad where they
joined the fighter-craft but narrowed like a vibroblade to a
sharp point at the tips. The craft surfaces were a glossy
black.

Wedge switched to the general comm frequency. “Red
Flight to enemy fighters. Indicate your surrender now by



descending to the planet’s surface.”

“No!” The enemy pilot’s voice was strained, a little high
in pitch. “I will have Waj Antilles or die!”

Both enemy craft attempted a hard roll to starboard and
down. Wedge and Tycho stayed with them, closing to
optimum firing rangetwo hundred fifty meters. “You're
within our sights and not going anywhere,” Wedge said.
“This is your last chance”

The two craft rapidly decelerated, an attempt to force the
X-wings to overshoot. Wedge fired and saw his quad-linked
lasers shred the black craft ahead of him, punching through
the fuselage directly behind the cockpit; the craft rolled in
the air, its structural integrity compromised, and
disintegrated into a dozen different pieces.

Tycho’'s shot was more surgical. It blew through the
cockpit just where the canopy met the fuselage at the rear.
The fighter-craft, still intact, rolled lazily to port and began
an uncontrolled plummet. Wedge checked his sensor board.
Hobbie and Janson were headed back to rejoin them.

And the other, more distant fighters, those that had
turned back toward the altercation, were once again
resuming their original courses, setting up the kilometers-
wide corridor for Red Flight’s travel.

Wedge brought his group slowly back around on course
and watched Tycho’s target until that fighter crashed onto a
forested hilltop far below. A fireball bloomed out of the
wreckage and began consuming it and the foliage around.
“Red Flight to Adumar Central Control, what was that all
about?”

“Rad Flat, Rad Flat, this is Cartann Bladedrome.
Congratulations on four stops. Ar apologies far the
inconvenience. Please resume the original course.” He



switched to Red Flight’'s scrambled frequency. “Any of you
getting any of that?”

“Leader, Three. It's Basic, but | don’t want to imagine
how they have to twist their faces to pronounce it. They
don’t sound as though this was part of the planned
celebrations.”

“That’s my read also, Three. Let's resume our planned
course. But keep your eyes open and your sensors optimal.”

Moments later it was before them, the biggest city they'd
seen so far, a broad stretch of skyscrapers; even the
smallest of buildings, at the city’'s periphery, seemed to be
six or seven stories in height. The sky above it was alive
with small craft. Wedge’'s navigation computer indicated
that their destination was within the city borders.

As they got closer, they could see that the city was a riot
of colors, each building painted differently from the ones
next to it, most of them bearing one color for walls and
another for roofs and trim such as ledges and window
frames. Rust, brown, red, black, and tan seemed to be
preeminent. And then there were the balconies. Every
building seemed to have a broad balcony. On most of the
worlds Wedge visited, a balcony might extend as far as the
edge of the sidewalk, but some of these stretched out over
the street, almost meeting balconies from the buildings
across the way. Cables also stretched between buildings,
masses of them, but whether they carried power or
communications signals, or did nothing more than add
structural support or please some aesthetic sense, Wedge
couldn’t guess. Red Flight’s course dictated an altitude and
direction that sent the four X-wings straight down the
middle of one of the city’s broader avenues, just above the
rooftops. Wedge reduced speed for better maneuvering
close to structures. As they entered the city Wedge could
see people on the streets and especially on the balconies



fair-skinned humans dressed in flowing garments he could
only glimpse as they flashed past. The people all seemed to
be waving, pointing up at the X-wings. There were vehicles
on and above the streets, long, broad transports without
seats. Wedge also saw living transportation-reptilian beasts,
seven to ten meters long, in colors ranging through browns
and greens; the beasts possessed natural armor on flanks
and necks, a sort of hard-shell banding, and they carried
saddles, some of them built for multiple riders and cargo.

As the pilots got farther into the city, the buildings grew
taller, but Wedge’'s orders mandated the same height
aboveground. Suddenly they could see balconies and
residents beside them, then above them, and they had to
vary their altitude occasionally to miss banks of the cables
stretched between buildings; yet the city builders seemed to
have planned to accommodate lowlevel flying, because the
cables were clustered at various altitudes, with gaps
between them wide enough to permit easy passage of
starfighters. Sensor signals showed some of those pursuit
aircraft catching up from the rear, and then Wedge spotted
them visually They were negotiating one cablebounded
passage below Red Flight, in tight formation, moving like the
escorts they were probably intended to be, a score or more
of the same craft Red Flight had shot down moments before.

“Not bad-looking.” That was Janson’s voice. “Chiefly
atmospheric from the look of them.”

Their path took them abruptly out from between the
balconied buildings and over a plaza. It was broad, wide
enough for an X-wing to do some maneuvering at reduced
speed, and packed with people.

And at the boundaries of the plaza were erected display
screens, each showing a different moving two-dimensional
image.



They were images of Wedge Antilles and the X-wings
under his command, images of battles from throughout his
career.

Wedge almost jerked in surprise. On one screen were in-
the-trench shots from the original Death Star, from the
viewpoint of an X-wing camera mount. On another, the huge
naval engagement in space above the sanctuary moon of
Endor. On another, a clash between X-wings and the Ssi-
ruuk in the Bakura system. All engagements he’d been
involved with... all recordings from participating fighters,
recordings that had to have been provided to the Adumari
by the New Republic. Two sets of panels showed data that
did not come from the New Republic, though They were
recordings of Red Flight's clash moments ago with the
Adumari fighters, doubtless recorded by the fighters that
had been shadowing them; the poor focus and jerking of the
images suggested the recorders had been far away.

“Leader, Three. You set this up yourself, didn't you?”

“Three, Two. Less chatter.” Wedge thought he detected a
trace of amusement in Tycho’s admonition.

The navicomputer indicated that the plaza was the
terminus of their trip. He could see one area that had to be
their landing zone. At the center of the plaza was a circular
fountain, the centerpiece of which seemed to be a statue
representing one of those split-tailed fighters aiming
straight into the sky; near it was a stage with rails around
the edge and a mass of people upon it, and near that was a
railed-off area clear of people. Already parked on the
landing 7one was the shuttle from the Allegiance.

Wedge continued forward until he was not far short of
one set of screens the one before him showed him and
Rogue Squadron, in dress uniform, in a celebration of the fall
of Coruscant to the New Republicand arced hard to



starboard. He led Red Flight in a full circle around the plaza,
then descended to touch down on the landing zone.

When his canopy opened, admitting a wash of heavy,
humid air that made him guess this part of Adumar was in
its late summer season, he was deafened by the roar from
the crowd. He took off his helmet and was rewarded by
another roar as his features were revealed. “Gate,” he said,
“close it up and run the power-down checklist. Notify me by
comm if anyone approaches.” His R5 unit chirped a
confirmation. Wedge suppressed a noise of dissatisfaction.
He’'d have preferred to have a few minutes to do his routine
post-flight check on his vehicle, but the demands of this
social situation obviously wouldn’t permit him the luxury.

No flight crew approached with ladders, so he swung
expertly over the side of his cockpit, hung off the side of his
X-wing for a moment by his hands, and then dropped to the
plaza surface below, landing in a crouch. The plaza surface,
for all that it looked like well-fitted square stones, gave
slightly under the impact of his landing; it seemed to be a
prettily decorated sheet of some flexible material.

Tycho, Janson, and Hobbie joined him in moments, and
Wedge spotted another individual headed their way from
the direction of the stage. This man was about Wedge’'s
height, with intelligent eyes and features framed by dark
hair and a close-cut black beard. He was dressed in New
Republic clothing cut similar to a military uniform but
without rank or unit designations. He held out a hand to
Wedge. “Sir. Delighted to meet you. I'm”

“Ejector Darpen!” That was Janson, his voice and
expression betraying surpriseand the good cheer that
meant he now had some new trouble to cause. The
newcomer glanced at Janson and shook his head regretfully.
“l should have known. Wes Janson. Now my life can take on
the aspect of a personal hell.



" He returned his attention to Wedge. “Tomer Darpen.
New Republic Diplomatic Corps. I'm your liaison to the
people of Adumar.”

“Good to have one,” Wedge said. “This is Colonel Tycho
Celchu, Major Hobbie Klivian. Janson you’'ve obviously
experienced already. Mind telling us what that assault
during our arrival was all about? | assume an assassination
attempt.”

Tomer winced. “Not precisely. They were probably young,
undisciplined pilots trying to achieve some personal honor
by killing you in a fair dogfight. | doubt it was anything
personal.”

“You do.” Wedge gave him a dark look. “I take it very
personally. We just had to vape four pilots in what is
theoretically a friendly zone. Is this likely to happen again?”

Tomer shrugged. “Probably not. We'll adjust security
measures to reduce the likelihood.”

Wedge hesitated, not satisfied by Tomer’s explanations;
there was obviously a lot more he wasn’t saying. “All right,
for now. What's expected of us here?”

“Not much.” Tomer gestured at the crowd. “A short
speech for the assembly. Speaking of which...” He pulled a
round silver object, three centimeters across, from a pocket.
It had a clip on the back. By use of the clip, without prelude
or request for permission, Tomer fixed it to Wedge’s collar.
“This is an Adumari comlink. This one is keyed to the
speakers on the poles where the flatcams are.”

Wedge raised an eyebrow. “Flatcams? They don’t record
in holo?”

“No, but we have some holocams up there, too, for our
own records and to keep our documentarian from going
mad. Anyway, please don’t do anything too elaborate with



the speech until you're used to the Adumari dialect of Basic;
pronunciation is a bit tricky, and the crowd may not
understand you. After the speech, we settle you into
quarters, give you some orientation, and you can dress for
the ball. That's where all the politicking and introducing
really take place.”

Wedge fingered the Adumari comlink. He didn’t care for
the familiar way Tomer had placed it on him, but he decided
not to pursue the matter at this time. “We don’t meet the
planetary president or representative here?” Tomer shook
his head. “No, the, ah, perator of Cartann offers you
considerable honor by not showing up here.”

Wedge said, “Perator is whatplanetary president?” “Well,
here it’'s an inherited rather than elected title,” Tomer said.
“But he has the support of the people through
demonstrations of his piloting leadership during his youth.
And his absence here means, basically, that he doesn’t steal
any of the attention the crowd would otherwise pay you.”
He gestured toward the edge of the landing area, where
steps led up to the stage. “After you. After all of you,
actually. Mere civilians, even former pilots, don’t presume to
walk beside active pilots unless invited.”

Janson smiled. “I like this place. I'm going to go shopping
for land and build myself a retreat.” He fell in step behind
Wedge. “Hey, boss, do you have a speech ready?” “No.”

“So you’'re going to sound like a complete idiot, right?”
Wedge turned to offer him a smile that was more malice
than cheerfulness.

“Once, maybe. But since | made general and have to do
this all the time, I've developed the Antilles Four-Step
Instant Speech.”

Janson gave him a dubious look. “This | have to hear.”
Once on the stage, Wedge headed to its center and raised



his hand with a theatricality that wasn’t really part of his
naturejust a by-product of the numerous public-relations
tours he’d taken after the death of Emperor Palpatine. The
crowd roar increased, but he waved it down and the noise
dropped again. He thumbed the switch on the Adumari
comlink. Step one Remind them who everyone is in case
they’ve forgotten. “People of Adumar, | am Wedge Antilles,
and it’s my pleasure to meet you at last.” His words blasted
out from speakers set up on four strategically positioned
metal poles around the plaza.

The audience roared again, but the noise quickly
modulated into a chant

“Cartann... Cartann... Cartann...” Wedge wondered what
that was all about, but dismissed it from his mind. That
answer would wait. Step two Remind them what you’re here
for. “And as a representative of the New Republic, I'm
pleased to be present at this historic meeting of our great
peoples.” The cheering became more generalized, with the
“Cartann” chants slowly dying out.

Step three Something personal, so they’ll know you’'re
paying attention. Wedge gestured out at the flat display
panels. “I must admit, | find this display very heartwarming.
It's possibly the best greeting I've ever received. I'll have to
find out if | can replicate it on the walls of my quarters back
home.” Some laughter mixed in with the shouting and
cheering. Step four Wrap it up before you make a fool of
yourself. “l expect to have more to say once I've settled in,
but for now, thank you for this warm welcome.” He waved
again and took a step back, as if abandoning a lectern, then
switched off the comlink. The crowd’s cheers continued. His
pilots advanced to flank him and joined in waving at the
crowd. He heard Tomer’s voice from immediately behind
him “This is good. If you can just stand here and wave for a



while, that'll satisfy diplomatic obligations, and then we can
get you to your quarters.”

“All right.” Wedge took some time to look at the crowd.
They were men, women, and children, all ages, consistently
lightcomplected, though their hair color ranged throughout
the color spectrumWedge suspected that many of the colors
were artificial in origin. Facial hair was common among the
men, especially elaborate mustaches.

There was a wide variance in the color and cut of their
clothing, but some consistencies as well. Males and many
females wore tights and closefitting boots in black, with long
shirts with flowing sleeves. Other women wore long dresses,
tight from the torso down but again with the broad, rippling
sleeves. About half of the people wore headgear, some sort
of tightfitting cloth or leather skullcap matching one color
from the rest of their attire; many of the skullcaps featured
a sort of visor, a curved band of what looked like heavily
polarized transparisteel, that fell before the wearer’s eyes or
could be raised up to their foreheads.

Belts were common, usually narrow single-color loops
with no buckle or attachment showing. Some people wore
three or four in different colors; others wore them looping
from one hip to the opposite shoulder; others still wore both
waist and shoulder belt rigs.

And weapons were everywhere. From most of these belts
hung sheathed long blades, short blades, pistols of some
variety. Wedge could see few in the audience who were not
armed in some way; even the children had knives at their
belts.

It occurred to Wedge, belatedly, that he could see no
security detail on duty around this stage. He glanced at
Tycho; the colonel’s return glance indicated that he, too,
noticed the lack.



Wedge said, “Tomer, | suppose I'm not concerned if
you’'re not, but what are you using for security here?”

Tomer’s answer was tinged with amusement. “Why, the
crowd.”

“Ah. And what if they wanted to cause a problem?”

n

“Others would stop them,” Tomer said. “For instance,
let’s say someone jumped on the stage with the intent of
killing you. He’d give you fair warning, of course, and choice
of weapons.”

“Of course,” Wedge repeated.

“Then you could choose to kill him yourself or refuse him.
If you refused, he should withdraw, but might theoretically
press the issue, if he was stupid.”

“That’'s where security issues be come a trifle more
important,” Wedge said.

“If he pressed the issue, which is a grave breach of
etiquette” Wedge heard Janson snort in amusement.

“then someone in the crowd would probably shoot him
dead, just to please you.”

Wedge glanced back at the diplomat. “Just like that.”
“Just like that.”

“Oh, stop worrying, Wedge.” Janson’s grin was infectious.
“It's obvious they adore you. You could throw up all over
yourself and they’d love it. By nightfall they’d all be doing it.
They’d call it the ‘Wedge Purge.” They’'d be eating different-
colored foods just to add variety.” Wedge felt his stomach
lurch. He half turned to glare accusingly at Tycho. “I thought
maybe you’'d be able to do what | never could. Get Wes up
to an emotional age of fourteen, maybe fifteen.”

Tycho gave him a tight little shake of the head. “No
power in the universe could do that. Not Darth Vader and



the dark side of the Force, not the nuclear devastation of an
exploding sun.”

Janson waved at the audience. “They’d be competing for
distance and volume.”

“Wes, just shut up. Tomer, how is it that you know this
reprobate?” The diplomat offered a rueful shake of his head.
“I was once a pilot. Briefly. Tierfon Yellow Aces. My talents
lay elsewhere, though, so | ended up in a less violent
service.”

Janson nodded amiably. “His talents certainly did lie
elsewhere. They weren’t in landing. Tomer here made the
Aces’ list for a landing almost horrible enough to kill him two
different ways.”

Tomer sighed and ignored him.

“His Y-wing was shot to pieces and his repulsorlifts were
dead,” Janson continued. “Had to land, though, or he’d
never get dinner. Luckily we were based on a lowgrav moon
at the time, big long stretch of duracrete serving as a
landing zone. All the other Y-wings clear off the landing zone
and he lines up on it, descends toward it like he was landing
an atmospheric fighter without repulsorlifts. Drops his skids
as he gets close. The skids take the initial impact but he
bounces, so he’s like some sort of hop-and-grab insect all
down the duracrete. But he’s lucky enough that he stays top
side up. Finally he’'s bled off a lot of momentum, but he
loses control and his Y-wing rolls. Comes to a stop on its
belly and he’s safe. Then” Janson’s face became more merry
as he relived the incident”his ejector seat malfunctions and
shoots him off toward space. With grav that low, he
achieves escape velocity. We had to send a rescue shuttle
up after him or he’d still be sailing through the void, one
cold cadaver.”



“l saved the astromech,” Tomer said. “And the Y-wing was
repairable.”

“Sure,” Janson said. “But seeing you as that wishbone
skidded to a stop, seeing you sag in relief and then, poof!
you're headed toward the stars”

Tomer caught Wedge's eye. “As you can see, l've
provided amusement for years.”

“Efficient use of effort,” Hobbie said. “When do we eat?”
3

One of those processional vehiclesa giant flatbed that
rode the ground on wheels, with a raised front control panel
where the driver stood, and with braces for the passengers
to lean back against as they rodeconveyed Red Flight,
Tomer, and Hallis from the plaza. It wasn’t fast going; the
crowd did not want to part to admit them, but preferred to
shout and jump and wave to attract the pilots’ attention.
Wedge solved that problem by moving to the vehicle’s side
and reaching out to shake hands as they passed; suddenly
the members of the crowd wanted to be beside the vehicle
rather than before it, and the vehicle’'s speed increased. The
other pilots moved to the sides as well, and within minutes
the vehicle was beyond the edges of the crowd and heading
out into the city’s avenues.

Wedge saw that the city’s love affair with balconies was
not limited to the avenues they’'d flown above. Every
building on every street facing was thick with balconies.
Some had rope bridges hung between adjacent balconies,
and a few had such strung across streets. Wherever they
drove, people thronged their balcony rails and waved down
at them. The building exteriors were also decorated, on the
ground floor at eye level, with panels about a meter wide by
half a meter high that showed two-dimensional images.



Tomer called them flatscreens, and some buildings had
continuous banks of them all around their exteriors.

“I am so glad the people of this planet like to wave and
shake hands,” Janson said.

Wedge gave him a curious glance. “Why is that?”

“Well, what if their usual greeting for visiting dignitaries
was to throw paint?”

“Point taken.”

Their conveyance pulled up before one of the taller and
more richly appointed buildings they’d seen, and minutes
later Tomer led the four pilots into a suite of rooms on an
upper floor; their support crew had already been separated
off, installed in rooms lower down in the building. “These are
the quarters of a bachelor half squad recently reduced in
combat,” Tomer said.

“The survivor gladly abandoned it for the duration of
your stay, for your comfort.”

Wedge took a look around. The floor, again, looked like
stone, this time a green marble thickly decorated with
silvery veins, but like the plaza flooring it gave slightly when
stepped upon. There was one main room, mostly open, with
a few padded chairs around the edges. Several arched exits
led to round-topped doors of a silver hue. The walls were
hung with light blue draperies; just behind the top of the
drapes, banks of lights shone up on the off-white ceiling,
offering indirect lighting for the chamber. Tomer pointed to
four of the doorways. “Bedchambers there, there, there, and
there.” Two of the building porters, adolescent boys who
could not stop grinning, obligingly carried the pilots’ bags to
those chambers. Tomer gestured to the bank of drapes
opposite the entry into the main chamber “Your balcony
there. It's a pilot’s balcony, by the way.” Wedge said, “Which
means what?”



“Extra-broad and reinforced, and with nothing, including
cables, for a level or two aboveso you can land your
starfighters on it,” Tomer said. “You can move your X-wings
here at your leisure, or | can get a member of the support
crew to do it”

“We'll move them,” Wedge said. “Speaking of those
cableswhat are they for?”

Tomer grinned. “Private communications from building to
building, informal communications. Say you're a young lady
in one building, and your young man lives in the next”

“You run a comm cable.” Wedge shook his head
wonderingly. “There are hundreds of thousands, maybe
millions, of them out there.”

“None to your quarters, though; we’'ve had them
removed. You can put some in if you choose.” Tomer
gestured again. “Kitchen through there, though | doubt
you’'ll have the opportunity to feed yourself much while
you're here. If you choose to dine here and you prefer not to
cook, the building comlink is behind that drape.” He pointed
to one of the main chamber’s long walls, near the center.
“Servants are standing by for any of your needs.”

“Any of them?” Janson asked.

“No,” Hobbie said. “Some of your needs stray too far
outside human norms.

"
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“Meaning,” Tomer continued, just a trace of testiness
creeping into his voice, “that a cook, a courier, a dresser,
and a few others are always standing by. If you want a late-
night meal or something, press the button and ask for a
cook. That’s all it takes.” He gestured to another door. “The
refresher. You'll be dealing with unfamiliar plumbing, which
you'll probably think of as backworld stuff, so I'll nheed to



show you how the devices work.” Hobbie nodded. “A
refresher course.” Janson made a face. “You beat me to it.”
Wedge gestured at the two doors not already identified.
“And those?”

“Extra bedchambers. This was essentially a dormitory for
six unmarried pilots.”

“Good.” Wedge nodded. “We’ll set up one for workouts,
and the other will be our operations center. These quarters
have been swept for listening devices?”

“Oh, yes.” Tomer smiled. “And they were, of course, thick
with such gadgets. We've removed them.”

“It sounds as though we're set up, then,” Wedge said.
“What’s next on our agenda?”

“Get cleaned up and get into your dress uniforms; your
court dinner with the perator at his palace is in about two
hours.”

“Ugh,” Janson said. Hobbie made an unhappy face.
“They’re not reacting to the idea of meeting the perator,”
Tycho was quick to explain. “It's the dress uniform.” “I
understand.” Tomer nodded, sympathy evident on his face.
“l got out of Starfighter Command before the dress uniform
was even designed. Umm, if you're looking for alternatives,
I’'m certain that the court would consider it a sign of honor if
you wore local dress instead of your dress uniforms.”

“Yes,” Hobbie said. “Yes yes yes,” Janson said. Wedge
repressed a smile. The New Republic pilots’ dress uniform
wasn’t too bad, but it had been designed in the depths of
some government public relations department, without the
input of those who would have to wear it, and many pilots
just did not care for it. He cleared his throat. “That’s a
possibility. If you'd be so kind as to send up some examples
of local dress...



?” Tomer smiled. “One snap of my fingers and you’ll have
your very own fashion show. I'll see right to it.” He gestured
for the porter, who had been hovering at the exit, to
proceed him, and he left. Wedge turned to Janson. “How well
did you know him? Do you trust him?” Janson considered.
“Let’s just say that he’s cleaned up better than | expected.”

“No, let’'s not just say that. Let's be a little more
informative.” Janson’s gaze wandered back in time. “Well, in
the Tierfon Yellow Aces, he always had something going,
Floating sabacc games, trade in the newest holodramas and
comedies, a locker that always seemed to have some liquor
in it no matter how much he sold. | never had the
impression that he was a black marketeer, but he was only
one notch above that. When he mustered out and no one
ever heard from him again, we figured he’d gone smuggler.”
He shrugged.

“But the diplomatic corps seems ideal for him. He can
persuade and convince and scam and manipulate, and yet
remain a patriot.” Hobbie offered up a rare smile. “Not a bad
metaphor for the early days of the Rebel Alliance.”

Tycho offered him a mock glower. “Cynic.”

They were four very different men as they walked toward
the Outer Court of the Royal Residence, or palace, of
Cartann.

Wedge had chosen green for most of his outfit-boots,
hose, beltand had chosen a tunic in a creamy off-white. He
chose to remain bareheaded. His service blaster was
bolstered at his hip; Tomer seemed to think that wearing
weapons was more than appropriate in a social situation,
though he had said Wedge would have to surrender it when
in @ chamber occupied by the perator, Beside it hung a
device Tomer had said was commonplace in Cartann, the
comfan. It was a small hemisphere with a handle. On the flat



side of the hemisphere were numerous little vents; at the
bottom of the handle were an on-off switch and an intake
vent. When switched on, the device would draw air in
through the intake vent, cool it, and expel it through the
other vents, making it a handy personal comfort device.
Tomer had said that handling the comfan was itself an art
form, with every possible gesture assigned a meaning by
the Cartann court... but outsiders such as Wedge would be
known not to understand the language of comfan
manipulation. The warmth of Wedge’s tunic suggested to
him that he’d be better off carrying such a thing.

Tycho’s tunic was a material that shimmered and
changed color as it moved; depending on the angle at which
one viewed it, portions ranged in hue from sky blue to a
pearlescent royal blue. Most of his other garments, including
a rakish-looking hip cloak, were black, but he also wore a
skullcap in the same material as his tunic. The skullcap
came forward in a peak over his brow, an extension that
looked like the sharp beak of a bird of prey, a comparison
Wedge decided was apt, and the semitransparent visor over
his eyes lent him a distant, mysterious look.

Hobbie was a riot of lines and angles. His boots, tights,
and belt were a basic blue, his tunic a glorious red; but
every hem of every garment was decorated with trim of
eye-hurting yellow, making it almost a dizzying experience
to look at him walk. “There are three types of dress
clothing,” Hobbie had said. “The kind that offends the
wearer, the kind that offends the viewers, and the kind that
offends everybody. I'm going for the third type. Fair is fair.”

Janson had chosen what Wedge had first misunderstood
as a minimalist approach. His tights, his tunic, all his
accoutrements were blackmost of them a matte

black, though the tunic offered a little shine. He wore no
headgear. But then he capped it off with a hooded cloak that



made up for the rest of his outfit’'s lack of drama. Nearly
floor-length, it was a curtain of nebular redpurple shot
through with crystalline stars that blinked on and off with
internal light.

He carried his service blaster on his right hip, but also
carried a new weapon. On his belt at his left hip was a
sheath carrying the Adumari blastsword, “preferred weapon
for settling personal disputes in Cartann,” as Tomer had
explained. It looked much like a vibroblade the length of a
man’s arm, but the hilt was protected by a curved metal
guard. The blade was sharp starting a few centimeters
above the guard, but the tip of the weapon was not a sharp
point; rather, it was a small flared nozzle. When the device
was powered upby turning on a switch at the pommel, the
knob at the very base of the hiltthe tip would fire off
something like a blaster bolt whenever it contacted a solid
object.

“So it's like a blaster you have to hit someone with,”
Janson had said.

“l have to have one.”

Tycho had shaken his head, looking as mournful as
Hobbie for a moment.

“Don’t give him a new kind of weapon,” he had told
Wedge. “It would be like giving a lightsaber to a two-year-
old.”

But Wedge had allowed it, and now Janson’s customary
swagger swung the blastsword’'s sheathed blade around
behind him, making it precarious to walk close to him.

Accompanied by Tomer, they paused at the arched
entryway to a large ballroom designated the Royal Outer
Court. Tomer stepped forward to speak to the guards on
duty. There were two of them, large men armed with what
looked like polearm equivalents of the blastswords. Between



them, across the entryway, was stretched a sort of silver
mesh material; Wedge could see welldressed people
dancing and socializing, but it was as if viewing them
through a warped and mottled piece of unusually reflective
transparisteel. He spotted two-headed Hallis in the crowd,
her attention turned toward a large knot of men and
women.

Tomer returned. “Odd,” he said. “We're to be admitted, of
coursethis is your night! But we're not to be announced.”

“You mean,” Hobbie said, “nobody is going to bellow our
names across the crowd, so that every body-turns and
stares at us and we have nothing to say, so we stand there
like idiots while they wait. That sort of announced?”

“Yes,” Tomer said. “It's customary. Why the custom was
suspended for tonight | don’t know. You’ll have to surrender
your sidearms to the guards, of course.”

Tomer stopped Janson’s action of unsheathing his
blastsword. “No, you can take that in. Blastswords are fit for
polite society. It's only blasters they object to.”

The semitransparent curtain flicked to one side instantly.
Conversation washed out over them, as did a swell of music
played on stringed instruments at a fast pace, and a wash of
air that assailed Wedge’s nose and informed him that
perfuming was another Adumari habit.

Tomer led the pilots into the outer hall. They attracted no
immediate notice. The hall itself was a tall two-story
chamber, with a balcony all around the second story, thick
with onlookers; its walls were draped with tapestries in a
shimmering silver hue, and the lights behind the tapestries
offered not quite enough illumination. Two tapestries were
drawn aside, revealing enormous flatscreens on stony walls;
the screens showed, in magnification, whatever stood
before them.



Tomer led the pilots straight to the knot of people that
held Hallis's attention. As they approached, Wedge could
see that at its center was one man, unusually tall, with a
close-trimmed white beard and alert, active eyes. His
garments were all a shimmering red-gold; with every motion
he looked as though part of his clothing were on fire. As the
pilots neared, he looked at Tomer and asked, in a raspy but
well-controlled voice, “What have you brought me, O

speaker for distant rulers?” He spoke with the same
accent Wedge had heard on the pilots who had attacked Red
Flight, in which many vowels sounded like short flat “a”s,
but Wedge was becoming more accustomed to it, having
less difficulty comprehending it.

Tomer offered a smile that, to Wedge, looked a little
artificially tolerant. “Pekaelic ke Teldan, perator of Cartann,
smiter of the Tetano, hero of Lameril Ridge, master of the
Golden Yoke, | beg you allow me to present to you these
four pilots Major Derek Klivian, Major Wes Jan-son, Colonel
Tycho Celchu, and General Wedge Antilles, all of the New
Republic Starfighter Command.”

With each recitation of a name, the crowd around the
perator offered an

“ooh,” especially for Wedge. The perator nodded in slow
and stately fashion to each and extended a hand to Wedge.
Wedge shook it in standard New Republic fashion, hoping
that was the reaction called for, and that he wasn't
precipitating a war by failing to kneel and put the hand on
his forehead or some such thing. But the perator merely
smiled.

n

“You are well come to Cartann,” the perator said to
Wedge. “l look forward to hearing your words and seeing
your displays of skill. But first, | have a present for the four
of you.” He waved behind him, beckoning someone forward.



Into the open space surrounding the perator stepped a
young woman. Her garments were all white, though
festooned with what looked like ribbons and military service
decorations, and she carried blastsword, knife, comfan, and
pistol at her belt. She was not tall, being a double handspan
shorter than Wedge, but walked with the confident gait of
someone a head taller than anyone in the crowd, despite
the fact that she was a year or two from what Wedge would
consider full adulthood. Her freckled features were pretty,
open, bearing the expression of a youth rushing recklessly
into life. Her black hair was in a long braid drawn over her
shoulder, and her eyes were a dark blue that seemed
almost purple in the dim light of the chamber.

“This young lady,” the perator said, “is the most recent
winner of the Cartann Ground Championship. With that
victory comes certain obligations and prerogatives. Pilots, |
present you Cheriss ke Hanadi; | know that you have the
most informed Tomer Darpen to give you outlook upon
Cartann, but Cheriss will serve you as native guide
throughout your stay.” Wedge gave the perator a slight bow.
“Thank you, sir.” He spared a glance for Tomer, but the
career diplomat did not seem in the least curious or
disconcerted; this was obviously not an unusual sort of
occurrence.

n

“I am honored to serve,” Cheriss said. She stared at
Wedge with disconcerting intensity, but Wedge could detect
no animosity in her expressionjust curiosity. “If General
Antilles wishes diversion during the evening, | have a show
to put ona non-title from some runny-nosed lordling.” The
perator returned his attention to Wedge. “Tonight,” he said,
“is an informal night. Meet the heroes and nobles and
celebrities we have assembled. Tomorrow is soon enough to
begin the tedious affairs of discussion and negotiations,
no?” He offered another smile, then turned his back on the
pilots and moved away. His knot of courtiers moved with



him like a set of shields moving with a Starfighter. Hallis
turned between perator and Wedge, indecisive, then stayed
behind, her attention and her recording unit’s gaze on the
New Republic pilots.

Tomer stood openmouthed, his expression
uncomprehending. “After all his curiosity about our pilots, all
his arrangementsand he has not even one question for you
tonight. I'm baffled.” He gave Cheriss a sharp look.

“Cheriss, do you know why he has chosen to conduct
tonight the way he has?” She tore her attention from Wedge
to answer. “Oh, certainly.”

MWhy?H
She smiled in return. “l can’t answer that. Not yet. I'm
forbidden.” Tomer’s expression turned glum. *“lI hate

secrets,” he said. Wedge said, “Whitecap, sleep-time.”

The 3PO head on Hallis’s shoulder responded, in the
distinctively fussy 3PO voice, “Certainly, sir,” and the lights
in its eyes went out. Hallis made a noise of exasperation.

Wedge ignored her. “Tomer, a couple of questions. If he’s
the ruling representative of all of Adumar, why is he simply
introduced as the perator of Cartann?”

“He is the heir to the throne of Cartann.” Tomer
shrugged. “Cartann is his nation. The concept of a single
world government is somewhat new here. It does not invoke
the sense of pride that the traditional throne of a nation
does.”

“Oh.” Wedge leaned in close and whispered so that only
Tomer could hear.

“And now he has offered us the services of a guide. Is
that some sort of present? Should we have brought a gift to
offer him?” Tomer smiled and whispered back, “Oh, no. Your
very presence and what it means to him is present enough.”



Wedge leaned back, not entirely reassured. “Whitecap,
wake-time.” He saw the lights reappear in Whitecap’s eyes.

He turned once again into the high-beam intensity of
Cheriss’s stare.

“Well, what’s the best way to conduct ourselves at this
gathering?” Cheriss smiled and gestured. “There are long
tables along those walls where there is food. You can just
walk by and take what you choose. The pilots and nobles
here would be most happy if you would wander, meet them,
tell them of your exploits. There are so many, though, that
greeting them and saying you look forward to longer
discussions later will be enough. When the perator leaves
the hall or drops his visor, this means constraints are off;
you can loosen your belt, act with less restraint, issue
challenges, even leave if you choose.”

Tomer frowned. “When he lowers his visor? That's the
same as him leaving?

"

Cheriss nodded energetically. “Both are signals of
distance. When he lowers his visor, he does not see with the
king’s eyesyou understand? He wants to stay and enjoy but
not affect the behavior of the court.” Tomer looked distinctly
unhappy. “How could | have missed that little detail? Are
there parallels in lesser courts”

Janson interposed his head, glaring at Tomer. “Discuss
nuance later. Feed the pilots now.”

Tomer relented with a smile. “Sorry. Of course. I|'ve
forgotten the role of the stomach in interplanetary
relations.”

It took them nearly thirty minutes to cross the thirty
meters to the food. In that time, they ran across group after
group of admirers, most of them pilotsmale pilots, female



pilots, pilots still in their teen years, pilots as old as Wedge’s
parents would have been if they had survived. Wedge shook
hand after hand, smiled at face after face and name after
name he knew he would never recall despite his best
efforts. By the time they reached the buffet-style tables, all
four pilots had an appetite and eagerly went after the foods
ready there, despite their unfamiliar appearance. Most of
the dishes consisted of bowls of some sort of meat or
vegetable simmered in heavy, spicy marinades; Wedge
found one he liked, what seemed to be some sort of fowl in
a stinging marinade with ground. spices clearly visible, and
stayed with it even after Cheriss informed him that it was
farumme, the same sort of riding reptile Wedge had spotted
during his arrival flight.

“So, Cheriss,” Wedge said, “what can you tell us about
the Adumari fighters we encountered on our arrival?”

“The pilots or the machines?”
“I meant the machines.”

Her expression became blank. “The Blade-Thirty-two,”
she said.

“Preeminent atmospheric superiority fighter, though the
Thirty-two-alpha is equipped for spaceflight and the Thirty-
two-beta also has what you call a hyperdrive.” She sounded
as though she were reciting from a specifications chart. “It's
a single-pilot craft in most configurations, with three main
weapons systems”

Someone bumped into Wedge from behind. He glanced
over his shoulder; another diner had taken a step backward
straight into Wedge. The diner half turned toward him,
saying, “My apologies.”

”n

“No offense taken,” Wedge said, and turned back to
Cheriss... then froze. The other diner’s accent was clipped,



precise... Imperial. He spun around. The other diner turned
to face him, surprise evident on his features as well.

Despite the man’s garmentshe was dressed in Cartann
splendor, much as Wedge wasWedge knew he was no
Adumari. He was of below average height, with short fair
hair that seemed naturally unruly. His lean features were
handsome but marred by a livid scar curving across the
hollow of his left cheek; his dark eyes suggested cutting
intelligence. His face was burned into Wedge’s memory from
numerous Rogue Squadron mission briefings. “General Turr
Phennir,” Wedge said.

The most famous surviving pilot of the Empire, the man
who had inherited command of the 181st Imperial Fighter
Group from Baron Fel upon that pilot’s defection

to the New Republic, stared at him in disbelief. “Wedge
Antilles,” he said, and put his hand on the holster at his belt.
But there was nothing in the holster; doubtless Phennir’s
blaster pistol was with Wedge’s at the door guard station.

Wedge heard a noise from behind, the quiet rasp of
metal on leather, and knew that Janson had drawn his
vibroblade. But Phennir's expression didn’t change. Either
he was in extraordinary control of his emotions, or he wasn't
aware of Janson arming himself. Probably the latter; Wedge
was directly between the two men. If Phennir attacked, all
Wedge had to do was twist aside to expose the enemy pilot
to Janson’s counterattack. Wedge nonchalantly kept his grip
on his bowl and spoon, affecting unconcern.

Wedge could see calculations going on behind Phennir’s
eyes. They probably matched what Wedge himself was
thinking. Best-known New Republic pilot; best-known
Imperial pilot. We're here at the same time so Adumar can
compare us. Can choose which of two options suits them
better. Phennir appeared to arrive at the same conclusion.



He lifted his hand from his belt and extended it to Wedge.
“It seems we're here for the same reason.”

Wedge set his spoon down and shook the man’s hand. “I
suspect so.”

“You’ll understand if | don’t wish you luck.”
“Likewise.”

Phennir turned away and raised his hand in a come-along
gesture. Three other men in his vicinity followed as he
departed.

Wedge turned back to his pilots, saw the last motions of
Janson surreptitiously returning his vibroblade to his forearm
sheath; the action was concealed from the sides by Janson’s
ridiculous cloak, and few, if any, of the celebrants in the
chamber could have observed it. Janson’s face, for once,
was not merry in the least.

Wedge said, “Hallis, did you get that?”
The documentarian nodded.

“Give us a few moments of peace. Take that time to
broadcast what you just recorded to the Allegiance.”

“Yes, General.” She turned and moved into the crowd, for
once offering no protest to one of Wedge’s commands.

Wedge turned his attention to his native guide. “Cheriss,
did you know that man was here? And who he was?”

She nodded, sober. “l did. My perator instructed me to
say nothing until you two encountered one another. They
had an arrival ceremony much like yours, at the same time
as yours, on the far side of Cartann.”

“Please withdraw a few steps.”
She did, looking more distressed.



Tomer said, “Have you met him before? You acted as
though you had.” Wedge shook his head. “Not in person. We
flew against him at Brentaal, years ago. Tycho went one-on-
one with him. Which makes yo u, Tycho, the expert on what
we’'re facing.”

Tycho shrugged. “He was good. Nearly my equal at the
time. But he was no Baron Fel, no Darth Vader.”

“He’s had years to improve.”
Tycho smiled. “So have we.”

“True.” Wedge thought back to his first debriefing of
Baron Fel, shortly after the great Imperial ace’s capture by
Rogue Squadron. “Fel said Phennir was ambitious, with little
loyalty to Sate Pestage, who held the reins of the Empire
after the Emperor fell. Phennir wanted Fel to strike out to
achieve power on his own, and Phennir would be tucked in
right there as his wingman.”

“Which doesn’'t mean much to us,” Tycho said, “unless
Phennir sees an opportunity for personal gain in this
missionenough gain to make him betray the Empire.” Then
he lost his smile. “The Adumari have set us up.” Wedge
nodded. “That’'s my guess. They're going to play us against
the Empire to see who can offer the best arrangement.”
Tomer’s face was nearly white with shock. “They’re far
sneakier than | imagined. They pulled this off without our
Intelligence people even knowing.” Janson snorted. “How
can you be sure? Maybe Intelligence just didn’t tell you.”

Tomer shrugged, unhappy. “Perhaps so. I'll transmit them
a request for further instructions.”

“You do that,” Wedge said. “But until we get further
orders, we do just as we intended tosocialize, play the
visiting dignitaries, make good impressions.”



“And keep eyes open in all directions,” Janson said.
Hobbie sighed. “Until now, | thought this was a really sweet
deal.”

“The Cartann Minister of Notification, Uliaff ke Unthos.”
For the fortieth or eightieth time that night, Wedge offered
the minimal bow and handshake required by the situation,
and went to the special effort it took to keep from his face
the dismay he’d felt ever since he’'d recognized Turr Phennir.
He also struggled to keep his nose from wrinkling; the
minister’'s perfume seemed as sweet and strong as an
orchard full of rotting fruit. “And what is the role of the
Minister of Notification?” The white-bearded man before him
smiled, evidently delighted. “My role is notification of the
families. When a pilot falls in combat, in training, in a duel,
my office notifies all appropriate parties. | do not create the
letters of notification myself, of course. | set policy. Will this
week’s notifications bear a tone more of regret or pride?
When siblings fall on the same day, does the family receive
a joint notification or separate ones? These sorts of matters
are very important...”

Wedge kept his smile fixed on his face, but he could tell
he was hearing a speech, one that had often been replayed.
He did what he could to tune the man’s voice out while still
seeming to appear interested, but all the while kept some of
his attention on the crowd, making sure he knew where Turr
Phennir and entourage were at all times.

Then, over the minister’'s shoulder, at a table at the
outskirts of the crowd, he saw her.

She was seated alone and dressed in the height of
Cartann finery. Her dark blue dress, a sheath from neck to
ankle, was fitted to her slender form, except where its
sleeves flared out in Adumari fashion, and was sprinkled
with gems that glinted white like stars against a backdrop of
space. Her hair, a dark blond, was piled high on her head,



though some strands had worked Iloose or, Wedge
suspected, had been left loose and artfully arrayed to look
like escapeesto frame her face. She did not wear the
decorative skullcap so common in this court; instead, into
her hair was worked a headdress that looked like blue
contrails rising from above her forehead and curving back
around behind her head. She held one of the ubiquitous
comfans and was gesturing with it as she spoke to someone
at a nearby table; her gestures, Wedge saw, included the
subtle motions he was beginning to recognize as Cartann
hand-codes. She was beautiful, but it was not her beauty
that jolted Wedgenot her beauty that made him feel as
though he’d taken a punch in the gut. He knew her. He knew
her name. He knew the planetary system where she’'d been
bornthe same as his, Corellia.

Yet when she glanced at him, when her gaze stopped
upon him and then kept moving, there was no hint of
recognition in her eyes.

Wedge forced himself to return his attention to the
minister. “Would that we had someone with your skills and
dedication in our armed forces,” Wedge said. “I'm sure we
have much to learn from your techniques of notification.
Could you excuse me a moment? | must speak to my pilots
about this.” The minister nodded, his smile fixed, and turned
away, immediately speaking to his own entourage,
something about the courtesy and attentiveness of New
Republic pilots. Once he was a couple of meters away and
still moving, Wedge gestured for his pilots.

They stepped in. So did Cheriss and Tomer.
Wedge looked at the two of them. “Shoo,” he said.

n

“I thought perhaps you needed some advice,” Tomer

said.



“I am here if you need interpretation of some word or
action you do not yet understand,” Cheriss said.

“Tell you what,” Wedge said. “From now on, when |
gesture with two hands for people to move in, it means
everybody. When | gesture with one hand, it means just the
pilots. Will that work?”

They nodded.

Wedge gestured with one hand. Reluctance evident on
their faces, the two of them backed off and hovered a few
meters away at the edges of the crowd.

“What’'s up?”Tycho asked.

“I'm going to allow Cheriss to put on whatever show it
was she was talking about. I'm going to pay a lot of
attention to it.” Tycho offered a confused frown. “Why?”

“Because the hangers-on seem mostly to Dbe
concentrating on me right now. If | do this, it'll give you
some freedom to act.” Wedge turned to Janson.

“Wes, at exactly ninety degrees to your right, about
twelve meters, there’s a table with a woman at it.”

“Oh, good.”

“l want you to wait until the crowd is on me and Cheriss’s
demonstration. Then break free and approach her. Tycho,
Hobbie, make sure his actions aren’t being noticed. If they
are, give him a double-click on the comlink to warn him off.”

Janson smiled. “Thanks, Wedge, for looking after me. You
know, you're one of the most considerate commanders, not
like Tycho here”

“Wes, she’'s lella Wessiri.” Janson’s eyes widened.
“What?” lella Wessiri was a New Republic Intelligence agent,
a former partner and long-time friend of Rogue Squadron
member Corran Horn. She had been very helpful to the



Rogues during the taking of the world Coruscant from the
Empire. Her husband Diric, an unwilling traitor brainwashed
by Imperial Intelligence head Ysanne Isard, had died during
those events. Corran and Wedge had both helped her
through the trying times to follow, and Wedge had
eventually grown interested in her himself, until things had
conspired to separate them for good. His career. Hers.
Ultimately, his relationship with Qwi Xux. After that began,
he’'d almost never run into lella.

“If it's really her,” Wedge continued, “she’s probably here
on an Intelligence assignment. Don’t do anything to blow
her coverjust be your usual obnoxious self and let her shoot
you down.”

“l resent the implication that she would. That any woman
would.”

“But suggest to her that your commander finds her
interesting and would like to see her at some time. I'd like to
know what she’s up to. Whether she’s here to support us.
Whether we can help her. That sort of thing.” Janson
nodded. “Understood. And if it’s not actually lella?”

“You're on your own.”
Janson’s grin returned.

Wedge spoke to Cheriss, and she spoke to some sort of
functionary, and moments later that man drew a blastsword.
He thumbed it on and waved it in a circle over his head.
Wherever the tip moved through the air, it traced a glowing
yellow line, so his motion created a shining circle above him.
As soon as he ceased his motion, it began to fade.

This attracted the attention of the crowd and
conversation quelled. “We have a non-title ground
challenge,” he said. “Lord Pilot Depird ke Fanax challenges
Cartann Ground Champion Cheriss ke Hanadi, vengeance for
her defeat of Jeapird ke Fanax at the last championship.”



There was applause from the crowd, which withdrew from
the speaker, forming an open circle in the middle of the
chamber.

Wedge turned to Tomer. “Wait, wait. | thought she was
going to put on some sort of show or demonstration.”

Tomer’s expression was serious. “She is. To entertain you,
she offered to accept a combat challenge. As the ground
champion, she receives a lot of them. And you told her to go
ahead.”

“I didn't know that’s what she meant. I'm putting a stop
to this.” Wedge took a step forward, but Tomer’s hand fell
on his shoulder and restrained him.

“Don’t,” Tomer said. His voice was a plea. “It's too late.
The challenge was accepted. You're out of the loop. All you
can do now is embarrass Cheriss and look like an idiotyou’ll
be demonstrating weakness.” Wedge glared, then fell back.
“You could have told me.”

“You spoke with such confidence. | thought you
understood.” Cheriss took off her belt, handing it to the man
who’'d made the announcement, and drew her blastsword
and knife. She held the latter in a reverse grip the blade laid
back along her forearm, and took an experimental thrust or
two with the blastsword. It was not powered up and left no
glowing lines behind. Her smile was no longer cheerful; hers
was the del ight of a predator that had run its prey to
ground.

Into the circle stepped a young man. He was perhaps a
year or two older than Cheriss, lean and graceful, his
clothing all in blacks and yellows, his mustache stylishly
trim. He whipped his hip cloak from his shoulders and threw
it into the crowd, then reached to the belt held by someone
at the edge of the crowd and drew a blastsword and knife.
He held his knife in a more conventional grip than Cheriss



did. “I am here to correct the results of an accident,” he
said, his voice light and unconcerned, “and to demonstrate
what we all knowthat wherever a ground-pounder can
merely achieve, a flier can excel.”

There was applause at his words. He thumbed on the
power of the blastsword and twirled it before him, leaving a
figure-eight pattern that glowed redly in the air.

Wedge saw Hallis trying to move through the crowd to
get to the leading edge. Farther around the rim of the
crowd, he saw the perator standing, his retinue giving him a
little pocket of space.

“TJo the perator” the announcer said. Both Cheriss and
the challenger, Depird, bowed to the perator and flourished
their blades in an identical pattern, a circle bisected by a
cross; Cheriss’s blade was now powered up and the symbol
of her flourish glowed blue for a moment before fading.

“Honor or death,” the announcer said, and took a step
back, putting him at the edge of the open space.

Depird wasted no time. He moved forward, not a rush but
a fast stalk, until he was almost within range of a thrust
from Cheriss’s long blade, and raised his blastsword to a
high guard, well above his head, its point unerringly aimed
at Cheriss’s head; as he advanced, Cheriss took a pose with
her knife hand forward, her blastsword hand back, her
predatory smile still in place.

Depird took a step in and thrust with his dagger, inviting
a counterblow from Cheriss’s blastsword, but she swept the
attack away, striking the back of his hand with her own
dagger hand. Depird followed through with a thrust of the
blastsword, which she took on the curved guard of her
sword. When his point hit her guard, there was a crack like a
blaster rifle firing, and smoke rose from a darkened patch on
her guard.



With a flick of arm and wrist, Cheriss disengaged her
blastsword from Depird’s, then swung her guard up in a
punch that caught Depird full in the jaw. He staggered back,
his expression outraged, and Wedge could see that a patch
on his jaw was blistereddoubtless from the heat the guard
had absorbed from his attack.

The crowd reacted, some members applauding, some
murmuring in a disapproving tone. Tomer said, “Cheriss is
considered a gutter-fighter, vulgar by the standards of the
blastsword art. With this court, the fact that she wins most
of the time is her primary saving grace.” Depird shook his
head as though to clear it, then began to circle Cheriss. She
waited for only a quarter circuit before attacking, a step
forward followed by a thrust from her blastswordand then it
was on in full, Depird catching her assault on his blade and
attempting a riposte, Cheriss blocking that move with the
guard on her dagger and returning a full-extension thrust
that caused Depird to leap back nearly into the leading edge
of the crowd. Every motion of the swords was accompanied
by an arc of light from their tips; every impact of a sword tip
hitting a weapon guard or blade was accompanied by the
sharp crack of energy emission.

n

“It's a very pretty sort of competition,” Tomer said.
Wedge didn’t bother to glare; Tomer’s attention was fully on
the fight.

“You mean, it's a very decorative way to get killed. You're
awfully unconcerned.”

Tomer shrugged. “This is their planet, Wedge. Their way
of life. It's for me to understand it... not to try to change it.”

Cheriss, backing away from an especially aggressive
advance, caught Depird’'s blastsword blade centimeters
below the tip with her dagger. She swung it out of line and
brought her own blastsword point to bear in a single,



beautifully fluid motion. Depird tried to check his forward
motion but couldn’this body arched away from her blade but
he ran upon it anyway. There was a sharp crack, a shriek of
pain from him, and he was thrown to the floor on his back.
He lay there writhing, a blackened patch on his tunic at the
center of his chest, smoke rising from it.

Cheriss, barely winded, set her dagger on the floor. She
turned to smile at Wedge, then extended her hand toward
him, palm up; a moment later, she turned it palm down.

“You get to choose,” Tomer whispered. “Palm up means
she spares him. Palm down means she kills him. Palm up will
suggest excessive sentimentality on your partnot something
the Adumari hope to see in a fighter pilot.” Wedge stared at
him. “You think | should let him die?” he whispered. Tomer
shrugged. “I'm not expressing an opinion. Just analyzing
actions and consequences.”

Wedge put on his sternest face, his offended officer face,
and stepped out into the open ring. He moved to stand over
Depird, who writhed in obvious agony. The duelist was
unable entirely to keep quiet; each of his breaths emerged
as a moan.

Wedge studied him critically for several seconds, then
raised his gaze to Cheriss’s. He spoke loudly enough for all
to hear. “This boy needs to learn to handle pain, so that
when he does die, he does not embarrass his family.” He
held out his hand, palm up.

Cheriss shrugged and nodded, not apparently both -
ered. Some applause broke out from the audience, and
some murmuring; 6ut Wedge could see the perator nod
agreeably, and suddenly all the courtiers around the ruler
were applauding, and the applause spread from there to the
rest of the crowd. Wedge returned to his place in the
audience. As he approached, Tomer, too, applauded. “A



good solution,” Tomer said, his voice barely audible over the
crowd. “Credible.”

“We're going to talk about this later,” Wedge said. “And
you're not going to enjoy it.” He looked around for his pilots
and spotted them, all three together, standing toward the
back of the audience ring. The crowd broke up, its members
drifting away, and Wedge saw the perator’s personal retinue
move toward a side exit. Two men dressed in the featureless
brown livery worn by the door guards collected Depird,
hauling him unceremoniously to his feet and helping him
toward the main exit. Janson caught his eye and grinned
uninformatively.

“Did you like it?”

Wedge turned. Cheriss, her weapons once again
sheathed, stood before him. Her smile was, oddly, just a
little uncertain.

“He certainly did,” Tomer said. “l thought it was a very
impressive, skillful display,” Wedge said truthfully. “With an
interesting aesthetic component. Do | understand right that
his objection to you was that you’'d beaten his brother in a
tournament?” She nodded. “In the finals of the last Cartann
Ground Championship. Depird’s brother, unlike Depird, was
one of the few pilots who really knew how to handle a
blastsword. Almost a pity that he died of his injuries.”

“Pity. Um, Cheriss, what purpose did the ground
championship serve, other than to establish you as the new
ground champion?” She smiled. “Well, none, | suppose.”
“Entertainment,” Tomer said. “And continuation of a
tradition dear to the hearts of the people of Cartann.”

“That, too,” Cheriss said. Janson appeared beside Wedge.
“News,” he said. 4

They were on foot in the streets of the city of Cartann,
but nearly anonymousthe people on the street accorded



them not a second glance. Wedge supposed it was because
they were in native dress; had they been in their New
Republic flight suits or dress uniforms, he was certain they’d
be mobbed. Cheriss moved on ahead of them, politely
banished from the current conversation as she led them
back to their building.

“You don’t speak for me,” Wedge said. “Ever.” The words
originated in a cold spot deep in Wedge’'s gut, but Tomer
seemed oblivious to Wedge’s emotion. The diplomat merely
shrugged. “l understand. But you have to understand that
sometimes | can’t let you say the first thing to pop out of
your head. Until you know a lot more about the way things
work in Cartann, vyou're likely to precipitate an
interplanetary crisis with an ill-thought-out remark.”

“Tomer, | direct your attention to the word ‘let.” You've
misused it. You don’t ‘let’” me, or ‘not let’” me, anything.
Understand?”

“l understand completely. You're the one who doesn’t
understand. You shot your mouth off tonight and
precipitated a duel you immediately wanted to stop. Should
| step aside, keep quiet, and let you do that again? Or
something worse?”

“No.” Wedge fumed for a few moments. “We have to
work out a way to do this. To work together. But I'm not
going to blindly follow your lead.”

“It would be better for everyone if you did.” Tomer
caught sight of Wedge's expression. “Well, on another
matter, what's this news Janson brings us?”

“Pilot news,” Wedge said. “Results of some Red Flight
betting. And rather than compromise myself with the
diplomatic corps by letting you know just how badly I lost,
I’'m going to ask you to go on ahead. We'll be along to our
quarters after a while.”



Tomer frowned, obviously trying to figure out how to
phrase a refusal, then shrugged. “Contact me by comlink if
you need me.” He increased his pace, said a word or two to
Cheriss as he passed her , then disappeared into pedestrian
traffic ahead.

“It’s lella, all right,” Janson said. “She wants to see you. |
mean, it didn’t seem to be an urgent thing. | think she was
happier to see me, of course. She even asked about
Hobbie.”

Hobbie brightened. “She did?”
“Oh, yes. ‘How’s old Bugbite?’ she asked.”

Hobbie’s shoulders slumped. When first he'd met lella,
years ago, on a covert mission to Corellia, he’d been stung
in the face by a local insect. lella’s partner Corran Horn,
both of them then investigators with Corellian Security, had
shot him down with that nickname. ” She did not.” Janson’s
grin deepened, but he returned his attention to Wedge. “And
she did want to talk to you. Underneath the shortest of the
flat displays around the plaza where we landed, at midnight
tomorrow. You have to make sure that you're not being
shadowed. You can’t compromise her cover identity.”

“What is her cover identity?”

“She’s some sort of computer slicer. Hired a while back to
develop programs to translate and interface between
Cartann computers and New Republic and Imperial
computers.”

“Define ‘a while back,” ” Wedge said.

Janson shrugged. “I'm not sure. At least several weeks,
possibly several months.”

Wedge looked between his pilots. “There’s something
very odd going on here. | had the impression from General
Cracken that a mapping ship accidentally discovered this



planetwhich had been cut off from the rest of galactic
civilization for thousands of yearsa short time ago.
Immediately afterward, the New Republic was supposed to
have dispatched a diplomatic delegation, which immediately
discovered that they preferred dealing with pilots, which
immediately resulted in our being sent here. Quick, quick,
quick.

“But now | find that the Adumari people have
hyperdrives; they even have some hyperdrive-equipped
fighters. They’'ve brought in specialists to link up their
computer systems with ours. They’ve contrived to bring in
pilots from the Empire at the same time we're here, and
even set things up so that the two opposing groups of pilots
wouldn’t know about one another until we bumped into one
another tonight. What do you want to bet that we haven't
been brought here chiefly because they love pilots? We've
been brought here to duel with our opposite numbers.”

“It's worse than that,” Hobbie said.

The others looked at him. “You know,” Janson said,
“whenever the name of Derek ‘Hobbie’ Klivian comes up,
the words ‘It's worse than that’ ring in my ears. Sometimes |
hear them when I’'m dreaming.”

Hobbie ignored him. “Wedge, while Janson was politely
asking lella about her love life” “l wasn’t!”

“l was talking to people about things. Asking questions
instead of answering them. And | found out that Adumar
doesn’'t even have a world government. The perator of
Cartann doesn’t represent the whole world.”

“That would certainly explain why they all seem to
identify more with this nation than with their world,” Wedge
said. “What do they have?”

“Well, remember that all the answers | got were from
Cartann loyalists.” Hobbie shrugged, apologetic. “But if you



read past the text stream to the data stream, it looks as
though Cartann is the biggest of a large number of nations,
and it controls several other nations besides. Through
tradition and military. It controls something like more than
half the planet. So they could set up trade treaties, that sort
of thing, for Cartann, but they couldn’t negotiate to bring all
of Adumar into the New Republic.”

“You're right,” Wedge said. “It was worse than | thought.”
Janson grinned. “Oh, it’s even worse than that.” Wedge
sighed. “Look, this is your last one. The next person after
Wes who has bad news, we all just shoot him. Go ahead,
Wes.”

“Cheriss is sweet on you.”
Wedge felt his shoulders sag. “Tell me you’re kidding.”

“Sorry, chief. Do you see the way she looks at you? And
she gave you the decision on her challenge duel, to kill or
not to kill. They say that’'s a really big thing here. As subtle
as flowers and sweets.”

“Wes, she’s half my age.”

“True.” Janson looked resigned. “I'll help you, Wedge. I'll
go break the news to her, console her in her time of grief.
I’ll” Wedge held up a hand. “Never mind what | just said.
Let’s just shoot Wes.

"

“I'm for that,” Hobbie said.
“What's our strategy?” Tycho asked.

Hobbie gave him a curious look. “I thought we’d just all
draw and fire. But | could count down to zero, and then we
could draw and fire.” Tycho gave him a mock-scowl. “Quiet,
you. Wedge, what’'s our strategy in dealing with all these
serpentine politics?”



“Play dumb for now. Let everyoneTomer, the rulers of
Cartann, our own Intelligence networkthink we believe
everything they’ve told us so far. Follow Tomer’s plans for
use of our time with just enough belligerence to remind
them we’'re fighter pilots. And find out what we can on our
own. I'll talk to lella tomorrow. Hobbie, Tomer said that
Intelligence certified our quarters as free from Cartann
listening devicesbut nobody certified them free of New
Republic Intelligence listening devices; | want you to screen
our quarters and see if our own people are eavesdropping
on us. Tycho, Wes, | want you to visit Allegiance tonight; I'll
wager every credit I'm carrying that there’s an Imperial
capital ship orbiting Adumar opposite our ship, and | don’t
want Allegiance taken off-guard if there’s trouble.” Janson
spoke up, sounding hurt “Can it be later tonight? I, uh, sort
of made an appointment for this evening...”

Wedge just looked at him.

“l suppose not,” Janson said. “Tycho, didn't anyone ever
tell you that when you ask Wedge for strategy, he gives you
work to do?” The next morning, Wedge led Red Flight in a
dive toward the trees, keeping a careful eye on the
unfamiliar range meter. The cockpit of the Tarrvin-on-Kallik
Blade32 was unfamiliar to him; it wouldn’t do to get himself
and his pilots killed because he wasn’t completely at home
with the controls.

Or with the speed measurements, for that matter.
Adumar didn't measure things by the old Imperial
standards; instead of klicks per Coruscant hour, flight speed
was measured in keps, or thousand paces (measured by the
stride of some long-dead Cartann perator) per Adumar hour.
The Adumari measurement was about eighty percent of the
Imperial standard, so Wedge had to do constant conversions
in his head.



When the forest below began to turn into individual trees,
streams, and riders on those banded-armor farumme
reptiles, the control console began to chime insistently at
Wedge. He knew that it was the collision alarm of the
system’s computer, but it seemed to be set on fairly
conservative numbers and distances. Only after several
more moments, in which the chime became more loud and
insistent, did Wedge haul back on the control yoke, bringing
his Blade32 out of its dive.

As he began to level off above the forest floor, he felt his
maneuver pushing him back in the pilot's seat, felt a slight
dizziness as blood began to rush from his head. A moment
later, the pressure eased and the dizziness diminished. He
shook his head. The Blade32 had inertial compensators like
the New Republic and Imperial fighters he was used to, but
their computers weren’t quite up to the task of calculating
precise adjustments to keep the pilots from suffering all the
ill effects of high-gravity maneuvers. Still, he was flying
again, testing a new fighter, tearing up the sky with gravity
and engineering limitations his only enemies. When he was
chained to his desk and his general’s duties for days, weeks
at a time, he could pretend that flying was something he
had largely set aside, something he returned to occasionally
for enjoyment. But at times like this, it was impossible to
deny his pure love of flying, his need of it. It was impossible
to deny the ache it caused him when he was unable to find
cockpit time. Flying was a part of him, had been since his
childhood, and he felt a flash of anger at the bureaucrats
and deskbound organizers who, since his promotion to the
rank of general, had given him assignment after assignment
that kept him far from a cockpit most of the time. Regular
fighter missions were a thing of his past, and he missed
them terribly. But perhaps they were a thing of his future as
well. Perhaps someday he could find himself a post, as
General Salm and General Crespin had before him, that



would allow him regular command of a fighter wing. That
prospect gave him some hope for his military future.

He checked his sensor board, or lightboardthe screen
with the green wire-frame grid the Adumari called a
“lightbounce system”and saw that Tycho, Janson, and
Hobbie were still tucked in tight. Off in the distance, their
escort of four Cartann fighters was still in formation. But
Wedge’s visual check showed that Janson was upside down.
“Janson, orient yourself,” he said. “You're belly to sky.”

“Negative, boss. I'm right side up. You three inverted
coming out of that headache maneuver.”

Wedge glanced up, saw only sky and sun above him.

Janson’s voice came again, a taunt this time “Made you
look.” He righted his Blade32.

The lightboard beeped at him. It showed an incoming
flight of a halfdozen Blades, four advanced, two in the rear.
Wedge’s communications system buzzed. “Hail General
Antilles! The Lords of Dismay Flightknife issues a chall
enge.”

Wedge sighed. He was already well familiar with some of
the Adumari pilot terminology, such as the use of
“flightknife” for “squadron.” For the sixth time since Red
Flight had commenced this familiarization run, he switched
over to general frequency and said, “Antilles here. Denied.”

“Another time, then. Confusion to your enemies!
Farewell!” The incoming fighters began a slow loop around
to head back the way they’d come.

“They love you, Wedge.” That was Janson’s voice. “This is
the only planet where everyone who loves me also wants to
kil me,” Wedge said. “All right. Opinions, people? On the
fighters, | mean.”



“A bit like flying wishbones,” Janson said. “These Blades
have the kind of mass and solidity I like in the Y-wings. But
sluggish.”

“l like the weapons arrangement,” Hobbie said. “Two
lasers forward, two lasers back. Two missile ports like the X-
wings... but we’'re carrying sixteen missiles, not six. More
punch against capital ships. If we could swap proton
torpedoes for the lower-powered explosives these are
carrying, that'd be a lot of bang.”

“I've been reviewing engineering records and damage
statistics,” Tycho said.

Janson laughed. “While we’ve been maneuvering?”
“Restraining myself so you could keep up with me left me
plenty of time for intellectual pursuits,” Tycho said. “I also
composed a symphony and drafted a plan to bring peace to
the galaxy. Anyway, without shields, these things come
apart under any missile hit. But they’re structurally tough,
more so than X-wings, so they hang together after taking
more collateral damage or laser hits. I'd like to see how
much maneuverability they lose with a set of shields,
hyperdrive, maybe a gunner’s seat installed. If it's not too
great a loss, we may have a viable fighter-bomber here,
something useful in fleet actions against capital ships.”

“Good point,” Wedge said. He rolled his fighter over and
up again, decided he didn't much like the way the
atmosphere bit at his flight surfaces.

“All right, let’'s take them back to the hangar. Wedge
Antilles out.” That was a code signal, the use of his full
name. After bringing his fighter around so that it was
headed back toward Giltella Air Base, one of two bases close
to the city of Cartann, he switched the microphone off his
fighter's comm system, then pulled an elaborate comlink
headset out of a flight-suit pocket. Tycho had brought these



back from the Allegiance last night, comlinks with scrambler
attachments. Wedge set its registers to a previously agreed-
upon scramble code.

Hobbie had determined that their clothes were free of
listening devices, but he’d found two such objects in their
quarters, obviously of New Republic make. Not being
Intelligence-trained, he’'d said that he wasn’t confident that
he could find them all. That meant their quarters were not a
safe place to discuss things in confidence. With Cheriss or
Tomer with them most of the rest of the time, this left few
occasions for private conversation between them. Wedge
dialed the power down on his headset so its signal was
unlikely to be intercepted at ranges of more than a few
hundred meters. He pulled off his pilot’s helmet, setting it in
the little cargo space behind his seat, and put on the
headset. “One to Flight. Are you reading? Answer by
number.” “Two, ready.”

“Three, ready to run off at the mouth.” “Four, I'm a go.”

“All right, gentlemen, what’s news?” “One, Four. On the
lightboard, | keep seeing fighter maneuvers about one
hundred fifty Adumar klicks southwest

" “That’s keps.”

“Thank you, Three. Southwest, and with what I've been
able to tell from these broken-up signals, they’'ve been
doing pretty much what we have. My bet is that Turr Phennir
and his pilots are also out familiarizing themselves with the
Blades.” “Good to know, Four.”

“One, Three. There’s something | just don’t get.”
“This is news?”
Wedge smiled. “Quiet, Four. Go ahead, Three.”

“Why does the perator of Cartann assume that the
Empire just won’t move in here and take over? Why does he



think they’ll cooperate in this competition to win their favor
and then just go home if they lose?” Wedge thought about
that. “Three, here’s a guess. You're thinking in terms of the
Empire we knew when we joined the Rebellion. Today’s
Empire is a fraction of that size, with a heightened sense of
economy. To conquer this world, they’d have to commit and
probably spend a lot of resources. To do so, they might even
have to smash flat the very industry they want to obtain.
The Empire would win, no doubt. But they’'d lose more than
they’d gain. It would probably never be a cost-effective
decision.”

“Good point, One. | just can never think of the Empire as
anything but this gigantic thing with limitless resources.”

“Back to normal communications,” Wedge said. “The air
base is coming up.” Ahead were the familiar colors and
shapes of the Cartann air base from which they had taken
offseveral concentric rings, hangar buildings surrounding
central control buildings, all of them with elaborate
balconies. Minutes later, they had landed and returned the
Blade32s back to the flightknife that had loaned them,
declined yet another challenge from that flightknife, and
been rejoined by Cheriss just outside the hangar. “Did you
enjoy them?” she asked, her eyes shining.

“Yes, we did,” Wedge said, and led the way toward the
wheeled contrivance that would carry them back into the
city. “Very hardy fighter-craft.” The gqirl’'s expression
suggested that she awaited further praise for the Blades, so
he added. “Obviously a vehicle of conquest.”

She nodded, happy. “There is none better. And it is
obvious that you’'ve learned to master it very swiftly.”

“Well... we managed not to crash,” Wedge amended. “I
wouldn’t say we've mastered it.”



“Oh, you were putting them through their paces as
though you’d been flying them for years,” she said. “And the
Imperial fighters accepted a challenge today and shot down
four members of Blood on the Flowers Flightknife.”

“Shot down?” Wedge frowned. “How many survived?”

“One,” she said. “Ejected, badly wounded. He’ll have
some scars to brag about.” Her voice became a little more
soft, more shy. “Will you be accepting challenges, too?
Maybe tomorrow?”

Wedge, out of the corner of his eye, saw Janson grinning
at him. Wedge slowed his pace and managed to step on
Janson’s foot before the other pilot could adjust. Over
Janson’s yelp, he said, “Tell me, are all your challenges
livefire exercises, or do you ever use simulators?” Her smile
faded, replaced by an expression of confusion. “What's a
simulator?”

“A device that simulates what you see and feel when
you're in a fighter’'s cockpit. It uses computers, holograms,
and inertial compensators to mimic almost exactly the
experience of flying, so you can get in a lot of training
without risking valuable machinery or even more valuable
pilots. You don’t have anything like that?”

“Well... in other countries, pilots sometimes duel with
weakened lasers matched with laser receptors, and with
missiles that have weakened charges that create a large
pigment cloud, so they don’t have to kill one another.”

“In other countries... but in Cartann, all your pilot duels
are livefire?” Cheriss nodded. “Yes. Oh, not all are fatal. A
pilot might eject and the winner might decide not to shoot
him on the way to the ground. That's what happened today
with the Imperials. When that happens, both will live.
Assuming the crowd on the ground doesn’t beat the loser to
death for his defeat.”



“How do you keep from losing pilots at an astounding
rate?” She considered. “Well, that's why the government
instituted the Protocols. Pilots who wish to duel must
demonstrate that both will benefit from a duel.” “For
example?”

“If a new pilot wants to duel an older, experienced pilot,
that situation probably fails to meet the Protocols. You see,
the new pilot would benefit if he wonhe would have received
training at the hands of a better, and would gain fame for
having killed him. But the old pilot would not really benefit.
He could mark one more kill on his board, but it would be of
no consequence, so he would not benefit. Therefore his
commander would not approve the duel.

“But if a new pilot had invented a new maneuver or
fighting technique, the older pilot could benefit from facing
it. If his commander was impressed enough with the
younger pilot’s inventiveness, he might permit the duel.”
“You say other countries perform simulated-weapons duels.
Is there a loss of honor in using them?”

“In Cartann, yes. There, | suppose notthey lose enough
honor just for belonging to a lesser nation.”

“What would it mean if | agreed to a duel, but insisted on
using simulated weapons?”

Her face went slack, the expression Wedge had come to
recognize as meaning she was thinking hard. Finally she
said, “I'm not sure. Either you would lose honor, or the use
of simulated weapons would gain in honor.” “If | did it again
and again, and won every time?” “l think, | have to think,
that simulations would gain in honor.”

“Interesting. Perhaps, tomorrow, when we come out here
I’ll ask for Red Flight to be equipped with weakened lasers
and paint missiles.” Tomer had no news for them when they
returned to their quarters late that afternoon. No



appointment with the perator or his ministers to discuss the
possibility of Adumar’s entry into the New Republic. No
revised orders from Intelligence.

They accepted a dinner invitation Wedge had received at
the previous night's celebration, at the lavish home of
Cartann’s Minister of Trade. Yet the politician, a lean man
who hobbled on an artificial leg, the result of ejecting from a
disintegrating Blade-28 and being hit by shrapnel from his
own fighter, had no interest in discussing trade; he wanted
to hear nothing but tales of Wedge’s exploits.

They dined at a long table on the minister’'s broad
balconyin order, Wedge suspected, that the owners of the
balconies all around might see them and be envious of the
minister’'s guests. Wedge and his pilots quickly learned to
spell one another, each taking up the thread of a story in
turn so that the others might eat. Cheriss kept quiet
throughout, listening wide-eyed to tales of Endor and
Borleias and Coruscant.

Afterward, they took the ascenderthe slow-moving,
rattling, open-sided Adumari version of the turboliftdown to
the third floor aboveground. The building’s first three stories
were mostly taken up with a massive lobby, a showcase to
impress visitors, and the ascender did not go all the way to
the ground; visitors had to descend those three stories by a
sweeping staircase, and at the outside door they would
reclaim their blasters. Janson led the way down the stairs at
a half trot. “l hope we get to your diplomatic duties soon,
Wedge. | really look forward to them.” Wedge grinned. “As
opposed to night after night of dinners with starstruck
functionaries?”

“You said it,” Janson said. “l really hate all the adulation.”
Then, as he rounded the main curve in the staircase, six
Adumari men, climbing the stairs, drew blastswords, the
foremost two of them lunging at him. Time seemed to dilate



for Wedge. He saw Janson whip off his preposterous cloak
and entangle the two blastswords; the weapons’ points fired
off, pumping blaster energy into the garment, setting it afire
in two places. The other four men charged around Janson
and his two opponents, passing them on the wall side of the
stairs.

Wedge leaped forward onto the curved banister polished
hardwood, it did not budge under his weight and offered
little friction. He slid down it as if mounted sidesaddle on a
riding beast. As he passed Janson, he brought his left leg up
and unloaded a kick against one of Janson’s opponents, the
maneuver almost pitching Wedge over the side to the floor
two stories down. The blow caught the man full in the face,
throwing him back and down the stairs, rolling almost as
fast as Wedge slid.

Wedge regained his balance and dropped off the banister
to land beside the man, who lay faceup sprawled across half
a dozen carpeted steps. Wedge snatched up the man’s
blastsword and turned back up the stairs. The last of the
men who'd been rushing past Janson had turned again to
descend toward Wedge. Janson had his own enemy wrapped
up in a wampa-hug and was bending the man back across
the banister; the enemy’s face contorted in pain as his spine
curved too far in a direction it was not meant to go. Janson’s
blastsword was still in its sheath; his burning cloak lay on
the step beside his foot, its flames licking higher.

Cheriss had her blastsword out; she nimbly deflected the
blades of two of the oncoming men. That left one to

edge past her and go after Hobble and Tycho, but as
Wedge watched, the two moved in concert. Hobbie lunged
toward the swordsman and jerked back just as suddenly,
drawing an ineffectual lunge from the man’s blade, and
Tycho took the opportunity to leap full on the man,
slamming him down onto the steps. In a moment Tycho was



straddling the man, raining punishing blows on his face, as
Hobbie retrieved the blastsword.

Wedge backed away from the man descending after him.
He cursed the unfamiliar weapon in his grip. Hand to hand,
or blaster to blaster, he was confident that he could at least
hold his own against an attacker, but not with a weapon as
esoteric as the blastsword.

Then Wedge set the point of the blastsword to the carpet
at the base of one of the steps. It unloaded its energy into
the carpet, emitting a sharp

“bang” and a small cloud of red-brown smoke. Wedge
dragged the point all the way across the bottom of the stair,
sustaining the sword’s blaster emission, sending up a
curtain of smoke before him.

He could still see his opponent, and the mantall,
mustached, smiling in anticipation of victoryshook his head
as if correcting the actions of a pupil. “You waste all your
charge to put smoke between us?” he asked. “That will be
your last mistake, Wedge Antilles.”

“Oh, | have plenty more to make.” Wedge grabbed at the
flap of carpet he’'d cut free and, with all his strength,
yanked. The carpet resisted, the adhesive that made it
conform to the shape of the stairs holding; then it gave way.
The descending assassin’s feet went out from under him; he
flailed wildly as he lost his balance, thumped down onto the
stairs, and slid down toward Wedge.

Wedge stood his ground and brought the point of his
blastsword up into contact with the armpit of his attacker’s
sword arm. He heard and felt the impact of blaster tip
against skin, smelled the familiar odor of burning flesh. His
opponent shrieked and dropped his sword.

Wedge glanced back up at the others. One of Cheriss’s
foes was down, a mass of char where his throat should be,



and as he watched she disarmed the other with an expert
twirl of their locked blades. Hobbie stepped in and hit the
man, a punch that seemed to start a kilometer or two
behind him, taking the man in the gut and folding him over.
Janson gave his own enemy a little shove and that man,
already broken like a toy, toppled to crash down onto the
tile floor below. Nor did Tycho’s opponent look anxious to
continue the fight; his face was a mass of contusions, his
eyes closed.

Janson began stomping on his cloak to put out the fire.
Wedge heard a smattering of applause and whistling from
the ground floor. He spared the floor a glance; men and
women, bright in the lavender-and-gold livery of this
building’s workers, were merely cheering their efforts.
“Cheriss,” Wedge said.

“Who's the leader?” “You are, General Antilles.” “l mean,
their leader.” She gestured with her sword point at the one
Wedge had kicked in the face; he lay halfway between
Wedge and Hobbie. He did not move, but his eyes were
fluttering. “Hobbie, get building security and see if you can
get our blasters back. Wes, Tycho, pick up blastswords and
poke the first one of them who offers trouble. Cheriss, help
me with this one.” He moved up the stairs, somewhat
tentative because the damage he’'d done to the carpeting
made walking tricky, and stood over the man he’d kicked.

Wedge moved his sword point back and forth over the
man’s throat. “What was all this about?”

It took a moment for the man’s eyes to track on the
blastsword tip. “What else?” the man said. “Honor. The
chance to kill the famous general from the stars. Tomorrow |
would kill the Imperial pilot.”

Cheriss gave him a less than respectful smile. “You
couldn’t kill a feedreptile if it spotted you two legs and an



eye. He's lying, General. He's a paid assassin.”

The man scowled at her and shook his head, a mute
protest of innocence.

“Cheriss, how do you know that?” She gestured at the
man, her expression one of contempt. “First, look at his
clothes.” The man, like most of the attackers, was dressed
in what Wedge was beginning to recognize as barely
acceptable clothing for a building as prosperous as this. His
clothes were stylishly black, but on closer examination, the
tunic was threadbare in places, the leather of his boots
shined but much worn. The blastsword lying beside him had
a guard that was much scarred, seldom polished. “So?”
Wedge asked.

“Second,” she said, “this.” She hauled back and kicked
the man hard in the side.

He arched his back and groaned. He opened his mouth,
doubtless to offer a curse or threat, and then remember
Wedge's sword point hovering centimeters above his face.
He remained silent.

Wedge frowned at the gqirl. “We don’t torture for
information, Cheriss. That’s not our way.”

She turned innocent eyes to him. “Torture? Never. This
time, General, listen.” She hauled back and kicked the man
again, possibly harder than before.

Over the man’s groan, Wedge distinctly heard a clinking
noise from beneath the man’s tunic.

Cautious, Wedge pulled the tail of the tunic up through
the man’s belt. Beneath, attached to a second, slimmer
belt, was a transparent pouch filled with shining golden
disks.

“Adumari credcoins?” Wedge asked.



“Perats,” Cheriss said. “Do you see Pekaelic’s face on the
obverse? | see at least twenty of them. Not a fortune, but
definitely an improvement in his estate.”

Wedge nodded to Tycho, who searched the others. He
found pouches of coins, most of them about half as full as
this man’s, on each.

“You're saying that someone with this kind of spending
money should have better garments,” Wedge said.

Cheriss nodded.

Wedge returned his attention to his prisoner. “Who paid
you?”

“This money is from the last man | killed,” the man said.

“Then you've killed a minister or a wealthy merchant,”
Cheriss said. “And his family will be wealthy enough to
prosecute you all the way to the grave. I'll tell the Cartann
Guard what you’'ve just admitted to. Whoever the last
important man to be killed was, you’'ll take the blame for it.”
The man opened his mouth as if to offer a denial, then shut
it stubbornly.

Cheriss caught Wedge’s eye and gave him a tight shake
of her head. Her meaning was clear; the man wouldn’t talk.

Hobbie came bounding up the stairs, leading a handful of
men and women in the eye-hurting livery of the building. All
wore sheathed blastswords but carried some sort of
sidearms in their hands. “It's a no on our blasters,” Hobbie
said. “Until we leave the building.”

“Rules,” said the foremost of the liveried men, “are rules,
| fear. But you will suffer no more inconveniences while in
our building. Are we here to be witnesses to your kill, or do
you wish them given over to the Cartann Guard?”



Wedge frowned at the man, who appeared to be about
twenty, very fair, very exuberant. “Do you mean it's legal
for me to just kill them?”

“Of course. You beat them fairly. Unconventionally, but
fairly. And until you kill them, release them, or hand them
over, the duel is not done.”

“It wasn't a duel. It was an assassination attempt.”
Wedge finally remembered to turn the power off on his
blastsword. “I turn them over to you for the Cartann Guard.
These men were paid to kill us; perhaps the Guard will want
to find out by whom.”

“Of course,” the young man said. “We will hold them if
you wish to depart.”

“Yes, thank you.”
“Do you wish to take trophies?”

Wedge glanced at Cheriss. She said, “What’s theirs is
yours; you have won. What they carry, | mean. You cannot

rn

claim what is in their homes, at their moneykeepers’.

“| see.” Wedge glanced among his pilots. “Red Flight,
arm yourselves. Blastswords and sheaths. If we're going to
have this happen again, | don’'t want us to have to rely only
on fists and vibroblades.” Cheriss smiled at him. “You did
very well with fists and vibroblades. You are brawlers. | like
that. Cartann swordsmen are too effete.”

“Thank you, Cheriss.” Once he, Tycho, and Hobbie had
their new blades buckled on, Wedge led the way past the
helpful building guards and down to the street.

It had grown dark and cool outside in the hours of their
dinner appointment, and now the streets were filled with
shadowy figures and the occasionally wheeled transport.
Even more rarely, a repulsorlift-equipped transport would
cruise by a few meters overhead, its complement of five or



ten passengers idly watching the pedestrian traffic below.
Wedge kept his face down, the better to keep passersby
from giving him a closer look and recognizing him.

“Cheriss, you heard his coins clinking over all the noise of
the fight?” She nodded.

“And you took out two of the enemy. That's very good
work.”

“Thank you, General.”

“With all your talents, and your obvious respect for pilots,
why aren’t you a pilot yourself?” Wedge asked. He saw a
little hesitation in her expression and added, “If it's
personal, just tell me it’s none of my business. | won't be
offended.”

“No,” she said. “It’s justit’s not something | feel shame
over.” Her miserable expression suggested she was lying.
“But | can’t learn to fly. Ever. When | go up in aircraft, even
when I'm on a high balcony, | become dizzy. | panic. | can’t
think.”

“Vertigo,” Wedge said. “So you concentrated on the
blastsword instead?” She nodded. “It is a dying art. Oh,
most nobles carry blastswords in public, and many
commoners like myself. But the art as they practice it in
their schools is stylized. They train with blaster power set to
shock instead of burn, and they have rules that make some
sorts of blows illegal. I, on the other hand, researched the
blastsword art of centuries ago, when it was still very
prestigious. | learned about alternative secondary weapons
and using the environment against my enemies.” She
brightened again. “l can tell that you haven’t trained with
the blastsword... but it’'s obvious you know how to fight. The
maneuver with the banister, Major Janson’s use of the cloak,
Colonel Celchu’s skill with his fistsl would love to learn what
you know.”



“We’'ll trade, then. Teach us what you can, in the time
we're here, of the use of the blastsword, and I'll let my
merry band of reprobates teach you about the back-alley
maneuvers they’ve learned.”

He turned to catch the eyes of the other pilots, to make
sure none of them had an objection, and saw that Janson
was glum. “What'’s wrong, Wes?” Janson sighed. “My cloak is
all burned up,” he said. “I liked that cloak.

a“

“We’'ll find you one even more garish,” Wedge prom -
ised. “Now, Cheriss, | hope you’'ll understand, but | have to
be very rude to you for a minute.”

“You want me to walk on ahead again,” she said. He
nodded. She offered him what he took to be an
understanding smile, then increased her pace.

“I'm going to leave you now,” Wedge told his pilots. He
checked the chrono from his pocket. As with most people
who did a lot of travel from planet to planet, his chrono
showed both ship’s time and local time, and the local time
indicated it was less than a half hour of midnight.

“You can’t see her now,” Hobbie said, his face grave.
“Why not?”
“You're all sweaty from the fight.”

“He’s right,” Janson said. “You stink of sweat, and smoke,
and the wine the minister spilled on you”

“He missed me.”

“I don’t think so. Anyway, you're not fit for a liaison
tonight.” Janson put on a long-suffering face. “I'll go in your
place. I'm ready for this assignment, sir.” He saluted.

“This isn’t a liai” Wedge shut up and turned to Tycho. “If
he keeps this up, Hobbie gets to choose his clothes for the



next three days.”
“Oh, good,” Hobbie said.

Tycho nodded. “Keep your eyes open tonight, Wedge. We
can be pretty sure the Imps put those assassins on us... but
we can’t be sure there aren’t duelists out there who want to
kil you honorably.” Wedge waited until Cheriss turned a
corner ahead. He whipped off his cloak and reversed it so its
dark interior color was now on the outside, and turned to
join the pedestrian traffic heading the other way. At this
time of night, with no events taking place, the plaza where
he’d made first landfall on Adumar was nearly empty.
Though not illuminated by artificial lights, it was still bright
enough under the shine of two moons, one of them full and
quite large in the sky.

The temporary stand where Wedge had made his speech
was gone, though the four poles with their speakers were
still there. The spot where the X-wings had landed was
empty, Wedge and his pilots having transferred their
snubfighters to their balcony early that day.

But despite its echoing emptiness compared to the
previous day, the plaza was not lifeless. Near where the X-
wings had landed, a circle of men and women watched a
blastsword duel; even at this distance Wedge could see the
lines of green and violet color twirling through the air, hear
the snap as a blastsword tip hit a surface. The fight
continued for several more seconds, so it must not have
found flesh, but moments later he heard a second blast
followed by a quick shriek. Then a third blast, and applause.

Another life lost to no good purpose. Wedge shook his
head. Ahead, there was a slender silhouette waiting beneath
the shortest of the dark display panels. When he was a
dozen meters away, he slowed, sure that he should not call



lella’s true name, but not certain as to what sort of greeting
was appropriate. Finally he said, “May | approach?”

“You may.” It was lella’s voice. She lowered the hood of
her cloak as he reached her, and moonlight fell full on her
face. She extended her hands. He took them, then stood at
a loss for words.

She laughed. “You were more eloquent yesterday.”

“I do that sort of thing more often.” He caught sight of
another silhouette, big, probably male, deep within the
shadow cast by the nearest building. “Friend of yours?

“My bodyguard,” she said. “Here, anyone with a
marginally profitable job can afford bodyguards for
situations like these. Do you have one?”

“Not with me, no. She’s already killed a man for me
tonight.” Wedge shook his head, willing away the distraction
of the night’s events.

“Killedwere you attacked?”

“All of us. Tycho, Wes, and Hobbie, too. We came out of it
unhurt.” He gestured as if thrusting with a blastsword. “Four
visiting blades, cutting down assassins. Something more for
the court to talk about.” lella seemed to have caught her
breath and grown paler. Wedge leaned in closer. “Are you all
right?”

“I'm fine. I'm not the one in danger, Wedge. You need to
be careful. These peoples’ affection for duels, for picking up
honor coupons by killing each other, could get you
murdered.”

Wedge waved her objections away. “How have you
been?” Her expression remained cheerless. “Well enough.
I’'ve been working hard. Mixing fieldwork with analysis. It
never gets boring.”



“That doesn’t sound as though you’ve found any one
thing that you want to devote yourself to.”

She shrugged, and he could sense even more distance
between them. “l guess I'm not like you, that way. Listen,
Wedge, | can be here, but not forever. What do you need?”

He sighed. “Duty first. | need to know what'’s really going
on here on Adumar. I'm effectively ambassador here for the
time being, and I'm in completely over my head. How long
has the New Republic really been aware of Adumar?”

“You don’t know?"”



“No. | thought it had been a matter of days or weeks.
Your presence, your cover, sugg ests it's been longer than
that.”

“Five or six months,” she said. “Intelligence discovered
that someone was recruiting computer slicers for hire to do
interfaces between a new set of computer protocols and
New Republic and Imperial standards. Intelligence got
interested, put together an identity for me as a Corellian
slicer, and dropped me on one of the worlds where they
were hiring. It's the sort of mission we call a blind jump.
When | got here, | set things up for the arrival of a team.

"

“What’s your name here, by the way?”
She managed a faint smile. “Fiana Novarr.”

“I'm sort of surprised that a hired code-slicer would be
invited to an affair like last night’s dinner, with the perator
and all.”

“l went in on the arm of a minister. That’s not important,
Wedge.”

“l suppose not. So what’s all this about a mapping ship
finding Adumar, and suddenly they want our pilots as
diplomats?”

“That’s all true, but it's only part of the story. | was here
for a few weeksa temporary prisoner in theory, since |
couldn’t communicate offworld until actual relations were
opened with outside worlds, though | did anyway and
figured out that Adumari scout ships had gotten far enough
out to discover human-occupied worlds. They’d figured out
that there were two big power hubs, the New Republic and
the Empire. And they wanted to learn everything they could
before getting in contact with either one. They wanted to
have the leisure to decide which one, if any, to side with.



But the mapping ship incident did happen, and it sort of
accelerated their plans.”

“Thus the invitation to me and Turr Phennir.” She nodded.

“How did they keep you from knowing about the Imperial
pilots coming?”

“They’re pretty sneaky people,” she said. “Convoluted
politics and secrecy are a way of life for them.”

“Well, here's an important one. What sort of
arrangements am | going to be able to make with them if
they’re not a united world? | can’t do much more than open
up diplomatic relations and persuade them that the Imps
are bad.”

“That’s exactly what you’re supposed to do. Other forces
are working on the perator of Cartann to persuade him to
enter into a world government.”

“So all the hard mental work is taken care of. | just need
to stand around, pose, look pretty for the holocams...”

She managed a brief smile. “That’s it.”

“leFiana, I'm not sure | like this place. They don’t put a
very high value on human life. What do you think?”

“You're right.” She shrugged, a clear sign that this was
something out of her hands. “It’'s different in other Adumari
nations. Their mania for pilots is not quite as high. Dueling is
not the fad it is here. Another reason for Cartann to join in a
world government. It might acquire some more civilized
characteristics.”

“Who’s your superior?”
“l can’t tell you that. That's on a need-to-know basis.”

“Well, I'm talking about a need-to-punch basis. Your
immediate superior and General Cracken didn’t give me a
full briefing before | got here, and consequently I've been



floundering around like an idiot. | need to know which of
them to punch.”

She smiled, got it under control. “Wedge, is that it? |
need to get back to my quarters. It would probably do
Fiana's reputation some good for her to be seen with Wedge
Antilles... but it would also put me under scrutiny | don’t
want.”

“I suppose so.” Then a wave of something like doubt hit
him. “No, that’s not it. Listen, | haven’t seen you in months.
And now that we’ve talked, | still feel as though | haven’t
seen you. What’'s going on?”

“Nothing.” She presented him with a serene expression.
For all he could read in it, she could have been all the way
across the plaza.

“l don’t believe you.”
“lI can’t help you with that, Wedge.”
“lella, have we stopped being friends?”

She was silent a long moment. “l suppose we have.”
Wedge felt his breath catch. It took him a moment to
recover it. “When did that happen? How did it happen?”

“It's not you, Wedge. It's me.” Her mask of serenity
slipped, leaving her expression tired, even dismayed. “I just
had another direction to go. You're not there.”

“That’s not an answer. That's Intelligence gibberish
covering up an answer.” It surprised Wedge, how hurt his
tone sounded.

“l have to go.”

“Every time we’ve ever spoken, I've been straight with
you. | want an answer from you.”

She put her hood up. Suddenly he could no longer see
her features. “I have to go,” she said, and turned away.



As she moved off into the darkness, her bodyguard
detached himself from the building’s shadow and followed.

Wedge stood there and watched her fade into the
darkness of the plaza’s shadowy edges. It occurred to him
that this departure was just the image, the reflection of
something that must have happened long ago. He just
didn’t remember when, and the mystery of it was like a
little, stony knot of pain next to his heart.

5

That pain hadn’t subsided by morning. He thought about
the situation with lella, could come to no hypothesis that
covered all the facts, and set it aside for the time being. He
set aside thinking about it, anyway; the ache stubbornly
refused to be set aside.

By the time breakfast was done, his datapad had still
received no word from Tomer about appointments with the
perator for the purposes of diplomacy. Nor was there news
on the men who had attacked them last night. Once again
the day was his.

He asked Cheriss to call ahead to the air base and order
Red Flight’'s Blade32 aircraft to be loaded with weakened
lasers and pigment-cloud missiles... and to spread the word
that Wedge Antilles might be accepting challenges this day,
but only from fighters similarly equipped. They were already
on the wheeled transport and heading toward the air base
when she concluded that call. Out of the corner of his eye,
Wedge saw her pocket her comlink, look at him, look toward
the transport’s controls, and look at him a second time.

“Is there a problem?” he asked.
“Not a problem, no. Well, maybe.”

He turned toward her, but she looked forward along their
travel route, avoiding his eyes. “Last night, when you



slipped away... that was dangerous, you know.”

“The Adumari have no respect for someone who can’t
confront danger.”

“True. But if you were to die when | was supposed to be
acting as guide for you, | would lose considerable honor.”

“If | elude your attention, you have nothing to be
ashamed of even if | get myself killed.”

Her expression tightened. “Still. When you left... was it to
see a woman?

a“

The answer “It’s none of your business” rose to the top of
his mind, he even heard it in his most snappish tone, but he
restrained himself from saying it. He didn’t know how badly
such a response might cut her. “Yes, it was.”

“If you slipped away just to avoid exposing me to
something”

“No, it was nothing like that.”

“I'm not as young as | look, you needn’t worry about
shocking me”

“Cheriss.” He sighed and closed his eyes. “Listen. When |
was your age, | borrowed a Headhunter, that's a type of
starfighter, from a friend, and used it to kill the men who
were responsible for my parents’ deaths. A deliberate act of
revenge. The whole universe changed. All the things that
had surprised or shocked or offended me just the day before
became nothing, instantly.” He opened his eyes, sought out
her gaze, and finally was able to hold it. “Like me, you’'ve
had blood on your hands from an early age. So | know
you're not going to be shocked. I'm not trying to protect
you.”

“Was she... a pilot? The woman last night?”



He considered that question, wondered just how far he
was willing to answer her curiosity, and said, “No.”

Her face brightened. “No? No. No. | hope you fly well
today. | mean, | know you will fly well today, but | hope
others see. Remember to specify match numbers when you
accept a challenge.”

Wedge nodded. He'd already learned about that protocol.
If he didn’t

“specify match numbers” when accepting a challenge,
such as by saying “we accept four,” the attackers could
bring as many pilots as they wanted against him. The usual
protocol was to accept as many challengers as he had pilots
in his own flight or squadron.

He watched as Cheriss, suddenly, mysteriously
transformed into a happy young woman again, trotted up to
the front of the transport and leaned over the rail into the
wind.

He moved back to his pilots. “Any of you understand
that? Her mood swing?

a“

Tycho said, “l think I'd shoot myself before getting
involved in this conversation.”

Hobbie shrugged. “Not one of my languages, Wedge.”
Janson threw up his arms, tossing his cloak back over his
shoulders. It was a practice move; he’'d already done it forty
times this morning. He drew the cloak back around him,
where Wedge could see its flexible flatscreen panels in front,
the moving images they showed of Jan-son on the receiving
stand the other night, and he nodded. “l understood her,
boss. But you don’t want to know. Trust me on this.”

“Anytime Janson says ‘you don’t want to know,” ” Wedge
said, “it's like juggling thermal detonators. Each time you



grab and throw, you know your thumb might hit the
trigger...” He sighed and turned to Janson. “l want to know.”

“You asked for it... You told her your lady friend wasn't a
pilot, right? Cheriss also isn't a pilot. Here, she can’'t
compete with pilots in prestige. But you saw a lady who
wasn’t a pilot. You just told Cheriss, ‘Yes, you too have a
chance with me.” “

Wedge stood there, contemplating, unconsciously
rocking in place to compensate for the transport’s swaying
motion across the ground. “Wes, you were right,” he said.

“You didn’t want to know.”
“I didn't want to know.”
Janson grinned. “Boom.”

Wedge and Tycho flew a head-to-head pass against Jan-
son and Hobbie. As the numbers on their range meters
rolled toward =zero, he watched the brackets on the
lightboard as they surrounded the two “enemy” Blade32s.
At first, the brackets were fuzzy and indistinct; then they
grew in solidity as the lightboard sensor technology
gradually improved its lock on them. At the same time, his
sensor board began emitting a deep, ominous, throbbing
noise, warning of the enemy’s improving chance to target
him.

The lightboard brackets went to full opacity at the same
instant the throbbing warning hit its maximum volume.
Wedge immediately rolled to port and dove, losing hundreds
of meters of altitude in a matter of seconds, then came
nose-up again, seeking Janson and Hobbie, who were
similarly energetic in their attempt to elude a laser lock.

Wedge got the Blade32 oriented toward his two targets,
pleased with the way the starfighter increasingly felt natural
to him. Visuals and his lightboard showed Janson breaking to



starboard, Hobbie to port; he looped after the former and
trusted Tycho to complement his action by going after the
latter target.

He barely had Janson lined up in his weapon brackets
when his target opened fire on him, stitching him with
several blue pulses from his vehicle’s rear-firing lasers.

Wedge growled at himself; unused to dueling with
vehicles with rear weapons, he’'d forgotten about them
momentarily, while Janson, an experienced rear gunner, had
utilized them from the start. But Wedge’'s sensor board
indicated that the simulated laser damage he’d sustained
was not critical. Wedge began bobbing and sideslipping,
attempts to keep Janson from achieving another targeting
lock, and waited for his opportunity. It came a moment later.
Janson’s Blade began a quick drift to port. Wedge hit the
trigger for his vehicle’s missiles, launched one into and
slightly left of Janson’s drift, then traversed right and fired
again. Janson, quick on the reflex, shied right out of the first
missile’s path... and the second missile detonated two
meters ahead of his Blade, blanketing the starfighter in a
thick cloud of obnoxious orange paint. Janson emerged from
the explosion with streaks of orange along his flanks and a
large spot of it on his forward viewport.

“I am slain,” Janson said, his tone lofty. “What mischance
ever brought me to this dismal world, where bags of paint
would spell my doom?”

“You've been listening to the Adumari too much,” Wedge
said. He checked his lightboard. It showed Tycho and
Hobbie, a few kilometers out, heading toward them in
formation. “How’d you do, Tycho?”

“A rare one for Hobbie,” Tycho said. “Brought me to one
hundred percent damage with laser fire.”



“Tycho’s too used to really maneuverable fighters,”
Hobbie said. “TIE fighters, A-wings... the X-wing is the most
sluggish thing he’s ever spent a lot of time with. The Blade
is just too much like flying a boulder for him.” The four
formed up again, began a long loop around the broad tract
of forest that Giltella Air Base had assigned for their training
exercises.

“Still no challenges,” Wedge said. “By this time
yesterday, we'd had three or four of them at least.”

“l don’t think they’re going to go for simulated weapons,”
Tycho said.

“They’re so keen to see blood, Wedge. The last group of
people | saw with that sort of enthusiasm for killing was
Imperial stormtroopers fresh from boot camp. It's kind of
unnerving.”

“| still have to figure out what sort of reason to give them
for simulated duels,” Wedge said. “Something they’ll accept
within the parameters of their honor code.”

“Oh, that's simple,” Hobbie said. “Do to them what you
do to us at times like that.”

Wedge frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Tell them what you’re doing but not why. Then let them
speculate. Listen to them as they speculate. When they
come up with an idea you really, really like, tell them ‘You
finally guessed right. That was my reasoning all along.’

“l don’t do that,” Wedge said. “Much.”
“All the time, boss.”

Wedge caught a new pattern of motion on his lightboard,
six blips incoming. “Heads up. We have something.”



A moment later, a new voice came across the comm
board, a brassy one that rang in their ears “Strike the Moons
Flightknife issues greetings to New Republic Red Flight, and
a challenge!”

Wedge kept his comm unit tuned to broadcast at low
strength and only on Red Flight’'s frequency. “Tycho, call
Giltella Air Base and make sure these guys are really
equipped with sim weapons.” He switched to the general
frequency and upped his broadcast power. “Red Flight to
Strike the Moons Flightknife, greetings. | will consider your
challenge. Please give me the particulars about your pilots.”

“ am Liak ke Mattino, captain, fourteen years’
experience, eighteen war Kkills, thirty-three duel kills, one
ground Kkill. I bring five pilots before you. In order of
precedence, they are...”

Wedge listened to the litany of accomplishments with
half his attention. He could have obtained the same
information by tapping on the blip representing ke Mattino
and the other Blades on the lightboard; the board’s text
screen would have then shown the appropriate data from
the transponders on their fighters. But demanding an oral
recitation was a good way to stall. Tycho’s reply came a
minute later, toward the end of Captain ke Mattino’s
inventory “Giltella confirms Strike the Moons is equipped
with sims, General.

"

“Thanks, Tycho.” Wedge switched back to general
frequency. “Captain, we accept your challenge. We accept
four, your choice. Standing by.” They waited while the Strike
the Moons pilots chose among themselves. Two Blade32’s
peeled away from the Cartann half squad and circled out to
a much greater distance. Then the other four fighters
banked in the direction of Red Flight.



“Break by wings,” Wedge said. “Fire at will.” He banked
hard to starboard, Tycho tucked in behind him and to his
left, and waited to see how the enemy would react.

All four enemy Blades turned to follow Wedge and Tycho.
Wedge shook his head. That was an odd tactical choice. He
heard the first throbbing of targeting locks being brought
against him and began evasive maneuvering. For practice’s
sake, he opened fire on his pursuers with his lasers,, though
he had no better laser locks than they did. On his
lightboard, he could see Hobbie and Janson pulling into
position in pursuit of the four Blades.

The laser locks grew stronger. Wedge said, “Let’'s give
Wes and Hobbie something to shoot at,” and shoved his
control yoke forward, sending his Blade into a steep dive,
and rotating so they still only had a side angle on him. The
four pursuers followed but did not rotate. Wedge kept up his
laser fire against one of them and grinned. If he understood
the simple Adumari lightbounce system correctly, the bigger
the metal cross section it saw, the farther away it could get
a good laser lock. In exposing their bellies to Janson and
Hobbie, the four Blades had substantially increased their
cross sections, which the two New Republic pilots should be
seeing just about He saw missile streaks appear like magic
lines between Hobbie’'s and Janson’s Blades and two of the
enemy craft. Paint clouds erupted, one an appalling pink,
one a lavender, and one enemy Blade emerged from each.
Both the “kills” broke off from the fight, moving out to meet
the two pilots sitting out the conflict.

That left two. No, one. One of the remaining Blades broke
away to join the other kills. As it departed, it broadcast, “Ke
Mattino congratulates Antilles on a good stop.”

Wedge checked his sensor board. He must have racked
up enough hits to put the enemy captain in the kill column.



His own Blade showed twenty percent damage; he’d picked
up a couple of grazes himself.

The surviving enemy Blade came doggedly on after
Wedge and Tycho. Wedge leveled off smoothly and switched
his comm system back to Red Flight frequency. “Let’s try a
simple one,” he said. “Break to starboard and rejoin Wes
and Hobbie. I'll lead him back for a head-to-head against
you.”

“Done, boss.” Tycho broke away sharply. As Wedge
expected, the pursuing Blade paid him no heed, continuing
on after Wedge.

Wedge juked and jinked, making himself a hard a target
to hit, though he saw his simulated laser damage climb to
thirty percent, then to thirty five percent. This pilot was a
good shot. But his maneuvering pointed him back toward
the other three members of Red Flight. As soon as his
sensor board indicated that he could get a good shot at his
own pilots, the blip that was the last enemy Blade changed
to a kill marker and circled off to rejoin its fellows.

“A good exercise, Strike the Moons,” Wedge said. “Care
to go again?” There was a noticeable delay before the
enemy captain replied. “Again? The duel is done.”

“Yes, but nobody’s a smoking crater, and we have fuel
enough for two or three more at least. Do you want to go
again, maybe let the two pilots who didn’t go last time come
against us now?”

There was still confusion in the captain’s voice, but he
said, “We could do that.” And moments later, four Blades,
two that had taken part in the previous exercise and two
that had not, broke away from the circling formation and
came again against Red Flight.

Captain ke Mattino was a tiny man, lean of form and
rising barely to Wedge’s nose, but his long and elaborately



curled mustache doubtless helped increase his personal
majesty to acceptable levels. He sat opposite Wedge in the
Giltella Air Base pilots’ bar and nodded as Wedge spoke,
every bob of his head setting his mustache to swaying.

“The problem is not in your skills,” Wedge said. “It’s in
your tactics. In every exchange, you kept your whole group
together and went with all ferocity after the highest-profile
enemy... me. You know what that makes you?” Ke Mattino
looked suspicious. “Dead?”

“Well, | was going to say predictable. But predictability, in
this case, meant dead, so you're right.” Wedge glanced
down the table, where his three pilots and ke Mattino’s
listened intently.

“But circumstance dictates tactics,” ke Mattino said, his
voice a protest. “The greatest honor comes from killing the
most prestigious enemy.”

“No,” Tycho said. “That’s the second greatest honor. The
greatest honor comes from protecting those who are
depending on you. Which you can’t do if you get yourself
killed.”

Wedge nodded. “The question is, are you earning honor
so that your loved ones can be proud of you as they stand
over your grave, or so they can be proud of you when you
come home at night?” He raised his brewglass to drain it,
but was hit by a hollow feeling as his words came back on
him The question was merely an academic one to him. He
had no one to come home to. He even had fewer friends
than he’d thought, having somehow lost lella while he
wasn’t looking.

To disguise his sudden feeling of disquiet, he went to the
bar to get his brewglass refilled, leaving Tycho to continue in
charge of the conversation. Two words were still haunting



the back of his mind, intruding when he wasn’t absolutely
focused on some other subject Lost lella.

By the time he got back to the table, the pilots there
were on their feet, shaking hands. “Unfortunately,” ke
Mattino was saying, “other duties do demand some small
portion of our time. Is there a chance you will be accepting
challenges again tomorrow?”

“Until our own duties demand all our time, there’s a high
likelihood of it,” Wedge said. “In fact, tomorrow, we may
bring the X-wings over and show you how we fight at
home.”

“That is something | would wish most fervently to see,”
ke Mattino said. He saluted, waving his tight fist a few
centimeters before his sternum in an odd pattern. It took
Wedge a moment to recognize the motion It was the same
as Cheriss’s salute the night of her duel, but without the
blastsword in hand.

“l hope to see you on the morrow,” the captain said, then
turned away, pulling his hip cloak around him in a dramatic
flourish.

Today, the people of Cartann had apparently discovered
that Wedge and his pilots were flying at the air base. When
they and Cheriss departed the base on their rolling
transport, the street was thick with admirers. They clustered
up against the rails, offering things to Wedge and the
pilotsflowers, Adumari daggers, folded notes scented with a
variety of exotic perfumes, necklaces, metal miniatures of
the Blade32 fighter-craft, objects too numerous to
catalogue. Wedge accepted none of them, preferring
instead to shake hands with as many of his admirers as
could reach him, and his pilots followed suit. Their
procession slowed to a halt at a major cross avenue,
however, blocked by a similar paradepeople thronging



around an identical wheeled transport returning from
Cartann Bladedrome. Aboard, Turr Phennir and his Imperial
pilots accepted the gifts and accolades from the crowd.
Phennir gave Wedge a mocking smile as his transport rolled
serenely past the stalled New Republic entourage.

“What’s his record for today?” Wedge asked.

“He accepted two challenges, and he and his pilots shot
down two half flightknives,” Cheriss said. “Experienced
pilots, good ones. He gained considerable honor today.”

“Yes, he’s just rolling in the honor coupons,” Wedge said.
He didn’'t bother to refrain from glaring at Phennir's
retreating parade. “They stick to the blood all over him.” He
caught sight of Cheriss’s confused expression and waved
the thought away.

Tycho, at Wedge’'s ear, murmured, “Phennir has known
for a day or two what we just found out today. That Adumari
pilots just aren’t very good.”

“A few of them have decent technical skills,” Wedge said.
“But not many. The attrition they experience has to be
keeping their level of proficiency pretty low. Add that to
their lousy tactical choices...”

“Small wonder they treat us like supermen,” Tycho said.
“Us, and that happy band of Imperial murderers over there.”

In the days to come, Wedge’s routine requests for an
audience with the perator to discuss diplomatic relations
were met with routine refusals and apologies. But Tomer
reported that rumor had it that the perator and his ministers
were drawing up a proposal for the formation of a world
governmenta move, Tomer gleefully announced, that
benefited the New Republic more than the Empire and
therefore had to be interpreted as a slight gain for their
side. Wedge, unconvinced, didn’t bother to point out that
the Empire would find it easier to rule this world through an



existing planetary government. Each day, Wedge and Red
Flight would return to the air base and conduct training
exercises with Adumari pilots. Usually Red Flight used
Blades, but sometimes they flew their own X-wings, to the
astonishment of the Adumari, who were impressed with and
appalled by the smaller crafts’ greater speed,
maneuverability, and killpower.

In the first couple of days, the challenger pilots were all
from Cartann, but soon afterward flightknives began visiting
from distant nations with exotic names like Halbegardia,
Yedagon, and Thozzelling. In spite of the contempt with
which Cartann pilots treated these newcomers, Wedge
made sure that Red Flight’s attention was divided equally
among all pilots who showed an interest.

Each day, the kill numbers of General Turr Phennir and
his 181st Fighter Group pilots climbed. According to Cheriss,
Phennir’s popularity also rose above that of Wedge and the
New Republic flyers. “The Imperial pilots,” she said, “show
more affection for Cartann by doing things the Cartann way;
how can the people of Cartann not respond with more
affection?”

“By remembering the sons and daughters they’ve lost?”
Wedge suggested. The pilots’ nightly activities usually
involved accepting dinner invitations made by prominent
politicians and pilots of Cartann. Sometimes these affairs
were simple dinners, sometimes lavish spectacles of
entertainment, sometimes storytelling competitions among
the survivors of aerial campaigns.

Wedge almost never saw Turr Phennir and the Imperial
pilots at these dinners. Most were small affairs, orchestrated
so that the host could showcase the pilots for a choice
number of guests, and even at the larger affairs there
seemed to be a growing division among Cartann nobleson
one side, those who preferred the New Republic; on the



other, those who preferred the Imperials. Increasingly, the
more prestigious nobles seemed to extend their invitations
to Turr Phennir rather than Wedge Antilles.

Red Flight and Cheriss spent one afternoon visiting a
facility Wedge hoped would one day serve the New
Republic. Buried hundreds of feet below the city of Cartann,
it was a missile manufacturing plant.

The Challabae Admits-No-Equal Aerial Eruptive
Manufacturing Concern was a succession of enormous
rectangular chambers separated by tunnels. Portions of the
ceiling above each chamber were open to an upper tunnel
series, and it was from catwalks along these upper tunnels
that the pilots observed the details of the manufacturing
process.

Chambers early in the sequence took in raw materials,
including metals, man-made materials, and raw chemicals,
and began processing them into components such as
missile bodies, circuit board frames, wiring, explosives, and
fuels. Chambers farther along would test missile body
integrity, define and test the functions of circuitry, and test
explosives and fuels for purity and reliability. Toward the end
of the kilometers-long facility, chambers were used for final
assembly and quality checking of finished missiles. But
though each chamber would have a different function from
the ones nearest it, all chambers shared characteristics in
common. There was a grimness to them all that lowered
Wedge's spirits.

Each chamber was filled with assembly lines, conveyor
belts, and other machinery, all painted in the same lifeless
tan-brown. Each chamber was occupied by hundreds,
sometimes thousands, of workers, men and women, all of
whom wore featureless garments in a darker brown. Walls
were an eye-deadening off-white; floors were a dirt-colored
brown. In chambers where manufacturing processes



released smoke or soot, even the air was brown. Regardless
of the air color, it was always sweltering.

Wedge saw workers moving and laboring. He saw none
smiling. None looked up to see him or his companions on
the catwalk far above.

“Where do they all live?” he asked. “l can't remember
seeing masses of peopl e wearing workers’ garments like
those. Not anywhere.” Berandis, the plant’s assistant
manager in charge of public concerns, a lean man whose
mustache was topped by a series of ridiculous curls held in
place by some sort of wax, gave him an easy smile. “Well,
they live wherever they want and can afford, of course. Most
are in turumme-warrens, above.”

“I'm not sure | understand.”

Cheriss said, “Turummes are reptiles, distant relatives of
the farummes you've seen. They dig elaborate nests in the
ground. So large banks of apartment quarters built below
the surface are often called turumme-waiiens. The warrens
above a plant like this are always owned by the plant.”

“Some workers live aboveground, of course,” Be - randis
said. “There are no laws to keep them in the warrens. But
few can afford aboveground housing. Mostly you see it with
managers, stewards”

“Informants,” Cheriss said. “The occasional parasite.”
Berandis’'s smile did not waver, but he lowered the tone of
his voice.

“Manufacturing plants are the same all over Cartann,” he
said. “But we do offer a difference. Our missiles are the
best, which is why we are the recipient of the government
contract for all missiles for Cartann’s BladeThirties and
Blade-Thirty-twos. A pilot like you can stake your life on a
Challabae missile and know that it will serve your purpose
faithfully and reliably. This gives our workers something to



be proud of.” Hobbie nodded. “l can tell. You can see the
pride on their faces.” Berandis beamed, oblivious to
sarcasm.

On the long walk back to their start point, Cheriss
dropped back behind Berandis to march with the pilots. Her
voice artificially cheery, she said,

“There is another advantage to having worker quarters
above plant facilities, of course.”

“Which is what?” Wedge asked.

“Well, if some enemy were to fill the skies above Cartann
City and drop Broadcap bombs on the plant, the bombs
would only penetrate as far as the warrens before
exploding. The plant would take little or no damage.” Her
tone was light, but Wedge detected something in it
bitterness or sarcasm, or perhaps both. He couldn’t tell.

Tycho said, “You've either worked at a plant like this or
lived in the turumme-warrens, haven’t you?”

“Both,” she said. “My mother worked at a food-
processing plant until brownlung killed her. | worked there
for a season before | was well established enough to make
my living with my blastsword.”

“How, precisely, do you make your living?” Wedge asked.
“By taking trophies from the enemies you defeat?”

“No... though | did that at first. Now | use only
blastswords manufactured by Ghephaenne Deeper-Craters
Weaponmakers, and they pay me regularly so that they can
mention that fact in their flatscreen boasting.”

“Endorsements,” Hobbie said. “l could do that instead of
flying. I've had offers from bacta makers. Bacta’s a sort of
medicine,” he added for Cheriss’s benefit.

She offered a little frown. “You are not a well man?”



“I'm well enough. But the ground and | get along so well
we sometimes get together a little too vigorously.”

“So let me be sure | understand this,” Wedge said.
“Under Cartann City, there are Ilots of underground
manufacturing concerns, huge ones, where they make
missiles and preserved food and Blades and everything
Cartann needs, with worker quarterswhere most workers
have to live because they can’t afford anything elseabove
them but still underground.”

Cheriss nodded.
“And we don’t see these workers aboveground because?”

“Because they're too tired at the end of a long day of
working to do much but eat and watch the day’s flatscreen
broadcasts,” Cheriss said.

“How much of the population lives belowground,
compared to what we’ve seen aboveground?”

“I don’'t know.” She shrugged. “Forty percent, perhaps.
But don’t feel that they are trapped, General Antilles. They
can always break free of the worker’s existence. They can
volunteer for the armed forces. They can take up the life of
the free blade, as I've done.”

“So the only sure way for them to get out is to risk their
lives.” She nodded.

Wedge exchanged looks with the other pilots, and his
appreciation for the world of Adumar dropped another
notch.

Later the same day, Tomer Darpen visited the pilots’
quarters with some bad news. After two days of
incarceration, the surviving four men of the six who’d tried
to assassinate them had escaped. “Definitely with the aid of
someone in the Cartann Ministry of Justice,” Tomer said.



“Whoever paid them in the first place had enough money or
pull to enlist the aid of a whole chain of conspirators.”

“They’ll be coming after us again,” Hobbie said, a
mournful note in his voice.

Cheriss shook her head. “They were not just defeated but
embarrassed last time. They’'ll be instructed to come after
you again to regain their honor. But instead they’ll probably
run. And so they’ll either vanish from the face of Adumar...
or be found dead in an alley, a warning to others who might
contemplate failure.”

Still, Wedge was not entirely displeased with the way
things were shaping up. His informal flying school at Giltella
Air Base was actually proving to be a satisfying experience.
Increasingly, pilots both from Cartann and foreign nations
were discussing Wedge's philosophies as much as his tactics
and skills, and doing so without contempt. One Cartann
pilot, barely out of his teen years, a black-haired youth
named Balass ke Rassa, finally summed it up in a way that
pleased Wedge “If | understand, General, you are saying
that a pilot’'s honor is internal. Between him and his
conscience. Not external, for his peers to see.”

“That’s right,” Wedge said. “That’s it exactly.”

“But if you do not externalize it, you cut yourself off from
your nation,

" Balass said. “When you do wrong, your peers cannot
bring you back in line by stripping away your honor,
allowing you to regain it when you resume proper behavior.”

“True,” Wedge said. “But by the same token, a group of
people you respect, even though they don’t deserve it, can’t
redefine honor for their own benefit, or to achieve some
private agenda, and then use it to control your actions.”



Troubled, the youth withdrew from the post-duel
conversation and sat alone, considering Wedge’s words, and
Wedge felt that he had at last achieved a dueling victory.

6

The night of the discussion with Balass ke Rassa was one
of the few in which the pilots had declined all dinner
invitations, giving them a chance to dine in their quarters
and get away from the pressure of being on display before
the people of Cartann.

As the ascender brought them up to their floor, Jan-son
said, “They’re calling me ‘the darling one.” “

“Who is? “Wedge asked.

“The court, the crowds. They have tags for us all now,
and I'm the darling one. Tycho is ‘the doleful one.”

Tycho frowned. “I’'m not sad.”

“No, but you look sad. Makes the ladies of Cartann’s
court want to comfort you. They're so sad about wanting to
comfort you that you could comfort them.”

Hobbie snorted. “And Tycho the only one of us with a
successful relationship with a woman. Missed opportunities,
Tycho.” They paused before the door to give its security
flatcams primitive devices by New Republic standards, but
still capable of facial recognition time to analyze their
features. Janson continued, “Hobbie is ‘the dour one.’

Not too much romance in that, Hobbie. And Wedge is ‘the
diligent one.” That may not sound too romantic, Wedge, but
‘diligent’ has a couple of colloquial meanings here that add
to your luster”

“I don't want to know,” Wedge said. The doors opened.
“Say, look who’s here.”



Hallis sat on the monstrously overinflated chair situated
in one corner, her legs up over one of the chair arms. She
waved. Her recording unit, Whitecap, said, “Say, look who's
here” in inimitable 3PO unit tones. Wedge led his pilots in.
“What's with Whitecap?” he asked.

“What’'s with Whitecap?” Whitecap asked.

Hallis made a cross face. “Oh, something’s gone wrong in
his hardware.”

“Oh, something’s gone...”

“I was recording some of General Phennir's challenge
matches out at the Cartann Bladedrome. When the pilots
were leaving, the crowd got a bit unruly and | was knocked
down. Since then, Whitecap repeats back everything anyone
says within earshot. | can’t get him to stop.”

“... get him to stop.”

Janson grinned at her. “Some days make you just want to
beat your heads against a wall, don’t they?”

Hobbie said, “Maybe not. The young lady might not have
her heads on straight, after all.”

Tycho said, “Still, I think she ought to get her heads
examined.” Wedge looked at them, appalled.

“Pilots,” Hallis said. “How did | ever get this assignment?
Who did | offend?”

“...did | offend?”

“Still,” she said, “you’d better be nice to me. | know you
don’t take me seriously, but you ought to.” Her expression
was unusually earnest.

“...you ought to.”

Wedge sprawled on a sofalike piece of furniture large
enough to accommodate three full-sized people comfortably.



“Hallis, it would be easier if you didn’t look like something
out of a tale to frighten children.”

“...to frighten children.”
“All right, “she said.
“All right.”

She pulled her goggles off and set them aside. Then she
reached up to press a control on Whitecap’s clamp; with a hi
ssing noise, it relaxed and the recording unit began tilting
from her shoulder. She caught it as it pitched forward, then
moved across the room to set it within a cabinet. She closed
the cabinet door with an irritated thump; from inside,
Whitecap did a credible job of imitating the noise. “Better?”

Wedge tried to make his tone neutral, nonjudgmental.
“What is it, Hallis?

a“

She straightened from the cabinet and gave him a
serious look. “Someone rappelled down to your balcony
today from an upper story. | think he was doing something
to your X-wings. Just scawling something on them, | think.”
In moments, they were out on the balcony, looking over
their snubfighters. Hallis followed and slid the main door to
the balcony shut behind her. People on balconies all around
and across the street called out to them, waving.

Wedge waved back distractedly. He saw nothing changed
on his X-wing’s exterior, and there was certainly nothing
new written on it. He addressed his astromech, which was
still set up behind the cockpit. “Gate, report on any
interference with this snubfighter.” He brought out his
datapad so the R5 unit could transmit its response to him.

Its screen came up with the words NO INTERFERENCE
NOTED.



“There wasn’t any that | know of,” Hallis said. “l lied
about that.” Wedge gave her a curious look. “Maybe you'd
better explain that.”

“l wanted to get you out on the balcony. There aren’t any
listening devices out here.”

“We know there are listening devices inside,” Wedge
said. “We don’t say anything there we can’t afford to have
overheard.”

“That’s good,” Hallis said. “I came by here this morning
to let you know I'd be recording the Imperial pilots, to ask if
you wanted me to look out for anything in particular. But
when | got here, you'd already gone. As | was leaving, | saw
someone headed toward your door. And your door admitted
him.”

“Saves wear and tear,” Janson said. “When the thieves
can just walk in instead of having to break the door down.”

“Did you get a good look at him?” Wedge asked.

“Better than that, | got some recordings of him. | followed
him in, got in just before the door closed. Hid behind
tapestries and furniture while he went from room to room.
The one time | got a good look at what he was doing in the
rooms, he seemed to be checking up on emplaced
itemsalmost certainly transmitters. Then, when | left, |
followed him to where he was going.” Wedge exchanged
glances with the other pilots. Suddenly Hallis didn’t seem so
ridiculous a figure after all. Wedge had underestimated her
ability, mistaking eccentricity for a basic lack of
competence. He wouldn’t do that a second time.

Janson frowned. “I hope you’ll excuse a silly questionbut
how does a lady with two heads follow anyone?”

Hallis gave him an indulgent smile. “l took Whitecap off
while | was tailing him, Major. I'm fully aware of the sort of



commotion he causes when | wear him. But what | knowand
what you don’t knowis that people, when they look at me,
only see the two-headed lady. They don’t give me a close
look, they don’t register my features. Meaning that | can
tuck Whitecap under my cloak and take off my goggles, and
nobody recognizes me. | doubt even you would.”

Janson opened his mouth as if to protest and then shut it
again, his expression thoughtful.

“Hallis, are you Intelligence-trained?” Wedge asked. She
shook her head. “Sludgenews-trained. Are you familiar with
sludgenews?”

Tycho made a face. “A minor evil found in many heavily
populated worlds, especially in the Corporate Sector. News
on which celebrities are in love this week, complete with
holos recorded by someone who sneaked onto their private
estates and then escaped again. Revelations on how the
shapes of nebulae determine your fate. Stories about
women who claim to have borne a son to Emperor Palpatine.
Stores that there never was a New Republic/Imperial war,
that it was all cooked up to foster wartime productivity and
profit the starfighter manufacturers. Stories claiming that
Darth Vader is still alive, about to lead a revolt to reinstitute
the Empire. That sort of thing.” Hallis nodded. “It's a very
competitive field. You learn to hustle, to bribe, to sneak, to
plant transmitters, to read past the text stream to the data
stream... or you fail and get out. | learned it all, and then |
got out anyway. It's a brand of newsmaking that doesn’t
exactly make the galaxy a better place.”

“So you followed our intruder out of here,” Wedge said.

“Yes. He d