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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 namewas 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 awhite evening gown whose flowing lines complemented her willowy form.
They sat a atablein abacony cafe three kilometers above the surface

of the planet Coruscant, the world that was a city without end. Just beyond

the balcony rail was avistamade 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 dinerson 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
issomething | must say."

Wedge Antilles, generd of the New Republic, perhaps ill the most

famous pilot of the old Rebe Alliance, bresthed asigh of slent thanks.

Qwi's conversationd digtraction would give him at least afew more moments
before he had to arm his bad news and fire it off at her. "What isit?"

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 expresson a
reluctance to injure. He gestured, not impatiently, for her to go ahead.
"Wedge," she said, her wordsdl inarush, "I think our time together is

done."

"What?"

"I don't know how to say it so that it doesn't seem crud.” She gave him
ahdplessshrug. "I think we must go our separate ways."

Heremained slent, trying to restructure what sheld 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 herswas a
complete mystery to him.

Hetried to remember what he'd thought she would say when he spoke those
wordsto her. All he could manage was "Why?* At least histone was neutra, no
accusationinit.

"Because | think we have no future together.” Her gaze scanned hisface

asif looking for new cuts or bruises. "Wedge, we are good together. Y ou 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 specia to us. Just two careers whose bearers keep
intersecting out of need. | think of what we fed for one another and every



time it seems "affection’ isthe proper word, not ‘love.
Wedge sat transfixed. Y es, those were his thoughts, much as he had been
marshding them dl day long. "If not love, Qwi, what do you think this

rel ationship meant to us?"

"For me, it was need. When | eft 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 powersto destroy my memory, to
ensure | could never engineer another Death Star or Sun-crusher, | became
nothing, and was morein need of my tractor beam than ever.”

She met hisgaze again. "For you, it wasasmulator run.”

"Whet?'

"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 wastime for you to love. And you did, you loved me." Her

voice became awhisper. "1 understand now that humans, in their adolescent
years, fdl inlove long before they understand what it means. Theselovesdo

not usudly endure. They are learning experiences. | think perhapsthat you,
shoved from your childhood home gtraight into aworld 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 al you have felt for me has been asmulator run

for some later time, for some other woman. One with whom you can sharea
future." Her words became raspy. Sheturned

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

"l wish | could have been her.”

Wedge sagged back againgt his chair. At last her words had become her own
agan.

"And | am at fault,” she continued. "I haveoh, thisishard to say."

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

Sheflashed abrief smile. "No, you wouldn't. Wedge, when we came

together | was adifferent woman. Then, when | lost my memory, | became
someone else, the woman | am now, and you were therebrave and modest and
admired, my protector in auniverse that was unfamiliar to meand after |
redized this, | could not bring mysdlf to make you understand...”

"Tel me." Unconscioudy, heleaned over to take her hand.

"Wedge, | fed asthough | inherited you. From afriend who passed away.

Y ou were her choice. | do not know if you would have been mine. | never had
the chanceto find out.”

He stared at her for along moment. Then alaugh escaped him. "L et me get
thisstraight. | look on you as a comfortable old smulator, and you look on

me as an inheritance that doesn't match the rest of your furniture.”

She gtarted to look stricken, then she laughed in return. She clapped her

free hand over her mouth and nodded.

"Qwi, one of thethings| truly admireis courage. It took courage for

you to say what you've said to me. And it would beirresponsible, even crue,
of meif | 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



alittlewondering, alittle amused. "Why?'

"Wadll, | don't think | have your e oquence on this matter. | don't think

I've thought it through the way you have. But onereason isthe same. The
future. | keep looking toward it and | don't see you there. Sometimes | don't
seewethere”

Shenodded. "Until just now | had alittle fear that | waswrong. That |

might be making amistake. 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."

"Widll... maybeit wouldn't for Wedge Antilles. For many men, it would

have been." She turned asmile upon him, asmile made up, he thought, of pride
in him. "What will you do now?'

"I've been thinking alot about that. I've been looking at the two sides

of my life. My career and my persondl 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 therank of general, but he tried not to burden her with frustrations

he was convinced arose from his own sdfishness. "I'm doing important work and
being recognized for it. But my persond life..." He shook his head asthough
reacting to the death of afriend. "Qwi, you were the last part of my persona
life. Now there's nothing there. A vacuum purer than anything in space. So
think, in afew weeks, I'm going to take aleave of absence. Trave abit, try
to sneak avigt into Cordlia, not think about my work. I'll just try to find

out if thereis anything to me except career.”

"Thereis"

"Il believeit when | seeit.”

"Keep your visua sensorsturned up, then.”

Helaughed. "What about you?'

"I havefriends. | have work. | am acquiring hobbies. Remember, the new
Qwi islessthan two yearsold. In that way, I'm still alittle girl

experiencing the universefor thefirgt time." Shelooked gpologetic. "So |

will learn, and work, and seewho it is| am becoming.”

"I hopeyoull ill consder meafriend,” hesad. "Always."

"Meaning you can gill cal on me. Send me messages. Send melifeday
presents.” She laughed. "Greedy." "Thank you, Qwi." "Thank you, Wedge."
He packed as though he were till an active pilot. Everything went into

one shapeless bag, abag chosen for itsided fit within the cargo compartment
of an X-wing fighter. Nothing hislife would depend upon went into the bag
just clothes, toiletries, aholoplayer. More crucid 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
crigs.

He sealed the bag and looked around his quarters. They were spacious, as
befitted a genera of the New Republic, and well situated high in a Coruscant
skyscraper. He had only to speak aword and the quarters computer would
change the polarity of the wall-to-wall viewportsto give him acommanding
view of sky, endless cityscape, ceasdl ess streams of vessalslarge and small.
These quarters were clean and spare as amilitary man kept them. They

were

They weren't home. Nether were the smdler but equaly lavish quarters

he enjoyed on the Super Star Destroyer Lusankya, the seat of his military



operations though he was gtill assgned to Starfigh ter Command, the specid
task force he commanded kept him in circumstances and settings more suited to
aHeet Command officer.

Here, asthere, the presence of afew mementos, of aframed holo showing
his parentsin ahappy embrace, of friends captured at celebrations or launch
zones, didn't conced theimpersona nature of the furniture. If hereceived 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 al and unpack it into anew set of quarters on some other world or

gtation, and that would become the place where he lived.

But not home. Home was afamily-owned refuding station, destroyed half
hislife ago with his parents ill aboard, and nothing had ever come dong to
replaceit.

He dung hisbag over his shoulder. While on leave, maybe held be able to
seein thefaces and hear in the words of those he visited what it was that

had turned their housing into their homes. Maybe

Hisdoor chimed. He set the bag down again. "Come."

The door did up. Beyond was aman, muscular, graying, abright and often
cheerlessintelligencein his eyes. He wore the uniform of aNew Republic
generd.

Wedge approached, hand extended. "Genera Crac-ken! Comein. Haveyou
cometo see me off? | wasn't expecting amilitary escort.”

Airen Cracken, head of New Republic Intelligence, entered and took
Wedge's hand. His expression did not brighten; he looked, if anything,
regretful. "Generd Antilles. Yes, I'm hereto seeyou off."

Something in histone sounded aquiet darm in Wedge's mind. "Should | be
going evasve?'

That brought afaint smile to Cracken'sface. "Probably. | havean

assgnment for you."

"I'm on leave. It'sdready begun.”

Cracken shook his head.

"Generd Cracken, you're not in aposition to issue assgnmentsto me. So
what you're saying is you have something you'd like me to volunteer for."

"l have something you're going to volunteer for."

"] don't think s0."

"Thefollowing information isfor your earsonly. Y ou're not to discuss

it outside these quarters until you reach your rendezvous point.”

"That explainsit.”

Cracken frowned. "Explainswhat?"

"When | was packing this morning. Why things seemed alittle different.

Asif acleaning detail had been through and picked up everything, putting it
back amost exactly where it was before. Y our people were through herewhen |
was out, weren't they? Making sure there were no listening or recording
devices present.”

Cracken didn't reply to that. He just looked alittle surly. He

continued, "The world of Adumar is on the near edge of Wild Space. It was
colonized aslong as ten thousand years ago by a coalition of peoples who had
staged arebellion against the Old Republic, been defeated, and been spared...
s0 long as they went far away and never caused any moretrouble.”
Wedgejust stared. Perhapsif he demonstrated continued indifference



Cracken would go away. That wasn't usualy the way it worked, of course.
Cracken said, "According to what we've been able to gather, their spirit

of rebellion and divisveness didn't end when they found aworld worthy of
settling. Ther history suggests they fought among themsel ves anumber of
times, eventudly reducing themsdves to poverty and barbarismnot once, but
twice at least. Though apparently their ancient teaching-recordings survived
for thousands of years; their language isrecognizably adidect of Basc." He
paused asif anticipating questions from Wedge.

"I'm not curious.”

"Anyway, they were completely forgotten by the Old Republic. Thereisno
mention of them in Imperid archives, ether. We were fortunate that one of
our deep-space scouts stumbled across them when returning from amapping
mission into the Unknown Regions.”

"If you continue to map the Unknown Regions, you'l haveto cal them
something dse”

Cracken blinked, his expression suggesting that he didn't know whether to
interpret that comment as humor or not. "Adumar is heavily indudtridized, and
alarge portion of itsindustria development ismilitary. Their wesponsare
oriented around high-powered explosives. Our andysts suggest that it would be
asmple matter to convert aportion of their industry over to the production

of proton torpedoes. Generd, how would you likeit if the New Republic's X-
wings never had to face a shortage of proton torpedoes again?'

Wedge suppressed awhigtle. Lasers were the most often-used weapons of
garfighters, 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 capita ships. "That would... be hepful "

"Y ou've pushed for yearsfor increased production of proton torpedoes.
Since you made the rank of generad, 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 al
garfighterstendsto 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
indugtrid retooling.”

"So send adiplomatic misson and work things out with them."

"Ah, that'sthe trouble." Cracken rubbed his hands together. "The people

of Adumar have no respect for career politicians. A very sensble attitude, in
my opinion though if you tell anyone| said that, I'll merely have to deny

it. Do you know what sort of individud they hold in highest regard?’

"No."

"Fighter pilots. The Old Republic had its Jedi; Adu-mar hasitsfighter

pilots. They love them, a case of hero worship that spanstheir whole culture.
Thelr entertainments revolve around them. Socid promoation, properties,

titles, al accompany military promotion in their pilot corps.”

"That sounds like areasonable arrangement. Let'simplement it in the New
Republic.”

"And so they'll talk with adiplomat. But only if hesaso apilot. Our

Wedge sghed. "I'm no diplomat.”

"Well assign you an advisor. A career diplomat, aready 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,



acrew of aides, including that advisor, and one shipyou'l be in command of
the Allegiance, an Imperid-class Star Destroyer”

"l remember her. From the Battle of Selaggis”

"Wdll, then." Cracken took adatacard from a pocket and held it out.

"Y our orders. Y ou and the pilots you choose will rendezvous with Allegiance at
the coordinates provided here. Tl your pilots nothing about the mission

until the rendezvous.”

Wedge offered him nothing but asteady stare. "'l need thisleave,

Generd. Thisisno joke. Find someonedse.”

"Y ou need. Antilles, the New Republic needs. Y ou've never turned your

back on the New Republicin itstimes of need."

Wedgefdt hislast hope dipping away, to be replaced by anger. "What's

it like, Generd ?'

Cracken's expression turned to one of confusion. "What'swhat like?
Adumar?'

"No. What'sit like to have so many resources? So that you can smply

turn to your staff and say, 'l need so-

and-so for thistask. Find me the button | can push so hell do whatever

| say, regardless of what it costshim.' What's that like?"

Cracken'sface flushed. "Y ou're coming dangeroudly closeto

insubordination, Generd."

"No, Generd." Wedge took the datacard from Cracken's hand. "I'm not your
subordinate. And what I'm coming dangeroudly closeto isviolence. Perhaps
you'd better leave."

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

As he passed through it, Cracken said, "Pack your dress uniform, Generd.

" Then hewas gone.

Wedge's X-wing and the three snubfighters accompanying him dropped out of
hyperspace a the same ingtant.

Unfamiliar stars surrounded them. But within visual range was something

he recogni zedthe white triangular form of an Imperia-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 till quickened abit as he oriented his X-wing
toward the vessdl.

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 friendsto several. Over the years, the New
Republic had captured a number of them, turning their avesome firepower
againg the Empire. Now they were dmost acommon sight in New Republic Fleet
Command, but Wedge could never rid himself of the presentiment of evil hefet
whenever he saw one.

His comm unit beeped and words appeared on the text screenacknowledgment
by Allegiancethat they had recognized him, authorization for landing, and a
amall schematic indicating the smdl landing bay, suited for dignitaries,

where they were supposed to put down.

"Red FHight," he said, "we are cleared to land. Main starfighter bay.

Follow mein."

He heard acknowledgments from histhree pilots, then began along, dow



loop around toward the Star Destroyer's underside.

Almost immediat ey hiscomm unit crackled. " X-wing group, thisis
Allegiance. Y ou, uh, seem to be off your approach vector for Bay AlphaTwo."
"Allegiance, thisis Red Leader,” Wedge said. "Were inbound for the main

bay. By orders of the expedition commander." He let the comm officer stew over
that one for amoment. He, Wedge, was the expedition commander.

There was amoment 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 L eader. Allegiance out.”

Wedge and his companions took up position beneath the gigantic vessd 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
alook around.

Starfighters stood ready to launch into battle A-wings, B-wings, X-

wings, Y-wings, and even TIE fighters that had once fought the New Republic.
Retrofitted with shidlds, the TIESwere now acommon sight in friendly

hangars. Mechanics worked briskly on fightersin need of repair or
maintenance. The meta floors and bulkheads wore adull sheen, showing age and
wesar but also cleanliness, rather than a shine suggesting that the captain was
too concerned with appearance. These were good signs.

The smdler bay they'd originally been directed to could have been put in

tiptop shapefor their arriva with comparative ease, but the Sate of affairs

in the main bay was a better indicator of how the ship was being run, and
things here looked good.

Wedge findly alowed the worker to direct Red Flight to alanding spot,

near the vessdl's single squadron of X-wings. The unit patch on those
snubfighters, showing asingle X-wing soaring high above amountain pesk,
identified them as High FHight Squadron. Wedge nodded. They weren't the best
X-wing unit in the fleet, but they were aveteran squadron with plenty of

battle experience.

Ashe and hisfdlows set down, Wedge saw the main doorway into the bay
open upward and a crowd of people enter at arun. Some of them skidded asthey
spotted Red Hight and turned in the direction of the recently arrived
snubfighters. Among them were aman in aFeet Command captain's uniform, the
usua complement of junior officers and guards, and, most odd of all, what
looked like awoman with two heads, one of them shining siver.

Wedge descended his access ladder and turned to face the delegation. He

felt and heard hisown pilotsfal 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, alean, bearded man with skin the color of tanned leather,

gtill breathing hard, hesitated. Obvioudy confused for amoment as to whether
he should salute properly or follow Wedge'sinforma fashion of greeting, he
chose the latter and shook Wedge's hand. " Thank you, sir. And welcome aboard.
Allow meto introduce you to my senior officers..."

It was aritua Wedge knew from countless repetitionsin the past. He
committed each officer's name and face to memory, hoping his retention would
last until the end of themisson; it usudly did.

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

Wedge could findly give her hisfull attention. Shewas atal woman,



taller than he by two or three centimeters, with long brown hair wornina
braid and wide-open features; she looked as though she'd recently arrived from
aone-shuttle agrarian world. He could not read her eyes, asthey were
concealed behind goggles darkened amost to opacity. She wore abrown 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 eyeswerelit.

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

"Thank you," hesaid. "Urn, | couldn't help noticing that you have two

heads."

She amiled. "Thisis Whitecap, my holo-recording unit. | put him together
from aruined protocol droid and a standard holocam. | added memory and some
basic conversationa 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

useful for plugging up holeswhere conversation should be. "Why?"

"I record alot of interviewswith 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.

"Wall, not yet. I'm still working out the kinksin the system.”

It would help if you started with the fact that you're atwo-headed lady

with eyesthat children can't see, Wedge thought, but kept it to himself. "And
now you're taking atemporary break from children to record Starfighter
pilots”

She nodded. The 3PO head remained stationary on her shoulder, unaffected
by her mation. "It'sawonderful opportunity. Thank you."

"Wadl, yourewelcome. But I'm afraid that Whitecap isgoing to haveto

suffer some additional coding. | need to be able to issue averbal command and
shut him off. Circumstances sometimes demand privacy."

Hallisfidgeted. "That was never part of the arrangement. I'll haveto

refuse”

"Very well. Youll be getting some very good footage of theinsde of

your cabin.”

"Oh. Well, inthat case, | accept. I'll do the coding mysdif.”

"And then hand Whitecap over to the Allegiance's code-dicers briefly

for, oh, code optimization.”

Halliss smileflickered for amoment and Wedge knew he'd guessed

correctly. Halis 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 atrace of brittlenessto her voice.

Wedge returned his attention to Captain Salaban. "Allow meinturnto
introduce you to my pilots. | present Colonel Tycho Celchu, leader of Rogue
Squadron.”

Tycho offered the ship captain asalute. "Sir." He was alean man, blond,
graying in dignified fashion at the temples, with handsome features and an
aristocrat's bearing. The perfection of hislooks might have made him appear
severe, even crud, in earlier years, but the beatings life had handed himthe
loss of hisfamily on Alderaan a the hands of Grand Moff Tarkin and thefirst
Death Star, capture and attempted brainwashing by Imperid Intelligence head



Y sanne lsard, and suspicion on the part of New Republic Military Intelligence
forcesthat despite his escape he had succumbed to that brainwashing and was
an enemy intheir midstall had weethered him in spirit if not in form. Now,

he il looked in every way the cold aristocrat... until one looked in his

eyes and saw the humanity and the sgns of distant pain there.

"ThisisMgor Wes Janson, and if you're not aware of hisexploits, I'm

sure hell be ddighted to give you the whole story.”

Janson shot Wedge a cool |ook 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
thisismy good sde." Heturned his head so Halliss recorder would get a
graight-on look at hisleft profile.

Wedge suppressed a snort. Janson's self-promotion came out of adesireto
entertain rather than from any serious case of narcissism, but he was as good-
looking as he suggested. Like Wedge and amgjority of other successful fighter
pilots, hewas afew centimeters short of average height, but Janson was
unusudly broad in the shoulders, and endowed with a body that showed muscle
definition after only light exercise and was not inclined to fat. Hishair was
arich brown, and his merry festures were not just handsome but
preternaturaly youthful; he was now in histhirties but could passfor ten
yearsyounger. A most unfair combination, Wedge thought.

"And Mgor Derek Klivian," Wedge concluded.

The fourth pilot leaned in for ahandshake. He was lean, with dark hair

and aface best suited to wearing mournful expressions. "Captain,” he said.
Then he, too, turned to the documentarian. "Everyone cals me Hobbie," he
sad. "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 ignoreit. But he couldn't help but wonder
what sort of scene would emerge from this recording, what part it would play
in the documentary Halliswould be assembling. Or how held look beside his
more colorful subordinate pilots. Wedge was, like Janson, below average
height, and he thought of himsdlf as one of the most ordinary-looking men
dive. But admirers had told him that hisfeatures 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 aslong as
military regulations-alowed, and wasthe sort of fine hair that stirredin

any breeze and invited ladies handsto run through it.

He gave an interna shrug. Perhaps he didn't suffer as much ashe 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 gppreciateit,” he said, "if we could get atemporary paint job on

the X-wings. Red Flight One, Two, Three, Four," He pointed to himsdlf, Tycho,
Janson, and Hobbie in turn. "A white base, but Rogue Squadron reds for the
driping, no unit patch.”

Sdaban nodded. "Easily done."

"S0," Wedge said, "what'sfirst on our agenda settling in to quarters

or amisson briefing?

Sd aban's expression suggested that the question was not awelcome one.
"Settling in, I'm &fraid, Sr. Therewon't be abriefing until you land on-



planet. Intelligence decided not to provide aliaison at thistime.”

Wedge hit back aresponse that would not have sounded appropriatein the
mission documentary. "Were going in cold?'

Captain Salaban nodded.

Wedge forced asmilefor the holocam. "Well, just another chalenge,

then. Let's see those quarters.”

2

Wedge was till occasondly fuming, dayslater, when Allegiance dropped

out of hyperspace at the edges of the Adumar solar system. Therewas such a
thing, of course, as overplanning. With too much time and too much desireto
put every misson detall into amisson profile, it was possbleto lose

perspective on which objectives were most important, on which tactics were
mog 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. Ashesat in his X-wing, running through his preflight checkligt, he

had available to him only aset of coordinates on the planet's surface. Once
Allegiance made its approach to the worldan odd, inconvenient path like an
obstaclei 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 thefind gpproach to their destination... whatever it was that the
mathematical coordinates represented. One of Allegiance's shuttles, filled

with support personnd, in-

cluding Hallis Saper, had already descended to make preparations for

their arrival.

"Red Hight, thisis Allegiance. Our find leg terminatesin one minute."

Wedge glanced at his comm board. The minute was dready counting downhis
R5 unit, Gate, had aso received the transmission and, on hisown initiative,
begun a count down. Wedge said, "Thisis Red Leader. Understood. We launch at
arrival plusfive seconds. Red Flight, are you good to go?"

"Red Two, ready." That was Tycho, as economical of words as he was of
moation.

"Red Threg, four lit and ready to burn." Janson'sinimitable voice and

enthusiasm were evident even across the standard X-wing comm distortion.
"Red Four, nothing's gone wrong yet." There was dmost a hopeful noteto
Hobbie's dour tone.

Wedge fdt Allegiance hed to starboard, amaneuver lasting ten seconds,

and it ended just as his countdown dropped to zero. "Red Hight, 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 agreat dark mass featuring occasiond 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 avisua check to ether 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 pardleling their course, about ten klicks from one
another and ten klicks above Red Hight's course. As he watched, another two



blips began risng from below on an identical course. The sensors designated
them

"Unknown Type." Hetook alook a them with visuad sensors, but could

just barely make out a black fuselage and an unusua 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
firg"

"L eader, Three. Diplomacy means saying something soothing as you squeeze
thetrigger, right?’

"Quiet, Three"

In moments, asthey held their atitude 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 abit on its brightness, but

his eyeswere gill dazzled. He brought down his helmet goggles and kept his
attention on hisingruments.

Seconds later, Red Flight crossed the day/night boundary. Visua sensors
showed atremendous archipelago of idands below them, graduating to a series
of larger mountainous idands, 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 breaksin 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
aten-kilometer distance.

Astheir 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.

"L eader, Red Three. Why are we taking the long way around?'

"Three, it'stheir course, not ours. | suspect they're giving us a chance

tolook at theworld."

"Next time they can send holos.”

Wedge grinned and began the descent into the atmosphere. He brought his
shidds up and kept his speed fairly high. Thiswould give the population

bel ow something to see Thefriction of the atmosphere on the shields would
make the X-wingslook briefly like meteors shooting out of the skies. It would
a so give him a chance to learn more about their escorts.

The escorts ten klicks below him entered the atmosphere firstand d owed

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 aswell as
an X-wing with shidding. Above him, the high-guard escorts lso dowed as
they reached the barrier of the atmosphere. Soon Red Hight was far out ahead
of the chase vehicles.

They descended toward Adumar's surface, soon recognizing citieswith
skyscrapers, cultivated fields, untouched forests, broad lakes and rivers. It
was, unlike Coruscant, a pretty world.

Sensors showed more vehiclesrisng in their path at intervals of fifty

and ahundred kilometers, but these vehicles stayed to either sde of Red
Hight's course, not pursuing as the X-wings passed. "A gauntlet,” said Red
Four.



"Maybeif they werefiring,” Wedge said. "Here, they're morelike

distance markers."

"They could keep track of uson sensors," said Red Three, "and scramble a
flight if we veered off our assgned 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 amuch larger unit of vehiclesin theair, and would have been making much
closer passes. But Wedge didn't have the answer, either. "L ess chatter, Red
Hight."

Onebliprisng into their path did so a ahafway point between the

"distance marker" vehicles, and itsrange to Red Flight closed much faster
than the rest. 1t had to be heading toward the X-wings rather than at tempting
to pace them. As Wedge watched, the sensor board identified the blip asa
group of four fightersflying in tight formation. Their course showed them
heading straight toward the X-wings. "Heads up, Red Hight," Wedge said. "This
may betrouble."

His comm unit came dive with transmissions, digointed phrases crowding
one another out. "Rad Fat, thaflightknife gpproaching your postion... Buan
ke ShiachalengesWg Antilles! Answer!... Rad FHat autorized to defend...
Dyans ke Vasan chdlenges Was Jansan! Answer!”

"Scramble Red Hight frequency,” Wedge said, and suited actions to words
by activating his comm unit scrambler. Now people other than Red Hight
listening in on the flight frequency would hear nothing but computer-mangled
transmissons. "SHoilsto 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 bresking from their origina courses and
looping back toward Red Flight.

"L eader, Three. We can outrun them.”

"No, Three. If thiscultureredly is as pilot-happy aswe weretold,

taking the most sensible course out of here might cost me credibility | need.
Thiscould just be atest of nerve.”

"Leader, Four. My nerves are dready tested. Can | go home?"

"Quiet down, Four." Wedge watched the range meter's numbersroll down. At
two kilometers, the gpproaching fighterswould be bardly 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 aready uttering faint musical tones
to indicate that the enemy was attempting targeting locks on them.

At threeklick s, Wedge said, "Break by pairs'

And the enemy fired. Wedge saw eight flares, two from each oncoming
fighter, asthe enemy launched missiles.

Wedge whipped to starboard and then instantly began to bring himsdlf back
inlinewith hisenemies again. The maneuver yanked him out of his gpproach
vector'... but missiles accelerated so fast, and the enemy wasfiring so

close, that hissdedip stood an even chance of forcing an overshoot by the
missiles. He saw twin burn trails flash back aong his port side and knew he
wasright.

A split second later, his targeting brackets crossed over one of the

oncoming aircraft and flickered from yellow to green. Wedge squeezed hisyoke
trigger and saw hislasers, red pulses, legp out toward the oncoming aircraft
He had aglimpse 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 till on hisrear

starboard quarter. "L eader to Hight. Status?”'

"Leader, Two. One vaped, two laser-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 wideif the
solo enemy turned againgt one of them for a head-to-head run, the other would
have agood shot at aside or rear quarter.

As he camein toward the rear of the enemy wing pair, Wedge got agood
look at them. They were large for single-pilot fighters. They were longer than
an X-wing by amogt hdf, their bows ending in sharp points. Behind the
cockpit, their fuselages split into odd dud-tail assembliesjoined by

horizontal bars at the rear. The wings, which crossed the fusdage just behind
the cockpit, were broad where they joined the fighter-craft but narrowed like
avibroblade to a sharp point at thetips. The craft surfaces were a glossy
black.

Wedge switched to the general comm frequency. "Red FHight to enemy
fighters. Indicate your surrender now by descending to the planet's surface.”
"No!" Theenemy pilot's voice was strained, alittle high in pitch. "

will have Wqg Antillesor 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. Y ou're within our sights and not going anywhere,” Wedge said. "This
isyour last chance'

Thetwo craft rapidly decelerated, an attempt to force the X-wingsto
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 theair, its structura 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. Thefighter-craft, ill intact,

rolled lazily to port and began an uncontrolled plummet.

Wedge checked his sensor board. Hobbie and Janson were headed back to
rgoin them.

And the other, more distant fighters, those that had turned back toward

the atercation, were once again resuming their origina courses, setting up
the kilometers-wide corridor for Red Flight'stravel.

Wedge brought his group dowly back around on course and watched Tycho's
target until that fighter crashed onto aforested hilltop far below. A

firebal bloomed out of the wreckage and began consuming it and the foliage
around. "Red Hight to Adumar Centra Control, what wasthat al about?’
"Rad Flat, Rad Flat, thisis Cartann Bladedrome. Congratul ations on four
stops. Ar gpologiesfar the inconvenience. Please resume the original course.”
He switched to Red Hight's scrambled frequency. "Any of you getting any

of thet?"

"Leader, Three. It'sBasic, but | don't want to imagine how they haveto



twist their facesto pronounce it. They don't sound as though this was part of
the planned celebrations.”

"That'smy read aso, 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 sofar, a

broad stretch of skyscrapers; even the smallest of buildings, at the city's
periphery, seemed to be six or seven storiesin height. The sky aboveit was
divewith smal craft. Wedge's navigation computer indicated that their
destination was within the city borders.

Asthey got closer, they could seethat the city wasariot 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 asledges and
window frames. Rust, brown, red, black, and tan seemed to be preeminent.
And then there were the bal conies. Every building seemed to have abroad
bal cony. On most of the worlds Wedge visited, a balcony might extend asfar as
the edge of the sdewalk, but some of these stretched out over the street,
amogt meeting ba conies from the buildings acrossthe way.

Cables d so stretched between buildings, masses of them, but whether they
carried power or communications signds, or did nothing more than add
structura support or please some aesthetic sense, Wedge couldn't guess.
Red Hight's course dictated an atitude 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 closeto
structures. Asthey entered the city Wedge could see people on the streets and
especialy on the ba conies fair-skinned humans dressed in flowing garments
he could only glimpse asthey flashed past. The people al seemed to be
waving, pointing up at the X-wings. There were vehicles on and abovethe
streets, long, broad trangports without seats. Wedge also saw living
trangportation-reptilian beasts, seven to ten meterslong, in colorsranging
through browns and greens; the beasts possessed natural armor on flanks and
necks, asort of hard-shell banding, and they carried saddles, some of them
built for multiple riders and cargo.

Asthe pilots got farther into the city, the buildings grew taller, but

Wedge's orders mandated the same helght aboveground. Suddenly they could see
bal conies and residents beside them, then above them, and they had to vary
their dtitude occasionally to miss banks of the cables stretched between
buildings;, yet the city builders seemed to have planned to accommodate |ow-
level flying, because the cables were clustered at various dtitudes, with

gaps between them wide enough to permit easy passage of sarfighters.
Sensor signa's showed some of those pursuit aircraft catching up from the
rear, and then Wedge spotted them visualy They were negotiating one cable-
bounded passage below Red Hight, in tight formation, moving like the escorts
they were probably intended to be, a score or more of the same craft Red
Fight had shot down moments before.

"Not bad-looking." That was Janson'svoice. " Chiefly atmospheric from the
look of them."

Their path took them abruptly out from between the bal conied buildings

and over aplaza 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 adifferent moving two-dimensiond image.



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

Wedge amost jerked in surprise. On one screen were in-the-trench shots
from the origind Death Star, from the viewpoint of an X-wing cameramount. On
another, the huge nava engagement in space above the sanctuary moon of Endor.
On another, a clash between X-wings and the Ss-ruuk in the Bakura system. Al
engagements heldd been involved with... dl recordings from participating
fighters, recordings that had to have been provided to the Adumari by the New
Republic. Two sets of pandls showed data that did not come from the New
Republic, though They were recordings of Red Hight'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. Y ou st thisup yoursdf, 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
plazawas acircular 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 astage with rails around the edge and amass of people uponiit,
and near that was arailed-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 dressuniform, ina
celebration of thefall of Coruscant to the New Republicand arced hard to
garboard. Heled Red Flight in afull circle around the plaza, then descended
to touch down on the landing zone.

When his canopy opened, admitting awash of heavy, humid air that made

him guessthis part of Adumar wasin 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 hisfeatureswerereveded. "Gate," he said, "closeit 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. Hed have preferred to have afew minutesto do hisroutine
post-flight check on hisvehicle, but the demands of thissocid situation
obvioudy wouldn't permit him the luxury.

No flight crew approached with ladders, so he swung expertly over the

sde of his cockpit, hung off the sde of his X-wing for amoment by his

hands, and then dropped to the plaza surface below, landing in acrouch. The
plazasurface, for dl that it looked like well-fitted square stones, gave

dightly under the impact of hislanding; it seemed to be a prettily decorated
sheet of someflexible materid.

Tycho, Janson, and Hobbie joined him in moments, and Wedge spotted
another individua headed their way from the direction of the stage. Thisman
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
gmilar to amilitary uniform but without rank or unit designations. He held

out ahand 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. "I should
have known. Wes Janson. Now my life can take on the aspect of apersona hell.
" Hereturned 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. "Thisis Colonel Tycho Celchu, Mgor
Hobbie Klivian. Janson you've obvioudy experienced dready. Mind telling us
what that assault during our arrival was dl about? | assume an nation
atempt."

Tomer winced. "Not precisdy. They were probably young, undisciplined
pilotstrying to achieve some persona honor by killing you in afair

dogfight. | doubt it was anything persond.”

"You do." Wedge gave him adark look. "I take it very personally. We just
had to vape four pilotsin what istheoreticaly afriendly zone. Isthis

likely to happen again?'

Tomer shrugged. "Probably not. Well adjust security measuresto reduce
thelikdlihood."

Wedge hesitated, not satisfied by Tomer's explanations; there was

obvioudy alot 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 around slver object, three
centimeters across, from a pocket. It had aclip on the back. By use of the
clip, without prelude or request for permission, Tomer fixed it to Wedge's
collar. "Thisisan Adumari comlink. Thisoneis keyed to the speskerson the
poleswheretheflatcamsare.”

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 diaect of Basic;
pronunciation isahbit tricky, and the crowd may not understand you. After the
gpeech, we settle you into quarters, give you some orientation, and you can
dressfor the ball. That'swhereadl the politicking and introducing redly

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 representetive here?!

Tomer shook hishead. "No, the, ah, perator of Car-tann offersyou
consderable honor by not showing up here.”

Wedge said, "Perator iswhatplanetary president?’ "Well, hereit'san

inherited rather than elected title,” Tomer said. "But he has the support of

the people through demongtrations of his piloting leadership during his youth.
And his absence here means, basicdly, that he doesn't stedl any of the
attention the crowd would otherwise pay you." He gestured toward the edge of
the landing area, where stepsled up to the stage. " After you. After al of

you, actudly. Mere civilians, even former pilots, don't presume to walk

beside active pilots unlessinvited.”

Janson smiled. "'l like this place. I'm going to go shopping for land and

build mysdf aretreat.” Hefell in step behind Wedge. "Hey, boss, do you have
aspeech ready?' "No."

"So you're going to sound like acompleteidiot, right?”

Wedge turned to offer him a smile that was more malice than cheerfulness.



"Once, maybe. But since | made generd and haveto do thisal thetime, I've
developed the Antilles Four-Step Instant Speech.”

Janson gave him adubiouslook. "This| haveto hear."

Once on the stage, Wedge headed to its center and raised his hand with a
theatricality that wasn't redly part of his naturgjust a by-product of the
numerous public-relations tours he'd taken after the desth of Emperor

Pd patine. 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 everyoneisin 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
"Car-tann... Car-tann... Car-tann..." Wedge wondered what that was al about,
but dismissed it from hismind. That answer would wait.

Step two Remind them what you're herefor. "And as arepresentative of

the New Republic, I'm pleased to be present at this historic meeting of our
great peoples.”" The cheering became more generdized, with the " Car-tann”
chants dowly dying out.

Step three Something persond, so they'll know you're paying attention.
Wedge gestured out at theflat display pands. "l must admit, | find this
display very heartwarming. It's possibly the best greeting I've ever received.
I'll haveto 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 afool of yoursdf. "I expect to

have more to say once I've settled in, but for now, thank you for thiswarm
welcome." He waved again and took a step back, asif abandoning alectern,
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 "Thisisgood. If you can
just stand here and wave for awhile, that'll satisfy diplomatic obligations,

and then we can get you to your quarters.”

"All right." Wedge took sometimeto look at the crowd.

They were men, women, and children, al ages, consstently light-
complected, though their hair color ranged throughout the color spectrumWedge
suspected that many of the colorswere artificid in origin. Facid hair was
common among the men, especiadly eaborate mustaches.

Therewas awide variance in the color and cut of their clothing, but

some consigtencies aswell. Maes and many females wore tights and close-
fitting boots in black, with long shirtswith flowing deeves. Other women
wore long dresses, tight from the torso down but again with the broad,
rippling deeves. About haf of the people wore headgear, some sort of tight-
fitting cloth or leather Skullcap matching one color from therest of their
attire; many of the skullcaps featured a sort of visor, a curved band of what
looked like heavily polarized transparisted, that fell before the wearer's
eyesor could be raised up to their foreheads.

Belts were common, usudly narrow single-color loopswith 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 ill wore
both waist and shoulder bdt rigs.

And wegpons were everywhere. From most of these belts hung shesthed long



blades, short blades, pistols of some variety. Wedge could seefew inthe
audience who were not armed in some way; even the children had knives a their
belts.

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

Wedge said, "Tomer, | suppose I'm not concerned if you're not, but what
areyou using for security here?"

Tomer's answer was tinged with amusement. "Why, the crowd.”

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

"Otherswould stop them,” Tomer said. "For instance, let's say someone
jumped on the stage with the intent of killing you. Hed giveyou fair
warning, of course, and choice of wegpons.”

"Of course," Wedge repesated.

"Then you could chooseto kill him yoursef or refuse him. If you

refused, he should withdraw, but might theoretically presstheissue, if he
was supid.”

"That's where security issues be come atrifle moreimportant,” Wedge
sad.

"If he pressed the issue, which isagrave breach of etiquette”

Wedge heard Janson snort in amusement.

"then someonein the crowd would probably shoot him dead, just to please
you."

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

"Jud likethat."

"Oh, stop worrying, Wedge." Janson's grin was infectious. "It's obvious
they adore you. Y ou could throw up dl over yourself and they'd loveit. By
nightfall they'd dl be doing it. They'd cdl it the 'Wedge Purge.’ They'd be
eating different-colored foods just to add variety."

Wedge fdt his ssomach lurch. He half turned to glare accusingly a

Tycho. "I thought maybe you'd be able to do what | never could. Get Wes up to
an emotiona age of fourteen, maybe fifteen."

Tycho gave him atight little shake of the head. "No power in the

universe could do that. Not Darth VVader 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 isit that you know this reprobate?!

The diplomat offered arueful shake of hishead. "I was once apilot.
Briefly. Tierfon Ydlow Aces. My tdentslay e sawhere, though, so | ended up
inalessviolent service”

Janson nodded amiably. "Histadents certainly did lie elseawhere. They
werent in landing. Tomer here made the Aces ligt for alanding dmost
horrible enough to kill him two different ways."

Tomer sghed and ignored him.

"His'Y-wing was shot to pieces and hisrepul sorlifts were dead,” Janson
continued. "Had to land, though, or hed never get dinner. Luckily we were
based on alowgrav moon at thetime, big long stretch of duracrete serving as
alanding zone. All the other Y -wings clear off the landing zone and he lines
up on it, descendstoward it like he was landing an amospheric fighter
without repul sorlifts. Drops his skids as he gets close. The skidstake the



initial impact but he bounces, so he'slike some sort of hop-and-grab insect
al down the duracrete. But he's lucky enough that he stays top side up.
Finaly he'sbled off alot of momentum, but he loses control and his'Y-wing
rolls. Comesto astop onitsbelly and he's safe. Then" Janson'sface
became more merry as herelived theincident"his g ector seat malfunctions
and shoots him off toward space. With grav that low, he achieves escape
velocity. We had to send arescue shuttle up after him or hed still be
saling through the void, one cold cadaver.”

"| saved the astromech,” Tomer said. "And the Y -wing was repairable.”
"Sure" Janson said. "But seeing you asthat wish-

bone skidded to a stop, seeing you sag in relief and then, poof! you're
headed toward the stars’

Tomer caught Wedge's eye. "Asyou can see, I've provided amusement for
years.”

"Efficient use of effort,” Hobbie said. "When do we eat?’

3

One of those processiond vehiclesa giant flatbed that rode the ground

on whedls, with araised front control panel where the driver stood, and with
braces for the passengers to lean back againgt asthey rodeconveyed Red
Hight, Tomer, and Halisfrom the plaza. 1t 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 sde and reaching out to shake hands asthey passed; suddenly the
members of the crowd wanted to be beside the vehicle rather than beforeit,
and the vehicle's speed increased. The other pilots moved to the Sdesas
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 bal conies was not limited to

the avenuesthey'd flown above. Every building on every street facing was
thick with balconies. Some had rope bridges hung between adjacent balconies,
and afew had such strung across streets. Wherever they drove, people thronged
their balcony rails and waved down at them. The building exteriors were dso
decorated, on the ground floor at eye level, with panel s about a meter wide by
half ameter high that showed two-dimensiona images. Tomer caled them
flatscreens, and some buildings had continuous banks of them dl around their
exteriors.

"I am so glad the people of this planet like to wave and shake hands,"

Janson said.

Wedge gave him acurious glance. "Why isthat?"

"Wdl, what if their usud greeting for vigting dignitarieswasto throw

pant?'

"Point taken."

Their conveyance pulled up before one of thetaller and morerichly
gppointed 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 aready been
separated off, installed in rooms lower down in the building. "These are the
quarters of abachelor haf squad recently reduced in combat,” Tomer said.
"The survivor gladly abandoned it for the duration of your stay, for your
comfort.”



Wedge took alook around. Thefloor, again, looked like stone, thistime
agreen marble thickly decorated with slvery veins, but like the plaza
flooring it gave dightly when stepped upon. There was one main room, mostly
open, with afew padded chairs around the edges. Severa arched exitsled to
round-topped doors of aslver hue. The wallswere 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. "Bedchambersthere, there, there,
and there." Two of the building porters, adolescent boyswho could not stop
grinning, obligingly carried the pilots bagsto those chambers.

Tomer gestured to the bank of drapes opposite the entry into the main
chamber "Y our balcony there. It'sapilot's balcony, by the way."

Wedge sad, "Which meanswhat?"

"Extra-broad and reinforced, and with nothing, including cables, for a

leve or two aboveso you can land your starfighterson it,” Tomer said. "You
can move your X-wings here at your leisure, or | can get amember of the
support crew to do it”

"WEell movethem," Wedge said. " Speaking of those cableswhat are they
for?'

Tomer grinned. "Private communications from building to building,

informa communications. Say you're ayoung lady in one building, and your
young man livesin the next”

"Y ou run acomm cable." Wedge shook his head wonderingly. "There are
hundreds of thousands, maybe millions, of them out there.”

"Noneto your quarters, though; we've had them removed. Y ou can put some
inif 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'slong 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.

"Meaning," Tomer continued, just atrace of testiness cregping into his
voice, "that a cook, acourier, adresser, and afew others are always
standing by. If you want alate-night meal or something, press the button and
ask for acook. That'sal it takes." He gestured to another door. "The
refresher. Youll be deding with unfamiliar plumbing, which youll probably
think of as backworld stuff, so I'll need to show you how the devices work."
Hobbie nodded. "A refresher course.” Janson made aface. "Y ou beat meto
it." Wedge gestured at the two doors not aready identified. "And those?!
"Extrabedchambers. Thiswas essentidly adormitory for Sx unmarried
pilots”

"Good." Wedge nodded. "Well 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 palaceisin 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'sthe dress
uniform.” "' understand.” Tomer nodded, sympathy evident on hisface. "I got
out of Starfighter Command before the dress uniform was even designed. Umm, if
you're looking for dternatives, I'm certain that the court would consider it
asign of honor if you woreloca dressingtead of your dress uniforms.”

"Yes," Hobbiesaid. "Yesyesyes," 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

rel ations department, without the input of those who would have to wear it,

and many pilotsjust did not carefor it. He cleared histhroat. "That'sa
possihility. If you'd be so kind asto send up some examples of local dress...

?' Tomer amiled. "One sngp of my fingersand you'll

have your very own fashion show. I'll seeright toit." He gestured for

the porter, who had been hovering at the exit, to proceed him, and he I ft.
Wedge turned to Janson. "How well did you know him? Do you trust him?"
Janson considered. "L et's just say that he's cleaned up better than |

expected.”

"No, let'snot just say that. Let'sbe alittle more informative.”

Janson's gaze wandered back intime. "Wel, inthe Tierfon Ydlow Aces,

he dways had something going, Floating sabacc games, trade in the newest
holodramas and comedies, alocker that aways seemed to have someliquor init
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 hed gone smuggler." He shrugged.
"But the diplomatic corps seemsidea for him. He can persuade and convince
and scam and manipulate, and yet remain apatriot.”

Hobbie offered up arare smile. "Not a bad metaphor for the early days of

the Rebd Alliance”

Tycho offered him amock glower. "Cynic."

They werefour very different men as they walked toward the Outer Court

of the Roya Residence, or palace, of Cartann.

Wedge had chosen green for most of his outfit-boots, hose, beltand had
chosen atunic in acreamy 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 gppropriatein asocia Stuation, though he had said
Wedge would have to surrender it when in achamber occupied by the perator,
Beside it hung adevice Tomer had said was common-

placein Cartann, the comfan. It was asmal hemisphere with ahandle. On
theflat Sde 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 expd it

through the other vents, making it ahandy persona comfort device. Tomer had
sad that handling the comfan wasitsdf an art form, with every possble
gesture assigned ameaning by the Cartann court... but outsiders such asWedge
would be known not to understand the language of comfan manipulation. The
warmth of Wedge's tunic suggested to him that held be better off carrying such
athing.

Tycho'stunic was amaterid that shimmered and changed color asit

moved; depending on the angle at which one viewed it, portions ranged in hue



from sky blue to a pearlescent roya blue. Most of his other garments,
including arakish-looking hip cloak, were black, but he dso wore askullcap
in the same materid as histunic. The skullcap came forward in a pesk over
his brow, an extension that looked like the sharp beak of abird of prey, a
comparison Wedge decided was apt, and the semi-transparent visor over hiseyes
lent him adistant, mysterious [ook.

Hobbiewas ariot of linesand angles. His boats, tights, and belt werea

basic blue, histunic agloriousred; but every hem of every garment was
decorated with trim of eye-hurting yellow, making it dmost adizzying
experienceto look a 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.
Farisfar."

Janson had chosen what Wedge had first misunderstood asaminimalist
gpproach. Histights, histunic, al his accoutrements were blackmost of them
amaite

black, though the tunic offered alittle shine. He wore no headgear. But

then he capped it off with ahooded cloak that made up for the rest of his
outfit'slack of drama. Nearly floor-length, it was a curtain of nebular red-
purple shot through with crystaline stars that blinked on and off with

internd light.

He carried his service blaster on hisright hip, but also carried anew

weapon. On hisbelt at hisleft hip was a sheath carrying the Adumari
blastsword, "preferred weapon for settling persona disputesin Cartann,” as
Tomer had explained. It looked much like avibroblade the length of aman's
arm, but the hilt was protected by a curved metal guard. The blade was sharp
starting afew centimeters above the guard, but the tip of the weapon was not
asharp point; rather, it wasasmal flared nozzle. When the device was
powered upby turning on aswitch at the pommel, the knob at the very base of
the hiltthe tip would fire off something like ablaster bolt whenever it
contacted a solid object.

"Soit'slike ablaster you haveto hit someonewith," Janson had said.

"l haveto have one”

Tycho had shaken his head, |ooking as mournful as Hobbie for amoment.
"Don't give him anew kind of weapon," he had told Wedge. "It would belike
giving alightsaber to atwo-year-old."

But Wedge had alowed it, and now Janson's customary swagger swung the
blastsword's shegthed blade around behind him, making it precarious to walk
closetohim.

Accompanied by Tomer, they paused at the arched entryway to alarge
ballroom designated the Roya 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, acrossthe
entryway, was stretched a sort of silver mesh materia; Wedge could see well-
dressed people dancing and socidizing, but it was asif viewing

them through awarped and mottled piece of unusualy reflective
transparisted . He spotted two-headed Hallis in the crowd, her attention
turned toward alarge knot of men and women.

Tomer returned. "Odd," he said. "We're to be admitted, of coursethisis

your night! But we're not to be announced.”

"Y ou mean," Hobbie said, "nobody is going to bellow our names acrossthe



crowd, so that every body-turns and stares a us and we have nothing to say,
s0 we stand there like idiots while they wait. That sort of announced?’

"Yes" Tomer sad. "It's customary. Why the custom was suspended for

tonight | don't know. Y ou'll have to surrender your sidearms to the guards, of
course.”

Tomer stopped Janson's action of unshesthing his blastsword. "No, you can
take that in. Blastswords are fit for polite society. It's only blasters they

object to."

The semitrangparent curtain flicked to one side ingtantly. Conversation

washed out over them, asdid aswell of music played on stringed instruments

at afast pace, and awash of air that assailed Wedge's nose and informed him
that perfuming was another Adumari habit.

Tomer led the pilotsinto the outer hal. They attracted no immediate

notice. The hal itsdf was atdl two-story chamber, with abacony al

around the second story, thick with onlookers; its walls were draped with
tapedtriesin ashimmering Slver hue, and the lights behind the tapestries

offered not quite enough illumination. Two tapestries were drawn aside,
reveding enormous flatscreens on sony walls, the screens showed, in
meagnification, whatever sood before them.

Tomer led the pilots Straight to the knot of peoplethat held Halliss

attention. Asthey approached, Wedge could see that at its center was one man,
unusudly tal, with aclose-trimmed white beard and dert, active eyes. His
garments were al a shimmering red-gold; with every motion he looked asthough
part of his clothing were on fire. Asthe pilots neared, he looked at Tomer

and asked, in araspy but well-controlled voice, "What have you brought me, O
spesker for distant rulers?' He spoke with the same accent Wedge had heard on
the pilots who had attacked Red Hight, 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 asmilethat, to Wedge, looked alittle artificidly

tolerant. "Pekaglic ke Teldan, perator of Car-tann, smiter of the Tetano, hero

of Lameril Ridge, master of the Golden Y oke, | beg you alow meto present to
you these four pilots Mg or Derek Klivian, Mgor Wes Jan-son, Colonel Tycho
Cechu, and General Wedge Antilles, dl of the New Republic Starfighter
Command.”

With each recitation of aname, the crowd around the perator offered an

"ooh," especidly for Wedge. The perator nodded in dow 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 awar by failing to knedl and put the hand on hisforehead or

some such thing. But the perator merely smiled.

"You arewdl cometo Cartann,” the perator said to Wedge. "I look

forward to hearing your words and seeing your displays of skill. But firg, |

have a present for the four of you." He waved behind him, beckoning someone
forward.

Into the open space surrounding the perator stepped ayoung woman. Her
garments were dl white, though festooned with what |ooked like ribbons and
military service decorations, and she carried blastsword, knife, comfan, and
pistol a her belt. Shewas not tal, being a double handspan shorter than
Wedge, but walked with the confident gait of someone ahead tdler than anyone
in the crowd, despite the fact that she was ayear or two from what Wedge



would consider full adulthood. Her freckled features were pretty, open,
bearing the expresson of ayouth rushing recklessly into life. Her black hair
wasin along braid drawn over her shoulder, and her eyeswere adark blue
that seemed dmost purplein the dim light of the chamber.

"Thisyoung lady," the perator said, "isthe 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 adight bow. "Thank you, sir." He spared aglance
for Tomer, but the career diplomat did not seem in the least curious or
disconcerted; this was obvioudy not an unusua sort of occurrence.

"I am honored to serve," Cheriss said. She stared at Wedge with
disconcerting intensity, but Wedge could detect no animosity in her
expressonjust curiogty. "If Generd Antilleswishesdiverson during the
evening, | have ashow to put ona non-title from some runny-nosed lordling.”
The perator returned his attention to Wedge. "Tonight,” he said, "isan
informal night. Meet the heroes and nobles and cel ebrities 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. Hisknot 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 dl his
curiogty about our pilots, dl 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?*
Shetore her attention from Wedge to answer. " Oh, certainly.”

"Why?'

Sheamiledinreturn. "I can't answer that. Not yet. I'm forbidden.”

Tomer's expression turned glum. "I hate secrets" he said.

Wedge said, "Whitecap, deep-time.”

The 3PO head on Halliss shoulder responded, in the distinctively fussy

3P0 voice, "Certainly, gr," and the lightsin its eyes went ouit.

Hallis made a noise of exasperation.

Wedge ignored her. "Tomer, acouple of questions. If he'sthe ruling
representative of al of Adumar, why ishe smply introduced asthe perator of
Cartann?'

"Heisthe heir to the throne of Cartann.” Tomer shrugged. "Cartannis

his nation. The concept of a single world government is somewhat new here. It
does not invoke the sense of pride that the traditiona throne of anation

does."

"Oh." Wedge leaned in close and whispered so that only Tomer could hear.
"And now he has offered us the services of aguide. Isthat some sort of
present? Should we have brought a gift to offer him?”

Tomer smiled and whispered back, "Oh, no. Y our very presence and what it
meansto him is present enough.”

Wedge leaned back, not entirely reassured. "White-cap, wake-time." He saw
the lights regppear in White-cap's eyes.

He turned once again into the high-beam intengity of Cherisss dare.



"Well, what's the best way to conduct oursalves at this gathering?”

Cheriss amiled and gestured. "There are long tables dong those walls
wherethereisfood. Y ou 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 explaits. There are so many, though, that greeting them and saying you
look forward to longer discussionslater will be enough. When the perator
leavesthe hdl or drops hisvisor, this means congraints are off; you can

loosen your belt, act with lessrestraint, issue chalenges, even leaveif you
choose"

Tomer frowned. "When helowers hisvisor? That's the same as him leaving?

Cheriss nodded energeticaly. "Both are sgnds of distance. When he

lowers hisvisor, he does not see with the king's eyesyou understand? He
wantsto stay and enjoy but not affect the behavior of the court.”

Tomer looked digtinctly unhappy. "How could | have missed that little
detail ? Arethere pardldsin lesser courts'

Janson interposed his head, glaring a Tomer. " Discuss nuance later. Feed

the pilots now."

Tomer relented with asmile. "Sorry. Of course. I'veforgotten therole

of the somach in interplanetary relations.”

It took them nearly thirty minutesto crossthe thirty metersto the

food. In that time, they ran across group after group of admirers, most of
them pilotsmale pilots, femde pilots, pilots il intheir teen years,

pilots as old as Wedge's parents would have been if they had survived. Wedge
shook hand after hand, smiled &t face after face and name after name he knew
he would never recall despite hisbest efforts. By the time they reached the
buffet-style tables, dl four pilots had an gppetite and eagerly went after

the foods ready there, despite their unfamiliar appearance. Mogt of the dishes
consisted of bowls of some sort of meet or vegetable Smmered in heavy, spicy
marinades; Wedge found one he liked, what seemed to be some sort of fowl ina
gtinging marinade with ground. spices clearly visble, and stayed with it even
after Cherissinformed him that it was farumme, the same sort of riding

reptile Wedge had spotted during hisarriva flight.

"So, Cheriss" Wedge said, "what can you tell us about the Adumari

fighters we encountered on our arriva?'

"The pilots or the machines?"

"l meant the machines."

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

" Preeminent atmaospheric superiority fighter, though the Thirty-two-aphais
equipped for spaceflight and the Thirty-two-betaaso haswhat you call a
hyperdrive." She sounded as though she were reciting from a specifications
chart. "It'sasngle-pilot craft in most configurations, with threemain

wegpons sysems'

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.”

"No offense taken,” Wedge said, and turned back to Cheriss... then froze.
The other diner's accent was clipped, precise... Imperidl.

He spun around. The other diner turned to face him, surprise evident on
hisfesturesaswell.

Despite the man's garmentshe was dressed in Car-tann splendor, much as



Wedge wasWedge knew he was no Adumari. He was of below average height, with
short fair hair that seemed naturaly unruly. Hislean features were handsome
but marred by alivid scar curving acrossthe hollow of hisleft cheek; his

dark eyes suggested cutting intelligence. His face was burned into Wedge's
memory from numerous Rogue Squadron mission briefings. "Generd Turr Phennir,”
Wedge said.

The most famous surviving pilot of the Empire, the man who had inherited
command of the 181t Imperia Fighter Group from Baron Fel upon that pilot's
defection

to the New Republic, stared at himin disbelief. "Wedge Antilles" he

said, and put his hand on the holster at hisbelt. But therewas 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 metd on leather, and
knew that Janson had drawn his vibroblade. But Phennir's expression didn't
change. Either hewasin extraordinary control of hisemations, or he wasn't
aware of Janson arming himself. Probably the latter; Wedge was directly
between the two men. If Phennir attacked, al Wedge had to do wastwist asde
to expose the enemy pilot to Janson's counterattack. \Wedge nonchal antly kept
hisgrip on hisbowl and spoon, affecting unconcern.

Wedge could see cdculations going on behind Phennir's eyes. They

probably matched what Wedge himself was thinking. Best-known New Republic
pilot; best-known Imperia pilot. We're here a 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. Helifted his hand

from hisbelt and extended it to Wedge. "It ssemswe're here for the same
reason.”

Wedge st his spoon down and shook the man's hand. "I suspect s0."

"Youll undergtand if | don't wish you luck."

"Likewise"

Phennir turned away and raised his hand in acome-aong gesture. Three

other men in hisvicinity followed as he departed.

Wedge turned back to his pilots, saw the last motions of Janson

surreptitioudy returning his vibroblade to his forearm sheeth; the action was
concealed from the sides by Janson'sridiculous cloak, and few, if any, of the
celebrantsin the chamber could have observed it. Janson's face, for once, was
not merry intheleadt.

Wedge said, "Halis, did you get that?"

The documentarian nodded.

"Give us afew moments of peace. Take that time to broadcast what you

just recorded to the Allegiance.”

"Yes, Generd." Sheturned and moved into the crowd, for once offering no
protest to one of Wedge's commands.

Wedge turned his attention to his native guide. "Cher-iss, did you know

that man was here? And who hewas?'

She nodded, sober. "1 did. My perator instructed me to say nothing until

you two encountered one another. They had an arrival ceremony much like yours,
at the sametime asyours, on thefar sde of Cartann.”

"Please withdraw afew steps.”

Shedid, looking more distressed.

Tomer said, "Have you met him before?'Y ou acted as though you had.”



Wedge shook hishead. "Not in person. Weflew against him at Brentad,
years ago. Tycho went one-on-one with him. Which makesyo u, Tycho, the expert
onwhat werefacing.”

Tycho shrugged. "He was good. Nearly my equd &t thetime. But he was no
Baron Fel, no Darth VVader."

"He'shad yearsto improve.”

Tycho amiled. "So havewe."

"True." Wedge thought back to hisfirst debriefing of Baron Fdl, shortly

after the great Imperid ace's capture by Rogue Squadron. "Fel said Phennir
was ambitious, with little loyaty to Sate Pestage, who held the reins of the
Empire after the Emperor fell. Phennir wanted Fel to Strike out to achieve
power on hisown, and Phennir would be tucked in right there as his wingman.”
"Which doesn't mean much to us,” Tycho said, "unless Phennir seesan
opportunity for persona gain in this missionenough gain to make him betray
the Empire." Then helost hissmile. "The Adumari have st usup.”

Wedge nodded. "That's my guess. They're going to play usagainst 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 didntt tell
you."

Tomer shrugged, unhappy. "Perhaps so. I'll transmit them arequest for
further ingructions.”

"You do that," Wedge said. "But until we get further orders, we do just
aswe intended tosocidize, play the visiting dignitaries, make good
impressons.”

"And keep eyesopenin dl directions,” Janson said.

Hobbie sighed. "Until now, | thought thiswas aredly sweet ded."

"The Cartann Minister of Notification, Uliaff ke Unthos." For the

fortieth or eightieth time that night, Wedge offered the minima bow and
handshake required by the situation, and went to the specid effort it took to
keep from hisface the dismay he'd felt ever snce held recognized Turr
Phennir. He aso 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 istherole of the Minister of Notification?'

The white-bearded man before him smiled, evidently ddlighted. "My roleis
natification of the families. When apilot falsin combat, intraining, ina

dud, my office notifiesal appropriate parties. | do not creete the letters

of notification mysdf, of course. | set policy. Will thisweek's

notifications bear atone more of regret or pride? When siblingsfal on the
same day, doesthe family receive ajoint notification or separate ones? These
sorts of matters are very important..."

Wedge kept his smilefixed on hisface, but he could tell he was hearing
agpeech, one that had often been replayed. He did what he could to tune the
man's voice out while till seeming to gppear interested, but dl thewhile
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 atable a the outskirts of the

crowd, he saw her.

She was seated done and dressed in the height of Cartann finery. Her

dark blue dress, a sheath from neck to ankle, wasfitted to her dender form,



except whereits deevesflared out in Adumari fashion, and was sprinkled with
gemsthat glinted white like stars againgt a backdrop of space. Her hair, a

dark blond, was piled high on her head, though some strands had worked loose
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; insteed, into her hair was worked a headdress that looked like
blue contrails risng 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 anearby 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 fedl asthough hed taken a punch in the gut.

He knew her. He knew her name. He knew the planetary system where shed
been bornthe same as his, Cordlia

Y et 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 himsdlf to return his attention to the minister. "Would that

we had someone with your skills and dedication in our armed forces,” Wedge
sad. "I'm sure we have much to learn from your techniques of notification.
Could you excuse me amoment? | must speak to my pilots about this.”

The minister nodded, his smilefixed, and turned away, immediately

gpesking to his own entourage, something about the courtesy and attentiveness
of New Republic pilots. Once he was a couple of meters away and gill moving,
Wedge gestured for his pilots.

They stepped in. So did Cherissand Tomer.

Wedge looked at the two of them. "Shoo," he said.

"| thought perhaps you needed some advice,” Tomer said.

"I am hereif you need interpretation of some word or action you do not

yet understand,” Cherisssaid.

"Tel youwhat," Wedge said. "From now on, when | gesture with two hands
for peopleto movein, it means everybody. When | gesture with one hand, it
meansjust 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 afew meters away at the edges of the crowd.
"What's up?' Tycho asked.

"I'm going to alow Cherissto put on whatever show it was shewas

talking about. I'm going to pay alot of atentiontoit.”

Tycho offered a confused frown. "Why?"

"Because the hangers-on seem mostly to be concentrating on me right now.

If I dothis, it'll give you some freedom to act.” Wedge turned to Janson.

"Wes, a exactly ninety degreesto your right, about twelve meters, therésa
tablewithawoman a it."

"Oh, good."

"l want you to wait until the crowd is on me and Cherisss demongtration.

Then break free and approach her. Tycho, Hobbie, make sure his actions aren't
being noticed. If they are, give him adouble-click on the comlink to warn him
off."

Janson smiled. "Thanks, Wedge, for looking after me. Y ou know, you're one
of the most congderate commanders, not like Tycho here’

"Wes, she'sldlaWessiri." Janson's eyes widened. "What?' ldlaWessiri



was aNew Republic Intelligence agent, aformer 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 Imperid Intelligence head Y sanne Isard,
had died during those events. Corran and Wedge had both helped her through the
trying timesto follow, and Wedge had eventualy grown interested in her
himsdf, until things had conspired to separate them for good. His career.

Hers. Ultimatdly, hisrelationship with Qwi Xux. After that began, heéd dmost
never runinto lela

"If it'sredly her," Wedge continued, "she's probably here on an

Intelligence assignment. Don't do anything to blow her coverjust be your

usua obnoxious sdf and let her shoot you down.”

"| resent the implication that she would. That any woman would.”

"But suggest to her that your commander finds her interesting and would

liketo see her at sometime. 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'snot actually Iella?”

"Y ou'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 blast-sword. He thumbed it on and waved itina
circleover hishead. Wherever the tip moved through the air, it traced a
glowing ydlow line, so hismotion created ashining circle above him. Assoon
as he ceased hismotion, it began to fade.

This attracted the attention of the crowd and conversation quelled. "We

have anon-title ground challenge," he said. "L ord Pilot Depird ke Fanax
challenges Cartann Ground Champion Cheriss ke Hanadli, vengeance for her defeat
of Jeapird ke Fanax at the last championship.”

There was applause from the crowd, which withdrew from the speeker,
forming an open circlein the middle of the chamber.

Wedge turned to Tomer. "Wait, wait. | thought she was going to put on

some sort of show or demonsiration.”

Tomer's expression was serious. "Sheis. To entertain you, she offered to
accept acombat chalenge. As the ground champion, shereceivesalot of them.
And you told her to go ahead.”

"I didn't know that's what she meant. I'm putting astop to this." Wedge

took astep forward, but Tomer's hand fell on his shoulder and restrained him.
"Don't,” Tomer said. Hisvoicewasaplea "It'stoo late. The chalenge

was accepted. You're out of the loop. All you can do now is embarrass Cheriss
and look like an idiotyou'll be demondtrating weskness."

Wedge glared, then fell back. "Y ou could have told me."

"Y ou spoke with such confidence. | thought you understood.”

Cherisstook off her belt, handing it to the man who'd made the

announcement, and drew her blastsword and knife. She held the latter ina
reverse grip the blade laid back along her forearm, and took an experimenta
thrust or two with the blastsword. It was not powered up and left no glowing
lines behind. Her smile was no longer cheerful; herswasthe dd ight of a
predator that had run its prey to ground.

Into the circle stepped ayoung man. He was perhaps ayear or two older

than Cheriss, lean and graceful, hisclothing dl in blacksand 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 ablastsword and knife. He held hisknifein amore
conventiona grip than Cherissdid. "I am hereto correct theresults of an
accident,” he said, hisvoicelight and unconcerned, "and to demonstrate what
we dl knowthat wherever aground-pounder can merely achieve, aflier can
excd."

There was applause at hiswords. He thumbed on the power of the
blastsword and twirled it before him, leaving afigure-eight pattern that
glowed redly intheair.

Wedge saw Hallistrying 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 alittle pocket of space.

"To the perator” the announcer said. Both Cheriss and the challenger,

Depird, bowed to the perator and flourished their bladesin an identica
pattern, acircle bisected by a cross, Cheriss's blade was now powered up and
the symbol of her flourish glowed blue for amoment 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 arush but afast stalk,

until he was amost within range of athrust from Cherissslong blade, and
raised his blastsword to ahigh guard, well above his head, its point
unerringly aimed at Cheriss's head; as he advanced, Cherisstook a pose with
her knife hand forward, her blastsword hand back, her predatory smile dill in
place.

Depird took astep in and thrust with his dagger, inviting a counterblow

from Cherisss blastsword, but she swept the attack away, striking the back of
his hand with her own dagger hand. Depird followed through with athrust of
the blastsword, which she took on the curved guard of her sword. When his
point hit her guard, there was acrack like ablagter rifle firing, and smoke
rose from adarkened patch on her guard.

With aflick 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 gpplauding, some murmuringina
disapproving tone. Tomer said, "Cherissis consdered a gutter-fighter, vulgar
by the standards of the blastsword art. With this court, the fact that she
winsmos of thetimeisher primary saving grace.”

Depird shook his head as though to clear it, then beganto circle

Cheriss. Shewaited for only aquarter circuit before attacking, a step
forward followed by athrust from her blastswordand then it wasonin full,
Depird catching her assault on his blade and attempting ariposte, Cheriss
blocking that move with the guard on her dagger and returning afull-extension
thrust that caused Depird to legp 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 asword tip hitting aweapon guard or blade was
accompanied by the sharp crack of energy emission.

"It'savery pretty sort of competition,” Tomer said.

Wedge didn't bother to glare; Tomer's attention was fully on the fight.

"Y ou mean, it'savery decorative way to get killed. Y ou're awfully



unconcerned.”

Tomer shrugged. "Thisisther planet, Wedge. Their way of life. It'sfor

me to understand it... not to try to changeit.”

Cheriss, backing away from an especialy 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 inasingle,
beautifully fluid motion. Depird tried to check hisforward motion but
couldn'this body arched away from her blade but he ran upon it anyway. There
was asharp crack, ashriek of pain from him, and he was thrown to the floor
on hisback. He lay there writhing, ablackened patch on histunic at the

center of hischest, smokerising fromit.

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.

"Y ou get to choose," Tomer whispered. "Palm up means she spares him. Pam
down means shekills him. PAm up will suggest excessve sentimentality on
your partnot something the Adumari hopeto seein afighter pilot.”

Wedge stared at him. "Y ou 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 amoan.

Wedge studied him criticaly for several seconds, then raised his gaze to
Cherisss. He spoke loudly enough for all to hear. "This boy needsto learn to
handle pain, so that when he does die, he does not embarrass hisfamily." He
held out his hand, pam up.

Cheriss shrugged and nodded, not apparently both - ered. Some applause
broke out from the audience, and some murmuring; 6ut Wedge could seethe
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, hisvoice barely audible over
the crowd. "Credible."

"We're going to talk about thislater,” Wedge said. "And you're not going

to enjoy it." Helooked around for his pilots and spotted them, all three
together, standing toward the back of the audiencering.

The crowd broke up, its members drifting away, and Wedge saw the
perator's persond retinue move toward aside exit. Two men dressed in the
featureless brown livery worn by the door guards collected Depird, hauling him
unceremonioudy to hisfeet and heping him toward the main exit. Janson
caught hiseye and grinned uninformatively.

"Didyou likeit?'

Wedge turned. Cheriss, her weapons once again sheathed, stood before him.
Her smilewas, oddly, just alittle uncertain.

"He certainly did," Tomer said. "I thought it was avery impressive,

skillful display,” Wedge said truthfully. "With an interesting aesthetic
component. Do | understand right that his objection to you wasthat you'd
besten his brother in atournament?' She nodded. "In the finals of the last
Cartann Ground Championship. Depird's brother, unlike Depird, was one of the



few pilotswho really knew how to handle a blastsword. Almost a pity that he
died of hisinjuries”

"Pity. Um, Cheriss, what purpose did the ground championship serve, other
than to establish you as the new ground champion?*

She amiled. "Wdl, none, | suppose.” "Entertainment,” Tomer said. "And
continuation of atradition 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 werein 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.

"Y ou don't speak for me," Wedge said. "Ever." Thewordsoriginatedin a

cold spot deep in Wedge's gut, but Tomer seemed oblivious to Wedge's emotion.
The diplomat merely shrugged. "I understand. But you have to understand that
sometimes| can't let you say thefirst thing to pop out of your head. Until

you know alot more about the way thingswork in Cartann, you're likely to
precipitate an interplanetary crisswith an ill-thought-out remark.”

"Tomer, | direct your attention to the word 'let." Y ou've misused it. You

don't 'let' me, or 'not et me, anything. Understand?”'

"I understand completely. Y ou're the one who doesn't understand. Y ou shot
your mouth off tonight and precipitated adue you immediately wanted to stop.
Should | step aside, keep quiet, and let you do that again? Or something
worse?"

"No." Wedge fumed for afew moments. "We have to work out away to do
this. To work together. But I'm not going to blindly follow your lead."

"It would be better for everyoneif you did." Tomer caught sight of

Wedge's expression. "Well, on another matter, what's this news Janson brings
U

"Filot news," Wedge said. "Results of some Red Fight betting. And rather
than compromise mysalf with the diplomatic corps by letting you know just how
badly | lost, I'm going to ask you to go on ahead. Well be along to our
quarters after awhile."

Tomer frowned, obvioudy trying to figure out how to phrase arefusd,

then shrugged. " Contact me by comlink if you need me." Heincreased his pace,
said aword or two to Cheriss as he passed her , then disappeared into
pedestrian traffic ahead.

"It'slela dl right," Janson said. " She wantsto 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 Bughite? she asked."

Hobbie's shoulders dumped. When first hed met Iella, yearsago, on a

covert misson to Cordlia, held been stung in the face by aloca insect.

lellds 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. Undernesth the shortest of theflat displays around
the plazawhere we landed, a midnight tomorrow. Y ou have to make sure that
you're not being shadowed. Y ou can't compromise her cover identity."

"What isher cover identity?"

"She's some sort of computer dicer. Hired awhile back to develop

programs to trand ate and interface between Cartann computers and New Republic
and Imperia computers.”

"Define'awhile back,'" Wedge said.

Janson shrugged. "I'm not sure. At least several weeks, possibly severa
months™

Wedge |ooked between his pilots. "There's something very odd going on
here. | had the impression from Genera Cracken that amapping ship
accidentaly discovered this planetwhich had been cut off from the rest of
gaactic civilization for thousands of yearsashort time ago. Immediately
afterward, the New Republic was supposed to have dispatched a diplomatic
delegation, which immediately discovered that they preferred deding 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 specidiststo link up
their computer syssemswith ours. They've contrived to bring in pilotsfrom
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? Weve been brought here to dud with our
opposite numbers.”

"It'sworse than that," Hobbie said.

The otherslooked a him. ™Y ou 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.”

Hobbieignored him. "Wedge, while Janson was politely asking lella about

her lovelife" "l waan't!"

"I wastaking to people about things. Asking questions instead of

answering them. And | found out that Adumar doesn't even have aworld
government. The perator of Cartann doesn't represent the whole world.”
"That would certainly explain why they al seem to identify more with

this nation than with their world," Wedge said. "What do they have?'

"Well, remember that al the answers| got were from Cartann loydigts.”
Hobbie shrugged, apologetic. "But if you read past the text stream to the data
stream, it looks as though Cartann is the biggest of alarge number of

nations, and it controls severa other nations besides. Through tradition and
military. It controls something like more than hdf the planet. So they could

Set up trade tresties, that sort of thing, for Cartann, but they couldn't
negotiateto bring dl of Adumar into the New Republic.”

"You'reright,” Wedge said. "It wasworse than | thought.”

Janson grinned. " Oh, it's even worse than that.”

Wedge sighed. "L ook, thisisyour last one. The next person after Weswho
has bad news, we dl just shoot him. Go ahead, Wes."

"Cherissis sweet onyou.”

Wedgefdt hisshoulderssag. "Tell meyou're kidding."

"Sorry, chief. Do you see the way shelooks at you? And she gave you the



decision on her challenge dud, to kill or not to kill. They say that'sa

redly big thing here. As subtle as flowers and sweets."

"Wes, sheshdf my age."

"True." Janson looked resigned. "I'll help you, Wedge. I'll go bresk the
newsto her, console her in her time of grief. I'll"

Wedge held up ahand. "Never mind what | just said. Let'sjust shoot Wes.

"I'mfor that," Hobbie said.

"What's our strategy?* Tycho asked.

Hobbie gave him acuriouslook. "I thought wed just dl draw and fire.

But | could count down to zero, and then we could draw and fire."

Tycho gave him amock-scowl. "Quiet, you. Wedge, what's our Strategy in
dedling with dl 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 plansfor 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 Iellatomorrow. 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 vist Allegiance tonight; I'll wager every credit I'm carrying that
theré'san Imperia capitd ship orbiting Adumar opposite our ship, and |

don't want Allegiance taken off-guard if theréstrouble.”

Janson spoke up, sounding hurt " Can it be later tonight? 1, uh, sort of

made an gppointment for thisevening...”

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 adive toward the trees,

keeping a careful eye on the unfamiliar range meter. The cockpit of the
Tarrvin-on-Kalik Blade-32 was unfamiliar to him; it wouldn't do to get
himsdlf 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 Imperia standards; instead of klicks per Coruscant hour,
flight speed was measured in keps, or thousand paces (measured by the stride
of somelong-dead Cartann perator) per Adumar hour. The Adumari measurement
was about eighty percent of the Imperia standard, so Wedge had to do constant
conversonsin his head.

When the forest below began to turn into individua trees, streams, and

riders on those banded-armor farumme reptiles, the control console began to
chimeinsgtently a Wedge. He knew that it was the collison darm of the
system's compuiter, but it seemed to be set on fairly conservative numbers and
distances. Only after severa more moments, in which the chime became more
loud and insstent, did Wedge haul back on the control yoke, bringing his
Blade-32 out of itsdive.

Ashe began to levd off above the forest floor, hefdlt his maneuver

pushing him back in the pilot's seet, felt adight dizziness as blood began

to rush from his head. A moment later, the pressure eased and the dizziness
diminished. He shook his head. The Blade-32 had inertia compensatorslikethe



New Republic and Imperia fighters he was used to, but their computers weren't
quite up to the task of calculating precise adjustmentsto keep the pilots

from suffering dl theill effects of high-gravity maneuvers

Stll, hewasflying again, testing a new fighter, tearing up the sky

with gravity and engineering limitations hisonly enemies.

When he was chained to his desk and his generd's duties for days, weeks

at atime, he could pretend that flying was something he had largely st

adde, something he returned to occasionally for enjoyment. But at timeslike
this, it wasimpossible to deny his purelove of flying, hisneed of it. It

was impossible to deny the acheit caused him when he was unable to find
cockpit time. Flying was a part of him, had been since his childhood, and he
felt aflash of anger at the bureaucrats and deskbound organizers who, since
his promotion to the rank of generd, had given him assgnment after
assgnment that kept him far from a cockpit most of thetime.

Regular fighter missonswere athing of his past, and he missed them

terribly. But perhaps they were athing of hisfuture aswell. Perhaps someday
he could find himsalf apost, as Generd Salm and Generd Crespin had before
him, that would alow him regular command of afighter wing. That prospect
gave him some hope for hismilitary future.

He checked his sensor board, or lightboardthe screen with the green
wire-frame grid the Adumari cdled a"lightbounce systemand saw that Tycho,
Janson, and Hobbie were il tucked in tight. Off in the distance, their

escort of four Cartann fighterswas gill in formetion.

But Wedge's visua check showed that Janson was upside down. " Janson,
orient yoursdlf," hesaid. "You're bely to sky."

"Negative, boss. I'm right Sde up. Y ou three inverted coming out of that
headache maneuver.”

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

Janson's voice came again, ataunt thistime "Made you look." He righted

his Blade-32.

The lightboard begped a him. It showed an incoming flight of ahalf-

dozen Blades, four advanced, two in the rear. Wedge's communications system
buzzed. "Hail Generd Antilles! The Lords of Dismay Hightknifeissuesa

chdl enge.”

Wedge sghed. Hewas dready wdll familiar with some of the Adumari pilot
terminology, such asthe use of "flightknife” for "squadron.” For the Sixth
time snce Red Hight had commenced this familiarization run, he switched over
to genera frequency and said, "Antilles here. Denied.”

"Another time, then. Confusion to your enemies! Farewdl!" Theincoming
fighters began a dow loop around to head back the way they'd come.

"They loveyou, Wedge." That was Janson'svoice. "Thisisthe only planet
where everyone who loves me d'so wantsto kill me" Wedge sad. "All right.
Opinions, people? On thefighters, | mean.”

"A bit likeflying wishbones," Janson said. " These Blades have the kind

of massand solidiity | likeinthe Y -wings. But duggish.”

"| like the weapons arrangement,” Hobbie said. "Two lasers forward, two
lasers back. Two missile portslike the X-wings... but we're carrying sixteen
missiles, not Six. More punch againgt capital ships. If we could swap proton
torpedoes for the lower-powered explosives these are carrying, that'd be alot
of bang."

"I've been reviewing engineering records and damage datistics,” Tycho



sad.

Janson laughed. "While weve been maneuvering?' "Restraining mysdlf so

you could keep up with me left me plenty of timefor intelectua pursuits,”
Tycho said. "1 a'so composed a symphony and drafted aplan to bring peace to
the galaxy. Anyway, without shields, these things come gpart 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 aset of shidds, hyperdrive, maybe a
gunner's seat ingtaled. If it's not too great aloss, we may have aviable
fighter-bomber here, something useful in fleet actions againgt capitd ships.”
"Good point,” Wedge said. Herolled hisfighter over and up again,

decided he didn't much like the way the atmosphere bit a hisflight surfaces.
"All right, let's take them back to the hangar. Wedge Antilles out.”

That wasacode signd, the use of hisfull name. After bringing his

fighter around so that it was headed back toward GiltellaAir Base, one of two
bases close to the city of Cartann, he switched the microphone off his

fighter's comm system, then pulled an eaborate comlink headset out of a
flight-suit pocket. Tycho had brought these back from the Allegiance last
night, comlinks with scrambler attachments. Wedge set itsregistersto a
previoudy agreed-upon scramble code.

Hobbie had determined that their clotheswere free of listening devices,

but he'd found two such objectsin their quarters, obvioudy of New Republic
make. Not being Intelligence-trained, he'd said that he wasn't confident that

he could find them al. That meant their quarters were not asafe place to
discussthingsin confidence. With Cheriss or Tomer with them most of the rest
of thetime, this|eft few occasionsfor 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 afew hundred meters. He pulled off his
pilot's helmet, setting it in the little cargo pace behind his seet, and put

on the headset. "Oneto Flight. Are you reading? Answer by number." "Two,
ready.”

"Three, ready to run off a the mouth." "Four, I'm ago."

"All right, gentlemen, what's news?" ""One, Four. On the lightboard, |

keep seeing fighter maneuvers about one hundred fifty Adumar klicks southwest
" "That'skeps"

"Thank you, Three. Southwest, and with what 1've been ableto tell from

these broken-up signds, they've been doing pretty much what we have. My bet
isthat Turr Phennir and his pilots are dso out familiarizing themsdves with

the Blades." "Good to know, Four."

"One, Three. Therés something | just don't get.”

"Thisisnews?'

Wedge smiled. "Quiet, Four. Go ahead, Three."

"Why doesthe 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
towin their favor and then just go homeif they lose?"

Wedge thought about that. "Three, herésaguess. Yourethinking in

terms of the Empire we knew when we joined the Rebellion. Today's Empireisa
fraction of that Sze, with aheightened sense of economy. To conquer this
world, they'd have to commit and probably spend alot 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 |ose 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
thisgigantic thing with limitlessresources”

"Back to norma communications,” Wedge said. "Theair baseis coming up.”
Ahead were the familiar colors and shapes of the Cartann air base from which
they had taken offsaeveral concentric rings, hangar buildings surrounding
central control buildings, dl of them with eaborate bal conies.

Minutes later, they had landed and returned the Blade-32s back to the
flightknife that had loaned them, declined yet another challenge from that
flightknife, and been rgoined by Cherissjust outsde the hangar. "Did you
enjoy them?' she asked, her eyes shining.

"Yes, wedid,” Wedge said, and led the way toward the wheeled contrivance
that would carry them back into the city. "Very hardy fighter-craft.” The
girl'sexpression suggested that she awaited further praisefor the Blades, so
he added. "Obvioudy avehicle of conquest.”

She nodded, happy. "Thereisnone better. And it is obvious that you've
learned to madter it very swiftly."

"Wadll... we managed not to crash,” Wedge amended. "I wouldn't say we've
mestered it."

"Oh, you were putting them through their paces as though you'd been

flying them for years" she said. "And the Imperid fighters accepted a
challenge today and shot down four members of Blood on the Flowers
Hightknife

"Shot down?' Wedge frowned. "How many survived?'

"One," she said. "Ejected, badly wounded. Hell have some scarsto brag
about." Her voice became alittle more soft, more shy. "Will you be accepting
chalenges, too? Maybe tomorrow?"

Wedge, out of the corner of his eye, saw Janson grinning a him. Wedge
dowed his pace and managed to step on Janson's foot before the other pilot
could adjust. Over Janson'syelp, hesad, "Tdl me, areall your chalenges
live-fire exercises, or do you ever use Smulators?’

Her smile faded, replaced by an expression of confusion. "What'sa
smulator?'

"A devicethat smulates what you see and fed when you'rein afighter's
cockpit. It uses computers, holograms, and inertia compensatorsto mimic
amog exactly the experience of flying, so you can get inalot of training
without risking vauable machinery or even more vauable pilots. Y ou don't
have anything like thet?"

"WEell... in other countries, pilots sometimes duel with weakened lasers
matched with laser receptors, and with missilesthat have weakened charges
that create alarge pigment cloud, so they don't haveto kill one another.”

"In other countries... but in Cartann, dl your pilot dudsarelive-

fire?'

Cherissnodded. "Yes. Oh, not dl arefatal. A pilot might gect and the
winner might decide not to shoot him on the way to the ground. That'swhat
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 congdered. "Wadll, that's why the government indtituted the

Protocols. Pilots who wish to duel must demongtrate that both will benefit
fromadud." "For example?"



"If anew pilot wantsto duel an older, experienced pilot, that Stuation
probably failsto meet the Protocols. Y ou see, the new pilot would benefit if
he wonhe would have received training at the hands of a better, and would
gain famefor having killed him. But the old pilot would not redlly benefit.

He could mark one morekill on hisboard, but it would be of no consequence,
s0 he would not benefit. Therefore his commander would not approve the dudl.
"But if anew pilot had invented anew maneuver or fighting technique,

the older pilot could benefit from facing it. If his commander was impressed
enough with the younger pilot'sinventiveness, he might permit theduel.” "Y ou
say other countries perform smulated-wegpons duels. Is there aloss of honor
inusng them?'

"In Cartann, yes. There, | suppose notthey |ose enough honor just for
belonging to alesser nation.”

"What would it mean if | agreed to adud, but insisted on using

smulated wegpons?'

Her face went dack, the expression Wedge had come to recognize as
meaning she wasthinking hard. Finadly she said, "I'm not sure. Either you
would lose honor, or the use of smulated weaponswould gain in honor.” "If |
did it again and again, and won every time?" "l think, | haveto think, that
smulationswould gainin honor.”

"Interesting. Perhaps, tomorrow, when we come out here I'll ask for Red
Flight to be equipped with weakened lasers and paint missles”

Tomer had no news for them when they returned to their quarterslate that
afternoon. No gppointment with the perator or his ministersto discussthe
possibility of Adumar's entry into the New Republic. No revised ordersfrom
Intelligence.

They accepted adinner invitation Wedge had received at the previous
night's cel ebration, at the lavish home of Cartann's Minister of Trade. Yet

the politician, alean man who hobbled on an artificid leg, the result of
gecting from adisintegrating Blade-28 and being hit by shrapnel from hisown
fighter, had no interest in discussing trade; he wanted to hear nothing but
tales of Wedge's explaits.

They dined at along table on the minister's broad bal conyin order,

Wedge suspected, that the owners of the ba conies al 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 astory 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 dow-moving, rattling, open-sided
Adumari version of the turboliftdown to the third floor aboveground. The
building'sfirgt three stories were mostly taken up with amassive lobby, a
showcase to impress vigitors, and the ascender did not go al the way to the
ground; visitors had to descend those three stories by a sweeping staircase,
and a the outside door they would reclaim their blasters.

Janson led the way down the stairs at a hdf trot. "I hope we get to your
diplomatic duties soon, Wedge. | really look forward to them.”

Wedge grinned. "As opposed to night after night of dinnerswith star-

gruck functionaries?’

"Yousadit," Janson said. "l redly hate al the adulation.” Then, as

he rounded the main curve in the daircase, sx Adumari men, climbing the
dairs, 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 weagpons pointsfired 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
ddeof thedtairs.

Wedge | esped forward onto the curved banister polished hardwood, it did

not budge under hisweight and offered little friction. He did down it asif
mounted sdesaddle on ariding beast. As he passed Janson, he brought his|eft
leg up and unloaded a kick against one of Janson's opponents, the maneuver
amost 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 dairs,

rolling amost asfast as Wedge did.

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 awampa-hug and
was bending the man back across the banister; the enemy'sface contorted in
pain as his spine curved too far in adirection it was not meant to go.

Janson's blastsword was il inits sheath; his burning cloak lay on the step
beside hisfooat, itsflameslicking higher.

Cheriss had her blastsword out; she nimbly deflected the blades of two of

the oncoming men. That left oneto

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 ineffectud lunge from the man's blade, and Tycho took
the opportunity to legp full on the man, damming him down onto the Steps. In
amoment Tycho was straddling the man, raining punishing blows on hisface, 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 aweapon as esoteric asthe 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 asharp

"bang" and asmdl cloud of red-brown smoke. Wedge dragged the point all the
waly across the bottom of the stair, sustaining the sword's blaster emission,
sending up acurtain of smoke before him.

He could till see his opponent, and the mantall, mustached, smilingin
anticipation of victoryshook his head asif correcting the actions of a

pupil. "You waste al your charge to put smoke between us?' he asked. "That
will beyour last mistake, Wedge Antilles.”

"Oh, | have plenty more to make." Wedge grabbed at the flap of carpet

held cut free and, with al his strength, yanked. The carpet resisted, the
adhesive that made it conform to the shape of the airs holding; then it gave
way. The descending n'sfeet went out from under him; heflailed wildly
ashelogt his balance, thumped down onto the stairs, and did 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 againgt skin, smelled the familiar odor of burning



flesh. His opponent shrieked and dropped his sword.

Wedge glanced back up at the others. One of Cherisssfoeswas down, a
mass of char where histhroat 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 akilometer or two behind him, taking
the man in the gut and folding him over. Janson gave hisown enemy alittle
shove and that man, aready broken like atoy, toppled to crash down onto the
tilefloor below. Nor did Tycho's opponent look anxious to continue the fight;
his face was amass of contusions, his eyes closed.

Janson began stomping on his cloak to put out the fire. Wedge heard a
smattering of gpplause and whistling from the ground floor. He spared the
floor aglance; men and women, bright in the lavender-and-gold livery of this
building'sworkers, were merely cheering their efforts. "Cheriss," Wedge said.
"Who'stheleader?' "Y ou are, Generd Antilles”” "I mean, their leader.”

She gestured with her sword point at the one Wedge had kicked in the

face; helay halfway between Wedge and Hobbie. He did not move, but his eyes
were fluttering. "Hobbie, get building security and seeif you can get our
blasters back. Wes, Tycho, pick up blastswords and poke the first one of them
who offerstrouble. Cheriss, help mewith thisone." He moved up the sairs,
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
wasdl thisabout?*

It took a moment for the man's eyesto track on the blastsword tip. "What
else?' theman said. "Honor. The chanceto kill the famous genera from the
gars. Tomorrow | would kill the Imperid pilot.”

Cheriss gave him aless than respectful smile. "Y ou couldn't kill afeed-
reptileif it spotted you two legs and an eye. He'slying, Generd. HEsa

paid assassn.”

The man scowled at her and shook his head, amute protest of innocence.
"Cheriss, how do you know that?' She gestured at the man, her expression
one of contempt. "Firs, ook at his clothes.”

The man, like most of the attackers, was dressed in what Wedge was
beginning to recognize as barely acceptable clothing for abuilding as
prosperous asthis. His clothes were stylishly black, but on closer
examination, the tunic was threadbare in places, the leather of hisboots
shined but much worn. The blastsword lying beside him had aguard that was
much scarred, seldom polished. "So?' Wedge asked.

"Second,” she sad, "this." She hauled back and kicked the man hard in
theside.

He arched his back and groaned. He opened his mouth, doubtlessto offer a
curse or threat, and then remember Wedge's sword point hovering centimeters
above hisface. Heremained silent.

Wedge frowned at the girl. "We don't torture for information, Cheriss.

That's not our way."

She turned innocent eyesto him. "Torture? Never. Thistime, Generd,

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'stunic.

Cautious, Wedge pulled thetail of the tunic up through the man's belt.



Beneath, attached to a second, dimmer belt, was atrangparent pouch filled
with shining golden disks.

"Adumari credcoins?' Wedge asked.

"Perats," Cherisssaid. "Do you see Pekadlic's face on the obverse? | see
at least twenty of them. Not afortune, but definitely an improvement in his
edae"

Wedge nodded to Tycho, who searched the others. He found pouches of
coins, most of them about half asfull asthis man's, on each.

"Y ou're saying that someone with thiskind of spending money should have
better garments,” Wedge said.

Cheriss nodded.

Wedge returned his attention to his prisoner. “Who paid you?"'
"Thismoney isfrom thelast man | killed," the man said.

"Then you'vekilled aminister or awealthy merchant,” Cherisssaid. "And
hisfamily will be wealthy enough to prosecute you al 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 blamefor it."

The man opened his mouth asif to offer adenid, then shut it

stubbornly.

Cheriss caught Wedge's eye and gave him atight shake of her head. Her
meaning was clear; the man wouldn't tak.

Hobbie came bounding up the stairs, leading a handful of men and womenin
the eye-hurting livery of the building. All wore sheathed blastswords but
carried some sort of Sdearmsin their hands. "It'sano on our blasters,”
Hobbie said. "Until we leave the building.”

"Rules," said theforemogt of theliveried men, "arerules, | fear. But

you will suffer no more inconvenienceswhilein our building. Arewe hereto
be witnessesto 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'slegd for meto just kill them?"

"Of course. Y ou besat them fairly. Unconventionaly, but fairly. And until
you kill them, release them, or hand them over, the dud is not done.”

"It wasn't aduel. It was an assassnation attempt.” Wedgefindly
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. "Wewill hold them if you wish to
depart.”

"Y es, thank you."

"Do you wish to take trophies?’

Wedge glanced at Cheriss. She said, "What'stheirsisyours,; you have
won. What they carry, | mean. Y ou cannot claim what isin their homes, at
their moneykeepers.”

"l see" Wedge glanced among his pilots. "Red Fight, arm yourselves.
Blastswords and sheaths. If were going to have this happen again, | don't
want usto haveto rely only on fists and vibroblades."

Cherisssmiled a him."Y ou did very well with fistsand vibroblades. Y ou
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 hel pful building guards and down to the



dreet.

It had grown dark and cool outsidein the hours of their dinner

appointment, and now the streets were filled with shadowy figures and the
occasionaly whedled transport. Even more rarely, arepul sorlift-equipped
trangport would cruise by afew meters overhead, its complement of five or ten
passengersidly watching the pedestrian traffic below. Wedge kept hisface
down, the better to keep passersby from giving him a closer look and
recognizing him.

"Cheriss, you heard his coins dinking over dl the noise of thefight?"

She nodded.

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

"Thank you, Generd ."

"With dl your talents, and your obvious respect for pilots, why aren't

you apilot yoursdf?' Wedge asked. He saw alittle hesitation in her
expression and added, "If it's persondl, just tell meit's none of my

business. | won't be offended.”

"No," shesaid. "It'sjudtit's not something | fed shame over.” Her

miserable expresson suggested shewaslying. "But | can't learnto fly. Ever.
When | go up in aircraft, even when I'm on ahigh balcony, | become dizzy. |
panic. | can't think."

"Vertigo," Wedge said. " So you concentrated on the blastsword instead?’
She nodded. "It isadying art. Oh, most nobles carry blastswordsin

public, and many commonerslike myself. But the art asthey practiceitin
their schoolsis stylized. They train with blaster power set to shock instead
of burn, and they have rules that make some sorts of blowsillegdl. I, onthe
other hand, researched the blastsword art of centuries ago, when it was ill
very prestigious. | learned about aternative secondary wegpons and using the
environment againg my enemies." She brightened again. "I can tell that you
haven't trained with the blastsword... but it's obvious you know how to fight.
The maneuver with the banister, Mg or Janson's use of the cloak, Colonel
Cdchu'sskill with hisfistd would love to learn what you know."

"Well trade, then. Teach uswhat you can, in the time were here, of the

use of the blastsword, and I'll 1et my merry band of reprobates teach you
about the back-alley maneuversthey'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 isall burned up,” he said. "'l liked that cloak.

"Well find you one even more garish,” Wedge prom - ised. "Now, Cheriss,
| hope you'll understand, but | have to be very rude to you for aminute.”

"Y ou 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," Wedgetold his pilots. He checked the
chrono from his pocket. Aswith most people who did alot of travel from
planet to planet, his chrono showed both ship'stime and local time, and the
local timeindicated it waslessthan ahaf hour of midnight.

"Y ou can't see her now," Hobbie said, hisface grave.

"Why not?'

"Youredl sweaty from thefight."

"He'sright," Janson said. "Y ou stink of sweet, and smoke, and the wine



the minister pilled onyou®

"Hemissed me"

"l don't think s0. Anyway, you're not fit for aliaison tonight.” Janson

put on along-suffering face. "I'll go in your place. I'm reedy for this
assgnment, Sr." He sduted.

"Thisisn't alia" Wedge shut up and turned to Tycho. "If he kegpsthis

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 nson us... but we can't be sure there aren't

duelists out there who want to kill you honorably."

Wedge waited until Cheriss turned acorner ahead. He whipped off his

cloak and reversed it so itsdark interior color was now on the outside, and
turned to join the pedestrian traffic heading the other way.

At thistime of night, with no eventstaking place, the plazawhere hed
madefirg landfal on Adumar was nearly empty. Though not illuminated by
atificid lights, it was ill bright enough under the shine of two moons,

one of them full and quite largein the ky.

The temporary stand where Wedge had made his speech was gone, though the
four poles with their speakers were il there. The spot where the X-wings
had landed was empty, Wedge and his pilots having transferred their
snubfightersto their bacony 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 ablastsword duel; even at this distance Wedge could see the lines of
green and violet color twirling through the air, hear the snap asablastsword
tip hit asurface. Thefight 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 athird blast, and applause.

Anather life lost to no good purpose. Wedge shook his head.

Ahead, there was adender silhouette waiting beneath the shortest of the

dark display panels. When he was a dozen meters away, he dowed, surethat he
should not call ldlastrue name, but not certain asto what sort of greeting
was appropriate. Finaly he said, "May | approach?"

"Youmay." It was Iellasvoice. She lowered the hood of her cloak as he
reached her, and moonlight fell full on her face. She extended her hands.
Hetook them, then stood at aloss for words.

She laughed. "Y ou were more e oquent yesterday."

"| do that sort of thing more often." He caught sight of another

slhouette, big, probably male, deep within the shadow cast by the nearest
building. "Friend of yours?

"My bodyguard,”" she said. "Here, anyone with amargindly profitable job

can afford bodyguards for situations like these. Do you have one?’

"Not with me, no. She'saready killed aman for metonight." 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
gesiured asif thrusting with ablastsword. " Four visiting blades, cutting

down assassins. Something more for the court to talk about.” lellaseemed to
have caught her breath and grown paer. Wedge leaned in closer. "Areyou dl
right?’



"I'm fine. I'm not the one in danger, Wedge. Y ou 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 getsboring.”

"That doesn't sound as though you've found any one thing that you want to
devote yoursdlf to."

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

Hesghed. "Duty firgt. | need to know what's redlly going on here on
Adumar. I'm effectively ambassador herefor thetime being, and I'min
completely over my head. How long has the New Republic redly been avare of
Adumar?'

"Y ou don't know?"

"No. | thought it had been a matter of days or weeks. Y our presence, your
cover, sugg estsit's been longer than that.”

"Five or sx months" she said. "Intelligence discovered that someone was
recruiting computer dicersfor hireto do interfaces between anew st of
computer protocols and New Republic and Imperia standards. Intelligence got
interested, put together an identity for me asa Corellian dicer, and dropped
me on one of the worlds where they were hiring. It's the sort of misson we
cdl ablind jump. When | got here, | set things up for the arrival of ateam.

"What's your name here, by the way?'

She managed afaint smile. "FianaNovar."

"I'm sort of surprised that a hired code-dicer would be invited to an

affair likelast night's dinner, with the perator and dl."

"l went in on the arm of aminister. That's not important, Wedge."

"| suppose not. So what's al this about a mapping ship finding Adumar,

and suddenly they want our pilots as diplomats?”

"That'sdl true, but it'sonly part of the story. | washerefor afew
weeksatemporary prisoner in theory, snce | couldn't communicate offworld
until actua 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 Sde with. But the mapping ship

incident did happen, and it sort of accelerated their plans.”

"Thustheinvitation to meand Turr Phennir.”

She nodded.

"How did they keep you from knowing about the Imperid pilots coming?!
"They're pretty sneaky people,” she said. "Convoluted politics and

secrecy areaway of lifefor them.”

"W, heré's an important one. What sort of arrangementsam | 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 aworld government.”



"So dl the hard mental work istaken care of. | just need to stand

around, pose, look pretty for the holocams...”

She managed abrief smile. "That'sit.”

"leFiana, I'm not surel like this place. They don't put avery high

vaue on human life. What do you think?"

"You'reright." She shrugged, aclear sign that thiswas something out of

her hands. "It's different in other Adumari nations. Their maniafor pilotsis
not quite as high. Dueling is not the fad it is here. Another reason for
Cartann to join in aworld government. It might acquire some more civilized
characterigtics.

"Who'syour superior?'

"| can't tell you that. That's on a need-to-know basis."

"Well, I'm talking about a need-to-punch basis. Y our immediate superior
and Generd Cracken didn't give me afull briefing before | got here, and
consequently 1've been floundering around like anidiot. | need to know which
of themto punch.”

She smiled, got it under control. "Wedge, isthat 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 aso put me under scrutiny | don't
want."

"l suppose s0." Then awave of something like doubt hit him. "No, that's
not it. Listen, | haven't seen you in months. And now that we've talked, |
gtill fed asthough | haven't seen you. What's going on?"

"Nothing." She presented him with a serene expression. For al he could
read init, she could have been al the way acrossthe plaza.

"l don't believeyou."

"l can't help you with that, Wedge."

"ldla, have we stopped being friends?"

Shewas slent along moment. "'l suppose we have."

Wedge fdt hisbresth catch. It took him amoment to recover it. "When

did that happen? How did it happen?"

"It'snot you, Wedge. It'sme." Her mask of serenity dipped, leaving her
expression tired, even dismayed. "l just had another direction to go. Y ou'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 haveto go."

"Every time weve 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. "l
haveto go," she said, and turned away.

As she moved off into the darkness, her bodyguard detached himsdf 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 waslike alittle, stony knot of pain
next to his heart.
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That pain hadn't subsided by morning. He thought about the Situation with

lella, could cometo no hypothesisthat covered dl the facts, and set it

addefor thetime being. He set aside thinking about it, anyway; the ache
stubbornly refused to be set aside.

By the time breskfast was done, his datapad had till 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 washis.

He asked Cherissto call ahead to the air base and order Red FHlight's

Blade-32 aircraft to be loaded with weakened lasers and pigment-cloud
missiles... and to spread the word that Wedge Antilles might be accepting
chdlengesthisday, but only from fighters smilarly equipped.

They were dready on the wheedled 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 asecond time.

"Isthere aproblem?’ he asked.

"Not aproblem, no. Well, maybe."

He turned toward her, but she looked forward along their travel route,

avoiding hiseyes. "L ast night, when you dipped 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 evenif |

get mysdf killed."

Her expression tightened. " Still. When you l€eft... wasit to see awoman?

The answer "It's none of your business' roseto the top of hismind, he

even heard it in hismaost sngppish tone, but he restrained himsdlf from saying
it. He didn't know how badly such aresponse might cut her. "Yes, it was."

"If you dipped away just to avoid exposing me to something”

"No, it was nothing like that.”

"I'm not asyoung as | ook, you needn't worry about shocking me"

"Cheriss." He sghed and closed hiseyes. "Listen. When | wasyour age, |
borrowed a Headhunter, that's atype of starfighter, from afriend, 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 findly was ableto 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... apilot? The woman last night?

He considered that question, wondered just how far he waswilling to

answer her curiodty, 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 achdlenge.”

Wedge nodded. He'd already learned about that protocol. If he didn't
"gpecify match numbers' when accepting a chadlenge, such asby saying "we
accept four," the attackers could bring as many pilots as they wanted against



him. The usual protocol wasto accept as many chalengers as he had pilotsin
hisown flight or squadron.

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

He moved back to hispilots. "Any of you understand that? Her mood swing?

Tycho said, "I think I'd shoot mysdlf before getting involved in this
conversaion.”

Hobbie shrugged. "Not one of my languages, Wedge."

Janson threw up hisarms, tossing his cloak back over his shoulders. It

was a practice move; held dready doneit forty timesthismorning. He drew
the cloak back around him, where Wedge could seeitsflexible flatscreen
pandsin front, the moving images they showed of Jan-son on thereceiving
stand the other night, and he nodded. "1 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'slike
juggling thermad detonators. Each time you grab and throw, you know your thumb
might hit thetrigger..." He sghed and turned to Janson. "1 want to know."
"You asked for it... You told her your lady friend wasn't apilot, right?
Cherissaso isnt apilot. Here, she can't compete with pilotsin prestige.

But you saw alady who wasn't apilot. Y ou just told Cheriss, 'Y es, you too
have achancewithme." "

Wedge stood there, contemplating, unconscioudy rocking in place to
compensate for the trangport's Swaying motion across the ground. "Wes, you
wereright," hesaid.

"Y ou didn't want to know."

"| 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 metersrolled toward zero, he watched the brackets
on thelight-board as they surrounded the two "enemy" Blade-32s. At firg, the
brackets were fuzzy and indistinct; then they grew in solidity asthe

lightboard sensor technology gradualy improved itslock on them. At the same
time, his sensor board began emitting a deep, ominous, throbbing noise,
warning of the enemy'simproving chanceto target him.

Thelightboard brackets went to full opacity at the same ingtant the

throbbing warning hit its maximum volume. Wedge immediately rolled to port and
dove, losing hundreds of meters of dtitude in amatter of seconds, then came
nose-up again, seeking Janson and Hobbie, who were smilarly energeticin
their attempt to elude alaser lock.

Wedge got the Blade-32 oriented toward his two targets, pleased with the
way the Sarfighter increasingly fdlt naturd to him. Visuasand 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
|atter target.

He barely had Janson lined up in his wegpon brackets when histarget

opened fire on him, stitching him with severd blue pulsesfrom hisvehicle's
rear-firing lasers.

Wedge growled a himsdlf; unused to dueling with vehicleswith rear

wespons, held forgotten about them momentarily, while Janson, an experienced



rear gunner, had utilized them from the start. But Wedge's sensor board
indicated that the mulated laser damage held sustained was not critical.
Wedge began bobbing and sidedlipping, attempts to keep Janson from achieving
another targeting lock, and waited for his opportunity.

It came amoment later. Janson's Blade began aquick drift to port. Wedge
hit thetrigger for hisvehiclésmissiles, launched oneinto and dightly

left of Janson's drift, then traversed right and fired again. Janson, quick on
the reflex, shied right out of the first missl€'s path... and the second

missile detonated two meters ahead of his Blade, blanketing the starfighter in
athick cloud of obnoxious orange paint. Janson emerged from the explosion
with streaks of orange along hisflanks and alarge spot of it on hisforward
viewport.

"l andain," Janson sad, histone lofty. "What mischance ever brought

me to thisdisma world, where bags of paint would spell my doom?"

"Y ou've been listening to the Adumari too much,” Wedge said. He checked
his lightboard. It showed Tycho and Hobbie, afew kilometers out, heading
toward them in formation. "How'd you do, Tycho?'

"A rareone for Hobbie," Tycho said. "Brought me to one hundred percent
damage with laser fire"

"Tycho'stoo used to redly maneuverable fighters" Hobbie said. "TIE
fighters, A-wings... the X-wing isthe most duggish thing he's ever spent a
lot of timewith. The Bladeisjust too much likeflying aboulder for him."

The four formed up again, began along loop around the broad tract of
forest that Giltela Air Base had assigned for their training exercises.

"Still no chalenges,” Wedge said. "By thistime yesterday, we'd had

three or four of them at least.”

"I don't think they're going to go for smulated 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 Imperid stormtroopers fresh from boot
camp. It'skind of unnerving.”

"| dtill haveto figure out what sort of reason to give them for

samulated duels,” Wedge said. " Something they'll accept within the parameters
of their honor code.”

"Oh, that'ssmple," Hobbie said. "Do to them what you do to us a times
likethat."

Wedge frowned. "What do you mean?"

"Tdl them what you're doing but not why. Then let them speculate. Listen

to them asthey speculate. When they come up with anideayou redly, redly
like, tell them 'Y ou finally guessed right. That was my reasoning dl dong.’

"| don't do that,” Wedge said. "Much.”

"All thetime, boss."

Wedge caught anew pattern of motion on hislight-board, six blips
incoming. "Heads up. We have something.”

A moment later, anew voice came across the comm board, a brassy one that
rang in their ears " Strike the Moons Hightknife issues greetings to New
Republic Red Hight, and achalenge™

Wedge kept his comm unit tuned to broadcast at low strength and only on
Red Hight's frequency. "Tycho, cal Giltdla Air Base and make sure these
guys areredly equipped with sm weapons." He switched to the generd
frequency and upped his broadcast power. "Red Hight to Strike the Moons



Hightknife, greetings. | will consider your chalenge. Please give methe
particulars about your pilots."

"l am Liak ke Mattino, captain, fourteen years experience, eighteen war
kills, thirty-three dud kills, one ground kill. I bring five pilots before

you. In order of precedence, they are...”

Wedge listened to the litany of accomplishmentswith haf 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 ther fighters. But demanding an ord recitation was agood way to stall.
Tycho'sreply came aminute | ater, toward the end of Captain ke Mattino's
inventory "Giltella confirms Strike the Moonsis equipped with sms, Generdl.

"Thanks, Tycho." Wedge switched back to genera frequency. "Captain, we
accept your challenge. We accept four, your choice. Standing by."

They waited while the Strike the Moons pilots chose among themsalves. Two
Blade-32's pecled away from the Cartann half squad and circled out to amuch
greater distance. Then the other four fighters banked in the direction of Red
Hight.

"Break by wings," Wedge said. "Fireat will." He banked hard to

starboard, Tycho tucked in behind him and to hisleft, 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 tactica choice. He heard the first
throbbing of targeting locks being brought againgt him and began evasive
maneuvering. For practice's sake, he opened fire on his pursuerswith his
lasers,, though he had no better laser locks than they did. On hislightboard,

he could see Hobbie and Janson pulling into position in pursuit of the four
Blades.

Thelaser locks grew stronger. Wedge said, "L et's give Wes and Hobbie
something to shoot at," and shoved his control yoke forward, sending his Blade
into asteep dive, and rotating so they il only had asde angle on him.

The four pursuers followed but did not rotate. Wedge kept up hislaser

fire againg one of them and grinned. If he understood the smple Adumari
light-bounce system correctly, the bigger the metal cross section it saw, the
farther away it could get agood laser lock. In exposing their belliesto

Janson and Hobbie, the four Blades had substantialy 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
gppalling pink, one alavender, and one enemy Blade emerged from each. Both
the"kills' broke off from the fight, moving out to meet the two pilots

gtting out the conflict.

That left two. No, one. One of the remaining Blades broke away to join

the other kills. Asit departed, it broadcast, "Ke Mattino congratul ates
Antilleson agood stop.”

Wedge checked his sensor board. He must have racked up enough hitsto put
the enemy captain in thekill column. His own Blade showed twenty percent
damage; held picked up acouple 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 Hight



frequency. "Let'stry asmpleone,” he said. "Break to starboard and rgjoin
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 himsalf ahard atarget to hit, though he

saw hissmulated laser damage climb to thirty percent, then to thirty five
percent. This pilot was agood 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 agood shot at hisown pilots, the blip that was
thelast enemy Blade changed to akill marker and circled off torgoinits
fdlows

"A good exercise, Strike the Moons,” Wedge said. "Careto go again?"

There was a noticeable delay before the enemy captain replied. "Again?
Thedue isdone.”

"Y es, 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 et the two pilots who
didn't go last time come againgt us now?"

Therewas gtill confusion in the captain's voice, but he said, "We could

do that." And moments|ater, 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 Hight.

Captain ke Méttino was atiny man, lean of form and rising barely to

Wedge's nose, but hislong and elaborately curled mustache doubtless hel ped
increase his personal majesty to acceptable levels. He sat opposite Wedgein
the GiltdlaAir Base pilots bar and nodded as Wedge spoke, every bob of his
head setting his mustache to swaying.

"The problem isnot in your skills™" Wedge said. "It'sin your tactics.

In every exchange, you kept your whole group together and went with al
ferocity after the highest-profile enemy... me. Y ou 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'reright." Wedge glanced down the table, where histhree
pilotsand ke Mattino's listened intently.

"But circumstance dictatestactics," ke Mattino said, hisvoicea

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 yoursdf killed."

Wedge nodded. "The question is, are you earning honor so that your loved
ones can be proud of you asthey stand over your grave, or so they can be
proud of you when you come home at night?' He raised hisbrew-glassto drain
it, but was hit by ahollow fedling as hiswords came back on him The
guestion was merely an academic one to him. He had no one to come hometo. He
even had fewer friends than held thought, having somehow logt Iellawhile he
waan't looking.

To disguise his sudden fedling of disquiet, he went to the bar to get his
brewglass refilled, leaving Tycho to continue in charge of the conversation.
Two wordswere still haunting the back of his mind, intruding when he wasn't
absolutely focused on some other subject Lost Iella.

By thetime 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 smdll portion of our time. Is there achance you will be accepting
chdlenges again tomorrow?"

"Until our own duties demand al our time, therésahigh likelihood of

it," Wedge said. "In fact, tomorrow, we may bring the X-wings over and show
you how wefight a home."

"That is something | would wish most fervently to see," ke Maitino said.

He sduted, waving histight fist afew centimeters before hissternumin an

odd pattern. It took Wedge a moment to recognize the motion It was the same
as Cherisss sdute the night of her dudl, but without the blastsword in hand.

"I hope to see you on the morrow," the captain said, then turned away, pulling
his hip cloak around him in adramétic flourish.

Today, the people of Cartann had apparently discovered that Wedge and his
pilots wereflying at the air base. When they and Cheriss departed the base on
their rolling trangport, the street was thick with admirers. They clustered up
againg therails, offering thingsto Wedge and the pilotsflowers, Adumari
daggers, folded notes scented with avariety of exotic perfumes, necklaces,
metal miniatures of the Blade-32 fighter-craft, objects too numerousto
catalogue. Wedge accepted none of them, preferring instead to shake hands with
asmany of hisadmirers as could reach him, and his pilotsfollowed suit.

Their procession dowed to ahat at amgor cross avenue, however,

blocked by asmilar paradepeopl e thronging around an identica whedled
trangport returning from Cartann Bladedrome. Aboard, Turr Phennir and his
Imperia pilots accepted the gifts and accolades from the crowd. Phennir gave
Wedge a mocking smile as his trangport 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'sjudt rolling in the honor coupons,” Wedge said. He didn't

bother to refrain from glaring a Phennir'sretreating parade. "They stick to

the blood dl 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 aday or two what
we just found out today. That Adumari pilotsjust aren't very good.”

"A few of them have decent technica skills,” Wedge said. "But not many.

The attrition they experience hasto be keeping their levd of proficiency

pretty low. Add that to their lousy tactical choices...”

"Small wonder they treat uslike supermen,” Tycho said. "Us, and that

happy band of Imperia 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
gpologies. But Tomer reported that rumor had it that the perator and his
ministers were drawing up aproposa for the formation of aworld governmenta
move, Tomer gleefully announced, that benefited the New Republic more than the
Empire and therefore had to be interpreted as adight gain for their side.
Wedge, unconvinced, didn't bother to point out that the Empire would find it
esser to rulethisworld 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 Hight used Blades, but
sometimesthey 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.

Inthefirst couple of days, the chalenger pilotswere dl from Cartann,

but soon afterward flightknives began vidting from distant nations with

exotic names like Habegardia, Y edagon, and Thozzelling. In spite of the
contempt with which Cartann pilots trested these newcomers, Wedge made sure
that Red Flight's attention was divided equally among al pilots who showed an
interest.

Each day, the kill numbers of Genera Turr Phennir and his 181t Fighter
Group pilots climbed. According to Cheriss, Phennir's popularity so rose
abovethat of Wedge and the New Republic flyers. "The Imperid pilots" she
sad, "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 daughtersthey've lost?' Wedge suggested.

The pilots nightly activities usualy involved accepting dinner

invitations made by prominent politicians and pilots of Cartann. Sometimes
these affairs were smple dinners, sometimes lavish spectacles of

entertainment, sometimes storytelling competitions among the survivors of

aerid campaigns.

Wedge amost never saw Turr Phennir and the Imperid 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 affairsthere
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 Fight and Cheriss spent one afternoon visiting afacility Wedge

hoped would one day serve the New Republic. Buried hundreds of feet below the
city of Cartann, it wasamissile manufacturing plant.

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

of the manufacturing process.

Chambers early in the sequence took in raw materias, including metals,
man-made materias, and raw chemicals, and began processing them into
components such asmissile bodies, circuit board frames, wiring, explosives,
and fuels. Chambersfarther along would test missile body integrity, define

and test the functions of circuitry, and test explosives and fuelsfor purity

and rdiability. Toward the end of the kilometers-long facility, chamberswere
used for final assembly and quality checking of finished missiles.

But though each chamber would have a different function from the ones

nearest it, al chambers shared characteristicsin common. Therewasa
grimnessto them dl that lowered Wedge's spirits.

Each chamber wasfilled with assembly lines, conveyor belts, and other
meachinery, adl painted in the samelifdess tan-brown. Each chamber was
occupied by hundreds, sometimes thousands, of workers, men and women, al of
whom wore featureless garmentsin adarker 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
ar color, it was dways 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 dl live?' heasked. "I 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 aseries of ridiculous curlsheld 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.”

Cherisssad, "Turummes are reptiles, distant relatives of the farummes
you've seen. They dig eaborate nestsin the ground. So large banks of
gpartment quarters built below the surface are often caled turumme-waiiens.
The warrens above aplant like this are always owned by the plant.”

"Some workerslive aboveground, of course,” Be - randissaid. "Thereare
no lawsto keep them in the warrens. But few can afford aboveground housing.
Mostly you seeit with managers, stewards'

"Informants,” Cherisssaid. "The occasiona parasite.”

Berandiss smile did not waver, but he lowered the tone of hisvoice.
"Manufacturing plants are the same al over Cartann,” he said. "But we do
offer adifference. Our missiles are the best, which iswhy we arethe
recipient of the government contract for dl misslesfor Cartann's Blade-
Thirtiesand Blade-Thirty-twos. A pilot like you can stake your lifeona
Challabae missle and know that it will serve your purpose faithfully and
reliably. This gives our workers something to be proud of."

Hobbie nodded. "I can tell. Y ou can see the pride on their faces."

Berandis beamed, obliviousto sarcasm.

On thelong walk back to their start point, Cheriss dropped back behind
Berandisto march with the pilots. Her voice artificidly cheery, she sad,
"Thereis another advantage to having worker quarters above plant facilities,
of course.”

"Whichiswhat?' Wedge asked.

"Well, if some enemy wereto fill the skies above Cartann City and drop
Broadcap bombs on the plant, the bombs would only penetrate asfar asthe
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 sad, "You've elther worked at aplant likethisor lived in the
turumme-warrens, haven't you?"

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

"How, precisaly, 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. "1 could do that instead of flying. I've had
offersfrom bacta makers. Bacta's asort of medicine," he added for Cherisss
benefit.

She offered alittlefrown. "Y ou are not awell man?'

"I'm well enough. But the ground and | get dong so well we sometimes get



together alittle too vigoroudy.”

"So let me be sure | understand this,” Wedge said. "Under Cartann City,
there arelots 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 e seabove them but till underground.”

Cheriss nodded.

"And we don't see these workers aboveground because?’

"Because they'retoo tired at the end of along 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 weve
seen aboveground?'

"I don't know." She shrugged. "Forty percent, perhaps. But don't fed

that they are trapped, Genera Antilles. They can adways break free of the
worker's existence. They can volunteer for the armed forces. They can take up
the life of the free blade, as1've done."

"So the only sure way for them to get out isto risk their lives.”

She nodded.

Wedge exchanged |ooks 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 Sx
who'd tried to nate them had escaped. "Definitdy with the aid of
someonein the Cartann Ministry of Justice,” Tomer said. "Whoever paid themin
thefirst place had enough money or pull to enlist the aid of awhole chain of
congpirators.”

"They'll be coming after usagain,” Hobbie said, amournful notein his

voice.

Cheriss shook her head. "They were not just defeated but embarrassed last
time. They'll be ingtructed to come after you again to regain their honor. But
ingtead they'll probably run. And so they'll either vanish from the face of
Adumar... or befound dead in an aley, awarning to otherswho might
contemplatefalure.”

Stll, Wedge was not entirely displeased with the way things were shaping

up. Hisinformd flying school a Giltdla Air Base was actudly proving to be
asatisfying 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, ablack-haired youth named Balass ke Rassa, findly summed it up
inaway that pleased Wedge "If | understand, Generd, you are saying that a
pilot's honor isinternal. Between him and his conscience. Not externa, for
his peersto see”

"That'sright,” Wedge said. "That'sit exactly."

"But if you do not externdizeit, you cut yourself off from your nation,

" Bdass sad. "When you do wrong, your peers cannot bring you back in line by
stripping away your honor, alowing you to regain it when you resume proper
behavior."

"True," Wedge said. "But by the same token, a group of peopleyou

respect, even though they don't deserve it, can't redefine honor for their own
benefit, or to achieve some private agenda, and then useit to control your
actions”



Troubled, the youth withdrew from the post-duel conversation and sat
alone, consdering Wedge's words, and Wedge fdlt that he had at |ast achieved
aduding victory.

6

The night of the discussion with Balass ke Rassawas one of thefew in
which the pilots had declined dl dinner invitations, giving them achanceto
dineintheir quarters and get away from the pressure of being on display
before the people of Cartann.

Asthe ascender brought them up to their floor, Jan-son said, "They're
cdling me'thedaling one.' "

"Who is?"Wedge asked.

"The court, the crowds. They havetagsfor usal now, and I'm the

darling one. Tychois'the doleful one.”

Tycho frowned. "'I'm not sad.”

"No, but you look sad. Makesthe 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 uswith a successful
relationship with awoman. Missed opportunities, Tycho."

They paused before the door to giveits security flatcams primitive

devices by New Republic standards, but still capable of facia recognition
timeto anayze their features. Janson continued, "Hobbie s ‘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 colloquid
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 monstroudy overinflated chair Stuated 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 pilotsin. "What'swith Whitecap?' he asked.

"What's with Whitecap?' Whitecap asked.

Hallis made a cross face. "Oh, something's gone wrong in his hardware.”
"Oh, something'sgone..."

"I was recording some of Genera Phennir's challenge matches out at the
Cartann Bladedrome. When the pilots were leaving, the crowd got abit unruly
and | was knocked down. Since then, Whitecap repeats back everything anyone
sayswithin earshot. | can't get him to stop.”

"...get himto stop.”

Janson grinned at her. " Some days make you just want to beat your heads
againg awadll, don't they?"

Hobbie said, "Maybe not. The young lady might not have her heads on
draght, after dl.”

Tychosad, "Still, | think she ought to get her heads examined.”

Wedge looked at them, appalled.

"Pilots" Hdlissaid. "How did | ever get thisassgnment? Who did |
offend?’

"..did | offend?'

"Still," she said, "you'd better be niceto me. | know you don't take me



serioudy, but you ought to." Her expression was unusualy earnest.

"...you ought to."

Wedge sprawled on a sofdike piece of furniture large enough to
accommodeate three full-sized people comfortably. "Hallis, it would be easier
if you didn't look like something out of ataleto frighten children.”
"..fofrighten children.”

"All right, "shesad.

"All right."

She pulled her goggles off and set them aside. Then shereached up to

press acontrol on Whitecap's clamp; with ahi ssing noise, it relaxed and the
recording unit began tilting from her shoulder. She caught it asit pitched
forward, then moved across the room to set it within acabinet. She closed the
cabinet door with an irritated thump; from insgde, Whitecap did a crediblejob
of imitating the noise. "Better?'

Wedge tried to make histone neutral, nonjudgmentd. "What isit, Hallis?

She dtraightened from the cabinet and gave him a serious|ook. " Someone
rappelled down to your ba cony 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. Hallisfollowed and did the main door to the ba cony 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 trangmit itsresponse to him.

Its screen came up with the words NO INTERFERENCE

NOTED.

"Therewasn't any that | know of," Halissaid. "l lied about that."

Wedge gave her acurious|ook. "Maybe you'd better explain that."

"| wanted to get you out on the balcony. There aren't any listening
devicesout here"

"Weknow there arelistening devicesinsde," Wedge said. "We don't say
anything there we can't afford to have overheard.”

"That'sgood,” Halissad. "I came by here thismorning to let you know

I'd be recording the Imperid pilots, to ask if you wanted meto look out for
anything in particular. But when | got here, you'd dready gone. As| was
leaving, | saw someone headed toward your door. And your door admitted him."
"Saveswear and tear," Janson said. "When the thieves can just walk in
instead of having to break the door down."

"Did you get agood look at him?' Wedge asked.

"Better than that, | got some recordings of him. | followed himin, got

injust before the door closed. Hid behind tapestries and furniture while he
went from room to room. The onetime | got agood look at what he was doing in
the rooms, he seemed to be checking up on em-placed itemsalmost certainly
transmitters. Then, when | €ft, | followed him to where he was going.”
Wedge exchanged glances with the other pilots. Suddenly Halis didn't

seem so ridiculous afigure after al. Wedge had underestimated her ability,
mistaking eccentricity for abasic lack of competence. He wouldn't do that a



second time.

Janson frowned. "1 hope you'll excuse asilly questionbut how doesa

lady with two headsfollow anyone?’

Hallis gave him an indulgent smile. "I took White-cap off while | was

talling him, Mgor. I'm fully aware of the sort of commotion he causeswhen |
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 acloselook,
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 asif to protest and then shut it again, his

expression thoughtful.

"Hallis, are you Intdligence-traned?' Wedge asked.

She shook her head. "Sudgenews-trained. Areyou familiar with
dudgenews?'

Tycho madeaface. "A minor evil found in many heavily populated worlds,
especidly in the Corporate Sector. News on which celebritiesarein lovethis
week, complete with holos recorded by someone who sneaked onto their private
estates and then escaped again. Reve ations on how the shapes of nebulae
determine your fate. Stories about women who claim to have borne ason to
Emperor Palpatine. Stores that there never was a New Republic/Imperid war,
that it was all cooked up to foster wartime productivity and profit the
garfighter manufacturers. Stories claiming that Darth Vader is il dive,

about to lead arevalt to reingtitute the Empire. That sort of thing."

Hallis nodded. "It'savery competitivefield. You learn to hustle, to

bribe, to sneak, to plant transmitters, to read past the text stream to the
datastream... or you fail and get out. | learned it al, and then | got out
anyway. It'sabrand of newsmaking that doesn't exactly make the galaxy a
better place.”

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

"Y es. He didn't even leave the building. He went into aroom on the third
floor. Third Alabaster it'scdled. | don't know whether it was hisroom or

not; its door admitted him, but then so did yours. | waited around for awhile
to seewho else might go in or come out, but its corridor isjust alittle too
public, 01 left.”

"That's good work," Wedge said. "1 assume that he's probably New Republic
Intelligence, kegping up on us... but it's not safe to assume anything for too
long. WEII haveto find out whose quarters those are and start tracing some
connections. Thank you, Hdlis."

She offered him anod.

From the corner of hiseye, Wedge saw Cheriss appear at the transparent
door into the pilots quarters. She waved but didn't come through the door
sengitive, doubtless, to the fact that she might not yet be welcome. But a
second later, Tomer Darpen brushed past her, did the door open, and emerged
onto the bacony, hisexpression dark. "'l need to speak with Generd Antilles,
" hesad. "Everyone dse please leave.”

No one budged. Wedge could fed their eyes upon him, but he gave them no
sgnd. Wedge spoke, histone artificialy mild "People | haven't invited

over don't get to tel my gueststo leave. Try again.”

Tomer said nothing for afew seconds, during which time Wedge supposed he
wastrying to compose himsdlf, and then said, "Thisisan officia exchange



between the diplomatic delegation to Adumar, that's me, and the point
diplomat, that's you. It's not going to be entirdly friendly. It may include
things you don't want your pilotsto hear, but obvioudy you can insst they
gay if you must. But I'm going to have to ask thisyoung lady to leave, if
only to the next room"

"My pilots have heard lots of grown-up words," Wedge said. "Even Janson.
And thisyoung lady isHallis"

Tomer looked at her, confused. "Where's your other head?"

She gave him asorrowful look. "When | was walking around today, | met a
young man who had no head. Just a stump that suggested he had along, sad
story to tell. But of course he couldn't, because he had no head.

So | gave Whitecap to him. The man now has the voice and mannerisms of a
3PO unit, but they're better than nothing."

Tomer's mouth worked for amoment or two. Then he turned his glare back
on Wedge. "There. Now you've corrupted her, too. That'swhat | came over to
talk to you about. Thishasto stop.”

"What hasto stop?'

"All thisbusinesswith your duels. What isthis nonsense with smulated
wegpons?"

"A smpleway to givethe Adumari the encountersthey obvioudy want so
very much, without getting them killed. Or me, or my pilots.”

Tomer rolled exasperated eyes toward the floor of the ba cony above.
"Generd Antilles, you're changing things. There are now Adumari pilots,
famous pilots, talking about doing more sim-weapon exercises.”

"Good."

"You're not here to change things! Y ou're hereto gain their respect,
according to their culture, and to demonstrate that they should throw in with
the New Republic.”

"Meaning what? Meaning that | should stop doing duels'

"No, that would cost you the respect you've earned in their eyes.”

"or gart doing live-wegpon duels?"

Tomer wasslent.

"That'sit, isntit? Y ou think | should go up in the skiesday after day

and shoot down eager Adumari pilots.”

"That'swhat Turr Phennir and hismen are doing.”

Wedge fdlt cold anger creep through his guts. When he spoke again, his
voicewas very quiet. "So you're saying that | should win playing by the
Empirésrules.”

Tomer hesitated. "In this case, yes.”

"Never."

"If you don't, we lose Adumar to the Empire. And there go the proton
torpedo supplies you were hoping for. And more of your pilots die, and the
Empire gains new ground. All because you're too squeamish to do what common
sense demands of you."

Wedge took an involuntary step toward Tomer. The diplomat jolted
backward. "Listen,” Wedge said, "and try to understand. Thisisn't some civil
trial where dl positions, dl propogtions, are equdly vaid until the judge
decideswhich oneisright. If we act like the Empire, we become the Empire.
And then, even if we defeat the Empire, weve dtill lostbecause the Empireis
once again in control. Just with a new name and with new faces printed on the
crednotes.”



Tomer shook hishead. "No. Chief of State Leia Organa Solo isin charge.

It doesn't matter what we do here. Her opinions, her ethics, till define what
the New Republicis.”

"Y ou're deluded.”

"And you'reanavefool, and you're going to lose Adumar for uswith

your naivete."

Wedge offered him atight, unfriendly smile. "Would you likethis

diplomatic mission to use adifferent approach? Turr Phennir's approach?”

"l hateto say it, but yes."

"Then get adifferent diplomat.”

Tomer hestated again. "Not feasible. Y ou're just going to haveto fall
inline" He heaved aregretful Sgh. "Genera Antilles, that congtitutes an
order."

"Y ou don't give me orders, Darpen.”

"No, of course not." Tomer shrugged, apology on hisface. "These are
ordersfrom theregiond director of Intelligence, and since Intdligence was
actudly thefirg divison to indtitute activity in thissystem, dl New

Republic activities currently ongoing, including diplométic, fal under its
authority. Thedirector hasissued ordersthat you cease these smulated
training missons.”

"Who isthe regiond director of Intelligence?’

Tomer shook hishead. "I cant tdll you that. He or shelikesto maintain
anonymity.”

Wedge offered him afrosty smile. "Well, | can tell you who the local

director isn't."

"Who'sthat?'

"Genera Cracken. | received my initial ordersfrom Cracken, and they
didn't say anything about being answerable to one of his subordinates. When |
get amessage from Cracken telling meto do what you've just said, | will, of
course, comply. Until thennot achance.”

"But"

"And now it'stimefor youto go."

"No, we need to talk thisthrough."

"Y ou can leave through the door or go flying over therail, Tomer."

Tomer read his eyes, then shook his head angrily and turned away.

Only when the door had did in place behind Tomer did Wedge relax again.
Hetook along breath. "Hdllis, are you recording? In any way?'

She shook her head. "Generd, I'm an ethical documentarian. One reason
why I'm no longer in dudge.”

"Good." Wedge wrestled amoment with the words he was about to say. "Are
any of you wondering whether Adumar isworth bringing into the New Republic?!
Hobbie, his expresson regretful, nodded. Janson followed suit. Tycho

didn't respond, and Hallis merely |ooked between them, her body completely
dill, only her eyesmoving.

Janson said, "All that stuff about them being pilot-happy ... it'swrong.

The only things they seem to want rare honor and desth. | would not want to
fly with an Adumari pilot in my squadron.”

"l can't entirely agree," said Tycho. "Weve dready had luck in bringing
some of them around. Our training \ exercises have been successes. If they
hadn't been, Tomer [wouldn't have blasted in here, spitting smoke and aiming
lasers. And | think Cheriss, in the other room, is another good indicator.



She's as devoted to this whole death-and-honor thing as any Adumari 1've met,
but | don't think it would take too much to turn her around to amore

civilized way of thinking. | think abetter question isthis What effect will

it have on the New Republic if we bring Adumar intheway it isnow?"
"Therésno telling,” Wedge said. "But it's something | need to think

about. | think | need adrink.”

"Oh, good," Janson said.

"Alone”

Inside, Cheriss had adviceto offerrather too much of it, until it

became clear to her that Wedge redly meant that he wanted sometime adone.
Then she settled down and merely asked, "Do you want a brewtap where you will
be recognized and mobbed, one where you will be unrecognized, or one where you
will be recognized but ignored? And do you want one with entertainments or
shadowy corners?'

"Unrecognized,” hetold her. " Shadows."

"Garham's-on-the-Downstream,” she said. "Hold on.”

She went to the closet off the main room, the one where enormous
quantities of clothing had been ddlivered their first day in Cartann. Clothes
remained there until selected by one of the pilots, a which time they would

end up inthat pilot'sarmoire. But this closet was till mostly full, Tomer's
people keeping it well stocked from day to day. Cheriss reached in and brought
something over to Wedge aface mask, made to cover itswearer from upper lip
to forehead, in alavender materia with the appearance of suede but the
weight of foamed plagtic.

Wedge looked at it. "Lavender. | have bad memories of lavender clothing.

| don't think it'sme," he said.

"Precisely my point.”

"Ah. A good point, too." He put it on, put up the hood of his cloak, and

turned to hispilots. "Wdl?'

Janson affected surprise. "Who are you? What have you done with Wedge?”
Wedge sighed. "Always good to have apa in the audience.”
Garham's-on-the-Downstream was not quite what \WWedge expected. It was no
dive. Lessthan two city blocks from his quarters, it boasted expensive
columns of stone, curtained booths, excellent service, and decent drinks
though most of them were variations on two types of drink, an ade ("brew") and
aliquor ("hard") derived from Adumar's most common grain, chartash.

It was, however, set up for privacy. It had an entrance off a darkened

Sde dtreet, the low-yield lighting cast shadows in every corner, and the

booths dl offered privacy. Unfortunately, the boothswere dl full a this

hour, so Wedge took achair at the bar, in the most shadowy corner.

He nursed a brew and watched the people of Cartann. He pondered their
fatesand hisown.

It wasasimple question, redlly. If Adumar were magicaly to pull a

world government from its deeve, and al Wedge had to do to entice that
government to join the New Republic wasfight afew pilots who were anxiousto
duel him to the death, could he refuse?

No, there was a second question. If Adumar joined the New Republic, who
would be the better for it?

Firg thingsfirgt. On the occasions he bothered to think about it, Wedge
congdered himsdlf asoldier. He had joined a cause, the Rebel Alliance, that
was digned with his particular set of ethics and beliefs. He obeyed orders



and risked hislifein order to achieve aset of endshe bdieved in. He

issued orders and risked the lives of otherslikewise.

But the pilots who wanted to come against him here were not enemies. They
were potentia dlies... oneswho wanted to kill him, or dieat hishands, in

order to profit from the so-called honor to be had from such afate.

The othersin the brewtap were men, mostly, though onein ten or sowasa
woman. Wedge assumed from the posture and conversation of these women that
they were like the men herepilots or minor nobles out for anight of drinks

and anonymous trouble. The fact that none had sidled up to him with aglib
offer told him that there were no professona companions here.

The people at the bar exchanged smiles and bitter comments, wove their

hands around in the air to illustrate some piloting maneuver, argued at first
quietly and then with increasing heat and volume about some common
acquaintance or romantic rivary. It was just the same as dmost any bar Wedge
had visited. With one difference One of the arguers extended afit, the

knuckle of hismiddlefinger protruding, and lightly rapped the chin of the

other. The second man stiffened and nodded. The two of them tossed coins on
the bar top and rapidly departed, their hands aready on the hilts of their
blastswords.

Wedge shook hishead. Thereit was again, the duding, the dmost

maniacd disregard for the value of life. Would it harm the New Republic to
have such avita cultureone so inexplicably devoted to the futile snuffing

out of livegoinit?

If he wasto be honest with himself, Wedge had to admit that it would

probably do the New Republic no harm. Visitors from other worldsto Adumar
would probably not get caught up in the dudling mania, while Adumari pilots
joining the New Republic military were very likely to have their perspectives
broadened by what they experienced out in the galaxy. Wedge could aready see
this happening with the pilots he flew smulated duels againgt.

So that answered the second question. Bringing Adumar into the New
Republic would do no harm, and would offer the potentia for increased proton
torpedo production.

Which left thefirst question. If the way to bring Adumar ininvolved

some of these dueldive-fire, not smulatedcould Wedge do it?

Wedge wrestled with that one. He decided that other questions remained
unanswered, questions criticd to this whole mission What were the conditions
of victory? What exactly needed to be done to convince the perator of Cartann
to Sde with the New Republic?

Tomer had hinted that it was a popularity contest. Wedge and Turr Phennir
were struggling to achieve as much popularity with the people of Adumar as
they could. Whenever the perator got around to making his decision, whichever
pilot was most popular would give his side an edgeperhaps the decisive edge.
But agreaing to those terms, implicitly or explicitly, mede dl eight

pilots, New Republic and Empire, toys of these death-loving Adumari. They had
to keep killing and, perhaps, dyinguntil the Adumari tired of the game and

got around to their decision.

If Wedge could bring it down to a specific dud or event, for examplea
one-on-one with Turr Phennir, whose outcome unquestionably determined Adumar's
choice, then held participate. That would be amilitary action againgt aclear
enemy, with aclear result. It wasthis preposterous notion of building public
acclam until someone arbitrarily decided that the contest was done that



gdledhim.

Find question If Generd Cracken supported theloca Intelligence

head's orders, mandating that Wedge begin the daughter of Adumari pilot-
dueligts, what would he do?

No matter how he thought hisway around the problem, the answer dways
came back To do thiswould be to dishonor mysdlf and my uniform. I would
refuse those orders.

With that finally cam e another thought Which means| would haveto face
court-martia or resgn my commission.

Wedge suddenly found himself short of breath.

It wasn't the thought of losing hisrank that hit him; it wasthe

redlization that leaving the military would be the same as abandoning what
little remained of hislife.

Hishome system, Cordllia, was closed to him; joining the Rebe Alliance

had put him on the enemiesligt of the Cordllian Diktat, the ruler. Hisfamily
was gone, parents dead and Sister missing for long years. Almost everyone he
knew was associated with the New Republic military, and the few long-time
friendswho weren't, such as Mirax Terrik, had busy livesthat intersected his
only infrequently. If he resigned, most of these people would disappesar
completely from hislife, leaving him as aone as a pilot who gected into
space with no hope of rescue.

The bleskness of that vision settled asachill upon him. It wasdl the

more frightening because he knew that even in the face of what it would cost
him, he would have to refuse ordersinssting that he do things Tomer'sway.
If hedidn't, he might aswell be Turr Phennir, flying for the Empire.

Had adecison like that cost him the friendship of ldlaWessiri? Had

the moment come and gone without him noticing? He didn't know. But on the eve
of perhapslosing what was | €eft of hislife, he resolved to see her and find
out.

"Y es, another. And thistime, abit stronger.”

It wasn't the words that attracted Wedge's attention, but the accent the
clipped, precise tones of Coruscant, or of a dozen worlds that emulated the
former Imperid throne world.

Within anearby booth, itsflap held open for themo - ment by a

bartender, was aman in dark, somber Adumari dress. His body could not be seen
within thefolds of hisvoluminous black cloak, but he was of only average
height, and hisface suggested that he was|ean. Hishair was gray, his
features sharp and suggesting intelligence.

Wedge knew that face. When the bartender hurried off to fetch the man's
drink and let the flap fall back into place, Wedge rose and set afew coinson
the bar top. He parted the flap covering the booth and did into the seat
opposite the man.

The gray-headed man offered him a.cool smile. "'l have ablaster trained
onyou," he said. "Perhaps you'd better leave.”

"Y ou'd do the Empire abig favor by pulling thetrigger,” Wedge said.
"Admird Rogriss”

The man frowned. The gesture was a bit exaggerated, as though he were
more drunk than he looked. "I know that voice, don't 1?1 certainly know the
accent. Isit you, Antilles?'

Wedge raised his mask.

Rogriss brought his pistol up and then set it on the tabletop. "I'd never



shoot you," he said, "not even for the bounty on your head. | want to see how
you get out of thismessyou'rein. Or, morelikely, how you fail."

At close range, Wedge could offer the man a closer ingpection.

They'd never met in person, but Wedge had seen hisface on recorded
transmissions. Five years ago, Admira Teren Rogriss had surreptitioudy aided
the Han Solo task force pursuing the Warlord Zsinj. As Han Solo's opposite
number, chief of the Imperia task force hunting Zsinj, Rogriss had risked
charges of treason by cooperating with the New Republic, commanding an
Interdictor-class cruiser in collaboration with Solo'stask force. Later, held

led the Imperid effort to to win back territories | eft disorganized by
Zsnj'sdegth.

Today, Rogriss seemed little changed, though a bit of the fireand

animation Wedge remembered from the recordings seemed to be gone. Perhapsit
was the effect of acohol. "What's a much-decorated fleet commander doing on a
backwater mission like this?' Wedge asked.

Rogriss offered him ahaf smile. "Fleet commander no more, Generd.

Battling with Warlord Teradoc and your Admira Ackbar for Zsinj'sleavings, |
fared rather poorly. I'm sure you heard.”

"| did. But that happens alot to Ackbar's opponents.”

Rogriss shrugged. "'l cost your New Republic alot in that struggle. I've
nothing to be ashamed of. And | remain an admird, but with just one ship
under my command, the Agonizer."

"An Imperial Star Destroyer," Wedge said. So Rogrisss ship had to be the
counterpart of the Allegiance, orbiting Adumar opposite the New Republic ship.
"That'sdll pregtigious.”

"'Says the man who normally conducts business from the bridge of a Super
Star Destroyer."

"Admiral, have you ever wondered why the Emperor gave such nasty namesto
his Star Destroyers? Executor, Agonizer, Iron Figt, Venom?"

"I've heard every schoolboy theory ever proposed on that matter.”

"This one comes from Luke Skywalker"

"Having exhausted the schoolboys, we now turn to the farmboys? How
charming.”

"who has a certain perspective on the matter therest of usdon't. He

thinksit al hasto do with corruption, with the seduction of the not-too-
unwilling”

Rogriss gestured for him to keep speaking, but his expression suggested

that he'd heard it dll before. The bartender brought Rogriss his drink, and
Wedge waited until the man departed before continuing.

"Put aman or woman in astuation where the actions he's obliged to

take, such as serving Emperor Papatine, are a certain path to persona
corruption. Fill his ears with words saying that his actions are honorable

ones. But surround him with constant reminders of the wrongness of what he's
doing. Our victimwill cling to the words but will, at somelevd, dways be
aware of the wrongnesshe can't escape it. The symbols, such as the names of
ships he commands, won't et him forget. He's dways aware of his descent, of
hisdow transference to the dark side. Skywaker thinks the Emperor found
this knowing acceptance of corruption, this half-accepting, half-struggling
process, particularly ddicious.”

Rogriss pointed hisfinger at Wedge asthough it were aloaded blaster.

"Y ou Rebelsremain so very self-righteous” he said. " Always speaking of



honor, as though you invented the concept. 1've spent my wholelifein
honorable conflict. I've conquered worldsto bring civilization to them

literacy and medicine and sanitation and discipline. I've fought the forces of
chaosto keep gdactic civilization from flying apart. I've had only afew
weeks of each year to gpend with my own children. I've made al these
sacrifices... only to be lectured about honor by someone ageneration younger
than | am. That's reward for you."

"Y ou're not drinking here, done, anonymous, because you like the

company. Or because you like theloca brew, I'll bet. Y ou're here wrestling
with aquestion of honor, aren't you?' Wedge was speculating madly, but the
fact that honor seemed to be such a sore point with Rogriss made his wild shot
morelikely to strike home.

"What about you?'

"l was," Wedge admitted. "l solved it. And you?'

Rogriss drew himsdlf up giffly. The action, made alittle unsteady by

the amount of acohol he'd had to drink, was perhaps not as dignified as he'd
hoped. "Where duty is clear, thereis no question about honor.”

Wedge laughed. "I wish that were so. Well, I'll leave you to keep

wrestling. Best of luck, Admiral." herose and departed.

Out on the street, he went to considerable effort to make sure that no
onefollowed himthat no aide of Rogrisss meant to do him harm. But he saw no
shadows pacing hisand could findly relax on hisway to his quarters.

7

An hour later, Wedge and Janson werein thar flight suits, dttingina

amadl conference office on the Allegiance, with steaming cups of caf onthe
table beside them, datapads open, and scrolling data before them. "So my
questionis," Janson said, "why me? Why didn't you bring Tycho up with you?
He's your wingman. And he's better with records.”

"I need someoneto be in charge on the ground when I'm up here. For
example, if therésadiplomatic emergency.”

"| can bein charge on the ground.”

"Oh, that'd be good. Y ou and Hobbie running through the streets of

Cartann, leaving destruction in your wake, taking charge when adelicate
political disaster strikes. Here's an example. A noble of Cartann comesto you
and says, 'l know we have no diplomatic relations yet, but I'm here to request
asylumin the New Republic.' What do you say?'

"Is she good-looking?'

"Thanksfor making my point." Wedge gestured at Janson's datapad. "What
have you got on Rogriss?*

Janson sghed and returned his attention to the screen. "Wife dead. Two
children surviving. Daughter Asori, twenty-eight, status unknown, which could
mean anything. Son Terek, twenty-four, in the Imperia Navy." He shrugged.
"Nothing hdpful. Y ou?'

"Maybe." Wedge shook his head over Admira Rogrisss career recordwhat
of it was known to the New Republic, anyway. "His postingsafter he was of
aufficient rank to have an influence on themseem to be awfully unambiguous.™
"Meaning?'

"Meaning most of them have been duties where he fights the New Republic.
What'sinteresting is where his name doesn't show up. There's no known



association with any operations like the Death Star, or governorship of
nonhuman-populated worlds, or projects we later found out are associated with
Imperid Intelligence, anything likethat."

"Y ou're talking about Rogriss?' That was Captain Salaban, entering the
conference room with atray of pastries. He set it down in the center of the
table and took the third chair, then put his booted feet up on the tabletop.
"That'sright,” Wedge said. "What's the opinion of himin Flegt?"

"Wily old so-and-s0," Sdaban said. "L oves strategy and tacticsfor thelr

own sake. Anintdlectud. Doesn't much liketo stick around for adugging
match.”

"We noticed that in the Zsinj hunt,” Wedge said. "Weretrying to figure

out what his commanders might have recently called on him to do thet it would
send him to some shadowy bar to get serioudy drunk. To get belligerent on the
subject of honor.”

Sdlaban, chewing on a pastry, shrugged. " Coo bee anyfing," he said, then
swalowed. " 'Scuse me. Pound the surface of Adumear flat if they don't Sde
with the Em - pire? If the Allegiance weren't here to keep him in check, he
could do that. Eventudly and with tremendous losses.”" Janson shook his head.
"That'd be afair fight. Hed enjoy preparing for that, coming up with tactics

to swing the battle hisway. That wouldn't offend his sense of honor."

Sdaban nodded. "WEell, heis coming up with some sort of tactics, just as

| am. Therésgoing to be afight here. Allegiance against Agonizer.”

Wedge gave him acurious look. "How do you figure?"

"Wall, it'slikethis. The Empire can't afford for Adumar to fal into

New Republic hands. They know aswell aswe do what it meansto usto have
that explosives production. So if we, | mean you, win over the Adumari and
they decide to Sgn onwith us, it'sacertainty that the Impswill bresk

their word. They'll call in additiona ships and attack both the Adumari and

the Allegiance, and we arein for one seriousfurbal.”

Wedge and Janson exchanged a glance. Wedge said, "Wait, scan backward a
little bit. What ‘word' will the Imps break?"

"That wasoh, that's right, you were dready on the ground for that

little ceremony, weren't you?"

"l suppose s0."

Salaban put on an expression of annoyance. "Shortly after our arrival in-
systemafter you notified us that the Imps were here and we confirmed
Agonizer's presence arepresentative of the Cartann government visited. He
said that in order to ensure the honorable continuance of these negotiations,
the government would have to offer itswords of honor that if Adumar decided
for the Empire, weld leave system within the hour and not return except under
‘formal banners of truce or war.'"

"And did they get these assurances?"

Salaban nodded and speculatively eyed another pastry. "Took aday or o,
but they got aforma transmission from the Chief of State's office. Not from
Organa

Solo hersdlf; scuttlebutt hasit she's on adiplomatic mission too, to

the Meridian sector. Anyway, the Adumari were supposed to notify usif they
failed to get the equivaent word from the Empire, and they haven't notified

us, so | assumeit'stwo-way. | just expect the Empire not to honor their
agreement.”

"That'sit," Wedge said. "Probably. Like you, Rogrissis at the center of



that word of honor. And he expects the Empire not to stand by it. But his
personal impulseisto do what he's sworn to do, or at least what he's had to
maintain to Adumar that the Empire has swvornto do.”

"Wdll, it begsaquestion.” Salaban stared a a second pastry, sighed to
indicate his surrender, and picked it up. "Which isthis So what? We have one
more promise about to be broken. If my opposite number is honorable enough to
fed some shreds of guilt as he bregksit, so what?' He bit into the pastry as
fiercely asif taking achunk out of hisImperia counterpart.

"It'safluctuation gap in their shields," Wedge said. "A weaknessthe

Imps may not be aware of intheir plan to take Adumar. It's not even relevant
if the Adumari sde with the Empirein thefirst place. But if they dont,
it'ssomething | might be ableto use. | also ought to forward theselittle
notions to Generd Cracken, and some questions | have about how much the Chief
of State knows about policy on this operation. Set me up for aholocomm
trangmisson, would you?'

Sdaban shook his head. "' Caw bappoug. Awm assageg’

"Chew your food, Captain.”

Janson grinned. "These kids."

Sdlaban swalow hismouthful. "Werein acomm blackout. All messages
have to be cleared through the locd Intelligence head before being sent on.
Record what you want and I'll put it through his office for review."

Wedge kept his smile on hisface, though his mood had just gone dark

again. "Never mind. Some other time." He rose. "Come on, Wes, back to Cartann.
Thanks, Captain.”

"Arytime"

Janson snagged a handful of padtries. "Can't let Sdlaban have dl these.

Theyll kill im."

In the corridor, Wedge said, "When you found out Iellas Cartann

identity, did you get her address?'

Janson nodded. "Her name, address, everything.”

"I need to see her. Tonight. As soon as we get back to our quarters and
changeinto native dress.”

Janson winced. "Am | going to get any deep tonight?”

"Segp when you usudly do. During pilot briefings. During missons.

"Oh, thet'sright.”

The quarters of lellaWessirior Fiana Novarrwere some distance from
Wedge's quarters, in apart of Cartann where buildings seldom rose over six
stories, where ba conies sometimes sagged in the middle, where the glow bulbs
illuminating the streets and flatscreens mounted on building exteriorswere
often burned out or flickering their way to usdessness. Still, the clothing

on pedestrians showy and colorful, if often atrifle wornindicated that the
resdents of thisareawere far better off, financidly, than the drones and
drudges Wedge had seen in the missle manufacturing facility.

lellas building was a shadowy five-story rectangle Situated between two

taller congtructions, with asingle entrance leading to the ground-floor

foyer. There was no security station, no building guards, not even an
ascender. They took four flights of steps up to ldlasfloor, Janson

switching off power to the flatscreen panels on hiscloak in order that he not
glow at an inopportune moment.

There was no answer to their knock at her door. Wedge waited half a
minute, knocked again, waited awhile more, and shrugged. "Wewait," he said.



He surveyed the hadlway they werein. Iella's door was near to the Sairwell;
on thefar sde of therailingsthat guarded the stairwell was acorridor
leading into blackness. "There" Wedge said.

They were in luck. The corridor led to no more rooms, but to a curtained-
off window overlooking the street. They could wait just around the corner,
keeping an eye on ldlas door, exposing themselvesto very little danger of
being seen while they watched.

"l know agameto help uswhile away thetime," Janson said.

"Sure”

"Firg, let's go back out and meet a couple of women."

"Wes"

"Wel, it was athought.”

Minutes later, aslhouette, a cloaked figure, approached lellas

doorway... and then bypassed it, moving on to the next door. It knocked
quietly, waited, determined that the door was locked, and then |ooked around.
Finaly, it came cregping in the direction of Wedge and Janson.

When it was afew meters away, the figure gpparently redlized that two

men dready waited in that shadowy nook; it sopped and put its hand on its
belt. Even in the dimness Wedge could see the handle of an Adumari pistol.
Wedge drew, but heard the rasp of metal on leather from beside him and was not
surprised to see Janson's blaster leveled firgt.

The newcomer, hispistol in hand but not aimed, leaned forward. Wedge saw
glintsof his eyes beneath the hood of hiscloak. "Y ou are not herefor me,
Irasdl ke Voltin?'

Wedge shook his head, dowly, not taking his attention from the man's

pisol.

With his blaster, the newcomer pointed toward the doorway whose knob he
hed tried. "Y ou wait for him?*

Wedge again shook his head. Wedge pointed to Iellas door, the only other
doorway visible from their position. He dared not speak; his accent would give
him away as anon-Adumari.

"Ah. She of the glorious hair. Are you herefrom rage” he touched his
fingers, still wrapped around the pistol buitt, to his heart"or from love?' He
touched themto hislips.

Wedge touched hisown fist to hislips.

"Ah. Then we do not conflict. Frothing disease to your foes, then." He
turned his back on the two pilots and stalked away. Wedge and Janson watched
him ascend to the floor above, and occasiond creakings from that floor
suggested that the man had taken up position at the stairs edge, where he
could look down upon the doorway of histarget.

"Y ou know," Janson said, "how | redlly sort of liked this place when we

got here?'

Wedge nodded.

"Widll, it'sworn off."

Wedge grinned. "I thought you liked high romance and skulking and
impossibly shalow love affairs and everything they have herein such
abundance.”

"l do. | just don't like dl the competition. Redlly, Wedge, when you

can't even do a stakeout without bumping into Six or eight other guysin the
same corridor, on the same misson”

"Holdit."



Anather figure climbed the dimly lit Sairwell, emerging onto their

floor, heading unerringly toward Iellas door. It was another silhouette, but
Wedge estimated that it could correspond to someone of 1€lla's build wrapped
in abulky hooded cloak. Again he cursed the Adumari fashion sense.
Signding for Janson to remain where he was, Wedge moved quietly forward
along therailing. The person had paused at ldllas door, and Wedge could now
hear aseries of low musical notes emanate from the door or nearby possibly
asonic cuefor alock, he concluded.

Hewas only acouple of meters away when the person at the door shoved it
open and triggered a switch within, blinding Wedge with unaccustomed light. He
blinked againgt the glare, raising one hand to shield hiseyesfrom itand
discovered that the person at the door was now facing him, blaster pistol in
hand, held in avery professiond-looking grip.

"State your business,” ldlasaid. "Or keep quiet and I'll just shoot

you."

Wedge pulled the preposterous lavender mask away from hisface.

He still couldn't see ldlasface, but her voice certainly didn't

soften. "Oh. You. Once and for dl, I'm not going to tell you any more off
world stories. Go home." She put away her blaster and beckoned him forward.
Once he was close enough, she whispered, "Don't say aword.” Then she grabbed
him by histunic's ornate collar and dragged him into her quarters.

Insde, he had animpression of asmal outer room lined with shelves

loaded with electronic equipment; beyond was alarger, darkened chamber, the
ar withinit warm and mugty.

After closing the door and resetting her lock, Iellareached up to the

top of one of the shelves, reaching over adecorative rim well above eye

level, and drew down a device that looked like a datapad but with a series of
sensor inputs at one end. She waved thisdowly dong al four sdes of the
door, and various digita notations appeared on the screen. Then she pointed

it into the dark - ened portion of her quarters and hit a button; the screen

filled with data. She nodded, cleared the screen, and set the device back up
where shefound it.

"All clear,” she said. "No new listening devices. Wedge, you can't be

here. Y oull compromise my identity." Her tone was pleading, not angry.

"l need your help," Wedge said. "Help | can't get from channels. Help |

can get only from you."

Sheled him into the next chamber and triggered the light switch. This

was some sort of receiving room. Thefloor, celling, and walswereal brown
wood, perhaps comforting and warm at sometimein the past, now dightly
warped and occasionally stained. A woven circlelay on thefloor asarug; the
room's other furniture consisted of aflatscreen on thewall, asofaike

object that seemed to have been fashioned like the wing of an old model of
Blade aircraft, and what Wedge recognized as an inexpensve computer termina
desk of Corellian make.

Ielladid out of her cloak. Today, she was not dressed in garments

suited to socid affairs; she wore trousers and boots in brown and the

standard Adumari flare-deeved tunic in a subdued rust-red. She sat a one end
of the sofa. "All right, Wedge."

He remained standing. "Y ou told me earlier that when you got here, you
weren't supposed to send messages offworldyour employerswouldn't let youbut
that you did anyway. | inferred from your words that you were able to smuggle



in or get access to aholocomm unit for your reportsto your superiors.”

She nodded.

"l need accesstoiit.”

"| can't giveit to you. Orders.”

"Yes, | know. You're under direct orders from your superior not to permit
any communications with the New Republic without hisreview. I'm asking you to
break those orders.”

A touch of distress worked through the armor she wore instead of
expression. She quickly got herself back under control. "Maybe you'd better
explanthat."

"All right. First, | know that your boss, the regiona head of New

Republic Intelligence, is Tomer Darpen.”

Thistime her expresson didn't change. "'l can't confirm or deny that."

"l don't want you to. I'm not trying to wring some sort of admission out

of you, ldla Thisisjust something | figured out... eventualy. Darpen kept
speaking on behdf of theloca Intelligence head, asif hewere privy to his
thoughts. He kept issuing me orders and expecting me to follow them, meaning
that he's either very stupid or very used to having his orders obeyed, both
out of keeping with the sort of role hewas playing. So | conclude that Darpen
isnot just adiplomat, but also amagor player with Intelligence.

"Anyway, he cameto metoday and ordered meto stop doing my sm-weapons
training with Adumari pilots. Some of them are picking up the habit, which
meanswe aren't playing this diplomatic game by their rules, and he thinks
that'savery bad thing."

lellamanaged a soft smile. "He ordered you."

"I'm usudly pretty good about taking orders’

"If occasondly reinterpreting them rather thoroughly”

"But only when therés aclear chain of command. Tomer Darpenisntin

it. My fear isthat he's going to get in touch with Genera Cracken and get

the confirmation of his ordersthat he needs... but in such away that Cracken
isdtill not aware of what it means. The live-wegpons dudling, me and my
pilots having to kill alot of eager flyerswho just want to achieve alittle
persona honor..."

lellanodded. "So you want to give Cracken the whole story, so he can

issue orders, or refuse them, based on the compl ete picture.”

"Yes"

She sighed. "Wedge, | can't help you. My chain of command isvery clear,
and so are my orders. What you're doing now, provoking the regiona
Intelligence head, isasort of contrarinessthat Admiral Ackbar or the Chief
of State will excuse you for. What you're asking me to do is ddliberate
disobedience of direct orders. | can't.”

"Oh." Suddenly deflated, Wedge sat on the opposite end of the couch.
"Well, then. I'll find anew plan. Perhaps I'll send Janson and Hobbie back in
their X-wingsto deliver my message. It will just take longer. Maybe too long.

"I'm sorry,” shesaid.

"Me, too."

"Isthere anything ese 1 can help you with?'

"Yes." Stirring from hismomentary depression, Wedge faced her. "Admira
Rogrissisin command of the Agonizer. | need away to get in touch with him
without aerting his subordinates... or our people.”



Her eyebrows went up. "Better not let my superior hear about that. Hell
think you're conspiring with the enemy.”

"I hope very much to conspire with the enemy. Can you do it?"

"| think 0. It may take sometime. Anything ese?"

"No." Hedghed. "Wait. Yes, thereis"

Shewaited.

"ldlg, if Generd Cracken orders meto play Turr Phennir's game with the
aerid duds, I'll refuse. I'll resgn my commission." He saw her jaw drop.
"When | do that, that's my wholelife, packaged up and fired out amissile
port. | have to start over from the ground up new career, new friends, new
world, maybe even anew name.

"SinceI'm on the verge of losing everything | have left, | need, |

redlly need, to find out how | lost something earlier. So | don't doit again
with anyone else. | need to know how I lost your regard.”

She dared at him asif stupefied for long moments. Findly she shook her
head and said, "Wedge, you never lost my regard. Y ou never lost my respect.”
"Then how did I lose your friendship? Where did it go, how did | chaseit
off?' Hefdt ahard knot forming in histhroat, and it made his voice raspy.
"It'snot likethat. It's nothing you did. It's something | did." Her

expression lost al sdf-assurance. "Wedge, let's not do thisnow.”
"When?ella, we can't do it when I'm acivilian, being shipped back to
Coruscant in disgrace for amission | never wanted in thefirst place. Now's
thetime." He did toward her, the knot in histhroat threatening to cut off
his speech dtogether. "Please, because we were friends. Tell me how we
stopped. Wasit my relationship with Qwi?"

A flicker of pain crossed her face. "No. Yes. It'srelated to that.”

"Well, that certainly clarifies maiters.”

She lashed out, striking his shoulder with her open palm. The blow nearly
shoved him off the sofa. "Don't make light of it. Thisisvery hard for me."
"I'm sorry." Wedge rubbed the stinging from his shoulder and resumed his
sedt. "I'll just ligten.”

Her words were along timein coming. He saw her struggle with them, as
if trying to find the perfect angle of gpproach on atarget that had none.
Then tears came, just two of them. She brushed them away and findly spoke.
"When Diric died... theway hedied, still struggling with his brainwashing,
gl atool of the Empire, and | had not just hislossto dedl with but all

that shame, you and Corran were there for me. Making things better. Whenever |
flailed out, looking for support, my hand would fal into one of yours. That
made dl the difference. And when | gradudly got better, when | eventually
figured out that the galaxy was just going to keep spinning and | could keep
functioning within it, you didn't wander away. It wasn't a"Y ou're dl better
now, o it's back to work for me.' | can't tell you what that meant to me.
"And gradudly, | began to wonder..." She was silent for long moments.
"To wonder if maybe there was a chance for you and me."

He gave her anod. "'l had those same thoughts.”

"But | told mysdlf, 'It's too soon to be thinking about that.' | told

mysdlf that for along time. | just accepted the time we had together, like
after thewhole Lusankya affair. | coasted.”

"I didn't want to put pressure on you,” Wedge said. "Any pressure. That
would have been..."

"Morbid?'



"Opportunistic? Crude? Janson-like?"

She managed alittle smile. "Looking back onit, after awhile, | don't

suppose you could have thought | was il interested in you. We became just
pas, like Corran and | are, while | waited for, | don't know, that final

sgnd from somewhere degp in my mind that | was dl ready to start my lifeup
again. That Sgna never came, or | missed it, and we were apart o much of
thetime... and one day there she was, Qwi Xux, the neediest littlething in

the gdaxy, hanging off your arm..."

Wedge cleared histhroat. "Urn, I'm not sure”

"And | realized I'd waited too long. It was my mistake. | hadn't told you

the truth about the way | felt, I'd waited for you to make afirst move you
weretoo ethical to make, and al these expectations I'd madein my mind blew
apart like the Desth Star. One second, solid and permanent, the next second,
countless millions of little white specks of nothingness.”

"So, ultimatdly, | lost your friendship by getting involved with another

woman."

lellashook her head. "Not exactly, Wedge. It wasn't what you did. It was
because, after you did it, | couldn't stand seeing you. It hurt every timel

saw you, knowing that I'd thrown away my own opportunity. And you can't be
friends with someone who cuts out your heart, even unintentionaly, every time
you runinto him."

"Y ou know we're not together anymore. Qwi and 1."

She nodded, but her expression did not lighten. "Wes Janson told me the

first night he ran into me, at the perator's court.”

"And?

"And what? And she's gone, and so maybe we can start dl over agan?’
Surprised by the heat and anger in her voice, Wedge drew back. " Something
likethat."

"Wedge Antilles, | don't care how much it hurts. | will not be number two

to some feather-brained”

A smal explosion next door vibrated the wal and burned a hole, the

diameter of afinger, init. Wedge grabbed Iellas deeve and pulled her down
to the rug with him. He drew his own blaster.

Iellagrabbed the barrd, kept him from swinging it into line. "Don't,"

sesad. "It's’

Another shot penetrated thewall at about eye level. From the other

quarters Wedge could hear shouting, the sound of pottery shattering.

"just my neighbor, Garatty ke Kith"

There was the familiar crack of ablastsword going off, and ayelp of

pan.

"and hisfeud with"

"Irasd ke Voltin," Wedge said.

"Y ou know him?'

"Y ou meet alot of people when you're an ambassador.”

Therewasonefind crash, something like ahundred kilos of mest being
violently dammed thefloor, and quiet fell again.

"That will probably end thefeud,” Iellasaid.

Wedge rose and offered her ahand up. He bolstered his sdearm. He was
surprised at how much energy the motion took. Suddenly his endurance seemed to
have abandoned him. "Back to the subject. So what you're saying isthat | hurt
you so badly that we can never be anything to one another again.”



Iellalooked as though she were reviewing somethingthe last severd

things sheld said, perhapsthelast severd yearsof her life. Finaly she

said, "l suppose that iswhat I'm saying.” Shelooked on the verge of tears
again. "I'm sorry, Wedge. | am. But | think you'd better leave.”

"It'snot leaving that's hard anymore," he said, scarcely recognizing his

own voice. "It'sfinding somewhereto go." He turned toward the door.
Adrendine jolted through him. The shock that hit him wasthat of aman
redlizing that he was about to step into atrap or afirefight, something that
could end hislifein asecond.

It couldn't be a precognitive warning. Outside of a cockpit, his pattern
recognition skillsdidn't afford him warningslike that... and besides, had
there been danger beyond the door, Janson would have communicated with him.
No, the danger was more personal. It was indeed a matter of Step through
that door and your lifeisover, but in avery different way. "Just how stupid
do you think | am?" he asked.

"What?"

Heturned to face her again. His energy was back. He felt it burning

within him. And he now knew the nature of the one last barrier sanding
between the two of them Her injured pride, shielding her from further harm...
but aso shidding her from him. "How big an idiot would | haveto beto walk
out that door?"

"l don't understand, Wedge. | just wish you'd go.”

"Yes, it would be easier that way. Lessrisk of humiliation.” He moved to
stand before her again. "Now, listen. For years, even when we didn't see one
another for ages, | knew that you were apart of my life. Until afew nights
ago, when you said we weren't friends anymore. Sincethen, I've beenin
mourning. Not just missing afriend, but grieving for alogt part of my life.

"It took me awhileto figure that out, and to understand just how much |
need you to bein my life. Asmy friend, and more than my friend, for good.
Now you tel meit can't happen. Because of mistakes. | made some, you made
some, and now our chances are al behind us?' He shook his head vehemently.
"No, ldla That would be another mistake, and the older we get, the lesstime
we have to bounce back from them. I'm tired of making mistakes."

He put one hand behind her neck, the other around her waist, and drew her
to him. Shelooked at him, surprisein her eyes.

"You'reagrown woman and intraining,” he said. "If you want me out of
your room, it'll take you just one knee and alittle leverage to put me out.

But you can't just tell meto go, not thistime. | love you. I'm not going to
meekly walk away." He pulled her face to hisand kissed her.

He had aglimpse of her widening eyes. Then hewas|ost in the sweetness

of her lips.

He could have tensed against the impact he was sure would follow, but did
not. If thiswasto be the last kiss he was ever to have from her, he wanted

to enjoy every millisecond of it.

And the milliseconds stretched into full seconds, and her arms snaked
around his neck and held him tight. Finally, it was aneed for oxygen that
forced him to break their kiss. He held her tight, looking into eyes that were
wide but not darmed, lipsthat were curved ever so dightly into an enigmatic
amile."If I'mlying inabdl inthecorridor,” hesad, "I'm doing a
tremendous job of hdlucinating that I'm not."

"Now's not thetimeto joke," she said.



"Vey wdl."

She put her fingersup in his hair, turned his head thisway and that,

and looked at him as though seeing him for thefirst time. "So thisisthe
cockpit Wedge," she said. "The one the enemy has boxed in, and suddenly he
sngps and goes off in an unanticipated direction, changing dl therules™
"That'sme"

"It'svery becoming. | wish you'd shown him to me before. Why aren't you
like this on the ground?'

He shrugged. "I've never been dl that comfortable on the ground. But I'm
learning.”

"I'd say you were." She kissed him.

When they broke for air asecond time, Wedge noted, without surprise,
that they were seated on her sofa again. He hadn't remembered getting there,
but supposed that the sofalegs were not as close to buckling as hiswere.
"What you said before," ldlasaid, awhisper againgt his mouth, "about
being inyour lifefor good, sounded alot like aproposa.”

"Let me make it formal." Wedge pulled back, to stand, to adopt a
traditional pose, but Ielladidn't release him.

"Later," shesad. "After Adumar. Let'sjust say for now that I'mwilling

to stop making mistakesif you are.”

"It'saded." He supposed she wanted to hear the words in surroundings
lessdien, intimeslessstresstul.

"But you need to understand something. No matter what a great leader you
may be, Intelligence doesn't take orders from Starfighter Command.”

"Or the other way around.”

"Right. Or the other way around.”

"l can livewith that."

Her expression became worried. "Can you live with this? Wedge, I'm an
Intelligence officer. If my superior tellsmeto, | may end up on the opposite
gdefromyou.”

"Just until this Adumar messisover,” hereminded her.

She nodded. "But will you be able to forgive me? If | have to throw anet
over you and ship you offworld because of your damned fool cockpit-jockey
antics?'

"I'd forgive you. Though | won't haveto." He gave her aconfident grin.

"Y ou wouldn't be able to catch me.”

Her return smile wasthat of awell-fed predator. "I havethefeding |

can catch you anytime | want." She kissed him again.

When Wedge findly left 1dlla's quarters, Janson moved out from his
hiding position to join him. Janson was not graceful going down the sairs;
one of hisknees tended to pop, and his posture was iff.

"You're getting old, Wes."

"l am not old. I'm stiff from waiting for hoursin that stupid corner.

With just three padtries of f the Allegiance to sustain me. Hiding out from al
the other skulker traffic. Did you get what you wanted from lella?’

Wedge turned a surprised face toward Janson. "What?'

"The holocomm access to Genera Cracken? Did she say you could?’
"Oh, that. No." Hefdt hissmile return. Weswas merely baiting him, as
usual. " Say, what happened next door, anyway?"

They reached the bottom of the stairs and marched, Janson hobbling,
through the foyer toward the street. "The guy we met hit the guy who lived



there just as he was going in. They fought for few seconds, and then there was
alot of quiet, and then the guy we taked to came staggering out of there

with the other guy across his shoulders. Dead, | think. And me without anyone
to bet with."

They re ached the street. Wedge was struck sideways by ablast of intense
light; he stumbled, threw up hisdeeveto block the glare. "Sithspit! What's
thet?'

"That's the sun, Wedge. It's after dawn."

"Widl, it offendsme. Turnit off."

"It'sahundred thirty, hundred forty million klicksfrom here."

"Go up inyour X-wing and shoot it down for me."

"You're acting very strangely, chief. Come on, thisway." Janson tugged
Wedge in the direction of their quarters. " Something el se odd happened during
thenight.”

"What?"

"In the darkest, quietest hoursyou hardly ever even heard someone

swinging on acable from bal cony to balcony, and there were bardly two knife
fights out there to keep me awakel thought | heard breathing.”

Wedge afforded him an amused glance. "Y ou bregthe, don't you? In between
fitsof bragging, that is"

Janson shook his head, for once completely serious. "When | wasjust

stting there with my back to thewall, | thought | heard the creak of someone
on the stairs. Coming up, | think. | turned to look around the corner and

there was no one to be seen... though the entire stairwell wasn't lit, of

course. Someone could have been standing in the deepest shadows, theway | was
inthat hallway. | waited and didn't hear anything more, and then | held my
breeth and listened. | thought | heard someone bresthing over there, but
eventudly therewasaroaringin my ears’

"That old lack of oxygen thing will get you every time. How much brain
damage did you suffer?

"Wedge..."

"And, moreimportantly, wasit to any of the parts of your brain that you

use, or wasit in the mgjority portion?"

"Wedge... | redly think someone was spying."

"Well, you should have introduced yoursdlf." Wedge moved over to the

street curb and walked dong its very edge, balancing like a high-wire walker.
"Wedge, stop acting like akid. Y ou're embarrassng me."

Wedge had been adeep in his quarters for five minutes when he became
aware of anoise from the main room shouting, crashing of furniture.

Seepily, he pulled on arobe and stumbled over to open hisdoor.

Tomer Darpen wasin the main room, waking in circles around the main

table. Tycho stood dumped, yawning, in the doorway to his room. Hobbie was
gprawled on the main room floor, immediately behind him atipped-over chair
showing how hed cometo end up prone, and was carefully aiming acomlink at
Tomer and thumbing its on-off switch asthough firing ablaster &t the
diplomat; his expression was groggy enough to suggest that's exactly what he
thought he was doing. Janson emerged in his own doorway, hisrobe askew, and
if glareswerelasers Tomer would have been the victim of adua-linked direct
drike.

Tomer was speaking in avoice loud enough to awvaken deeperson the
floorsimmediately above and below "very promising indeed, but we need to be



there with our best faces on..." Making the turn at the end of the table, he
caught sght of Wedge. "Generad! Excdlent news.

"Excdllent enough to persuade Hobbie to spare your life, | hope,” Wedge
sad.

Tomer glanced a the semiconscious pilot. "Maybe even that good. Asyou
know, the perator of Cartann, two days ago, flew in representatives of dl of
Adumar's nations for purposes of discussing the foundation of aworld
government.”

"I didn't know," Wedge said. "Did you include that in abriefing you sent
U7

"luh, oh." Tomer looked abashed, gave Wedge an apologetic look. "My
mistake. | thought we'd done so. At any rate, we've received word from the
perator's paace that they'll be making an announcement on that subject this
morming.”

"...thsmornng," said the cabinet beside him, its words muffled.

Tomer glanced &t it. "What'sthis?'

"Wt'sths?' said the cabinet.

"Cabinet," Wedge sad.

"I know it'sacabinet, but it'stalking.”

"..tstlkng," said the cabinet.

"Oh, that," said Janson. "It's the Cartann Minister of Crawling Into Very
Smal Spaces.”

Tycho nodded. "He bet Wedge that he could fold himsalf into that cabingt,
around the shelvesand dl."

Hobbie findly found hisvoice, though it was gravelly from lost deep.
"Never bet against Wedge," he said. "The minister getsto stay there until he
admitsthat it was a stupid bet and Wedge doesn't owe him anything."
Tomer looked among them, his expresson making it clear that he knew they
were kidding... and yet therewas still atrace of uncertainty toit. "Anyway,

" he said, "be ready and at the perator's palace in an hour, please.”

"... hr, pis" said the cabinet.

"WEell beready," Wedge said.

When Tomer was gone, Wedge opened the cabinet. Whitecap was il there,
but less of him; the back of his head was open, and it was evident that
hardware once mounted within him was missing.

"Lookslike Halis did some scavenging,” Tycho said.

"LookslikeHalis'

Wedge shut the cabinet againgt further words. "Whereis she, anyway?
Haven't seen her recently.”

Tycho shrugged. "Haven't seen Cheriss either, not snce sometime last
night. | think were being abandoned by our retinue.”

Janson moved to the closet of not-yet-clamed Adumari garments. "What to
wear, what to wear..."

"Dress uniforms, please," Wedge said.

The others groaned.

"No, thisisan officid diplomatic function. From now on, & dl such
functions, it'sdress uniforms. Issue blasters and vibroblades, but no
blastswords. We're not Adumari, and it'stime to stop legitimizing their bad
behavior; wewon't emulate them in any way." Wedge clapped his hands together.
"Let'sgo, people.”

"Grest," Hobbie said. "Who brought the old Wedge out of retirement?’



8

The New Republic officers dress uniformdesigned in committee long ago,
implemented months or years before Wedge was even aware of its existencewas
not the fashion disaster its wearers made it out to be.

It started with ablack deevel ess turtleneck body stocking and boots.

Over it went awhite jacket, a V-necked garment that fastened at about navel
level and below. A broad red band ran aong the left hem of the garment, up
over the shoulder and at an angle down the back, with arank designation in
gold on the red band above the wearer's [eft breast. A gray belt over the
jacket completed the outfit.

There were variaionsto the uniform, with Starfighter Commeand utilizing

black body stockings and FHleet Command preferring gray, for instance. Higher-
ranking officers often preferred instead, and were dlowed, to wear somewhat
cogtlier and better-kept versons of thair day uniformsin formal

circumstances.

It was, Wedge thought, the body stocking that most wearers objected to.
Hight suitsand pilot day uniforms

"The one where the man went after he/d been through your quarters.”

"Ah, that one." Wedge nodded. "It belongsto Tomer Darpen.”

Shelooked crestfallen. "Y ou aready knew."

"No, | guessed, based on some other evidence I've picked up. It's very
vauable to meto have your confirmation. Y our work wasn't wasted. Whereis
your recording unit?"

She pointed to her hair. The eaborate combs holding her hairstylein

place each featured severd crystds, plus smaler sones, some of which
seemed to be glowing. "The lenses and microphones are up here, and | have
cables down to the processor and storage memory, which are on the smal of my
back. I can even zoom with sight and sound.”

"Lessmenacing that way. | think you'll get further with children with a
riglikethis"

"l sugpect youreright." Clusters of Adumari began to converge on the

pilots. "Timefor meto leave. I'll talk to you later." She moved off into the
crowd, drawing her cloak around her, effortlessy becoming an anonymous
Adumari woman.

Wedge steded himsdlf for another endless round of handshaking and
introductions. But the diplomatic ritual wasto have an unexpected benefit
Thefifth introduction he received was from the Cartann Minister of Cognitive
Machinery, and on hisarm was lellaWesdiri. Today she wasin another shesth
dress, this one ranging from red to yellow-gold depending on the angle from
which one viewed the materid, and how it hung upon her; when shewasin
motion, it was like watching firewak. "Thisyoung lady," the wispy-bearded
minister said, "is, like yoursdf, an otherworlder, and has expressed an

interest in meeting the famous pilot. | plucked her from work today so that

she might do s0." were baggy things festooned with pockets. They were
comfortable. The wearer could carry his datapad, plus amusements and weapons
for ahalf squad, in those pockets. The dress uniform body stocking had no
pockets, and the jacket had only a couple of small onesbarely large enough

for datacards. Too, the body stocking reveded any extraweight its wearer
might be carrying, afact not at al gppreciated by image-conscious officers..



. and pilots were often the most image-conscious of all.

But the uniforms tended to have an effect on their audience. When Wedge
and his pilots strode into the Outer Court of the Royal Residence, where
they'd had their reception the first night, the crowd assembled there voiced
an appreciative "ooh" that was music to Wedge's ears. Heraised ahand to wave
jauntily to the crowd, his smile projecting confidence, not betraying the
dight queasiness he felt as the court's miasma of perfumes began to assault
him.

"| fed fat,"Hobbie sad.

"You're not fat," Janson said. " Exceptnever mind.”

" What?"Hobbie said.

“Nothing."

"No, tell me. I've been working out. I've been good. Y ou just can't work
on everything."

"That'sright," Janson said. "It's scarcely noticeable."

"Where?'

A womandready tal, her height amplified by the way her brown hair was
piled atop her headmoved up beside Wedge. "1 found out who that other room
belongsto,” shesad.

Wedge looked at her, then peered closer. "Hallis?"

Shelooked exasperated. "Yes, Hallis."

"Sorry, you gtill 1ook different with only one head.”

"Men dwaystdl methat..."

"Wheat other room?"

"I'm delighted to oblige," Wedge said. When hetook her hand, hefelt
something crinklein his pdm. ldlawithdrew her hand and departed with her
minister, leaving Wedge with ascrap of flimg in his hand and ahgppy memory
of her dazzling amile.

Asinconspicuoudy as he could, he glanced at the flims. Onit was

written anotethe name "Rogriss,” followed by a series of numbers,

recogni zable as a specific communications frequency.

Wedge nodded. That would be the frequency the admiral kept one personal
comm unit tuned tosomething only his executive officer and one or two others
aboard Agonizer should have known. Wedge couldn't begin to guess how Iellahad
come by the knowledge; he was just glad she had. He pocketed the scrap.
Asthe introductions and handshakes continued, he scanned the assembly.

He caught sight of Turr Phennir and pilots, standing in atight little

quartet, dl in Adumari dress. Phennir was scowling, definitely unhappy, and
Wedge grinned at him. It was possibly the most minor of victoriesWedge and
pilots had upstaged the Imperid flyerswith their distinctive uniformsand
entrancebut Wedge was happy to accept any victory he could get.

More invitees crowded into the hall and began to segregate themselves

into large groups. Wedge tried to puzzle out what the divisions meant.

The perator, once again in gold, was surrounded chiefly by ministers and

other courtiers; that group was easy to define. Tomer Darpen hovered at its
edges, prevented by hisdien status from moving closer to the center and
hearing what the perator was saying, prevented by his own nature from moving
farther away.

Wedge saw in two other groups pilots hed flown againgt in smulations
training. Most seemed to be on the periphery of one group of thirty or so
well-dressed nobles, while a couple were with adifferent group of smilar



sze. Wedge noted that the garments of these groups tended to be dightly
different in cut and style than those he was used to, and redlized that the
pilots he recognized were al from nations other than Cartann. That wasit,
then; these were delegations from other nations.

Another group was of Cartann noblesWedge saw |ellaand her minister
among them. Iellanoticed his attention, gave him a smile; then she was back
in character and responding to something said by one of the men in her
vicinity. Most of that crowd congtituted men and women dressed in Smilar
stuffy fashion, which suggested that thiswas acrowd of minigters, but the

fact that they were well away from the perator said that they were agroup the
ruler had no particular need to consultminor functionaries.

Turr Phennir and his pilots were at the center of their own knot of

people. One of Phennir's pilots, atall redheaded man, had his hand out before
him asif grasping a TIE fighter'syoke; hishand shook as though hewere
firing on atarget, and his eyes were wide, animated. The group around him
made noises of admiration. Phennir was not paying atention; his gaze was on
Wedge.

"Before the day's events begin," cdled acourtier, "adiverson. Ground
Champion Cheriss ke Hanadi accepts atitle challenge from Lord Pilot Eneboros
ke Shaapan.”

"That explainswhere Cherissis," Tycho said, and craned hishead for a

better look.

The crowd in the vicinity of the perator moved back to make an open

circle; Wedge headed that way.

Cherisswas dready in the center of the circle, stretching, going

through afew practice thrusts and lunges with her blastsword's power off. Her
gppearance was different from the way it had been in the previous blastsword
match; her intensity was there, but she wore no predatory smile. Shealso
looked tired, alittle disheveled, not her meticuloudy neet self.

Into Wedge's ear, Hobbie said, " She's wearing the same clothes from
yesterday."

Beside him, Janson nodded. "Not like her. Such aclean girl. Even when

she's stabbing people.”

"Quiet," Wedge sad. "There's something wrong here.”

Her opponent, at the edge of the crowd, was very tall and lean, with an
elaborately curled brown mustache and a goatee that tended more toward blond.
Friends or assgtantsto elther sde of him were binding up hisflowing
deeves so they would not interfere with his motions. When he was ready, he
nodded to the speaker, who in turn caught Cherisss eye. She thumbed on the
power of her blastsword and itstip began leaving blue trailsthrough the air.
Her chalenger dso flourished with his blade, itstip leaving traces of a

more purple-blue behind.

The announcer caled for salutesto the perator, then signaed for the

fight to begin.

It didn't take long. The challenger moved in with athrust that was

little morethan aninitia probe. Cheriss swept it aside and, in the same
motion, threw herself forward, a daring counterstrike that left her exposed...
but caught her enemy in therib cage. There was a crack and aflash of blue
light, and with acry her chalenger went down.

Cheriss|ooked to the perator.

Theruler of Cartann shrugged and put his hand out, palm downthe signal



that the defested man should die.

Cherissdowly shook her head and turned her back on the defeated man and
the perator. She moved into the crowd, leaving the fight behind. The audience
parted for her, many of its members offering alow noise of surprise.

"Did shejust do what | thought she did?' Wedge asked. " Give the perator

the choice on what happened to her opponent, and then defy him?”
"That'swhat | got out of it, boss," Hobbie said.

The perator was scowling now, but lost the expression when aminister
stepped up to him and began talking. In moments, the ruler had apparently
forgotten the fight, and friends of the chdlenger picked theinjured man up

to carry him fromthe hall.

Wedge moved through the crowd in pursuit of Cheriss. When he caught up to
her, she was speaking to the man who had announced her fight. "... standard
acceptance for ke Seiufere,” she said. The man nodded.

"Cheriss, amoment of your time?"

She glanced at Wedge, and he was taken aback by what he saw in her
expression. Before she had aways been so animated, so full of energy and
cheer; now her eyes seemed dull, lacking passion or interest. "A moment, yes,"
shesad.

"Wheat are you doing?"

She offered an indifferent shrug. "While | have been acting as your

guide, | havelet other duties pile up. Such as attending to the many
chalenges| receive. | am merely clearing some of those away now." She
suppressed ayawn.

"Y ou haven't changed since yesterday. Have you dept?’

She shook her head. "'l don't need deep to dedl with these pretenders.”

She looked over Wedge's shoulder and her expression became even more mournful.
"Y ou'd best go. Someone might grow suspicious... for no good reason at all.”
Sheturned her back on him and moved into the crowd.

Wedge turned to look. Immediately behind him was Tycho, dert and intent
asever. That didn't make sense; why would Tycho "grow suspicious'?

But over his shoulder, afew meters back, doing avery good job of

looking innocuous, stood I€lla.

Wedge froze and continued to scan the crowd in that direction. Who else
could have provoked such aresponse from Cheriss? He noted and dismissed a
double dozen faces. No, she had to have been referring to lella.

But she shouldn't have known lellas face. To know it, she had to have...
Wedge cal culated the times any of the New Republic pilots had been in contact
with lella. No, Cheriss had to have seeniit last night. She had to have been

the quiet stalker Janson had heard. She must have been outside Wedge's
quarters when he and Janson returned from the Allegiance last night, must have
followed them to their meeting with Iella, must have later gotten alook at
lellasface by some means.

And now shewas

"We are doubly blessed," caled the announcer. " Ground Champion Cheriss
ke Hanadi, not content with asingle victory thisday, accepts atitle
chdlengefrom Lord Pilot Phalle ke Seiufere.”

The crowd moved out to open another circle, and there stood Cheriss, this
time opposite a sguat plug of aman who looked as though he had tremendous
upper body strength. Blond, with shoulder-length yellow hair and amustache
that trailed and swayed limply, the new chalenger stared at Cherisswith red



anger in his sea-green eyes.

Wedge sworeto himsdf. The fight was dready under way by thetime he

was able to maneuver himself to the front of the crowd. Nor wasthisaquick
and easy battle like the last one; Wedge saw Cheriss and her opponent exchange
assault after assault, each time defl ecting blast-sword blows with deft

parries or by the more punishing method of catching the explosive blowson the
guards of their swords. Within momentsthe air wasthic k with the delicate,
colorful traceries of the movements of blast-sword tips and with the acrid

smell of blaster impacts, which became amost strong enough to overpower the
perfumes.

Cheriss's opponent, strong and fast, seemed to have no problem swatting
aside Cherisss assaults before her blade point endangered him. Some of her
thrusts, breathtaking in their speed and intricacy, snaked around the guard on
his|eft-hand dagger, but these he took with equal skill on his blastsword

guard, dways disengaging immediately and moving forward in aggressive attack,
driving Cherissinto retreat. Soon both Cheriss and her opponent were
breathing heavily, sweet running from beneath their heavy and elaborate
dothing.

Cheriss, dowing, swept her opponent’s point aside with the knife she

gill held in her digtinctive reverse grip and leaped forward into alunge.

Her opponent riposted, his blastsword moving her tip out of line while his
remained in linebut her lunge took her body lower than it customarily did,

and suddenly she was skidding past him on her knees. Cheriss struck backward
without looking and her blastsword point took her opponent behind the | eft
knee. He yelped loud enough to drown out the blaster sound of impact, and
collapsed onto one leg; before he could begin to recover, before he could
force his body to work through the pain and shock of blast impact, Cheriss
rose, spun, and tapped him once on each arm. He shrieked once more and dammed
to thefloor. Smoke rose from hiswounds and the air filled with the smell of
burned flesh.

The audience applauded. Cheriss, looking far more tired and shaky than
Wedge had ever seen her, bowed her head to the crowd, then looked to the
perator.

Thistimetheruler did not bother to give her acue. He turned his back

on Cheriss and her downed opponent. The crowd uttered a rippling noise of
surprise. Cheriss turned her back on her opponent and moved into the crowd.
Wedge headed for her. But before he could take half adozen steps through
the milling crowd, the announcer called out, "Attend! Beforethisday isgiven
over entirely to demonstrations of the blastsword art, the perator wishesto
address us, and dl theworld, on the matter of today's gathering."

The crowd went into motion again, its elements dividing by what looked

like random motion into its earlier groupings. Wedge lost track of Cherissand
sghed. Hereturned to his pilots. Tomer and Hallis joined them amoment

leter.

"Nice timing with the New Republic uniforms™ Tomer said. "It turns out

the perator's going to broadcast worldwide. And the Imp pilots, inloca

dress, don't even stand out in the crowd. Y ou couldn't have done better."
"Niceto know I've accomplished something on adiplométic levd," Wedge
sad.

Tapestries high up on two of thewalls drew asde, reveding the

flatscreens Wedge had seen on the night of hisarrival on-planet. The screens



showed confused, wavering visions of a crowdthis crowdand then settled in on
the face of the perator, who was smiling, golden, looking as perfect and
imperishable as a statue. The perator was|ooking off to the Side, talking to
someone; he received some sort of cue, for he turned directly into the flatcam
view and his smile broadened, became dazzling.

"Onthishistoric day," the perator said, "'l addressall of Adumar

something | find I will be doing often.

"We have now had time to see that Adumar does not exist in avoid.

Rather, we share the universe with other worlds, and collectives of worlds.
Hidden for centuries by distance and forgetfulness, we find oursaves now
within easy reach of new friends who would embrace us as equal sexcept for one
important manner in which we are not their equals.”

A murmur rosein the ranks of the audience, and many of its members

looked at Wedge and hispilots, at Turr Phennir and the Imperid flyers. The
expressions of some were curious, those of others graduated toward resentment
or suspicion.

"l find," the perator said, "that we lag behind these united worldsin

only one characteristicone which is easly corrected. We are aworld divided
by ancient borders, national identitiesthat serve only to keep us gpart and

to fragment our ability to make wise decisons affect - ing dl Adumar. | am
grateful to our vigtorsfrom other worlds and their gentle manner of
demondtrating thisto us.”

"We haven't demondtrated anything,” Wedge whispered. "We haven't been
abletotak tohim."

"True," Tomer said, dso in hushed tones. "But he's been absorbing
information we've passed on to him. Records, histories, encyclopedias.”

"In consultation with the rulers and representatives of other nations,”

the perator said, "we have come to an agreement that the establishment of a
unified world government for Adumar will alow usto interact with outsde
worlds more effectively, permitting the establishment of trade and exchange of
knowledge."

"Thisisgood," Tomer whispered. "Thisis excellent.”

The perator drew himsalf more upright, and his expression turned from
cheerful benevolence to aleader's awareness of history and import. "So," he
sad, "on thismemorable day, | hereby establish the government of theworld
of Adumar. With both humility and trepidation | take the reins of command of a
united world." There was a gtirring, agrowing murmur, from one portion of the
audience, but he continued, "This new government will be structured as an
outgrowth of the government of Cartann, and will be centered in the city of
Cartann to dlow for an instantaneous and effective implementation of rule.”

He bowed hishead in humility.

Portions of the audience gpplauded. But ariot of noise erupted from one
large cluster of the audiencethe one, Wedge saw, that was dominated by
foreign dignitaries. "Wait!" cried one dignitary. He surged ahead, out of his
cluster of crowd and toward the perator's, waving his hands, hisflared
deevesrippling with dl the colors of the rainbow. "There has been no vote"
"Liar! That was ashout from a deep-voiced representative wearing muted
greens, even hishair and beard were green. ™Y ou cannot unilaterally” The

rest of his shout was drowned out by the rising volume of gpplause and shouts
from e sawherein the audience.

Not one of these angry declamations was broadcast over the flatscreens on



the walls. Wedge supposed that adirectional voice pickup was being used so
that the perator'swords, and only hiswords, would be broadcast.

Wedge glanced a Tomer. "Iswhat | think is happening actually taking

place here?!

Tomer, confusion on hisface, kept his attention on the perator and

shrugged.

"Y ou know what they cdl it when oneruler declares aworld government

and the rest don't agree?' Wedge asked. He could recognize the anger, the
taunting quality, in hisown voice. "We get awar of conquest. Lasersand
misslesfired on civilian populaions.”

"Shut up,” Tomer said.

The perator finally raised hiseyesto look out over hisworldwide

audience again, and agentle smilereturned to hislips. "Today isthe last

day of the old Adumar,” he said. "Prepare yoursalves and prepare your children
for anew age, agolden age, to follow. Tomorrow wewill dl be citizensof a
new and greater world." He nodded, and the flatscreens on the wall faded to a
neutra gray.

Mogt of the audience burst out in wild applause. The foreign section did

not. Some of its members were now at the edges of the perator's retinue and
being restrained by liveried guards.

The perator addressed them. Y ou must decide what is best for your own
nations, of course," he said. Hisvoice was atificialy amplified and carried
over the shouts of objection and cheers of gpproval. "Return to your
delegations. Cdl your homeands. Do what you fed you must. But trust me,
sample acquiescence will be best. Tomorrow dl nationswill be one, and
governed from this palace. Y ou want to be governed asfriends and aliesnot
enemies of the state.” His pose dignified, he turned and headed toward one of
the Sde exits, aportion of his retinue accompanying him.

Wedge glared a Tomer.

But the diplomat did not look at all abashed. ™Y ou can't blame thison

me," he said. "He's taken our suggestions about aworld government and smply
diced them into hisown ambitionsfor rule”

Wedge's anger didn't waver. "But are you going to press him to abandon
thisplanif it leadsto war?'

Tomer shook hishead. "Thisisadrictly internd affair, Generdl. The

perator might be using our presence, our organizationa needs, asa
rationdization for thismove. But we're not involved, and we can't become
involved."

"Cartann and its satdllite nations, if | read thingsright, are powerful

enough to conquer the nations mogt likely to resist,” Wedge said. "So they
form aworld government, and it'swhat you've seen. A state where human life
isonly vauable when it's harvested for persona honor. Y ou think the New
Republic will want it?'Y ou think it will have anything in common with the New

Republic?'
Tomer nodded, his expression confident. "WEell be able to work it out.
Spesking of which"

"More diversion for the attendees,” cried the announcer. "Cherisske
Hanadi accepts aground title chalenge from Lord Filot Thanaer ke Sekae."
Wedge growled out something inarticulate. To Tomer, hesaid, "Later.”
Then he turned and plunged into the crowd, he ading toward the open area

aready forming.



He spotted and reached Cheriss before she entered the circle. If

anything, she looked moretired, more lifeless than before. He glowered at the
men and women surrounding her until they retreasted astep or two. "What do you
think you're doing?' he asked her.

Shelooked at him, asidelong glance without emotion. "I told you

dready.”

"Youlied," hesad. "I'll tel you. Y ou're committing suicide.”

"No. | can beat him." Y et there was no anger in her voice, no emotion of
any kind.

"Probably. If you do, will you accept another chalenge?'

"y es"

"And another?"

"Yes"

"Until whet?"

"Until thereare no chdlenges|eft.”

"Or you're defeated.” He leaned in closer. ™Y ou spurned the perator

earlier today. Y ou offered him the fate of your foe and then you chosethe
other way. Now, to avenge the insult and please the perator, anyone who
defeats you will kill you. No onewill offer you mercy ever again. Correct?’
She looked past him to where her opponent waited. Wedge caught a glimpse
of him, aman of medium height, hisdark tunic and beard tricked out with
fringes of flowing red ribbons. "My opponent iswaiting,” she said.

"He can wait." Wedge drew a deep breath and tried to settle histhoughts.
"Cheriss, I'm going to say some thingsto you now. They're going to sound
egotigtica. Y ou're probably going to deny them. | don't redlly care. | know
I'mright.

"Y ou care about me, and you know | care about someone else, and you've
decided to dierather than live with that.”

Shejust looked a him.

"I'mwaiting." That was Cherisss opponent, standing alonein thering.
Wedge didn't even look at him. "Y ou've waited thislong," he cdled out.
"Another few minuteswon't make you any homdier."

Members of the audiencetittered. Wedge recognized Janson's laugh among
the others.

He returned his attention to Cheriss. "I just wish," he said, "that in

addition to caring about me, you had some respect for me."

"How can you say that?' At last there was emotion in her voice,
unrestrained anger. "If | did not respect”

"Y ou wouldn't be pointlesdy throwing your life avay, in direct

contradiction to everything | believe?' People surrounding them looked at him,
and he struggled to lower histone. " Cheriss, thisisan act of dishonor.”

Her tone turned contemptuous. "Y ou redly believethat."

"| can proveit toyou. At leadt, | can proveto you that everything you

think about meiswrong. What isit about me that you, and the other Adumari,
think is so honorable?"

"Y our successin killing the enemy™

"No. That's dishonorable." He waited until her eyes widened, then he
continued, "Or it would be, without the right intent. Why do | kill the enemy,
Cheriss?'

"Forfor the honor"

"Circular thinking. I'm honorable because | kill theenemy, and | kill



the enemy for the honor. There's nothing there, Cheriss. Hereésthetruth |

kill the enemy so someone, somewhereprobably someone I've never met and never
will meetwill be happy."

Shelooked confused. "That doesn't make sense.”

"Yes, it does. | told you how | lost my parents. Nothing | ever do can

make up for that loss. But if | put mysdlf in the way of peoplejust asbad as
the oneswho killed my family, if | burn them down, then someone e sethey
would have hurt getsto stay happy. That's the only honorable thing about my
professon. It'snot thekilling. It's making the galaxy alittle better.”

She shook her head, unbdlieving.

"And now you'e here, thinking like an immeature girl instead of awoman,
anxious to throw away your life because you're unhappy now. And because you've
beentold al your life that theré's honor in doing something like this. Tell

me, where's the honor? Are you making Adumar a better place? Are you giving
anyone abetter life? Are you weeding bad men out of the court of Cartann, or
areyou just cutting them down randomly?" "I... 1..."

"Just stop doing this, Cheriss. Figure out how you're going to live and

be happy, not why you can't. Well tak. You'l learn how."

Something settled in Cherisss expression, some pain behind her eyes.

"Very wel," shesad. "After thisfight." "Refusethis chalenge. It's
meaningless." "It's meaningless... but I've dready accepted it." She drew her
blastsword and examined the blade from guard to point. "I can't withdraw my
acceptance now. 1'd be shamed forever." "Cheriss'

"l can't, General." She moved past him to stand at the edge of the

crcle

Wedge's pilots and Tomer moved in beside him as the announcer went
through the usud ritual commencing adud.

"No good, huh?" Janson asked. " Some good,” Wedge said. "'If she survives."
He looked around, caught sight of Iella. She was standing once more beside her
minister escort, her expresson mimicking the gppreciation of blood sports
Wedge could see on countless faces around her... but she saw Wedge looking,
and he glimpsed worry behind her act.

Then Cheriss and Thanaer moved against one another.

Their duel was much likethelast one, for Thanaer's blows were strong

and lightning-fast... and it seemed to Wedge that Cheriss had dowed further.
Nor had she the physica strength to beat her way past Thanaer's defense; with
dagger and blastsword he swept each of her thrusts asde. They drove against
one another in aclinch, each blastsword locked at its hilt against the
other'sknife, and when they parted, she managed to blood his sword arm's
wrist with asudden dash of her knife, but the wound did not dow him.

Then they came together, another furious exchange of thrusts and parries,

and one of Thanaer's blows, dmost too fast to trace, flicked past her defense
to strike her in the chest. There was a crack of released energy. Cherisswas
thrown back and down to the floor by the blow.

Shelay unmoving, her eyes closed, her breath coming fast and shalow.
Moving with exaggerated downess and care, Thanaer sheathed his dagger,
reached down to switch off the power to Cherisss blastsword, and nudged that
wespon away with the toe of his boot. Then he looked out into the crowd.

A lady at the edge of the crowdblond, appedling, dressed in dternating

shades of blue and violet, her featuresinnocent and carefreesmiled a him

and held out her hand. Palm down.



"Soitis," Thanaer said, and raised the point of his blastsword.

Wedge took astep forward, opened his mouth to speakbut he was a half
second behind Janson, who shouted, abellow that filled the chamber,
"Challenge!”

Thanaer and the crowd turned to look. Janson stood, one hand inthe air

and feet gpart in amockery of aheroic pose, hisexpresson merry. "That's
right, Ribbon-Beard. | chalenge you."

Thanaer blinked a him. "Title or non-title?

"Oh, non-title, | think. I don't want your title. Just some of that thin

stuff you usefor blood.”

The Cartann pilot smiled a him. "Very well. Assoon as| dispose of this
ground-bound rubbish, we can begin."

Janson's tone became mocking. "No, no, no. You kill her and | withdraw
thechdlenge”

A murmur rose in the crowd, asound of surprise. Thanaer's face darkened.
"Youinsult me, Mgor."

Tomer, behind Wedge and Janson, whispered, ™Y ou can't do that. If you put
conditions on the offering of challenge, it suggeststhat you have no interest

in dudling him. Only in the conditions”

Janson whispered back, "Thank you, Tomer. Now | understand.” He raised
hisvoice. "Y es, Thanaer, | insult you." The murmursin the crowd grew louder.
"Y ou see, you're just not good enough to face mein theair or on the ground.
| have no interest in dudling you. I'll do it for the girl's sake. Spare her,

I'll give you this once-in-alife-time chance. Kill her and I'll tregt you

like the nobody you are, and you'll never get to face me. Isthat smple
enough for you to understand?’ With hislast few words, he took on the tone of
aschool lecturer who had neither affection nor respect for his students.
There were gasps from the crowd at hiswords. Thanaer straightened,
gtiffening, and looked down at Cheriss. Histhinking was very clear to Wedge
Kill thegirl, not just for the honor, but to offend Janson, or accept the
challenge and gobble up dl the honor he could.

He sheathed hissword. "I accept,” he said. "1 will put your words on the

tip of my blastsword and reinsert them in you." He moved away from Cherissto
stand at the edge of the crowd.

Wedge and his pilots moved to knedl beside Cheriss. Her face was covered
in asheen of sweat, and there was agrayness, apallor to it. Steam rose from
her wound.

"Upper left pectoral,” Tycho said. "Not too deep. Survivable. But she's

in shock. That can kill her.”

Wedge sworeto himsdlf. The dress uniformsthey wore didn't alow themto
carry their headsets; the comlinks they carried were very small, short-range
only. Hesaid, "Tycho, get her to the plaza. Don't waste time. Don't |et
anybody stop you. Hobbie, relay amessage viathe X-wingsto Allegiance. Have
them scramble amedi cal team down to our arrival plazain the shuttle. Then |
catch up to Tycho. Act as hiswingman to the plaza.”

Tycho nodded and gathered Cheriss up in hisarms. In seconds both pilots
were gone.

Wedge and Janson straightened and turned to ook at Thanaer. The Cartann
pilot was executing the same lunge over and over again for the enjoyment of
the crowd.

"Y ou jumped out ahead of me," Wedge said. " Thiswasmy fight."



Janson amiled. "Notice that, did you?'

"You don't think | can take him?"

"l know you can." Janson's smile changed from smple merriment to the

cold, reptilian satisfaction he sometimes demonstrated when he findly got a
target lock on adifficult opponent who richly deserved to become one with
deep-space vacuum. "But there are three important reasons why | should take
thisfight and you shouldnt.”

"Suchas"

"Firgt, the professional reason. Y ou're the diplomat, the focus of what's
going on. Should something go wrong, you're not expendable. | am. Second, a
persond reason. Y ou'd do thisout of duty. Me, I'm going to enjoy it." He
took off hisbelt and shrugged hisway out of the jacket, exposing bare arms
and the vibroblade shegth strapped to hisleft forearm. He handed both
garments to Wedge and picked up Cherisss blastsword.

"Third reeson?'

"Also persond." He glanced past Wedge into the crowd. "1'm not sure what
al went on last night... but you can consider this an engagement present. Or
whatever." He turned from Wedge and stepped out into the circle, raising the
blastsword high. The audience roared.

"Beforeyou die," Thanaer said, "1'm going to teach you the consequences

of insulting your betters.

Janson smiled back at him. He gestured toward the woman who had
pronounced the pam-down death sentence on Cheriss. "Thanaer, | have to admit,
your widow sureis pretty.”

The announcer interrupted their exchange. "We have anon-title ground
challenge. Our new ground champion, Lord Pilot Thanaer ke Sekae, acceptsthe
chalenge of Mg or Wes Janson of the New Republic diplomatic envoy.”
There was little gpplause from the crowd thistime. Wedge sensed a
breathlessness to their expectation. He shared it.

Hedidn't redize Tomer had joined him until the diplomat spoke.

"Something of ano-win Stuation,” Tomer said.

"Explainthat."

"If Janson loses, obvioudy, your diplomatic party is reduced. Fewer

pilots, fewer objects of admiration for the Adumari. The Imperidsaren't
obliged to reduce the size of their party. If Janson wins, well, Thanaer is

very well respected here. Very much beloved of the court of Cartann and the
perator.n

Wedge shook his head. "Recdculate that, Tomer. If Janson loses, aman
who does good things dies. If Thanaer loses, aman willing to gain some points
at the cost of thelife of ayoung woman dies. Are you capable of seeing the
difference?’

Tomer sighed. "'l think you and | speak very different didectsof Basic.”

"For once we agree.”

"To the perator,” the announcer said. Thanaer turned toward the exit by
which the perator departed and saluted in theritual circle-and-cross pattern.
Janson followed suit, his sdlute adoppy one.

"Honor or desth," the announcer said, and retreated into the crowd.

Thanaer assumed an on-guard pose.

Janson switched Cherisss blastsword to hisleft hand. "Wait! Look at

this" Hewaved it furioudy inthe air before him. "Look! A bantha!"
Theglowing trail leftin theair by thetip of hisblastsword did, in



fact, resemble a child's scrawled impression of abantha

Wedge frowned. Janson wasn't left-handed. It wasn't agood ideato leave
himself exposed thiswayhis sole ready wegpon in his off hand.

Thanaer just stared, his expression confused.

"Not familiar with banthas?' Janson shrugged. "Try this" He waved again,
creating an unrecognizable snarl of glowing bluelinesin another volume of

ar. "An Adumari farumme! Here's another one." He waved again, and the result,
had it been processed through a computer and extensively repaired, could have
resembled one of the locdl fighter-craft. "A Blade-Thirty-two!™

Thanaer just waited. "Are you ready to dieyet?'

"One more." Where the bantha scribble had faded, Janson traced another
design. It wasagtick figure of aman with aridiculoudy tiny circlefor a

head. "It's Thanaer ke Sekae!"

Thanaer's jaw tightened, the only change to his expression Wedge could

see through the beard and ridiculous ribbons. Thanaer, al business, lunged.
Janson twisted toward the attack and brought Thanaer's blade out of line

with his own. Thanaer's forward momentum brought them together, their hilt
guards crashing into one another.

Janson brought his right forearm up in ablow that snapped Thanaer's head
back and smashed the man's nose flat. With his right hand, Janson seized
Thanaer's sword hand and dammed it down across his upraised knee. Thanaer's
sword point hit the floor with aloud blaster pop and the hilt followed,
dropping from Thanaer's nervelessfingers.

Janson gave Thanaer ashove and the Cartann pilot staggered backward,
suddenly disarmed and disoriented. Janson brought his boot heel down on the
other man's sword blade, just above the guard. The blade parted with a
metallic sound and its point ceased hissing, ceased drawing glowing linesin
theair.

Janson smiled at the man. "Y our ordersare smple." He switched off the
power to Cheriss's blastsword and tossed the weapon, with feigned negligence,
back in the direction he had come from. Wedge caught it out of theair. "l
punch. Y ou suffer. Got it?"

Thanaer responded by reaching for his dagger. Janson let him get it into

his hand, then spun into akick that further punished Thanaer's sword hand and
sent the dagger flying. It clattered to the ground near the edge of the crowd
and skidded past the feet of the foremost observers.

"Forgot to mention,” Janson said, "on some worlds people fight with their

feet, too. Feet, hands, rocks, pure cussed willpowerthey're warriors. Y ou,
yourejust adilettante.” He brought his hands up in astandard unarmed
combat pose, left arm and |eft side leading.

Confused and uncertain, blood streaming from his nose, Thanaer brought up
his own handsin an imitation of Janson's posture.

Janson smiled and waded in.

Wedge struggled to keep awince from hisface. It was amassacre. Janson
fired off blowsinto Thanaer's midsection. When the Adumari pilot tried to
block those shots, Janson concentrated on hisribs, and Wedge could hear
occasiona cracks as bones gave way under his blows. When Thanaer tried to
strike, Janson took the blows on hisforearms or shoulders, or, in the case of
especidly clumsy shots, withdrew a handspan or two and let Thanaer unload his
blowsinto empty air.

And aways Janson returned to pounding, to beeting, his blows sounding



like someone using a hardwood club on aside of hanging bantha meat.
Hedidn't hit Thanaer in the face again. Wedge knew thiswasn't mercy,

but common sensgawbones being more likely to break fingers than the other
way around.

Thanaer'sfina few blows madeit clear that he could barely see and

waan't thinking at dl; he lashed out against empty air half ameter to the

left of Janson's position, then stared around, looking randomly for afoein
clear view ameter before him.

"At least you could say you were knocked out by awell-struck blow of the
fig," Janson sad. "If | were going to be niceto you, that is" He held up

his open hand, palm toward his opponent, until Thanaer's bleary gaze fixed on
it. Then he stretched his hand full out to his sideand dapped Thanaer, a

blow that sounded like the crack of an energy whip.

He drew his hand back again.

But Thanaer's eyesrolled up in hishead as ared mark the approximate
shape of Janson's hand appeared on his cheek, and his knees collapsed under
him. He hit the floor with agrunt and his eyes fluttered shut.

Janson waved jauntily at the crowd and returned to Wedge's Side,

whistling something Wedge recognized as a Taanabian dancing mel ody.
Applause broke out in the crowd, but it was not universalexclamations

and murmurs competed with it in volume.

Wedge helped him put his jacket back on. "That wasit?" he asked. "You
staked the entire fight on the assumption that you could block hisfirst shot

a you?'

Janson nodded. "' Pretty much. | just couldn't see him throwing his best

attack on the very firg attack of the match. That gave me one crack at him,
maybe two." Hetied hisbelt back around him.

"Y ou shouldn't have humiliated him," Tomer said.

Janson peered a him. "Thiswholeworld isfull of 'shouldn't haves

Tomer. Without that humiliation, there was no chance held learn anything. With
it, | figure he has about afive percent chance of redizing that hesabig

bag of Hutt droppings. Which isfive percent more than he had afew minutes
ago." He shrugged. "Who's hungry?' Wedge grinned. "L et's get out of here. I'm

buying."
9

Therest of the day offered hopeful news, and more than once.

By the time Wedge and Janson, joined by Hobbie, found adining
establishment whereasmall private room would afford them a certain amount of
peece, the verdict wasin on Cheriss. "Shell makeit,” Tycho explained via
comlink. "She's responding well to the bacta and should be released in aday,
maybe less."

"Good," Wedge said. "Make sure the medica staff knowsto notify me when
they'reto release her. | want to be there asafriendly face when they cut

her loose" "Will do."

"And get down here. We have plenty to do today.” "Have you ever thought
about deeping, boss?' Wedge grinned. "Which is, exactly, what?' "Sort of like
being shot until you're unconscious, except there's no bacta, and you often

end up feding better than when you started.”

"Sounds good. I'll giveit atry someday. Cdl in when you reach



groundside. Out." Wedge folded up his headset and returned his atention to
the menu, aflexible flatscreen that showed the evening's available dishes as
aseries of animations running around the screen engaged in blastsword dudls
with one ancther. "'l don't think | want to eat anything that lookslike it
wantsto cut itsway back out of me."

Hobbie gave him adubious|ook. "Did you say we had plenty to do still?*
Wedge nodded.

"What, exactly?"

"WEé're going to try to subvert an Imperia admird.”

"Oh," Hobbie said. " Something easy. While you're doing that, why don't
Wes and | smuggle oursalves aboard Agonizer and destroy her with thrown rocks?

Wedge gave him agrin. "With theright tool ssay, a hundred thousand

Ewoks and amonth to prepareyou could probably do that. In the meantime, we
have the right tools to subvert our Imperia admird."

"Whét tools?"

"Oh, Wess maturity, your optimism, and my diplomatic skills."

Hobbie buried hisfacein hishands. "We're doomed.”

Though he picked up amore powerful comlink from his quarters, Wedge kept
its power output turned low, so that hissignal could not possibly carry as

far as Agonizer or even the nearest Cartann city. And every half hour, he or
oneof hispilotsputinacal for Admira Rogriss.

Shortly after Adumar's sun sank and the first of her two moonsrose, he

got an answer and arranged an appointment.

An hour |ater, he stood aone at the periphery of a Cartann plazanot the

one where he and his pilots had landed, days ago, but another of the same size
some distance away. Its centra feature was alarge fountain; at its center

was around idand of something like duracrete supporting a scul pture made of
some brassy meta. The sculpture showed the perator in hisyounger days,
wesaring a Blade fighter-craft pilot's suit, waving to acrowd that was not
present at this hour; behind him was asemicircle of seven fungus-shaped
explosion clouds, representing, Wedge assumed, seven military campaigns or
bombing runs.

Admird Rogrisswas not too long in coming. Wedge saw two slhouettes
approaching from the opposite side of the plaza; one, larger, stayed back in
the vicinity of the fountains, while the other moved ungteadily forward toward
Wedge. Soon enough, moonlight illuminated his features, reveaing him to be
theadmird.

Wedge hit back a comment. Rogriss had deteriorated in the short time

snce Wedge had seen him last. Though the man's expression was cheerful and
carefree, his posture and movements made it clear that he wasasdrunk asa
new soldier on hisfirg leave. In addition, something had changed in the

man's face. Wedge had seen the expression before, the change that takes place
when a cocky young pilot loses a battle but survivesto redize that heian't
immortal, that he can be begaten.

Wedge nodded toward the figure who had hung back. "Y our bodyguard? A
loca or an Imperid?"

"A fathful son of the Empire,” Rogrisssaid, histonejovid. "Cometo

protect me and to witness from afar your bribe attempt.”

Wedge smiled and shook his head. "Bribe attempt? I'm afraid I'm here
empty-handed.”



"Ah. Asskillful aspy asyou are adiplomat, | see. Y ou're not hereto

offer me acommand, asdary, the gratitude of the Rebd Allianceif I'd only
just betray those I've served faithfully for longer than you've been dive?|
must say, my boy, I'm disappointed.”

"No, that sort of thing isfor thered spies. I'm just apilot." Wedge

lost hissmile. "But | do have something to offer you. A way out."
Rogrisslaughed. "A way out of what? My penson?”

"Out of your dilemma. Just listen for aminute, Admiral. | don't expect

you to admit to anything I'm saying; you won't offer up any information, and
that'sfine. But | want you to hear what | haveto say."

Rogriss considered, then nodded.

"It'sobvioudy in your best interest if the Adumari chooseto sde with

the Empire," Wedge said.

Rogrisslaughed again. "Thank you for pointing that out. You redly are
adapting to life asadiplomat.”

"Not becauseit's your misson, but because the dternative will mean

your ruin. Probably your death. A suicide, | expect.”

Rogrissdidn't answer. He just cocked an eyebrow, his expression dubious,
and waited.

"Because if Adumar sideswith the New Republic, you're obliged to contact
your superiors, in spite of the oath you swore on their behdf, and they send
inaninvason force. Theinvasion force hammers Adumar so badly that it's
shattered, probably not worth sweeping up the pieces. A metaphor, | suppose,
for your word of honor, which will bejust asruined. Just asirreparable.”
"Seehere, Antilles’

"No, just listen, Rogriss. Werein kind of the same position here. Play

by the rules, do aswe're told, keep our careersand lose everything. Or risk,
and probably lose, everythingexcept our word. Thething is, our word isthe
onething no one can take from us unlesswe leave it vulnerable. All I'm
saying to youif I'm right about what you're being called on to doisthat you
shouldn't offer up your honor like that. Y ou should refuse to break your word.
And if your world suddenly becomes hostile to you because you choose to
preserve your honor, you can cometo usinstead of going home and facing
execution." "You're absurd.” "I've been told that before." Rogrissturned
away... but did not move. After amo - ment he turned back. " Speaking
hypotheticaly, if what you said weretrue, and | did what you recommended, my
children could never be made to understand what 1'd done."

"Have you raised them to be like you? Anayticd, inteligent,

suspicious, mean?'

Rogriss smiled again, thistime showing teeth. "1'd expressit a

different way. But yes."

"Then they won't believe what they're told just because someonein

authority told them. And you've got it backward. If my suspicions about your
orders are correct, and you disobeyed them and went home, you'd be executed
and might never even have last words to say to your children. If you come
over, our Intelligence divison can get messagesto them, and I'll guarantee
they'll do ... or I'll arrangeto do it personally. Y ou'll have your chance

to make your reasons known to your daughter and son. Even achanceto offer
them passage to the New Republic, if that's something they want.”

"Ah." Rogrissshrugged. "Y ou spin interesting fictions, Antilles”

Wedge held out adatacard to him. "On thisis my emergency contact



frequency. Y ou should be able to reach methisway at any time. If you want to
accept my offer. Evenif you just want to gloat."

Rogrisstook it. "I can't pass up an opportunity to gloat.”

"What Imperid admird could?'

"Good-bye, Genera."

"Good evening, Admird."

Rogrissswalk, as hel€eft, was dower than before, but more sure. Was he
weighed down by Wedge's offer, or by being reminded of the dilemma before him?
Or had he ssmply sobered up a bit? Wedge didn't know.

Before the pilotsturned in for the evening, their datapads received a
transmisson from Tomer. The perator had caled another gathering on the world
government question for his palace the following evening.

Wedge and Red Hight spent the next morning and afternoon at their usua
pursuit, what they were now caling "flight school"accepting chalengesfrom
Adumari pilots and demongtrating to them the New Republic way of doing things.
There were fewer challengestoday, giving them some long, peaceful stretches
when they could just fly for thejoy of it.

Today, after the flying, there was no parade lining of well-wishers
accompanying them on their way back to their quarters, just afew admirers
crowded at the air base gates. There was no Cherissto tell them how the
Imperid flyers had done with their day's challenges. The ride back to their
building was quiet and uneventful.

"No friends|eft," Janson said, leaning againg therail. "Weve managed

to make everyone hate us."

Tycho offered him ahaf smile. "I thought that's what you'd been trying

to achieve your wholelife."

"Good point." Janson straightened. "What am | complaining about? No,

wait, | knowthey haven't yet erected Statues of usto throw rotten fruit at.”
"Give usanother day," Hobbie said.

They again wore their New Republic dress uniformsfor the night's event.
Thistime, entering the Royal Outer Court ballroom, they had no problem
gpotting the Imperid pilotsthey, too, were in dress uniforms, the spotless
graysthat spoke of decades of the Empiresrule. Dull by the standards of
Adumari dress, they till stood out in the crowd.

"They followed our lead,” Janson said. Hisgrin wasinfectious. "'l bet

they had to be ordered to. Stingsa bit, doesn't it, General Phennir?' Hewas
more than a dozen meters from the Imperid officer, who could not have heard
hiswords, but Phennir till glowered a him.

Tomer joined them. "It'sgoing to be war,” he said, histone regretful.

"Theré's no stopping it now."

"Do meafavor and kill power to this performance,” Wedge said. "Maybe
you are alittle sad that awar isresulting... but therest of itisal

according to your plan.”

Tomer looked confused. "My plan?1 think you're more than alittle mixed

up, Generd."

"No. It's pretty much cut and dried. Let'sgo back intime alittle bit.

Y ou're assigned here asregional head of Intelligence with the task of

bringing Adumar into the New Republic.”

"I'mjust adiplomat”

"Shut up. But they need aworld government to make the task asmpler one
and you get to work persuading the rulers of Adumar's nations to consider such



achange. All very well and good so far.”

Tomer shook his head, adenid, but his attention was fully on Wedge.

"Now, it gets sticky. They want to talk to famous pilots, so you send for

me, intending to keep me around as entertainment for the Cartann court, sSince
| have no diplomatic skillsto speak of. Assoon as| arrive, you discover

that the Empireisaso here, which dragticaly moves up the time frame you're
working in. Thelonger the Empire hasto work on it, the more they can apped
to the Adumari love of blood sports and death in combat, so you have to act
fast. That means creating aworld government by the fastest means possibleby
persuading the perator of Cartann to implement one through leverage and
conquest, something that apped sto him anyway. Wefly fightersfor the
public's amusement while you arrange to sacrifice hundreds, maybe thousands,
of innocentsin awar that will accomplish your mission.”

"Y ou'reinterpreting everything in the most negative possible way."

Wedge felt asurge of triumph; Tomer was no longer denying hisrolein

the Intelligence sde of these affairs. "And thething is, you have to win.
Bringing this off successfully isthe only thing that will saveyou. Y ou know
that you can't explain your whole revised plan to Genera Cracken; held never
go for it. Which iswhy you could never come up with an order from Cracken for
meto play dong with you. Y ou had to implement a communications blackout to
keep word of any kind, other than your own reports, from reaching him. It's
success on Adumar or the end of your career, isn't it, Tomer? Y our career
might not even surviveif you're successful. Chief of State Organa Solo, when
she reviewsthese events, might just decide that you'reawar crimind, not a
successful diplomat.”

Tomer glared for along moment. ™Y ou could have hel ped. Thingswould have
been better.”

"I might have been ableto help... if you'd been straight with me from

the gart. If you hadn't settled on Cartann running everything, through awar

of conquest, asthe only way to get your job done.”

"Y ou use the tools available to youhere's the perator.”

Theruler of Cartann emerged from his doorway, hisretinue of guards and
advisorsaround him like aset of living shields. Wedge saw Hallis, thistime
wearing subdued sea-green and her hair arrayed as it had been yesterday; she
maneuvered to be as close as she could to the ruler, which was still outside
the boundaries suggested by the placement of his outermost guards.

The perator offered up his charismatic smilefor the assembly. Thistime,

there were to be no flatscreens broadcasting his words, though once again they
were amplified so al would hear. "It iswith degp sorrow that | must announce
that certain e ements have chosen not to enter into our plansfor the future.

In specific, the seditious forces ruling the nation of Halbegardiaand the

Y edagon Confederacy have decided to issue statements of defiance. Their
actions are clearly intended to endanger our future relations with other

worlds and could leave Adumar awesak, disorganized planet, ripefor con -
quest from outside. So for the sake of the security of dl Adumari everywhere,
| declare Halbegardia and Y edagon to be outside our protection... and the
targets of efforts of pacification to begin very soon."

He paused, and applause broke out among his courtiers. This day, Wedge
saw smdler clusters of foreign dignitariesin the hal. He suspected that the
ones present yesterday but not today were either under arrest or en route back
to their native lands.



The perator raised hands against the gpplause and it died away. "Will the
pilot-heroes of the Empire and the New Republic please gpproach?’

Wedge put on his business face and led Tycho, Jan-son, and Hobbie

forward. To hisright, the Imperid pilots had formed up in Smilar military
precision. The crowd parted before them, and the two groups of pilots cameto
ahalt at dmogt exactly the same moment, three meters from the perator.

The ruler beamed a them. "Y ou eight pilots have brought considerable
delight and knowledge to Adumar, but it has al been in circumstances somewhat
different than those that brought you fame. | would now like to rectify thet.
Would youand it would please us grestly if you wouldlead units of the
Cartann armed forcesin action against our enemies, so that we might grasp the
full measure of your skill and honor?"

Turr Phennir wasfirst to spesk, hisvoice nearly asrich and warm asthe
perator's. "1t would be my tremendous honor to demonstrate what we have to
offer the people of Cartann and Adumar.”

The perator smiled upon him, then turned to Wedge. "And our
representatives of the New Republic?’

Wedge cleared histhroat. Thiswas not going to be good. "We must

decline

The ruler's expression became one of sorrow, regret. "But why? Can it be
that you carefor uslessthan your Imperia counterparts?

Wedge considered hiswords for a split second. "No, | suspect we care
more. But we must demondtrateit differently. In this case, with arefusa.”

"l see." The perator nodded, his expression suggesting that he would

remain reasonable in the face of hurtful treachery. "Please withdraw."

Wedge and his pilots about-faced and made their retredt.

They passed Tomer going the other way. "That was your last chanceto do
anything pogtive,” Tomer said. "Now it's up to me to undo the damage you've
done." The diplomat hurried on to join the perator's retinue.

"S0," Janson said. "What'sit like to be an ex-diplomat?’

Wedge grinned. "I've been better."

"Think they'll escort usup to Allegiance, or just put us on the business

end of aplanetary defense laser cannon and blast us up there?"

Tomer had made it to the perator's Sde. His eyes, hishand gestures, all

said that he was pleading with the ruler. The perator shook his head again and
again, then stopped to listen. But when Tomer findly turned away and left the
ruler'sretinue, his expression was downcast.

"Genera Antilles!" the perator called. "No, do not step forward. | do

not wish you to be any closer to me than you dready are.”

Wedge stood, waiting, ignoring the rebuke implicit in the ruler'stone.

"| declare you to be an enemy of the state of Cartann,” the perator said.

"But | antold by Lord Tomer Darpen that it might cost Cartann friendshipsto
have you executed asyou deserve.”

Hobbie murmured, "This hasjust gotten alot worse."

"So | declare you and your pilots exiles. Remove yoursdlf from Cartann,

by gauntlet to Giltella Air Base, and never show yoursalves before me again.”
Wordlessly, Wedge turned away from the perator and headed toward the
chamber'sexit. Hefelt blood draining from his head. Theweight of his

falure asadiplomat, anticipated for so long, wasfinaly on him. The moment
of falure did not fed good. In fact, he couldn't remember fedling worsein
recent times.



Y es he could. It was worse when he became certain, for those brief

moments, that he had lost I1ellaforever. HEd survived that and overcomeit.
Hed get through this.

Tomer, walking quickly, reached hisside. "You'rein trouble.”

"I thought my troubles were over."

"No. You'l probably be dead before you get to your Blades."

Wedge stopped. "Blades? We're returning to our X-wings."

Tomer shook his head. "They're being impounded.”

"Impound’

"Even aswe speak. They'll be gone from your ba cony before you can get
back, hauled off like cargo. Y ou need to be thinking about the gauntlet if
you'reto survive."

Wedge took alook around. No members of the crowd stood nearer than half
adozen meters. Most regarded him with expressions of sympathyor sudden
revulson. It matched what he was fedling at the thought of the Adumari
touching his X-wings, at the realization that he needed answers from thisman
he wanted so desperately to punch. "All right. What does 'gauntlet to the air
bass’ mean?'

"It meansyou haveto get to Giltella Air Base by whatever meansyou can
manage. They'll have four spaceworthy Blades ready for you. If you can get up
to the Allegiance in them, past the Blades that are sure to be gunning for you
upintheair, you get to live. But" Tomer shrugged, helpless'anyone can

kill you, Wedge. It'slegal. From the door out of the perator's palace to the
Allegiance, youredl farr game."

"Which means," Hobbie said, "the longer we wait, the more forcesthey can
organizeto bring to bear againgt us."

Tomer nodded. "Y es. In theory, you could aso use the time to communicate
with your friends and array them againgt your enemies. But you have no friends
on-planet to aid you." He looked apologetic. "I'm sorry. The perator wasin
such atowering rage. He would have had you killed outright if | hadn't”

"Well discuss your contribution to thiswhole messlater," Wedge said.

Hefdt very cold insde, cold with anger at Tomer and the perator and Adumar
in generd, cold with the redlization that the gauntlet he was about to face
waslikely to kill him long before he was able to employ his most useful

ills

He turned back to the crowd and raised hisvoice. "Wholll offer

blastswords to four doomed men?"

For long moments, no one moved.

Then adignitary from anati on that had fdlen in line with Cartann came
forward, adender manin agold tunic, and wordlessly offered his sword belt
and sheathed blastsword to Wedge. A pilot Red Flight had flown againgt cameto
put another in Tycho's hands. A woman, aminister by her age and dress,
demanded the swords of her two guards and brought them forward to offer them
to Hobbie and Janson. Wedge thanked each of them.

He saw |ellaapproaching, asurreptitious route that kept her toward the

back of the crowd; he caught her eye and gave her alittle shake of the head.
She understood and stopped where she was. Nothing she could give him here
would do him much good... and she could blow her cover, doing hersdlf
considerable harm. Wedge merely hoped Tomer hadn't caught their little
exchange.

At the doorway, they reclaimed their blaster pistols. Moments later, they



stood arrayed at the exit from the perator's palace, steps down to the
courtyard and main gates beyond, while an expectant crowd gathered behind
them... and another crowd, expectant for another reason, gathered out in the
courtyard. Seeing the digtinctive New Republic uniformswaiting within the
doorway, the courtyard crowd shouted for the pilots to come ouit.

"We haveto get clear of pursuit and out of sight for afew minutes,”

Wedge said. "But we're not going to play their game." He pulled out his
comlink and activated it. "Gate, relay thismessage up to Allegiance.” He
heard his astromech's answering whistle, and continued, "Genera Antillesto
Allegiance. Reguesting emergency evacuation from planetary surface.”
Therewas no answer.

"Antillesto Allegiance, comein.”

Nothing.

Wedge turned worried eyesto the other pilots. "All right. So | was

wrong. We've somehow been countered. We're going to do it their way." He
checked the charge on his blaster and the othersfollowed suit with theirs.
"Your orders" he said.

"Ready," Tycho said.

"Whatever they expect usto do, we don't do. Four, what do they expect us
to do?'

Hobbie said, "Run out toward the gate and get shot.”

"Correct. So we don't." Wedge scanned the courtyard. He saw gathered men
and women, three dozen or more of them, waiting for them to emerge. He saw
parked wheeled transportsand one repul sorlift transport against thewall,
scores of metersto the left of the gate. He nodded inits direction. "That
one'sour target," hesaid. "Go."

They moved out and onto the stairs at atrot. As soon as men and womenin
the crowd raised blasters, Wedge and company opened fire and broke left,
circling around the edge of the waiting crowd.

Incoming fire looked like srormtrooper new-recruit target practice,

filling theair, inaccurate, but promising eventua deadly hits through sheer
volume,

That wasn't to be. Janson lagged behind and shot precisdy, using his

sghts and the native skill with blasters that had been his since childhood.
When the leading edge of shooters began collapsing, firer after firer

taking Janson's blaster shotsin face and chest and gut, the line wavered.
Some of the shooters dove for coverthe only cover being provided by the
bodies of their fellows. Others redoubled their efforts, firing faster and

with even less accuracy.

Wedge, halfway acrossthe courtyard, felt heat against the back of his

neck and tensed himself againgt pain to followbut there was no pain, just the
sensation of superheated air from anear miss by ablaster bolt. Hefired as
he ran, his shots nowhere near as accurate as Janson's, but just as
intimidating; the line of shootersdid not surge toward him.

And then the repul sorlift trangport was before him, hanging inthe air.

He hurtled over the rear, skidding forward toward the control mechanism, and
leaned over the front to shoot the line tethering the craft to the wall. He

felt theimpact of Tycho landing in the bed behind him, more impacts of
blaster shots hitting the vehicles side.

Kneding behind the control board to get as much cover as possible from

the low lip & the edges of the vehicle, Wedge powered up its steering



mechanism. "Cal 'em asthey come aboard,” he said.

Tycho lay on his stomach at the transport's starboard side, his pistol

braced against the lip. Hefired once, twice, three times, and Wedge heard a
shriek from the crowd of shooters. There was another thump, and Tycho said,
"Four's aboard."

"Where's Three?'

"Thirty meters back."

"WEell pick him up." Wedge put the ungainly vehiclein reverse. It glided
backward with frustrating downess. Wedge reduced the repul sorlift power on
the port Side, increased it on starboard, so it tilted to port; this made it
harder to control, but the vehiclé's underside offered him and hispilotsa
little additiondl cover.

The vehicle shook again, harder than before, and Tycho announced,
"Three's aboard.”

Wedge glanced a his men. "Anyone hit?'

They shook their heads, not looking at him, concentrating on pouring

blaster fire off the starboard side.

Wedge increased dl repulsorliftsto full power. The transport soared

upward

To an dtitude of four meters. Half the height of the walls of the

perator's complex. There was no way he could fly over thewdlls.

"WEe're going out by the gate," he announced. "Brace yoursdlves, pilots."

He put the transport into forward motion, steering straight toward the crowd
of shooters and the gate beyond.

Theair wasthick with the smdll of blaster bolts, and thick with the

bolts themselves. Only the shooters at the farthest edges of the crowd could
get agood look at any of the men on the trangport, and therefore get a decent
shot at them; the others could see only the transport's underside.

Tycho uttered ayelp and stood as the metal under his stomach

superheated. All over the transport, the flooring began to glow. In two spots,
it gave way entirely and blaster bolts shot through, toward the sky. Wedge
shifted his body as the flooring beneath him began to glow.

But meter by meter they approached the gates and began outrunning the
shootersin the courtyard. A thin screen of attackers with blasterswaslined
up a the gate, and they poured fire up at the bottom of the transport as
Wedge crossed overhead; he saw one blaster shot, reduced in strength, emerge
to dice across Hobbi€'s hip. He hissed, leaned over therail, took three
quick shotsin the direction of the screen of attackers.

Then they were pagt, floating at agood clip above a street heavy with
pedestrian and trangport traffic, pursuerstrailing out behind them and losing
ground

The repulsorlift transport's engine coughed and the vehicle immediately

lost speed. The pursuers began to gain ground on them, even while rushing
across lanes of heavy traffic.

Hobhbie, stanching his hip wound with a pocket torn from his jacket,

offered up abitter smile. "It just doesn't get better, doesit?'

Tycho popped the metal plate over the transport's engine. " Shot,” he
announced. "Both ways. Blagter fire hasruined it."

"Right,” Wedge said. " Janson, what do they expect usto do?'

"Set down and run on foot, or hop another transport. A wheeled one, since
there are no floatersin sight.” Janson, keeping low, leaned over the rear of



the transport and fired off severd shots at their pursuers. Wedge saw two men
fal. One of them wasimmediately run over by awheded transport, itsdriver
unableto swervefar enough asdeintime.

"So we do something e se," Wedge said. He aimed the dying transport

toward the building opposite the paace gatesatall resdentid building, its

bal conies degp, many furnished with elaborate tables or reclining furniture.
Asthey neared the building, Wedge could see the flatscreens on its

exterior a ground leve. All showed an identical imagethe rear of Wedge's
trangport, from adistance of forty or fifty meters, on its approach toward

the building. He offered up agrowl. A flatcam was broadcasting their escape
and it was probably up on walls and persond flatscreens all over Cartann.
People at the base of the building he approached recogni zed the scene, turned,
pointed up at their transportand some unsheathed blaster pistols and began
firing.

"Hobbie, suppression fire to starboard. Tycho, to port. Janson, keep it

up off the stern.” Then Wedge saw that their transport, even at maximum
dtitude, would not be high enough to climb over therail of even the lowest
balcony before them. It would probably didein just beneath the bacony. "On
my mark, prepare to abandon your posts, come forward, and jump.”

"Got it, boss," Tycho said. He traversed to the port side of the

trangport and began unloading fire on the new enemiesthere.

In moments the ba cony was mere meters ahead. On it were numerous ornate
reclinersand severa dtartled-looking Adumari nobles, brewglassesin hand.
Wedge saw no flatscreensin their vicinity and supposed they were unaware of
what was going on.

"Comeforward!" Wedge shouted. And as his pilots abandoned their
positions and moved to join him, he locked the controls down and moved up to
the transport'sforward rail. Asit came within two meters of the balcony, he
stepped up on it and launched himself upward, grabbing the balcony rail,
swinging himself over onto the bal cony floor. His pilotslanded beside him,
one, two, three.

He had hisblaster pistol out before the balcony residents quite reached

their feet. He wait ed amoment as the dow-moving transport crashed into the
sde of the building below, and said, "Don't move, we're just passing through.

Heled his pilots through the diding transparent door and into the

nobles main room. More people were here, adults, children, liveried servants.
Wedge gestured with his pistol and they raised their hands.

"Jackets and belts off," he said. "Too digtinctive. Y ou people get to

keep them as souvenirs. You." He gestured at one of the servants. "Where's
your cloakroom?"

The man, his expression wavering somewhere between delight and dlarm,
pointed.

Janson kept the occupants under guard while Wedge did the cloakroom door
opened. He grabbed four dark cloaks, handed them out as Hobbie and Tycho took
up positions on ether side of the double doors out into what should have been
thebuilding'smain hal.

Behind him, he could hear snatches of conversation from the nobles" That
onesthediligent one." "Why, they're no tdler than our pilots. | thought

they would be giants." "Isthisa custom from their world? | rather likeit. |
think welll vigt the ke Oleansthisway.”



Wedge draped a cloak around Janson's shoulders and the last around his
own, then the two of them aso set up beside the doors. "Ready,” he said, "go.

Janson pulled the door open, peered both ways. "Clear. Where to?"

"Straight across,” Wedge said. "Now."

"Thank you for honoring our home," called one of the nobles.

"Happy to oblige," Wedge said, and followed his pilots acrossthe hall.

He could hear shouting from the nearest stairwell, could even make out

the words "We must be alowed entry with our wegpons. Y ou have intruders on
thefirg floor up"

Wedge grinned. For once he was benefiting from, rather than being
inconvenienced by, the loca security measures.

Opposite was abig set of double doors, the main entrance into some other
noble family's quarters. "Thelock,” Wedge sad. "Fire."

"Wait," Hobbie said. He reached for the door handle, twisted it, gave it

apull. The door sivung open toward him.

He shrugged, gave Wedge an gpologetic look. "Worth trying, "he said.

They charged into that set of quarters, surprising atrio of servants

setting places at along dinner table, and raced past them to the doors onto
the bacony. It was unoccupied, though brewglasses were arrayed on the long
bar to one side.

Wedge peered over therail. Below was ordinary street traffic, mostly
pedestrian, with two whedled trangportsin view. In the distance to hisleft

he saw ararity for adowntown Cartann avenuea pair of Adumari riding lizards
and riders marching in Sately fashion toward them. There were no maniacs
waving blaster pistolsto be seen.

Moments later, al four pilots dropped to the street and merged into the
pedestrian traffic. At theintersection, they ducked faces and pulled up cloak
hoods as survivors of the shooters crowd turned the corner and raced toward
the part of the building from which they had dropped, their attention high,
blagters at the ready.

Wedge and his pilots passed through that crowd of amateur assassins and
continued onward, forcing themselvesto walk at ameasured pace. "So far, so
good," Wedge said, hisvoice low. "Keep your eyes on the flatscreens on the
buildings. If we see ourselves on them in redl-time, we know we'rein trouble.

"What'sthe plan?' Tycho asked.

"They know where we're going. And we do have to go thereif we're going
to get off-planet. | suppose we could try to find enough privately owned
Blades on balconies... but then we'd be stuck there, trying to get through
security measures we're not used to, while they have time to recognize us and
come after usagain.” Wedge shook hishead. "No, we've got to get to the air
base.

"They'll have people on the most obvious routes to the base, and probably
awhole congregation at the base's main gates. So we go by side streets and
back routes until we're near the base..." Wedge stopped, considering.
"Getting into the base isthe hard part,” Janson said. "It has

transparisted walls eight meters high, higher than those blasted reduced-
power repulsorlift trangports can go. Easily guarded gates are our only entry
points. Wish we had Page's commandos or the Wraiths and a couple of daysto

prepare.”



"Weimprovise," Wedge said. "We need awhed ed transport, one of the
flatcam units our pursuers are carrying, and four sets of women'sclothing.”
Hobbie looked crestfallen. "Boss, pleasetell me you're not putting usin
women'sclothing.”

"Very wel," Wedge said. "I'm not putting usin women's clothing.”

10

Half an hour later, thefour of them sat, wearing Adumari women's

clothing taken from amiddle-class family's gpartment, in awhed ed transport
two blocks from the gatesinto Giltella Air Base. Hobbie stared with ahurt
expression at Wedge, who ignored him.

On thisill-lit section of street, running between warehouses serving the

air base, the pilots were well concealed by darkness. Thiswas not to be the
case when they neared the air base's front gates, which were brilliantly
illuminated by glow lamps atop tall poles. Even at this distance, the pilots
could clearly seethe crowd that awaited them at the gates.
"Youliedtome" Hobbie said.

"l did,"” Wedge said. "With my brilliant achievementsin the diplometic
profession has come the redlization that lies can be powerful motivators.”
"My fathis shattered.”"

"Y ou knew, when | said we needed four sets of women's clothing, that we
were going to end up in them.

Y ou knew. So any hopes you had to the contrary were just salf-delusion.”
"| understand that. But I'd rather blame you than me.”

Wedge grinned. "Tycho, what are we facing?'

"A hundred fifty, morelike two hundred, easy,” Tycho said. "So, fifty to
one odds."

"Not too bad," Janson said, and cracked his knuckles. "So. Who's best-
looking in women'sdress? | vote for mysdif.”

"Quiet," Wedge said. "Tycho, do you have the broadcast figured out?
Tycho nodded. "I think so. But we're going to haveto rely some on luck.”
"We are doomed,” Hobbie said.

Tycho gestured at the flatcam unit they'd taken from a man who now dept,
with abump the sze of acomlink on hisforehead, behind astairwel ina
resdentia building afew blocksfrom here. "I can't override the local
flatcams," he said. "There's no equipment for that, no procedure. Just a
specific broadcast protocol. My guessis that when we broadcast the recording,
some manager at the local information distributor will decide whether or not
to put it up on the flatscreens citywide.”

"Which they will," Wedge said. "Cong dering the subject matter. All

right, start broadcasting.” He set the whedled transport into motion, heading
graight toward the two hundred eager killers awaiting them at the airfield's
gates. Tycho hit aset of buttons on the flatcam's side and then carefully
placed the device out on the street. Within momentsit was lost to sight
behind them.

The flatscreens on the buildings they passedscreens not so numerous as

on the buildingsin the richer quadrants of the cityshowed edited scenesfrom
their escape from the perator's palace, and occasona glimpses of themin
their stolen cloaks during their flight toward GiltdlaAir Base. They'd
managed to avoid direct confrontations with the extraordinary numbers of



shooters and flatcam wielders between there and here, even when breaking into
ahometo steal the women's clothing, though they'd had to lay down some long-
distance suppression fire when €uding pursuit atime or two.

And now they were headed straight toward an enemy that was numericaly
superior and anxioudy awaiting their arrival.

Each time they passed aflatscreen, Hobbie said, " Still the old stuff.”

Then they were ablock closer, just coming into visual range of the crowd at
the gate, and men and women there began to notice their approach, to point.
Wedge fdt his somach tighten. "Come on, come on..."

"Maybe we did something wrong,” Hobbie said. "We might not have encoded
the right security protocols or something. We probably failed tooh, thereit

is"

On theflatscreen of the next building before them appeared new images.

Four human silhouettes were suddenly illuminated againgt the sde of a
building. Two threw back cloak hoods, reveding their facesWedge Antilles and
Wes Janson, their expressions at first startled, then vengeful.

On the flatscreen view, Wes Janson threw back his cloak and then drew his
blastsword. Theview wavered asif the flatcam holder was trembling, and then
the distance to the pilotsincreased as though the holder was backing quickly
away.

But Janson ran forward, lunging with his blastsword, itstip leaving a

light bluetrace in the air. There was ablue flash offscreen to the | eft,

then the world spun as the flat-cam holder flailed around and crashed to the
ground.

In amoment, the view settled on the front of the buildingwithits

digtinctive red riding-farumme above the main entrywayand became dtill. The
pilots, still barely visble at the |eft edge of the flatscreen, rushed out of

view.

Wedge nodded. It was a crude attempt, but if the people of Cartann didn't
take too much timeto anayze t, it would withstand ingpectionlong enough to
serve Wedge's purposes.

The pilots had made the recording minutes go, standing before avery
digtinctive building ashort distance from the air base . Hobbie had held the
flatcam in one hand, a piece of brick-colored street cover in hisother. The
fourth silhouette in the flatcam view was actualy Hobbie's cloak, held up on
the point of Tycho's blast-sword. When Janson had lunged, his blastsword had
hit the street cover, resulting in the flash of light suggesting the flatcam

holder had taken the blow instead.

Ahead, the crowd must be seeing the recording. A roar of anger and
expectation rose from the men and women there. Within moments, most werein
motion, heading straight toward the pilots transportand beyond, Wedge hoped,
to the building that had been their backdrop. "Get ready,” he said, and drew
the shawllike garment closer about hisface.

In seconds, the leading edges of the crowd reached them. Most ran past.

One man, chest heaving from his exertions, pointed with his blastsword toward
the building of the red farumme. "Did you seethem?"

Wedge nodded and pointed the same direction.

Behind him arose aterrified, high-pitched wail. Wedge jerked around to

look, but it was Hobbie, uttering anoise of panic and suffering toward the

sky, tearing at the clothes over his chest asthough he were in mortal dread.
Wedge blinked at the display and turned around again to steer.



"Never fear," panted the man who'd addressed them. "We will capture them,
and rend them, and make them suffer for every” Then the dill-rolling
trangport was too far beyond him for hiswordsto carry.

Moments | ater, the pilots were beyond the main body of vengeful Adumari.
"Good screaming, Hobbie," Wedge said.

"| practice alot,” Hobbie said, hisvoice hoarse. " Anytime Wes makes

plans for the squadron, for example. Anytime a Corellian cooksfor us."
Janson and Wedge both turned to glare at him.

Ahead, perhaps thirty men and women remained before the gates. Many
appeared to be watching the flat-cams posted on the transparisted walsto
ether side of the gates themselves, but quite afew gtill had their attention

on the approaching transport. Beyond the gates, themsalves transparisted,
were two guards in the black-and-gold livery of the air base.

"On the command 'One," " Wedge said, "fire on the gate locks. When | see
them give, I'll issue the command Two.' That means spray suppression fire
toward the crowd. Over their heads unlessreturn fire starts coming in.
Understood?’

He heard three affirmatives.

Asthey neared, the closest members of the crowd began shouting "Did you
seethem?' "Did they kill the camwielder?"

Asif in answer, Wedge shouted, "One." Then he drew and poured blaster
fireinto the locks on the gates.

Fire from the other three pilots joined his. One succession of blasts,
probably Janson's, chewed away with extraordinary accuracy at the mechanisms.
The guards behind the gates threw themsalves away and down.

In his peripherd vison, Wedge saw members of the crowd flinch away,

then redlize they weren't being fired on. They began bringing blasters dready
intheir handsto bear

Thelocks weren't yet clearly destroyed, but Wedge shouted, "Two!" He
leaned to port and fired repeatedly, blowing holesin street cover, firing
once, with reluctance, at ayoung man too daring or stupid to demongtrate any
sf-preservative ingincts; that man drew acareful bead on the trangport and
Wedge's shot took him clean in the gut, folding him over, depositing him with
afatal wound on the Street cover.

The transport crashed into the gates, shuddering from the impactand the
gates flew open. The transport rolled through. Janson, Hobbie, and Tycho
continued pouring suppression fire out the back.

One of the guards stood, hands up, and ran after the transport. "Wait,

wat!”

"Another madman,” Janson said. "Think | should shoot him?"

"If we shot every Adumari who was crazy, thered be no oneleft,” Wedge
said. "Let's hear what he hasto say." He dowed the transport's speed
fractiondly, alowing the guard to catch up.

"Ceasefire, lord pilots," said the man, "please. Y ou're upon air base
grounds. Y ou're safe until you teke off again.”

In fact, the crowd at the gate was no longer firing at the pilots. Nor

were they entering the air base. Some were kicking the walsin frustration,
shouting after the pilots.

Aneeriewall bit into theair, risng and faling, its pitch and volume

cutting at Wedge's ears. He resisted the urge to clap hishands over hisears.
"What'sthat?"



The guard said, "Notification that you're on base. Now the street hunters

will go home and the air hunterswill know it'stimeto meet you. Y our Blades
areinthe Lovely Carrion Hightknife hangar.”

"That's somehow fitting." Wedge patted therail. "Come aboard and guide
usto our garfighters”

Liveried base personnel stood by at the hangar, ready with pilot's suits,
helmets, persond gear. The four Blade-32s standing ready were colored a
glossy red rather than black. " Seized from the pilots of the nation of

Y edagon,” one of the hangar mechanics said, atouch of apology to hisvoice.
"The paace wanted declared enemiesto look like enemies.”

"Livewesgpons," Wedge said, "instead of paint, thistime, | trust.”

The mechanic nodded. Though he was asmall man, his spaddike black beard
made his face appear larger. "To sabotage your craft would be to sabotage your
killers honorand our own. Y our vehicles are in exquisite condition.”

While Wedge and pilots ran through an abbreviated checklit, flight after
flight of Blade-32sflew by the open hangar doors, close enough in to be seen
eadly. Declaring their presence, announcing chalenges we can't refusethis
time, Wedge decided. "Keep persona comlinks on Red Hight frequencies,” Wedge
sad. "Tune Blade comm system defaults to the following frequencies
Allegiance, Rogue Squadron, Red Flight.”

He got four acknowledgments. He switched to Allegiance's frequency. "Red
Flight to Allegiance, comein. Thisis Generd Antilles, and thisisadirect
order. Allegiance, comein. Acknowledge our transmission.”

Therewas no answer. He hadn't expected any. The pilots of Red Flight

were on their own. He switched back to Red Hight frequency. "Announce
readiness. Leader had two lit and in the green.”

"Two standing by, one hundred percent.”

"Three, ready for afurball."

"Four isgreen-lighted.”

"Up on repulsors.” Wedge suited action to words by bringing his Blade-32
sraight up two meters. Ahead of him, at the hangar exits, mechanics crews
cheered, but whether it was for Red Flight's success or merdly for the fight

to come, Wedge didn't know.

"What's our first order?' Wedge asked.

Tycho's voice came back immediately " "Whatever they expect usto do, we
don'tdo.""

"Correct, Two. Red Hight, come around one-eighty degrees.” He swung the
nose of his Blade around until it was pointed directly toward the thin sheet-
meta rear of the hangar. "Arm missile systems. On my command, fire your
missilesand al speed forward. Readyfire."

Four missilesflashed ingtantaneoudy to the rear of the hangar and blew

the sheet-metal pand into oblivion.

Wedge kicked his Blade-32 forward and began climbing as soon as he
emerged through the hole.

Hislightboard sensor data was confused, made erratic by the tremendous
smoke cloud hewas climbing through, but it clearly showed a half-dozen Blades
hovering over the hangar, noses depressed, pointed toward the exit. Had Red
Flight emerged the way they were supposed to, they would have done so right
under the guns of this ambush party.

Wedge switched hisweapons control to rear lasers-then switched them back
agan. "Red Hight, hold your fire until were clear.” He put his attention



into climbing asfast as he could.

Had hefired and missed, had an ambusher Blade been hit and exploded,
collateral damage would have punched through into the hangar, toward the
front, just where the Lovely Carrion Flightknife mechanics waited.
Hislightboard showed his pilots tucked in so close that he couldn't

detect them asindividua sgnals. Below, the ambushers above the Lovely
Carrion Hightknife hangar were breaking up, beginning their dlimb in Red
Flightswake.

Other groups of flyers, circling at some distance, were turning in toward

Red Hight. Two high-dtitude formations began descents. Altogether, Wedge
counted at least thirty enemy aircraft arrayed against Red Hight.

Thirty againgt four. In the past, hed bullied hisway through such

impossible odds, usualy through use of stratagems set up well in advance.
Here he had nothing like that working in hisfavor.

Red Hight was barely athousand meters up when the first enemies, two
separate half flightknives, neared attack range from overhead. "L oosen up the
formation," Wedge said. "Remember it's me they're likely to concentrate on.
Tycho, stand off, we're not in anorma wingman stuation here. Firea will."
The dozen enemies screamed down at them with lasers blazingeight or nine
of them concentrating fire on Wedge. Wedge returned fire with hislasers but
mostly concentrated on evasive maneuvering. He juked and jinked from sideto
dde, st hisBladeinto an axid rotation to constantly change theimage he
offered to enemy light-boards, and fired by reflex as targets presented
themsdves

He saw hislasers shear through oneincoming Blade and gtitch scoring

marks on the fuselage of a second. He fdlt hisown craft shudder aslasers
hammered at hisfusdlage. Then hewas past the div ing wave of enemies, seeing
themseven, not twelveturn in hiswake and follow. Behind him, Reds Two,
Three, and Four followed in very loose formation.

Ahead of hisflight path at severa thousand meters was another blip,
diffusing into a new squad of foes. Below, the fighters who had intended to
ambush Red Flight at the hangar were now joining the Blades who had just
exchanged shotswith them.

"I haveanidea," Wedge said. "Two, Three, Four, pull back and climb.

Stay within ahalf kilometer of me. Set one missile each to detonate a a
proximity of two hundred fifty meters. On my command, fire a me, then be
prepared to prey on targets of opportunity.”

"L eader, thisis Three. Areyou crazy? Acknowledge."

"Three, Leader. That's affirmative." Wedge put most of his attention on
heading toward the new incoming enemies, but kept track of two sets of range-
to-target numbers those for the Blades ahead and the ones for those behind.
When the two sets of numbers were approximately equal, and just out of
standard weapons-lock range, Wedge fired one missile at the targets ahead and
then pulled atight vector to port. In doing so, herotated axialy to expose
his belly to the enemies ahead, histop hull to the enemies coming on from
behind.

He saw puffs of smoke, the beginnings of missiletrails, from the enemies
ahead. "Fire," he said. He rotated again to narrow his cross section and
climbed.

And hisown pilotsfired on him, as hed instructed.

Hefet amomentary chill of fear. What if the missiles mafunctioned?



What if their proximity fusesignited at amuch closer disancethan the
quarter kilometer he'd dictated? He'd be dead before he felt the impact.

But three missles detonated into huge clouds of opaguefire directly

above and ahead of him. His Blade-32 rocked and shuddered asit met the
overlapping shock waves from the explosions, and he heard countless metdlic
pings and clanks as shrapnd hit hishull.

A moment later, hewas enveloped in fire and smoke. In hismind wasa
picture of the three explosions, placing him toward the westmost edge of one
of the blasts; he snap-rolled, emerging belly-up from the cloud, then dove
into it again. There was amoment of clear air as he crossed the open space
between explosion clouds, then he wasin fire and darkness again.

There was another detonation nearby, close enough to rattle hisfighter

and hurt histeeth. He heard equipment shattering within his Blade. Then he
wasin open air again. He glanced left and right, then at hislightboard,

which now featured a crack acrossits crystal surface.

A moment ago, twenty-three Blades had been aimed at him. Now, only
thirteen remained, their formations scattering, and the other members of Red
Hight were now diving upon them, loosing lasersand misslesasfast as
fingerscould pull triggers.

Wedge could seeit in hismind's eye, the way the opportunigtic fighters

had seen hislightbounce image improve to offer atarget lock, the way they'd
armed missiles and |asers and opened fire. Hed risen into friendly smoke
clouds and the incoming missiles, deprived for acrucid second of their
origina target, sought out new ones... and found them in the oncoming
friendly Blades. He looped after Tycho, dropping two missilesinto the enemy
formation before switching to lasers as he closed.

"One, Two. Youdl right?'

"I'm unhurt, Two." He glanced at the board that was supposed to display
damage diagnostics. Text scrolled acrossit at aratetoo fast for himto

read, and he wished fervently that the Blades offered a diagrammatic display
of damage theway New Republic fighters did. "Some damage to my Blade." He
cocked his head as heredlized he was hearing a new, persstent noise.

His stomach sank as he recognized it. Whistling. Air was passing through

his cockpit making a constant, unmusical sound asit did so. "I've experienced
ahull breach," he said, keeping hisvoice unemotiond.

If he couldn't patch the breach, he couldn't reach space. Couldn't make
the Allegiance.

Now was not the time to worry about it. Ten enemies till remained, and

his Blade shuddered as he suffered a hit from the rear lasers of the fighter

he was pursuing. He put more of his persond attention to evasive maneuvering
and continued stitching histarget with linked laser bladts.

Fire and smoke erupted from its cockpit and it began adow descent

toward distant grain fields. Nine enemiesto go. No, eight. Thefighter in
Hobbie's sights exploded spectacularly, turning into aball of black and red
and gold that would have been beautiful if it had not been fueled by ahuman
life

Hobbi€'s Blade was now trailing smoke, athin stream of it emerging from
benesth his cockpit. "Four”

"l s=eit, boss. Still functiond.”

Tycho pulled into wingman position behind and to the starboard of Wedge's
Blade. Through hisviewport, Wedge could see that Tycho's canopy was cracked



and starred, with char marksindicating laser hits.

Wedge swore to himsdf. Tycho couldn't make space either; a canopy

damaged that way would blow out under the pressure of itsinterna atmosphere.
And these pilot suits weren't salf-contained environment suitstheway TIE
fighter rigswere.

That left Janson the only one of them with aspaceworthy Blade, the only

one who could reach Allegiance and tell the story of what had happened to them
on Adumar.

Then Janson's Blade was envel oped in an explosion cloud.

He emerged from the far sde of the cloud intact, or so Wedge thought at

firgt; then his Blade began rolling to port and Wedge could see that the
starboard wing was completely gone. "Punch out, Threg," he said. " Janson, come
in'

An enemy Blade diving in from directly abovetore his attention away from
Janson. He looped to starboard, causing the incoming Blade to dter hisdive
angleto follow. Tycho decelerated, dowing to the Blade's rated stall speed,

and gtitched the enemy with lasers from below. Wedge felt atremendous bang to
his rear quarters but watched, through hisrear viewport and on the light-

board, as his attacker exploded. "Good shot, Tycho."

He heded over until he could see Janson again. Jan-son's Blade was now
Sdeways, itslone wing pointed toward the ground, and was beginning alooping
descent to the ground.

But Janson was free of it. The pilot wasin open air, ameter-square flat

device aove him; he hung by straps from it. Wedge nodded; this had to be the
Blade's pil ot-descent mechanism, a primitive repulsorlift device that lowered
the pilot at asafe speed.

Safe, that is, unless someone was il shooting at the pilot. Wedge saw

aBlade diving toward the defensdless pilot. He saw Janson pulling out his
blagter pistal, as though awegpon that smal could do any significant damage

to afighter, and openfire.

Theincoming fighter exploded. Wedge resolved to find out just what sort

of pistol Janson was carrying and then saw Hobbie's Blade whip through the
new debris cloud, lasers il flashing.

That |eft 9x enemies againg three damaged Red Fight Blades.

"Stay with Three, Four,” Wedge said. "When he reaches ground, land, join

him, and tell him to take you to that club where he ate pastries the other

night.”

"Acknowledged, Lead."

"Two, you and | are going to finish this"

"I'm your wing."

"No, drift out in case they keep up the sametactics.”

The six enemy Blades had gathered into formation, two triangles, and were

on an gpproach vector. Wedge saw the two formations drift gpart, each triangle
heading toward one of the Red Hight fliers. He nodded; they'd finaly learned
something about not just mindlesdy prosecuting the most prestigious enemy.
That was too bad; now was not the time for them to get smart.

In these dow-maneuvering Blades, missiles gave his opponents a serious

edge. He had to take that edge away.

He dammed his control yoke forward, diving straight toward the Cartann
streets beneath him. He thought he detected amoment of heditation in his
enemies before they doveto follow.



It was agambit he was reluctant to take. Back at the air base, he'd

taken steps not to endanger civilians. He could afford to do so then; that
choice did not have adirect bearing on his continued surviva. But now it

did, and he had to make use of available cover... or die.

Below, he could see only traces of lightsindicating the outlines of

dreets.

But those streets were often blanketed by wiresand cables at all

adtitudes, impedimentsthat, even if they didn't tear hisfighter'swings off,
would throw himinto abuilding side...

He nodded, remembering. They didn't have al those crosswires at street
intersections. He made for the square light pattern of an intersection.
Columns of light poured past him toward the ground, his pursuers lasers.
Hefdt hisstern rock from agraze impact. He returned fire with hisrear
lasers, was satisfied to see one shot punch through acanopy. It didn't kill

the pilat, at least not immediately; that Blade turned clumsily away, heading
off toward the air base or the forests beyond.

Wedge put his repulsorlifts on at full power and pulled back on hisyoke,
afull-grength effort to pull out of hisdive. He angled to dide in under

the unseen canopy of wires and cables, hoping he'd correctly calculated their
height aboveground, and amoment later found himsdlf roaring down amerethree
meters above Street level. Ahead, arepulsorlif t transport clumsly turned out
of hispath.

Behind him, histwo pursuersimitated his maneuver. Thefirst one camein
too high; Wedge saw it shudder, then saw its port wing disintegrate from an
impact with one or more of the cables. The Blade spun, its other wing
crumpling under multiple successive impacts, then crashed down onto the
Sreet, skidding forward dmost asfast as Wedge wasflying. In hisrear
viewport Wedge saw pedestrians dive out of the way of the flaming thing, saw
it brush aside an abandoned whedled transport as though the thing were a
millimeter-thin flatscreen.

The other Blade continued relentlessy onward.

As he reached the next intersection, Wedge yanked the controls hard to
port, turning into the new lane... and reduced strength to hisrepul sorlifts.

His Blade dropped nearly to the Street's surface and continued its spin until

it was pointed back the way it had come. He brought strength up to the forward
repulsorlifts, canting his bow upward, and dammed histhrustersforward as
hard as he could.

His pursuer whipped around the corner, making better time than Wedge,
coming so close to the building face on the outside of histurn that only his
repulsors kept him from grazing the building. His nose was elevated far above
Wedge's position, the pilot obvioudy expecting to catch Wedgein hissights
farther down the Strest.

Wedge fired, hislasersraking the Blade from bow to stern at close

range. He saw the underside of the Blade open up like a seam bursting under
pressure. The Blade waobbled, roared past over Wedge's head, and dammed down
into the street, skidding for ablock in the direction it had been going,
knocking whedled transports aside like toys.

Wedge's lightboard showed only buildings al around him. "Red Two, report
datus.”

"All dear,” Tychosad.

"Let's see how clear we can get. Coming up to join you." Wedge sent his



Blade forward to the intersection, then rose on repul sorlifts until hewas

well clear of the ubiquitous cabling. He pointed his nose up and climbed.

In seconds, Tycho joined him from points east. If anything, he looked

worse than before, with laser scoring al dong the starboard side of his
fusalage. His cockpit was now shattered; his Blade couldn't hit very high
gpeeds without wind hammering Tycho. "We're not going to make space, boss," he
sad.

"If | recall the maps right, Cartann's border to Halbegardiaisn't

outside our flight range," Wedge said.

"Well useterrain-following flying to stay below their lightbounce

sensors, and”

Hislightboard suddenly showed two fuzzy blips moving toward them, one
from GiltdlaAir Base, one from Cartann Bladedrome. Within momentsthey
resolved themsalvesinto clouds of smaler blips, two entire flightknives. In

the distance, Wedge could see the running lights of the incoming Blades; they
were closer to one another than they were to Wedge and Tycho, but they would
be on the New Republic pilots within seconds.

Thetactica part of Wedge's mind, the one that was often at odds with

the Corellian part, caculated odds and strategy. The answer wasn't good. Even
if they could have ordinarily managed twelve-to-one odds, their equipment was
too badly damaged to let them compete at full strength. Nor did they havetime
to land and get into hiding. Even if they punched out, experience had shown
that the enemy pilots could spot them and were willing to shoot them out of

the air asthey descended.

Wedge suppressed a pang of regret. Not fair of him to offer afutureto
Iellaand then rush off and get killed thisway. He turned toward the incoming
flightknives. He said, "Guess were just going to have to rack up some
numbers, Tycho." Despite his best effort, his voice was heavy.

"Understood, boss." Tycho stayed tight to him. Then, on hislightboard,

one of the two clouds of Blades|ooped toward the other, and the comm board
was suddenly active with traffic " Strike the Moons Flightknifeissues a
chdlengeto Lords of Dismay Hightknife!" "Ke Mattino, you madman, now is not
thetime-" "Thereisadwaystime to crush incompetence and cowardice. Firel”
The sky between the two flightknives, not so distant now, was suddenly

lit up by lasers and ball-shaped explosions. A moment later there was no way
to distinguish between the flightknives on the lightboard; they had merged

into asnglefirefight.

"Red Two, were going to ground,” Wedge said. He switched to the standard
Cartann military frequency. "Red Flight to Strike the Moons. Isthat you,
Captain ke Mattino?'

"ltisl.”

"Thanks, Captain.”

"Y ou have won your departure. | will not let some honor-grubber deprive

you of it inthisfashion. Confusion to your enemies.”

"And frothing disease to yours. Antillesout." He pointed his nose toward

the ground, toward the section of Cartann not so brightly lit by street
illuminators

It was hours later, the darkest and quietest hours of the night, when

Wedge and Tycho arrived at the door of Iellas quarters. Wedge could not
remember ever having been o tired. But when the door opened to his knock and
he saw her there before him, his exhaustion evaporated in an insgtant. He took



her in hisarms and she dragged him insde. He heard Tycho follow and close
the door behind them.

"You dmost killed me" Idlasaid. Worry blunted the accusation in her

tone. "Having to wait hour after hour to find out if you'd survived or not."

"I'm sorry." Wedge offered her alook of gpology. "We needed to maintain
comm silence as much as possible. To travel back streetsand dleysand
sometimes roofs and bal conies to make sure we weren't spotted, weren't
followed. Have you heard"

The light in the apartment's main room clicked on and Wedge discovered he
had an audience.

Janson and Hobbie were lounging on the sofa, Jan-son with hisfeet up on
asmall table, abrightly colored datapad, of the sort usually optimized for
children's games, on hislap. His dicked-back hair suggested he'd recently

had a bath, and his fresh clothes made Wedge long to berid of the swest-
drenched garments he was wearing. Hobbie was smilarly scrubbed, though his
tunic was off to show a half-dozen places where historso and aamswere
bandaged.

Cheriss stood at thewdll, near the light control, and Hallis sat on

another chair.

Wedge blinked a them. "I'm sorry," he said. "l seem to have interrupted
aparty.”

lellasmiled a him. "Morelike aconspiracy.” Sheled him and Tycho to
additiond chairs.

The room was crowded with more furniture than the last time Wedge had

seen it; he supposed that sheld dragged it in off the balcony and out of other
rooms. Wedge sat wearily and looked among the others. "Y ou'll excuse me, |
hope, if | look alittle confused. Cheriss, how do you come to be here? And
how areyou?'

Cheriss, in dark blastsword-fighter's clothing, raised and lowered her

left shoulder acouple of times, experimentaly. "Better," she said. Her voice
was low, her tone somber. "I need some moretime before | can fight again. But
| was out of danger, and they brought me down to Cartann, where | learned of
theair dud you'd had. | went to your quarters, where | found Hallis but not
you or your X-wings. | knew if you were to go anywhere, you would come here,
so | did." When shefinished, her expression suggested that she had moreto
say, but she bit back onit.

Wedge struggled with away to suggest that bringing Hallis herewas not a
good idea, asit could compromise her identity, but 1ella seemed to read his
thoughts. She said, "After Cheriss came here and told me what she'd done and
who she'd seen, | suggested she bring Hdllis. It'sdl right, Wedge."

He nodded and sat back in hischair. "Halis?"

She shrugged. "1 robbed your quarters.”

"Ah"

"Actualy, when they said they'd taken your X-wings, | knew they'd

ransack your quarters eventualy. | went there intending to get Whitecap's
remaining parts. But | overheard the two men who were packing up your
belongings, they were seding things like they werein a contest, laughing

about the four of you like it was good entertainment that you'd been shot
down, so | got mad. When they were apart, | hit them both with a hydrospanner
and took al the stuff they'd gathered up.”

Wedge couldn't help but laugh. "I was aways under the impression that a



documentarian shouldn't get so closeto her subjects.”

"Wdl... wdl... | wasangry."

"What did you get?'

"Your civilian clothes, pilot's suits, Janson's fancy cloak, hemets,

datapads, some datacards, four comlink headsets, your blastswordsone of them
belonged to Cheriss so | gaveit back to herawhole pile of love notes Janson
had been collecting...”

Janson looked up, his expression outraged. "Hey! Y ou didn't look at any

of them.”

"No, certainly not."

Hereaxed, alittle mollified.

"Except for the ones that had been opened, thet is. The one from Lady

Marri was very postic, | think,"

Janson stood, hisface flushing red. "'l can't believeyou" Then his

expression changed. "I don't recall any note from aLady Marri."
Halisgrinned a him.

Janson sat again. "'1've been had. Generd, | request permission to jump

from an upper-story balcony, to ease my shame.”

"Granted,” Wedge said. "Now, Iella. Y ou're the onein the most tricky
Stuation here. | hate to be a demanding houseguestbut what can you give us
without ruining your life?"

She gave him awan smile. "Good question. I'm still bound by my orders

and my duties, o the answer is 'not much.' But since my superior doesn't know
of any direct connection between us, | have some latitude... for thetime
being. | can put you up, unless my superior asks adirect question whether
I've seen you. And until the searches going on for you turn into door-to-door
searches. Y ou're going to have to get out of Cartann. | can get you Adumari
money, some comm and computer equipment. Unfortunately, | don't have many
contacts; the team that followed me here was responsible for setting up that
sort of thing."

"How about a holocomm transmission back to the New Republic?’

She shook her head. " The holocomm unit was eventualy moved to asite set
up by my superior. | don't know whereitis.”

Wedge consdered. "Still, therest isvery helpful. Isthere any way you

can find out what the statusis of Allegiance? We need to know that before the
next timewetry to get up there.”

Iellaglanced over at one of her cabinets. "My comm gear picked up and
recorded your open transmissonsto Allegiance." Her expression grew blesk.
"And their lack of areply. But | know they're still up there. My comm unit
has picked up coded transmissons from them continuoudy since before you went
on your gauntlet run. There's been no irregularity to their comm traffic. No
sort of activity to suggest they were captured, for instance.”

Hallissad, "ldla, | need to talk to you. Privately."

ldlagave her aquizzica look.

"I'm going to persuade you to abandon your mission, to go with Wedge and
the others. And to shoot your superior right in the gutsif you ever happen to
seehimagan.”

"That'll take alot of persuading.” |ella gestured toward one of the Sde

doors. "But I'll give you the chance. After you."

They were gone only acouple of minutes, long enough for Wedge and Tycho
to wearily drag their boots off and accept cups of water from Cheriss. Then



|ellacame damming back through that side door, her face pae, her expression
set and angry.

"Change of plans” Idlasaid. "I'm abandoning my post and my mission.

I'll figure someway to get you out of Cartann. And if | see Tomer Darpen, I'm
going to burn him down where he stands."

Wedge stared &t her in shocked silence for amoment. Then heturned to
Hallis. "How did you do that?'

Hallis shrugged.

"No, redly, please. | have to know. It normally takes avote of the

Senate or aplanetary collison to get Iellato change her mind. | need to

learn how to do whatever you did.”

lellacolored nicdly. "Wedge."

"I'll show you." From benegth her deeve, Halis pulled out astandard

datapad. With her other hand, she reached behind her and dragged awirewith a
standard datapad coupler at the end of it. Shejacked it into the pad and
powered the unit up, then held the screen so Wedge could see. "Y ou're not
goingtolikethis”

Tycho leaned in to see. Janson, Hobbie, and Cheriss aso crowded in

behind him to get alook. Idlaturned away, perhaps unwilling to seethisa
second time.

The datapad view wavered across a sea of faces and the backs of heads.
Wedge recognized the surroundings as the Outer Court chamber of the perator's
palace.

Findly the view stabilized. Wedge recognized the perator standing &t the

heart of hisknot of advisors. The clothesworn by his advisors defined the
scenethis was the last gathering Wedge had attended, the one where he and his
pilots had been exiled and effectively sentenced to degath.

The recording's sound kicked in, ameaningless babble of voices. Then the
voices dropped out one by one; Wedge presumed that the recorder had to have
been using adirectiona sound recorder to homein on avery few voices.

On the perator's voice. He was saying, in hushed tones, ... pity they

couldn't have been persuaded to lend ustheir arts. That would have been
gpectacular, and Antilles's name a one would have been enough to cow some of
the enemy forces..."

Then Tomer Darpen was & hisebow. "A moment of your time, my lord."
"Only amoment. Timeis pressng.”

"l wish to extend my persona apologies, and Generd Antilless

apologies, for what he has just been obliged to do.”

Even in the somewhat blurry recording, the perator looked surprised.
"Obliged?'

Tomer nodded. "The generd is pinned down between opposing forces. His
natural desireisto aid you, of course; he knowsit is the only honorable

option. But ambiguous orders handed down by his diplomeatic corps superiors,
ordersintended to keep him alive so that he remain vauable to them, prevent
him from fighting. The Stuation has crushed him, has robbed him of al will
tolive"

The perator shook his head, his expression shocked. "I cannot bdieveit.

Tomer lowered his eyes, hisexpresson sad. "It'strue. Helongsfor
death to burn away his shame. And so General Antilles begsafavor of you."

Spesk.



"He begs you to set your forces on him, assaults that he cannot decline..

. and cannot survive. So that he can die honorably and never again be used as
atool by the diplomatic corps. Do this, and not only will hismemory be
cherished, but you can be sure that the next pil ot-representatives sent here
will be unfettered by ridiculous orders restraining them from behaving astrue

pilotsshould.”

The perator nodded, his expression sympathetic. "At last | understand.
The poor man."

"It must look like an act of justice on your part. But he will thank you
with hisdying breath.”

"l undergtand.”

"Thank you, perator."

Hallissrecording view followed Tomer as heléeft theruler'ssde and

moved toward Wedge and his pilots. Her audio lock remained with him, and
though his next few words were muffleddoubtless by him holding acomlink up
to hisface and speaking quietlyWedge could make out hiswords. "En-Are-Eye-
Oneto Allegiance, acknowledge. New orders, Allegiance. Do not accept, record,
or acknowledge any transmissions from Adumar's surface or from vehicles not
bel onging to the New Republic until | rescind this order. Repest it back to me
to indicate you've understood... Correct, Allegiance. En-Are-Eye-One out.”

Hallis switched the datapad screen off.

They weredl slent for along moment. Finaly Wedge looked at the
documentarian. "Thanks, Hallis. But | have to askwhy didn't you tell me some

of this before we |eft the perator's palace?’

"Thefirgt part, knowing that Tomer had set you up, couldn't help you.

The second part, knowing that the Allegiance was off the comm wavesl wasjust
getting up to you to tell you that when | heard you figuring it out for

yourslves"

"Makes sense" Wedge said. Heturned to lella. Y ou know that you're

She nodded.

"l don't understand,”" Janson said.

"Tomer set thingsup to kill us," Wedge said. "Accomplishing alot of

things. It scored points with the perator by making him think that we pilots

had been with him all dong, just thwarted by bureaucratic orders, so the

perator doesn't think we opposed him. And it scrapes us out of theway so |
can't filemy report, my conclusions on theway he set up thiswhole

diplomatic mission-conclusions | now have to assume were largely correct. He
wants everyone who can offer up acomprehensive report to the Chief of State
to be dead. That meansthat Tomer's subordinates here, including 1ella, will
eventualy end up facedowninan dley.”

"It'l take me just minutesto pack,” Iellasaid. "Which begsthe

guestion Where do we go? | wasn't in charge of setting up safe houses.”

"l know where" Cherisssad. "Generd Antilles'

"It's about time you caled me Wedge."

Shedidn't amile, but shedid offer him alittle nod of acknowledgment.

"Wedge, there are some men and women who want to meet you. When | returned
earlier tonight and made mysalf known at the perator's palace, they tracked me
down and told me s0."

Wedge frowned. "What sort of men and women?"

"Politica leaders. From nations not controlled by Cartann. From nations



soon to be smashed by Cartann.”

"Do you think they'd be willing to offer us use of aspaceworthy craft to
get usto Allegiance?!

She nodded. "1 think they would. But | don't think that iswhat is
foremost on their minds. | think they want to ask afavor of you."

"I'd be happy to listen. All right, everybody. Tycho and | need to get
cleaned up, and everybody isto get dressed upnicely aswe can. They're
scouring the streets looking for four downed pilots hiding from their eyes,
not seven upstanding citizens out for alate night of carousing.”
"Youreissuing ordersto Intelligence,” ldlasaid, her voice mild.

"Just to my pilotsand making some assumptions. Care to come dong?”
"Anywhere" shesad.
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By dawn, Wedge and the other six refugees were in the passenger/cargo
compartment of afarumme-class hauler, an aircraft Wedge suspected was
congtructed about the time he was being born. Air whistled through holesin
the hull. Rings were imbedded in the compartment's framework, the better to
alow for cargo to be lashed down securely, but the only thing being
transported now was Wedge's party, seated on padded benches that ran the
length of the compartment. The Y edagon Confederacy agent who had met them, a
lean, very fair man of few words, rode with the pilotsin their control
compartment.

Wedge glanced around the compar tment. Janson, Tycho, and Hobbie were all
adeep. Hewas astired asthey were, in as great aneed of deep, but he had
thingsto think about.

Cheriss sat dlone on abench on the other side of the craft. She had

seldom looked at Wedge since their departure from Telia's quarters, and seemed
logt in her thoughts.

Halliswas on the same side of the craft, done, al the New Republic
personnel's datapads piled up beside her.

She had, at Wedge's request, copied the recording of Tomer Darpen's
treachery to each datapad. Now she was struggling with the most sophisticated
of the datapads available to her, ldlas, to edit that and some other
recordingsinto aportion of her documentary. Her occasiona bouts of
muttering and swearing suggested that it wasn't going well.

And ldlaldlawas tucked under Wedge's arm, her eyes closed, her

EXpression serene.

Wedge smiled, knowing hiswas probably an idiot's grin but not caring. He
was on the run, a death sentence on his head, on aworld where hisenemiesand
admirersdike would be happy to kill him, unableto get in touch with his
superiors. But for this moment he was carefree, happy in away he hadn't been
inyears.

lellds eyes opened. Shelooked a him alittle fuzzily, then smiled and

burrowed her face into his neck. "Haven't you had any deep?’

"I've been thinking. Putting thingsin order.”

"Marshaing your troops, Genera ?'

"Only when | could force mysdlf to stop thinking about you."

Her shoulders shook alittle and he redlized she waslaughing slently.

"Y ou know what's so wonderful about compliments from you?' she asked.



"What?"
"I know you dways mean them. Y ou have no skill & flattery.”

Cheriss unstrapped herself and rose. She walked over to Wedge and 1€lla,

her steps unsteady because of the craft's rocking motions and occasiond
battles with turbulence. Her expression was as serious asit had been back in
lellas quarters. "Generd... Wedge... may | speak to you for amoment?
Privately?' Sheturned alook of gpology toward I€lla.

"Sure." Wedge looked down into |ellas eyes, tried to gauge her reaction.

But her expression offered little but deepy contentment. There was no
concern, no jealousy to be seen in them.

Wedge joined Cherisstoward the front of the compartment. They held on to
the ringsin the framework to steady themselves againgt the craft's motion.
When Cheriss spoke, her voice was barely loud enough for him to hear over
the enging'sroar and the whistling of wind through rivet holes. "'l just

wanted to say... you wereright and | waswrong.”

"That'sahard admisson,” Wedge said. "It triesto stick in my throat

whenever I'm obliged to offer it."

She managed afaint smile. "l didn't redly understand it after | woke up

on your big ship. My injury was almost hedled and | knew | had nothing left to
memy title lost, the perator's regard for me logt, your regard for me

probably logt"

"No."

"Let metak. But | couldn't concentrate on al that because the medics

kept asking me questions. How my wound felt. What | might be dlergic to.
Other conditions | had that were medicd in nature. | told them of my
dizzinesswith heights...”

Wedge was surprised to see tearsform in her eyes. She wiped them away
and continued, "They scanned my head and took my blood to look for chemicas
init, and decided that it was a chemicad imbaance. They gave meadrug. Half
an hour later | stood on the top walkway of your starfighter landing bay, over
the great distance to the floor where the starfighters landed, even over the

gap they flew out of I could see dl the way down to the clouds of Adumar's
skies, and | felt not even atwinge. All | haveto do istake achemica once
every few days. | canlearntofly."

"That'swonderful news."

"Yes... though | could not even make the medics understand thet. To them,
itwassuch alittlething. A di - agnosis, achemicd, and their patient

could be set asde and anew one brought in. For me, it was years of knowing |
could never be anything in Cartann, suddenly swept away ... and to those who
helped me, it was nothing more than aminor task, successfully accomplished. |
was dmost angry with them for not understanding.

"And that'swhen | knew. If | had died the other day at the perator's

court, | could not even be resentful. | could never enjoy thisthing, whichis
afew grains of chemicalsto your medics and amiracleto me. So | understood
that you wereright. To throw away my life would have been dishonorable. It
was the choice of astupid girl. Someone| hope| no longer am.”

"Having seen this, you have only one choice."

"Which iswhat?'

"Toliveyour lifewell. Tofind apurpose and pursueit.”

"I want to be apilot,” she said. "Not for Cartann. Not for Adumar. For

your New Republic.”



"If I'm ill diveinafew days, I'll ssewhat | can do to help you.”

"I dso wanted to say..." Her glanceflicked to Iellaand back to Wedge.

"I wanted to wish you and your lady every happiness.”

"Thank you."

"Il don't know what elseto say."

"Let me say something, then. Onelast piece of advice. Cheriss, you're

aways going to be too young for something important to you, too old for
something else, and thetiming isjust not going to beright for athird set

of things. That'slife, and you can make yoursdf crazy by dwelling on that.

Or you can figure out what you are the right age for, and what thetiming is
right for, and cel ebrate those things. Where do you suppose happiness lies?!

"l undergtand.”

"Good."

Hergoined ldlaand strapped himself back in, then wrapped hisarm

around her.

"All settled?' she asked.

He nodded.

"If | can ask, what wasit al about?'

"She'sjust growing up. She's come dong two, maybe three years since the
other night.”

"That'sgood.”

"Maybe we can figure out how to build a weapon out of the process and
shoot Wes afew times.”

Hiseyes il closed, Janson said, "'l heard that."

The briefing room where Wedge and company met the rulers of the Y edagon
Confederacy was unlike anything they had seen in the city of Cartann. It wasa
circular chamber, half bounded by curving wall, half by asuccesson of ornate
columns beyond which were close-cut grasses and artistically spaced trees. The
portion of the room bounded by columns was open to the sky, though Wedge could
see apand at the edge of the celling of the room's other half that suggested
some sort of light cover could be mechanically extended as aroof.

Thefloor and tablesin the chamber were of arnarbleike stone, the

floor textured so that feet did not dip upon it; Wedge prodded at it with his
toeto find that it was indeed solid, not the sort of cushiony cover that

seemed to decorate every surface in Cartann.

Light winds gtirred in the chamber. The place was airy and well lit, with

no cornersfor skulking, no shadowsto hidewithin. A vast improvement over
what we've been enjoying, Wedge decided as he seated himsdlf.

On the other side of the centrd table from him, Escalion, the perator of

the Confederacy, settled into position. "1 will be brief," hesaid. "You area
military man and doubtless have no taste for roundabout talk or circuitous
approaches to the subject.”

"Thank you," Wedge said, and studied the man. Y edagon's perator was also
in contrast to Cartann's. Of average height, he was dark of hair and beard but
pale of skin. The contrast gave his features the gppearance of intensity even
when he was at ease. He was afew years older than Wedge, and his physical
condition seemed to be as good as Wedge's, the musculature of his upper body
suggested regular exercise or workouts and hiswaist wasflat. His uniform was
aspotlesswhite, reminiscent of an Imperid Grand Admird's uniform except
for the elaborate purple scrollery traced down the outside of hisdeevesand
trouser legs and the bank of medals and campaign markers on his chesteach a



different sze, shape, and color, decorations that the orderly Imperidswould
find offensgvein the extreme.

"If itisyour wish," Escalion said, "we would be happy to provide you
transport to your orbita vessd. Your public refusa to fal inwith

Cartann's military aggression indebts usto you that far, and more. But we
would like to present you with another dternative. A request.”

"Y ou want meto fly with your forces againgt Cartann.”

"No," Escdion sad. "To lead them. All of them."

Wedge leaned back. "I'm not sureit'sagood ideato put an entire

nation's military force in the hands of a man who has only the vaguest
familiarity withit."

"Y ou misunderstand me," Escadion said. "I'm not talking about one nation.
I'm in congtant communication with the ruler of Halbegardia, and sheisin
agreement. We wish you to lead the united forces of al nations arrayed
againg Cartann.”

"Why?"

"Because you have done things on Adumar that are unprecedented. Y ou have
demondtrated piloting skills that surpass our bestyour four-pilot unit shot
down thirty opponentslast night, lest weforget. Y ou have sought to teach
rather than accumulate honor at a cost of blood and lives. Y ou have defied the
most powerful man on Adumar and survived hiswrath. All of whichisonly part
of theanswer." He leaned forward over the table, his expression genuindy
intent. "It ismy belief, and the belief of my advisors and Halbegardias,

that if it isknown that you lead our combi ned forces againgt Cartann, many
other nationswill join us. Nations currently neutrd, or Sding with Cartann
because they know they cannot withstand a direct attack by that nation, will
joinus, giving usachanceto win. Or at least be defeated in an honorable
struggle rather than amassacre.”

Wedge glanced among the others arrayed around histable. The members of
his own party wore carefully neutral expressons. The six advisors Escalion
had brought men and women in uniforms similar to hisvere more
demondtrative, nodding as he made his points, turning eager and expectant eyes
to Wedge.

"Fromwhat I'velearned,” Wedge said, "if | calculate things correctly,

if every nation not under Cartann's direct control wereto join us, wed il
have a united force about two-thirds the size of Cartann's.”

Escalion nodded "Though even that number isoptimigticaly mideading.
Cartann's equipment is better than ours. For our fighter corps, we have fewer
Blade-Thirty-twos than they do. Lessthan half our fighter fleet, in fact; we
rely largely on older models.”

"So, optimigtically, we would, under the best of circumstances, have haf
their strength or less™

"Correct.”

"I'll need afew minutesto think about this"

Escdion nodded and rose. "We will leave you this chamber and dl the

time you wish. Summon a servant when you have an answer for us. Inthe
meantime, we will have food and drink sent."

"Thank you."

When the Y edagonians had withdrawn, Wedge said, "Pilots, Cheriss, Hallis,
please give mealittle space.”

"Our proximity isinterfering with hisbrain waves" Hobbie said ashe



good. "Were jamming them."

"Something to be proud of," Janson said. "Anyonefor alittle sabacc?'

That left Wedge done at the central tablewith Iella. She said, "Do you
want to be doneto think?'

"What, send you away?1 just got you."

She arched an eyebrow at him. "Y ou make me sound like amarketplace
purchase." But her voice sounded pleased.

"Never."

"I would have thought you'd have an answer ready for Escalion. Even
before we reached here."

"l did. | was going to turn him down." Wedge sighed. "But then hethrew a
skifter into the deck. Flying with the Y edagon Confederacy is not the same
thing asleading a union of nations against Cartann. One would be pointless.
The other could actualy accomplish some, or even dl, of what | was sent here
to do.”

"How do you figure that? Wedge, you're no longer in theloop. Anything
you do here congtitutes rogue actions. Though | suppose that's appropriate for
an ex-Rogue."

He smiled. "Buit that's where you're wrong. My duties and respongbilities
and powersdidn't remain in Cartann when wefled. | ill havethem here.”
"I'm not sure | understand. Until Tomer Darpen is brought down"

"He's not even relevant. It's obvious that the New Republic set this

whole operation up under the control of theloca Intelligence division, yes.
And it hurts usthat Allegianceis under hisdirect control. But, Iela, my
ordersdon't even refer to Intelligence. I'm hereto try to bring Adumar into
the New Republic. I'm empowered to enter into negotiations and conduct
tregties. I'm still the chief New Republic diplomat on thisworldand | can
chooseto dedl with thisassembly of nationsingtead of Cartann.”

"I hadn't considered it that way. So what's standing between you and
making adecison?’

"One smplefact. Leading the non-Cartann forcesis more than writing a
treaty. It's deciding the fates of whole nations. Possibly of Adumar itsdlf.”
"Wedge, if you choose not to lead them, you're till deciding their fate.

"lyoureright.”

"Get usedtoit. | usudly am.”

He grinned at her, acocky grin that he knew other Cordllianslike Han
Solo wore far more often than he. "Well see about that." He stood. "Mgjor
Janson!™

Janson shot upright, military straight, then glared a Wedge. "1 hope
thisis moreimportant than my card game, young man."

"Inform Y edagon's perator that | have cometo adecison.”

"Yes, gr. Whichis?'

"We're going to drop the heavy end of the hammer on Cartann.”

Janson uttered a noise that was haf cheer, half animal wail, and trotted
to the door. He returned amoment later. "They're sending for Escalion.”
"Good." Wedge looked among his pilots. "For me, thisistechnicdly a
diplomatic matter and not amilitary one. | can't ask you to be part of it."
"You can't keep usout,” Janson said. "WEell just overpower you. Two
magjors plus one colonel equals one generd at least.”

"I'm part of it, too,” ldlasad.



Wedge gave her amock scowl. ™Y ou can overpower me?"

"l tickle"

"Maybe you can." Wedge stretched and yawned. "WEIl begin Strategic
planning immediately. I'll need dataon al available military resources
continuoudy updated if, as Escdion suggests, well be able to swing more
nations over to our side. | need data and advisors on Cartann's forces and
standard tactics. | want”

"No,"Tycho sad.

Wedge stared at him. "What?'

"Go to bed, Wedge."

"Don't beridiculous. We don't have alot of time, and”

"And you've had less deep than any of us.” Tycho approached to loom over
Wedge where he sat. "Meaning that you'll do al your planning, then well hop
into our fighters and roar off to meet the Cartann forces. And because you're
exhaugted, your reflexes are shot and your thinking processes crawl adong like
adying Hutt, and some twenty-year-old twit will flame you down and be ableto
brag about it for therest of hislife. No, Wedge. Get some deep.”

"Butwholl"

"l will. I've plotted afew missons, you might remember. | aso know how
you think. No, you go get some deep. Y ou'll wake up fresh, you'll examine my
plans, you'll fiddle with them to your satisfaction.”

Janson and Hobbie flanked Tycho and stared down at Wedge with identical
expressions of obstinacy.

"Mutiny," Wedge said.

lelasmiled a him. "I think it'stime you learned how to do something.”
"Whichiswhat?'

"Deegate authority.”

"Y ou may beright." Wedge rose. It made him fed light-headed. His pilots
were correct; if he did manage to force himsdlf to endure severa hours of
planning and organizing, hed be no good for anything ese. "All right,
mutineers, youwin."

Eleven Coruscant hours later, freshly bathed and shaved, Wedge joined his
party and the military leaders of the Y edagon Confederacy in their planning
chamber. Like the meeting room where held met Escalion, thisroom was
circular, but it was deep benegath the ground under Escdlion's palace. The
chamber was dominated by atable shaped as a broken ring; men and women could
stand around its exterior and within the open space &t its center. Its surface
was dominated by flatscreen displaysthat glowed in the chamber'sdim light.
Tycho waved him over to the portion of table surrounded by the New
Republic representatives and severa uniformed Y edagonians. " The nations of
Thozzelling and Tetanne have come on board,” Tycho said. "And ahaf-dozen
smdler nations. Escalion was rightyour nameislike abank full of credits

here, especidly after that four versusthirty fight.”

Wedge smiled a Iellaand got asmilein return. Then heturned his

atention to the flatscreen on the table. It was amap showing an area

reaching from the heart of Cartannto al of Y edagon. Military units of both
sides wereindicated with blinking colored dots. Wedge supposed that tapping
on adot would bring up information about it, as was the case with the
lightboards on Blade-32s.

Tycho gestured a various units as he spoke. " Squadrons of Blades.
Scythe-class bombers. Meteor-class Aeria Forts. Cutting Lens-class



reconnai ssancefintelligence craft. Farumme-class haulers configured as troop
trangports. The numbers are continuoudy updating on the main board as we get
word of new units being added to our resources. Cartann's forces are smilar
to oursin compositionjust superior in numbers and age.

"Here's Y edagon City." Tycho gestured at the grayish blob on the map
indicating their current location. "I history isany judge, the forces of

Cartann will be heading here and to the capitals and other mgjor cities of al
'rebdllious nations. The perator of Cartann has demonstrated that he hasa
pretty limited agenda and consstent deployment tactics. A screen of fighters
to engage enemy fighters, plusfighters acting as support for hisbombers. The
fighter engagements are the onesthat get al the attention, but it'sthe

bomber usage that does the real damage. He starts by bombing military bases
and any areathat has demongtrated high comm traffic within the most recent
observation period. Then he graduates to government buildings and the homes of
higher-ranking nobles."

"What sort of bombs?'

"They're officialy named Broadcaps, for the shape of the cloud that

results, but they're commonly called Punch-and-Pops. They hit the ground and
penetrate several metersthe idea being that they can get into underground
chambers like this onebefore detonating. A single one can level severd city
blocks"

"Charming,” Wedge said. "All right. What's your plan?"

"The perator of Cartann likes noontime assaults. They look very nice on

the recordings, and alot of his pilots enjoy diving down at their targets

with the sun at their backs. We can expect his attack on Y edagon City perhaps
as early as noon tom orrow... SO we're not going to give him the opportunity.
WEII be launching before dawn to be in Cartann airgpace at sunrise.”

Wedge nodded. Getting the hard-living, hard-drinking Cartann pilots out

of their bunks amere handful of hours after they reached them would provide
the alied forces with one more desperately needed advantage. "Go on."
"From there, our firg tactic isto deny them their strength by busting

up their chain of command wherever possible. The standard assault group of
severd fighter squadrons and associated bombers and fortresses will analyze
the approach of Cartann forces. When they know which portion of the formation
isthe Cartann target the ‘center'that portion will dow its approach and

mill. The outer edgeswill swing out farther and increase speed, forming horns
to either side of the Cartann formation and at alower atitude, at distances
that put our horns out of range of one another's wegponshbut keep the Cartann
forceswithin range of both sets of weapons. Since our firing planeis below
the target plane, misses by missileswill not endanger our own forcesthey'll

just reech their programmed range limits and detonate themsalves. Meanwhile,
the Cartann forces will haveto suffer aninitia barragein which we can
concentrate fire and they have to diffuse theirs, and then will haveto choose
to maintain their origina plan or break up to assault the diverse d ements of
our formation. Once they've committed themsalves, we can choose whether to
collgpse our formation and pin them there, or send the hornswith their
bomberson to their primary objectives, the air bases and communications
centers.”

"Good," Wedge said. "Let me ask afew questions. On Adumari lightboards,
asguadron tendsto beasingle sgnal until it's close enough to be perceived
asindividud fighter-craft. How many Bladesreturn the same-sized sgnd, at



distance, as Scythe-class and Meteor-class vehicles?'

Tycho looked up at one of the uniformed officers standing by. "Generd ya
Sethes?'

The officer, agray-haired woman built like achampion wrestler, answered
without hesitation. "Four for Scythes, six for Meteors. Unlessthe squadroniis
Blade-Twenty-eights or earlier, in which casefive and eight.”

"I want every bomber and agria fortress trangponder programmed to issue
afdseresponse,” Wedge said. "When queried by alightbounce signd, instead
of responding with its true name and other information, it sends back that
it'sone Blade in a squadron. Three Scythes end up looking like one squadron,
and two Meteors likewise, until they're close enough.”

"So their projections on our composition are thrown off just when it's
timetomixitup,” Tychosad. "l likethat."

"That'snot dl. | want usto assemblealist of, oh, the thirty most

prestigious pilots flying in our united force. | want the transponders of at

least two Bladesin each fighter squadron to be able to toggle between
returning their correct data and the data for one of those pilots. Likewise, |
want thered pilots on that list to be able to toggle to return the data for
anovice pilot. Nobody's to switch to deceptive transponder data until the
furball isunder way, and only when they're not under wegponslock by an
Generd ya Setheslooked dubious. "If wewait until thefightersare all
engaged, yes, then the deception will be harder to recognize. But what'sthe
point?'

Wedge smiled a her. "The point is, within asingle squadron’s

engagement, the pilots can tend to affect which of them isto be the focus of
enemy assaults. Put someone who has good evasive skills up under the name of,
say, Mgor Janson. The enemieswill flock to him, possibly alowing the best
shootersin his squadron an unanswered savo or two. Then, if our ersatz
Janson gets clear of wegpons locks for amoment, he can take off his mask
switch histrangponder back to hisrea identity and confuse participants
scanning for him. Any confusion we can sow in the enemy helps us, hurts them.”
The generd dill looked unconvinced, but said, "'If nothing else, this

should be smpleto program. I'll seetoit.”

"Thank you." Wedge turned back to the map. "Are Cartann's military
responses predictable enough that we can map out where our forces will engage
theirs?'

"Only if their squadron response drills are good indications.” Tycho

shrugged. "Hard to say, since those drills are non-wesgpon exercises and the
Cartann flyers hate that. But my guessis, yes."

"So we send out one squadron an hour or two ahead of each major
formation. Pilots skilled a terrain-following flying. They fly benegth the
atitude a which lightbounce sensors sart to be active and set up in deep
cover beneath the projected engagement zone. Because, until they break up to
pursue enemies, Cartann squadronstend to fly in pretty close formations'

"So our advance units can fire their missiles up at their squadrons

passing overhead,”" Janson said. " Perhaps taking out multiple fighters per
misslein thosefirs few ssconds.”

"Ooh," Hobbie said. "I volunteer. | want that. Let me do that. Please.”
Though his expression was, as usua, somber, hewas practicaly hopping from
foot to foot in hisexcitement.



Wedge and Tycho looked at one another. Wedge asked, "Have you ever seen
behavior likethis?'

Tycho shook his head. "Only when heredly, redlly needsto run to the
refresher. Hobbie, why?*

"Because| am sick of it," Hobbie said. "I'm sick to desth of 'Hello, I'm
so-and-so and I've killed this many enemies, and | challenge you, and we bow
and go by the rules and say cute things to one another, and isn't it nice that
we'red| dead now? Tycho, | want to shoot something. | want to blow
something up. No gpologies. No advance warning. Just lethd efficiency. Before
frugration killsme."

"Morewordsthat he's strung together at once since I've known him,”
Tycho said. "All right, Hobbie. Y ou'll bein charge of the advance squadron
for lead group.”

"I don't think he's entirely sane right now," Janson said. "1'd better

day with him."

"Good idea," Wedge said. "Anyway, Tycho, that'sall the modifications|
had to recommend for your plan. | do want to addressthe pilots, either
directly or by recording, and lay down somerules. | want them flying New
Republic-gtyle. | sseapilot flying for glory instead of victory, I'll be

happy to shoot him down mysdf."

"Done," said Generd ya Sethes.

Wedge caught Cherissseye. " Cheriss, will you be staying here?"

She shook her head. "I'm being flown in hours early, with aspecid

ground unit. | could not bring mysdlf to fire upon my city, or tell others
whereto drop the bombs... but 1 can help find your X-wings."

"| gppreciate that. It might proveto bevitd if Turr Phennir and his
pilotsarein their TIE Interceptors. Thanks" He turned to Hallis. "What
about you? Staying here, | hope?"

"Areyou crazy?' Shefrowned. "Let me rephrase that. Haven't you been
paying attention? I'm a documentarian. They've granted me a place on one of
the Meteors. I'll berecording al theway in, dl theway out.”

Wedge considered his responses, but knew he had no way to persuade her
not to come. He could issue orders preventing her... but to do so would
suggest, accurately, that he had no respect for her right to choose her own
destiny. "Good luck," he said, and turned to Idlla. "'If you haven't dreedy
chosen something suicidd, | have amisson for you.”

"Nameit."

"I want you to go up to Allegiance, and beg, bribe, and bully your way
aboard, and get acopy of our Tomer Darpen recording into their hands.”
"Did thet areedy."

"What?"

Heads raised dl across the room at Wedge's shout. He waved people's
attention away, then took lellalsarm and led her afew stepsfrom thetable.
"How isthat agan?'

She amiled at him, her enjoyment a his discomposure very evident. "While
you were deeping. | asked Escdion for aspaceworthy Blade and apilot. She
flew meup to Allegiance.

"l wish you'd waited."

"For you to ask meto do exactly what | was going to do? What | was
obliged by my duties as an Intdlligence officer to do?'

"That'sright." Hegrinned. "All right, soit'sillogicd. How did it go?



"Strange," shesad. "Allegiances officers, | found out later, were not

happy with the no-communications order from Tomer. All we knew isthat the
ship wouldn't respond to our hails. So, very carefully and dowly, weflew up
to her and into the main starfighter bay. There were alot of soldiersthere,
alot of blaster riflesthere pointed at us... but thingsrelaxed alot when |
identified mysdlf, and | spoke with Captain Salaban. He's asfrantic and
resentful asafighter pilot in atractor beam with the orders he's under.”

"Whét did youtdl him?'

"W, it was obviousthat he intended to obey his orders no matter how
hateful they were to him. Which is nothing more than what | expected. And even
if I'd told him the whole story, it would have been my wordand ajuicy bit of
corroborating recorded evidenceagaingt anything Tomer Darpen told him, just
enough to cause Salaban distress but not enough to cause him to violate his
orders, inmy opinion. So | decided not to hang him on the hook of that
dilemma. | told him about the war that was brewing, and how it came aboutnot
including Tomer Darpen'sroleinit. | gave him acopy of the recording with a
request that he forward it to Genera Cracken's office at the point the
communications blackout was lifted. | also |eft acopy midabeed asmy will,
and broadcast encrypted copies with atime-based decryption order to the RS
and R2 units of the X-wing squadron aboard."

"l would say you've done more than | could ask you to." He added, agrowl
to hisvoice, "Other than hel pfully being out of harm's way when the shooting
gats"

"I'm going to be in one of their reconnai ssance craft,” she said. "Doing

unit coordination. Well away from the battlefront.”

"Baitlefrontstend not to have fixed lines, and missilesdon't

acknowledge whét linesthere are.”

"That's the best you're going to get, Wedge. Don't push.”

He sighed, exasperated. "Were you dwaysthis way?'

"No," shesaid. "l was pretty stubborn when | was younger."

"Just don't fed you haveto stay closeif things go bad,” he said. "Our

chances are till pretty low, even with al those new people and resources
floodingin..." Hisvoicetraled off asanew thought occurred to him.

"What isit?"

"I've commanded large forces before. The Lusankya has more combined
firepower than the entire force I'll be leading today. But until now al the
forcesI'veled have been assigned to me, routine unit assgnments, with a
hedlthy dose of volunteers. Thisisthefirst timethat such alarge group, o
many recruits, have comein just on the strength of my name. It's
disconcerting.”

"Don't let it go to your head, Wedge. Y ou won't be ableto fit into your
hemet.”

"Thanks for the reassurance.” He sivung her back toward the planning

table. "Back to work."

In the hours before dawn, Wedge stood on the ladder to his Blade's

cockpit, agpotlight on him, acomlink on his collar to broadcast hiswords,
and prepared to address the troops.

Hed never redlly understood the pre-mission pep talkor, rather, had

never shared the psychology of the pilots and soldiers who needed and expected
one. He never flew amission without becoming, at some point before the first



laser wasfired, completely committed it; that was the only way to achieve the
objective and maybe say divewhile doing it.

But since inheriting command of Rogue Squadron from Luke Skywaker a
decade ago, he'd learned the hard fact that he often saved lives with the

right words. He wondered if he had the right words with him now. He thumbed on
the comlink and looked out over the vista before himwhat seemed like an
endless gtretch of duracrete thick with fighter-craft, pilots, crewmen,
mechanics. Most common were the dark red jumpsuits worn by Y edagon Confederacy
pilots and workers; each person's was decorated by scarves, medals, piping, or
other expressons of individudity. Jumpsuits of other colors, representing

other nations, were in evidence. Wedge himself wore the garish orange of the
New Republic sarfighter pilot; Halis had told the Y edagonians what to ook
for and they had obligingly equipped Red Hight with the familiar colors.
"People of Adumar,” he said. "That's the phrase | have to use to address

you, because it's not appropriate to refer to you by the nations of your

birth. Today you'reflying as pilots of your world, with the god of keeping
persona greed and ambition from ruining your world.

"Today, from this base and countless others, we're going to lift off and

form the greatest air force your world has ever seenexcept one. The forces of
Cartann are greater. They're bigger. So to defeat them, we're going to have to
be better. Here's how we're going to do that.

"Every pilot you line up in your wegpon brackets is someone concerned

with what he's going to get out of this conflict. How he's going to profit.

Mogt plan to profit in the accumulation of honor. Honor bought with your
blood.

"That pilot isthinking about himsdlf. Y ou're not going to do that.

Y ou're going to stay focused on your objective. Don't permit yoursdlf to think
about personal dudls, about the accolades you're going to receive. Don't
respond to challenges or persond remarks from the enemy; they don't deserve
your answer. Don't worry about becoming heroes. The moment you committed
yourself to defeating your enemy, at the possible cost of your own lives, you
became heroes. That part isdone. Now we move on to something more important.
"Focus on your enemy. How he moves. How he fires. What he must be
thinking. Where histhoughts will take him. Shoot both a him and at where

he's going. Fight now and afew momentsin the future. That givesyou the
chancetokill him twice. That gives you twice as many guns as he has. And
that's the only way you're going to win.

"If you let your thoughts stray from your enemy, focus them on what's

waiting for you at home. Not the adulation. The wives, the husbands, the
children, the parents. If wefail, they will be defensd ess before the forces

of Cartann. That should be enough to put your concentration back where it
belongs... on the enemy.

"It'stimeto go. | salute you, Adumar." He paused, then said it again

"Adumar.”

A moment later, the nearest fringe of people, including Tycho and Iella,

took it up asachant "Adumar. Adumar. Adumar.” It rolled acrossthe
assembled air armada, gaining in strength and volume.

Wedge let it go only for afew moments, only long enough for every one
present to be caught up init. Then he nodded to Tycho. Tycho thumbed hisown
comlink, and suddenly the air was split with the sound of akeening Sren.

Like an insect mound suddenly disturbed by agiant intruder, the air base



abruptly became a sea of running bodies as pilots returned to their fighters,
mechanics scrambled to get last-second detailsin order, flight workers rushed
to get late-arriving missiles|oaded into aircraft.

Wedge stepped down to the duracrete. Iellacame up to him. "You

undergand,” she sad, "if you let yourself get hurt, it'sgoing to go very

badly for you. I'll make you regret it."

"| had that figured out,” he said.

Shewaited asif hoping for him to say something more. The smile she gave

him was an uncertain one. "That's Wedge. So honest he can't even reassure me.”
He looked around to make sure no one was close enough to hear. "Here's
some reassurance,” hetold her. "Two reasonswhy I'm not going to et anything
happen to me. One I'm the best thereis. Two | finally have someone to come
back to."

She wrapped hersdf around him. "Don't forget that.”

"l won't."

"l haveto get to my station.”

He kissed her, then watched her runor perhaps fleetoward the large

arcraft that was her assgnment for the mission. It was built like a spoke-
and-whedl space station whose every joining of spoke and whedl was a spherical
Sensor array.

He climbed back up to his cockpit. His mechanic, a middle-aged woman

whose face was striped, tattoolike, with Blade-32 greases, was astride the
fusdlage, just behind the cockpit, dogging down the rear of the canopy with a
hydrospanner. "How's it look, Grembae?" he asked.

"They gaveyou thebest,” shesad. "Andit'sin asfineashapeas| can

makeit."

Hishemet lay in the pilot's seet. He picked it up to put it on, then

noticed the decorations upon it. Recently dried paint in gold on the dark red
surface showed up as a succession of delta-shaped wedges, the decorative motif
Wedge had added to most of the helmets held worn throughout his career. "Who
did this?" he asked.

"My son," shesaid. "A mechanic on my team. Your lady said you'd likeit.

"My lady." He put the helmet on, cinched it under hischin. "My lady."

The words weren't new to him, but they werein anew combination, a
configuration that had never meant anything to him before. He decided heliked
them.

Helevered himsdf into the pilot's chair. " Shewasright. Thanks,

Grembee."

12

They rose from the Y edagon City air base, hundreds strong, fighters and
bombers and fortresses and aircraft of al colors and description, and they
were only one group of severa involved in thisdl-out assault on Cartann and
her satellite nations. One of the Blade units moving ahead of the group asa
skirmish line was Running Crimson Hightknife, now being led by Wedge and
Tycho.

Thiswas amuch fagter flight than Wedge's departure from Cartann, and
much more agreegblet had just felt wrong to bein avehicle he wasn't
piloting. He watched moonlit forest tops and cultivated fields flash by



beneath him. It was oddly peaceful, despite the fact that he was at the
spearpoint position of hundreds of engines of war, for there was no comm
chatter.

A few klicksfrom the Cartann border, the lightboard offered up a

throbbing noise, indicating that he'd been hit by alightbounce from ahead.
Wedge nodded. That would be aborder sensor ingtalation. Asthe noise
continued, Wedge got afix on it with hislightboard. He looped away from the
Running Crimson formation with Tycho tucked in beside him and headed straight
for the source of the lightbounce signals.

The enemy sensor operatorstried to save their ingtdlation The

lightbounce signdls cut off. But the ingtallation's coordinates were already
locked into the Blade-32's computers. Wedge brought it up on his sensor board
and designated those coordinates as the sole target. He armed hislasers, and
as soon as the sensor board solidified the lasers targeting brackets, he

fired. He saw hislasers and Tycho's flash down into the forest below, and
some hard target erupted into flaming explosion.

On theway back, they took a closer look. They'd hit a squarish bunker,
perhaps fifteen meterson aside, and it was burning fiercely. Elaborate

sensor gear on top was now char and slag. Satisfied, Wedge headed back to
rgjoin Running Crimson Hightknife,

All down theline, other members of the advance screen of Bladeswould be
doing the same thing. They couldn't concedl their own approach to Cartann, but
they couldif they hit enough sensor stations, and hit them early enough

conced the Size of the force gpproaching the enemy nation. The military

forces of Cartann would have to go to an extra effort to get an idea of what
was assaulting them.

Ahead, the sky was growing lighter. Wedge checked his chrono. The

operation was till on schedule. And it was midday on the Allegiance; he
supposed that the Star Destroyer's sensor crews would be having an interesting
day of observation.

Minutes later, with the lightnessin the east broadening and climbing,

comm slence wasfindly broken. "Group One Leader, thisisEye Three" It was
lellas voice. "Electrocution Degth Flightknife, at the extreme north edge of

the group, reports an assault by asquad of Cartannese Blades. Thefurbal's
gtill continuing, but a unit of Scythe-class bombers tracked the enemy back to
their base, aprevioudy unknown one, and are pounding it flat. They say they
caught another squadron on the ground.”

Wedge looked northward. He could see distant, tiny flashes, and he wished
luck to the members of Electrocution Degth. "Thanks, Eye Three."
Minuteslater, hislightboard lit up with signs of the coming squadrons

lots of them. They approached from north and south, from the mgjor Cartannese
citiesin thosedirections,

Standard Cartannese tactics, had this just been afighter raid, would

have been to veer toward one or the other force, whichever seemed more
prestigious, and engage it, with the hope of dispatching it before the other
caught up... but Group One continued Straight on its course, which led

sraight to the great city of Cartann. In minutes, those two Cartann units
lightboards would detect Groups Five and Twelve headed straight for their
respective cities, and would be torn between the need to pursue Group One and
to defend their cities. Wedge grinned. Cartannese society seemed to betooled
to keeping its people from having to address difficult questions. He planned



to present them with quite afew more before this day was done.

"Eye Threeto Red Leader. Main force detected from Cartann City air

bases. Forming up and heading thisway. Estimated strength twenty squadrons
and growing."

"Thanks, Eye." That meant the enemy strength in fighterswas dready

equal to Wedge's. "How's our pursuit?'

"Still pursuing. Groups Five and Twelve should just now be reaching their
respective cities lightbounce range.”

"Acknowledged. Red L eader out.”

The enemy would gppear on the lightboard, Wedge knew, as aragged line of
tiny bright blips, each representing an enemy formation. Asthey neared, the
blipswould grow, gradually breaking down into clouds of dots representing
individud fighters. And that's exactly how it happened, moments later. That's
al Wedge would see until they were much closer; the enemy would beflying at
them out of the rising sun, which was aready peeking above the horizon.
Wedge lowered the goggles on hishelmet. Y es, it was adisadvantage to

fly into the sunlight. But it was amomentary disadvantage; as soon asthetwo
forces broke up into individua dogfights, everybody would be a equal
disadvantage. And the Cartann pilots disadvantage, being too quickly roused
after too short anight of deep, would linger.

When the enemy force was about sixty seconds from distant firing range,
when enemy squadrons were beginning to diffuseinto individua enemy fighters,
Wedge switched his comm board over to group frequency. "Red Leader to Group.
Forward screen, sow to one-third to alow main body to catch up. North Horn,
South Horn, begin your moveinto postion. All other flightknives, dow to
one-hdf sandard cruise velocity and maintain formation.”

He heard acknowledgments from the two horn formation leaders. On his
lightboard, he saw the group's formation change shape. The leading edge, a
thin line of fighters, dropped back until it was absorbed into the leading

edge of the main body, an inverted triangle. The two leading corners of the
triangle stretched forward, suggesting apair of horns. Ahead, the roughly

ova formation of Cartannese fliers continued toward them, not yet adjusting
for the gppearance of the horns, which would beto either sde of them within
seconds.

By squinting, and with polarization increased as high asit would go on

his goggles, he could see traces of the oncoming force, little black dots at

the heads of needle-thin white contrails.

Then specks of fire rose with blinding speed from the forest. Asthey

reached the heart of the Cartann force, they expanded out into ball-shaped
cloudsof fire.

Wedge jolted. That was Hobbie and Janson's force, Blastpike Hightknife,
sent on ahead to do just thisthingand Wedge, nearly overwhelmed by other
planning details, had al but forgotten about them. He saw the Cartann force
begin to mill, with whole squadrons spirding down toward the source of the
missiles... misslesthat kept risng into the group.

Wedge said, "North Horn, South Horn, that's your cue. Close and fire.

Main group, advance. Asyou close, break by flightknivesand fire at will." He
accel erated back to cruise speed as, ahead, the first laser and missile
crossfire by the two horn formations began.

He switched histargeting system back on and it immediately began howling

a him, awavering cry asdistant targets flashed into and out of his



brackets. He switched to missiles and fired every time the musica tone
suggested a clean lock. Ahead, the Cartann force looked like the intersection
of four sets of target practice, but lasers and missiles were now pouring back
out of the cloud of enemy fighters. Wedge was rocked when a Blade to his port,
Running Crimson-3, detonated; the blast buffeted Wedge and drove him metersto
starboard before he recovered.

Then the two forces met, blurred into one wide-ranging engagement, clear
digtinctions no longer possible between them.

Wedge caught sight of an incoming Blade-32, on what looked like a

collison course with him. He switched to lasers, fired, then looped to port,
diving to get out of the madman'sflight path. His sensor board howled that he
wasin an enemy's targeting brackets; he continued the dive, flashing between
two enemy Blades, and the how! cut off. He began to pull up. Behind him, the
sensors showed one of the two Blades held passed between now gtitched with
lasex fire, its port Side opened by ablast; the Blade was shaking violently
asar hammered itsway into the now-unaerodynamic vehicle.

Hiswingman was no longer besde him. "Tych?"

"Busy, boss”

Wedge said "Tycho" into the microphone of histargeting board. Oneblip

on the lightboard began to blink. It was haf akilometer above him, directly
between two enemy Blades. Wedge climbed.

He could pick out Tycho and the man's enemies, even againg the dark sky,
by the flashes of light between them. Tycho wasin pursuit of aBlade, being
pursued by another, and was sending laser fire in both directions, meanwhile
dewing about in evasve action.

Wedge rose, caught the lead Blade in histargeting brackets, ignored it.

He let his brackets flash back across Tycho and to the pursuit Blade. He
opened fire, hisfirgt barrage of lasers missing the vehicle, his second

chewing through its stern fuselage.

The tough Blade-32 did not explode, but its stern dropped away. The
vehiclerolled, out of control. Wedge saw the canopy tear free and the pilot
punch out amoment later. Wedge grinned; he must also have wiped out the
repulsorlift system, elsethat pilot could have brought the Blade down to a
sdfelanding.

No longer forced to divide his concentration, Tycho poured laser fire

into the Blade ahead of him. Though the Blade returned fire, sngeing the nose
of Tycho's craft, Tycho's attacks relentlesdy chewed away at itsrear
fusdlage, riddling it with char and holes.

The Blade didn't look badly hurt, but abruptly it rose straight skyward,

then heeled over in what looked like an uncontrolled dive. The pilot had to
have been hit, atypicaly surgicad Tychokill.

Wedge continued his climb. At the upper dtitude indicated for the
engagement, he pulled back on the stick and rolled over to continue toward
Cartann, though he was belly to sky, giving him agood look &t thefight asit
continued. Tycho pulled dongside.

It wasn't bad, Wedge decided. The united Adumari force was continuing to
move toward Cartann, and Cartann's defenders were forced to keep with them. In
minutes, if this continued, they'd be over the city itself. "Red Leader to Eye
Three, report if you can.”

"Eye Threeto Red Leader. Red Three and Red Four report in unhurt, though
their squadron took heavy losses. The pursuit forces have broken off and are



returning to their citiesto deal with Groups Five and Twelve. The Scythes
from North Horn and South Horn have broken away from the horn formations and
are now over Cartann, heading for the air bases. We have reports of ground-
based defensive batteriesfirin g.”

Wedge looked toward the city. Y es, yellow-white streaks of laser light,

four to agroup, wereflashing into the ky. Tiny asthey seemed at this
distance, each column of light would have to be haf the diameter of aBlade

or more.

"Sensors show another dozen or so squads rising from the air bases and
Cartann proper,” ldlla continued.

"Any of Group Onée's units not yet engaged?’

"Thesx Meteors and their screens.”

Wedge breathed a sigh of thanks that he'd assigned most squadrons and

major aircraft numerica referencesin addition to their normal namesit wasa
choice that would alow him to address them even when he couldn't recal their
normal designations. He switched to group frequency. "Meteors One and Two and
screen flightknives, join the Scythes from North Horn. Meteors Three and Four
and screen flightknives, join the Scythes from South Horn. Meteors Five and
Six and screens, | want you to plow right into the middle of thisfurball.

Give the enemy something new to think about.” He switched back to command
frequency. "Thanks, Eye Three." He pulled back on the stick and he and Tycho
doveinto the main engagement again.

Hed just taken along-distance shot at apair of Bladeswhen avehicle,
unbelievably fast, cut across hisflight path, leaving ablurry afterimage on
hisvison. It wasaTIE Interceptor, flying an impossible-to-predict course

full of sudden bends and course changes.

Hislasers pointed at empty forest floor, he opened fire again. And as

another three TIE Interceptors crossed his path, he had the pleasure of seeing
his sustained laser fire clip the solar wing array of one of them. The shot

didn't destroy the TIE, but he did seeit roll out of formation and haveto
struggle to get back in position, and the spot where held grazed it was black
with char. He turned in the TIE Interceptors wake and was rapidly
outdistanced.

"Good shot, Lead.”

"Not good enough, Two. Weve got no chance against Interceptorsin these.
"Who are you now, Lead?"

Wedge tapped the centerpoint of hislightboard. The data sent by his
trangponder came up; it was his dternate identity, a'Y edagon pilot with no
killsto hisname. "I'm not-Wedge."

"Good. Recommend you stay that way until and unless we get back to our
subfighters™

"I'll take it under consderation.”

He could track the TIES on the lightboard without consulting transponder

data. They werethe only craft in this engagement that moved at such high
speed. He saw them streak to the edge of the engagement zone, reverse, then
begin to shoot back through the thickest portion of the zone. All dong the

line of their passage, the blips representing Blades on the lightboard began
blinking or vanished dtogether. All dong their flight paths, as Wedge

checked visudly, burning fighters began their finad descentsto the forest

floor.



Two dark red Blades rose up to join Wedge and

Tycho. "Red Three and Four reporting in,” Janson said, hisvoice cheery.
"Good timing," Wedge said. "Come about with me to one-eighty degrees.” He
began ahard loop around. "We're putting ourselvesin the way of trouble.”

On hislightboard, the four streaks representing the TIES reached the

edge of the engagement zone and |ooped around once more for another pass.
Wedge caculated their likely path, just an estimate, and climbed higher to be
in that path. "Heréstherules. Thisis not aone-on-one, not adue. When

the TIEs comein range, everyone hit thelead TIE. If you can, as soon asthey
flash past, switch to rear lasers and target the rear TIE. WEl see how much
damage we can do them.”

"Good." That was Hobbi€'s voice, more intent than usual. "Damage.”

"Three, isFour dl right?"

"He'sfine, chief. Still ddlirioudy happy from hismissle barrage, |

think."

The path of the oncoming TIEs changed dightly, continuing from what must
have been an evasive move. Wedge sent his Blade into ahard vector to
starboard. Now there was no way to get in the path of TIEs, but they could
dill fireuponthem

And there they were, two wing pairs streaking in from port. Wedge opened
firewith hislasers, concentrating on thelead TIE, and was gratified to see
three other pairs of lasersjoining his.

The Interceptor exploded asif hit by amissile, leaving only an orange-
and-ydlow fireball and a spray of shrapne behind. Wedge's Blade shook ashe
crossed in the wake of the TIEs and was hit by the explosion shock wave. But
because of their changed flight plan they hadn't concluded the exchange with
their rear lasers pointed toward the TIEs. Wedge saw the three remaining enemy
fighters split off, two one direction and one another, and begin to loop

around at impossible speeds toward his Blades. "Whoops," Wedge said. "Red
Flight, scatter." He rose and vectored to starboard, toward what looked like
anincoming wing pair of friendly Blades.

A TIE Interceptor rosein hiswake. Hefired upon it, but the nimbler

craft juked and jinked far too quickly for himto get afix onit. It

responded with lasersthat hammered away at hisrear fusdage; hefdt his
Blade shudder and text suddenly started scrawling across his diagnostics
board.

"Red One, cometo one-six-five." That was ldlasvoice. He complied, as
hard aturn as he could manage, the TIE adhering to histail asif glued

there.

AsWedge completed his maneuver, he found himself heading amost due west
and into the path of something huge.

Shaped like a single curved wing, with a dozen laser cupolas atop the

wing and adozen below, the Meteor-class Aerid Fort wasthe largest flying
vehicle the Adumari made, and among the most punishing. Each cupolaheld
paired lasers the equal of the ones on the Blades and could turn 360 degrees
around and depress to cover an entire hemisphere.

AsWedge turned into the craft's path, ahaf dozen of its gunners opened

up on himor soit looked, for their laser fire flashed al around him, above

and below.

TheTIE on histail broke off with an dmost ninety-degree turn and

flashed out to the Side faster than the Meteor's gunners could turn their



weapons. In asecond he was out of sight.

"Thanks' Wedge tapped the lightboard"Meteor Six. Much gppreciated.”

"Our pleasure, Red Leader.”

The Cartann Blades were not yet approaching the Meteor. Wedge saw some
forming up into haf squads, presumably for strafing runs at the enormous
aircraft, but they weren't ready yet. He took the opportunity to catch up on
his breathing. He dso checked visudly for the other members of hisflight,
couldn't spot them immediately. Into the lightboard microphone, he said, "Red
Hight."

Threeblipslit up.

Three.

He tapped each onein turn. Red Leader. Red Four.

Red Three.

"Red Two, comein. Tycho, where are you?' Janson's voice came back,
grained. "l think hesgone, Lead. | saw him hammered by a TIE's |aser fire,
redlly bad. He banked away from me, not maneuvering well, and then a Blade's
missletook him."

"Four to Red Hight, negative, negative. | wasjust queried by a'Y edagon
Blade-28, Sandstorm Six, who's following him down. Tycho punched out. No
serious damage.”

Wedge nearly dumped. Fear for Tycho had tightened every musclein his
body like they were an instrument's strings being tuned. "Red Leader to Eye
Three"

"EyeThree"

"Please track Sandstorm Six. He's following Red Two down; Twois
extravehicular. Send whatever you can to pick him up. We want him back in the
ar and with us, whatever it takes."

"Understood. And we have good news on another front. Cheriss with Holdout
reports that her group has found your X-wings."

"That wasfad."

"Shesaid it was smple. They picked up your astromech's broadcasts.”

"Tel her group to stand by. That just doesn't make any sense.” Thefirst

thing an enemy would have done would be to disable the astromechs with
restraining bolts and then go to work cracking the security measureslimit -

ing cockpit access only to authorized personnd. The astromechs would never be
alowed to continue tranamitting.

No, waitthat was thefirgt thing an Imperial enemy would have done. It

was the people of Cartann who'd seized the X-wings.

Hetried to think like his enemy, and the answer was there dmost

immediately.

The perator ruled Cartann, not some diplomatic council. He could hand the
X-wingsover to the military, certainly, but as an ex-pilot himsdfand an
autocratic rulerhe might well have decided to keep them for himself.

But he didn't have time to investigate them. He was planning awar

againgt those arrayed againgt Cartann. So held put them somewhere secure and
worry about them when the war was done, or at least offered him some
recregtion time. He might not even be aware of the astromechs capacity for
sdf-motivation and action.

He switched to Red Flight frequency. "Red Leader to Gate, do you read?"
His communications board's text screen lit up with words. | READ Y OU.
"Report your Stuation, please.”



| AM IN A HANGAR SUITED FOR TWO OR MORE SQUADRONS OF STARFIGHTERS. RED
FLIGHT'S X-WINGS AND FOUR BLADES, VARIOUSTY PES, ARE HERE. THE OTHER
SNUBFIGHTERS ASTROMECHS ARE HERE. WE ARE GUARDED BY SIX GUARDSWITH
BLASTER

RIFLES. THEY ARE TALKING, AND LISTENING TO DISTANT EXPLOSIONS AND THE
SOUNDS

OF LASER BATTERIES. WE HAVE NOT BEEN INTERFERED WITH AND THE X-WINGS
HAVE NOT

BEEN OPENED. WE AND THE X -WINGSHAVE SUFFERED ONLY COSMETIC DAMAGE.
" Cosmetic damage?'

THEY PUT STRAPS ON THE X-WINGS TO WINCH US OFF THE BALCONY AND TAKE US
TO

THE HANGAR. THE STRAPS RUBBED PAINT OFF ON BOTH THE SNUBFIGHTERS AND
us.

"Stand by, Gate. Well get someoneto you soon." The Cartann haf

sguadrons preparing their runs on the Meteor banked and headed toward the

gigantic aircraft. Wedge vectored to be away from the Meteor when it happened

not that the enemy odds worried him, but so that the Meteor's gunners would

not have to worry about hitting him.

"Eye Three, when Red Two is picked up, assign the rescue craft to Red

Hight. Red Hight, as soon as Tycho rgoins us, we're heading into Cartann to

pick up our snubfighters.”

He heard awild, undisciplined cheer that had to be Janson's. Then

lellas voice came back "Red Leader, if you head out in advance of the group,

you'l beflying into antiaircraft laser barrages. They don't have to cut back

on those until their own forces drift out over the city."

"Understood, Eye Three, but that's the plan. Red L eader out.”

Wedge switched frequenciesto that used by the insertion team in charge

of finding the X-wings. "Red Leader to Holdout."

The response was immediate, but hard to hear; the voice was Cherisss,

and she was whispering. "Holdout to Red L eader."

"By any chance, did you end up with one of the New Republic datapads from

our quarters?’

"No, Red Leader. All | haveis standard Adumari gear."

"Including aflaiscreen?”

"y es"

Wedge pondered that. Gate could be told to transmit to aflatscreen, but

anything he broadcast to Cheriss could be picked up by other flatscreensin

the area. Unless...

"Can you adjust the frequency it receives on?"

"Yes, of course”

"Good. Set it to the most unusud or ill-used fre - quency you can think

of and tdl mewnhat itis. Then, in afew minutes, your team isgoing to

receive some very helpful visua images from within your target area.”

"Understood." A moment later, she responded with anumeric sequence

corresponding to one of the standard flatscreen reception frequencies.

"Acknowledged. Red Leader out." He sat back. HEd have to get 1dlla, who

knew more than anyone else on al Adumar about trandating between New

Republic and Adumari systems, to get in communication with Gate to instruct

the R5 unit in interfacing with the Adumar flatscreens. Then Gate and the

other astromechsin the X-wings hangar could broadcast 360-degree views of



the hangar interior, with the holocam data reinterpreted to two dimensions and
trandated to the format understood by the flatcams.

It would be another desperately needed edge for his people. If only they
would survive long enough to employ it.

Infive minutes, the aerid Stuation had changed, though not in

unexpected ways.

Cartann's fleet of Meteors and most of her Scythes had been caught on the
ground and largely destroyed the larger craft, requiring numerous crewmen,
were not in apogtion to lift off by the time the united Adumari craft roared
across the sky above them. Even at this distance, Wedge could see the columns
of flame that marked where Cartann Bladedrome and Giltella Air Base had been.
The united Adumari force's Meteors were doing substantia damageintheair,
their [asers actudly optimized to shoot down incoming missles and used only
when the opportunity aroseto fire upon enemy fighters.

But that was amost the only good news. Asthe leading edge of the
engagement zone began to drift over the western edges of Cartann, attrition
was beginning to swing thetide of battle in Cartann'sfavor. Despite the fact
that Wedge's tactics seemed to be keegping the united Adumari force focused,
despitethefact that Adumari pilots and gunners were outfighting their

enemies, the greatly superior numbers of Cartann defenders were taking their
toll. Squadrons and partid squadronswere il lifting off from the city,
doubtless composed of retired pilots and the aircraft they persondly owned,
and the Adumari force was growing low on fudl, owing to the hundreds of
kilometersthey'd had to cross beforefiring their first shots. Too, the three
remaining TIE Interceptors were racking up agruesome kill score, and had
adjusted their strategy to head off the sort of mass-fire tactics Red Flight

hed employed against them. Any formation moving againgt them caused them to
flash off a anew and unpredictable angle, making the TIEsimpossible for the
Bladesto target and hit. It wouldn't be too much longer before the attrition
from the TIEs made the Adumari force too week to have any chance at victory.
A two-seater Blade-30, the canopy over itsrear gunnery position

shattered and its fusalage patched from numerous previous military
engagements, rose to join Red Hight. The gunner wore New Republic orange and
gestured at Wedge, athumbs-up.

"Welcoming Blastpike Ten to Red Flight," Wedge said. "Pilot, beready to

fly low and evasive. Were entering Cartann.”

"Understood, Red Hight."

The four Blades broke away from the engagement zone and headed east over
Cartann City... and the sky lit up like a celebration for them, as countless
ground laser batteries unloaded their energy into the sky. Wedge and his
pilots dove dmost to rooftop leve to give the enemy gunnerslesstimeto

spot and track them. "Red Leader to Holdout."

"Holdout here"

"Wereinbound.” A bank of lasers cut in just to starboard of Wedge's

Blade. He felt heat from the flash of light, then his Blade rocked asthe

minor shock wave from expansion of superhested air hit him. The shock wave
nearly did himinto Blastpike Ten, flying to his port; he corrected hadtily.

Til transmit your destination.” A moment later, amap of aportion of

centra Cartann City appeared on Wedge's main display. He gaveit aquick
look. Their destination, marked by ablinking X, was only ablock from the
perator's palace. He whistled.



Before he could comment, Cheriss continued, "The areais very heavily
defended. Y ou can see why. And we need you to do something. To arrive at a
particular time... and shoot something.”

" Happy to oblige, Holdout." Red Flight flashed over astreet; below, he

could see astandard repul sorlift transport, this one with asmall laser

battery permanently mounted in the bed. The operator pointed up at him but had
no timeto fire before Red Hight was safely over the rooftop. Wedge glanced

at hismain board; the map graphic now included a countdown.

The permanent and mobile laser batteries were becoming more numerous, and
were better-advised of Red Flight's course. Twice Wedge reacted to the body
language of people on balconies, sending Red FHight into asudden veer ina
new direction, barely euding alaser emplacement's sudden fire from street
level. He sent Red Hight on a more unpredictable and dangerous course,
dipping down to street level and flying just above the mostly empty avenues,
risking the cables but making it that much harder for laser batteriesto get

word of their path.

Only once were they threatened by fighters. A pair of older Blade-28s,

classc machineslovingly maintained by their owners, dropped down behind Red
Flight and opened up with lasers. Hobbie and Janson destroyed them with
sustained rear laser fire. Theruinsof their

Blade-28s, burning, arced down to crash into the streets, They did to

smash into building fronts. "Old men," Jan-son reported, acatchin hisvoice.
"Old men wearing big smiles.”

Asthey reached the royd and governmenta quadrant of Cartann City, the
defenses become more capable and more numerous. Laser batteries arose from
pods within building tops and could swive to target enemies from the skiesto
the streets below. Reluctantly, Wedge rose to rooftop level again so asto see
the pop-up batteries before they could target him. Red Flight fired upon and
were fired upon by twenty of the installations before helost count, and
Wedge's Blade, though not even grazed, was so badly rocked by shock waves from
laser blagts that he could hear mechanisms shattering within the craft.

Then it was before him, the gray, innocuous building beyond which was the
perator's palace. Laser batteries atop the palace tried to target him, but on
thisfina portion of the run Wedge stayed down at Street leve, dlowing the
target building to shied him. Ahead, he saw hangar-style doors grinding open
on the gray building, saw flashes of laser fire as men and women in dark,
innocuous garments were fired upon by defenderswithinit.

A pair of laser batteries rose with breathtaking speed from within the

gray building, turned to target Red Flight. All four Bladesfired, three a

the battery to port, Hobbie at the battery to starboard. The port battery
exploded in a shower of sparks and fire. The starboard battery, though chewed
and blackened by Hobbi€e'slasers, continued to sweep around and orient toward
them; Hobbie launched amissleinstead and the ingtdlation detonated,

leaving behind only rubble and smoke.

Now they only had smdl-armsfire to contend with; shooters atop the gray
building and clustered on ba conies dl around poured blagter fireinto the

four Blades.

Theimpacts rang like off-key musical notes;, Wedge felt asthough a

brigade of mechanicswere hammering on his hull with hydrogpanners, but the
armored fuselage held up againgt the barrage. Still, there was an ominous new
sgnd onthelightboard, asw arm of fightersand apair of larger vehicles



fallowing them.

He descended on repul sorlifts to the duracrete just outside the hangar

doors, intending to whirl around and present hismissilesto their pursuers,

but his comm unit kicked in with Cherisssvoice. "Holdout to Red FHight,
please comeinto the hangar.”

"We haveincoming”

"They're ours. We need you in here."

Wedge glided forward. As he crossed into the comparative darkness of the
hangar, his goggles depolarized and he could see the building's contents.

It was a gpacious hangar, the duracrete floor meticuloudy clean,

completely absent of the sort of [ubricant spills he associated with a hangar
that saw redl use. He would have rated it as being spacious enough for two and
ahalf to three squadrons of Blades, but there were only eight vehicles

present the four X-wings clustered against the back wall, toward the center,
three Blade-32s lined up for quick departure to the left, and a brilliant gold
Blade-28 dl doneto theright.

The hangar'sliving occupants included at |east a dozen men and womenin
unmemorable dark clothing. There were dead occupants, too, Sx guardsin the
livery of the perator's paace, lying motionless on the duracrete. The members
of the Holdout invasion force clustered near the hangar doors, returning

blaster fire against the bal cony snipers acrossthe avenue.

Cheriss stood near the fabulous gold Blade-28. She held acomlink in one
hand and ablagter pistal in the other. "We need you to hit that with missiles
before you go." She pointed with the pistol to a bunkerlike cube of duracrete
intheright rear of the hangar, then fired on it to illuminate it better. Her

blaster shot did no perceptible harm to the hardened meta door at the front

of the bunker.

"Will do," Wedge said. He gained allittle dtitude, putting his Blade

halfway between floor and celling, and said, "Take cover." He waited until
Cherissran to what he estimated to be a safe distance, then targeted the
bunker and let fly withamissile.

The shock wave rocked his Blade-32, but when the smoke cleared, the
bunker was merely singed.

"That'sredly reinforced, Cheriss." Wedge armed both missile ports and
carefully targeted the front of the metal door. "What's behind it?"

"A tunndl... wethink."

He glided backward on hisrepulsorlifts until he was nearly at the exit

once more, and incoming sniper fire hammered away at hisrear fusdage. Red
Three, Red Four, and Blastpike Ten set down on the far side of the hanger,
near Cheriss.

Wedge fired again. The shock wave actudly pushed him halfway out into
daylight. But when the smoke cleared, the metal door was gone and the bunker's
ceiling was blown out. Wedge saw the roof lying atop one of the Cartann Blade-
32s, which was now crushed.

Wedge's sensors showed that pursuit flight arriving. He turned around to
seethem A half-dozen Bladesin Y edagon red, most of them thickly decorated
with burn marks, several of them trailing smoke, came across the near rooftops
and set down on the duracrete outside, pinning on their repulsorsto land

with their missiles faced outward.

"Gate, begin power-on sequence and run through the portions of the start-

up checklist you can handle. Instruct the other astromechsto do likewise." He



waited for the astromech's confirmation, then shut down most power systemsto
his Blade-32. He raised his canopy manually and levered himself out to drop to
the duracrete. The other members of Red Flight hurried to join him, but
Cherissreached him firgt. "What isdl this?' he asked, and gestured at the
destroyed bunker.

"When Gate broadcast the image of the insgde of this hangar to us, we saw
that." She pointed to the gold Blade-28. "Therés only one Bladelikeitin
existence. The Golden Y oke, Perator Pekadlic's own Blade, in which hewon his
greatest military victories. If it's here, thisis the perator's persond

hangar... and you can be sure the perator is not going to be crossing the

Street and waving traffic to siop whenever he wishesto vist hisfavorite
fighter."

"Meaning that tunnel hasto be adirect access..."

"To the pdaceitsdf. If we act fast enough, perhaps they won't be able

to array defenses againgt uslike they have on the surface.”

Outside, afarumme-class transport in Halbegardian blue settled down to

the duracrete. Itsfront portions were afire. Side hatches opened and ground
troops wearing the uniforms of Halbegardian dlites poured out, streaming into
the hangar in spite of the smal-armsfire from the distant bal conies.
Ricochets flashed through the hangar sounding like bad musica notes when they
hit metd, like meat 9zzling when they hit duracrete.

"Good luck," Wedge said. Therewasn't timefor more. He hurried to his X-
wing and its canopy rosefor him.

It took moments to strap on the flak vest, systems controls, helmet and
gloves, aritua he could undertake in his deep... and then he was behind the
controls of his X-wing once more. "No timefor full prep,” hesaid. "Be
prepared to go unless you spot acritical failure. Red Leader hasfour lit and
looking optima.”

"Red Two. Four on-line, ready to fly."

"Red Three. Anxious to show 'em what we can do."

"Red Four. Four lit and in the green.”

Wedge's sensor board howled, announcing an enemy target lock. He could
see two black Blade-32s just coming over the horizon of buildings ahead of
him. "Launch, Sfoilsto attack position, fireat will!" Heroseon his
repulsorlift, too fast and jerky, and saw incoming laser fire flash benesth

him to strike the hangar wall. Flame erupted behind him. He couldnt tell
whether Cheriss or any of the troops there had gotten clear, and there was no
timeto wait and find out.

He kicked the X-wing forward, firing as his strike foils locked in attack
formation and histargeting brackets flickered from yellow to green. He saw
the red pulses of his quad-linked wegpons flash toward the incoming Blades,
hammering through the bow of one of them, chewing mercilesdy throughits
contents. That Blade banked to starboard and disappeared once more behind the
line of buildings; even at this distance Wedge heard atremendous impact, saw
thefirebal erupt from the crash site.

Hewasfirst out of the hangar, with none of the other membersof his

flight firingthey weretoo clasein behind him. The lasers of the surviving
incoming Blade hit hisfront shields. Reduced to negligible power, the laser
sgrike played acrossthe fusdlage just in front of his canopy, doing nothing
more than burning away at paint. He replied with another linked laser blagt, a
miss astheincoming pilot veered... then alaser shot from behind him caught



the Blade-32, shredding the port wing. Wedge saw the pilot punch out. The
Blade seemed to am straight in toward the hangar, a balistic course, and
flashed by over Wedge's head, over the hangar roof, straight toward the
perator's palace. In hisrear viewport, Wedge saw the bank of palace guns
swing toward the out-of -control vehicle and burn it from the sky.

Wedge added power to acceleration. "Good shooting, Red Three. Now let's
see what we can show Generd Phennir.”

After so much work with the Blades, flying the X-wing again was more than
mere improvementit was adelight. He sent it up in an ascent that no Adumari
vehicle could match, jinking and juking to give the laser battery gunners

fits, and did arall just for the sheer joy of it. Thiswasn't just flying; it
wasdancing intheair.

"Red Two, thisisThree. Am | crazy, or isthe genera doing what he

tellsus never to do?'

"Three, Two. Yesyou are, and yes heis. Pay no attention.”

"Understood.”

Wedge grinned and set his course due west.

Inthetimeit had taken Red Flight to retrieveits X-wings, the

engagement zone had drifted over the western portions of Cartann City. There,
the laser batterieswere silent, but they were the only thing that was. The

sky was rocked from second to second by missile detonations, the ripping noise
of Blades crossing the sky at full speed, the deadly scream of doomed fighters
making their fina, uncontrolled descents.

Red Flight came at the engagement zone from ahigher dtitude, the sun at
their backs, and Wedge's sensors were quick to spot the threeremaining TIE
| nterceptors, now making another lethal run through the thickest part of the
zone. He plotted their likely return course and transmitted a smple intercept
courseto hispilots. "Between here and there," he said, "shoot anything in
Cartann colors."

His X-wing flashed through the engagement zone. He fired when his

brackets went live around an enemy, went evasive when his sensor board told
him an enemy was seeking him with atarget lock. Seconds later, he could
visudly spot the TIEs, gpproaching and heading across his path. He got the
green of alaser lock on histargeting brackets and opened fire.

Thethree TIEsreacted dmost instantly. The solo pilot returned fire

while going evasive in a corkscrew maneuver, adazzling demonsgtration of
evadveflying. Theleader of the remaining wing turned straight toward Red
Flight, a head-to-head that lasted fractions of a second; it fired, green
laserstrying to find atarget among the members of Red Hight, and then had
flashed by and was behind them in an ingtant.

Thethird Interceptor, Wedge's target, detonated in abrilliant flash. He

saw Tycho fly through the debris cloud. "Two, you dl right?"

"Unhurt.”

"I'm not." That was Hobbie's voice. "Took acouple of shotsfrom the
head-to-head. Power down to fifty-eight percent. Starboard lasers gone.”

On the sensor board, the two Interceptors had joined up and were looping
around to come in behind the X-wings.

"Four, full speed ahead, whatever you can manage,” Wedge said. "Three,
stay with him. Two, you and | play crippled.” He reduced speed and began
dewing back and forth in amanner that suggested damaged air surfaces and
malfunctioning controls. "Geate, can you give me some smoke, sparks, anything



to suggest I'm hit?!

| WILL APPLY A LASER TORCH TO THE SURFACE OF THE REAR HULL. THE PAINT
WILL IGNITE AND CAUSE SMOKE. THE DAMAGE WILL BE COSMETIC ONLY.
"Doit." Thiswasagamble, drawing the Interceptorsto him and Tycho,

but if the enemy pursued Hobbie instead, they were more than likely to shoot
down the damaged X-wing.

The enemy took the bait. The two Interceptors stayed together and arced

to follow Wedge and Tycho.

Wedge switched to proton torpedoes and reduced forward speed, hard, a
gambit normally used to force anovice or inattentive pursuer to overshoot. It
didn'; the TIE pilot on histail wastoo experienced, and fired off alaser

savo that hammered at the tail of Wedge's X-wing.

But Tycho shot on ahead, his pursuer staying tight behind him, and that
pursuer crossed, in asmooth and predictable arc, into Wedge's brackets. The
bracketsflickered to red and he fired.

The Interceptor in his Sghts became a sky full of smoke and debris.

Wedge headed straight into the destruction cloud. As soon asit surrounded
him, he banked down and to port, hoping the Interceptor would lose him for a
critical second or two.

It did; Wedge saw it shoot through the cloud, waver for a second, and

then loop around in pursuit of him.

Then, as Tycho, at the end of hisown loop, appeared in Wedge's forward
viewport, the TIE pilot stood the Interceptor on itstail and rose skyward at
arate no vehicle on Adumari could match.

Wedgeroseinitswake and fired after it, one laser barrage... but his

targeting computer couldn't get alock on the fast-moving, extraordinarily
maneuverable Interceptor. "Phennir?' he asked.

There was no reply from the Interceptor, but Tycho said, "1 think so. And

I'll give you odds that he's about to tell his commanding officer that things
aren't going so well down here, and it'stimeto bring in the rest of the

Imperid flegt."

"If heis, youd better pray that I've accomplished one thing with

diplomacy while I've been here." He turned back toward the heart of the
engagement zone. "'Form up on me. We're going to give the pilots of Cartann
what they've been asking for for so long."

Theloss of the Interceptors did have an effect on the forces of Cartann.

They flew againgt the united Adumari forces with increasing desperation and
diminishing confidence. Asther flying became more consarvative, the Adumari
forces focus began to take a greater and greater toll on them.

And then there were the X-wings, roaring among the Blades at speeds none
of them could match, dancing in and out of engagements dmost effortlesdy,
sending enemy pilot after pilot down in flames, doing exactly what the

I nterceptors had been doing to Cartann's enemies moments before. Even Hobbi€'s
crippled snubfighter could match a Blade's speed, and was superior toitin
defenses, maneuverability, and firepower; Janson and Hobbie acted as atwo-
fighter screen for the surviving Meteor asthe giant wing-shaped craft picked
off Cartann'sflierswith itslong-distance lasers.

Wedge st his coursefor ahalf squadron of Blades now forming up at high
dtitude; doubtlessthey meant to diveinto adrafing run on fighters at

lower dtitudes. But as soon as he had his nose pointed up toward them, one of
his targets spoke up "Hold your fire. Skull-Biters surrender.”



Wedge rose toward them, hisfinger till on thetrigger. "Say that again.
"Skull-Biters Flightknife surrenders to Red Hight. Our wegpons are

powered down."

Another voice cut in "Lords of Dismay Hightknife, two reporting,

surrendersto Generd Wedge Antilles.”

Wedge switched hastily to command frequency. "Eye Three, what's going on?
"Not sure, Red Leader. A lot of traffic from the perator's palace. Now
surrenderingwait." She was off the comm waves afew seconds. In that time,
Wedge and Tycho surpassed the waiting Blades dtitude and looped over lazily
for areturn descent. Then lellawas back. " Surrenders confirmed. The palace
iscommanding air forcesto surrender. And they're surrendering to you. Less
honor lost than giving up to the 'lesser nations." "

"Understood.”

"Holdout requests your immediate presence at the perator's palace.”

Wedge growled to himsdf and switched back to the generd frequency.
"ThisisAntilles. | accept the surrender of Skull-Bitersand Lords of Dismay.

Red Three and Red Four now authorized to accept surrendersin my name, during
my absence." He switched back to squadron frequency. "Come on, Tycho. We have
aroyd gppointment.”
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No laser ingdlationsfired on them asthey crossed the city again.

Small-armsfire from balconies al around struck the X-wings as they descended
toward the perator's palace outer yard, but that stopped as soon as the
snubfighterswere below thelevd of thewalls.

In the outer courtyard, laser battery crews stood beside their pop-up
emplacements with their hands up and behind their heads. Soldiersstood in
smilar positions. There were Blades, many of them damaged, on the grounds;
their pilots stood by in attitudes of surrender. Wedge saw two men he thought
were members of the eite Halbegardian invasion force keeping at least two
hundred man and women under cover with nothing but their blagter rifles. And
those two Habegardians took the time to salute him ashe did out of his

cockpit and dropped to the courtyard surface. A woman in the same uniform
beckoned them from the steps up into the palace.

The Outer Court of the palace was not the place of festivities, or even

gentility, it had been during previousvidits. Theair wasthick with the

amell of burned flesh, and the bodies of liveried guards still lay where

they'd falen. Courtiers were packed againgt onewall, held at bay by the

blagters of invadersmembers of the Holdout team and Halbegardian dlites.

The perator, stripped of hisretinue, stood with captors around him.

Wedge saw, with relief, Cheriss among them. The flatscreens on the wallswere
bared and active; one showed Escalion, the perator of the Y edagon Confederacy,
surrounded by advisorsin the planning room at Y edagon City, while the other
was broken into numerous smaller squares, some of which were blank and some of
which showed scenes similar to the broadcast from Y edagon; the only difference
was in the furnishings and the people staring out from the screen.

As he approached with Tycho, Wedge heard running feet approaching from
behind. He turned to look, aert against some new attack, but it was Hallis



who rounded the doorway and ran into the room; she skidded awkwardly to a
halt, looked around, and then moved off to stand before a column from which
she could record with the ordinary holocam she held in her hands.

"So you've brought the alien general,” the perator said. Therewas

mockery to histone. "Why bother? It doesn't take afamous pilot to pull the
trigger on me. Any of you could do it aswell."

"That's not what we want to do." That was Tomer Darpen, standing among
the captors present. "Wed redlly prefer”

"l wasn't aware," Wedge said, "that you held apost with the united

Adumari forcesinvolved in this operation.”

Tomer blinked. "Well, that's not relevant. We haveto”

"Bequiet, Tomer. Or I'll authorize Colond Celchu to shoot you." Wedge
approached Cheriss. "What's the Stuation?”

Her expresson was an interesting study, amix of exultation and guilt.

"We hold the planning chambers and have compelled his senior officersto
surrenderand to signa surrender to the flightknives.”

"That'sdone.”

"But the perator won't surrender.”

The perator, clad in spotlesswhite asif to suggest he had never taken

an action to mar his reputation, moved forward, ignoring the blasters aimed at
him, until he stood before Wedge. "Not honorable," he explained. Hisvoice was
weary but calm. " Surrender requires cooperation. | would rather die than
cooperate.”

"Sowekill him," said one of the Halbegardian dlites, but othersturned

to look at the flatscreens showing multiple images. It was evident to Wedge,
from the way those shown in the flatscreens were intensaly watching, that the
images of the eventstaking place in this chamber were being broadcast to
them.

One of thefiguresin one of the smaller flatscreen squares, agray-

haired woman with broad shoulders and an authoritarian bearing, spoke; her
voice emerged from the flatscreen speakers. "No. Pekadlic can only be
condemned by a council of his peers, and that is not the problem before us
Wedge leaned over to whisper in Cherisssear. "What happensif Pekadlic
dies?'

"He has not named a successor. The council of nobles of Cartann would
choose his successor. Some of the nations held in Cartann's grip would
probably take the opportunity to bresk away. There would be much confusion...”
"l see" Wedgeraised hisvoice. "Perator, let's speak smply. No

diplomatic nonsense. If you persst in this posture and get yourself killed,

your enemieswill celebrate, but Cartann and its holdings become disorganized
for awhile. Long enough for the Empire to see that you're not going to be
joining them willingly. Long enough for the Empireto send afleet large
enough to blow the Allegiance out of space and then pound your whole planet
flat. Inaweek, you'll dl be daves, or worse. And where'sthe honor in

thet?"

"Thereisnone," the perator said. "But | will till not surrender. |

have never surrendered. It isnot within me."

Wedge sighed, exasperated. Then anew thought occurred to him. " Could you
retire?'

"What?"



"Retire. Without shame. Not surrender, not bow to your enemies. Just...
quit.”

"Abdicate." The perator considered. "I could honorably grant the throne

to one of my sons. But my sonsare pilots.” His expression turned blesk.
"After today, | don't even know if they are ill dive.”

"l suggest you find out.” Wedge took a step back to give the perator

space.

A minister was alowed to join the perator, then to go, with Halbegardian
guards, to one of the palace's comm centers.

"Royd helrsareadwaysin danger,” Cherisstold Wedge. "At least in

Cartann. They are usudly raised away from ther true parents, under assumed
names, to keep them safe.”

Wedge grimaced. " So they can't even be children to their living parents.
Cheiss'

"Dont say it. | can seethat itisbad."

He pulled out his comlink and activated it. "Red Leader to Eye Three.
Update, please." He turned the volume down and held it between hisear and his
cupped hand.

"Except for acouple of minor skirmishes, the air battleisdone,” Iella

sad. "Cartann Blades are landing in fields dl over the place under the

lasers of the united force. But, more important, the Cutting Lens-class sensor
ships showed one of the Star Destroyers, presumably Agonizer, leaving orbit.
It left behind asmdl vehicle, which I'm tentatively identifying from a

visud scan asastandard Imperid shuttle. It's descending toward Cartann
City."

Wedge felt asurge of triumph. "Have acouple of Bladesescort it in, dl

the way to the palace. I'm pretty sureit'safriendly.”

"Will confirm and do s0."

"Thanks. Red Leader out."

Minutes later, the minister returned and hurried to the perator's Side.

The words he whispered to hisruler were good ones, the perator sagged for a
moment, in what was obvioudy relief, then straightened. He beckoned Wedge to
him, ignoring dl othersin the chamber.

"My sonssurvive," he said. "My oldest is being brought here now."
"Congratulations," Wedge said.

The perator gave him acloselook. "Well done. | couldn't even detect the

"I didn't offer you any, perator. | think you should be punished for what
you've done... but I'd never wish on anyone a punishment as severe asthe loss
of hischildren."

"Ah." Though he did not step back, the perator retreated, histhoughts

and concerns suddenly light-years away.

Minutes later, aquartet of Halbegardian dites marched into the chamber,
apilot in Cartann black between them. The pilot was ayoung man with an
earnest expression and thick black hair.

With astart, Wedge realized that he knew the young man. He was Badass ke
Rassa, apilot who'd flown againgt Wedge in smulated combat.

Baass did not acknowledge Wedge or any of the others near the perator;

he marched up to hisfather and halted military style before him.

The perator looked upon him, searching his features. Wedge wondered how
long it had been since held seen his sonmonths? Y ears?



"Y ou know why I've had you brought here,” the perator said.

Baass nodded.

"Will you accept?'

"If honor dlows." Baassturned to one of hisguards. "But | cannot in

my present state. My pistol.” He held out his hand and snapped hisfingers,
imperious.

The guard looked around, confused, then his gaze fell on Wedge.

Wedge nodded.

The guard pulled asmall Adumari blaster pistol from beneeth his coat and
handed it to Balass. But the prince was not done; after he bolstered the
weapon, he said, "Blastsword.”

Wedge nodded again. But when the guard reached for the weapon at his
Sde, Baasssaid, "And not one of your Halbegardian toys. A proper Cartann
blastsword.”

Cheriss unbuckled the belt from her waist and put it around the prince.

It barely fit, on the last notch, but he did not object. Cheriss stood back

and away from him, her face solemn.

Baassturned again to hisfather. "Now | will accept.”

The perator nodded. "I, Pekaelic ke Teldan, renounce my clam to the
throne of Cartann and all titles pertaining thereto, in favor of my eldest

son, Balass ke Teldan, known these last two-and-twenty years as Balass ke
Rasa"

His son waited a beat, then said, "I, Balass ke Teldan, accept these

rights and duties, and, though the circumstances be rushed and ceremony
entirely absent, proclaim mysdf perator of Cartann.”

There was no gpplause; there were no cheersto mark the sudden transfer

of power from one set of shouldersto another.

Escdion, from the flatscreen, said, "1 congratul ate you on your poise,

Perator Balass. Now, can you do what your father could not? Can you end this
conflict by honorable surrender?

Bdassturned to the screen and shook his head. "No," he said. "Weremain
awa."

Wedge heard startled exclamations from the people in the hall and from
both flatscreens. The Habegardian guards in the chamber trained their wegpons
on the new ruler. Balass seemed unaffected by al this, hejust stared into
Escaion'sflatscreen, or rather to the point at the top of the screen where
itsflatcam wasingtdled, and kept adight smile, possibly amocking one, on
hisface.

"Y ou undergtand,” Escalion said, "you doom your nation to further
punishment if you persst in thisarrogance.”

"| was about to say the same thing to you," Balasssaid. "Only

substituting ‘our world' for 'your nation." Now be quiet abit while | talk.

I'll try to make you understand.”

Baass paced, talking as he did o, turning from time to time so that he
divided his attention between the dignitaries on the two flatscreens and those
standing before him. ™Y ou lot seem to have concentrated so hard on the
tactical Stuation before you that you have forgotten the strategic. Whether |
surrender or not, the Empire knows Adumar will not be alying itsalf with them
willingly. Indeed, I'm told that their giant ship has dready |eft orbit...

not agood sign for us.

"If I surrender, the New Republic cannot bring in shipsto aid usin the



conflict yet to come. Well, they can eventudly. But they can bring in no more
ships except under flags of truce with us or flags of war against us. And we
cannot offer flags of truce asaunited world until dl ramifications of

Cartann's surrender are explored. Which of Cartann's protectorates will
plinter away and declare independence? Which will cling to Cartann and
transfer loydty to the united Adumari force you represent? These questions
will teke timeto resolve.”

Men and women, afew of them, were now nodding on the flatscreen that was
broken into multiple images.

Bdass continued, "But if | do not surrenderif you, the united Adumari
codition, accept a this moment my offer of truce without repercussion for

our recent battles then Cartann can join your union as an equa partner.

Now, ingtantly, with termsto follow when we have time for negotiations. | can
cast the votes of Cartann's protectorates, then free those nations when we
have the luxury of time. Lords and ladies, if you abandon your grudge against
Cartann, if you consder the old Cartann to have departed with my father's
abdication and anew one to stand before you, we can forge aworld union, in
tentative form at least, in minutes. Or you can have your revenge and watch
our worldfall.

"Now, itistimefor you to decide." He turned to face the many-faceted
flatscreen, his hands on his hips, his expression imperious.

Wedge suppressed awhistle. If Balass pulled this off, held save his

nation any number of troublesyears or decades of reparation payments, the
perceived dishonor of wartime surrender, and much more. Wedge had seldom seen
aleader take such a hurdle within seconds of accepting his position.

The figures on the flatscreens began talking with one another, their

voices not broadcast over the speakers. One by one, the images of distant
courtrooms and planning chambers winked down to neutra gray.
"Weregoingto doit,” Tomer said. "He has them by the power cables.

They have to accept. We're going to win."

"Yes, weare." Wedge smiled at him. It was easy to do so. All hehad to

do wasimagine the man'sfate.

"I was ddighted when | heard that you and your pilots had survived the
gauntlet, and then the rumorsthat you'd made it outside Cartann...”

"l imagineyou were."

"Andthisraid!" Tomer gestured expansively. "More successful than you
imagined, I'll bet."

"No, it'sright on themoney so far. But giveit time. | predict that it

will get even better."

Tomer's expression lost some of its glee, becoming more uncertain. "How
Sofe

The two flatscreens flashed back into activity. As before, Escdion of

Y edagon dominated one of them, and it was he who spoke. "Perator Balass, much
aswe think Cartann should shoulder the mgjor share of lossfor the brief war
we have suffered, you are correct. Everyone's circumstances have changed, and
no one hastime for even the most honorable prosecution. We offer Cartann a
sedt, afull vote, afull voicein what we now cal the Adumari Union."

"| accept." Baass bowed to Escalion, then turned and bowed to the

viewers on the other flatscreen. "Who will speak for usto the New Republic?
Escdion sad, "I think we would accept none other than Generd Antilles.



Wedge cleared histhroat. "I'm sorry. | can't. Y our €lected speaker will

be taking with me. | till have my duties as ambassador of the New Republic.”
"Then wewill choose from among oursdves," Escdion sad.

Asthe perators and their advisors from around Adumar began a spirited

and, Wedge hoped, brief-discussion, Wedge turned to Tomer. "Tycho?'
Wedge drew his blagter, put its point up under Tomer's chin. Tycho drew

in the same moment, putting his barrel to Tomer'sleft eye; the diplomat had

to close hiseyeto keep it from being hurt.

"What isthis?' Tomer asked. Histone was cam, even unconcerned. Wedge
was impressed with hispoise.

"It'stimefor you to cal Allegiance and tell them to acknowledge and

accept transmissons from al New Republic personnel and citizens on the
ground," Wedge sad.

"| don't know what you mean."

"And if you don't do it, we're going to hand you over to these

Halbegardian guards. They'll conduct you back to Halbegardiaor the Y edagon
Confederacy. They'll put you ontria asawar crimina based on what | have
to tel them about your interaction with Pekadlic. | doubt you can expect much
mercy at their hands. On the other hand, comply and I'll turn you over to the
New Republic for prosecution. Assuming neither Tycho nor | has a gpasm and
blows your head off."

Tomer heaved asigh. "I admit nothing,” he said. But he drew out a

comlink. "Tomer Darpen to Allegiance, comein.”

There was no answer. Tomer shrugged, an "'l told you so" expression.

Wedge smiled at him. "Repesat after me. 'En-Are-Eye-Oneto Allegiance.
Over.'"

Tomer looked at him, expressonless, his one open eyeflickering asif

reading through alist of hintsto find the one that would get him out of this
gtuation. Finaly he said, "En-Are-Eye-Oneto Allegiance. Over."

"Allegiance to En-Are-Eye-One, we read you."

Wedgejust stared.

"| rescind the order concerning communications from the ground. You are
authorized to respond to transmissons from Adumar.”

"Rescind the comm blackout aswdll," Wedge said.

Tomer sighed. "Likewise, | rescind Allegiance's hypercomm redtrictions.”

He covered the microphone with his hand. "Isthat al? Or should | have them
send down amed?'

"That'sdl."

Tomer removed his hand. "Acknowledge, please.”

The distant comm officer said, " Allegiance acknowledges. Captain Sdlaban
would liketo talk to you."

Wedge took the comlink from Tomer's hand and gave it to Tycho. "Colone
Celchu, do me afavor and arrange for this prisoner to be transported to
Allegiance. Inform the Allegiance of our Situation and have Salaban stand by
to communicate by hypercomm with the Fleet Command and Genera Cracken. Then
give those two partiesaquick report.”

"Will do. What are you up to?"

"I'm going for awalk." Wedge gestured dl around. "I'm sick of this

place." He gave Tomer onelast look. ™Y ou should have taken your chanceswith
Adumari judtice

Tomer just stared, impassive.



On the palace steps, Wedge found Admira Rogriss being escorted between
two Habegardian guards. Sniper fire from the near balconieswas dl but over.
Wedge dismissed the guards and gave the older man asdute. "Admiral.

Good to see you. How areyou?'

Rogriss gave him adow shake of the head. "How can anyone be when his
career has just been vaporized?'

"Meaning that Agonizer has left system without sending its holocomm
message.”

Rogriss nodded. " The holocomm is shut down and sedled tight. It can only

be opened by my voice... or by the security codes of a superior officer. Which
it won't reach for another three daysor so."

"Will that matter? | mean, Imperia Intelligence could have ateam on-

planet, with its own holocomm unit..."

Rogriss shook his head. "Intelligence does have ateam here. Good luck
finding them; | won't tell you how. But they don't have aholocomm. Y ou have
the time you wanted... at the expense of my career.”

Wedge offered hishand. "For what it'sworth, you have my respect.”
Rogrisstook it. "Youll still get word to my children?”

"y es"

"Evenif Genera Phennir shoots you down when the Imperia forcesreturn?

"So hedid survive... Yes, even then. First thing, I'll put together some

orders concerning you that will be carried out in case of my death.”

"And evenif | don't come over to the New Republic?’

"Where would you go instead?"

Rogriss looked around. "I've spent considerable time lately planning how

| was going to exploit the Adumari military wesknesses. Perhaps | can now show
the Adumari where those weaknesses are, how to put armor over them. Perhaps
they'd offer me a position here where | could do so."

"l imagine they would. Either way, I'll arrangeto get word to your

children."

"Thank you."

14

Wedge stood at the edge of the magcon field separating the atmosphere of
Allegiance's main starfighter bay from the vacuum of space beyond. Below, he
could see MOM Casima, the Mon Calamari cruiser now assigned to the Adumar
operation, less than two kilometers below. Other New Republic ships were out
there, not visble to him but on-stationfrigates, corvettes, aging cruisers

that had once served the Empire or even the old Republic beforeit, asbig a
fleet asthe New Republic could spare and assemble on such short notice. Not
even Lusankya, the flagshipand sometimes only shipof the task force Wedge
normally commanded, would be present; in his absence, it had been dispatched
on other duties.

Theair was cold, as was common with starfighter baysin space; magcon
fieldswere not good at retaining heet. The piercing noises of repulsorlifts

being brought on-line cut through him, and the sound of engines being tested
vibrated him to the bone.

To Wedge, it wasamost like being a home.

Almost. From now on, he knew, home would be where he and Iellachose to



be togetherquarters on Coruscant with its overwhelming press of population, a
smd|l house on some grassy patch on an inggnificant colony world, even
Corellia, someday, if things changed in the way that system was governed.
But that was a problem to solve tomorrow or the day after that. For now,
there was Adumar.

Cartann City and anumber of smaler metropolises had been serioudy
damaged during the Adumari Union raid. Hundreds of Blades and other vehicles
on both sides had been lost, and many brave pilots. Wedge had been sorry to
hear that Liak ke Mattino, captain of Strike the Moons Hightknife, who had
risked his perator's displeasure to give Red Flight a chance at escape, was
among the dead, as were many of the pilots Wedge had trained against in the
days before the outbreak of war.

The former perator was now hidden away on an estate somewhere within
Cartann's borders, formally protected by his son from prosecution at the hands
of the Adumari Union Council. Many of the world's other perators had
protested, but Balass ke Teldan had stood fast by the terms he demanded for
Cartann's peaceful and quick admission into the union, so it gppeared that
Pekaelic would avoid prosecution for his poor judgment and autocratic
politics

That would not be the case with Tomer Darpen. The onetime regional head
of New Republic Intelligence was safely locked away in prison quarters,
plotting histria defense, blissfully unaware of the recording Hallis had

meade of the conversation that would doom him.

Tomer's temporary replacement would not be the detriment Tomer had been.
Appointed by General Cracken, ldllaWessiri was now managing the New
Republic's Inteligence matters on Adumar with her usud efficiency.

"Areyou sure you don't want to direct your forces from Allegiance's

bridge?’ ldlaasked.

Wedge looked up, startled. Iellahad appeared beside him, in deceptive
clothing, anavad lieutenant's uniform, and had joined Wedge in studying the
skies benesth them.

Wedge looked around, saw that no one was near them, and affected
surprise. "1'd swear you were talking to me. What an odd question to put to a
pilot."

lellamanaged alittle smile. "Sorry. Lost my head for amoment. You

can't blame mefor trying."

"No, | can't."

She put an arm around hiswaist, rested her head on his shoulder. "I'm

proud of you," she said.

"We haven't won, yet."

"Not for winning. For being willing to lose. For standing by your guns

when the whole galaxy seemed to be arrayed against your decision.”

"That wasn't fun. But when | was sure | was about to lose everything, and

| discovered that | hadn't lost you after dll... that madeit al livable."

"But that leaves me with one big worry about the future.”

"That I'm il flying?"

Hefdt her shake her head. She said, "No, that you're almost as stubborn
aslam. "

Whatever her next words might have been, they were cut short by the

single blare of an darm, followed by words that echoed throughout the bay
and, Wedge knew, throughout th e ship ""Reconnaissance unit High Hight Three



Betareportsarriva of Imperial vessalsin Adumari space. Three repest three
Imperid-class Star Destroyers and numerous secondary vessalsinbound. All
personnd to battle stations. All pilotsto muster stations.”

Wedge sighed. "That'sit." He pulled her to him for aquick kiss.

"I can't ask you to be safe” she said.

He shook his head.

"So shoot straight. And faster than they do."

"Count onit. | loveyou."

"I loveyou." She broke from him and hurried off to her station, casting

one last ook over her shoulder at him before she joined the personnel
Streaming out the exit and was gone.

They formed up akilometer off Allegiances bow, animpressve fighter

group Wedge's Red Hight, two shield-equipped TIE fighter squadrons, one
dightly understrength A-wing squadron, aunit of B-wings, a'Y -wing squadron,
the High Hight X-wing unit off Allegiance, and three space-equipped Blade-32
flightknives from the planet's surfacetwo from Y edagon and one from Cartann.
They were 106 fightersin strength.

"Allegiance's sensors show the enemy TIE squadronsissuing from the Star
Destroyers,” Wedge said. "Fighters escorting bombersalot of bombers. They
expect usto try to intercept with our fighters. Hereé's how we're going to

play it instead.

"Our advance screen is Red Flight, High Hight Squadron, Lightflash

Squad, and Contender and Skylight Squadrons.” That put the X-wings, A-wings,
and TIE fighters a the fore of Wedge's group. "The rest of you hang back in
formation until were fully engaged and you can caculate wherethe actionis
thickestand where the enemy islesslikely to be able to bresk away to engage
you. Approach by those vectors and unload everything you have on Agonizer."
That put the B-wings of Solar Wind Squadron, Y -wings of Remember Derra
Squadron, and Blades of the Ice Edge, Frozen Degath, and Sunwhip Hightknives
behind on missling duty. "Y ou Blades remember to fire on the command of your
flightknife commanders, in unison; your missiles lack the punch of proton
torpedoes, so you're going to haveto land precisely timed massfireif you're
going to do any harm to a Star Destroyer. Understood?’

Hewas answered by confirmations from each of the squadron commanders.
"All right. Let'sgo." He transmitted the intercept course to the group

and vectored to lead the way to the enemy.

Ashisgroup formed up on him, he switched the comm board over to the

main Adumari broadcast frequency. The two-dimensiond image that wasthe
continuous flatscreen broadcast filled his main screen. 1t showed an older

man, a patch over one eye not quite concealing the scar that both rose and
descended from his eye socket, addressing the flatcam.

"... continues to hold out against Adumari Union forces" the man said.
"Degpite reports that Pekadlic's forces decline in number every day, assaults
by units of hisinforma force continue to occupy Union attention and dow the
Union effortsto bring peace to Adumar. At sunrise, Y edagon time, this
morning, units of the Cartannese Lords of Dismay Hightknife, now alied with
the former perator, escorted abombing raid that destroyed six residential
blocksin Y edagon's prestigious Accolux Township..."

Wedge switched it off. Thiswasthethird day of broadcaststhat were, in
essence, dl lies. Scripted by Halis Saper with the input of the Adumari
Union's military advisors, the broadcasts told the tale of the former perator,



Pekadlic ke Teldan, till mounting amighty struggle againgt the conquering
Adumari Union, kegping war raging across dl the civilized nations of Adumar.
The public followed the news accounts keenly. The guerrillawarfare dways
took place in communitiesthat could be, and were, shut off from the outer
world by military occupation... meaning that Imperid Intelligence agentson

the ground would have a hard time disproving them.

Meanwhile, the true Pekaglic rested in the Cartannese township his son

had chosen for hisexile, barely aware of the eventsthat were being

attributed to him. All he knew was that he had a broadcast to make and a
script to follow when ingtructed to do so.

If &l went asit was supposed to, the Empire's Intelligence team or

Adumar would have been recording al these tranamissionsfor the last three
days, andyzing them and interpreting them, but not discovering that they were
al lies. Even now, they'd be tranamitting their findingsto the Imperid task
force headed toward the planet. With luck, the task force would believe the
accounts of aworld till at war, its military might scattered.

Wl before Wedge's group spotted the enemy Star Destroyers, Allegiance
reported that elements of the 181t Imperid Fighter Group, escorting numerous
squadrons of TIE bombers, was descending into Cartann airspace. Blips
representing other Imperia fighter units were aso detected in descent.

And then the Star Destroyer formation cameinto view, Agonizer at the

point, Retdliator and Master Stroke well behind, other, smaller vessals
throughout the convoy. Wedge set his course straight for the flagship.

"Pilots, arm your weapons. X-wings, S-foilsto attack position. Squadron
commanders, you are freefor individua deployment.” He was not surprised to
see the speed-happy A-wing pilotsjump out ahead dmost instantly. He switched
to squadron frequency. "Red Hight, High FHight Squadron, cal 'em asyou see
"Red One, High Hight Twelve. | detect incoming TIE fighters and
Interceptors... and two wing pairs of TIE Defenders. They'veleft behind a
pretty ferocious screen.”

Wedge grimaced. The TIE Defender was one of the best starfighters known.
Equipped with three sets of solar wing arrays, equally spaced around the
spherical fusdage, ingtead of two, and outfitted with shields equa to an X-
wing's and weapons and speed superior to the X-wing, it was an extraordinary
and extraordinarily costlystarfighter. "Red Leader to Solar Wind Squadron.
Solar Wind Seven through Twelve, move up to join the screen. We're going to
need your help with the TIE Defenders.”

"Acknowledged, Red L eader."

Space ahead lit up like interplanetary fireworks as Agonizer's

turbolasers and ion cannons went active. That meant the A-wings had come
within range. Seconds later, he spotted the firgt of theincoming TIE
fighters-mere blips on his sensor board that materiaized into fast-moving
blursin hisforward viewport.

Helinked hislasersfor quad fire, giving them aharder punch but a

dower cyclerate. "Break by pairsand fireat will," he said.

The X-wings around him spread out, maintaining their course raight

toward the incoming enemies. Head-to-head combat approaches were among the
most dangerous tactics for starfighters, but they favored the shielded X-wings
dightly over the unshidded TIEs.

On the heads-up display projected onto hisforward viewport, Wedge's



yellow targeting brackets tracked an incoming TIE Interceptor, the brackets
trailing dightly behind the vehicleslaterd evasave movements. He sent his
X-wing into the juking and jinking maneuversthat made it amore difficult
target and manually swept his targeting brackets across the path he suspected
the TIE would take next. His suspicion was right; the TI1E dove Straight
through the path his brackets were tracing and the brackets went green. Wedge
fired. He was rewarded only with a graze as one of hislasers charred the
Interceptor's starboard solar wing black. The TIE veered off itsintended
course, away from Wedge and the X-wings.

Incoming green lasers matched outgoing red onesin number and intengity,

and Wedge saw, in his peripherd vison, one of the High Hight X-wings
explode, leaving only burning gas and rapidly cooking shrapnel behind.

Then thelines of TIEsand New Republic fighters met, merged, and

separated again, the TIE squadrons flashing past. In a second the TIEs were
behind him but coming around in their impossibly tight loops to come up behind
the dower New Republic craft.

"Red Leader, got an eyebal,” Tycho said.

Wedge checked by sensorsand visudly. A TIE fighter, or eyebdl in

pilot's parlance, had come up behind Tycho and was unloading a continuous
stream of laser fire a him, though Tycho's erratic sde-to-side motions had
kept him from sustaining any but the most grazing of laser impacts.

"Read you, Two. I'm your wing." Wedge turned in Tycho'swake.

Tycho dove'downward" being the direction of Adumar's orbital planein a
shallow arc the most inexperienced of pilots could have followed. Less easy to
follow would have been his extraordinary evasive maneuvering within thesmple
arc. The TIE fighter followed, keeping up hislaser fire, and Wedge came up
behind.

Hefired once, hisfour lasers flashing through empty space where, a

quarter second before, the TIE had been. The nimble eyebal flashed off to
port, breaking away from its pursuit of Tycho.

"Y ou'd think he wanted to say dive or something, Lead.”

"Let's disabuse him of the notion. Back to the fur-ball." Wedge turned

toward the most active portion of the engagement zone.

He could see on his sensor board the second wave of fighters, the
missile-bearing craft, heading in two columns around the engagement zone
toward Agonizer. And what he could see, the enemy could see. It would be best
not to give the TIE Defenders a crack at those columns; Defenders would tear
the dow-moving Y -wings and Bladesto pieces. He identified the nearest
Defender on his sensor board and headed straight for it.

It was engaged with two Allegiance TIE fighters and a B-wing operating in
concert. As Wedge approached, the Defender's | asers chewed through one of the
TIE fighters, the eyeball vented the gasesin its cockpit and went dark. A
linked ion-cannon blast from the B-wing missed the Defender by thirty meters
or more, and the Defender's return ion blast diminated the other TIE fighter,
filling its cockpit with sparks before the vehicle went dark.

"Red Two, go wide. Let's give him nothing but gunsto run toward.” Wedge
looped to starboard, away from hiswingman, and Tycho looped to port; they
arced toward the B-wing and Defender from opposite directions.

The Defender, itself looping around for arun at the B-wing, instead

swung wide to keep clear of itsoriginal target and accel erated toward Tycho,
Wedge's targeting brackets flickered green across the Defender. He fired,



but hislasers were meters off the mark.

Tycho and the Defender, skittering around like drops of ale on a cooking
surface, came toward one another, Tycho unloading lasers, the Defender firing
ion cannons. They passed one another seemingly undameaged... until Wedge
noticed that Tycho was no longer maneuvering. Red Two's X-wing was dark,
headed out to space like amissile with no guidance control.

Wedge hit back acurse. He didn't bother trying to raise Tycho on the
comlink. lon cannons tended to wipe out al avehicles dectronics. Tycho was
out of the game unless he could manage a cold start on hisengines, an

unlikely eventudity.

Instead, Wedge turned in the Defender's wake. He'd have only a shot or

two before the other vehicle's superior speed and maneuverability would take
it out of Wedge'srange.

As histargeting brackets edged toward the Defender, its pilot detected

the attempted targeting lock and went evasive, executing the kind of side-to-
Sde maneuversthat only a TIE-style vehicle could manage. He dso put on a
burst of acceleration, drawing away from the

X-wing a aprodigious rate, and began atight loop upward that would
inevitably put him at Wedge's stern.

Wedge shook hishead and held hisfire. Instead, he maneuvered his

brackets around and across histarget, seeing which way the Defender jumped
whenever threatened with an imminent hit. The Defender's response was dways a
spirding loop down and to starboard, afatal predictability... Wedge ran his
brackets toward the Defender one last time, then, not waiting for the
Defender's response, sent his X-wing into aloop down and to starboard.

The Defender rolled right into histargeting brackets. The pilot saw his
mistake, began areverse, but Wedge fired, quad-linked lasers punching through
the vehicle's engines and into the cockpit. Fire flared through the hole hed
made, then the vehicle detonated.

Wedge found the B-wing on his sensors. "Red Leader to Solar Wind Eight.
Tag Red Two, cdculate his course and velocity, and tranamit that datato
Allegiance with arequest for rescue.”

"Will do, Red Leader.”

Wedge turned back toward the heart of the engagement.

He could see, in the distancenot so great a distance as beforethe B-

wings, Y-wings, and Blades beginning their attack run on Agonizer. A little
flare of light within the Y -wing formation had to be one of the wishbones
intercepting aturbolaser blast, with fatal results.

Then bright lights began erupting on Agonizer's hull, proton torpedo and
Adumari missileimpacts. A moment later thefirst barrage was done and Wedge
could see char marks and buckled hull plates where the attack had hit.

No substantial penetration. "Red Leader to al Blade-Thirty-twos.
Concentrate your fire or you'll never get penetration. FHlightknife leaders,

pick atarget and tranamit itslocation to your pilots for your next barrage

or you might aswel be throwing spitwads."

He heard the trio of acknowledgments, barely registering them, the

Blades problem aready washed from his mental processes. Ahead, another TIE
Defender, thisone with red paint on its solar wing arrays, wasturning into

his path and accelerating toward him.

Red paintthat probably meant red horizonta stripes on the solar wings,

and that meant it was piloted by amember of the 181st. Not many pilots of any



unit, no matter how prestigious, rated a Defender. Turr Phennir wasthe
logicd candidate.

Wedge st logic aside. He needed his experience and hisingtincts now.

The Defender came straight at him, accelerating at full. Wedge bared a
carnivoresgrin. If he survived the head-to-head run, he/d have more timeto
turn about and confront the Defender againthe Defender's high rate of speed
would make him overshoot Wedge and take histime turning around.
Ashetried to target the madly maneuvering Defender, his brackets

flickered from yellow to green and back again at arate too quick for himto
respond toby the time he saw green and pulled histrigger, the brackets would
have cycled through colorstwo or three more times. Asthe Defender cameinto
optimal range, he fired anyway, saw hislasers flash through the gap between
histarget's solar wing arrays, felt an impact, and then he was past and
looping around toward the Defender once more.

Diagnogtics said hisforward landing strut actuator was gone and

indicated progressve problemswith the launch mechanism for his proton
torpedoes. He didn't need the diagnogtics to see the black hole that had
appeared in his X-wing's nose. For the laser shot to have pierced the top side
of hisfusdage and hit both proton torpedo launchers and landing strut, it
would have had to have been a hard and accurate hit.

Not his problem now. He got turned around and headed toward the Defender
again. Hewas aware of fa- miliar voices over the comlink, but hiscall sign
was not being used and heignored them.

Thistime, heignored the color changes on his brackets. He settled into

his pilot's couch, felt itsfamiliar contours around him, allowed his senses

to spread out through his X-wing and ahead toand intothe Defender rushing at
him.

Thiswasn't use of the Force; to Wedge, the Force was as incomprehensible
as astronavigation was to a bantha. But hislong experience dlowed him focus
and responses that others sometimes considered mystical. He knew the changein
engine pitch that said one of his generators was mafunctioning, the flash of
light from hislasersthat said one had drifted out of dignment, the subtle
variationsin acceleration that said his power was surging erreticaly.

He thought past the armor of the Defender, past the TIE pilot's suit, to

the human beyond. He felt the pilot's twitch of response when he sent his X-
wing swerving out of the pilot's own targeting brackets.

Hefdt hislasar'saim rest on the pilot and hefired.

Then he was past, and looping around for another run.

The Defender, in the distance, wasn't looping back toward him. In fact,

it wasn't quite a TIE Defender, anymore. The top solar wing array was gone,
its pylon destroyed where it met the hull, and the Defender was venting
amosphere into space.

But it was still under control. The Defender picked up speed, heading out

of the engagement zone at full acceleration. The pilot was supplied bresthing
ar by hisflight suit, but the loss of his cockpit atmosphere to space meant

he was getting cold, and fast; he had only afew minutes before held freeze to
degath. He was out of the combat.

"Good shot, boss."

Wedge checked his sensor board, then looked to either side. "When did you
get here?’

Red Three flew to his port side, Red Four to his starboard.



"Just now," Janson said. "Y ou had a couple of opportunistic squints

headed toward you. We scraped ‘em off."

"Thanks." Wedge shook hishead, trying to force himself out of the flow

dtate he'd entered. "Was that Phennir?”

"According to our sensors, probably so."

"Tycho?'

"There'sadamaged A-wing pacing him. The rescue shuttle hashim onits
lig."

They were out of the main fight areaand not engaged with enemies. Wedge
turned back toward Agonizer just intimeto seeabrilliant fire flare up from
its surfacethe result of multiple missile hits breaching the shidds and then

the hull. Theimpact area, far starboard of the ship's center line, suggested
that the damage would not be fatd to the Star Destroyer... but 1oss of
atmosphere, structurd integrity, and human life would be considerable. If the
commander had any sense, the vessal would pull out of the engagement.

If.

"Red Leader to Allegiance. Give me a conflict status update, please.”
"Allegiance here." It was, asheld hoped, ldlasvoice. "Imperia forces
assaulting Adumals surface are suffering heavy losses. They gppear to have
been anticipating a disorgani zed response and have been taken off-guard by the
Adumari Union counterattacks. The TIE bombers have been especidly hard-hit.
The Imps aso appear to have mounted arescue operation to retrieve the
perator of Cartann and, presumably, ingtall him as a puppet ruler... but two
transportsfull of ssormtrooper dites arein Union hands now."

"Good to hear."

"In your group, the Blade squadrons were particularly hard-hit, with over
thirty percent casuaties and fatalities, but your group hasinflicted heavy
damageto Agonizer."

Indeed, as Wedge watched, the prow of t he Star Destroyer dowly began to
come about, awvay from Adumar's sun and the system'sinner planets. In the
distance, a point on the bow of the Star Destroyer Master Stroke flared into
incandescence, Sign of a serious detonation.

Wedge bresthed asigh of relief. This battle wasn't done, but the

Imperids, cdculating that the New Republic would be the only organized
forces defending Adumar, had had the heavy end of the hammer dropped on them
by united Adumari forces. When the spasms of pain from devastated TIE
sguadrons and damaged Star Destroyersfindly hit the mission commandersvhich
appeared to be happening nowthe Imperia forces would withdraw.

They'd be back someday. But before then, Wedge hoped, the New Republic
would have taught Adumar more about defending itself.

"Thanks, Allegiance. Out." He switched back to squadron frequency. "Red
Hight, let's do some hitting while we still have the chance.”
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He'd aready made his good-byesto Adumar, another speech from the plaza
receiving stand in Cartann City before a crowd.

The crowd wasn't quite o mindlessy enthusiastic thistime. Some of its
members chose to recal that Wedge had flown againgt them just days before.
But others, till caught up in theworship of pilot excellence, or

gppreciative of the new configuration of Adumar's government, till cheered.



And now he stood as the centerpiece of the farewell party for Wedge
Antilles, Ambassador. He was back in his Cartann quarters, once again in New
Republic dress uniform, among a crowd made up of New Republic pilotsand
Adumari noblesincluding pilots, ministers, and the perators of Cartann and

the Y edagon Confederacy. And he had signs of progress to cheer himsuch as
Cartann's recent request for aset of flight smulators.

Iellatook hisarm. She was dressed once more in the moving-fire dress;

he'd told her heliked it. "I know Intelligence hastried to recruit you once

or twice" shesaid.

"But | have afeding that the diplomatic corpsjust isn't going to."

Wedge smiled. "Good. 1'd be obliged to shoot whoever came to me with the
offer. Savesmeamurder trid."

Baass ke Teldan, Cartann's new perator, approached. "l am so sorry," he
sad.

"For what?'

"Your last flight in Adumar space and it givesyou only asinglekill.”

Wedge shrugged away that concern. "That kill wasa TIE Defender. Very
prestigious. If prestigeisyour am."

"Which, | know, isnot one of your worries." The perator lost hisdight

smile. "My father's ways are old-fashioned. Not suited even to the world he
wanted to build. But heis an honorable man, within the code he embraces, and
wishesto offer you an apology. Heisfurious that Tomer Darpen was ableto
convince him that you sought death when you did not, and deeply saddened that
he offered it. | think he does not care for your forms of honor... but he
recognizesthem.”

Wedge lowered his gaze for amoment. He had no doubt that the perator

best served now by remaining in exile, with little or no influence on Cartann.
Wedge had imagined that the former ruler would while away hisremaining years,
doing little but polishing his memories of the successes of hisyouth,

offering otherslittle but bad advice and a growing dissatisfaction with what

his world would become. But that was, perhaps, doing Pekaglic adisservice.
The old man might change, might adapt. He might even lead again, by example,
someday.

Wedge returned his gaze to Balasss. "Pleasetdl him | accept.”

"l shdl. For now, though, | offer my last farewdll. Duty cdls." He

offered aminima bow, shook Wedge's hand, and was gone.

ldllasaid, "Poor boy."

"How do you mean?"

"He's aperator now. He can't lavish praise upon you and beg you to teach

him al you know."

"Asif hewould."

"Hewould. Our profile on him sayshe's one of your biggest admirers. But

now he'slocked behind the ruler's mask and can never admit it."

"That's paliticsfor you." Wedge looked around the chamber.

Janson and a crowd of admirers occupied a corner. Janson wasin his dress
uniform, but, in violation of regulations, had hisfavorite cloak on over it.

The flatscreen panels on the cloak showed aline of Jansons, arms linked,
doing high kickslike adancing chorus. Wedge wondered where heldd gotten the
image. He a so wondered if there was any way to space that cloak, once they
were headed back to Coruscant, without Janson knowing.

Tycho and Hobbie stood in acluster of pilots, their hands moving,



showing the respective positions of starfighters from some past dogfight.
Halliswas at the counter that served as the party's bar, her expresson
perplexed, asit had been for the last few days. The recordings she had made
ever snce Red Flight had been condemned to run its gauntlet had been
increasingly inappropriate for the documentary she'd hoped to assemble. Some
were now even classfied. Y et the Adumari Union had settled asmall fortuneon
her for her hard work in scripting the broadcasts that had successfully mided
the Imperid invaders, and Wedge suspected, though lellawould not confirmiit,
that New Republic Intelligence had made an offer for her future servicesin
thefield of propaganda and deception. She looked like awoman with too many
choices to make and not enough time to make them.

Heturned, looking for Cheriss, and there she was beside him. "Ah.

Cheriss. | wanted you to know that I've transmitted your application to the
academy, dong with my recommendation.”

"Thank you. May | ask another favor?"

"Certainly."

"May | leave Adumar with your ship?"

Wedge hesitated. Thelast thing he needed was for her crush on him to
interferewith histimewith Idla..

"You see" she continued, "the new perator isobliged to didikeme. |

was amember, the chief guide actudly, of the party that captured hisfather.
Mywhat did Hobbie cdll it? endorsement arrangement has aready been
canceled, and the owner of the building where | keep my quarters hasissued a
decree of eviction. If I'm to move, | might aswell movedl a once. Eveniif
your academy does not accept me'

"You'll find work teaching the art of the sword, believe me. Of course,

Cheriss. I'll arrange it with Captain Salaban.”

"Thank you." With asmile, she returned to the group Hobbie and Tycho

were entertaining.

Wedge couldn't quite suppressarueful grin, and Iellasaw it. "What?'

"I wasin the process of flattering mysdlf," Wedge said, "and | got

caught doingit."

"You just flatter yoursdf anytime you want. I'll dways be hereto bring

you back to ground.”

He drew her hands up around his neck, took her about the waist, and began
adow dance of Cordlia

"Wedge, therésno music.”

"Well, for the next few hours anyway, until we pack up and jump out of
system, | can snap my fingers and have anything | want. One of the rewards of
fame. Y ou want music?'

"No." Sherested her head on his shoulder. "Thisis perfect.”

He nodded, feding her hair soft beneath his chin.

Perfect it was.



