Quagmire –  Chapter 9

Assimilation 

“Very well, Miss Jade,” the Intel Officer announced, his snout pulling to the Rodian equivalent of a smile. “Welcome to the Rebel Alliance. You’re hereby free to move anywhere you wish, except for restricted areas, of course.”

Mara smiled indulgently. The Rebel’s entry process had been about as difficult to navigate as an empty tarmac. She had prepared herself for a long series of difficulties during the interrogations, but her role as a refugee from various slums of the galaxy had gone in straighter than Skywalker’s proton torpedo into the Death Star. She couldn’t help wondering if the reason was an alarming amount of gullibility from the Alliance’s part or whether she herself simply played her role too well. Probably a bit of both.

She gathered the cups of herself and her interrogator from the table and looked around for a place to put them.

“You don’t have to do that, Miss,” the Rodian told her with an amused smile. “We have droids for that.”

“Oh,” Mara mumbled, faking distraction. “How silly of me…”

* * *

Some hours later, Mara was off to her first shift on her new job as a maintenance mechanic for the B-wings. She’d used almost two hours and all her charm and persuasion to convince the staff manager – a human male, fortunately - that she was the perfect for the job and had finally managed to convince him to overrule standard Alliance politics. A smile tugged Mara’s lips as she remembered his opening declaration: “Newcomers never get assigned such major responsibilities as starfighters.” Of course it had helped her cause that able technicians willing to work for an outnumbered cause for no pay were in short supply, but Mara had an impressive resume to back her up. None of it was made up either – she had actually undergone a nearly complete mechanics education some years ago as an undercover at the Verpine company Slayn & Korpil. Also, she had earlier worked both with their Alpha-3 Nimbus-class V-wings and V-19 Torrents on Nickel One. Since B-wings were a Slayn & Korpil product, she had easily been able to point out her qualifications for the job.

The best part – and the reason she had insisted on the B-wing fighters – was that Home One had over twenty work bays dispersed among two hangar apertures on portside, a large one to starboard, and the main hangar on the ship’s underbelly. The B-wings were kept in the main hangar, which so happened to be where the X-wings also docked. The Millennium Falcon was in the same hangar too. Mara would have regular access not only to her target but also to everything going on in the front line, and to sweeten the deal she could expect quick incorporation in the traditional information pipeline which it was the informally sworn duty of all shipboard mechanics to maintain.

As she crossed the main hangar, she spotted many curious and interested glances aimed her way from bypassers, pilots and techs alike, but she kept her face closed, pretending ignorance and heading straight to the Deck Officer.

“Private Jade reporting for duty, Lieutenant,” she announced, handling over her datacard.

The officer, a moustached man in his mid-forties, took in her appearance with ill-concealed surprise but was too professional to comment. As he read her datapad he pursed his lips and nodded slowly, then looked up and smiled. “First day on the job, eh? You have a great confidence put on your shoulders from start. Usually newcomers never get assigned such major responsibilities as starfighters.”

Mara confined herself to a curt nod but the officer wasn’t completely convinced yet. “Are you sure you can live up to that? We have easier tasks you could start with, perhaps some teamwork so you can learn to know a few people…”

“I’m not here to socialize, Lieutenant.” Mara replied testily. “I’m used to working hard, I’m not afraid of responsibilities and if I make a mistake I trust to be told that immediately without anybody sugar-coating it.” 

The Officer tipped lightly on his feet, pursing his lips again. Then he nodded. “Fair enough. I’ll get someone to show you around and familiarize you with routines. Stubb!” The last was towards a dark haired technician who immediately peeked up from his doings and hurried to them.

The DO showed at Mara. “This is Private Jade. She’ll be joining the B-wing crew. Show her the drill.”

“Aye, Lieutenant,” Stubb confirmed, then towards Mara, “Hi.” He had a big nose and puppy brown eyes. His expression was eager, bordering on the goofy.

“Hi back,” Mara grumbled. She glared at the lieutenant but he had already turned his back to them so she had no real option but to turn to Stubb again. “So, you’re Stubb?”

“Yeah, but just call me Klarent.” He gawked at her. “Wow… uh… Hey, you must have some record! Normally newcomers never get such major responsibilities as starfighters.”

“You don’t say?” Mara rose her eyebrows. “Well, lucky me.”

*

To her surprise it turned out that Stubb was a good, albeit rapidly distracted guide, well-informed about many things and with a knack of introducing her to the most useful people. With a little ushering from Mara he even managed to finish the orientation in sensible time. Not even an hour later she was able to begin working on her first fighter. 

Due to having put in an appearance at the party the other day, Mara was already able to recognize a few people. She had tried to concentrate on the mechs and ground staff so far instead of trying to mingle with the pilots. Fighter jocks always were in a league of their own. The more uninterested she seemed in Skywalker and his entourage, the more likely they were to relax with her. Besides, ‘real life’ was lived under deck, in the chatters amongst ordinary workers. It was also here that Mara would easiest be able to pick her unconscious allies. A smile to a mechanic now, making him feel selected and special, could mean the access to the ship he was working on later – not to speak of the perspectives a deck officer could offer. This also meant she shouldn’t be too generous with her smiles; and accordingly she was already establishing herself as the reserved type, confident by experience that her looks would keep the men on hook until she had use for them and turned on her charm. 

The main problem would, as ever, be how to handle the females. As women were a minority in the Empire’s service, Mara had considerably less experience of them than of men, and she was already at a slight disadvantage since she knew that the more men who were eager to make her acquaintance, the fewer females who would be inclined to do the same. 

Mara shrugged and threw herself into the delicate task of testing the cooling system of her fighter. Women, as humanoids in general, came in basically two forms: the loners and the pack animals. The loners she didn’t fear; they were few in the first place and a straightforward attitude and no-nonsense work ethic were always the key there. The social types were the tricky ones... 

Quit fretting, Jade, she ordered herself. You’re not here to make girlfriends, you’re here to spy and probably kill their favourite hero. Mara had no scruples about her mission. She was aware of the exact amount of dirt she was getting on her hands, but that didn’t mean she wanted to pile on more. 

Suddenly she felt a familiar tingling between her shoulder blades. Quickly she looked up, but the feeling was gone almost in the same instant. Someone was looking straight at her, though – a russet haired, vivacious-looking woman clad in pilot’s orange. Mara remembered her. It was the same redhead who had greeted Skywalker at their arrival and who he’d been dancing closely with at the party. The eyes of the two women locked for an instant, then Orange smiled slightly and bent her head in a light greeting, like a senior employee gracefully greeting a new colleague. Mara nodded politely and returned to her work but could feel her stomach knotting for a long while after that. 

She knew exactly the meaning of that icy feeling in her back. It had been her danger sense warning her of hostile intent. 

* * *

Luke left his cabin, feeling pretty rotten. He’d slept badly again; since returning to Home One his nightmares were back with a vengeance; he’d spent the night hounded by not only Vader and his demands but also by that strangely familiar, cold breath or presense he’d felt the other day. . He had also found himself back at Dagobah, facing Yoda again. He’d seen the old Jedi Master leaning on his crooked stick, eyes accusing and scowling; rejecting, disdaining: ‘Too much anger in him – like in his father…’ 

Wasn’t that a hint? Half-proof, almost that Vader was indeed his father? Anakin Skywalker had been full of anger, and anger led to the Dark Side… Was it anger that had brought his father to his downfall? Luke had plenty of it too, he knew; anger, hatred, fear… all these had followed him and colored him for a lifetime already. 

Too old. He’s too old. Yoda had claimed that too, and finally Luke was starting to understand his assertion. How did you change twenty-four years of bad habits? For some time Luke had tried to comfort himself that his many years of warfare had at least taught him to control his fears, but as time ticked by, even this consolation was melting away. While he was pretty able to control his fear in battle, this present dread was a whole new species; crippling his initiative, laming him and rendering him passive for the first time of his life. It was cold, sneaking, faceless…

No, not faceless. His fear indeed had a face and that was his own, staring back at him in the shadowy cave of Dagobah out of the wreckage of Vader’s mask. What if one small mistake was all it took for him to become the man he hated of all his heart?

Hated. There it was again. He had to stop hating. Whether Vader spoke the truth or not he had to stop hating, hate lead to the Dark Side…

Or was the danger really so imminent? Had he misunderstood something? Luke took a deep breath.

There it was - the reason he couldn’t, just couldn’t date Shira or anyone else right now. These questions were too heavy on his mind, too important, for him to be able to engage deeply in anything else. Luke closed his eyes. He was, no matter what the truth turned out to be, entangled in lies, whether Ben’s or Vader’s – he didn’t need to risk more of them; didn’t want anyone else to get involved.  

Nobody else deserved to join him in his personal hell.

* 

“So, what’s all this with Luke and Shira?” Han enquired, picking up a tray. He had tried to pump Leia for information since the party, but she’d refused to take any subtler hints, had even sidestepped his straight-out questions, and he was beginning to get tired of her unsympathetic attitude.

Leia shrugged. “Ask him. I have no idea.”

“Oh, c’mon, Leia, you know what Luke is like. If I ask him he’ll just shrug and blush and stammer something and then next time the gal comes near he’ll flee in panic. Does he fancy her or doesn’t he?”

Leia’s face tightened a degree. Han had in his infinite eagerness managed to approach the matter from exactly the angle she cared least for. “Well, they danced like it last night, that’s for sure.”

Han frowned. “What’s the matter, Princess? You don’t like her?”

Leia slammed nutrigrain porridge onto her plate. “Me? Why? Everybody likes Shira.”

“Then I don’t see what the problem…”

“Why don’t you ask him yourself? He’s right there.” Leia nodded towards Luke who just entered the Mess. 

*

Luke stiffened a bit at Han’s congenial expression when he approached them, already fearing the worst. 

“So?” Han quipped, eyebrows raising in an informed manner. “’Slept well?”

“Yeah,” Luke shrugged, sidestepping the question. “You?”

Solo stubbornly kept his gleeful expression, throwing glances at Leia by his side. She rose her eyebrows in disapproval, but it only provoked Han to plunge in deeper. “Well,” he drawled, bobbing his eyebrows and slinging his arm around Leia, “sleep really didn’t have a whole lot to do with it, but well, that’s for sure...”

Leia straightened her spine. When she spoke her voice was low and laced with ice. “I would appreciate if you could maintain even some morsels of discretion, Captain Solo. We happen to be in a public room.”

Han’s mood shifted as his patience ran short in the same instant. He glared at her, angry now. “Yeah, but we’re also, as it happens, talking to an old friend.”

Leia scowled. “Luke, as it happens, has an understanding of the word ‘privacy’.”

Luke shifted his feet uncomfortably. “Unh…” 

But Han’s fuse was already burning. “Privacy, huh? Discretion, no doubt? You two sure have had a merry time while I was rottening in that carbonite, eh!?!”

Leia’s face fell. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Well what do you think, Your Highnessness? Didn’t I hit close enough to the mark?” 

“Han, you’re not seriously thinking…”

“Then tell me what should I think, huh? When I ask about him and that doll earlier you looked like someone had pissed in your porridge!”

Luke glanced around him. It wasn’t the first time Han and Leia were quarreling, not even here in the Mess, but this time he felt it draw far too much attention to his taste. He grabbed the Corellian by the arm. “Time for a talk, Han.”

Han glared at him in surprise but followed. Leia opened her mouth to protest.

“See you later Leia,” Luke cut her off and dragged Han out from the hall.

*

“Hey, hey! I can walk, you know,” Han grumbled as he and Luke not only left the Mess but the main corridor as well. Luke tugged the Corellian with him despite his grunting protests, through a maintenance hatch and down an empty passageway, not stopping before they reached a small deserted console.

Luke let go of his arm and turned to face his old friend. Luke’s prompt action had at least made some kind of cooling effect on Han bue he was still agitated. “So, time for a talk, huh? And what is it we should talk about that we have to run and hide before we do?” he quipped, not prepared to let go of his tantrum.

Luke clenched his teeth, provoked by the tenacious accusations. “There’s only one reason we came here, and you know it, Han. I just wanted us to have a bit of privacy.”

“’Privacy‘- there you go again! Is this some kind of word of the month now? You know what? I think it’s remarkable how ‘private’ you and Leia have gotten while I was away. Secretive and holed up, no hanging out with old friends or…”

Luke fidgeted. Han was getting too near a topic he’d rather avoid. But his reluctance would be misjudged, maybe whip Solo up even more. Han seemed to be in his most ornery state of mind – but if Luke only could make him understand how things had been like while he was away… “Look, Han, we’ve all had it rough, Leia especially…”

“And you were there to comfort her, no doubt?” Han jeered. “Well, isn’t that conven – ”

Then he silenced and stared dumbfounded at his friend. Luke had punched him, hard, on his chin. 

Luckily it took more than that to knock the Corellian out. “What was that for?” Solo sounded genuinely surprised.

“Because you’re such a moron!” Luke burst out. “You’ve won the gold and yet you stand there, just about to throw it away just because you can’t control your fracking jealousy!

“Blast it, Han! You should know better! You should know better of me, and even if you don't consider me above what you’re suggesting, you should at last know better of Leia! Why don’t you use your head for a half a nanosecond? Or did your judgement melt away along with the carbonite? Leia’s way better than any of us, and lightyears above what you accuse her of! And if you can’t see that, then you don’t deserve her even the tiny bit I thought you did!”

The air left Solo in a way no punch could have achieved. He slumped heavily onto a box and rubbed his jaw.

Luke didn’t know what to do so he dropped cross-legged down beside his friend, waiting for Han to say something.

After a long silence Solo opened his mouth. “I guess you’re right, kid.” His voice was quiet and the words came reluctantly. “I don’t know why I’m acting like a first class Huttslime here… It just seems so…”

“Hard to catch up?” Luke suggested softly.

Han nodded. “Yeah. I feel like I’ve been away for a lifetime. I mean, last thing I remember, Leia and me were almost enemies sometimes. And Lando, he turned me in; now he’s back to being my buddy again, and I’m even supposed to trust him, right? Hell, even the war ain’t the same. Last thing I knew your fleet was squirreled away all over the galaxy and now they’ve got it all together for some stupid heroic scheme. And you’re different too, Luke. When I left you were just a kid – admittedly, a pretty spunky one, and a good pilot and stuff. And ok, you’d started to get a grip of things, turning Commander and so, but still, just a kid. Now you’re…” He shook his head. “I don’t know what you are anymore.”

Luke swallowed hard. He understood exactly how Han felt. He‘d lived it all himself, just months earlier. And he was still confused. To put it mildly.

“Yeah. I know what you mean,” he mumbled.

Solo glanced down, his gaze lingering inquiringly on his friend. “Are you ok, kid?”

“I don’t know Han. Sometimes I really don’t know” Luke muttered. “As you said yourself, things have changed really fast. I hope it’s for the better, I know much of it is at least.” He looked up. “But no matter what, don’t you go and spoil what you have with Leia! She’s been through hell when you were away, you know. You should be glad you weren’t here to see her.”

“I wish I’d been here.” Solos voice was muffled. “I know she’s been through hell. And I know it was because of me.”

“Then just make her happy, will you!?!” Luke pressed. “It’s your job, you know. I can’t do it for you.”

Solo scratched his chin and studied him searchingly. “Yeah. That’s the thing, isn’t it? How…do you feel about that, Luke?”

Luke looked him straight in the eye. “As long as you take care of her, I’m fine with it. If you don’t, I’ll break your kriffing neck!”

“Yeah.” Solo nodded thoughtfully. “Fine. Good point.” He looked up. “You know, kid, you got a hell of a left jab when you hit like you mean it.” He massaged his jaw.

Luke grinned. That was about as sentimental a comment as you could expect from Han. “Told you I’d changed for the better.”

They sat quietly for a while. Then Solo punched an elbow lightly in Luke’s ribs and winked.

“You seem to be quite busy yourself, huh? That girl, Shira, she’s a real fox, isn’t she? I talked to her yesterday. Are you gonna make a move on her sometime soon or what?”

Luke groaned.
* * *

Mara was checking on her third B-wing when a woman came to stop beside her. She just stood there, watching in silence and Mara chose to ignore her until she was finished and turning around seemed natural.

The woman was dark haired, lean and intelligent-looking, with blue tattooes around her eyes, suggesting either a delinquent past or an exotic heritage. When she met Mara’s eyes she nodded. “So, you’re new here, huh.”

Mara wiped grease from her hands. “That’s right. First day on the job.”

“Hmm.” The other woman studied her with a measuring look that left Mara very glad she had chosen a certain aggresiveness as a part of her role. Before she had time to find a biting comment, however, the other woman smiled; not a hearty smile but genuine none the less. “Welcome, then. I’m Dantels. And that’s my B-wing you’re messing with, that’s why I was scrutinizing you a bit.” She held out her hand.

“Well,” Mara took the offered hand, against her will feeling like she was offered an honor here. “I figured that much. All the others who’ve stopped to ogle at my behind were men…”

Dantels grinned briefly. “Well, there are many inclinations…”

Mara shrugged. “There are many tattoos too. And as far as I could judge from your’s, they tell you’re straight.”

“Ah.” Dantels tilted her head a bit with new respect. “That’s quite right, I am definitely straight. In fact I was a bit disappointed it was your butt that greeted me today and not Billi Eriks.”

“Got a nice one, has he?” Mara asked, amused.

“Very. That’s supposed to be it, though. A bit like a kybuck: cute to look at but a disaster if you take it to your cabin.” 

“Thanks,” Mara deadpanned. “Any other potholes I should be watching out for?”

Dantels grinned wickedly in sudden mutual understanding. “Tell you what; you take nice care of my ship, and I’ll tell you who’s hot and who’s not. We girls might as well help each other, right?”

“Right,” Mara agreed. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
*

Mara turned back to the damaged proton-torpedo launcher she’d been working with but hardly had she gone back to her work when Skywalker emerged, heading towards the X-wings it looked like. His expression was slightly tense and he stared right ahead, but near Mara he came sharply to a halt His glance came to stop at her and his expression eased up. “Hi, Mara.”

“Hello,” Mara replied, trying to sound casual. It was surprisingly hard. Having spent the last days in bacta, her last impression of Skywalker was when he’d carried her that second time and she didn’t like the idea of what he probably thought of her. Her mind told her that it was good if he saw her as vulnerable and in need of help, but the thought of being such a person was instinctively repulsive and she was pretty sure he could sense her reaction. She needed to be careful with what she sent out – if her attitude was too much in conflict with what he could read in the Force, he might become suspicious. If only she had more experience of Force sensitives...

“You’ve got a job?” Skywalker commented, sounding part surprised, part pleased. 

Mara nodded warily. “Obviously.”

“That’s great.” He glanced up the potent spacecraft. “Hey, you have a great confidence put on your shoulders from start. It’s very rare that newcomers get such major responsibilities as starfighters.”

“Thanks,” Mara growled. “I’ve only heard it about fifty times today.”

“Ah.” Skywalker’s expression closed up and he suddenly looked tired. Mara abruptly realized that he’d been pushing himself to be nice to her, but she’d effectively shot him down. But why was he trying to be nice to her, dammit? Some misplaced sense of responsibility? 

Imperial Intelligence, she decided, must simply have gotten this one wrong. She could sense his state of mind clearer than she’d ever sensed anyone else. She’d expected a ruthless criminal, but everything she’d observed snorted at this suggestion. Luke Skywalker wasn’t a ruthless criminal – he was an errant idealist.

Before Mara could find a good retort, Skywalker managed to collect himself. “Well, I’m glad you’re settling in. Let me know if you need help with anything, all right?” He nodded and offered a quick smile, turning to leave.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Mara shot back. “You seem to be a busy man.” 

He froze a second, and she got a clear impression of guilt though nothing showed in his expression. “Of course. And if I’m not around, just contact Leia. After all, we’re the ones who brought you here.”

It was out of a sense of responsibility then. That made her feel queer, almost disappointed. 

For a moment they stared at each other, both uncomfortable and neither having a clue why. Then Luke nodded. “See you around, Mara.”

“Sure,” Mara agreed. “And if all you see is my butt cause the rest is buried inside a spacecraft, then take that as a sign that I’m doing fine.”

He shot her a last, odd look before continuing swiftly down the hangar.

* * *

He should leave…. 

Luke rubbed his temples, desperately trying to focus his mind on the mission he’d just been assigned by Madine, who had barely had the decency to give him a single night’s rest before shanghaiing him again. 

Why the hell do I have to be such a pushover, anyway? It wasn’t even an order! One easy word, Skywalker – no! 

Actually, he knew why he hadn’t said no. Wedge had been hijacked too, and Luke wasn’t about to back out of extra work if the rest of his squad was stuck with it. There would be a briefing about both assignments in a couple of days time – if he stayed that long, he’d be able to help Wedge with the planning for his mission. Just a few days more… And in the meanwhile, he might as well lay the groundwork for his own mission.

He managed two hours of hard fought concentration, when someone knocked on his door and Solo peered in. “Hey, kid. Still up?”

Luke’s mouth twisted; it wasn’t even 2100 standard hours yet. “Nope,” he offered, discreetly sliding the data concerning the mission into a drawer, under a pile of other datapads and flimsi. Han sauntered in, looking much more like himself; obviously he’d kissed and made up with Leia by now. Maybe the Corellian finally was realizing that his pride made him choose the wrong battles sometimes. “A brandy, Han?” 

Solo’s face dropped into a loop sided smile. “Never said no to that yet…” He popped easily down on the bunk while Luke dug a bottle out of his closet. “Hey hey, what’s this? Corellian?”

Luke grinned outright now. “C’mon Han, you gave it to me yourself!”

“I did?”

“Yeah, my twentieth birthday, remember?”

Han shook his head. “You’re crazy, kid! That’s three years ago! How could I have any idea you’d still have it?” Then he gasped in only half-feigned horror: “Hey! Don’t tell me you don’t like it!”

Luke chuckled and poured brandy in two cups. Handing one shot over to Han, he started rearranging datapads, chips and piles of flimsi in the effort to create enough open tabletop to put the drinks down. Solo watched in bemusement. 

“Careful, kid, that thing might collapse if you put anything else on it,” the Corellian commented. “Which are you studying for, med school or law school?”

“Well,” Luke admitted gingerly, “in a way it has to do with my further education, so you’re right that far. But you of all people should know I’m really only keen on one subject.”

Han gaped. “Are you telling me all of that is some kind of Jedi stuff?”

“In a way. I’ve been collecting everything I could about the Jedi; names, dates, mentions, tales, rumors. One clue leads to another; over time it has spread wide out. To try to put the pieces together is like a puzzle, really. Been working on it for four years now.”

Solo whistled. “And here I thought the Empire had cleaned out the history books. I’d never guessed there was this much left to find.”

Luke shrugged. “It’s nothing like as much as I need, but it’s far better that what Mothma thought I’d find. She warned me that nearly all exhaustive information about the Jedi would be wiped out. But there are many clues and small pieces of data still out there; things that don’t look like ‘Jedi data.’ The trick is picking it out.”

“Four years!” Solo repeated. “You’ve really been doing this for four years?”

Luke nodded and couldn’t help grinning at his friend’s perplexed face. “You never wondered why I’ve always been such an early sleeper?”

“I figured it was something you picked up at the farm,” Han grunted. “But, Luke. This is a major work! Aren’t you worried you’ll lose it? I mean, we’re at war here; a hit in this vessel and this will be all gone.”

Luke nodded seriously. “I know. We’ve been lucky so far. Mon agreed to keep a copy at her quarters, and Admiral Cracken has one on the Independence too. I update it whenever we meet. And Artoo’s always carrying a fresh file. And I…Uh, actually I keep one in the Falcon too…”

“You what???”

“I asked Chewie awhile back,” Luke hurried to explain. “This was beginning to grow and I feared for the same thing as you just expressed. Chewie thought it was ok.”

Han took another sip of his brandy. “Course it’s ok,” he grunted. “You didn’t think I’d say no, did you?”

Luke pursed his lips. “Well,” he began, “I know how it is with you and us crackpot fool wizards...but not really, no.”

“Good. Well, well. So this is what you do while your fellow pilots hang around the Chaos chasing girls… I always knew you’re crazy, kid, but at least I know now that you weren’t playing with yourself instead. Cheers.”

Luke grinned and toasted.

Han was quiet a moment, then continued shrewdly, “Now, speaking of girls…”

“What about them?” Luke sighed, feeling he knew what would come.

“Just before I came here Leia got a message that an old friend of ours will be transferred back to Home One, at least for some time…”

Luke frowned; this wasn’t what he’d suspected. “Who?”

“Another blonde galaxy saver from Outer Rim; Deena.”

“What??? Great! When?” Luke forgot to close his mouth.

Han grinned. “In a couple of days. Look, kid,” he suddenly turned serious. “Leia told me you were planning to head out on your lonesome for a couple days, but now Deena’s coming you’ll have to wait, right?

Both pleased and surprised, Luke could only nod. There was no question that he could wait just a little longer in order to meet an old comrade-in-arms he hadn’t seen for years. And Deena was a special friend. Very special, indeed.

“Where are you planning to go, anyway?”

Luke started. He glanced at his friend, embarrassed he couldn’t tell him. “Uh…”

“It’s ok, you don’t have to tell me. It’s probably as secret as those datapads you stuffed away in such a hurry when I came in.” Han waved his hand dismissingly. “Besides, I’m getting used to it; Leia’s having a hard time hiding High Command stuff from me all the time. Like I’d want to be involved in all kind of Alliance top secrets.” 

Then he dampened his voice. “You and Leia have come pretty close these past months, haven’t you?” 

Luke tensed again for a moment, then sensed how his friend tried, really tried to keep his jealousy and insecurity in check.

“I guess we have,” he said reluctantly. “When things mess up around you, you have to stick together with those you feel closest to, and Leia…well…”

Han made a sound part knowing, part shameful. “Yeah, I know, she’s good to talk with.” He sighed. “Well, I guess I should be glad you had each other.”

Luke nodded, moved by Solo’s hard-won generosity of spirit. He searched desperately to give him some kind of assurance, some way to make the trust easier without making it seem convenient.

Han, however, shrugged and reached for another subject. “You know another thing I’m really happy about? Lando catching up with his brain again. I really hated having to hate that guy.”

“Yeah. Leia and Chewie wouldn’t have escaped from Cloud City without him.” Luke stared distantly through the wall as if he could see clear to the Anoat system from here. “And without them, I wouldn’t either.” Unconsciously, he flexed his right hand, something that didn’t escape Han’s attention. 

“You two come along well?” 

“We do. I think Lando’s a fine guy, though he has his…sides.” That launched knowing grins from them both before Luke continued, “He’s had a bit of a rough time here, though. The guys are ticked because he can’t pass a woman without flashing his best smile. And the girls either get flattered and think him adorable or get really annoyed. So he sort of divides people – and I think he feels worse about that than he’d admit, even to himself.”

Solo’s mouth twisted. “Yeah, Lando’s always been dividing waters. I guess that’s why I like him though; he takes it like a man.”

“Well, High Command agrees with you, I think. He’s been really busy lately, and yesterday he told me he’s got something really big coming. I think they’ve heard about that thing at Tanaab.”

“Probably Lando himself who’s spread that rumor,” Han grunted.

“Possibly, but… wait, it’s true, isn’t it?” Luke looked suddenly worried.

“Of course it’s true. Lando’s one of the biggest liars in the galaxy but he’s got boundaries. If he’s in, then he’s in and cheating High Command about his abilities would be putting others in danger. He’d never do that.” 

Luke raised an eyebrow at him. “Except for that one little incident on Bespin, right?”

“Well,” Han amended dryly, “except that. But I played him a similar trick once, so I guess I can’t really blame him…” He twisted his cup, wrinkling his brow. “What kind of a task is it that they’ve given him?”

“I didn’t ask.”

“But it’s big, right?”

“That, I’m sure of.” 

“Hnh.” Han sunk into silence and Luke could sense an odd mood to him. Maybe the old smuggler was finally beginning to accept being bonded to other people.

“So,” he finally asked. “What’s the story about that trick you played Lando?”

“Ah. That.” Han’s face brightened into one of his loopsided smiles. “Well, that’s quite a story, kid, but if you’ve got time…”

* * *

“You’re here still? Your shift ended two hours ago!” Stubb’s surprised voice cut through Mara’s deep concentration. She turned and straightened her back – only now realizing she’d been bending in an awkward position the past hours. There would be hell to pay tomorrow. She sighed.

“Yeah. But that power converter turned out to be more damaged than I thought. See?” Mara gestured with her hydrospanner. “There’s a crack right there, I’m surprised no one spotted it earlier.”

The technician stepped closer and let out a small whistle. “You’re right.” He glanced admiringly at her. “Damn, you’re thorough! Does it need to be replaced or… ?”

Mara shook her head. “I think I’ll be able to fix it. It’s my impression you don’t exactly swim in reserve parts here.”

“We don’t,” Stubb admitted. “If you can fix it, I will personally owe you one for saving me from those misers running the supply depot. But you should really take a break now. Would you like to join me for a drink? We’re some folks going.” He gestured towards the hangar exit where a small company had gathered. Mara spotted Skywalker’s redhead among them; obviously the center of the party – both men and women were laughing at something she was saying. She hesitated. It was a prime opportunity to wriggle herself into Skywalker’s circle. But at the moment, gaining creditability was more important than infiltration.

“No thanks. I want to finish this baby – and by then I think I’ll be ready to turn in. Another day, perhaps.” 

Turning her back to Stubbs’ disappointed face, Mara went happily back to work on the converter. She’d always been better at killing people than socializing with them, anyway. As all of them were eventually going to find out. 

