Quagmire - Chapter 12 

Confidential Conversations

“Luke!”

“No. Go away. This time I know I’m sleeping. Leave me alone.”

“Luke!”

“Go away!”

“Son. Why are you rejecting me?”

The pain jolted through him again, but this time it wasn’t a searing agony in his right wrist, nor the throb from the countless beatings and bruises he’d got in the battle. Neither was it the torment of a thousand knives that had pierced his soul at Vader’s words. In fact, this wasn’t his pain at all. So whose was it?

Vader’s?

Did the Dark Lord of the Sith feel pain? Agony at Luke’s rejection, at his choice? But wouldn’t that  mean Vader had feelings? Was that even possible? 

Of course it’s possible, moron – anything is possible in a dream! Temporarily relieved from this disquieting new question, Luke turned in his sleep, his dream taking a different, calmer turn for a short solace in the early hours of morning...
* * *
“Have you talked to Luke lately?”

Leia stopped dead at the question, then caught herself and tried to continue the re-organizing of her datashelf like she hadn’t. Meeting Han’s glance she realized he’d already seen her confusion, so she sighed and stopped again.

“Only once, for maybe fifteen minutes,” she admitted, wincing in self-disgust. “We’ve both been so busy lately.” In fact, now that she thought about it, all they’d talked about had been Han. Ever since Bespin she’d been vowing to herself that she’d sit Luke down and have a good long discussion with him about his problems, and instead here she was, still leaning on him like a sort of emotional crutch. She shoved the next datapad into a random shelf with frustrated force.
Han nodded and looked to his boots. “I’m worried about him.” 

“Ah.” Leia gave up on the shelf and stepped to the bunk to sit down beside him. For a moment she sat still, hands in her lap, considering. “I know what you mean,” she said at last. “I’ve been worried for quite a while too…Yet…” She pushed a stray strand of hair from her face.

“Yet what?” Han took her hand and started to play with her fingers. 

Leia considered her answer. “Something happened to Luke at Bespin,” she finally stated. “Something more profound than losing his hand. I asked him about his hand some time ago, how he felt about it. He looked almost surprised and told me that he’d actually stopped thinking of it as a prosthetic. I don’t think it ever bothered him that much. For stars’ sake, he hadn’t had the replacement for a week before he and Hobbie were regaling the whole mess with all the benefits of prosthetics.”

Han’s face lit up in a wicked grin. “Heard ‘em at it the other day. Hobbie mentioned he’s planning to upgrade his with a vibrator function – ” He broke off at Leia’s disapproving glare and sobered with considerable effort. “Uhm, yeah… Well. But joking can hide a lot.”

“True.” Leia let the detour pass and instead watched Han’s fingers playing with her own. “But Han, I know Luke. Ever since he set foot in the Alliance he’s been prepared to pay the price. He’s lived with danger for so long already. None of us really believe we will come out of this without scars, do we?”

Han blinked. He had never thought of himself as anything but untouchable. Or Chewie. Or Luke. Or Leia. His grip on her hand tightened.

At least, he corrected himself, he never had before Bespin. That blast of freezing carbonite had felt almost like becoming… impotent. For a moment Han felt a cold shiver down his spine, then he dismissed it as completely devoid of any anchor in reality. He loosened his grip on Leia’s hand and went back determinedly to teasing her fingers. “So, what’s bothering him then?”

“I don’t know,” Leia sighed. “And he won’t tell. Whatever it is, he isn’t ready to talk about it yet.” 

“So we should let him handle it all by himself?” Han growled, his hands coming up in a frustrated gesture. “What if he can’t?”

Leia raised her eyebrows, Han’s worry, so uncharacteristically obvious, both touched and amused her. “I thought you manly spacefaring men didn’t even have feelings. Why are you all suddenly so worried Luke won’t be able to handle his?” She tucked her foot up, making herself comfortable on the bunk.

Han harrumphed. “Well, that’s exactly it. This is Luke we’re talking about.” Han threw his arms out in a helpless gesture. “Look, I don’t know, ok? I don’t care what all those crazy old Jedi wizards are teaching him, he hasn’t been off the farm that long!”

A smile played the corners of Leia’s mouth. “You’ll make a fine dad one day, Han Solo.”

“I… huh? What!?! No, I…” But Leia reached up to kiss him and that silenced his protests. Then she tugged him down next her and for a considerable amount of time Luke Skywalker was precisely the last topic in the galaxy Han cared to think about. In fact, it was probably hours before he turned on the bunk and brought the matter up again, just in case. “You seriously think we should let the kid be for the moment then? Solve his own problems unless he comes to us?”

Leia bit her lip as she pillowed her head on Han’s shoulder. “I think that if we start giving him advice about anything, it had better be some damned good advice, and I for one fail to see how I could give him anything of the kind.”

Han craned his neck to take a good look at Leia, who was well buried in his armpit. “You’re thinking of her, huh? That redhead fox?”

Leia stiffened. “I mean Shira Brie,” she corrected him, “and I’d call her a bicce rather than a fox.”

“Hnh?” Han jumped, for he had never in his wildest fantasies thought that Leia would know such a word in Huttese. They lay silent for a while before he finally could make himself ask the fatal question. “So, uh...why don’t you like her?” 

It was like removing the stopper from a bottle, or saying ‘dinner is ready’ to a party of Wookiees. “Firstly, because she is mean. She really is. She’s pretending to be so nice towards everybody and she can really pull that role off, but if she doesn’t like someone she can be mean in such a sneaky, devious way! And I’ve been putting up with it so far because of Luke, I’ve even tried to make myself like her! But she’s been driving in wedges between us all these months while you were away. Once she offered to go after Luke on a mission he was on, and when I declined and regretted, saying I knew it would be a pleasure for her, she retorted that it would indeed, almost as much as for him. And just after we got back to the Fleet, same night in fact, she told me my hair was straight and that I looked tired.”

“Uhh…” Han blinked several times. “Now, Leia, it’s no sin looking tired- and your hair is, um, pretty straight - sort of - but that doesn’t make it any less lovely – ”

Leia sat right up, almost spitting. “There we go! Now she’s driving a wedge between us as well!”

“What? How?” When Leia’s only answer was an angry glare he tried, “Are you sure you’re not over-reacting?”

Leia bounced to her feet and fiercely started to pull her clothes on. “Yes, Han! I’m sure! I’m absolutely sure by now! It’s not what she says or does but how she’s saying and doing it. And I’m sick and tired of it! And I’m not taking it anymore!”

With that, she stormed out of the room, leaving Han in the bed wondering if he should tell Luke what might happen if he ever allowed himself to fall for Shira Brie – or whether the kid already knew.

* * *

The corridors on the way to the conference room were a surreal blur, but Luke’s dreams from last night still stirred vivid in his memory. The pain emanating from Vader in his dream was still clinging to him when he woke in the morning, like the sheet he’d been soaked in. Was it really possible that it had been Vader’s pain, really his pain? Despite a desperate urge to deny any feelings, any humanity in his adversary, Luke couldn’t; he knew the dream had been his repressed memories replaying, bringing up feelings that had radiated from Vader that day in Bespin, feelings he’d been too busy to differentiate in the actual moment. And those feelings were shouting one thing in Luke’s ears, again and again and again until he had to admit the truth: the Dark Lord did have a heart. 

He was able to feel pain, moreover – Luke himself was actually the cause of it! The thought was mind-blowing, overwhelming, unfathomable… And it had one, unequivocal deduction; Vader was human! In all the months that had followed, Luke had desperately denied that comprehension, fearful that following one set of tracks would lead to the nexu’s den. And as the recognition sank in he knew, with a swoop in the stomach, that this would indeed be the case. He might not draw the next conclusion yet, but he would soon, the chain of facts impossible to ignore in the end…

Room number 6771 emerged before him and Luke stopped sharply, bringing himself out of the murk of his mental swamp. He took a few calming breaths to make sure he was back in the present – he was about to brief his strike team about their assignment and could afford no distractions.

He was punctual but his crew had beaten him anyway. A barrage of expectant smiles and collected expressions met him halfway through the door. He glanced about. This was entirely uncharacteristic. Pilots usually only made a point of being on time when the battle alarms were blaring. Clearly he’d managed to make the significance of this mission clear to his team. “Well…”

Shira flashed a confident smile. “Fire off, Ace.” Thorben nodded and Alph grinned. Luke smiled too, realizing he’d managed to get a top team despite his first doubts. He, placed his datapad on front of him but didn’t turn it in on yet.

“All right,” he began. “Our mission is labelled Operation Sheep Skin and our objective is to steal a Lambda-class shuttle. We have intelligence that such a shuttle will arrive in sixteen days time at a small Imperial base on the fifth planet in orbit of the Thenax system – where we’re we’ll be waiting.”

“No kidding?” Shiras’ eyes widened in mock surprise. “Intelligence actually found a Lamba-shuttle that we could steal? It’s only, what, the third most common small groups transport used by the Empire? Why can’t we just sneak onboard the nearest Star Destroyer and snatch one?”

“The most common small groups transport, actually,” Luke replied dryly. “And the reason we can’t sneak onboard the nearest Star Destroyer is that in that case we would need other Imperial transports just in order to come onboard. We also need uniforms, ID’s, clearance codes, covers; all stuff that’s now being prepared. Plus we’d find ourselves in serious trouble the moment we want to leave since a SD can outrun a Lambda without trying.”

Thorben snorted. “Hell, I’ve known escape pods that could outrun a Lambda.”

“In contrast,” Luke said loudly over Alph’s snickers, “the Lancer-class frigate that Captain Kraeft will use when he’ll be travelling to the Thenax system can’t.”

“Ok, ok, I get the point.” Shira rolled her eyes. “But admit that the way you laid it out invited to make fun.” 

“Duly admitted,” Luke smiled, as usual pulled in by Shira’s high spirits. “Happy now?”

“Very. And I promise to keep my mouth shut now. Let’s hear the plan.”

“Right,” Luke began again, activating his datapad. “Let’s hope you’re all still laughing when I’m through drilling you on the specifics...”
* * *

With an surge of foreboding, almost like was she about to alert Darth Vader in the middle of his night cycle, Mara lifted her hand and buzzed on Deena’s doorcom.

But it wasn’t the Dark Lord’s grim metal jaw that launched on her but Deena’s broad grinning tooth-set. “Hi! Welcome! Wonderful that you could come!”

Mara forced a smile and slipped inside before she lost her nerve. It was a two-man cabin, narrow and sparcely furnished, but after so long in a four-man cabin it appeared to Mara as spacious as Imperial Palace. Two candles were lit on the small table and a pot of Kosh stood steaming in the middle, along with cups, plates and something food-like. The latter only increased Mara’s premonitions.

“I’m so glad you could come!” Deena chirped. “It’s so much more cozy to meet like this! I’ve arranged some food too – specialities from Etti – I hope you like them!” She let out a small giggle. “I’m sure you’re surprised that I care for anything back home but that stuff is actually the only thing I miss. Come, have a seat!” She bumped down and started to pour tea in the cups without further delay.

Mara sat down gingerly and tried to scrutinize the food without being too obvious. “Yes… Well, this is nice,” she groped. “Candles and all.”

“Yeah, I actually had them in my bag, I completely forgot,” Deena giggled again. “I packed them last time Corin and I were on leave together ‘cos I wanted us to have a romantic dinner somewhere but we never got to use them. We seldom do but I pack them anyways. Corin says I’m silly but I bet he’d be disappointed if I didn’t.” She winked. 

Girl talk. This was what no Imperial Special Operations training program in the galaxy could teach. In the Rebellion females were influential, so she’d be stupid not to snatch the chance now that she had someone willing to pass as her friend. It occurred to her that she’d never had a friend before. Not that she and Deena were “real” friends, of course. But she had to admit it was about as close as she’d ever come.

More importantly, Deena was the perfect path to Skywalker. The man had introduced them himself and by playing along, Mara would have gained his trust at some basic level without even approaching him. She’d been forcing down meals with Shan in the main mess for a week now and this was the logical next step. Kreth, she hated logic!

She glanced about the cabin. “Where’s your room-mate?”

“On duty. She’s nice but she hardly speaks.” Deena shrugged. “Very reserved. And here I was thinking Besalisks were sociable.”

Mara opened her mouth to reply, then bit her tongue, then remembered how lightly Deena always took her blatant insults and said it anyway. “Maybe you don’t give her airspace?”

Deena’s eyes widened. “Wow. I hadn’t thought about that!” She took a sip of the hot tea. “Hey, have something to eat!” Pushing the plate with food towards Mara, she continued, eyebrows furrowing, “That’s very likely, you know. I talk a lot, at least Corin always says I do. And I can also be very straightforward, which make many people uncertain of themselves. It’s not that I’ve always been like that; when I was younger I was pretty uncertain of myself, belive it or not, but I just hid it behind a tough mask and pushed myself anyway. Back when I met Luke I know he was pretty unnerved by me sometimes, but that’s of course typical for him, he’s so sweet.” She giggled again but her face flashed back to seriousness. “Do you think I talk a lot?”

For a moment Mara was surprised – none of her sarcasm had previously intimidated Deena in the slightest. But she couldn’t make herself lie, not in this case anyway. “Yes,” she admitted as she willed herself to take some of the suspicious looking edibles onto her plate.

“Oh. There we go.” Deena grimaced. “I bet I do, don’t I? Well. Hey, you have to know what you’re eating. That bread lump is kalukko; tiny smoked fish baked in a nutri-rye dough – eat it with butter,” she pushed the butter towards Mara, “and that’s salted, sundried redroot in nossnut pickle. I buy this stuff every time I have the chance – that’s not too often – and then I carry it with me as long as the supply lasts.”
Mara tasted and chewed carefully. “It’s… nice,” she managed, quickly deciding that her honest opinion would be too rude even for Deena. “Um, are they served together on Etti too?”

“Etti Four,” Deena corrected her absentmindedly. “No, they wouldn’t be, I suppose, but since it’s the only stuff from home that I can buy, I’ve started to serve them together and so far everybody has loved it. Except Corin, of course, but he doesn’t like fish anyway.”

Mara swallowed the kalukko and added a generous spoon of butter to her next piece. She wondered silently whether Deena had served this to Skywalker and Solo. The thought brought a smile to her lips. Aloud she said, “You said you used to unnerve Sk… Luke? When was that?”

“Oh, that was years ago, when we first met and both were pretty new here. I was drunk and… well, made suggestions.” She grinned suggestingly and winked. “He was terrified! But some time later I helped him in a mess he’d gotten himself into and after that it went better.”

“I suppose…” Mara stirred her Kosh, wondering how large crumbs she could allow herself to leave on her plate. ”Hm, what kind of a mess was it that…Wait, what went better?”

In answer, Deena only took a sip from her cup, bobbing her eyebrows over it. Mara stared at her. Then the realization hit her from absolutely nowhere. “You’ve bedded him!?”

Deena started to laugh. “Well, that’s a way to put it, yeah. I was his first, to be precise.” She lifted her chin almost proudly. “It took some work too. Luke’s so darned shy when it comes to matters like that, but finally I got him to understand that I wasn’t after him because he was the Hero from Yavin but because I liked him! We’d been through some adventures together already and he had been so sweet to me all the time when I was feeling like a nobody so I though I should sort of repay him – after all it was near a scandal that a hero like him could go on being a virgin, just think if it had come out! – so one evening I simply put myself in a situation where he couldn’t say no.”

Mara forgot to chew but listened in morbid fascination as Deena continued. “Well, afterwards, he was a bit repentant I think, but he agreed that it had been nice and he was glad it had been with a friend and all. We met a couple of times after that but then he went on one of those his missions again and when he came back he told me he told me he just couldn’t handle both the Rebellion and a relationship. So I said it was ok and we’ve been really great friends ever since - well, actually we were that already before - I don’t think he’d have slept with me otherwise.” Deena finally shut up and took a piece of kalukko, chewing pensively.

She continued before Mara could find a proper comment. “Actually, I never bought what he said to me. The simple reason why he broke up with me was that he wasn’t in love with me, it’s as simple as that.” She shrugged. “That’s Luke in a nutshell, he’s so conscientious, always trying to do the right thing, and always so worried to hurt anyone in the way.”

Mara found herself both repelled and utterly fascinated by Deena’s revelation. A thousand questions burned on the tip of her tongue but she couldn’t make herself ask a single one of them, so titillated and prying did they seem to her. No, she had to find something that actually could be of use to her – and Skywalker’s accomplishments as a lover surely weren’t that.

“You’re saying that he always wants to do the right thing,” she repeated, “and also that he’s worried about hurting anyone in the process. Doesn’t that hinder his ability to act? I mean – he’s a pilot – you don’t get much time to hesitate up there when enemy fighters are shooting at you.” 

“No, that’s true…” Deena frowned, obviously puzzled by the dilemma and just as obviously never having thought of it before. “You, know, the fun thing is that I’ve never seen him hesitate in a hot place. Never heard about it either. When things start happening, then he just acts – and somehow always right, it seems. I dunno why.” She shrugged. “Maybe it’s those Jedi instincts of his.”

Mara heaved a mental sigh of relief at having directed the topic to safer territory. More lucrative territory, too. Skywalker’s conscience might be his biggest weakness - but it was one she obviously should be wary of exploiting. In a tight situation he might turn on a coin and become a potent adversary. That fitted with their verbal sparring too; mostly he’d been defensive or back-stepping but occasionally and quite randomly he’d shown himself able to step out with a verbal charge or an action that made her lose ground completely – like those times he had just carried her away. It was an intriguing contradiction, but obviously a key to his character. Mara dared to plunge a little deeper. “Speaking about Jedi, that puzzles me a little.”

Deena frowned, something about her changing to weary. “Yeah? You’re not one of those, are you?”

Kreth! Mara could have slapped herself. She should have known Deena wasn’t as dumb as she seemed! She shouldn’t have pried so obviously for useful information but let the discussion drift more - if Deena suspected even for a second… Then she realized the blonde girl had said, “those” not “them.” “Those who?” she asked.

“The ones who look askance at Jedi. Who think they’re not to be trusted. I’ve heard the whispering in the corners.” Deena’s voice was clipped now. “I’m pretty amazed, you know. Aboard Liberty - and every other Rebel ship or base I’ve been to, no one, and I mean no one, is in doubt that Luke’s the best thing that happened to the galaxy and that everything changed that day he set his foot into an X-wing fighter for the first time. But here – here where he’s actually living and working – here you have that scum of people murmuring and muttering! It’s a disgrace!” She leaned back, scowling over stoutly crossed arms.

Mara had caught that muttering too, of course, but she was pretty certain it was low-voiced, never uttered in the company of officers or even pilots. And she had honestly not paid it much attention. Used as she was to anti-Jedi sentiments she had merely registered that it existed here too – which was of course an inexcusable lapse from her side. She frowned, taking in Deena. The blonde’s open face was guarded now and Mara could sense her wounded feelings, hurt on Skywalker’s behalf. Whatever could be said against Deena, she was at least a loyal friend. “Yeah, I’ve heard those voices too,” she admitted. 

“Do you agree?” Deena demanded.

“Agree on what? That Jedi are not to be trusted? You know, I have really no idea.” Mara shrugged. “I’ve never met one before I met Skywalker. I’ve heard a lot, of course, but that covers claims about everything from them being half-gods to super-villains so that’s not much help. But I think Skywalker is well… loyal. Trustworthy.” She shrugged again, discomforted by her own words. “I think it’s like you said; that he’s honestly trying to do what he thinks is right, and to hurt as few as possible in the process.”

Deena fixed her sharply for a moment still, then relaxed visibly. “Yeah. OK.” She glanced away, then back, more remorseful. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to… I just…”

“It’s fine, “ Mara assured, surprised how well she understood the other girl, and how much her protective reaction had lifted Mara’s opinion of her. “He’s your friend.”

“Yeah.” Deena frowned. “But you… You don’t think of him as a friend?”

“Can’t say I know him well enough. He’s been nice to me, though.” Mara took a piece of cold kalukko and chewed with well-concealed difficulty, letting the cloud drift over before she tried to re-direct the discussion where she wanted it again. “But what surprises me is his… well, his own handling of that Jedi-thing. I mean, if no one told me and I hadn’t seen some of it for myself I would never notice. He acts and dresses just like anyone.”

Deena had followed Mara’s example and re-tackled the food, but with strikingly greater relish. “That’s true.But what would you have him do? Start wearing robes and actually look like a Jedi? Wouldn’t that be a tad too... well, strange?” She meticulously wiped the pickle from the plate with her breadlump.

Mara shrugged. “Maybe that’s what he thinks too. But to me it sends conflicting feelings. If he’d choose to be and act like a Jedi, the he would at least confront people with it properly. As it is now, people are only guessing. And that’s water of the rumor-mills.”

Deena’s hand stopped halfway to her mouth and her eyes flashed again. “Are you saying all that tattle is Luke’s own fault?”

“No,” Mara told her, “but I don’t think his way of handling it makes it better either. But what puzzles me is still why he’s acting like he does. Why doesn’t he take pride in his abilities?”

“Ah.” Deena calmed down and chewed at the question together with her breadlump. “Well, maybe he’s afraid to seem too strange? Luke’s sort of a little shy, you know. Still, he used to more outgoing earlier; he’s holed up since I met him last.” Mara pricked up her ears. “He… I don’t know. He knows more Jedi stuff, he can do more - at least Wedge says he can, and he would know. Luke changed after Hoth, I think.”

And was that due to losing his hand? Or his encounter with Vader? Or something else entirely? Mara’s brain ran overspeed. “Changed? How?” she pushed.

Fortunately Deena was far too eager to talk about their mutual acquaintance herself to wonder about Mara’s interest. “I… he was away for a long time. Weeks. And then he came back with Leia & Chewie – and that charming guy, Lando. So I’ve heard, at least. And after that he was different. Troubled. And he doesn’t talk about it.” She rested her chin in her hand, thoughtful. “I wonder how good being a Jedi is for him. Or for anyone. I mean, if he was somewhere getting training…” she trailed off.

“Training?” Mara echoed. “Where could he get training? I thought all Jedi were dead?”

“Yeah, well. They’re supposed to be. But that first teacher of Luke’s – Ben Kenobi I think his name was – he survived in some hole too – why wouldn’t someone else have managed the same trick? Maybe Luke found him?”

“But how? The Empire’s been chasing Jedi for two decades now.”

Deena shrugged. “Well, if you want to be found you’d leave a trace to the right person, wouldn’t you? After all, Luke’s a bit of a celebrity theres days. Maybe even some exiled Jedi Master would have heard the rumors, I wouldn’t be surprised. Anyway that’s the only explanation I can come up with.”

And far-out though it sounded, it was a good one too, Mara realized. Looked like she hadn’t only misjudged Skywalker but Deena too.The latter annoyed her less, though. In fact, it didn’t annoy her at all, but made her existence here easier. She smiled genuinely for maybe the first time in the past weeks. “Yes. That doesn’t sound too far fetched.” 

* * *

“…for ages. He’s the best agent we’ve ever had.” Wedge was keeping his voice low, though no one was close. “We can’t afford to lose him.”

“What puzzles me is that they’ve kept him alive this long,” Luke countered. They were trotting down the corridor towards Deena’s cabin. She was the last one to be requested for Wedge’s team and he had agreed to join his friend in asking her, since he knew Deena much better after all. “As little as I want to think about it, they must have pressed all available information out of him by now.”

Wedge shrugged. “Some people have an amazing ability to resist. Think of Leia when she was on the Death Star – she never gave our location away.”

Luke, who was one of the few who at least knew a little, felt the familiar nausea whenever he thought about Leia in the clutches of the Empire – the Empire and his possible father! – “She’s the one who’s underlined to me that nobody can resist interrogation for long.”

Wedge cringed. “Ouch. Ok, I didn’t want to hear that. Sorry. You probably didn’t want the reminded either.” He stopped outside Deena’s cabin.

“No,” Luke admitted, stopping too. “All right. Ready? Remember, it’s not your fault you can’t tell her a thing about what she’s going to get herself into if she says yes. It’s only your job to make her accept.”

Wedge focused on the door. “Yeah. And she’s just a soldier, volunteering at the moment she set her foot into this Alliance. Just like us other whackos. Not anyone special at all.”

“Right. Just like us others.” Luke took a deep breath, cleaning his head from doubts. What had to be done, had to be done. And Deena was the best for this operation he could think of. He buzzed the doorcom.

They could heard Deena’s “Come in!” and the hatch slid open. But it was the redhead inside that both men stared at, not the blonde. “Jade?” Wedge exclaimed. “Didn’t expect to find you here.”

Mara lifted an eyebrow, aware she hadn’t been introduced to the hotshot pilot at any point but even more aware that her presence here was somehow an unforeseen obstacle to him. “Really?”

Wedge stopped dead at her flat reply and Luke had to hurry to help. “Hi. Uh, sorry we interrupted. We were… on our way to the Chaos and thought you might want to join?” Wedge gave him a sideways glance. They had not planned to go to the Chaos even afterwards, but most of Rogue Squadron was most likely gathered in the bar at this hour, a fact at which Luke had obviously snatched to cover their butts. “You could both come?” Luke suggested.

Mara glared suspiciously at him. She had never seen Skywalker this cheery and it was obvious that it was a fake he put up to cover something else entirely. Deena however, sucked it straight up. “The Chaos?” she beamed. “I’d love to!” Then she remembered her company and shot Mara an apologetic look. “I mean, if you want to, that is – ”

Mara shrugged. “Sure. Why not?” It was a great chance to see a more private side of the Jedi. And maybe she’d be able to figure out the reason for this show if she came along. 

Deena bounced to her feet. “Astral!” She threw a glance into the mirror and her grin disappeared like parts from a crashed podracer into Jawa sandcrawler. Her hand went to her hair. “Uh, just give me a sec…”

Luke smiled patiently. “You look great, Dee.”

“Yeah. Always,” Wedge agreed. “But hey, maybe I could help you choose another dress or something?” He nodded at Luke and Mara. “Why don’t you two go ahead? We’ll catch up.”

Mara rose her eyebrows and Luke winced. Wedge was an amazing friend and the best pilot he’d ever met – but his subtlety left a great deal to be desired. 

Wedge growled, “Ok, ok. I have something I need to talk with Deena about, so why don’t you two just bugger off?”

“Something to talk about?” Luke repeated innocently, trying to pick up the pieces. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because it’s about your birthday party, moron,” Wedge barked. “Now, bugger off!”

Luke looked at Mara who shrugged and followed him out of the cabin. When the hatch had closed behind them she gave him a wry glance. “I suppose we weren’t supposed to know what that was about.”

“Could seem that way,” Luke replied, retaining his sabacc-face. “Well, I’m not going to dig deeper.”

“Me neither,” Mara agreed. She waited a moment for them to start walking down the corridor, then added casually, “But if Deena doesn’t tell me all of it tomorrow at the very latest, then I know it’s something classified.”

She had the great satisfaction to see him shrink for long seconds before they continued down the passageway.

