Quagmire – Chapter 23

The Verdict

Mon Mothma folded her hands and scanned the gathering in the conference room. All nine members of High Council glanced back, expressions severe.

“So,” she began. “You were all present three hours ago when Commander Skywalker gave his report. You have also read Captain Thorben’s dispatch as well as Chief of Staff Takapaju’s account of the rumors that have been circling around the ship recently. What we still lack is Commander Brie’s recollection of the events, but it’s obvious that we’ll have to wait for them for some time still.” She paused rhetorically. “Opinions, anyone? Questions?”

Leia held up her hand. “If I may, Chief Mothma. Janek’s account was not made available to us in document form. I would appreciate if we could hear it again.” 

Takapaju cleared his throat. “Certainly, Princess. I have a print here. Would you like a copy of it?”

Leia nodded. “Yes please, afterwards I would.”

The CoS leaned forward. “There has been comment about Skywalker’s changed mood ever since Bespin. Where he would previously have been described as open and sociable, people now notice him to be more distant and insular. He used to be extremely well-liked, but shipwide opinion on him has become more ambivalent as a result of these changes. Many have started to have doubts about whether there are some truths in the Imperial propaganda about the Jedi.”

Leia had to bite her lip not to make a rash comment. Getting agitated wouldn’t help Luke and she herself was here as a member of the Alliance High Council, not as his personal friend. She had to stay objective.

Ackbar held up a hand. “Forgive me, Chief Takapaju, but I’m not sure how any of this is relevant. People change in time, but is that really our concern here?”

Takapaju straightened in his chair. “Your point is clear, Admiral, but consider mine. Skywalker has changed, everybody agrees on that – and now he’s charged with accusations of unstable behaviour. I do think it is a relevant fact.”

“Last time I looked no one was charged of anything,” Rieekan pointed out, voice mild. “And if someone was, this would not be the forum for debating the question. This is an executive body, not a court martial.”

“So far in the Alliance history there has been extremely little need of court martials,” Mothma observed. “I would be sorry if that would be the case now.”

“Especially now, when we need to stand together more than ever,” Madine rumbled.

The assembled glanced at each other for a while, then Takapaju cleared his throat again. “Do you want me to continue?”

“Please do,” Mothma replied levelly.

“As I said, there have been many rumours about Commander Skywalker’s behaviour of late, some of them dealing his personal life, or perhaps more appropriately the lack of it. When he and Commander Brie started a semi-official relationship about three weeks ago, it seemed something of a shipwide event.”

“Poor chap,” Cracken commented, drawing several chuckles despite the atmosphere.

Takapaju continued a bit louder, “Apparently, just after the launch of Operation Sheep Skin, different rumours started to circulate. And after the knowledge of the events has spread, several of Commander Brie’s friends have turned to Staff Unit with their concerns, which is what brought this entire subject to my attention. There are a number of different claims but these are the main ones: that Commander Skywalker’s been much more volatile of temper in private than anyone would have been inclined to believe. ‘Testy’ and ‘irascible’ are some of the words that have been used. Others have used phrases like ‘too eager to prove himself’ and ‘possessed with the idea of becoming a Jedi.’ Several have claimed that Commander Brie had voiced to them her worries about the sustained pressure he’s been under, and expressed doubts whether he was in a condition to lead the mission. She also told a few people that Skywalker has been talking in his sleep about Lord Vader, apparently having long conversations with him. Finally, it seems that Skywalker and Brie had a fight the evening before they left on the mission. According to Ensign Malina Parr, who claims to be Brie’s closest confidant, Commander Brie had asked Skywalker about his relationship with Technician Second Class Mara Jade and he allegedly Force-hauled her up the wall and pinned her arms before ‘coming back to himself’ as Parr expressed it. ”

Leia shook her head, incredulous and enraged by the accusations but doing her best to remain objective. “All of that is second, perhaps third-hand information and all of it sounds very implausible. There is no argument that Commander Skywalker has been under considerable pressure, but there’s nothing new about that and he’s been very capable of handling it this far. For my part, I find these accusations very hard believe – they doesn’t fit even marginally with Commander Skywalker as I know him. They don’t even sound like Commander Brie, for that matter. She’s a lady of action. Their relationship notwithstanding, if she had any concern about Luke’s leadership she would have consulted a superior officer.” She looked around. “I would frankly be disappointed in this body if it put any faith in such flimsy gossip.”

“And what are these rumors about Commander Skywalker and Technician Jade?” Ral’Rai Muvunc wondered. “Is there any truth about that?”

“Whether there is or isn’t makes no difference,” Leia retorted. “It’s Commander Skywalker’s alleged aggression and instability that’s the issue, not Commander Brie’s possible jealousy.”

“What concerns me,” Madine boomed, “is how the word about what happened on that mission has been able to spread at all. Last I checked, after-action reports on classified missions were confidential.”

For the first time, Takapaju seemed a bit embarrassed. “They are, General. But I have a new aide who’s a close friend of Commander Brie and I fear she might have slipped…”

There was a murmur of disapproval and Mon Mothma noted something on her datapad. “Perhaps we need that court martial after all, Madam President,” Madine growled and sank back into his chair, scratching his hair irritably.
Leia spoke up again. “I still fail to see how we can blame Commander Skywalker for what happened on Thenax V. As he himself has pointed out, he had no reason not to believe what the Force told him, even if we present don’t understand the nature of that communication. The Force has served him unfailingly for years and has helped him to overcome several situations against odds other people would have thought impossible. It is not surprising that he should give the Force the benefit of the doubt.” She straightened. “And we have to say the same thing about the Commander. He has served the Alliance unwaveringly for four years. If we can’t give him the benefit of the doubt…!?”

Gelsk shook his head. “I don’t agree, Princess. Not anymore. I admit I have myself been blinded by Commander Skywalker’s success and therefore am to blaim for closing my eyes to the problem. But if he trusts some strange occult power more than plain reason or the person standing next to him…That’s a demeanour that can not be accepted in military.”

Leia laughed at him. “Gelsk, the Jedi were the backbone of the Old Republic, immediately appointed to generals at the outbreak of the Clone Wars. Twenty years ago no one with their wits intact would have even thought of questioning their position and reliability.”

“Then perhaps it is thought-provoking that the Jedi didn’t survive – and neither did the Republic,” Gelsk pointed out. “Besides, Princess, these are not the Clone Wars. Our soliders are independently thinking, highly-qualified and well-trained individuals, not clones.”

“Clones were independently thinking, highly-qualified and extremely well trained individuals,” Cracken retorted levelly. “I’ve seen clones fight, Admiral – and I tell you, if the Imperial Army corps were still clone-only we’d be in much more severe problems than we are now!”

“Pardon, me gentlebeings,” Menja Palvoja broke in, “but as interesting as that thought is, it’s off-topic. The question should be whether we actually can consider Commader Skywalker a Jedi or not?” 

Leia straightened in her chair. “The discussion this far taken into consideration, I would insist that before we consider that question we should answer another one first. Do we in the Rebel Alliance trust the Jedi – or do we not? Do we accept that there is such a thing as the Force that guides them, guides us all, perhaps? Because if we don’t, then General Palvoja’s question is meaningless.”

Takapaju and Gelsk started to protest but most others murmured their agreement. It was Mon Mothma who surprised Leia by shaking her head. “No, Leia. This is not, and should not be a question about whether we can trust the Jedi or not.” She straightened in her seat, raising her voice ever so little. “Sad are the times we live in, but they would be sadder indeed if Palpatine’s propaganda had penetrated so deep even to the hearts of us who have shouldered the responsibility to try to see clearly. This is the Alliance to restore the Republic, and I must underline that under my leadership there shall be no doubt that the position of the Jedi is equally as valued and trusted as is was in the days of the Republic.”

Gelsk and Takapaju jolted in their seats, but most others nodded their consent. Several smiled. Mon met Leia’s gaze, expression severe but grieved. “When I started in the Senate thirty three years ago, your father took the trouble to present me to many Jedi. I have a very clear memory of those encounters and my experiences. The Jedi were unselfish servants of the Old Republic, untiring in their efforts to do their duty and humble about their extraordinary abilities. They were, as you said, the backbone of the Old Republic, and the day they fell was the same day the Empire was announced. We all know what followed.”

Silence followed her words and many present looked down at their hands. Leia did so too, ashamed that she had for a moment doubted Mon, and realizing this was exactly what it shouldn’t come to: distrust and accusations. Takapaju seemed to have a hard time finding a place to look; Gelsk wasn’t quite convinced yet, brow furrowing in obvious frustration.

Mon continued, thoughtfully, “What you’re right about, Leia, is that we are dealing with something greater than it may appear. While we present still trust the Jedi” – she gave Gelsk a stern glance –  “we do not speak for everybody in the Alliance. And we have to face that while young Luke Skywalker boosted hopes and morale when he came here four years ago and blew the Death Star to atoms, things have changed. What people express in corridors and behind doors isn’t the same anymore. Luke himself has changed his behaviour greatly and lately he hasn’t made many claims to be the Jedi he once openly tried to become. This Council has no right to interfere with Luke’s personal decisions, but we can acknowledge that his recent behaviour only encourages his detractors.”

“What has puzzled me for a long time now,” Riekaan broke in, “is why young Skywalker has changed so much lately. I will never forget how young and eager he was when he first came here. Just the way he looked at you could inspire you to do anything.”

“He still inspires his squadron,” Gelsk admitted reluctantly. “They’d follow him through a black hole if he asked them.” He rolled his eyes. “Or perhaps it’s Rogue Squadron that’s simply too stubborn to give anything up, including a swaying leader.”

“Skywalker lost his hand after Hoth,” Airen Cracken reminded. “I’ve gotten the impression he’s quieted after that. Perhaps it’s not a bad thing but on the contrary, a sign of maturity. A realization that trees don’t grow to heaven.”

“Or perhaps he’s recognized he doesn’t truly have the abilities.” 

Everybody turned their head towards Mon Mothma who had uttered this last suggestion. Leia couldn’t believe her ears. “You don’t believe that, do you?”

Mon shook her head. “No. I don’t – at present. But it is most certainly a belief – or fear, if you want – that many people around us are asking themselves.”

“When did it become like this?” Leia moaned. “When did Luke get such a burden to carry, so many hopes to live up to?”

“When he blew up the Death Star – and when we gave him the honor for it,” Mothma reflected.

“He didn’t ask for any of that!” Leia protested, anger in her voice.

“No,” Mon countered. “But it happened, and now we must deal with the situation as it exists. Commander Skywalker and his Force-sensitivity, for better or worse, have become a rallying point and a beacon for the entire Alliance. Does Skywalker have the abilities we’ve believed he has? Have these abilities been intact all this time, or have they suddenly diminished? And can we correctly call him a Jedi?”

Leia straightened. “As you are all aware, I know Commander Skywalker very well. I can confirm that he beyond doubt possesses these abilities. He can levitate things, he senses things before they happen, he can draw upon the Force to do things others can’t... And his abilities have in no way diminished of late. If anything, they have increased and he has learned to control them.” She paused, then felt forced to add. “But at no point have I heard him claim himself to be a Jedi.”

“Do you know why?” Riekaan inquired, earnestly puzzled.

“No,” Leia admitted. “I think I’ve been assuming that he doesn’t feel ready, doesn’t want to call himself what no one can prove him to be anyway. That it’s a kind of humbleness as well as insecurity. That would be Luke as I know him. But I don’t know this… And I haven’t asked him about it...” 

She remembered his desperation the day before in the medcenter and suddenly realized how she’d failed him. Why, why, why hadn’t she asked him, at any point? All these months when she’d seen him, mood dark and introverted, why had she only had eyes for her own pain, her own loss? And now that Han was back, she had let his jealousy and their own relationship set the schedule for her conversations with Luke. How she regretted it now!

Gelsk made an impatient gesture. “We’re still only guessing here! All right, let us take Princess Leia’s word that Skywalker has Jedi abilities, but why did they fail him so completely on this mission? Do we have a theory of that?”

Everybody looked at each other but no one spoke.

“Well, I do,” Gelsk continued. “And it has to do with those ‘cut outs’ that Skywalker himself reported. We all know that people under hard stress can get blank-outs, and we have several indications that the Commander has been under great pressure lately. Isn’t it pretty near at hand to suppose that the reason why he lost contact with the Force was simply mental pressure?”

Ral’Ray Muvunc pursed his mouth. “That would fit with his changed personality as well as with the rumors Commander Brie seems to have let out.”

“There was also an incident, taking place only hours ago, after Skywalker left this very room,” Takapaju pointed out. He quickly referred what had happened in the Mess.

“He actually clocked him one?” Ackbar’s eyes wobbled on their stalks. “Luke Skywalker?”

“See?” Gelsk insisted. “The man clearly isn’t at balance.”

“He lost a comrade on his mission, he hasn’t slept for days and his girlfriend is in pieces in the medbay,” Cracken reminded dryly. “Now tell me again why he isn’t at balance.”

“If it was me,” Madine added, “I’d punch him too. Anybody would.” He glanced at Gelsk. “Anybody with a working cerebrum, that is.”

Leia cleared her throat. “Pardon me, but has no one considered it could be the other way round?”

Mothma frowned. “What do you mean, Princess?”

“We’ve gone to great lengths to figure out whether Luke’s ‘unstable’, as you put it, or the Force simply has failed. But what if none of that is the case? Shouldn’t we consider that possibility too? What if the Force told Commander Skywalker the truth?”

Everybody looked at each other, bewildered at first, then gingerly nodding. Cracken dared to make the next step. “If that were the case, we have to conclude that the threat came from Commander Brie, since she was alone in shuttle by that time.”

“It still wouldn’t explain why he lost contact with the Force several times,” Gelsk retorted, visibly bothered.

“True,” Leia returned, “but it would explain why it told him to attack.”

Mothma nodded. “We should consider all possibilities. But why would Commander Brie be a threat?” 

“Perhaps she wasn’t a threat – but Commander Skywalker just sensed her as such, still agitated by the stormtroopers that had come out from the shuttle only moments before?” Menja Palvoja suggested.

Cracken glanced to the notes on his datapad. “Commander Skywalker specifically stated that he sensed a hostile mind on the ship in the moment he threw the grenade.”

There was a long silence before finally Ackbar uttered the unspeakable. “Espionage.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Gelsk snorted. “She’s been in the Rebellion for three years. Her record is impeccable.” 

“Not anymore, if she’s indeed been spreading those rumours,” Leia countered. “That’s a remarkable indication of bad judgment. And why has she been talking about Luke with so many? Surely she must have known rumours like that would undermine trust in one of the Alliance’s central figures? Even on a strictly personal level I find it… disloyal. Besides, Commander Brie was at no loss for influential friends if she was worried; why not take it to the Command? I know for example that you, Admiral, are a loyal and admiring friend of hers.” She nodded at Gelsk who flushed and lost his composure for a moment.

Takapaju was still kicking. “That’s preposterous! What Skywalker’s the spy? Shouldn’t we consider that possibility as well?”

“Of course,” Leia offered. “Let’s summarize the possibilities. One: Commander Brie is a spy. Two: the spy is Commader Skywalker. Three: Commmander Skywalker is mentally unstable. Four: The Force is a delusion. Any other options?”

Ral’Ray Muvunc spoke up. “What about those dreams Skywalker presumably has had about Darth Vader? Could there be any truth in that? How does the Force work? Is there any risk that Skywalker could be under influence from another, hostile mind and therefore not in command of all of his actions?”

Leia paled. She hadn’t considered that at all. 

There was a long silence, finally broken by Ackbar. “We know that Darth Vader was the one who cut off Commander Skywalker’s hand. If he’s having nightmares about the man, he’s in good company. However, the sad truth is that we have no way knowing any of this, do we?”

Cracken shook his head. “No, we’re fumbling in darkness here.” He frowned, considering. “When Commander Brie wakes up we might get a bit wiser, but that might take days. Weeks perhaps.”

“My last report from the medbay estimated three or four days,” Mothma announced, checking her datapad. 

“That’s not so bad,” Riekaan remarked, cautiously optimistic.

“Still, with the rumors onboard and the escalation we saw already two hours ago, I’m afraid we can’t wait,” Mon went on “We have to take some action. Either we back up Commander Skywalker or we place him off duty until we have a clarification of the situation.” 

Cracken cleared his throat. “Under normal circumstances I’d support Princess Leia’s suggestion and give Commander Skywalker the benefit of the doubt. At present, however, I believe it is important that we are as thorough as ever possible. I fear that any sign of favoritism might weaken the Commander’s position further.”

Leia felt something churn her stomach. “On the other hand, if we don’t support him we’ll look like we support those who believe he might have thrown that grenade on purpose,” she pointed out.

“I will not accept an “either-you’re-with-me-or-you’re-against-me” argumentation. If we do, we’re as black and white as the Empire we’re fighting. We have to do what we consider right, not try to second guess how others may interpret it.” Mothma settled.

“I must admit that those rumours concern me,” Madine grumbled. “They concern me a lot. Because they tell me there is some ill will going on here in our Alliance, and I say we need to find the source and wipe it out in its root.”

“They concern us all, General,” Mothma remarked mildly. “How would you suggest dealing with them?”

“If I may.” Cracken cleared his throat again. “I believe that if we let this process drag out we might be able to find out more, for example who has been spreading those rumours. There may be a third party at work besides Commander Brie. If someone is trying to blacken Skywalker we might drag him or her out of the bush by playing to their hands and pulling time out. On the other hand, if what has happened truly is because Commander Skywalker has been under too much pressure, well, then he would be likely to make another mistake if we continue that pressure.” He shrugged. “It might not be the most noble of methods, but at short term it’s the most likely to give results.”

A brooding silence followed his words as everybody considered these possibilities.

Eventually, Mon Mothma spoke. “We have to make a decision. Ladies, gentlemen. Your votes please.”

* * *

Luke hadn’t bothered to turn on the full lights in the briefing room where he’d been ordered to wait for the verdict. When Leia came in he stood up out of old habit when a superior entered, then hesitated, not sure whether she was here as a member of High Command – or simply as a friend.

Leia shook her head, gesturing him to sit down again, but her face was uneasy and troubled. She sat down on the chair before him, folding her hands in her lap and took a deep breath. She had no idea of how to soften the blow so she just said it. “High Command believes that it’s best that you are taken off duty for a while.”

Luke stared at her and she could see his shock, the disbelief, the pain. As her words sank in, his expression both hardened and calmed as he slowly accepted the situation. Finally he looked up. “What does that mean?” 

Leia forced herself to stay calm even if she couldn’t keep aversion quite from her voice. “It means that you’re stripped of duties and merits while we investigate the case. You can still move here as you like, save that you will cease to have access to certain restricted areas of course. And you can’t leave. But it’s only for a period. Until we can get a picture of what has happened…” She broke off.

His shoulders slumped at that, at the full understanding of the mistrust he was shown, but he gritted his teeth, not giving up yet. He looked sharply at Leia and she tensed against the accusation she knew would come, the demand that she should take sides in this, that she’d show whether she truly was his friend of not. She lifted her chin, unable to neither reproach him his anger nor let down her duty.

But to her surprise, Luke’s expression softened to compassion and he closed his eyes. When he opened them again she could see love and rapport fighting for space with the misery. 

“Oh, Leia,” he mumbled, reaching out to take her hands. “How did it come to this? I have no idea. I know so many situations where I could doubt or criticize more or less every step of my way… but in this…? I honestly don’t know how I could have done anything differently. And now I’m pulling you down too. You have to stand firm. Don’t think for a second I can’t see that.”

Leia’s throat constricted. She squeezed his hand, marvelling again at Luke’s incredible ability to love and forgive – and to see clearly.

None of all those things unsaid stood between them anymore. Luke breathed a deep sigh at that wonderful surge of her unwavering loyality and support that flooded freely at his expression of understanding; the unexplainable fellowship and solidarity he’d always shared with Leia, so much deeper in insight and awareness than he’d ever shared with anyone else…

No doubts. No fears. Not anymore. Not when it truly counted.
“I’d love to help you Luke, but…” Leia’s voice faltered.

“I know.” 

He didn’t need to explain but did anyway. It gave his mind something to work with. “Shira is liked by everybody. I shot her down, more than that; I injured her severly and unavoidably - and nobody understands why. If you don’t believe in the Force, it looks like I handled the mission irresponsibly, or even worse... And I have no proof or explanation to offer for my actions. If you supported me as things are right now, it would get feelings boiling even more and split the Alliance severly. And if there’s something we can’t afford now, that’s that.”

“You’re part of the we, Luke.” She couldn’t help herself, she knew this, felt it so deeply.

“I know.” He smiled sadly. “And if I don’t sit back and accept what High Command decides, it’ll be bad for the Alliance too, so I’ll wait until I get another chance. And I’ll do that alone. Without you. And without Han.”

Leia blushed. “Our relationship isn’t official, Luke, we…”

“That doesn’t make it less real - or known. Your job is to support the decision of High Council, and Han’s job is to support you.” He held her gaze firmly. Standing here before her, sensing her worry, compassion and deepfelt care it appeared so easy see what how they should act. He knew the hard part would be tomorrow – and the day after tomorrow and after – when she wasn’t standing here close to him anymore, where she would carry out her obligation and would be forced to turn her back to him. Would he be able to remember then how devastated she was now?

“There’s something odd going on here, Luke,” Leia murmured, “and we have to find out what it is. I know it isn’t you, but…”

“Others don’t,” he said simply.

Leia shook her head, tears welling up in her eyes. She wiped them away angrily. There wasn’t anything to say, so she snatched him up in a fierce hug. He hugged her back, and they stood together for a long time.

This was so right, Luke reflected in awe; Leia this close, this open; the love between them, the care; so much more heartfelt and deep than ever any feeling between him and Shira, despite his resolve to open up. Again he wondered, without the trace of an answer, about how strange and complicated things could be. All his doubts and fears… 

I am your father… 

He took a deep breath. “There’s more to it than this, Leia. There’s something else I haven’t told you, but probably should have a long time ago.”

Leia felt a cold shiver down her spine. “Is it about this?”

He shook his head, “No, something else.”

“Are you sure this is the right moment to tell me? Is it important? Something fatal to the Alliance?”

“No. I guess not. But it’s something discrediting me. Something about my father…”

Leia hesitated. “Is it something you have told Shira?”

“No. I’ve told no one.”

“Is it something that you’ve done?”

“No, but –”

“Something you’ve caused?”

“Not that either, but I –”

“Then don’t tell me. Not now.” She shook her head firmly. “Whatever it is about your father, it’s something you can’t do anything about. It can wait.”

Luke nodded grimly. Without even knowing the state of play, Leia was speaking the truth. Luke couldn’t do anything about his heritage. 

Besides, he’d gotten pretty good at ignoring the subject by now.

* * *

Han stared at his girlfriend as if she’d turned into a two-headed Hutt. “Are you saying you don’t trust Luke? After everything we’ve been through together?” He stormed down the short viewport wall of Leia’s cabin and then back again, powerless.

Leia shook her head, regretful but determined. “That’s not what I’m saying. Of course I trust Luke!”

“But you turned your back to him!” Han yelled. “Now, your worshipness, you can call me a lot of things – but I ain’t turning my back to a friend – and particularly not to the kid! He needs us! Look, he might try to look like he doesn’t, going Jedi and all – but he does!”

“I don’t like this either, Han,” Leia snapped. “But something odd is going on here. We know it, and Luke knows it. And there might be someone around who shouldn’t know that we know. If I support him openly…”

“Wait a minute. Are you saying Command wants to use the kid as bait?”

Leia nodded. “That’s the vernacular for it, yes.”

Han stared at her for long moments, then turned to the viewport to look out at ship surrounding them; the undisturbed air of the majestetically floating cruisers and battleships contrasted by the buzzing activity of snub fighters and shuttles. Too quiet for him. Leia sighed wearily. “You don’t approve.”

Han didn’t turn around. “No” he said in a low voice. “I don’t. Luke was already under a lot of pressure for reasons he hasn’t told me about. Looks like he hasn’t told you about it either.” 

Leia bit her lip. “No, he hasn’t.”
Han nodded. “There. See? We can’t let him down.”

It sounded so simple when he said it. She knew it was anything but, and she still found herself agreeing completely. She sat down on the bunk. “You’re right. Of course you’re right. But what should we do?”

“We’ll figure something out,” Han told her, spirits rising again. “We’ll…” His com sounded. “Oh, kriff!” He grabbed it impatiently and barked, “Not now! I’ll call you back!” Then he realized it might be Madine and hurried to add, “Uh, who is it?”

A distinctly irritated roar on the other end left no doubt who it was. Leia hid a smile.

“Look, that can wait,” Han growled. “You know Goldenrod – he’s always in a fuss over something – what?”  He fell silent, listening with a darkening scowl to Chewie’s yaps and growls, and Leia turned to watch him.

Finally Han switched the com off. “Artoo is in Recycling. They got him slated for spare parts.”

“What!?” 

“According to Threepio, Artoo went missing two days ago. Yesterday, Goldenrod ran into Jade and asked her for help. They found him earlier today in the garbage department, scheduled to be obliterated. Looks like he’s been memory-wiped and shot to hell into the bargain. Jade got him out of there and tried to find us, but because of all this mess with the kid no one has been where they usually are. So she left him and Threepio outside the Falcon to wait for us. But when no one showed up, the Professor blew a chip and started to look for us. Meanwhile the cleaning guys removed Artoo and sent him to Recycling.”

Leia stared at him, stunned. “Now tell me something isn’t going on here!”

Han gave her a grim look. “I won’t. And it’s all directed against the kid.”

Leia swallowed. “And Artoo… oh no! Luke will take this hard!”

“He will.” Han sighed. “If I understand it right, Threepeo tried to argue first with the cleaners to let Shorty go, then with the techs in Recycling but when he had no success he went back to the Falcon. Fortunately, Chewie had arrived by then.”

A small laugh escaped Leia despite the seriousness of the situation. “Fortunately. Chewie has a bit more… impact.”

“Figures.” Han still didn’t smile. “I’ll go and have a look at the damage. Will you tell Luke?”

“I… wait, Han. I think we should let Intel look at Artoo before we do anything else. This can’t be a coincidence. You have to call Chewie and tell him not to touch anything.”

Han sighed again, grabbing his com. “All right, I’ll call ‘em. But if you ask me, those techs have probably been there already.” He glanced at her somberly. “And someone still has to tell Luke.”

Leia closed her eyes, wishing she could shut the world out as easily. “I know.”

