Quagmire - Chapter 27

The Return of the Jedi

Leia. Leia was his sister.

Luke had thought that things were strange and complicated and it turned that out they weren’t that at all. On the contrary, they were exactly as they should be! He had always known, somewhere, deep down it was like this; he recognized the feeling; only he hadn’t had the faith to believe it. But now that he did – how wonderful, simple, how easy it was! 

The night before, Chewie had dumped him in a bunk, weary and spent, but after a full nights sleep, the knowledge and perspective he’d gained showed him the world in a quite different, brighter light.   
When should he tell Leia? When he got back? Straight away? Hell, he’d run straight off the ramp and find her and – wait. 

He had more to tell than good news. And Leia would still have all her earlier obligations. He would not add another burden to her load now; he would wait until it felt right. He would not let strict reason lead him this time; he would know when the time was right. 

Luke took a deep breath, feeling the Force flow through him. It was so very simple, really. The Force was… everywhere. He just had to relax. Trust. That was the hard part, of course. 

The realization brought a smile to his lips. Had Obi Wan had it the same way? He’d been young once. Reckless, he’d hinted, maybe passionate too. Yes, Luke could well imagine Obi Wan as passionate young man once; tempered probably, but still zealous and heartfelt.

For a thousand generations Jedi had fought these same battles, failed, tried again. Moaned under their masters’ sinister ‘there’s no try.’ They were gone now, but they had been there – he wasn’t alone. 

Chewie barked a question and Luke leaned back in his seat. “Oh, I guess I was just… feeling good for once.” At that moment he couldn’t have wiped the smile from his face even if he’d tried.

* * *

The past days, the Alliance High Council had met briefly twice a day to be sure they all had the latest updates on the Aderon inquiry. As usual, everybody had their eyes glued on Airen Cracken, who as Supreme Commander of Intelligence had jurisdiction over the investigations.

“Well,” the weathered general began, selecting a datapad from the stack in front of him. “I could start with informing you that Captain Antilles reported in yesterday and has provided an extensive account of his interactions and observations of the past weeks before going on mission.”

“Let me guess,” Gelsk grumbled. “Commander Skywalker is a saint and Commander Brie is one TIE short of a Star Destroyer.” 

“That is of course a slight simplification, Admiral,” Cracken responded mildly, “but yes, the summary would end up reading pretty much like that.”

“I beg your pardon, but it’s hardly surprising that Captain Antilles hurries to share his opinions so quickly after he’s unwillingly put his best friend’s head on the block as one of the two main suspects for sabotage,” Takapaju growled. 

Cracken nodded. “That’s a point. But I must correct you. We cannot say that Skywalker is one of two main suspects for sabotage – for the gravity convertors perhaps, but even there, we cannot allow ourself to limit us to two suspects. As for the arson…” He slid another datapad from the center of his stack. “We’ve determined that there is one single malfunction that could not have been instigated by droids. The sensors that should have alarmed about the heightened amount of methane are located in the B-deck environmental control room. The area is constantly manned and no droids are allowed into the room in question. We must therefore conclude that the sensors must have been manually overridden.” 

His words started a murmur in the room but the general held up his hand, grave-faced. “Before anyone gets too excited, you should know that in addition to the twelve technicians on duty in the possible timeframe, forty colleagues and friends threw a surprise sixtieth birthday party for one of the maintenance techs.”

Leia sank back in frustration and she was anything but alone. “While on duty?” Takapaju moaned.

Cracken shrugged. “Well, it’s not like the Alliance generally stands on ceremony. This far, we’ve never been forced to.”

“So, the saboteur could have been one of the guests?” Leia asked. If they could find any indication that pointed more towards one than the other, just one…

“We believe that’s likely,” Cracken answered, “Actually, in retrospect, this party seems so convenient for our saboteur that we immediately started to investigate who arranged it. It turned out that four people were eager to give each other the credits for it.” He glanced back to his datapad. “Malina Parr, Tornet Bom’gar, Stacey Magenta and Seimaly Nikos.”

Leia straightened, as did everyone else, recognizing two of the names all too well. “Parr and Magenta!” Rieekaan exclaimed. “But that’s…” 

“Two of Commander Brie’s main confidants when it comes to her accusations against Commander Skywalker,” Cracken affirmed. “That struck us too. And digging deeper, it turned out that Commander Brie had been present when the idea for the party came up.”

The silence was complete for long moments, then Leia breathed, “And did she participate in the party?”

“She did.”

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Gelsk muttered, leaning back in his chair.

“That’s still no proof,” Takapaju barked. “No proof at all!”

Gelsk rubbed his neck. “No, but it doesn’t look good.” He shook his head slowly. “Not good at all…” 

“What about Skywalker?” Takapaju demanded. “Didn’t he pop by that party too? Or do we have actual proof that he didn’t?” 

“There’s no need to muddy the water further,” Madine growled. “We –” He broke off as Cracken’s com sounded and the Intel Chef lifted his hand, taking the call in his earpiece. Whatever the message was, it made him jump. “What? When? I’ll be there in a minute.” Cracken broke the contact and looekd at Mothma. “Excuse me, ma’am. We might have a breakthrough - but I need to…”

Mon Mothma inclined her head. “Of course, General.” Cracken swept his bundle of datapads and flimsi under his arm and left the room running.

Mothma waited until the door had closed behind him before looked up again, solemnly meeting the eyes of all present. “We can hope the general will return with important new information. Still, at the moment we must conclude that we still know very little. Even if we assume that the arson and and the sabotaged convertors are linked we…” Another com buzzed, this time her own, and she opened it. “Yes?”

“Chief Mothma? The Millenium Falcon is requesting permission to land. The reported crew is the Wookiee Chewbacca and Jedi Luke Skywalker.” 

Gelsk and Takapaju looked surprised but most others broke into heartfelt smiles. “I knew he wasn’t running,” Leia exclaimed, eyes shining.

”Jedi Luke Skywalker,” Riekaan repeated, part wondering, part delighted and Ackbar chuckled quietly.

Madine rubbed his hands. “One of the prime suspects is returning to the scene of the crime. Now this is getting really interesting!”

* * *

The Falcon had been guided to one of the smaller hangars, which was nonetheless still large enough to hold some hundred people. When Mara arrived, drawn by the rumor that blazed through the ship at point-three past lightspeed, a crowd had already gathered and a squadron of soldiers was busy securing the ship. Partly elbowing, partly slipping in between, she worked her way to first line. The landing ramp of the Falcon remained up and Mara threw a glance towards the cockpit. She could see Chewbacca, seated comfortably in his co-pilot’s chair and leaning his arms behind his head, like was he waiting for a show to start. Right beneath the cockpit module smoldered Solo, gesturing heatedly, but the big Wookiee only shook his furry head and howled in response; the sound, fortunately, couldn’t penetrate the thick transparisteel. The Wookiee’s body language was clear, though – he kicked his feet up on the console, obviously planning on staying where he was.

The DO, Lieutenant Steel, switched off his com in frustration, turning to the captain in command of the squadron. “They’re not answering.”

“Very well, Lieutenent.” Captain Donnet considered the situation for a moment. “Call for another squad to keep the curious at a distance.”

“But Captain, they’re not civilians, you can just order them to leave…”

Donnet arched his eyebrows and the DO winced. “I mean, yes, sir.” 

* * *

The deadlock in the hangar – one of Donnet’s soldiers had suggested laser-torching the ramp open, and just barely ducked the hydrospanner Solo swung at his head – gave High Command good time to “move their meeting,” as Mon put it,  and position themselves at the window of the hangar’s command office. Belatedly, Cracken came running into the room. “You won’t believe what… Oh!” He broke off and stepped closer, taking in the situation. “Has he come out yet?”

“Not yet,” Mon replied, eyes on the battered freighter. “Neither him nor our Wookiee friend.”

Cracken bent closer, his words intended for her ears alone. “News. Finally.”

Mon turned her head to meet his eyes. “From the investigation?”

Cracken shook his head. “Partly. According to holocams Skywalker was in Greenhouse Three in the time period when the system interruption around the convertors took place… but as a Jedi we should assume that he might be able to fool a holocam if he wanted to.”

Mon frowned, uncertain, but Airen Cracken was flat-out beaming now. “What we have is better. Skywalker’s Artoo unit.” He grinned and shook his head.

“What about it?” 

“Turns out that little devil is even smarter than I originally gave it credit for. It actually built itself a redundant emergency motivator large enough to store a complete backup file. How it managed to activate the reboot cycle I doubt we’ll ever know, but that’s exactly what it has been doing the past days. It just finished a full memory restoration. And guess what – it also managed to take a holovid snippet of its attacker.”

“Brie?”

Cracken nodded. 

Mon let out her breath in a soft sigh. “All this time… Well, at least we can clear Commander Skywalker now.”

“I’ll give orders…” Cracken broke off as Mothma laid her hand on his arm.

“Wait,” she murmured, her eyes back on the ship. “He doesn’t know yet. No one does. But he’s come back, and would he do that without a plan? Shouldn’t we give him a chance to do whatever he’s intending?”

“Give him chance? While a whole detainment squad is pointing their guns at him?” Cracken pointed out incredulously.

An uncharacteristic expression was worming its way onto Mon’s face and she flashed her Intel Commander an openly mischievous smirk. “Well, they are set for stun, aren’t they?”

Cracken was still gaping at Mothma when Ackbar spoke up. “Shouldn’t we give orders to clear the area?”

Mothma cocked her eyebrows, confident now. “If Commander Skywalker was interested in a discreet arrival, wouldn’t he have come out immediately?” She shook her head. “No. Look at those closed hatches. What is he waiting for if not for an audience? And think of his announcement. He could have returned any way he wanted – but he comes in plain daylight, annoucing his arrival despite knowing we’ll most likely arrest him. Luke Skywalker is not dumb and he’s not naïve. I trust he has a plan.”

At first, Leia stared at the Commander in Chief with the same shock as everyone else, but something in her tingled at Mon’s words. Luke had a way of making point-blank dramatic entrances work to his advantage, Jabba’s Palace being the most recent case in point. Only back then, Leia had been aware of the plan. Of course she had also screwed up her own part in it, but Luke had in the end managed to save them all despite that. Why doubt him now?

Her heart reached out towards her friend, as if she could touch with him through durasteel walls and hulls, and her fear started to settle. She trusted him. Always had. She sent him a loving, comforting thought, and to her surprise, she felt him answer. A soft whisper only, like a gentle fingerstroke against her chin, his voice in her mind, Leia!
Her hand shot up, fingers touching nothing but her own skin, but a wild smile broke on her face, her lips forming his name in quiet response, just like they had months ago in Bespin when he first spoke in her mind. Luke!

“So you don’t think we should do anything?” Rieekan asked, sounding as baffled as Leia had been. “How will that end?”

“Looks like we’ll find out, General,” Mothma told him, gesturing down at the hangar. “And if you ask me, it’s just about to start.”

The landing ramp of the Millenium Falcon had descended.

* * *

After fifteen minutes’ stalemate - Solo had been severely rebuked for the hydrospanner incident and removed from the frontline by two soldiers - the landing ramp lowered and Luke Skywalker walked calmly down it. The crowd hushed to expectant silence and even Solo’s loud complaints from somewhere towards the rear died out. Mara noted that Skywalker was clad in the same black outfit he’d worn at Jabba’s Palace. His hands were crossed before him and the hood shaded his face but as he stopped before the Captain he lifted his hands to lower it, revealing a collected, almost serene expression. 

His mien was so peaceful that the soldiers glanced to their captain for confirmation, a few of them lowering their weapons somewhat. Captain Donnet, however, held himself sharp enough to satisfy an Imperial drill sergeant. He cleared his throat. “Commander Skywalker. I’m afraid I’ll have to arrest you.”

A smile tugged the corner Skywalker’s mouth. “Not exactly the welcome I hoped for, but I can’t say I’m surprised. Just what does this arrest-thing entail?”

Donnet looked regretful but answered briskly, “That means that you’re to be disarmed and taken into custody.”

Skywalker shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t accept that, Captain. You’d better speak to your superior about those orders. Tell him I want to meet Alliance High Command as soon as possible to get my case settled. And disarmament will not be in question. I carry no other weapon than my lightsaber, which is a Jedi’s tool and symbol, not an offensive weapon.”

Donnet blinked. Skywalker’s voice was impeccably polite, low-modulated, and nonetheless carried adamantly over the entire hangar. Donnet cleared his throat again, kicking in an extra decibel or two. “I must point out that you’re not in a position to dictate the conditions, Commander Skywalker. However, I’ll show you the courtesy of taking your weapon into my personal keeping, and if you wish I’ll hand it directly to High Command. I understand that this weapon means a lot to you.”

Luke shook his head again. “I appreciate it Captain, but you misunderstand the situation. I am in such a position, and it is time for you, Alliance Command and everybody else to realize what you’re dealing with. I am not going to hand my lightsaber over, not to you, nor anybody else. And from now on, it’s ‘Jedi Skywalker,’ unless we’re on private terms.”

A murmur rose from the by-standers, and Mara could sense the anticipation spread in the hall. She glanced around her. Solo must still be held back by the soldiers, at least she couldn’t see him in the now-large crowd. And more people kept pouring in. The squad that was assigned to keep them at bay was hopelessly undermanned, but so far, nobody had tried to run them over. A knot of Rogues had formed in the front ranks, she noted, and the backup squadron Donnel had called in a few minutes ago left three soldiers close to them to discourage split loyalties from making more trouble. 

Up one level, standing in the command office, Mara could distinguish Mothma, Reikaan, Princess Leia og Ackbar behind the transparisteel windows. She wondered what was going on in the head of Leia Organa, seeing her close friend in this position.

In contrast to the calm Jedi before him, Captain Donnet was clearly feeling all the eyes watching his every move. He cleared his throat again and Mara wondered dryly if he’d ever manage to cough up the womp rat that appeared to have crawled down it. “I’m very sorry, Jedi Skywalker,” he corrected, “but I can under no circumstances allow you to keep your weapon.”

Skywalker sighed. “Alright, Captain.”

The Captain sighed with relief and extended his hand.

Skywalker smiled faintly and shook his head. “You’ll have to take it.”

Donnet stiffened. “I beg your pardon?”

The Jedi grinned. “You heard me.”

Donnet scowled for a few seconds, clearly on the edge of his patience now, then gestured two of his nearst men onwards. “Disarm him.”

*

Han had finally managed to slip away from the two soldiers Donnet had put on him and work his way back to the Falcon again. Chaos take Luke! To bring her straight into a thing like this – and besides – what was kid thinking anyway? If he started a fight someone would get hurt - and that sure as hell wouldn’t win him any points. Han stifled a curse as he scanned the Falcon’s hull for the umpteenth time. At least it looked like the kid had been gentle with her, he could see no scratches, well, no new scratches anyway. But if…

“Psst! Han!”

Solo jumped and looked around but couldn’t figure out who’d called for him. There were people everywhere around but they all were staring as one towards Luke. Than he heard a muted growl and realized it came from above.

True enough. As Han stepped two steps back and tilted his neck almost out of joint, he finally spotted Chewie and Lando on the hull of the Falcon over him, the former lowering a spare length of power cable to him.  Without second thought, Han grabbed the rope and was immediately hawled through the air, helping hands pulling him the last part. “What the hell is going on?” he hissed even as he was crawling up. “Why didn’t you come out earlier, you stupid fuzzball? And Lando – how did you get mixed up in this nest of gundarks?” Behind the Wookiee, on the top of the ship, a still-open hatch confirmed his suspicion that Chewie had left the ship using the top hatch.  

“I’m not involved,” Lando replied, grinning. “At least not more than you are. But Chewie’s told me to just sit down and relax. Luke has a plan.”

“So what else is new?” Han growled. “Luke always has a plan. I remember one of them involved walking straight into an Imperial Detention Center.”

“And look how that worked out,” Lando chuckled. “You rescued the love of your life. Let’s see what he’s got in mind today.”

*

Mara followed closely as two soldiers stepped forward and approached the Jedi, who stood quietly and watched them with an air of near indifference. He didn’t move until they were nearly within reach of him. Then, from standstill, he made a backflip that brought him almost seven meters away and also cleared him from the hull of the Falcon. He flicked his hand and the ship ramp hissed shut. The spectators buzzed. Skywalker flashed a grin. “Just to make it clear that I won’t be running anywhere.”

Donnet blinked but found his speech again. “I didn’t believe you would, Commander. After all, you did return of your own initiative. All the same, I have my orders.” He glanced at his two men, who had paused to look uncertainly at him, and added sternly, “What the hells are you two waiting for?”

The soliders pulled themselves together and approached Skywalker again. The Jedi stood calmly waiting for them, hands crossed peacefully before him, and not until the soliders were again close enough to reach out for him did he act. In a blur of motion he grabbed the first hand raised, yanked it towards himself and simultaneously stepped in behind the man. An arm twist and a sidekick floored the soldier – Luke stepped over him and launched on the second soldier from the side before anyone could blink. The next second the man had joined his comrade on the floor. 

It was basic close combat technics, Mara recognized, nothing more, but performed with a speed that probably made most save her experienced eyes lose track. Skywalker must have used the Force to accelerate his muscles to such a degree, and she wondered uneasily if even her own fine-honed reflexes could match that. She had better take this as a warning.

Now free of his opponents, Skywalker stepped to the side and stilled again, his cape seeming to smooth magically as he did, once again the picture of tranquility. He lifted his right hand, flicking his fingers at the two men on the floor – and the next second they were hauled across along the deck by their feet, like an invisible hand had grabbed their ankles. They skidded to a halt in front of the rest of their squad and scrambled to their feet, unharmed but visibly shocked.

Donnet stood a second flummoxed, just like everybody else, then he hurried to check that his two men were fine. When they noddingly confirmed, he ordered four new men in with renewed determination, “Herning, Penkala, Early and Tonberg. Take him!” 

The men charged from two sides, weapons ready but clearly not intending to use them unless their opponent attacked first. Again, Skywalker waited until they were close, his crushing calm in itself almost an insult. He nodded in recognition at one of the soldiers, sending his younger and obviously more nervous sideman an apologizing smile. “Hello Matt. Hi Arni. Sorry about the fuss. I can’t guarantee you won’t get some bluemarks from this.”

 None of the soldiers dared an answer, but then Skywalker didn’t leave them much time to reconsider. Instead, he again broke out from standstill to a blaze of speed, this time a leap that brought him behind those he’s spoken to, and thus out of reach for the two other attackers. A yank with an arm and a sweep of foot brought the first ones down and a simple motion with his hand made the others lose their footing, tipping in a mess on the deck. There they sprawled, wriggling on their backs and inexplicably unable to get back to their feet, the only indication Skwalker had anything to do with that being the palm he held parallel to the floor. The Jedi himself stepped free of his opponents, like they were so much seaweed washed up on a beach, and returned to his starting position, crossing his hands peacefully. 

Many of the spectators whistled and shouted encouragingly, others booed. Mara crossed her arms and leaned back against a nearby charging station. This was getting interesting. Of course, if Skywalker had been dealing with Imperials, guns would have been out already, spectators forgotten, but knowing the civility of these rebels the show was only getting started.

The third time, Donnet charged together with the rest of his squad. 
Skywalker plowed six men into the ground with a Force push, knocking them into each other like dominobriks. The next three he met in the air, kicking in what seemed like three directions at once, and the rest he took as they came, hand to hand, laying them down as neatly as he had the first time. The front line of spectators began backing up as the squad got back to its feet. “Way to go Luke!” someone cried. “Pull yourself together, Donnet!” someone else shouted. A neat amount of the audience had for some reason broken into an enthusiastic round of Rogues Rule – one of the cheer songs  Mara had heard sung often enough in the Chaos – among other places.

Mara for her part, studied his technique with experienced eyes. Skywalker had received military training of course, and hence some hand-to-hand- training as well. Still, she was convinced that it wasn’t those skills he made use of now with such perfection – this was a proof of what the Force could do for its wielder. The power flowing through Skywalker was almost palpable. It was beautiful, actually – Mara knew she was good but she could never do anything like that, not even nearly, despite all her training and combat skills. At the moment the Jedi was almost in a trance, in perfect contact with the living energy streaming through him. She could sense the flowing harmony, the fractureless stream of controlling and obeying the Force.

Captain Donnet was growling into his comlink, asking for more men who arrived almost before he had asked – Alliance Command was obviously enjoying the show. 

A doubling of the force didn’t seem to change the odds one whit. Skywalker continued to hold his ground, in a combination of jumps, hand-to-hand combat and strategically placed Force maneuvers. He had complete control, seeming to know and anticipate the moves of each and everyone of his opponents and moving smoothly, often even quicker than mere eye could follow. Several of the bystanders jumped into the fight, a few of them serious but most obviously just for the sport of it, looking almost elated when they were shoved to the ground or hurled away. As the fight proceeded, the Force shows became more and more dramatic; the first squad hadn’t come to ten meters from him when they already got their legs swept off under them as by an invisible arm. The onlookers were getting exhilarated and Rogues Rule was being drowned out by a new chant composed on the spot: Skywalker is kicking ass, du daa du daa.   

*

“Thanks buddy,” Wedge gave thumbs up to the 4PO droid who handled him a bagful of beers and climbed back to the nose of his fighter, settling himself against the canopy. “Did I miss something?” He handed Wes, Tycho and Hobbie a beer each and opened a can for himself.

“Naah,” Wes drawled, eyes glued to the show taking place before him. “Nothing special. He just tipped eight men over in a domino-push and jumped a few meters into the air.”

“A four point or a five point jump?” Wedge wondered, taking a sip of his can. 

“Three. Definitely not more than three,” Wes claimed. “Just a basic up-and-down. If it hadn’t been three meters high, I’d say it was a two pointer but I give him an extra for height. Still, I’d thought he’d have some more tricks up his sleeve.” Beside him, on the very tip of the X-wing’s prow, Deena was squealing.

“Yeah.” Wedge grinned. “Piece of ryshcate for a Jedi, isn’t it? We’ll have to tell him to make an effort if he wants to be taken seriously.”

*

As the amount of attackers increased, Luke turned to reinforcements himself. With a Force boost he tripped a row of coolant barrels that had been lined up in the end of the hangar and sent them bouncing towards the soldiers, forcing several of them back. He was now alone with his attackers in one side of the hangar, but far enough away from the bulkhead to be able to leap and avoid comfortably. Most of the spectators had retreated to the other part of the deck and he could sense Leia somewhere close. Might as well kick in Phase Two. Luke reached out with his mind.

*

Leia jolted slightly and blinked, for a moment losing her concentration on the tussle below. Then she shook herself out of it. “Admiral Ackbar...?” 

The admiral gave her a distracted look. “Yes, your Highness?”

“I think you should order a task force to draw their blasters on Skywalker.”

“You… What? You can’t be serious?”

“Oh, I am, Admiral.” Leia eyed the scene before her and added. “I also think you should give orders to clear that side of the hangar.” She gestured to a large quarter of the deck, empty of ships but half full of spectators. “If it’s open space, Commander Skywalker will be able to deflect the bolts safely in that direction.”

Mon Mothma eyed the situation with fresh interest. “It’s risky. We’ll be upping the stakes quite a bit. Will he live up to it, Princess?”

Leia flashed a sudden smirk. “If the Force is with him, your honor.”

Inwardly she cringed and hoped Luke was doing the right thing here.

Admiral Ackbar flapped his gills nervously but pulled out his comlink. “Captain Donnet. Order your men to set all weapons to stun and fire at will.” 

*

A surge went through the audience when the first squadron finally lifted their blasters, aiming them at Skywalker. Mara heard several start protesting angrily, but what happened next, happened too quickly for anybody to interfere.

At the same moment as the first men lifted their arms, Luke’s lightsaber was out and in his hand. He didn’t ignite it immediately, but made a huge leap, the highest yet, soaring well over all shots fired. As he landed and the soldiers continued to fire, Luke twisted to avoid the stun bolts and leaped again, combining it with several Force shoves directed either to the weapons, angling the bolts into the air or floor, or straight at the soliders, knocking them into each other amidst generous amounts of cursing. The cries of protest were quickly replaced by shouts of approval and renewed chanting. Mara recognized a children’s song Bounce Little Bunny, only the words had been replaced with jump little Jedi.

Skywalker went on like that for almost a minute, but when Donnet commanded his other squadron out and started to line them into firing position, he finally ignited his lightsaber. The green blade flared to life and whipped into the path of the incoming blasts. As the number of shooters doubled, it seemed to Mara that Skywalker fell back completely into the Force – with her eyes and senses glued to him, it was like being pulled into his mind, sharing his awareness - and suddenly the amount of blasts was nothing, nothing at all. Time slowed, as did every movement he made, every shot coming against him. Even when the new squad was firing simultaneously, she realised that the shots came irregularly, time slowing enough for Luke to be able to either bat them down or dodge. With her mind Mara knew that he wouldn’t be able to go on forever, but right now they didn’t have to care. Dart, dart, twist, leap, dart, dart, twist… It all synchronized to a beautiful symphony of colors and sounds, the bolts coming at him and his green blade evading them, directing them into the floor, the roof or the bulkhead. 

Mara blinked, a movement from an unexpected direction bringing her back to her own, usual perspective. Behind Skywalker, a blast door opened and a third squad emerged, trotting through with military precision. Their exemplary order shattered completely when Luke swiped a hand and the coolant barrels rocketed off the floor and into their formation. Most of the squadron sprinted back the way they’d come, looking remarkably more chaotic; the door shot behind them and the barrels smashed into it. Three soldiers who had remained in the hangar stood a moment unsure whether they should wait for their comrades or take their chances. One of them finally kicked the barrels away from the door and punched the release. The door opened halfway, only to zip closed again. The soldier punched a second time, the door opened halfway – and closed. The spectators cheered.

*

Madine leaned in towards Gelsk. “Tell you what. If you can’t use him in Starfighter Command, I can find him a place anywhere.”

“Me too,” Riekaan seconded cheerfully.

Gelsk snorted without taking his eyes from the events unfolding below.

*

Mara glanced up the fighter where Rogue Squadron was now fully assembled. Deena was glued to Luke and Wes and Hobbie were busy taking bets but Wedge saw her and waved. “Hey Jade! Wanna better view? You can sit on my lap!”

“No thanks,” Mara declined. “How’s the betting going?”

“Not bad. They….”

A concerted gasp from the crowd cut him off. Luke had batted back a blast, not into the roof or floor this time but at a soldier who instantly collapsed at the floor. There was a stir from the crowd, some backing instantly away, some murmuring in disapproval and others exitement.

“Hey, it was only a stunbolt,” Hobbie protested to no one particular. “The same stuff they’ve been shooting at him for a long time already. It’s not like he’s gonna hurt anybody.”

Another soldier dropped, the next man to the first – and suddenly the two squadrons were split. Several blasts hit the floor close to the third in line, driving him back and widening the distance. 

Luke kept his breathing steady. He was pushing his own limits now, he knew, not only avoiding incoming fire and closing out the third squadron but also using the deflected bolts as potshots. He didn’t feel tired or have problems concentrating yet, but plain reason told him he needed to wrap this up while it was still going swell. He pushed the second squadron further out in the empty part of the hangar – and sent the barrells rolling. 

The soldiers scattered, and even the concentration of the first squadron was divided for a moment. Luke reached out for their weapons with the Force and with a mighty pull he managed to rip the weapons out of the hands of about half of them. A second pull disarmed the rest, except for one soldier who clung to his blaster like his life depended on it. He hung on even when he lost his footage, like a womp rat with its jaws clamped on a bone, and Luke hauled him by the blaster all the way to his feet. He paused to regard the young soldier, even younger than himself, and frowned. “Will you stop shooting at me, Private Envis?”

The soldier swallowed. “No sir, I can’t. I’m sorry, sir. Orders.”

Luke had to grin at the young man’s earnest stubbornness. “Fair enough.” He swung his blade and cut the blaster in two.

*

Ackbar turned to his fellow High Command members. “Perhaps we should ask him to stop?” he suggested at leisure. “Now he’s starting to damage the equipment.”

Mon nodded. “I believe young Luke has proved his point by now, wouldn’t you think?”

Everyone sounded their agreement, Gelsk the last one – but even his half-sour expression had changed to reluctant respect.  

*

Donnet lifted his comlink, receiving his latest orders with a nod that looked suspiciously like relief. “All right, every one, pull back! Lower your weapons!” Moments later, the soldiers were standing in line again, weapons lowered; those still conscious, that was. A few of the soldiers stepped aside to take care of their stunned comrades. The spectators booed, disappointed the show was over.

Luke lowered his lightsaber too, but didn’t turn it off. Instead he stilled – and waited. The spectators, who had stirred when they realized Donnet was pulling back, stilled too. It was so quiet you could have heard if someone had dropped a flimsi.

Up in the control room, Mon Mothma leaned in to the com and when she spoke, it carried her voice over entire hangar. “Jedi Skywalker?” 

Luke saluted with his lightsaber in acknowledgement.

“I believe you wanted to meet with Alliance High Command to have your case settled,” Mon offered.

Luke bowed his head affirmatively. 

“You timed your return well, Jedi Skywalker. You’re requested to meet us in Assembly Room Number Twelve… - and you may bring your lightsaber.”

* * *

Luke hadn’t yet reached the assembly room when a familiar and much missed warble sounded behind him and made him spun on a heel. “Artoo?”

Grinning like a fool, he fell into a crouch to greet the astromech that rolled up to him, chittering fondly. “Artoo! I can’t believe this! I thought I’d lost you!”

The droid let out a defiant tweet, then a shorter explanation that ended in a sad whistle. The display that Luke had added in order to understand his friend better (and without the tiring interference of Threepio) had been removed, so Luke was able to make sense of only a part of Artoo’s twitter. But it was enough to warn him that it was too early to rejoice. Too much had happened the past weeks for the loose ends to be meeting smoothly. Someone would have to pay – and if it wasn’t him, it would be someone else.    

That thought kept him somber all the way to the assembly room. Still, upon meeting Leia’s warm smile and shining eyes, his mood brightened again and all Jedi training in the world couldn’t have stopped him from smiling back. Stars, he had missed her! And Force, how he wanted to scoop her into his arms and tell her everything! 

But instead, Luke restrained himself again, answering the questions of High Command. He didn’t give them Yoda’s name - as long as his father and the Emperor lived, the fewer that knew details about his training, the better - and his premonition of something bad upcoming was rekindled when his story was accepted without further inquiries. 

Therefore, Luke wasn’t unprepeared three hours later, when the decisions of Alliance High Command was transmitted all over Home One, along with the results of the investigation. All too aware that the running holocams were dwelling on him, Luke stood motionless, willing himself to remain calm – but inside he was bleeding. He’d learned – and on some level accepted - that Shira wasn’t who she’d claimed to be. He had even accepted that she, for some reason, was out to get him – but this… This was worse than he’d ever imagined. 

Not surprisingly, everyone on Home One who could squirm away from duty was nailed to the screens – and when the holovid that Artoo had managed to take of his attacker was played, silence fell over the ship. 

In Rogue Squadron’s ready room people stood united now, just like they had in the hangar, ready to defend their leader, but as the event unfolded, even Wes’ cheeky comments died out. The slow realization that they’d all this time had a traitor in their midst somehow took all jesting away. Wedge stood grim, arms crossed before him. Next to him Tycho leaned against a bulkhead, jaws clamped angrily.

Shira was accused of espionage and was set under custody until a court martial could take place. Finally, Mon Mothma called the High Command to vote on their earlier decision to withdraw Commander Skywalker from the duty roster. A united AHC cleared him from suspicion and recommended him to be immediately reinstated to active duty. 

Mothma turned solemnly to Luke. “This has been a trial – but a larger one is still ahead of us. We welcome you back in our lines, Jedi Skywalker. Your return kindles a hope in our hearts. With you, we again have the power of the Force on our side.”

Luke shook his head. “The Force is with us all, Ma’am. Before I left, many here aired the belive that the Force was just an illusion. It’s my hope that this misunderstanding has now been corrected. And while I rejoin the Alliance as a Jedi, let no one fear that my resolve has changed. We stand together – and we will fight the Empire as one.”

*

Hardly had the holocams turned off when Leia flung herself into Luke’s arms. He squeezed her hard to his chest, breathing in her love and support, and his immense pain over Shira’s betrayal eased a little. This love was unconditional – and she didn’t even know... Soon. He’d tell her soon. 

They stood close together still when Han came bursting in - and upon seeing the embracing couple stopped so abruptly that Chewie barrelled straight into him. “Hey –” He quickly pulled himself together. “Hey, kid. Nice flying. Not a scratch. Maybe you can borrow her again another time.” He flashed his trademark lopsided smile, if a little forced. 

Luke was fully aware of just how generous Han was being. “Thanks, Han.” He pulled the Corellian in for a hug, then Chewie. Heck, he’d really have to tell Leia soon – because Han had the right to know too. 

It would have to wait, though, because right now, everyone seemed to want to talk to him and express their support and sympathies. It took Luke almost an hour to get from the assembly room to Rogue Squadron’s ready room, so many people stopped him on the way. When he finally approached the room he was surprised to catch sight of a lithe figure leaving, red-gold hair no less striking for being knotted into a strict braid. He nodded to her. “Mara.”

She returned the curt greeting. “Skywalker.”

“Everything fine with you?” He burned to ask so many things of her but realized right away that he might as well postpone it; she was as unapproachable as ever.

She shrugged. “Could be worse, I guess.”

With that she was already turning to leave, but halted and added over her shoulder: “Nice show, by the way.”

“Thanks.” Luke deadpanned, for once prepeared. “I thought you might like it. It was all improvised, you know.”

She gave him a dry glower and for a long, enthralling moment she seemed almost to smile. Then she shrugged and walked away.

Luke stood back and desperately fought a sudden desire to laugh aloud.

