Quagmire –  Chapter 8

Hail to the Heroes

The welcome the Millenium Falcon received when she docked Home One could in itself have been a chapter in the history of the Rebel Alliance. Despite nothing official having been initiated, it seemed like everybody had gotten the news and the main hangar was packed with just about everybody on the ship, eager to welcome Han back and to congratulate his rescue team.

“Hey!” Han shouted, trying to hug five girls at once. “I never knew I was this popular!”

Everybody grinned at that, even Leia. Nonetheless she took a sharp scan of the ladies in question; you never knew…

The Rogues, not surprisingly, had managed to press themselves into the frontline of the welcoming party with open arms and gleeful cheers. Shira slipped straight into Luke’s arms as he appeared from his X-wing, and hugged him tight for a few thrilling seconds. “Well done,” she whispered into his ear. “Good to see you again, Ace.”

“You too,” Luke faltered, then she was gone already; hugging Lando, then Han, then Leia – in the moment all animosity seemed gone – then finally Chewbacca, the latter causing Luke to grin as he remembered their banter about wet banthas and Wookiees. At least Chewie was dry now, but he never smelled of roses.

She’s  so natural, he mused, touched and excited by the warm welcome. So likable…

***

Mara descended the landing ramp late enough to avoid attention but in time to observe the first bombardment of welcomers. Her eyes narrowed as she studied the redhead who was embracing first Skywalker, then his friends while sprinkling spry remarks. Quite the charmer, that one.
Standing slightly aside as she did, she also noted Skywalker’s astromech droid that dutifully had rolled after him and now stood deserted behind as its Master was pulled away, first by the spunky russette, then by a massive wave of other admirers. The droid let out a desolate beep and rocked a little as if to comfort itself, then it turned on its socket and rolled away, continuously turning its dome back towards Skywalker as if to ensure he really didn’t need it anymore. Mara’s mouth twisted. Though only a droid, that R2-D2 unit was a pretty expressive little fellow. 

* * *

To house an impromptu bash the size of the Falcon’s welcoming party, the largest of the Mess halls had been commandeered. When Luke entered a sanisteem and cloth change later, he found the party already in full swing. He had to elbow himself through the hall and for a moment he almost wondered if he’d have to use the Force simply in order to find Han and Leia. 

”Over here, kid!” Solo’s voice carried over the noise, closely followed by Chewie’s ear-splitting roaring. 

Han was standing with his arm around Leia, surrounded by Chewie and most of Rogue Squadron and wearing a grin big enough it could have fit on Jabba’s rancor. Luke felt a similar smile nestle into his own face; he just couldn’t help it. These were his friends, his family. His new family after the one he’d lost. There was no place in the galaxy he would rather be!

“Hey, Luke!” Han beamed when Luke finally managed to jostle his way to them. “Fresh from the sanisteam and ready to party?”

“You got at least one out of two right,” Luke muttered, honestly more in the mood for a cozy chat with a beer than prepared to whoop it up with the rest of crew off duty. “I think I’ll be more ready after a drink, though.”

Shira smiled amiably. “I’ll get you one. Beer?” She looked vibrant as usual. Luke honestly had no idea how she did it; she was wearing the same dull fatigues as everyone else but still she somehow managed to dazzle. Instantly self-consious, he could feel his cheeks warm, discomfited by her appearance and attention alike.

“Hey, you don’t have to… I can…” he started but she was already on her way, mingling through the crowd with a neatness that glued Luke to watching her retreat for long moments. 

Wes Jansen’s head dumped onto his shoulder from behind, causing him to stir. “Just look at the afterburners on that baby,” Wes murmured, eyes dreamy. “Aah… if only it was me she was hurrying back to…”

“You mean the beer or the babe?” Hobbie quipped.

“Both,” Wes admitted bluntly. “But it’s boss here who’s in her good books. If I only knew what she sees in him.”

“It’s the orange,” Wedge deadpanned, referring to their flight suits. “Girls can’t resist a man in orange.”

“Hey, I wear orange too.” Wes protested. “And still she picks this guy out. I dunno if he smells particularly good or…?”

“I find that hard to imagine,” Han put in, flashing his cheeky lopsided grin. “Last time I saw the kid he still stunk like a dead tauntaun.”

“Thanks to who?” Luke shot back. “I certainly didn’t pick that smell.”

Leia rolled her eyes, smiling. “You’ll be hearing about that tauntaun for the rest of your life, Luke. You’d better get used to it.” She gave Han a quick kiss on the cheek. “Gotta go for a short while. Ackbar and Thaneespi needed to talk with me about something urgent. I’ll be back as quickly as I can.” She dived into the crowd where her diminutive form disappeared in no time.

“And there comes your drink already, Luke,” Wes commented. “She must have charmed herself past the queue or she couldn’t have been that swift… Hey?! What’s she doing now?”

Shira, who was returning with two well filled tankards, had stopped, her eyes on a romancing couple that seemed very committed to each other. Luke recognized Kasan Moor, a female pilot from the Rogues and Kesin Ommis from Gold Squadron. Shira seemed to hesitate a moment, then walked up to the couple and started talking.

“Probably trying to keep Kasan out of trouble,” Karie, Rogue twelve, broke in from Luke’s left side. “The poor girl has been searching for solace wherever she can find it, ever since Zev was shot down at Hoth. And after a few drinks Ommis is always ready to offer comfort and more too. But she’ll regret it tomorrow.”

“How do you know?” Wedge peered at the couple, sounding doubtful.

“Because she’s been there before. She talks to me and Shira about it.” Karie sighed and shook her head. “Damn, I wish Zev was still here! But Shira has been so sweet to Kasan all this time. She’s really such a thoughtful person!”

“And who’s going to help poor Ommis to get his fun tonight?” Wes protested. “Why do you gals always stick together nowadays?”

Karie wrinkled her nose. She was a pretty girl with dark hair and open features but right now her face showed only barely hidden disdain, as she was eyeing Wes Jansen. “Maybe because we’ve realized there’s so few of us that we need to stick together.”

“C’mon Karie! You’ve been four girls in a squadron of twelve; you’re not that few! Besides, if you think you’re outnumbered, how do you think we guys feel about you! Be happy you can pick and choose!”

“Really, Jansen! Everything isn’t about sex!”

“Of course not,” Wes agreed amenably. “There’s also flying ships and shooting Imps! Oooh, I love the Rebellion!”

Karie rolled her eyes and exchanged looks with Luke. The latter didn’t escape Wes despite the fact that he’d tipped back his beer once more. “Help me out here, Boss. Do you think it’s ok that the girls stick together against us boys?”

”Hey,” Luke protested. “Being your pal doesn’t mean I’m less a pal to Karie. I’m sure not with anyone if that means being against someone else in this squad.”

“What are you guys talking about?” Shira wondered, already re-entering the company. She gave Luke a bright smile and handed him his beer. “Sorry it took some time, Ace. But I think it’s pretty cold still.”

“That’s almost a crime, keeping a man waiting for his beer, “Han remarked lightly. “What kept you, anyway?”

“I just noted a subordinate who was heading straight into trouble.” Shira shrugged. “That’s her business of course, but I’ve heard her wail about it so many times now that I think I owed her a small reminder that there’s a world existing under that pink cloud she’s drifting on right now. Whatever she wants to do with that information, that’s up to her.”

“Respect to that,” Wedge allowed and the others murmured their support, Wes somewhat reluctantly, though. Luke made a mental note that he at some point soon needed to find out who was left in his squadron, if Kasan was in Shira’s squad now. No need to bring it up now, though, he probably had a dispatch on his room-computer.

Shira tilted her chin, a playful smile tugging her lips. “Oh, I don’t know. Some people need help to say ‘no’, others to say ‘yes’. I happily assist with both.” She gave Luke a meaningful look and he blushed under her gaze.

“There you go! Look at that face! But if I say something you accuse me of thinking about nothing but sex!” Wes accused. Shira grinned and Karie started protesting again.

The banter went on but Luke lost the trail, his mind being inevitably drawn to his own implications of the matter. He hadn’t been with a woman since those first, dizzy, confusing months in the Alliance when he in his inexperience had stumbled into a number of adventure- and love-longing girls. As the Alliance’s new Golden Boy he’d had more opportunities than was good for him. He had quickly learnt that short affairs wasn’t his cup of tea, feeling either cheated or like a cheater himself, and had always shrunk from the feeling of exposure afterwards. Consequently, he had learned to restrain himself, as it seemed the only sensible thing to do. Besides, at that time he had only had eyes for Leia anyway.

He drew a deep breath. Things were different now. Leia was taken, and Shira wasn’t just any girl, far from it. He felt pretty sure that if they started something together, it could develop into something lasting… forever maybe? And even if it wouldn’t, did he really have to think that far? He liked Shira, respected her, and he was sure she wanted him. Oh, she was always very clear about that. He felt a warm rise to his cheeks at the thought. Not only his cheeks, actually, oh Force…

So why was he simply sitting here? Why hadn’t he made a move yet? Again he felt that churning in his stomach. Now he wasn’t only delaying his return to Dagobah, he was also blowing off the hottest girl in the Alliance despite the fact that she was practically begging him pay attention to her.

Luke took another sip of his beer. He could feel Shira’s eyes on him. They seemed to burn into him and made him suddenly very self-conscious. The air was too thick and heavy to breathe…

He excused himself that it was the beer running quickly through, and hurried out, making his way to the nearest fresher.

*

Hobbie nudged Wedge discreetly towards the outskirts of the group and both men watched Luke’s back disappear. “D’you think he’s gonna hit on her tonight?” he inquired quietly.

Wedge pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Nope. I think she’ll hit on him tonight, but I’m not sure anything will come out of it.”

“What’s wrong with this guy?” Hobbie muttered. “I know he’s been holding back cause of duty all this time, and credit to that, but now the path’s all clear. I’d give my right arm to have her as a girlfriend.”

“If you had her as your girlfriend you wouldn’t need your right arm,” Wedge retorted lightly.

“Honestly.” Hobbie looked worried. “Luke’s the greatest guy I know, but he needs to… normalize, you know? She’d do him a galaxy of good. Shouldn’t we try to help him somehow?”

Wedge shrugged. “I tried to talk with him before but I don’t think it did much. Hey, Big Boss is a grown up man. If he doesn’t ask for help it means that he can solve his own problems.”

“Yeah?” Hobbie sounded doubtful. “He hit that hole in the Death Star four years ago and he hasn’t hit a hole since. To me that sure sounds like he’d need some help.”

Wedge grinned. “Ah, so he does. But I know of things you don’t…”

“What? You do? Tell me – everything!”

“Forget it Klivian. My mouth is sealed…With…”

“Two beers and a Corellian brandy?”

“Make that four brandies, pal, and we’ll get to it…”

*

Luke stayed at the fresher as long as he felt he could allow himself, then slowly begun to make his way back. When he passed the bar he suddenly found himself facing another set of unblinking eyes under a thick mane of red hair. 

Luke stopped dead in surprise. ”Why aren’t you in the medbay, Jade?”

Mara Jade shrugged; again one of those studiedly casual gestures that both irritated and fascinated him at the same time. ”They told me I could come for a couple of hours. But that’s where I’ll be sleeping.”

“I wasn’t asking where you’re sleeping!” Luke snapped defensively. “I just think you should get well before you start running around the ship!”

She raised her eyebrows in surprise and Luke flushed when he realized that for once she hadn’t been teasing him. Instead it had been him who…

“Well, great,” she drawled, interrupting his already galloping self-reproach. “Cause not to complain about that medbay of yours, Mr. Rebel, but it’s hardly a cozy place for a date.”

“Glad we agree on that.” He tried to sound firm but knew he was doing a poor job. Instead of arguing with her he wanted to ask her how she was doing. He should probably introduce her to his friends too; she was a newcomer, after all. The thing was just that she was making everything so hard for him, getting at him all the time, in that affected manner that showed how little she actually cared – and he was tired of pushing her off… Bad excuses, Skywalker…

He took a deep breath. “C’mon. I’ll introduce you to some people here…”

Mara shook her head, suddenly looking tired. “Thank you, but no. I’m fine.”

When he looked at her in surprise she explained quietly, “It’s kind of you, really it is, but I’m too tired for that. I already have a problem to shoo away all those who try to make contact. I really just came here because I wanted to sense the people and the atmosphere a bit, so they allowed me to come only here, and here only before the interrogations tomorrow. I’m even wearing a tracker.”

Luke felt himself soften suddenly. Of course! As a newcomer she had to be interrogated before being allowed to move freely around the ship. He’d forgotten.

“I see…” he mumbled, ashamed that he hadn’t thought of it earlier. “And I do understand you. Being in a new place and all, I’d probably want to look around myself if I was in your boots.”

She looked very beautiful with her hair falling loose around her shoulders and her large, burning eyes in that exquisite face. Though she was dressed in a loose, non revealing tunic, the very way she carried her head screamed it was a striking girl standing here.

But she was also injured, new and alone in unknown territory. Those ought to be his concerns.

He touched her hand. “You decide that yourself, of course. Just remember that if you need a hand or help or anything, you’re welcome to come to me anytime, ok?”

“Thank you. That’s very considerate of you,” she answered stiffly. Then he sensed that spark again and she added, “And I’m delighted that you can imagine yourself in my boots. It is just my boots, right?”

He was almost back with the others before he recognized the double entendre. He blushed but this time couldn’t help chuckling as well. It was almost becoming a habit between them, her dirty insinuations and his compulsive denials. Perhaps Jade wasn’t that bad after all? She was a bit like Han, really. Once Luke had thought that the mouthy Corellian meant all the cynicism he uttered, but had been proven wrong. And now he had this gut feeling about Mara, that she wasn’t as bad as she wanted to appear. There was a strong sense of… well, perhaps not honesty, but at least integrity about her. At the same time, he knew absolutely that she would be trouble too. Luke sighed. All these insinuations the Force gave him could really be quite confusing.

As he returned to the Rogues, Luke quickly realized that in his absence the party had entered the next level. Despite her earlier assertions of reserve, Karie was in a suspiciously physical discussion with Kin Kian, leader of newly founded Grey Squadron and Wedge stood in a corner, kissing Lela Marsin - among the Rogue boys normally referred to as the “the talented blonde” – the nickname prompted more by her chest measurement than her skills as a mechanic. Lando was talking to a brown-haired girl whom Luke didn’t recognize, while Wes for once wasn’t flirting but had caught himself an animated discussion with Han. Wes’ arms flailed like flikflaks, not an uncommon phenomenon when he was tipsy and excitable, and Shira, Hobbie and a returned Leia stood by, gasping with laughter. 

Luke moved into the ring, coming up between Shira and Leia. Both almost jumped as he silently appeared from behind.

“What’s up?” he inquired softly. 

“Oh,” Leia smiled. “Wes was just telling about his experience with Velanarian wrestling, apparently an advanced form where you use four arms. And Han told him that was nothing and he should try to visit Kashyyk where they actually have an Academy in the discipline… I have no idea how they’ll settle that one… Fortunately Chewie’s away to get something more to eat, his perspective here might have been pretty overpowering…”

“Ah,” Luke chuckled. Typical!
He threw Shira a cautious glance and was met by a dazzling smile that instantly went all the way down to the pit of his stomach, maybe even a bit deeper – Luke did his best not to finish the thought. Unfortunately, the more he tried not to, the more he seemed to be dragged in… And she had green eyes, he saw that now despite the dim light! Not brown, not grey, they were indisputably green. Why hadn’t he observed that before?

“How is your new squadron coming along?” he inquired, grateful that they at least had one topic in common that was innocuous.

“Really well,” Shira told him. “We were out on our first trial flight two days ago, and they’re all very able and topmotivated. Most know each other from before of course.” She shrugged, a smile playing on her lips. “Can you guess our name?”

Luke shook his head, a neat number of possibilities running easily through his mind but none of them seeming more likely than the other. “No idea.” 

“None at all?” Shira baited, running her fingers through her hair. When Luke continued frowning she twisted a thick curl around her finger, pulling it almost before her face.

A sudden possibility struck Luke, but that couldn’t be, it had been years…“No!”

“Yes!! Shira grinned. “Red Squadron!” She flipped the curl triumphantly into the air. “Wedge didn’t know what to say at first. I think he viewed you or himself as the only possible commanders of a revived Red Squadron. But he accepted it in the end, when I could tell him that Madine personally had guaranteed that there was a particular reason why they chose that very name.”

“I can imagine,” Luke admitted, not quite sure what to think himself. Red Flight had been one of the squadrons flying out against the Death Star – and he and Wedge had been the only ones to return. Yet, he was sure High Command had a very special reason for picking that name, and it wasn’t the hair color of the Commanding Officer. “I guess they wouldn’t use that if it wasn’t for good luck on some special occasion. But it sounds like that occasion’s still a big secret?” He threw a glance Han and Wes, whose argument had deteriorated to a belly-jabbing duel.

“It is,” Shira nodded. “Even I wasn’t told what it is. We’ve been running these insane sims, though, and they seem to get more wicked by the day.” 

Luke nodded, pursing his lips. “So, who’ve you taken with you? Kasan, I heard, but who else?”

“Whister and Cinda. And I got Barlon Hightower from the Gold’s. And Grizz from…”

A scream interrupted her. Han had slipped on the floor at the same time as Wes made a forceful push and now they both toppled over. Unfortunately Leia stood too close and she too lost her footing as Han tumbled into her. In a tangle of arms and legs, Wes on top, all three turn hurtled over a chair and on to the floor. 

“It’s ok, it’s ok!” Han waved at them, laughing. ”We only… hey, Leia!”

The only answer was a muffled grunt, and Luke hurried to pull both Solo and Jansen off her. “Leia! You’re ok?”

The Princess rubbed her temple where the chair had scraped. “I’m fine,” she murmured, then glanced down at her hand; there was blood on it.

“It’s only an abrasion,” Shira reassured, closing in from the other side. “A bit of pressure and a moist cloth and no one will see it. Hey, Princess, need any help?”

Leia shook her head: “No, really, I can manage,” She moved her fingers over the damage and caught her one braid hanging loosely, her coiffure completely deranged. Her face fell.

Shira put a comforting arm around her. “C’mon. I’ll help you and then we’ll be back at this party in no time. Excuse us boys, back in a minute.”

* * *

As Leia dabbed the last blood from her temple she looked again in the mirror. “Typical,” she murmured sardonically, “This is just the way I wanted to look tonight – of all nights…”

“Hey,” Shira soothed. “It’s not bad at all. No one will notice, I’m sure. Come, I’ll help you with your hair.”

With deft fingers she loosened the sad wreckage of the braid, pulling pins from Leia’s chestnut hair and opening the plait. “You really should wear your hair loose sometimes,” she observed. “It has such a beautiful color. And it’s awesome how long it is.”

Leia couldn’t help smiling. “It was customary to have long hair on Alderaan. And I absolutely hated it when I was a small girl! I even cut it off once, believe it or not. But in the end I guess I adapted, even learned to like it. Today, I couldn’t imagine cutting it short.”

Shira smiled. “I can understand that. Cutting it would probably be a bad idea too since it surely would take you ages to grow it back again; after all your hair isn’t that thick.” She tilted her head. “Shall I plait it again or would you wear it loose?

Leia straightened a bit, pulling herself together, annoyed about her own touchiness. “Well… maybe…”

Shira pulled Leia’s long tresses in front of her shoulders and leaned in to the mirror to study the effect. “Maybe it would be better if you curled it before wearing it loose? You face gets a little bit long with it loose, just a little bit of course.” She stepped back. “But from the back it’s really beautiful. And it softens your face and makes you look less tired.”

Leia arched an eyebrow and Shira let out a little laugh. “Hey, don’t take this personally; I just happen to know; we all do, really, how hard a time you’ve had without Han. It’s only natural that a pressure like that will show on your face. You’ve lost weight too. I just wish it was me,” she joked. “I could bear to lose a few kilos. Well, I’m sure you’ll get them back quickly now Han’s back.”

“Probably,” Leia answered, face and voice back in control now. “And I’ll take the braid, please.”

As Shira skillfully plaited her hair and again fastened it up on her head, she added. “Thank you Shira. This was very helpful of you.”

“Oh, you’re welcome, Princess. Any time.”

* * *

“Time for a dance, Ace.” Shira claimed his hand and Luke found himself mildly but firmly dragged to the dance floor. He tried to get a glimpse of Leia’s face as he passed, but she turned her eyes away, expression blank.

The music changed to slow right on time. Luke opened his mouth but before he could find something to say, Shira slid close and wrapped her arms around him. He folded his arms around her and they glided to the music. After the beers he’d had, the butterflies that her closeness caused in his stomach felt more exciting than unpleasant. 

It was so perfect somehow, the music, the dampened lights, the timing, her soft body in his arms. All he needed was to let go. What was tomorrow when tonight could be what he dreamt of, all he needed for a while? And who said things couldn’t work out even if he let go this once? Slowly, Luke forgot his worries, his liabilities, his yearnings and focused completely on the moment, pulling Shira near and breathing in the scent of her hair and skin. All the world seemed to be fading away. Shira’s fingers meandered over his neck and when he tilted his head, Luke found his face only centimeters from hers. A slight dip of his head and their lips would meet… Her warm breath misted against his, demanding him to forget everything against her soft, female body…

Letting his head sink against hers, Luke let their temples press together, making the kiss seem a bit less inevitable. He managed to keep them that way until the music silenced.

Then he straightened and met her eyes. “Thanks for the dance. It’s...um...getting late…”

She looked searchingly at him. “So it is.”

Gods, her lips looked inviting!

“So I’m turning in now. I guess I’m still pretty tired.” Before she had the time to protest he rattled off, “Good night, Shira. Keep the party going, will you?”

She didn’t hide her disappointment, but to his great relief she didn’t pout either. “Well, somebody has to.”

“And you’re the best at that. I know!” He kissed her quickly on the cheek, reassuringly he hoped, and walked away with her scent still pulsing through his body.

He hurried out towards the corridor and the turbolift, cursing himself silently as he walked. Just as he ducked out of the mess hall he felt it again; that something, so uncannily, creepily familiar by now; like a cold breath on his neck. He spun around and stared back at the crowd behind him, but all he could see were people dancing and talking. No matter how he peered nothing suspicious presented itself. 

“Hey Luke!” a voice chirped from his side. He turned and recognized redhaired Pash Cracken, a fellow pilot from the A-Wings. “What’s the matter? Seen a ghost?”

“Uh? Oh, no. Just tired, I guess.” Luke shook his head and left.

* * *

Leia lifted her head from Han’s shoulder and craned her neck just in time to see Luke disappear. She had made a conscious effort not to look at the couple on the dancing floor, and now couldn’t help the surge of relief as she watched Luke’s hurried departure. Had he kissed Shira? Probably not – he wouldn’t be in such a hurry to leave if he had. And why was she so bothered about it anyway? Leia pursed her lips in frustration. She had Han – she should be happy if Luke could find someone to care about too. Shira was one of the very best fighter pilots in the entire Alliance, she was well-liked by everybody, she was resourceful, pretty, had been rewarded for her courage in battle… and Leia didn’t like the woman one bit. Thin hair – now, really!

She tried to tell herself she was being petty, sensitive. But it was a fact that Shira somehow always managed to hurt her, and say it in exactly such a way that Leia found it hard to answer back, and was left afterwards with a feeling she might have misjudged her words; that they hadn’t been intended the way she’d taken them. And the worst thing was, that this happened again and again, and Leia seemed to be the only one having it that way with the woman; everybody else were falling over each other to praise her to the skies. For a time Leia had suspected that she didn’t like Shira simply because she’d been jealous over Luke; after all she had always considered Luke as… well, hers, in a way. In a different way than Han, of course, but still. Close. A friend. A treasured friend. And she’d felt Shira was creating a rift between them and therefore disliked the woman. 

Leia frowned. Could it be the reason why Luke held back? Did he feel that too? Maybe it wasn’t just Leia’s own imagination? But why should Luke stop himself; he knew Leia was with Han, what could he gain by refusing himself the joy of caring about someone…?

“Hey, sweetheart! A kiss first and a dance afterwards? Could tempt me, you know!”

Leia turned to look at the man who had stolen her heart so completely over the past four years. At some point, when things had settled, she would talk with Han about all this. He would be able to see clearly. Yes, that was the best thing to do. Han had a fine intuition as soon as he settled down enough to listen. As soon as things had settled. That would be soon, right? She mustered a new grin. “Funny how you make dull things seem alluring, flyboy.”

“Hey, I’ll give you a whole new lesson on what’s dull and what’s not.”

 He did. Though Leia never did catch the dull part.

* * *

Mara had forced herself to linger at the bar for an hour and a half now and felt her strength was rapidly leaving her. Amazing – a party about Skywalker, for Skywalker, thrown by friends of Skywalker, and full of booze, and she’d yet to hear even one useful scrap of gossip –

“I just talked to Lando!” squealed a female Duro as she wriggled up beside the human woman on Mara’s right. She quickly took a deep sip of her drink and turned further away, so as not to appear interested in the conversation. “He says it was Skywalker who rescued the entire mission. They were captured, all of them except Lando, and he wound up in a jam and Solo and Chewbacca had to rescue him. And the whole time Luke’s fighting all the gangsters alone!”

“What about the Princess? She’s got a pretty wicked trigger finger,” the human woman answered.

“Sounds like Skywalker had to rescue her too.”

Chuckles.

“Hey, we’ve seen it before, haven’t we? Luke Skywalker saves the day. And you know, every time I meet the guy I find it so hard to believe. He’s so polite, like he’s fresh off the farm, I swear. I don’t know how he does it,” the Duro sighed.

“He is nice! I’ve worked with him several times. He’s got no idea he’s a hero,” a neayby Mon Cal assured.

A Human male who’d been hanging over the bar turned at that, not able to stay out of the  discussion. “Or he’s just good at hiding things.”

“What do you mean?” the other inquired, her head tilting slightly in the Mon Cal version of a  frown.

“I mean, he’s a Jedi after all, isn’t he?”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?” The Duro didn’t sound supportive at all, like she could predict where the man was going and didn’t agree.

“Well, the Jedi are sorcerers, aren’t they? There are rumors they tried to overthrow the Senate and that’s the reason why the Old Republic crumbled.”

“That’s Imperial propaganda crap,” snapped the Duro. “Maybe you noticed who actually got rid of the Senate a couple years ago? It’s the other way round: the Jedi were the only ones who had the guts to fight Palpatine!” 

“Maybe, maybe not,” the man maintained grumpily.

“Hey, Luke’s a good guy,” cut in the human woman. “Besides, he’s not a Jedi is he? Just a little bit… what’s it called? Force-sensitive?”

“You’re dead right he’s a good guy, and no Jedi stuff, true or false, is going to change that for me! He saved us from the Death Star, and you can’t forget that!” The Mon Calamari, having played her trump card, waited for the inevitable nods of assent from her companions and then wandered off.

The conversation moved on. The ache in her leg had ceased to be mollified by cheap alcohol. Mara decided she had heard enough for tonight.

* * *

Luke was on his way to the turbolift when a slender form caught his eye, limping in from the other direction, but without a trace of clumsiness.

“Mara!”  

She turned around. “Skywalker.” Despite her chilly tone he knew he’d surprised her.

“Are you going back to the medbay?” He reached her just before the turbolift arrived.

She nodded, frowning. “What about you? Isn’t your party only getting started?”

He shrugged. “It’s not really me tonight. You manage?”

She nodded affirmatively but as they stepped into the lift she leaned heavily against the wall. She was pale. He pushed the medbay as the destination, but she was in too much pain to notice. Gingerly, Luke reached out with the Force. They medbay seemed to be desolated, except for patients sleeping and droids. Well, then...

He sidled up and swung an arm around her shoulders. She started, stiffening, but before she could protest he bent halfway down, sliding his other arm under her knees, lifting her up.

He carefully avoided her angry glance, waiting for her sputter of indignation. To his surprise, however, she looked away instead, her reluctant acceptance telling him exactly how exhausted she really was. He carried her out of the turbolift and through the entire medbay in glum silence, setting her down at the entrance to her private cabin. With an awkward pat on her shoulder he turned and left.

Mara limped the last distance to her bed. 

Blast that frigging Jedi! Blast herself, too, for being too weak to tell him to go throw himself out the airlock. Her entire body shivered with exhaustion and pain when she finally stretched out; she had severely overestimated her own strength. She had to get herself well, and quickly too. She had a mission to accomplish and she sure didn’t need to be more indebted to Skywalker! After all, it was only a question of time before she would have to kill him! 

