Quagmire - Chapter  21

The Mission

Get in. Steal a Lambda-class shuttle. Get out alive. Important mission? Yes - but also piece of cake for four experienced rebels. 

Then, why did he have a bad feeling about this?

Luke tried to convince himself it was just the fact that he wasn’t used to things going well. They had sailed through security at the Empire’s personnel transfer base in Breibara System; the false IDs and clearance codes had worked perfectly and there hadn’t been a ghost of a problem in joining the crew of maintenance mechanics shipping out to the Thenax System and Aderon Station – a small, backwater facility that handled minor dock repairs for the Empire’s small craft. No one had asked inconvenient questions and the security system hadn’t sniffed out the small arsenal of weapons that Luke had smuggled in, broken down into components small enough to hide (as long as you could manage to forget the cringe-inducing portions of your anatomy where you’d hidden them) and then covertly reassembled over the course of two visits to the ‘fresher. They had arrived at the Imperial outpost in the morning, actually ahead of schedule. Within an hour Luke had found an unmanned computer station, hacked into it and re-arranged their duty schedules so that Shira and Alph would be on shift together six hours later when Captain Kraeft arrived in the Lambda-class shuttle they’d be stealing.

Just to put the whipped cream on top of the ryshcate, Kraeft had arrived on time to the minute, astonishingly punctual even for a Captain of the Imperial Navy. If the plan was still working, Shira and Alph had the craft secured by now. Luke and Thorben were scheduled to relive them on duty in twenty minutes, hence rendezvousing them all in the shuttle with minimum attention.

It was all going so right that, for the last hour, Luke had been feeling steadily sure that something had to be extremely wrong. 

But he couldn’t for his life pin down what it was.

For the umpteenth time, Luke glanced over his shoulder down the empty passageway, causing Thorben to frown uneasily and adjust his stolen mechanics coverall. “Are you…”

“Sensing something? No.”

“Well, that’s good, isn’t it?” 

That was the thing with Thorben. He admitted straightout that he didn’t understand a thing of “that Force stuff,” but he supported Luke’s senses to the hilt anyway, the rock of the squadron.

Luke shook his head, more uneasy than ever. “It should be, shouldn’t it? But I sense… I don’t know, too little, really. This whole place seems blurred, Hanc. Something’s not right.”

Thorben gave him a worried look and Luke gritted his teeth against the nagging fear that the thing not right was himself. He had gotten used to sensing everything around him. Like a constant background hum of life. But here at Aderon Station that hum was wobbly, somehow, and when he extended his mind he felt nothing as often as something. He shook his head, trying to clear it. Now wasn’t the right moment to doubt himself.

“Let’s check with the others,” Thorben suggested. With a wary look around to check they were still alone, he punched his com on their coded channel, voice carefully casual. “Shira?”

“Hi, Hanc.” Her use of Thorben’s first name was their prearranged signal that she could talk freely. “Are you ok?”

“All systems go. You?”

“Flying high,” came the confident answer and Luke let out the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. At least she was fine and full of fire! He reached out with the Force and could sense her familiar presence, guarded and tense, but that was of course only natural, the circumstances taken into consideration. But where was Alph?

“Great. Just checking.” Thorben was already grinning in relief but Luke sure wasn’t. What about Alph? he mouthed. “What about Alph?” Thorben repeated.

“He didn’t com you? That’s the one minor snag. He was pulled off duty. The Deck Officer didn’t want two new arrivals doing repairs on the captain’s shuttle at the same time. I told Alph to walk in a circle and join you guys.”

So something wasn’t as it should be. Soon they would be three newcomers moving together – definitely something that might attract attention. Especially considering an officer was already paying attention. Never good. Luke glanced at his chrono. Seventeen minutes to rendezvous. Thorben asked, “What about that DO?”

“I’m sure Ace can butter him up in no time,” Shira ribbed. 

Thorben and Luke exchanged amused glances. “What about the shuttle crew?” Luke inquired, leaning closer to the com. “Are they still on scene?”

“Really Ace, what do you take me for? A rookie? They’re on lunch break for the next hour, and my new colleague is going to wake up four hours from now in the cargo compartment of a transport droid. You just get yourselves past that Deck Officer inside the next twenty minutes and the shuttle is all ours.”

“Except for getting out of here and past a Lancer-class frigate,” Thorben reminded her. “It’s still in orbit.” He shut the com down and looked questioningly at Luke.

Luke still wasn’t reassured, even though Shira seemed to be. He frowned and again reached out with his senses. Much of the station was still a strange blur to his senses - he felt far fewer presences than he ought to, even for a station this small - and he couldn’t sense Alph at all. His gaze flicked to the chrono. Fifteen minutes. “I still don’t feel sure about this,” he told Thorben in a low voice. “I’ll stay and wait for Alph. You continue to the hangar and wait for us there.”

Thorben did his best not to look worried while he disappeared down the corridor. Luke slowed his pace and stopped in plain view of a security cam, taking a lengthy time to search for something in his pouch. Pulling up a datapad he keyed in some commands, pretending to read what came up. In reality he was constantly searching with the Force, trying to detect Alph’s presence. He wasn’t successful. He did, however, sense some upset minds nearby. Twelve minutes. There was still time. After some hesitation he returned the datapad to the pouch and started back up the corridor, towards those agitated minds, figuring that was the best way of gaining information. He hadn’t walked long before he heard voices, low but charged. Luke turned a corner and faced a party of five mechanics in fierce murmured conversation. He recognized one of them from the transfer shuttle they’d arrived on. “Hey,” he greeted casually. “What’s up?”

All of them looked up but only the man he recognized bothered to answer. “They’ve caught a Rebel infiltrator, here – on this base – and only minutes ago.”

“The hell they did,” snorted a thick bald mech with the look of someone who’d been here for a decade and very much resented it. “Y’all been snortin’ too much spice – ”

“The only spicehead here is you,” one of the other mechs, a short, burly man with a brown beard, retorted. “I saw him myself. And it was more like half an hour ago.”

“No kidding.”  Luke willed his voice to stay level. Dear stars, don’t be Alph, don’t be Alph... “What happened?”

“Well, I was just leaving the mess and up comes a squadron of soldiers from Barrack Five, pushing a stretcher,” the bearded tech told him, clearly enjoying the spotlight. “And there was the Rebel - right in front of my eyes! Big hole in his chest and eyes wide open. I asked them what the heck was going on and they said it was classified. Obviously he’d put up a fight. I didn’t see that but Protie had been there and he said the man hadn’t had time to fire one shot before he was down.”

“I’m telling y’all,” drawled the bald man, “it warn’t no fracking Rebel. Probably just another death stick junkie who got ratted out and then jumped the bucketheads when they came down on him – ”

Barrack Five – Alph’s berth was there. “Down,” Luke asked. “How down?”

“Deader than starfish in the Dune Sea. I swear, he was staring straight up. He had a real dark face, so the whites were, like, bam.” The bearded man rolled his own eyes halfway up into the sockets to demonstrate.

Dark face – that was Alph then. Luke suppressed a shiver. What had gone wrong? How the hell had they found out? And how much had they found out?

“Hey!” the tech Luke knew realized. “There was a dark guy on our transport in here, remember? You think it was him?”

“Could be,” Luke managed. “Wow, that’s scary.” He silently thanked the Force for standard Rebel procedure – everybody in the strike team had sat far apart on the inbound transport and made sure not to talk more with each other than with anyone else. Only Luke had risked that a little later on, when he was sure people were comfortable, and had started an easygoing conversation with Thorben. It had earned him an annoyed glance from Shira, but she’d been sitting too many rows away to do anything about it and he’d felt he needed a pretext to move around with Thorben at a later point. He glanced at the chrono. Only seven minutes. He had to get back to Thorben. There was no predicting what could happen now – and seven minutes was not much time.

He found Thorben waiting for him in the passageway, just before the hangar. Apart from them, the corridor was deserted. There hadn’t been an alarm. No sign of any station alert either. Five minutes.

“Alph’s dead,” Luke muttered as he caught up. 

“Stang! What happened?”

“He was shot. I don’t know why. They might have been on to him.”

Thorben’s intake of breath was so sharp it was nearly a whistle. “How can that be? But still there’s no alarm...” 

Luke shook his head. “No idea. But I have a bad feeling about this.” He reached for his comlink but just then a party of techs appeared down the passageway, coming their way. Instead of talking he turned his back to them, giving the com a click. After endless seconds a single click came back, confirming Shira was still all right. 

“Think they know we’re here?” Thorben breathed.

“I dunno.” Luke glanced at his chrono. Three minutes. “But we better get going.” He reached out with the Force towards the hangar and was only partly relieved to sense a steady buzz of life from it; a pricking feeling ran along his back too, gossiping of danger ahead - and they were walking straight towards it.

They entered the hangar. There was the Lambda shuttle, straight before them. With its wings locked into upright docking position it looked like a huge, elegant insect. The hangar was lightly manned – only a few techs and a handful of guards spread around and apart from the Lambda, and just one other ship. It was obviously being loaded – crates and barrels were stacked below it, waiting to get a lift from a cargo transporter now trundling across the bay. Luke turned his attention back to their targeted shuttle and reached out with the Force again, expecting Shira’s familiar presence - but felt nothing. 

Nothing at all.

Luke gasped , freezing completely in shock. “Stars! Thorben, I think…” He broke off, hand going to the comlink again, giving it a frantic click. Only seconds later, a single click answered, just like before. Thorben gave him a confused look. 

“What do you two think you’re doing?” an angry voice snarled not a foot behind him. 
They pivoted around in unison and faced a thin man in lieutenant’s uniform a few steps away, lips pursed in what looked like a permanent expression of disapproval with a suspicious frown to accompany it. Thorben was already on the ball. “Engine Maintenance Technicians Thaxen and Bord reporting for duty, Lieutenant.” 

“Two new men – again?” The officer looked anything but pleased. “What is this? A migration? This is against all security rules. I have to report to my superior.”

Luke managed to collect himself and waved his hand in front of the man. “You don’t have to report to your superior.” He hadn’t sensed the officer either. Too much on my mind... I have to... But if Shira...
The wiry officer pulled himself up straight. “What? How dare you? What’s your number?”

On reflex both of them glanced at the chrono on the hangar wall. Two minutes left! But was Shira even on the shuttle now? Luke made a new effort. “You don’t need to know my number.”

“I certainly do!” the officer barked, his cheeks flooding with almost-purple indignation. “I don’t know what’s going on here but it stops now! You two come with me! Immediately!”

He turned on his heels and started towards the ops room. Luke met Thorben’s arched eyebrows with a desperate shake of his head. “I don’t know what’s happening! I can’t get a clear sense of anything!” 

That was an understatement. The truth was, he realized while speaking, that he couldn’t sense a thing. The familiar hum of the Force had gone completely dead. He felt like he’d been blinded and deafened at the same appalling instant. He took a shaky sidestep and almost bumped into an automated cargo transport that came humming from behind them.

“We need to get on the shuttle,” Luke muttered. “Now! I just reached out towards it and I couldn’t sense a thing – I still can’t. Something must have happened to Shira.”

“What? But she clicked –”

“Anyone could have clicked,” Luke reminded him grimly. 

“But what could have happened to her?” Thorben hissed confused. “I can’t see any traces of a fight here. How can…”

“Didn’t you hear what I said?” the officer snapped, turning about again halfway to the ops station. He gestured towards two guards, positioned some twenty meters away. 

Luke exchanged a quick glance with Thorben who raised his eyebrows questioningly. They were out of time, they had to act, but the soldiers had their guns up already. Luke hesitated. He still couldn’t sense anything and his mind was running triple-time, desperately trying to figure out why that could be, what could have happened to Shira - and what he should do now.  The mission came foremost – but how could he leave Shira here, not knowing whether she was dead or alive? He had to help Thorben to leave with the shuttle but if...Then, as abruptly as it had disappeared, Luke felt again the sweet flow of the Force filling him. He gasped. “Boss?” Thorben hissed.

Only not quite. His sensations were patchy, like there were spots blind to the Force – or like was he himself losing grip! The entire left side of the base was a dead zone as far as his Force senses could tell –

But his sense of hearing disagreed, because from that direction came a whisper-faint sound – the unnerving noise of marching – no, running plastoid-clad feet. Stormtroopers! Luke whipped around, his glance meeting Thorben’s and realized he heard the same thing. Luke’s lightsaber was out and alive in a fraction of a second, certainly much quicker than it took two deck guards to pull their triggers. The shots ricocheted back at the guards, forcing them to fall back under their own fire, and Thorben had his weapon up and shot the officer down with a stun bolt before he’d even managed to draw. 

As one they raced for the shuttle, surprised shouts breaking out across the hangar and bolts nipping their heels before they were halfway. Luke’s lightsaber flashed back and forth as he parried while they run, covering them both – then between one step and the next it was gone again, the Force was simply gone! 

And at the same moment the stormtroopers materialized – not only from one of the hangar entrances but from the Lambda! Within seconds some ten soldiers were between them and the shuttle, taking up firing positions on and behind the landing ramp. Thorben cursed under his breath but started to pick them off without even breaking pace, reminding Luke exactly why he was five-time champion of the Alliance’s semi-annual handgun tournament. 

Only this time, it wouldn’t be enough. There were too many in their way and while parrying best he could with his lightsaber, Luke didn’t have the Force to back him up.  His left hand went to his bag, whipping out a short-range anti-personnel frag grenade. In one smooth move he unsecured it, and hurled it at the soldiers.

He had the next ready in two seconds, but it wasn’t necessary. Even a small frag grenade was more than enough to turn the lowered boarding ramp into a disaster zone. The surviving stormtroopers pulled momentarily back. And inexplicably, the Force was flowing again.

Luke set his foot on the ramp and froze, suddenly sensing the touch of an ice-cold, menacing mind – just meters in front of him. His danger sense screamed full alarm. Without a second of thought he pulled his arm back and threw the second grenade – right into the shuttle. 

“Are you mad!” Thorben’s scream broke through to his focused mind like glass shattering. “Shira might be in there and…”

Luke shook his head. “It’s not her. It’s…” He knew that…

…he had hit… 

Luke gave a muffled scream at the sense of pain flooding against him and blazed into the ship. Shira sprawled on the deck, red hair floating around her into an expanding red pool, her face and torso a bloodied mess. For a moment Luke’s eyes were nailed to the ragged stump of her arm, ripped off by the explosion…

“No!” Luke barely heard his own scream as he fell to his knees beside her, his lightsaber clattering unheeded to the floor, shutting itself down. He could still sense her life-presence in the Force, but it was fading. 

Thorben dropped at his side, cursing, his hand reaching for her pulse.

Blasterbolts started to pour in through the hatch and both men jolted, getting to their feet. Luke spun around and sent a Force push to the control panel that closed the ramp. The mission exploded back into his mind; they had to get the shuttle going and get to the base, otherwise Alph and Shira would have died in vain…

“Get her into the life support unit!” he ordered. “I’ll get us out!”

Too much of a soldier to question, Thorben was already up and powering on the emergency medical module, assembling the equipment necessary to even move Shira. With a last, agonized glance at his girlfriend, Luke sprinted to the cockpit. 

*

A Lambda-class shuttle was designed to be flown by two pilots, but could in emergencies be handled by one. The problem would be the gunning. Already, the ship was shaking under heavy fire of hand weapons, storm troopers were hurrying around right under the ship and he could see others carrying missile launchers arriving – he had to take them out if they wanted to leave at all – and in orbit there would be an alerted capital ship waiting for them. 

Luke’s hands flew over the controls, and he heard the reassuring hum as the ship started to power up. Without breaking his work, he let his mind reach out, summoned the Force, and one of the portable missile launchers smashed against the hangar wall as its crew fell stunned. Immediately he sent another blow, knocking down the stormtroopers around the ship. The Force was flowing now, pulsing and surging through him, like it had never been gone – he had no time but to trust it.

Guns. Guns..?  Luke pictured the blaster cannon of the shuttle in his head, pictured its targeting device, took a grip of the controls with the Force, took aim – and fired! The laser bolts flashed through the hangar, not very precise, but then there were so many stormtroopers precision didn’t much matter. 

Luke blinked, staring in disbelief at the smoking proof of his success. So he could use the Force to fire while piloting! He had wondered about that many times. Exhausting, but possible. The shuttle glided up on its repulsors and Luke turned the yoke, despite the urgency of the situation amazed at the maneuverability of the ship. In spite of her size she pirouetted like a ballet dancer, neatly balancing in air – this was what the Empire paid for, all right! Then he punched the thrusters and the shuttle darted off.

It was an open-roof hangar – nice and primitive on this remote outpost  - and they were out before Luke had even time to blink. The engines roared as they shot through the atmosphere and Luke hurried to set the controls on autopilot, figuring he had roughly two minutes before they’d be facing the frigate. 

Thorben was just adjusting Shira into the life support module. “How’s she doing?” Luke enquired, automatically adjusting the bandage on the amputated arm. The stump poked out in mocking familiarity, reminding him of his own loss only months ago – but this was Shira. And Thorben’s frown didn’t give him much hope.

“Bad.” Thorben shook his head. “I don’t know, Luke, I really don’t know. She’s lost an arm and a leg, not to speak of all those other wounds – two of them in the stomach – already that could be enough to kill her – and I have no idea of all the internal stuff. This module is automated – roughly equivalent to a 21-B unit, I think, but I don’t know if that’s enough. I’m sorry.”

Luke reached out a hand touching Shira’s temple, almost all he could touch – she was so engulfed in tubes, pumps, and scanner attachments. He took a deep breath, let the Force fill him. He exhaled slowly and directed it with all power he could muster into the woman before him, feeling the sense of her flicker weakly in the Force.

“Do that again!” Thorben stood, eyes fixed on the scanner. “It gave that thing a huge boost. Can you direct power to her, somehow?”

“I think,” Luke muttered, sweat breaking on his forehead from the effort. “But I don’t know for how long. Can you take over flying? We have to get the navicomputer to plot our course. And call me when we run into that Lancer. I think we’ll have to be two to get past it. I’ll see if I can give Shira strength to hang on a bit longer.”

“Aye, Commander.” Thorben hurried off to the cockpit. Luke reached down deep into the Force, fervently trying to silence the screaming fear that it just wouldn’t be enough.

*

He was far down in the trance when Thorben’s shouts finally reached him again: “Commander! Commander! Luke!”

With a gasp, Luke pulled back to reality, recognizing the familiar shiver of a ship under hard laser fire. “Coming!”

He glanced at the scanner – only to see Shira’s vitals reading dropping dangerously as a result of his withdrawal from her in the Force. Luke’s throat constricted painfully – but if he stayed, Shira’s life would be forfeit anyway. He forced himself to turn his back on her and raced to the cockpit. 

Thorben moved to the co-pilot’s station in order to give Luke the pilot’s seat, a few dangerous seconds all the more risky as the Lancer-class frigate that was bombarding them was rapidly increasing in size by the second.

“Dammit,” Luke breathed. “How did we get so close? The shields of this box won’t be able to take much more.”

“Sorry, sir,” Thorben muttered, “but I had to shout at you for several minutes before you heard me. I tried to get round it but the captain of that ship is a sneaky fox. So far he’s managed to outmaneuver all my best tricks.”

“All right,” Luke murmured in concentration. “Let’s see how well he handles the really bad ones then.” He took the ship into a loop, as sharp as the shuttle could handle, and dove back towards the planet.

“Luke!” Thorben barked in alarm. “We’ve got TIEs outbound from the station after us. With that course you’ll be taking us straight towards them!”

“True. But we’ll shake that frigate. It can go only 20 megalight, we have more than double speed, 50 megs. Just a minute and we’ll…”

“But the TIEs can go double our speed,” Torben pointed out, “and they’re accelerating now. In a few moments…”He silenced as Luke straightened up the course again, forcing the clumsy shuttle to run parallel with the moon and leaving the frigate and TIEs in respective forks of a Y-angle. The TIE’s wouldn’t stay there for long, however.

“They’ll be in firing range, yeah. So you’d better hurry to the aft cannon!” Luke snapped, a bit more curtly that he’d wished. Thorben really didn’t deserve any rebuke.

“Can you manage here, alone?”

“Yeah, I got it. But strap yourself in. It’s gonna get bumpy.” Luke threw a glance at the screen. “Hurry!”

Thorben was off like a flash and Luke gritted his teeth. He wasn’t really worried about their chances of getting away – the reason they’d waited for exactly this Lambda-class shuttle was that it belonged to a Lancer-class frigate – much easier to outrun than a Star Destroyer, and therefore escapable even for a something as slow as the shuttle. What worried him was that every second he was away from Shira, the risk of losing her increased. He turned off shields, concentrating full power on speed, following the pursuers on the screen and counting the seconds for the navicomputer to get ready. Right now they were out of firing range of both the frigate and the fighters, and if he could hold the right angle on their escape he might keep it that way a few moments extra – every second counted –

Then the shriek of their own cannon sounded. He spared an instant to check the sensor readout. The TIEs were in range. But maybe, just maybe Thorben would be able to keep them at bay a little longer – just a little longer...Two of their pursuers disappeared on the screen and Luke was reminded again that his comrade was a master shot – and not just with handheld blasters. “Nice going, Hanc.”

“Thanks. What says the navicomputer? When are we ready to jump?”

“In a sec.” Luke followed the numbers scrolling on the screen. “Are you strapped in? Five, four, three, two…”

He broke off as his danger sense went wild, slamming on the shields again. A hit shook the ship and the entire shuttle went dark, almost stopping in space. For a second Luke feared he’d been too slow and that they’d been damaged, then the lights came back on and the ship continued, a tad slower than before because part of the power now went to the shields, but still going at least.

“Luke!” Thorben’s voice came over the comm. “That hit? Are we…”

Glancing to the navicomputer Luke realized to his relief that it hadn’t taken damage either. “Two, one,” he shouted, “jump!” He punched the hyperdrive yoke and the winking stars transformed into lines of light.

“Wow,” Thorben exclaimed after a few seconds. “When you said bad tricks, I didn’t know you meant they’d be that bad.”

“Actually, I think I said, ‘really bad tricks.’” Luke wiped sweat from his forehead. “Hanc, can you get here now, and get us home? I have to…” He stumbled to his feet and hurried back to the emergency medical module.

*

He had no idea of how long he’d been lost in the healing trance when a rhythmical tapping slowly entered his consciousness. For a while he thought it was his heartbeat - or Shira’s, he couldn’t tell the difference in this state – then he realized it was too slow and coming in doubles. It didn’t come from his chest either but his shoulder. He opened his eyes with an effort.

“You need something to eat, Commander,” Thorben told him, holding out a handful of rationbars and a steaming cup. “If you drop, Shira’s not going to have a chance either.”

Luke had of course been drawing on the Force all along, and wouldn’t need food or drink for days, but Thorben didn’t know that. Nonetheless, Luke accepted the supplies gratefully. “Thanks Hanc.”

“You’re welcome,” Thorben muttered, turning to study Shira’s life readings.

“Tell me if they dive,” Luke told him, mouth full of ration bar. He was well aware that he only had minutes, seconds perhaps. The caf tasted divine.

“Uh, Luke? I’ve been making a report,” Thorben admitted, “Figured I have to anyway so I might as well do it now. But I don’t think it looks very sensible. I have no idea what actually happened back there.” 

Luke shook his head. “You know, I don’t either. One moment we’re home free, next minute hell breaks loose. I lost contact with the Force – and it happened twice. I can’t figure it out.” He sighed, glancing at Shira’s unconscious form. “Not that I’ve been able to think about it either. And we lost Alph.”

Thorben nodded, grimly. “Rogue Five isn’t a good number. First Dix a few months ago, now Alph.”

“Hey,” Luke muttered. “I flew Five when I shot down the Death Star.”

Thorben only looked strangely at him.

* * *

Mara was returning from her lunch hour when she recognized Skywalker’s golden protocol droid meandering in a sideway passage. She broke her stride, frowning. Something about the droid seemed so uncharacteristically lost. The unit turned, focusing its sensors on her. “Oh! Miss Mara! Maybe you could help me, please?”

There was a new note to that sissy voice – urgency. Despite an initial compulsion to get away as quickly as possible, Mara couldn’t make herself just turn her back on it. “What is it?” she asked reluctantly.

“It’s Artoo Detoo,” the golden droid whimpered. “He’s been gone now for two days and he’s left no message or other indication where he could have gone. I’m worried! It’s not like him!”

Mara rolled her eyes. Wonderful! A worried protocol droid… She had a pretty good idea why the astromech droid had disappeared, of course. Brie must have left it deactivated somewhere – which was alarmingly thoughtless, it would make Skywalker start wondering when he returned… 

“Look, I have a job to do,” she grumbled. “I can’t ramble around the ship searching for runaway droids. Where have you been looking for it?”

Only, Brie had claimed that Skywalker wouldn’t return… Mara felt a cold chill down her spine. 

Which meant that she wouldn’t have bothered to cover her tracks… 

*

They found Artoo the next day in the garbage section, submitted to obliteration. A sad mess of burned circuits, scratched and beaten metal and three blaster holes shot through the sturdy body, Mara didn’t need to check in order to know the astromech had been memory-wiped to its primary operations. The only functions left were blinks and a single, broken beep, repeated to insanity, as the droid rocked back and forth on his socket - like a human deprived of his wits. 
