Quagmire - Chapter 29

Borrowed Beauty

Lounging in the crew-hold, Mara listened absently to Deena’s merry babbling as they flew through hyperspace, the load of containers safely in the storage holds of the Alliance Action VI Transport Borrowed Beauty. The trip had been remarkably uneventful. They had arrived at the closed down mining station where only the manager was left - a man with a face like a boot-sole – and even he’d left the place as soon as the credits had changed hands. This had enabled the X-wings to descend from orbit but Mara hadn’t been able to stay around to witness their jokes and pranks - being the team’s technician, she’d had her hands busy handling all the standard check-ups, while the others saw to it that the containers had been fetched and loaded. Apparently Skywalker’s telekinesis had been a time-saver that kicked butt because when Mara was finished with her routines, the cargo was already stowed. She’d arrived in time to see the loading droids tractoring the last containers to the hull; the holds stuffed stuffed to the bilges and even the Docking Bay used for cargo. Inwardly, Mara was somewhat disappointed since she’d expected to spend some time with Skywalker – on the other hand, the Rogues seemed determined to drink them all out of their seats in the Chaos when they came back to Home One, and maybe that was a better opportunity anyway. Mara leaned back in her chair, adjusting her legs into a comfortable position, and benched all thoughts of Skywalker. For the next several hours there was nothing she could do about him; he was in his fighter for the jump back to the Fleet, and she was stuck here aboard Borrowed Beauty.
Borrowed Beauty. The name suggested the ship had been renamed after falling into Rebel hands. Personally Mara thought Wilted Beauty would have suited it better. The power systems hadn’t been upgraded since the days of Supreme Chancellor Valorum – the early days – the sublight engines could barely turn on a Death Star, much less a decicred chip, and the hyperdrive whined constantly and loudly. Mara had gotten used to the drone of it by now, just as she had gotten used to Deena’s wordstream, and she didn’t particularly mind, responding with an “mmh” to the latter every now and then. At the moment the subject of Deena’s effervescent commentary was her fiancé Corin. Mara still failed to see what Deena saw in him, and the more explanations she was offered the less she got it; the poor man sounded so incredibly boring – what else could you say about a guy who came from Aargau but had never actually visited the Dawn Pyramid, who collected a stone from every planet he visited and who apparently thought a good day at work was when you could concentrate on painting hulls? At least you couldn’t accuse Skywalker of being boring, thank the Force. For a hideous moment she imagined the Emperor ordering her to seduce Corin’s twin –

At that very thought, her danger sense went wild. Instinctively she clutched the table before her to brace herself. The next second the freighter jerked violently as something yanked them out of hyperspace. The engines pitched a fit and the hull groaned its protest as the hyperdrive crashed and the sublight engines took over, the old ship stabilizing itself as slowly and ponderously asgruttingly like an old bantha. Deena, who’d had no warning whatsoever, was hurled through the small crew hold and headlong into a bulkhead. Mara lurched to her feet and staggered towards her over the careening deck. Blood gushed from Deena’s nose, smearing her face and chest completely, but otherwise she seemed all right.

“What happened?” Deena demanded, voice trembling. She pressed her hand to the bridge of her nose to stop the bleeding.

Mara didn’t answer but got to her feet and raced to the bridge, where the captain and the rest of the crew were on tenterhooks.  The co-pilot still spared a second to look up as she entered, with Deena on her heels. “It’s an Imperial Interdictor. They pulled us out of hyperspace and are telling us to stand down,” he panted.

“No kidding,” Mara muttered. She didn’t have to look at the captain to know jokes were the farthest thing from his mind. On the monitor screen lurked the familiar shapes of a Star Destroyer and a squadron of TIE fighters. Glancing out the transparisteel windows she could directly see the triangular bulk of the Destroyer, white against the dark space like a giant fang. It began to look like her undercover mission might be in for a sudden and unexpected end. 

“Were’s our escort?” she demanded. “Weren’t any of them yanked out of hyperspace?”

Almost as an answer to her question Luke Skywalker’s voice came over the com system. “Borrowed Beauty, this is Rogue Leader. Come in Borrowed Beauty.”

“Commander Skywalker?” Captain Terk breathed out in relief. “Thank the Force that you’re still with us. What about the rest of our escort?”

“Uh…not so hot. It looks like only two of us were caught by the Interdictor.”

Captain Terk’s smile faded. “Then we don’t have a chance. Look Commander, we’re no doubt their main prey so you might still have a chance. Take your wingman and haul ass out of here. When you come over the edge of the gravity well you can make the jump and …”

“Not so fast, Captain,” the Jedi’s voice came back. “If only a few of us were pulled out it must mean that we’re at the borders of the range of that Interdictor. And with those TIEs out and around it can’t even try to use its tractor bean. I agree that we should try to run, but we can swing it together. Hobbie and I can keep the enemy fighters at bay… Hobbie, are you with me?” He hadn’t finished before the two X-wings emerged out from space behind the freighter and formed up between Borrowed Beauty and the incoming fighters. Excitement surged in Mara’s gut.

The Captain, however, was neither excited nor convinced. “Commander Skywalker, I appreciate your courage but…” He trailed off, the inevitability of the situation occurring to him. Apparently Skywalker’s particular brand of obstinate and suicidal courage was the stuff of rebel legend.

Deena, who was hanging on Mara’s arm, dug her nails into it in panic. Mara responded by jabbing an irritated elbow into her ribs. Now the TIEs were visible to the eye too. In a few moments they would be all over the freighter.

Captain Terk cleared his throat. ”All right, girls. You’d better get back to your places and strap up well! This is going to be tough!”

Deena didn’t have to be told twice but disappeared back to the crew hold. Mara lingered near the hatch. She had never seen Skywalker fly and didn’t want to miss the opportunity –  she had heard so much of the man’s abilities – and now he’d be flying in combat, against abysmal odds. What better chance could she expect to see how much was true and how much exaggeration?

It wasn’t thirty seconds before she had to admit that the Jedi knew how to pilot a ship. Klivian wasn’t exactly a greenhorn either. The two small Rebel fighters dived straight into the enemy squadron, juking and jinking and pouring with blasterfire – within seconds the TIE formation was completely split up. The bad side of it was of course that another squadron was already launching from the Star Destroyer.

Captain Terk threw a glance on her. “Are you here still, Jade?”

“Sorry!” Mara dragged herself off the bridge, fuming. She’d have liked to see that space battle!

Strapped in a few moments later, however, she came to the conclusions that standing on the bridge would have been impossible, even on the short run. The ship rocked and bucked, both from the hits it took and the desperate maneuvers it made to avoid them. A particularly violent jolt indicated that the Star Destroyer had opened fire as well – which must mean that the TIEs been pulled back.

The voices from the command deck rose to shrill yells, informing Mara that the situation was a few laser strikes away from being completely out of control. She wondered if Skywalker was still alive and reached out with her senses. Still there, dashing and darting like his pants were on fire. But whether that would be enough to save them was quite another question. The Imperial forces were plainly shooting to kill, and they had the firepower to do it quick. Mara’s stomach tightened. She could run to the Bridge, demand to contact the Interdictor and give her code that would reveal her as the Emperor’s Hand. If Terk and his crew protested, she could shoot them where they sat at their stations; just a good resounding threat might do the trick… And Deena was no threat, Mara could immobilize her with her left pinky…

Still, her mission was to stay with Skywalker and befriend him. She’d barely even gotten her toe in the door.. Besides, Mara told herself, what brought two people together faster than surviving overwhelming odds in battle? Hell, half the romantic holoflicks she’d seen used that plot! Of course she had only seen two, and both had been because Deena insisted on – 

An alarm started to sound and Deena flew up but was yanked back by her crash webbing. “What’s that?”

Mara was trying to interpret the many signals, but without the support of a control panel it wasn’t that easy. “I think it must be the shields,” she mumbled. “They were never that good on this flying scrap pile in the first place. Perhaps we…”

She was interrupted by a loud bang. The ship plunged sideways as if hit by a monster asteroid, and an earsplitting screech followed together with a shower of fireworks from the electric wires. Sparks flew around the hold and the girls cowered on the seats, covering themselves as best they could. Mara heard herself screaming together with Deena and the crew in the cockpit. Then the ship jolted again, the engines howled, stopped and started again. Silence ensued.

Several seconds later Mara peered up into pitch-black darkness and took several deep breaths. Even as she did, the emergency lights blinked on and revealed Deena, pressing her hands to her mouth, eyes huge and terrified in her still-bloodied face. Apart from their own heavy breathing and a few sparks from a consol nearby, the silence on the ship was booming.

Mara ripped the crash webbing off and rushed to the bridge. Deena screamed something after her but she didn’t pay attention. All her senses told her that something was terribly wrong and if she didn’t act now it would turn worse still.

The stench of burned flesh hit her as she entered the bridge and was so overwhelming she had to steady herself against the wall. Her stomach revolted and she had to press her hand against her mouth to control herself. Five men dead in a few seconds!

In contained desperation she forced herself a path, pulling burnt bodies from the still-smoking instrument panels while she shouted at Deena for help.

“Oh Force…” Deena halted in the door and Mara could see that she was on the border of breakdown.

“Don’t just stand there!” she shouted. “Come and help me fly this ship! I can’t do it singlehandedly!”

She strapped herself to the pilot’s seat, trying hard not to hear the sounds of Deena being sick behind her, trying even harder not to look at Terk’s lifeless corpse at her feet. A glance at the operation panel however, instantly made it impossible to pay attention to anything else. The panel was completely dead. There was simply no way she could fly the ship – and the com was as dead as the rest of the functions! 

“Sithspawn!” Mara hammered her fist into the panel, desperation for an instant taking control of her… The controls whined, a lamp started blinking… then another… Ok, maybe they still had a chance? Mara flicked a few switches and was rewarded with about half of them responding.

A hit shook the ship again but if it did any major harm, the operations system was far too damaged to report it. Mara reached out for the com system, jiggling the switch in an effort to coax life from it, but without success. She winced. There went the possibility of contacting the Imperials. She could see the Star Destroyer – an Immobilizer 418 Cruiser she noted now – looming huge and waiting outside the window. It wasn’t firing anymore, which meant one of two things. Either they would be hauled in any moment, or the TIEs were coming back. Since the tractor beam was conspicuously silent, they were probably about to become target practice. Mara swallowed.
“Borrowed Beauty, Borrowed Beauty! Come in Borrowed Beauty!” Luke Skywalker’s alarmed voice crackled through the cockpit and Mara looked around in surprise. “Where the hell is that coming from?”

Deena started. “It’s my com!” she cried. “He’s on my com!” She fumbled at the comlink at her belt.

“Well, take it!” Mara snapped, a sudden, wild urge to laugh overtaking her. Of course! Skywalker must have tried to contact them a dozen times already on the ship com, and when he hadn’t been successful, he’d switched on to Deena’s personal com, knowing she’d be on the ship.

Deena took the com and whined as Mara simultaneously yanked her down in the co-pilot’s seat and started to strap her in, none too gently. “L-luke…? It’s really bad here…”

“Here it’s better already, now I know that you’re alive!” came the swift answer. “How bad’s bad?” Skywalker’s voice was alert and clear and had a sobering effect on Mara – all right, there was one of these Rebels who didn’t lose his head even under pressure.

“They’re all dead,” Deena whimpered. “All of them. The controls too.”

“… all of them?” There was dread in his voice and for an instant Mara wondered if he had meant her.

“Well, I’m not dead!” she shouted. “And I don’t plan on it either, so let’s hear some suggestions!”

A short laugh cracked through the com. “We agree on that, then! What’s status of the ship? You took a heavy hit there!”

“Severe malfunctions.” Mara continued to shout, not sure how loud she had to be in order for the Jedi to hear her. “Power surge killed the crew and wrecked most of the operating system too. I’m just trying to find out what’s still operational.” Her hands were flying over the panel as she spoke, booting up whatever would respond as she tried to gain control over the ship.

“Can you fly her?”

“Almost.” She switched the autopilot on and off, and then tried the backup juke stick. The freighter rolled a little left and right in response, faster to left but still ponderously, which told her she’d probably lost three of her four sublight engines.

“I think I can - as long as we’re not hit again. But we will be any moment. I don’t know what the shields can hold anymore, I can’t see a thing.”  

“Hang on! And set your course to twelve-oh-seven-nine! Concentrate on outrunning that Interdictor! All right, TIEs coming in, back in a sec!”

Mara gasped as the TIEs flashed in on them again. With a roar, the two X-wings appeared from above them and attacked, wingtip to wingtip. 

Even though she had her hands full with handling their own ship Mara couldn’t ignore the dogfight. This was first time she truly saw Luke Skywalker fly, and now she understood what Hobbie Klivian had talked about that evening in the Chaos. As she stared his fighter wove through a mesh of enemy fire and looped back down, picking off a TIE that couldn’t have been in his crosshairs for more than a second even as his arc carried him neatly back into formation with Klivian.

“Damn look at that flying,” she breathed to Deena, not able to hold back a stir of awe in her voice. She’d seen the like of it only once in her life. And that time it had been the legendary Soontir Fel behind the controls.

“Yeah, I’m wetting my panties here too, but could you please concentrate on the flying,” Deena pleaded.

“He’s clearing our path,” Mara muttered, “look. Whoa! Maybe not all of it…” A TIE came towards them with lasers blasting and Deena started screaming. The next second the TIE disappeared in a fireball and Mara breathed out. “Nice shooting boys.”

“For you, Jade... anything,” Klivian’s voice came back, distant but lacking none of the flirtatious flippancy she associated with the man outside a space battle. “The collection of reward kisses takes place in the main hangar when we get home.”

“Dream on, flyboy,” Mara shot back glibly. This was something else than the Empire’s formal, by-the-book combat protocol. If she’d had a ship that was flyable she might in fact have enjoyed the situation.

Suddenly the skirmish reached another pause. The TIEs retreated and while the Star Destroyer was probably preparing a tractor beam or a new salvo from the capital turbolasers, they might at least have a moment to catch their breath. The gravity well was still working of course, so the only way they could escape was by outrunning the Destroyer on sublight engines until they cleared its range. to it. At which point they’d run into another problem:  after that hit, did she still have a functional hyperdrive?

Deena’s com cracked again. “Situation?” Luke demanded.

“Flying high, boss,” Hobbie’s voice came back and Mara realized that Skywalker must have his ship com running with his wingmate and his own with the channel open to Deena simultanously. She tried her shipboard com again and didn’t get so much as a whisper of static. No life there.

“I have to go behind to check our hyperdrive and shields manually,” she announced. “Deena, can you fly the ship?” 

Deena was very pale, and together with the dried blood from her nose it rendered a dramatic effect. Still, she nodded, tightfaced, and Mara knew that she at least for the moment was in control of herself. In a memory flash she remembered Luke’s assertion that Deena had been the one who destroyed Bannistar Station – it looked like the girl was finding her inner guerrilla again.

“Ok,” she shouted to the com. “Deena’s taking over controls while I go see what I can repair.”

“Start with the shields,” Skywalker advised, “then the hyperdrive. Skip the sublights.”

“Ever the optimist, Skywalker?” Mara snorted. “We can’t jump anyway with that Interdictor in our heels.”

“True. And any second we’ll have a tractor beam to deal with too... What say we see what we can do about that, eh, Hobbie?”

“Uh, Luke? It’s a Star Destroyer…” Hobbie’s voice came back.

“Nope. It’s an Interdictor-class medium frigate that’s built on the hull of a Star Destroyer,” Skywalker retorted pluckily. “It doesn’t have the same fire power and it doesn’t have the same capacity shielding as a real SD. If we can start taking out its generators, it might shut down the gravity well projectors in order to convert more energy to its shields. Besides, if we attack it we’ll pull the TIEs away from the girls.”

“You understand of course, boss, that in order for the SD to convert power from gravity projectors to their defense they must somehow be made to feel threatened,” Hobbie retorted.

“We have three proton torpedos each – they have about a dozen generators – that gets us half way.”

“Yeah, fantastic. What about the other half?”

“We’ll improvise.”

Mara couldn’t believe her ears. “You’re not seriously considering attacking a Star Destroyer with only two fighters?” 

“Why are you still in the cockpit Jade? Go get your hydrospanner glowing!” came the riposte. Mara gritted her teeth. From Klivian came a low chuckle. 

“Ah, hell, Boss, guess as long as we’re going out we might as well go with style.” 

And in front of Mara and Deena’s unbelieveing eyes, the two X-wings closed up in formation, aimed their noses towards the Star Destroyer – and attacked.

“They’re crazy,” Mara muttered, whether to Deena or herself she didn’t know. “Completely crazy…”

Deena’s eyes were enormous but now there was a strange shine to them too. “Weell...” she replied hesitatingly. “For someone who flew with only four flights against the Death Star I guess it’s just another day at work.”

Mara rolled her eyes. “At least they might be buying us valuable seconds here.” She crouched beside Captain Terk’s lifeless body to pick up his com. “Fly unpredictably to keep out of a tractor bean – and keep me updated,” she told Deena and scrumbled down the maintainence hatch.

*

The circuits and engines weren’t in as bad shape as might have been expected, but it was bad enough. Mara quickly decided to put her money on Skywalker’s suggestion and focus on the hyperdrive –  it might sound crazy but this far, she’d found that Skywalker had a knack of knowing what was best to do, be that due to his Jedi powers or something else even less logical. There was of course the possibility of pulling Deena with her into an escape pod and hoping for the best, but Mara had never made a habit of hoping for the best. The chances that the Imperial officer who commanded that Interdictor would bother to pick up a podful of Rebel scum was at best one in five. Being presumably equipped with a medium of talents and a minimum of morals and motivation, he would most likely urge his men to use the pod as target practice. Besides, every fiber in Mara screamed for her to fight as long as she still had breath left in her body, and the fact that she theoretically was on the same side as their attackers was...well, theoretical.

Deena’s com was still broadcasting terse snatches of conversation between Skywalker and Klivian, but she couldn’t allow herself to pay much attention to them. She vaguely realized that the Skywalker she was witnessing now was very different from that unassuming, modest Jedi and clumsy farmboy she had mostly seen this far. From what seemed ages ago, a memory sprang to mind briefly of Tatooine and the same recklessly confident young man who had saved her on the Khetanna, claiming they still had several seconds to spare.

None of which, she reminded herself furiously, had any bearing on the task at hand – to transform this half-melted bunk of wires, metal and circuits into a working hyperdrive again. It was an impossible task, impossible... But then Skywalker and Klivian were frantically tackling the impossible too. Two X-wings against a Star Destroyer! I don’t care if it’s a fracking Interdictor, they’re certifiable! And there was Deena too, alone in the cockpit, fighting bravely to do what she thought was impossible too: flying this freighter to safety.

Precious seconds ticked by, minutes, it could have been hours or days, Mara had completely lost touch of time. She was only aware of one more cable to repair, one more wire that needed to be connected, one more, one more...

“Mara!” Deena’s voice came loud over the pilot’s com and pulled her back to realities. “I think... yes, the navicomputer is working again.”

Mara’s heart leaped. If the navicomputer had turned itself back on, then surely the hyperdrive was working again too? “Skywalker!” she demanded. “Is the gravity well out?”

“I suggest you jump and find out,” came the answer. “But give me your coordinates first. How’s your hyperdrive?”
Mara stared at the jumbled mess before her eyes. “Bad. But Deena says it’s on again. I think we might be able manage a microjump. Maybe. It might also be that the entire ship breaks down when we try.”

“Make it a quarter-lightyear microjump on the heading back to Fleet,” Skywalker ordered. “You’ll be out of immediate reach of that Interdictor. I’ll catch up with you. Hobbie? I want you to continue to the rendezvous point and get help.”

“We still – aggghh! That was close! – we still don’t know whether they’ve shifted the power from the gravity well projectors,” Klivian came back. 

“They have four generators damaged. Three of them have to be out of commission entirely. I think they have.”

“But they should also be able to figure out that we’re out of torpedos now. They won’t need the shields anymore, we can’t make much of a dent with cannons only.”

“We have to try. Deena, Mara, make that jump.”

“Mara,” Deena moaned. “Could you... sorry, I know you’re busy but…”

“A sec. I’ll be there.” Mara connected two last wirings and closed the hatch, practically flying up the ladder to the command deck again.

“You’ve done great,” she told Deena when the blond girl rose gratefully evacuated the pilot’s chair. “Truly, you have!”

She strapped herself in, and noticed that the navicomputer was already blinking ready, so at least it seemed to be running at normal processing speed. “We’re jumping, one-quarter on agreed heading,” she acknowledged. “Three, two, one...” She punched the lever.

The hyperdrive kicked on with a whine and the blinking stars before them pulled out to stripes… to a blurring light – one second, two, three –  only to fade back to blinking dots as the whine of the hyperdrive went over the edge and died out.

The ship let out a moanful sound, reverberated… and shut down completely.

The only light was the muted glow from the stars outside the viewports, the only sounds Mara’s own wildly throbbing heart and Deena’s sob, muffled but desperate beside her. 

*

Mara got to her feet and stared into the dark space around them, surveying it in every direction the transparisteel allowed.

“We’re going to die here,” Deena sobbed. “We’re going to die and nobody will ever know what has happened.”

“Nonsense,” Mara muttered. She couldn’t see the Star Destroyer anywhere, and that gave some sort of hope that they’d gotten far enough away to be out its sensors too.  “Of course they’ll find us. And we have food enough for weeks.” She left out the question of who would find them – it probably would not matter to her. To Deena however, the difference would be very big.

A dark thought strafed her mind; what would the blond Etti-girl do if she found out who Mara truly was? Mara knew she would be able to save her friend’s life – but would Deena accept generosity from an enemy? Force knew how that blonde head worked sometimes…

But Mara wasn’t prepared to contact her Master yet. There was still the possibility that she would be able to kick life into the engines somehow, and besides, Skywalker at least knew their course, if not where on the way they had been stranded. And then there was that Interdictor. If the Imperial commander of it was hungry enough for prey he might start sniffing around too. 

Mara patted Deena’s shoulder comfortingly. “Your friend Luke will save us, I’m sure. In a few minutes he will have found out that we’re not where we should be and then he’ll come looking for us.”

“So what?” Deena whimpered. “There’s a quarter of a lightyear between where we started and where we should have been! He can’t comb that area in a twinkling.”

“True,” Mara admitted, “but remember that he’s got the Force. C’mon. We have work to do.”

For a moment she wondered quietly why she felt almost comforted by her own words, then she pushed the question from her mind to concentrate on what was ahead of her. “C’mon,” she repeated, glancing at the corpses strewn around the bridge deck. “We need to get these people someplace else. I only like treading on people who can kick back.”

*

It took Mara and Deena several minutes and a serious effort to move all bodies from the Bridge into the captain’s compartment where they’d be most efficiently out of the way. The task wasn’t made easier by the fact that the faint starlight was the only light source they had to begin with. Fortunately Mara found some glowrods in the drawers of Terk’s quarters. She took them and raided the drawers of everything else useful to boot.

They were just trying to close the door when Deena’s com cracked again. She snapped it up and on with more speed than Mara had ever seen her move. “Luke?”

“Deena! Thank the Force! Are you both ok?” 

“Yes we are!” Deena shrieked jubilantly. “How did you find us??”

“I’ll explain later. Hobbie should be on his way to get help by now. What’s your situation?”

Deena opened her mouth to answer, then decided she had less of a grasp of the situation than her friend and closed it again. She handed the com over to Mara with a little sigh. “You explain.”

Mara grabbed it. “Jade here. The ship’s completely gone out. We‘re down to glowrods, I don’t even have emergency lighting. I don’t know whether the main power core has broken down completely or whether it’s only damaged, I was just about to go and find out. I’m afraid you can’t do much else than stay out there and keep watch.”

“Negative. I’m coming over.”

“You’re what?”

“I’m almost there already. I’ll dock in a moment.”

“Skywalker, the docking bay is stuffed to the brim with containers – as are both the holds! Where are you intending to dock?”

“On the outside,” came the calm answer. “I’ll connect with the hull in…” a shudder shook the ship. “There. And I can see the hatch from here. I’ll be there in two shakes.”

“Wait! We can’t open the hatches from here. We’ll have to do it manually at the spot. And you’ll need a vac suit… You have a vac suit?”

“I have the Force,” Skywalker retorted levelly. “And don’t worry about the hatches” – his voice grew distant – “I think I can sense them from here. But you can come my way if you want to. See you in a moment. Skywalker out.”

“Skywalker…!” Mara shouted, but the com was silent. She cursed and glanced at Deena who was looking at her with a bizarrely cute expression of worry. “He’d better not get himself killed. We could really need him in the next few hours,” Mara growled.

“Where’s that hatch?” Deena wondered.

“At the ship’s underbelly – if I remember correctly,” Mara muttered. “Damn Jedi. He could have told us that too.”

“But Mara, he’s trying to help…”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. Let’s go.”

*

They hadn’t even reached the lowest deck when Skywalker and his droid met them in the pitch-black corridor, though devil knew how they had gotten through the hatches. He cried out softly in greeting and Deena responded with a yell – and when the light from the glowrod caught him a moment later she spurted towards him and threw herself into his embrace.

“Luke!” she cried, “oh Luke!” She hung around the Jedi’s neck. Mara was surprised how calmly he took it. Was it Deena who has special access to these kind of things or was it just that he so clearly knew that she only needed comfort?

“Hey,” he soothed. “We’ll work it out. Soon we’ll be home.”

“I was so frightened,” Deena explained, finally pulling away, tears soaking her cheeks. “I thought we’d be lost here – or that the Imps would find us. But Mara here, she didn’t doubt for a second. ‘Luke will save us,’ she told me. ‘He has the Force and he’ll come back for us,’ she said - and you did!”

Mara shifted uncomfortably at the Jedi’s curious glance. “Well, you had our course, didn’t you?” she grunted. “And I figured that leaving comrades behind was a very un-Jedi-like thing to do. Now are you two going to cuddle there all day or can we start taping this slag heap back together?”  The astromech droid beeped his agreement with that suggestion.

Skywalker sighed quietly. “You’re right, we better get moving. Feeling better Dee?” He squeezed her shoulder. “Listen, we need someone to keep watch and communicate, and at the moment that’s only possible from my X-wing. Deena, can you take that job?” 

Deena opened her mouth to protest, then closed it again. “Sure, Luke. I suppose Artoo can do a far better job than me with the ship here.”

“Artoo can do a better job with this ship than any of us,” he corrected her mildly. “But give it a few hours and your job’s going to get harder than you think. Stay alert. We’re not far away from that Interdictor and if it starts searching for us…”

Deena nodded, face grave. “I understand.”

“Great. Let’s get you into a vac suit, then. You’ll have to climb into my fighter manually.” He turned to Mara. “You can take Artoo and start working. Take him to the main power core and see what he can do. As soon as he’s plugged in, he’ll be able to tell you where you should start.”

“Wonderful,” Mara replied dryly, leaving the ignominy of being degraded to taking orders from a droid uncommented. “My hydrospanner was already beginning to itch. C’mon, tincan.” She turned, and together with the rolling beeper, started towards the aft of the freighter.
