Quagmire - Chapter 30

Shipwrecked

 

Well down by the power core, Mara was actually glad to have the tin can there to lend a mechanical hand. Skywalker had added a small display to it where she could read its instructions and she had to admit that the little fellow seemed to know what he was beeping about. 

 

“Yeah, I know we need to fetch the reserve power cells,” Mara replied impatiently. “But they’re big and heavy and I’ll need a transporter to do that. There should be one in the rear hold, though. I just haven’t had time to go fetch it.”

 

The astromech whistled soothingly, then launched a quick string of chirps. Mara glanced at the readout and sighed. “Yeah, you’re probably right – that’s just the job for Skywalker. I’ll start with the reactor, then.”

 

The droid twittered an affirmative and Mara switched on her com. “Skywalker? Your droid has orders for you. Before you get here you need to pick up the reserve power cells. You can reach them along the aftbound corridor one deck up.”

 

“Okay,” came the level answer. “See you shortly.”

 

Mara made a face as she switched off the com. Wonderful. Now she’d be all alone with Luke Skywalker – for the next several hours if they were lucky. A perfect opportunity to seduce him out of his Jedi senses...except some tiny wee details, like the fact that the bowels of a collapsed main reactor on a totally blacked-out hulk of a ship on the brink of falling apart was the least romantic scenario she could imagine, or the stripes of grease she had probably gotten all over herself while crawling around busted machinery, or that the man had just been burned by another red-haired knockout Imperial spy trying to seduce him. And hadn’t Solo more or less insinuated that Skywalker wasn’t too happy with the girl taking initiative? Mentally shaking her head, Mara wriggled beneath coolant and fuel lines towards the reactor. Her Master had made it sound like things would happen whether she lifted a finger or not but Mara couldn’t see the Jedi throwing himself at her. There was a tension between them, no doubt about that – but Skywalker wasn’t one to act on random attractions. Particularly not right after that disastrous fiasco with Brie, who by the way could go kriff herself in a stinking pool of Hutt slime on –

She cut off the thought with a scowl. Just because she disliked Brie didn’t mean she had license to blame all the frustrations of her mission on the woman. The truth was, Mara had no clue how to break the stagnation either. She had gradually tried to change her attitude towards the Jedi but there was still a long way ahead. 

 

Or was she wrong altogether? Maybe she should give the Force the benefit of the doubt? Her Master has said that Skywalker would love her next. Perhaps she should simply relax and see what would happen?

You know what will happen, Jade. Fracking nothing. You know him by now.
 

She was still debating with herself when Skywalker appeared with the power cells. His entrance was spectacular enough to bring her out of her musings; first came the power cells, majestically floating through air, and behind them the Jedi, eyes half closed in concentration. Mara straightened up and stood hands on hips when his eyes fluttered open to meet her quizzical glance.

 

“Darned if your tin can here wasn’t right,” she admitted. “That was handy.”

 

The R2 unit beeped indignantly, perhaps offended that she spoke to Skywalker over its dome but Mara ignored it. “Can you insert them with the Force too?” she asked. “I sure could use a bit more light than these glowrods.”

 

“I can,” Skywalker replied, and started to maneuver the powercells in place with frowning concentration, “but I have a distinct feeling that some of them are damaged. We’ll have to economize, at least until we know how far the power will stretch. And to be honest I think it’s more important that we get the ship and the shields going than more light.” 

“So it’s back to shields, then,” Mara mused. “Not to be petty, but earlier you insisted it was the hyperdrive that needed to be fixed first.”

 

Luke waited with replying until the last powercell was in place. “I’d say the situation is different now,” he asserted. “Hobbie’s on his way for help and we’re not under attack, at least not at the moment. Besides, we won’t have full power whatever we do, so I don’t think we’ll be able to fix the hyperdrive. As things are, I’d go for sublight engines and shields so we can dodge that SD if it appears.”

 

Mara sighed. “I suppose.”

 

Luke turned his head, gave her a wary glance. “You disagree?”

 

“No. If I did, I’d say so.”

 

He smiled tentatively. “That’s what I figured.”

 

She glanced up and the smile grew between them. An odd warmth spread inside her, whether of excitement or something else she did not quite now. But Skywalker broke the glance, turning to the engines instead. “All right. Tell me how far you’ve come.”

 

The next couple of hours they worked in deep concentration, only speaking when they exchanged necessary information or stumbled into a problem. But the silence between them was almost comfortable. Mara realized that at least the Jedi was completely confident in her competence. And she  had to admit herself that she couldn’t have wished for a better partner. If not for the scarce light that limited her view and the awareness of their still-precarious situation she’d actually have been rather pleased with the arrangement. And if not for the knowledge that her mission required her to seduce him – and soon – and that she still didn’t know what aproach to take. It bugged at the back of her mind but at least she was able to hold it right there.

 

After a few hours the com cracked and Deena demanded a status. “Actually, I’m not quite sure,” Luke told her. “You never know with power systems. One minute everything looks good and the next you find a whole resistor section is melted down, but at least we’re doing our best here.” He flashed Mara a grin. “How are you doing, Dee?” 

 

“I could kill for a caf,” came the reply. “Why don’t you have a brewer in this fighter of yours? Couldn’t it come in handy once in a while?”

 

Luke chuckled. “Believe it or not, but Wes raised heaven and hell once to install a caf brewer in his craft. He even installed a cup holder with straw on his helmet so he could use both hands for flying. Then we got called out when a TIE patrol ran into the fleet, and on the first maneuver all that caf poured over him – and it must still have been hot ‘cos I’ve never heard him swear so juicily. And his flightsuit was completely soaked when he landed. It must have been a month before Wedge and Tycho stopped bringing it up every time they saw a cup of caf…”

 

Deena snickered and Mara grinned too. “Ok, just wondering. But if you get the caf automats working, remember me, ok?” Deena told him

 

“We will,” Luke promised and shut the com again. He leaned back to stretch his back and glanced at Mara. “I wish she hadn’t said that about a caf. Now I’m dying for one myself.”

 

She gave him a wry grin. “Want to try to redirect power to an automat for the next ten minutes?”

 

He gave her a grin and a shrug  – and returned to his work, leaving Mara to stare at his back, her smile already fading.

 

She returned to her job too, but the situation was beginning to get on her nerves now. She was alone with the man, in half dark, both depending completely on each other. How often would she get an opportunity like this? 

 

Attacking the next shot capacitor unit with her pliers, she ran possible new opening lines through her head, but they all seemed constructed. She shot a glance over her shoulder. Skywalker will love you next. Yeah, right! How was that going to happen when even starting a conversation seemed unnatural? The man was working – principled and guiltless and infuriatingly guileless. Oh, she knew him so well by now –. nothing would happen – not now, not later - unless she provoked it to. For a stimulating moment, she considered outright grabbing his rear – at least that would provoke a reaction!

The stupid thing was, she had so many things she really wanted to ask him, wanted to know. Why had he turned to the Rebellion in the first place? When had he found out about his Jedi abilities? How had he learned to wield them? And even more personal ones: what was it like to fly with the Rogues? Mara was pretty sure he’d answer awesome but she’d like to hear it from his own lips. She could have asked about Deena, about Brie, about his obvious qualms about taking the Jedi mantle – but it would all turn so damned personal…

No, what she needed was to seduce him nice and easy – and get pregnant as her Master had foreseen. The last thought sent a jolt of discomfort through her but she pushed it aside – one thing at a time, Jade. And don’t get emotional.

Going through her usual arsenal of seduction techniques didn’t help. Hold his eyes longer than necessary – well, that would have been easier if he wasn’t turning his back to her all the time. And defintely easier if it wasn’t nearly pitch dark. Show skin – she was wearing a coverall, dammit! Find a common area to talk about and share your experiences from – well, they had the collapsed reactor, but she’d been trying to start a conversation about that for two hours now without any success. Play hard to get – Skywalker was already doing that better than she ever could. Complement him – she’d made at least seventy-five percent of her male targets eat from her hand with that one alone, but Skywalker was different; he’d just get uncomfortable. Flirt? The man never flirted. Joke – he’d laugh – ha ha - and that would be all. Let him help you? Hmmm… The Jedi did have a considerable, protective streak…

Attacking a bolt with ferocity, Mara let the hydrospanner slide. It pulled her hand with it violently against the bulkhead, squeezing her finger hard enough for her to let out a yelp that wasn’t fake. Bringing her finger to her mouth to suck where it had been jammed, Mara tasted iron and understood that she was bleeding. Dammit, Jade, watch it! No bigger damage – not now... 
 

“Are you all right?” Skywalker turned, and Mara tried to get hold of her annoyance. Chaos take the man - and her orders – why the hell couldn’t he drool over her just like every other humanoid male did?

“I’m terrific,” she growled. “I’ve only been half electrocuted, chased and shot at - and spent the rest of the day loading containers and dragging dead bodies. Why do you even ask?”

Skywalker chuckled and closed in, taking her hand into to examine her finger. Mara felt a new beat of energy. Hey – he’d actually laughed at that?  All right, joking - first step to flirting. Maybe this wasn’t completely hopeless? 

Skywalker studied her finger. “Does it hurt?” 

Closing in ever so little, Mara could see there was hardly any bleeding. She needed to play this as well as possible but acting an airhead was hardly the way to impress the Jedi. “Yeah, a little…” She brough her head near the finger, squinting to see in the bleak light of the glowrod. “Is it bleeding?”

“A little.” He reached for his belt. “I have a medpack…”

Mara accepted Skywalker to clean the wound and give it a small compress. Under normal circumstances she’d sooner have cut off the finger than let anybody treat her for a pathetic little cut, but anything for the cause... Watching his fingers move over her hand, though, something else completely began to well up – a heaviness pouring into her body, sending strange ripples up her stomach and drying her mouth. She tried to clear her mind but it felt alarmingly numb, she tried to say something clever, something funny to pursue the flirtation but neither head nor throat was obeying. As Skywalker attached the last seal tab her eyes fluttered up – met his…

And time stopped.

So did Mara’s heart - or at least she felt so. For an instant it was like she was naked before him, her shields down, mind and feelings exposed, her secrets unhidden, all of her open and suddenly shivering before him. Except that he too was open, just as she – Mara felt like she could see deep down into all of him, his fears, his hopes, his…

She gasped, backing up – and so did he. By some superhuman effort Mara slammed her shields down, cutting him out before the knowledge had time to sharpen into more than emotions and hazy shadows – and could sense Skywalker do the same. 

What are you doing, Jade, you idiot? You’re supposed to seduce him – not back away from him! Almost jolting back closer to Skywalker, Mara grabbed his arm – but he was stepping away, putting distance between them and the arm she grabbed was rising as a shield between them.

“Wha… wait,” Mara panted, trying to establish the contact again. While the Force revealed a tangle of powerful and unruly emotions from Skywalker, his face was composed again, as was his voice. 

“Forgive me,” he said. “That was uncalled for.”

“Forgive you?” Mara repeated incredulously. “What was that?” At the back of her head she realized that to make the Jedi speculate about her abilities in the Force maybe wasn’t the best thing to do, but she couldn’t care about that now. 

Skywalker, however, only looked embarrased. “I don’t know, Mara. I swear I didn’t want to offend you. It just happened.” He pulled free of her grip. “Look, I think we should get back to work. That Star Destroyer is probably still looking for us and…”

Mara shook her head fiercly. “Drok it!  That’s… that’s an excuse. And a bad one.” She reached for his arm again but he was backpedalling both physically and mentally. “C’mon. Admit it!” she pushed. “You’re attracted to me!”

He backed a step more, then stopped, obviously forcing himself to make a stand. For a moment he looked intently at her but the former mental fireworks failed to appear. Instead, Skywalker seemed to regain his composure more every second. When he spoke, he was on complete control again, voice plain, like was he speaking about the weather. “Of course I am. So what?” 

Huttspit, Jedi! You’re not backing off this!  Mara had to force her voice to remain calm, tried to add a husky tone to it. “And this is a perfect opportunity to take it further; Deena on your X-wing, you and me alone here…” 

The astromech blew an indignant raspberry but both Mara and Skywalker ignored it, the latter seeming to only dig his heels in deeper by her words. “That… that wasn’t what I had in mind. Not at all. I came here to help.”

 

His tone was final and Mara could have smacked herself for letting this chance slip through her fingers! Anger rose in her, incontrollable and red. “Funny. But you know what it sounds like to me?” she growled. “To me, it sounds like you’re just making up excuses for not getting involved again.” 

 

Skywalker had started to fiddle with wires again but now brought back his attention to her. “Not at all,” he told her flatly. “That was your attitude, remember?” 

And he was right, of course. She remembered far too well their discussion concerning attachments, just before he went on that mission with Brie. Back then, Mara had been the one on the top. Now, however… “Well, at least I don’t consider myself too precious for one night stands!” she snarled.

 

Skywalker snapped for breath, revealing she’d got in an unexpected blow. “Consider …? Wait a minute!” He glared at her but Mara wasn’t about to let him start talking sense.

“Or maybe your last girlfriend had the clue how to break though to you?” she went on. “She sure chased you for months before anything happened. If that’s the kind of encouragement you need…”

“Well, I’m flattered you’ve given the matter so much thought,” Skywalker interrupted her, anger audible now. “But what hasn’t occurred to you is that maybe I have my reasons!”

“Yeah? Like what?” Mara demanded. 

“For not hitting on you?” Skywalker stalled, obviously trying to regain his composure. “Well, you told me you never sleep with the same man twice. Maybe I don’t want to be one in the succession?” 
Mara snorted, not ready to bury the battle ax at all. “Really, farmboy, your idealization of cosy relationships is priceless.”

“And when have I debated my ideas on relationships with you?” he countered heatedly.

“You don’t have to,” she snapped. “It shines out from everything you say and do” 

He narrowed his eyes. “And are you telling me now that was why you lectured me the other day how Jedi shouldn’t favour attachments?”
“C’mon. Remain unattached? You?” Mara snorted, forgetting completely that the exact opposite had been her point just before. “You couldn’t avoid attaching yourself even if you were locked up in a cupboard, Skywalker. Look at you! You even chit-chat with your droid! Lock you away in a ship for a few days and you’d attach to its computer.”

“Well, we obviously live in two different galaxies, Jade,” he shot back. “But please, keep yours, by all means, I don’t want in there. Maybe you think I’m so Outer Rim, but in my eyes you’re near to hysterically afraid of acknowledging any sort of attachment to other people. I don’t think I’ve ever met someone who was so terrified of showing even the tiniest affection.”

Mara nearly lost her speech. “Hysterical?”

Skywalker crossed his arms. “What else should I call it? And now we’re speaking plainly, Jade, let me make this clear. We might be down this hatch just the two of us alone, it might be dark and you might be very fanciable in that hand-tailored coverall, but I’m not going to make any advances – not here, not now, certainly not before we get away from this ship and probably not any time later either –  unless you change that attitude!” 

Mara gaped. How could he know that she had adjusted her coveralls to fit her better? Brie again! “Well, that’s rich,” she snorted. “All of that coming from the man who’s stopped most often to chat when I’ve been standing by the B-wings, only my butt visible.”

He flinched. “I haven’t… Look, I’ve been trying to make you feel welcome -”

“And obviously used the opportunity to oogle my afterburners!”

“I’ve not been oogling –”

“Well, go on, use a nicer word,” Mara snorted. “I know exactly what you’ve been thinking. And I can tell you, my fine friend, that you’re not a bit different from – ”

Her danger sense went ballistic and the second after the com started to sound. Before Mara even had finished her sentence the ship rocked violently and she was hurled headlong into the opposite bulkhead. She gasped and reached out for something to steady herself but the only thing she could grip was Skywalker’s fatigues. Another hit shook the ship and she clung to the Jedi for dear life. Skywalker, however, didn’t have anything to hold on to either so the next jerk sent him to the floor, taking Mara with him. 

“What was that?” Mara panted, gasping for air; Skywalker weighed heavily on her belly.

“Imperials for sure,” Luke growled. “I told you the SD was still out there.” He started to push up but the ship lurched again and knocked him off his hands back onto her. Artoo warbled hysterically. The com beeped.

“That was a sudden change of heart, Jedi,” Mara wheezed, trying to wriggle free. Skywalker jerked as much with indignation as with the effort to get up. 

“Don’t get any delusions,” he snapped. “I didn’t plan to land on you.”

Mara resisted a sudden wild urge to laugh. Here they were, attacked and helplessly caught in a crippled ship, yet they were fighting about whether he’d made a move or not.

“Well, even if you had, I think it would be the least of my problems right now,” she countered. “I – shavit!” The ship had jolted yet again, hammering her head into a protruding piece of pipe.

Luke finally came free of the tangled mass of arms and legs that he and Mara had managed to form and rolled to his back. “Why the devil hasn’t Deena… Dee?” He switched on the com. “Are you all right?”

“Luke! I couldn’t find you frequency!” Deena’s voice was a piercing squeak.

“What’s going on?” Luke demanded. He grabbed the pipe Mara had rammed her head on a moment earlier and holding on to it in case the ship should take another hit, he started to rise. 

“Pirates,” Deena moaned. “At least I think so. It’s a light freighter. They’re comming us and demanding we stand down or they’ll blast us to atoms. They say they’re going to board us.”

Luke glanced at Mara who’d gotten to her feet. “Pirates? Where the hell did they came from?”

“They could have been hanging around the interdiction field looking for wreckage,” Mara muttered. “It wouldn’t be the first time some of their kind did a thing like that. They must have guessed that we foundered. Maybe they even tapped our communications during the fight?”

Luke stifled a curse. The ship was still again; at least for the moment the pirates had ceased firing.

“Luke? I still haven’t answered. What should I tell them?” Deena weiled.

Skywalker seemed to take a decision. “Nothing,” he told her into the com. “Don’t make any sound or move whatsoever. Even try to sit still. We’ll get you Artoo and you’ll leave, both of you.” He winked to the droid and started to jog down the passageway, the astromech obediently in his tail. Mara stood a few moments mouth open and stared after them, then got moving and rushed after them.

“I can’t fly an X-wing!?!” Deena yapped. “Besides, I can’t leave you two here and…”

“Artoo can fly it,” Skywalker dismissed. “And I’m not asking here, Deena, I’m sorry. It’s an order. You’re leaving. We can’t let my fighter fall into pirates’ hands. And Artoo’s too valuable to risk too. If something happens… Deena, I need you to take him to Leia and…”

Luke voice hoarsened as he stopped dead. Mara barrelled into him from behind… “Dammit, Jade, watch it!” he growled.

“How am I supposed to see in the dark here? Why did you stop?” she complained.

He took a deep breath. “I… never mind. Dee, just take him to Leia, ok?” Cursing silently at his own, melodramatic reaction Luke took a decision. He would not die here. Not like this – and not today. He would be there to tell Leia himself. He still needed to face his father, he still had a fate to challenge. Today, bring it what may, didn’t even count.

*

It didn’t take them long to reach the docking bay, mostly because Luke realized the turbolift wasn’t working, halted halfway and simply lightsabered a hole through the deck to the hangar under them. After jumping down himself, he levered Mara and Artoo down using the Force, carefully avoiding the hard edges of the the tightly loaded durasteel containers. He was a little surprised that Jade seemed to take this method of transportation with equanimity, but on second thought it only confirmed what a puzzle the woman was. She definitely had a knack of surprising him and often obviously even without trying. Impossible, irritating, and downright infuriating she might be, but when the ground burned she fortunately seemed to know how to put that aside.

They crossed the deck by jumping from the top of one container to the other - Artoo, of course needed a helping Force push – until they came to the small corridor that led to the airlock hatch Luke had entered through. Luke jumped straight down and then repeated the Force trick with Mara and Artoo. Just when they reached the hatch, behind which Deena loomed in the X-wing, a thud and a hollow sound alerted them that Borrowed Beauty had made contact with another bulk.

“What now?” Mara demanded. 

“I just need a moment,” Luke announced and dropped down, crossing his legs under him.

Mara stared at the Jedi who closed his eyes and the next moment he was gone, his mind drifting away from her perception like smoke in a breeze. “Terrific,” she muttered to herself. “The pirates are boarding us and this is the moment he decides to go mystic.” She bent down to snap the com from Skywalker’s hand. “Deena?”

“Mara? How are you?” Deena’s voice came back. As they spoke, the inner hatch hissed open and Artoo rolled in, twittering his dissatisfaction with escape plans that involved leaving his master behind.

“Never better,” Mara grunted. “Look, we’ll do fine here. When the pirates come we’ll just pluck them. Then we’ll snatch their freighter and come after you – or something like that. You just make sure you get away quickly so we don’t have to worry about you, ok?” The interior hatch closed behind the astromech and Mara heard the hissing of vacuum as the outer hatch opened.

“Ok…” came the wavering answer. “I just feel really bad, leaving you! If Luke hadn’t ordered me I never would….”

“I know. But don’t you worry. We’ll be fine,” Mara assured with much more confidence in her voice than she actually felt. Space pirates came in many shapes but some of them were seriously tough nails. She could only hope these weren’t the cream of the crop. “And you heard him. The fighter’s what counts here. If I’d been the one in the cockpit, it would be me who’d have to fly away.” 

She listened carefully while speaking. She could hear nothing now. Apparently the pirates where coming through an upper hatch, which would put them on the opposite side of the ship from Deena. That was good at least.

“Ooh!”

“What?” Mara snapped in alarm. “What’s up, Deena?”

“Oh, it’s just that I can see Artoo come floating towards me. Gosh, he looks really funny like that.” Deena let out a small giggle and Mara rolled her eyes.

“You see? Skywalker’s invincible Jedi powers. We’ll be fine here.”

The seconds turned to a few very long minutes before Deena finally acknowledged lift off. All her acting and irony despite, Mara felt better when her friend was away. It seemed like the astromech could indeed fly the craft and they didn’t have to jump to hyperspace for Mara to know they’d be safe; an X-wing could outrun a light freighter anytime, and there were no sounds indicating that she was being followed; surely the pirates knew the same thing.

Skywalker was still cross-legged but his eyelids started to flutter now, and for some reason Mara got the impression that he was mapping the movement of the pirates. At least that was whe she’d do in his place. 

“So?” she demanded, when he opened his eyes. “What next, Commander? It looks like the pirates have started at the brigde and by now they have probably discovered that it’s deserted. Do we have a plan?” 

The Jedi rose in one smooth movement without even moving his legs first. “There are twelve of them. Four have stayed behind in the ship, the rest are at top level, starting to move down.”

“And our plan? Mara demanded unimpressed.

“I’ll go and talk to them.”

“Talk?”

“Talk. Then we see what happens.”

Mara sighed in exasperation. She should have known Skywalker would insist on being civilized, even when he was dealing with vermin. “You do understand you’ll be dealing with the worst sort of riff-raff imaginable?”

He shrugged. “They deserve a chance too.”

“Very noble of you. But this is not an open hangar and you won’t be able to move as efficiently as you did the other day. And they might be very good.”

“I know.”

Mara sighed again. “Ok, let’s go then.”

Skywalker frowned. “I meant, I’ll go. You’ll stay here.”

She snorted. “And what? Cross my fingers? Perhaps send a little prayer to some deity that could the Force be victorious, pretty please? No thanks! If we succeed, we have a better chance with me along. If we don’t, I’d rather die fighting than wait for them to find me here and end up sold as sex slave to some fat, fourth rate gangster boss in Outer Rim.”

He faltered at that. “You don’t know if they would…”

“Oh, they would all right,” she told him, unfazed. “And I’d bring in a Huttload of credits too.”

His gaze flickered down her appearance and obviously brought him to the same conclusion. Still, he made a last futile effort, “But you’re unarmed, and I only have my lightsaber…”

“Which is very stupid of you,” Mara riposted. “A lightsaber might be a Jedi’s weapon but a blaster has its advantages too. And there are models that should be concealable enough, even for a Jedi’s demands of discretion. This, for example.” She pulled her Czerka 411 hold-out blaster from her sleeve.

Luke’s mouth dropped. “Since when do you carry that around?”

Mara tilted her head. “Are you telling me techs aren’t allowed to carry guns?” 

“I’m telling you techs normally don’t carry guns.”

“Then I suppose the vibroblade I’ve hidden on me is pretty unconventional too.”

Luke couldn’t quite hold back a grin but he still tried to protest. “That gun won’t get you far in a fight –  it only has six shoots.”

Mara shrugged. “Like you said to Klivian, that will bring us half way. Just so long as you take care of your half.”

Despite his still apparent protectiveness and sense of duty Mara could tell she had already won several points in his eyes. “I know what you’re thinking now, Skywalker,” she told him. “You’re thinking, where the devil did she hide a gun and a knife under that tightly tailored coverall? Ok, here’s the deal; you accept my help – I spare you the embarrassing details and let you take initative if you want to know the answer to that question. All right?”

Luke sighed tiredly. “All right. But don’t tell me I didn’t warn you.”

*

They were halfway back to the upper level when Luke suddenly called out.

*Wait. Stop.*

Mara froze for a second then pivoted around. “What?”

His eyes narrowed as he studied her scrutinizingly. “I didn’t say anything.”

“Sure you did, you said…” The terror of what she had just let slip filled her completely for a moment – his voice had been in her head – and she had reacted to it without blinking, revealing how used she was to getting orders through the Force…!  Then Mara kicked her paralyzed brain into action again. No, no, it wasn’t that bad, Skywalker didn’t know, he didn’t know the reason why she hadn’t even blinked at his telepathic message. She could smooth it, surely…

“You spoke in my head!” she stated.

“I did. I used the Force,” he replied evenly, still studying her.

Mara pressed out a snort. “I can figure that much out, flyboy. Now. But I didn’t realize it when you did it. It was like... like you were just speaking close to me.”

He didn’t lose that examining look but he didn’t seem hostile either. “Right… But can you tell the difference if I do it again?”

“I… yes. I think so.”

*Like this?*

“Yes. That was in my head.” She did her best to appear mystified.

“Good. Next time I speak to you like that I want you to do exactly as I say – and immediately, unless I tell you otherwise. Can you promise me that?”

She nodded, eager to agree to anything as long as she could avoid suspicion. “Sure. And I can see it might come in handy.”

They continued along the passageway, all senses alert, well aware that they might run into the boarders any moment now. Mara forced her thudding heart to calm down. Whatever had been Skywalker’s reason for testing her, she had run into his cunning little trap headfirst. Despite that, it seemed like he hadn’t lost his confidence in her, or at least that he trusted her to hold his side against the pirates. That was something. Mara took a deep, soundless breath. Her mission was - and had been since the Millenium Falcon – first of all to gain Skywalker’s trust, and apparently she had succeeded in that, so far. If they could get out of this alive she would someway or another have cemented that she was worthy of that trust too. 

A thud sounded through the passageway and they both froze. Skywalker shut off his glowrod and after a second’s hesitation Mara did the same, just as she heard him open his mouth to tell her to do so.

“Do you think we could hide somewhere? Maybe let them pass us? If we could continue to the Command Deck and take out the rest in small groups we could steal their ship,” she murmured.

“Maybe,” he breathed back, “but then we’d risk losing this freighterful of containers – and after all that was what we made the entire trip for, right? Where’s your gun?”

“In my hand, of course.”

“Holster it. It will still be easy for you to get, won’t it?”

“Mh.” Mara wasn’t happy to meet the pirates with a holstered gun but she did as he told her. She had no doubt that the blasted Jedi still had some insane idea that he might be able to talk the filthy cretins down, and while the attempt was of course doomed to fail, she had no intention of letting him get anything but his will at the moment. He had just barely agreed to let her come with him, now she’d prove to him that he’d  done the right thing.

Another thud resounded and Luke reached out his hand to touch Mara’s shoulder lightly. Without a word, he guided her to a protruding bulkhead, leaving her covered partly by it and partly by his own body, pressed tightly to hers. Mara bit her tongue not to let out some obscene comment. It wasn’t the time for distractions; the Jedi had his attention solely on what was happening at the end of the passageway. Low voices sounded, footsteps, then the hiss of a hatch opening and suddenly a sharp light cut into the corridor. 

Mara blinked towards it, glad they had shut off their glowrods only moments ago. Skywalker didn’t seem to have similar problems. Probably he was using the Force. Pupil control, another fancy discipline in Jedi school, Mara suspected a bit wryly. Skywalker’s warm breath tickled her ear.

She turned her attention back to the rough voices and discerned the forms of a handful of humanoids. First was a Gotal – easily recognizable by his height and the twin conical horns on the top of his head. By his side was a slim humanoid wearing a broad brimmed hat, only his facial tattoos under the brim revealing him as a Zabrak. Behind them came what must be the six other sentients that Skywalker had claimed had moved into the ship, and – Mara stifled a curse – an IG-88 assassin droid. They had an opponent more than they’d counted for – and a deadly one at that. 

That was as far as she got in her reflection because Skywalker took a deep breath and stepped into the light, hands raised reassuringly. Nine muzzles focused on him immediately and two of the pirates fired. One of the shots was clearly a warning shot because it went well pass the Jedi, but the other would have pierced his chest unless he’d made a quick twist to avoid it. The bolt just grazed his flightsuit, leaving a smudged scorch.

“Don’t shoot,” Luke called and once again Mara marvelled at the calm he could present when needed. His only weakness really seemed to be those few soft personal spots she was already sporting on.

“Don’t move kid, or we’ll roast you where you stand,” came the harsh reply. “Are you the only survivor?”

Mara raised her voice before the Jedi could get any stupid ideas of protecting her. “No. We’re two.” She made sure her voice was well into the soprano range.

As she stepped into the light, hands raised before her, a rude laugh escaped the pirates. “Well, well, well… Look what we’ve got here!”

Luke frowned and Mara hurried to project all the calm and control she was able to ooze into the Force. She wanted the Jedi to be able to pull through his plan, whatever it was, and then help him when it failed, thus showing herself invaluable. That wouldn’t work if she appeared a porcelain doll who needed to be protected from scrapes. She batted her eyes energically, knowing Skywalker would recognize it as fake. “You’re not going to shoot us, are you?” she wondered, willing her voice to tremble ever so little.

The Zabrac smiled, a very unpleasant smile but probably intended to be reassuring. “Not at all, little lady. Not if you behave yourself and do as we say.”

Luke let out a little sigh. He knew Mara was putting on her little show entirely to put the pirates off guard. Unfortunately that didn’t exactly gain his own plan, which was to make them face realities and back off willingly. Quite the opposite. The more he and Mara appeared as a kid and a bimbo, the less chance there was they would actually be able to avoid bloodshed. On the other hand, the more he could sense from these guys, the more he realized that they probably wouldn’t negotiate anyway. Well, he owed them the chance, at least. 

“We’re two left,” he pointed out, “but it’s only a question of time. A comrade of ours set out for help hours ago and when he returns he’ll have the capacity to transport this ship and effortlessly blast yours to atoms if needed. I suggest you either leave us be and go about your own business or give us a hand to get this ship going again. If you do the latter I’m sure we can find a suitable compensation.”

A human male, a thickset swarthy guy, let out an amused laugh. “Listen to him, boys! We have a krething diplomat on our hands!.”

The rest of the sentients – seven males of varied species but all sturdy like himself or tall and wiry – grinned maliciously. 

“All wise and sound advice, I’m sure, kid,” the Zabrak taunted, “but not one we’re interested to follow. We’d much rather take what we can from this old wreck and then slip off to hyperspace. But thank you for that interesting little snippet of information you just gave us. I’m sure that Star Destroyer a quart parsec away will be interested in knowing that a bunch of Rebel ships will arrive here shortly.”

Luke gritted his teeth. “They won’t stay here long enough to get caught, so the information you’d sell would be worthless. And the Imperials tend to have long memories. In your place, I’d reconsider that strategy. As far as taking what you can, there isn’t much to get here unless you have a very large cargo capacity; the only thing this ship is carrying is dismantled containers. And as you’ve probably noticed by now, the ship itself is hardly worth stealing.”

The Zabrac grinned. “Ah, don’t worry, I already found me a nice little compensation prize.” He reached out his hand to lay it on Mara’s shoulder. “This little lady will bring in a nice sum when we reach Hutt Space. And of course there might be others, willing to pay even more. Red hair on a little dish like this is always in demand.”

Mara could sense the Jedi’s alarm and did her best to emanate calm. Still, no worry was audible in Skywalker’s voice when he replied. “If you knew her like I do you’d drop that plan too. No way you’ll get her to keep quiet while you try to trade.”

Mara shot him a glower but kept quiet. The others laughed, though. She had recognized the species of the rest of them now, despite the flickering lights of the glowrods. One was a Duros, one Trandoshan, two were Aqualish while the fifth, she suspected, was a Farghul.

“Listen to that!,” the burly man howled. “The diplomat’s handin’ out business advice! Don’t fret, squirt, we have methods of dealing with noisy ladies that you wouldn’t even like to think of.” He laid a hand on Mara’s arm and pulled her towards him. 

Luke glanced at Mara in alarm but could to his relief sense that she was a rock of confidence. He wondered briefly how she could keep that cool in a situation like this but quickly left the question, focusing on the realities instead.

*Wait,* he sent to Mara. *They expect resistance now. Let them relax. In a sec…*
The moment came only seconds later but not because Mara relaxed. One of the Aqualish stepped to her and reached out for her left lower arm – which was where she had her blaster strapped to her arm. As it was, she had only a nanosecond to act, and act she did. 

As the Aqualish reached out for her arm she grabbed his, propelling herself into him with full power. Seeing no particular weak point in his padded leather carapace and unable to move properly, surrounded by the pirates as she was, she went for the lowest weak point that most males had. The Aqualish doubled over with a muffled sound but Mara was already sidestepping, using the space he opened and grabbing the arm of the next man to send him down with a tug, a twist of her hip and an elbow neatly but effectively placed behind his chin. As she pivoted around she already had her blaster ready in hand. Simultaneously she recognized the snap-hiss of an igniting lightsaber. 

There were shouts and a clawed hand grabbed for her blasterarm, but Mara was quicker and shot the Farghul in the chest before he could get a grip good enough to prevent her targeting. From the corner of her eye she registered Luke’s lightsaber cut through two weapons aimed at her in a blur of green laser. The pirates recoiled and fell back with surprising speed. Mara blasted the droid and would have continued, had Luke not moved up quickly to cover her. She held back at that, suddenly discerning that effective killing probably went against all Skywalker’s magnanimous ideas of Jedihood.

Within seconds, there were several meters between them; Luke and Mara on one hand, the  remaining pirates on the other, the two Aqualish getting back to their feet. Mara stifled a curse. Good or not, she doubted that Skywalker could take out seven weapons firing at the same time. Not when he had her to protect as well.

“Drop your weapons,” the Zabrak growled. “We’re seven. You don’t stand a chance.”

“Oh, I think our chances are still better with weapons than without,” Mara snorted, pushing her doubts aside. “And my friend the Jedi here can send back every shot you fire up in your faces too. I’d say it’s you who better lose the hardware.”

“Jedi?” the Gotal murmured. “Did she say Jedi?”

“Yeah, he’s got a lightsaber all right,” the Human muttered, clearly worried, but the Zabrak laughed.

“You fracking women! I can’t believe you’re letting that little filly scare you! Well, none of you has ever faced Jedi before, but I have – and here I am, still. They aren’t invincible and if you know how to take them, they’re as easy as anyone else.” 

His hand moved quickly to a panel on his arm. Luke instantly backed, pushing Mara with him, fearing for some unknown devilry, but all that happened was that an energy shield appeared between them and the pirates with a swooshing sound. Mara squinted in the dark and noticed a heavy pack on the Zabrak’s back, surely the source of the shield.

The alien laughed. “Unexpected hindrance, Jedi? If you’re a Jedi, that is. To me, you look like a half-grown kid.” 

When neither Luke or Mara answered, both momentarily hesitant by this new direction of events, he turned to his comrades. “What are you waiting for, boys? Get them!”

*Back!!! *

The order exploded in Mara’s head. Seven weapons fired as one while she and Luke backpedalled wildly down the passageway, Luke’s lightsaber whipping furiously, too quickly for eye to follow. Half forgetting, half abandoning all caution, Mara instinctively melted into his mind, sensing his movements, opening her own mind to his awareness to allow him to protect her as well as possible. They retreated like one, hip to hip, foot to foot, Luke’s body covering Mara’s from the incoming shots and his saber covering his own. 

Withing seconds they were out of reach of the glowrods and the shots thinned out, Luke’s lightsaber now the only thing that gave their position away in the dark corridor. The pirates hadn’t moved but the Zabrak was shouting orders and Mara knew it wouldn’t be long. She pulled at Luke’s arm. “Shut it down!” she breathed, “– and run!”

She sensed his hesitation but he followed her suggestion. They retreated as quickly as they dared in the pitch-black darkness and Mara desperately held out her hand wondering when she’d run straight into a bulkhead. She could remember that the corridor made a sharp turn and…

“Here,” Luke whispered, tugging her arm. “The turn is now.” They rounded the corner and set up speed, Mara in the lead. She dared to run at maximum pace now, knowing they had a long corridor before they’d run into a crosscoming bulkhead. What they needed was to find a place where they could catch their breaths and make a new plan. They still had the advantage that Skywalker could sense the pirates, while their enemy wouldn’t be able to spot them. Unless they had sensors, of course. They had to have some back at their ship, if they returned to get them…? Then her danger sense went mad again and she glared around in alarm. There was nothing to spot in the thick darkness and all she could hear was Luke’s and her own running feet and their jerky breaths. “What –”

She didn’t get further. The floor gave way under her feet and she plunged down, too late remembering the hole that Luke had cut in the floor when they had hurried to get to Deena. 
