Quagmire - Chapter 31

Collaborators

As she slid, Mara desperately tried to get hold of something –  anything –  but all she could grasp was the edges of the gap which were as smooth as the floor. Just as she gave up on catching herself and started to brace for the drop, something grabbed her arm. The yank was hard; she yelped in pain, convinced that her shoulder had been wrenched out of its socket. Like a ragdoll she swung in air, only her wrists still above the gap, the black pit of the docking bay and the sharp durasteel edges of the containers lurking under her. It took her several seconds to understand first, that it was Luke’s hand that had prevented her fall and secondly, that his grip was completely firm and that there was no way he’d let her fall.

“It’s ok,” he told her, voice an urgent grunt. “You’re safe.”

“Your concept of ‘safe’ isn’t quite the same as mine, Skywalker,” Mara panted. Despite that, relief washed over her, and dangling though she was, she felt saved already. She experienced a strange gratitude that it was Skywalker of all people who had her back for this one, Skywalker with his Jedi powers, his invaluably cool, clear mind and right now, most important of all, his inexhaustible prosthetic hand. Then she became aware that if the pirates caught up with him she’d be in a hot place again despite all that, and she grabbed his hand with her left one too. “What are you waiting for?” she gasped. “Pull me up!”

The Jedi’s face and torso appeared in the hole as he lighted his glowrod. “Negative. We need to go down.”

Mara stared at him for a few unbelieving seconds, then remembered that she’d been lowered down this same way already once today. “Oh,” she muttered, reluctantly. “Fine. But move it before we’ve got company.”

“Oh, we have a minute at least, they’re still working on their plan of action,” Luke assured. He gave his arm a twist that set her swinging, slowly at first then more wildly. “I’m going to toss you onto a container and then ease your landing with the Force,” he explained. “Let go of my hand and let me guide you.”

Suppressing the nervous surge in her stomach best she could, Mara did as he said. Luke started to swing his arm, sweeping her in a broader and broader arc, then all at once he let go and Mara sailed through the air. The mix between safe reliance and complete insecurity was almost exhilarating and she gasped for air, heart hammering so hard it almost hurt to breathe. Then something, the Force no doubt, enveloped her in a steady hold again and the next instant her feet hit hard metal. 

Glancing upwards, she could see Luke already easing himself down their improvised hatch, glowrod between his teeth. He dropped through, hanging to the lip of the gap by his fingers, swung back and forth a few times to get up momentum, and seconds later he sailed through air too, landing a few containers away from her. Mara pulled out her own glowrod and switched it on. “You’re full of fantastic ideas. What now?” she wondered dryly.

“Sec…” he murmued, completely concentrated. From the metallic scraping coming from above, Mara realized that he was pulling the cutout piece of decking in place to conceal the hole they’d made. 

“Wicked,” she muttered. “And when one of those bulgy pirates steps on it he’ll be following us here, only with no Jedi to ease his fall. I didn’t know you had that in you, Skywalker.”

He didn’t answer. Probably he hadn’t quite heard her. But then, that hadn’t exactly been her intention either. A moment later, the glowrod came jumping towards her in short sprints and mighty leaps and then Luke was at her side again, frowning in consideration. “Are you ok?” he wondered. “How’s your arm?”

Mara grimaced and rubbed it shortly. “It works. Next question.”

He sighed. “Ok, you tough nut, forget that I asked. Let’s get down on the deck and see what things look like from there.”

No plan yet, then, Mara deduced, but she followed him without complaints, skirting from container to container, finally easing themselves down where Luke suggested, which was close to the airlock they had sent Artoo out through. There the fearless leader called a halt and stubbornly ran a glowrod and a critical eye down her arms and spine. 

Mara sighed. “Nothing broken,” she told him a bit impatiently. “Nothing dislocated either. Rather miraculously.” 

Luke only frowned and touched her arm. His fingers came back tipped in bright red. “What happened here?”

Mara glanced down in surprise and realized her right arm was covered in blood. “It must have been when that Farghul tried to grab my blaster. But it can’t be deep. Honestly, I hadn’t even noticed.”

He gave her a dry glance but nodded reluctantly. It wasn’t as though they had the time to tend to the wound anyway. “Do you remember how many entrances there are to this bay?” he asked instead.

“The turbolift,” Mara replied instantly. She always knew where every conventional entrance was for any location she found herself, and planned a few unconventional ones to boot, though admittedly dropping six meters from the ceiling hadn’t been one of them. “Which isn’t working now. And there’s at least one emergency stair in the aft end. Probably there’s one towards the stem too. Why? Are you thinking of blocking the passages somehow?”

Luke nodded slowly, his face showing he was locating the pirates with the Force again. Mara frowned. “We’d better hurry then, they’ll be here any minute. How do we do it?”

“I thought of using the containers,” Luke explained. “But we’re not in a hurry. After all, there’s little point in locking them out.”

She stared at him, trying to make sense of him. “Then what? You want to lock them in?”

He smiled congenially. “Exactly.”

Finally it dawned to Mara and a wicked smile spread on her face. “Ah! And in order to get us out you’re going to use…”

She was interrupted by a noise from above. The loose plate that Luke had shifted back in place came clattering down together with one of the pirates. His terrified scream cut off as he hit a durasteel container and seconds later came the dull thud of a limp body hitting the floor. Evidently a straight-line fall ended right on a container corner.

Mara subconsciously flinched at the sounds and she could see Luke do the same. There came voices from the upper deck and they both hurried to turn out their glowrods. As they waited in the dark Luke leaned in, his mouth almost tickling Mara’s ear. “I guess I’d better remember to bevel my holes from now on,” he murmured.

Mara suppressed a sudden, inept urge to giggle. “And to put the cut-out parts back where you took them,” she breathed back.

He snorted. Then they both ducked under cover as a blaster appeared in the gap and poured laser randomly out over the Docking Bay. None of the shots hit even near, but it was plain that the loss of another comrade hadn’t gone over well with the remaining pirates. Then the blaster disappeared and a hard thud of running boots overhead told Mara and Luke that they could expect company any moment.

Luke straightened. “We better secure the entrance to the turbolift in case they crawl down the shaft.” 

Mara nodded and they sprinted along the bulkhead, running single file in the access alley between the wall and the containers. Unfortunately, the lift was on the other end of the bay and when they arrived Luke was clearly tense. “They’re almost here already,” he muttered. “And we’re near the stair where they’ll be coming from.”

“This won’t take any time,” Mara assured. She lifted her blaster and setting it on weakest power she practically melted the control panel of the turbolift away. 

Luke, who had switched his glowrod out with his lightsaber by now, lifted it to inspect the destruction. “Perfect. No way anyone can open that!”

Mara was inspecting her blaster. “I’m not only good in fixing stuff, I’m even better smashing it. Bet you didn’t know that about me.”

He let out a small laugh. “I didn’t, but I should have suspected. Something wrong with your blaster?”

“It only has six shots and I’ve used three already. I have an extra power pack in my belt though. Do you think I should change it now or save it?”

“Save it. They still have their shield. Those extra six won’t help you before we meet the rest of the crew.”

Mara frowned, then reached down for the extra pack and reloaded anyway.

Luke tilted his head. “Why do you ask for advice when you’re so set on following your own mind?”

“You weren’t convincing enough,” Mara retorted. “Shouldn’t we be moving? I seem to recall somebody worrying that they’d be here any sec – ”

Just as she spoke, she heard a muffled sound and caught her breath. Luke was already looking in the direction of the sound, clearly having no problems knowing exactly where their opponents were. He slowly lifted his saber in defense position, still without igniting it, and Mara hurried to click off her glowrod, hoping it wasn’t too late to disappear in the darkness…

Hell broke loose again. 

Luke’s lightsaber flared to life and Mara ducked for cover behind his back, cursing her own impotence. Still, with only six shots to go and a portable shield between her and her targets she might as well keep her head down. The shield, however, brought in a drawback for the enemy too, as it forced the pirates to attack from one direction only. Not that anything else would have been possible in the narrow corridor anyway. Mind running high-voltage about how to turn this to an advantage, Mara squinted against the irregular bursts of light from the pouring lasers, trying to discern which of the pirates were left. 

Suddenly something grabbed her and hauled her off her feet, hurtling upward through midair. She screamed and fought with arms and legs but whatever it was pulled her straight up notwithstanding. Not before her feet contacted solidly with durasteel did she realize it was Skywalker who had yanked her to safety up on the container using the Force. For a few seconds Mara fumed, then noticed the advantages of her new position. Even though the pirates might have seen her been hauled up, they wouldn’t be able to shoot her as soon as she was away from the angle – and the fact that they had’t tried yet, suggested that they hadn’t seen her in the near pitch-black darkness. Which meant that she might be able to get behind them – and that shield was only hemispherical... 

Quick as the thought, Mara raced a few meters away from the fight, until she was absolutely sure she was out of view angle. Hunching down, she lit her glowrod on minumum and started running the length of the container, half bent and light at her feet. She trotted down two containers which was, judging from the origin of the flashing red lasers to her left, far enough to get her behind the attackers. Then she shut down the glowrod and started moving quickly towards the other edge of the container. 

*Mara!? What are you doing?* came Luke’s worried thought in her head but Mara had no exact response. She tried to picture her movement in her head and hoped the Jedi followed the plan, realizing that she might get hit by one of the bolts he deflected if he didn’t. Dropping to her belly, she leaned out over the edge of the container. Six silhouettes flickered against the intermittent laser light, their leader the Zabrak, unfortunately standing in front, almost covered by his pals. But so what, she had six fresh shots, enough for them all… Mara levered herself on a knee and lifted her gun, taking careful aim…

And the lights went on.

Everyone in the room started and yelped at the sudden assault on their pupils. For a few seconds the fight froze. Luke used the Force to force his uncollaborating eyes to see again and the first thing he saw was Mara, kneeling on a container a short distance away just behind the enemy. Startled, he pulled his eyes away – but too late. The Gotal had already followed his gaze. Wasting no time on shouting the pirate swung his gun up and fired.

The blast passed Mara close enough to burn her hair. Still squinting she changed her target and let the Force guide her arm. She pulled the trigger and the Gotal dropped. Now all the pirates aimed at her though, and Mara dropped onto the durasteel, rolling away from the fire, cursing wildly. Her great opportunity was wasted and there were still five pirates left!

A dull thump made her look up. Luke had made a leap up on the containers and now came running towards her. *Move! Get back to the hole!*  he ordered through the Force and Mara gritted her teeth and rolled a few meters more, then got to her feet and started to run towards the hole they’d cut in the ceiling.

“What about the stairs?” she hissed. “You have to block them now, before they even start to thinking about getting out!”

He only nodded and stopped dead, closing his eyes again. Mara watched in fascination as his face frowned to a curl, fingers streched out and hands likewise, tensing against an unseen pressure. Then she heard rumbling and scraping sounds, from the stern first and a few moments later from the bow. Then Luke opened his eyes and blinked. Mara stared at him. “Was that it?”

He nodded. “It wasn’t that hard. I only had to move two container blocks a few meters each. They were both very close to the stair hatches.”

“Not that hard?” Mara squeaked. “Those container blocks weigh tons apiece!”

He shook his head, impatiently. “Size matters not. It was actually much harder to visualize how I had to move them than to do it. But it’s time to leave, I think. Ready?”

Luckily Mara was prepared for mostly anything by now, because Luke didn’t wait for her confirmation. The strange grip enveloped her again, not for the quick haul she had expected but more softly and thoroughly for a steady lift several meters.

For a second Mara wondered whether the pirates would try to fire towards her as she floated through air, then she caught sight of something much more alarming. 

One of the pirates must have had a grappling wire because the Trandoshan was already standing on a container, a comrade on his way up beside him. The big reptilian didn’t waste energy on Mara but aimed straight on Luke who was standing oblivious, eyes closed and hand stretched out as he guided her through air.

Mara lifted her gun and aimed in one movement. The blast reverberated through the bay, rattling durasteel, and the Trandoshan dropped. She didn’t stop there but started pouring laser at the next alien who was just rising to stand where he’d been. The pirate threw himself headlong beside his fallen comrade and started to answer her fire but by then Mara was already reaching the hole and a second later she was standing both feet on upper deck again. She immediately threw herself on her stomach, realizing that only her suppressive fire would keep Luke out of their crosshairs. Hardly had she dropped, however, before the Jedi emerged through the hole to land safely at her side.

He gave her a surprised look. “Taking a nap?”

“I… unh…” Mara stiffled an annoyed curse. She felt suddenly very stupid in her belief that Skywalker would need any help. Everything in the past hours had happened very quickly and their positions changed so fast and so many times that she for a moment didn’t know whether she was supposed to have the upper hand or the opposite; was actually making a fool out of herself. She got to her feet, quickly and uncomfortably close to the Jedi. “Just checking.”

“You thought I needed help?” 

He looked at her with those kind, blue eyes and Mara found herself retreating mentally. “No, well, yeah. Just in case you did.”

“Actually, I think you just saved my life down there. Thanks.”

And so she had, she reminded herself. If she hadn’t killed the Trandoshan, Skywalker would have been dead meat by now. 

“No need,” she muttered. “If I’d let him have you, you had probably dropped me.”

He arched his eyebrows at that. “Probably,” he agreed tentatively, clearly not sure about to what extent she was joking.

Mara moved a few paces away, eyes still awkwardly on the gap in the floor. “Nice leap by the way,” she conversed. “How high can you jump?”

“I have no idea, I’ve never measured. But I figured I could manage this at least.”

She gave him an almost accusing glance. “Figured!? So your great escape plan was based on a premise you had no idea whether would work or not? You might just as well have jumped short and had to stay down there!”

He shrugged. “Yeah, well, but it worked. And I knew I could get you out.”

“It was still a lamentable plan, Skywalker,” Mara growled. “As pitiful as that stupid game you were playing in the rancor pit.”

“At some occasion you should sit down with Leia and discuss me and bad escape plans,” Luke replied dryly. “That should keep you entertained for a couple weeks. Now, if you’re done gibing at me, I suggest we hurry to the Bridge. There are still four pirates left on free foot.”

Mara grumbled but followed him effortlessly as he broke into a short jog through the corridor. At least they had lights this time.

“Don’t you think some of them must have gone to the Power Core?” she wondered as they run. “How could the light have turned on otherwise?”

“I’d bet on repair droids,” he replied. “The others are still up top, I’m sure of that. But whether they’re on the bridge or still in their own ship I can’t tell, not yet.”

Mara chewed on that for a while, finding the explanation acceptable. Then another thought struck her. “You haven’t tried any mindtricks at any point when we’ve been dealing with those guys? Why not? Send them all off on their merry little brainwashed way.”

“They were too many and all set on the same thing. None of them was weakminded either, so I figured there wasn’t much point in trying.”

“There wasn’t much point in trying to talk to them, either,” Mara pointed out. “You can’t go one giving everybody all those chances – or you’ll lose your own.”

He actually slowed at that and turned to face her, that grave earnesty in his expression that she knew so well by now. “But Mara, if I as Jedi don’t show decency, then who does?”

Mara glared at him, then, having no immediately suitable answer, rolled her eyes and picked up speed again. “Right,” she muttered. “I start to understand why the Jedi weren’t allowed to attach – it left too many widows and orphans.”

He didn’t reply and after a moment she had to continue, not finished with her ranting yet. “You know, Skywalker, you give the impression of being so accomodating but when the poodoo hits the turbofan you will have nothing but your own way. That’s pretty devious.”

“Oh, I listen all right,” he retorted lightly. His presence in the Force flashed sudden mischief. “You just weren’t convincing enough.” 

That closed her mouth long enough for them to reach to the last hatch before the bridge and Mara had to concentrate on practical matters, changing the now empty powerpack of her blaster back to the one with three shots loft. “You should have snatched me a bigger gun from one of those pirates,” she muttered. “I’m nearly out with this one.”

Skywalker didn’t reply so she looked up.The Jedi stood rigid, eyes wandring the bulkhead before him but obviously concentrating on what was going on behind it.

“Are they behind it?” Mara whispered, gun up and ready again.

“No…” His low answer died away as a loud sound gave away that something was happening outside the hull. Mara’s eyes widened.

“They’re…”

“Leaving, yes, “Luke muttered. “But I don’t get it. Their friends are still on this ship ad I get no impression from their minds that they are fleeing. More like anger and annoyance…”

“Kark! They’ve still got comlinks down in the bay, don’t they? And if the others aren’t leaving it must mean that they…” Mara gasped as the truth dawned to her. “The hatch! They’re going to use the bottom hatch, just like we did to get you in and Artoo out!”

“Blast!” For a few seconds Luke lost his temper and hammered his hand into his fist. “I forgot it completely! I could just as well have sealed that one off as well!” He turned to glare at her angrily. “Now you can chew me out for bad escape plans!”

“I can think of more useful things, actually,” Mara replied, palming open the hatch to the Bridge. “As soon as they’ve picked up their pals they’ll come back on us with all they’ve got. They’re angry, and now they know there’s nothing but empty containers in this hulk so greed won’t hold them back. And our shields are still down…”

Luke hurried to the controls. “Perhaps not. After all we repaired on this bucket for several hours – amnd there’s been droids on the job too, we might be able to…” 

Mara shook he head. “Always the optimist, Skywalker.” She slid into the pilot’s chair and started to feather the controls, grimacing at the unwelcome sense of déjà-vu.

“Will you stop groaning about my attitudes? I’m still alive, in case you haven’t noticed. And since I’m the trained pilot, that’s my chair.” Luke gave her a push to move to the co-pilot’s chair.

“Fine, fly-boy, but even you can’t fly a ship without power,” Mara snapped back, moving only reluctantly and not before Luke actually started moving his torso forcibly into the chair.

“Oh, we have power. At least a bit of it,” he replied, not managing to sound very convincing. His hand flew over the controls and to Mara’s astonishment, a few of them actually flickered to life.

“See?” Luke breathed, not admitting out loud that he was as surprised as she was. “Could you put the light out again?”

Mara obeyed immediately but didn’t miss the change of wrying. “Why? Sudden hankering for a romantic moment by starlight?”

“Sure,” he deadpanned. “The fact that we need to save all the precious energy we can, doesn’t count a bit. Neither does that fact that darkness may slow down those guys who’re trying to get out of the airlock and thus buy us more time. All I can think of right now is those things you and I can do, all alone here in the darkness.”

“I knew you were as pervy as the other bastards, Jedi-boy,” Mara muttered, eyes on the instrument panel. “Yes!” The last came when the sublight motors unexpectedly kicked on with a cough, shaking the entire ship with it. 

“Told you, didn’t I? Can you get some power to the shields too?” 

“Not yet. Try to see if you can fly away from their freighter before it gets a chance to attach to the hatch.”

“Point.” 

Luke’s hands danced over the control board and Mara gasped when the ship reacted to his touch, swinging out and starting to move. “Yes! Go on!” she urged, eyes shining. If they could get this old bulk going while they still had the rest of the pirates in storage, maybe their comrades would be reluctant to fire.

“You like that, huh?” Luke murmured, face closed in concentration. “And you call me pervy?”

The ship shook and rocked but slowly, slowly, the roar of the engines increased. Luke and Mara both worked frenetically as an ever increasing amount of the controls flared to life again. Mara got to her feet. “I’ll check the hyperdrive station. If we can…”

“Wait!” There was an alarm in Luke’s voice that made her halt, already halfway out of the cockpit.

“What?” Mara followed his gaze and could see the pirate’s light freighter in the window, making a loop – and turn back on them.

“They’re angry now,” Luke muttered, “Shields, shields... We need full power on stem shields, they’re coming straight on us…”

Mara was on her way back to the co-pilots seat when the light freighter opened fire – straight at the bridge. The ship jerked under the hits, knocking her off her feet and onto her back as something barrelled into her, causing her to catch her breath. 

It took her several seconds to realize it was Luke who had thrown himself on her and was now pressing her to the floor with all his might, explosions and electrical fires blazing around them, second time now today. She didn’t scream this time, only cowered on the floor, hiding her face against Luke’s throat, making herself as small as she could in the reliance that he was covering them both with some sort of Force shield but having no idea how much he could handle and for how long. And also knowing well that no Force powers could save them if the Bridge blew up completely. 

But the attack blew over and Luke eased his hard grip on her. Mara too, dared to look up. Luke glanced back at her. “You ok?”

“Terrific! Never better! Now if we just can keep this ship from blowing up under us…”

“Ok, ok…” He got to his feet and gave her a hand up. Mara bounced up, ignoring the hand, and slightly annoyed that her agitation that prevented her from using this situation to her advantage. After all, she’d just had the Jedi as close as she could have wanted him, she should have kept her mission in mind and made some kind of a move, but she had been too excited…

Only, she couldn’t help wondering, what had she been most excited about? The flying sparks and the risk of an explosion, or the sensation of Skywalker’s hard body and firm grip around her, the scent of him under her breath and the sensation of the soft skin of his throat against her face? And what moment was this to think those kinds of thoughts at all?

“I think there went our chance of piloting this ship,” Luke observed flatly.

Mara started again, annoyed with herself for her lack of focus again. Turning her attention to the control board, she saw exactly what Skywalker meant – the panel was dark again. 

Luke run his hand through his hair. “Any good ideas?”

A movement outside the transparisteel window caught Mara’s eye. “Not really. But there go our stowaway pirates in an escape pod – another thing we didn’t think about.”

Luke turned to follow the small metal container outside where the enemy freighter was already prepearing to haul in the pod. “You think that if we follow their example, they’d be so keen on getting you as goods that they’d try to haul us in too?”

Mara pursed her lips. “I doubt so. I think we managed to prove we’re pretty tough to handle.”

He nodded silently and Mara felt a strange resignation overtake her. Was this it? Were they going to die? Here? Now? She turned to look at the Jedi and realized she didn’t think of him as an enemy anymore, hadn’t for a long time. On the contrary, she couldn’t have wished for a better comrade to die with. 

Luke turned and saw Mara look at him intently, knowing instinctivly what she was thinking about. “We’re not dead yet,” he obejcted. 

“No, but I think we’re about to be,” she replied quietly. Luke suddenly found himself bereft of words, not because of fear but rather the one, overwhelming thing he unexpectedly felt he needed to do, had to, if this indeed was his last few seconds left alive. Her eyes were so soulful, her lips so soft and all of her so utterly lovely. He had spent so much time denying that as well as her advantages, all the time reminding himself of how little he knew her, how confusing she was and how bad an idea it would be – now all of that seemed futile and spent. Leia, his father, his friends and commitments, they all were out of his power, Mara only was still alive and lovely and just inside his reach. He turned towards her and the moment dragged out, stretching like rubber as he closed in to her. Her eyes unfocused too, her head tilting slowly as if pulled by an unseen force…

And then both their eyes were caught by flying blasts on the outside again. As they both pivoted towards the windows they realized that the blasts weren’t directed against them but against the freighter on the outside. Luke let out a yell and ran to the viewport, and as Mara followed she saw a ship emerge from the darkess behind them, then another, and another…

The pirate freighter, finished with picking up the escape pod, turned on spot and fled. “They did it, Mara!” Luke yelled, giving his relief and joy free vent. “They did it!! He turned and pulled her in for a vehement hug. 

Mara gasped, the situation having turned completely again in a nanosecond but a laugh rose in her throat and before she could control herself she hugged him back, laughter shaking her uncontrollably. “Well, I’ll be damned…!” she sputtered.

Luke’s com crackled and he pulled it out, a grin cracking his face from ear to ear. “Wedge dammit! Where have you been dawdling? You should have been here ages ago!”

“Quit complaining, sorehead, and start showing some gratitude instead. We just saved your pathetic excuse of an ass,” came the reply. Behind the fighter in the viewpoint, a Corvette just pulled out of hyperspace.

“You got a problem with my ass, Antilles?” Mara shouted at the com, then dissolved into convulsions of laughter no doubt loud enough to be heard.

“Is that Mara Jade I hear? I’m delighted that her shapely behind was rescued. If fact, that might have saved my day.”

“Consider it saved,” Luke allowed. “But tell the corvette to hurry. I think those pirates went straight to the Imps who pulled us out in the first place. We’d better leave as quick as we can.”

“Copy that,” Wedge acknowledged. 

Mara had gained control of herself again and so had Skywalker. The magic moment between them was gone with the danger and to be honest, she both regretted it and was relieved at the same time. Now that they obviously weren’t going to die imminently, she wasn’t quite sure how she would have reacted in case things had developed.

She took a deep breath, a question pressing itself on her. “By the way, Skywalker, I forgot to ask… how did you find us in the first place – after we made that failed microjump, I mean? We didn’t exactly arrive where we should.”

He stared out of the window. “I knew when you jumped – and then I sensed your shock. When I realized that you hadn’t made it to the agreed co-ordinates I only had to reconstruct how long you’d been in lightspeed before you dropped out to have your approximate position. Besides, to tell the truth, you never were further away than that I could sense you all the time.”

Mara chewed on this for a moment. “Well,” she thought aloud. “Animals smell fear so I suppose that to a Jedi, Deena’s terror must have been easy to pick up.”

He didn’t turn but spoke to the transparisteel window before them. “Actually Mara, it was you I sensed all the time.”

*

A few hours later, a shuttle from the corvette towing Borrowed Beauty and the X-wings came together in Home One’s main hangar. Wedge Antilles rushed towards them and before Mara could prevent him he had pulled her in for a giant hug and a loud kiss on the mouth.

She pulled back and tried to glower but wherever she was looking, all she could see was broad smiles. The joy and the warmth emanating from these people showed with all clarity the caring they felt for each other, a comradeship she involuntarily had become a part of. Mara retreated a little to lean towards a bulkhead, feeling a similar smile nestle onto her face as well. At least she was alive and well – and in the final analysis, they had managed pretty swell, her and Skywalker. Surely she could allow herself to rejoice over that? 

Luke turned his head and saw her smile. A strange feeling of warmth spread in him. He had hardly ever seen her smile and never so easily. She had the most wonderful smile he’d ever seen.  

“Commander?” A panting Mon Calamari OD appeared before him pulling him back to realities. “I was sent to tell you that the briefing with High Command started five minutes ago.”

Luke sighed. From the rancor den into the sarlacc pit all over again. “Right. I’m coming.”

