Quagmire – Chapter 32

Late visit

Mara was in the Chaos when the news was broadcasted over Home One: the Empire was building a new Death Star, they were to attack it now before it became functional – and the Emperor himself was currently aboard to inspect it while the Imperial fleet was currently scattered around the galaxy. If dropped, a sheet of flimsi would have been heard in the mess as long as the broadcast lasted –  exactly three seconds after, you could have brought in the Max Reebo Twelve and asked Joh Yowza to sing and no one had noticed, such was the uproar.

“Oh gods,” Deena moaned. “Not again! Not so soon! I need a drink!”

“You’d better take it now and then stop,” Tycho pointed out. “I bet my last Alderaan Ruge that we’re going to Battle Readiness inside an hour.”

“But since we’re the ones attacking, it means at least twelve hours to General Quarters,” Wes replied cheerfully. “That means three hours to drink, eight to sleep and one to get in shape before the call comes. Plenty of time.”

Hobbie emptied his mug and sat in down on the table with a loud thump. “This will still be my last. Wouldn’t miss a beat of this battle.” 

“Your second chance to fly against the Death Star, Hobbs,” Thorben grinned. “I understand what you mean. Wouldn’t miss it either, and I wasn’t even wallowing in the medbay on Yavin last time.”

“Mh. And Wedge would never let me hear the end of it if I missed this.” Hobbie shrugged lightly but his there was a grim angle to his smile and a strange glow in his eyes. “Just think about it,” he murmured. “Palps is on that thing!” 

Tycho nodded solemnly. “If we can bring this through, this will be the start to the end of the Empire.” He rose and nodded to the others, tailing Hobbie out.

Deena got hurriedly to her feet too, but a lot more pale than the others. “Ok, I really need that drink!” She wove through the crowd towards the bar.

Mara was still sitting on her chair, stunned and speechless. The news were too dramatic, too horrendous for her to actually cope with immediately. A new Death Star! Why hadn’t her Master told her? Why? And why build another monstrous, murderous mastodon? Like had one not been enough? Like had it not showed what devastation a thing like that could do in the wrong hands! Showed how vulnerable such inflated power was?  

And what in the name of the merciful stars was she doing here? She, the Emperor’s Hand, on a ship about to attack the Emperor personally - about to participate in that! There was no way she could maintain her low profile, not anymore. She had to warn her Master! She had to sabotage the Rebel fighters! She was a trusted technician now, she could do that. She could damage the B- wings and maybe the X-wings too, and no one would know who’d done it before it was too late.

Shakily, she got to her feet and started to walk away but a hand on her arm stopped her. “Hey, Mara?” Thorben frowned. “Are you alright?”

A glance at his concerned face told her she might as well admit her state of mind. “Not quite,” she told him, managing a smile. “Just like Deena said, this is a bit sudden – and I’ve hardly recovered from today yet. I think the best I can do is to get some sleep. Tomorrow I’ll be fit for fight again.”

“Right.” Thorben let go of her arm with a supportive squeeze. “And since that better be literally, I hope you sleep really well.”

Mara had to hold herself back not to run from the Chaos. She had to contact her Master! She elbowed herself through the streaming mass of people – everyone seemed to be out of their quarters, eager to discuss the news. Heart in her throat, she managed to find a public ‘fresher and locked herself into the last stall on the row. Hardly had the door closed shut behind her before she kneeled and reached out with her mind. “Master!”
It took a while before he answered and when he did, she could tell from the sting of his annoyance that her timing couldn’t have been more inconvenient. Well, that couldn’t helped. “I hear you, child. What news? I trust you have obtained the location of the Jedi Yoda?”
Mara could have slapped herself. Darn! She had almost forgotten about that. And now it could seem it was too late. “Not yet, Master. But I have important news. The Rebels know about the new Death Star – and they’re going to attack! They also know-”
“That I’m inspecting it. Yes. I know.” The Emperor’s voice in her mind was chilly. “I went to considerable lengths to ensure that they obtained that information.” 

It felt like her heart actually stopped for a second. “Master?”
“The Rebel attack is no concern of yours, my Hand. Have you seduced Skywalker yet?” 

“Not yet, Master, but…”

The disapproval from the Emperor was all too palpable. “I suspected as much. But enough of that. You will contact me tomorrow when the Rebel fleet approaches.”  

Despite clearly having caught her Master on the wrong foot, Mara wasn’t yielding yet. “Master, shouldn’t I sabotage the Rebel fighters? I can do it easily.”
“You have unfulfilled tasks already, my Hand,” came the reply. “If you want to please me, finish one of them first.”
With that, he broke the contact and Mara was alone. She stared at the fresher wall, trying to reclaim herself. He knew. Her Master already knew. He had even planted the information. That meant that he was out of danger. Unfortunately, it also meant that the Rebels – and by extension herself – were going into a trap. Mara closed her eyes, trying to shut out the nausea. She didn’t care about herself, danger was nothing – but all these people who she’d learned to respect and grudgingly care about were another matter entirely. 

She stayed in the fresher for a long time, and when she finally rose, her mind was grimly set. It was about time she learned her lesson. She’d befriended Rebels – and now she’d pay the price. She had no one to thank but herself. The Rebels were doomed and there was nothing she could do to change that, not without committing treason. Now she would get some sleep and tomorrow she’d make a final attempt to gain the information about Master Yoda. Maybe, just maybe, Skywalker had visited his master on his last rogue trip – and in that case, the coordinates would be in the log of the Millennium Falcon. But there was no point trying to break into the ship now – the main hangar was beyond any doubt crowded with people at the moment. She would try early tomorrow. With determined steps, much more determined than she felt, she set course towards her cabin.  

* * *

In the flurry following the breakup of the briefing, Luke managed to slip close to Han, placed a hand on the Corellian’s shoulder. “Congratulations – general,” he murmured lightly.

Solo almost started a little, then waved in dismissal. “Ah – that.” He shrugged. “It’s nothing. I just had to make sure they put someone sensible on that job.”

“Sure,” Luke agreed smugly. “And Leia looks happy too.”

“Ah, well…” Han glanced to the Princess, talking to Ackbar and Madine and shining bright enough to light up a black hole, and his features softened a bit. “Yeah, she does.” 

She did indeed. And inwardly, Han had to make an effort not to show his elation.  To think it was him, him who called out that smile. A grin curled up the corners of his mouth too. Leia turned to smile at him and Han broke into an all-out lopsided smile, then realized that she wasn’t beaming at him at all right now, but at Luke. And Luke smiled back of course. Again, Han started, noticing the deepfelt warmth in the kid’s eyes - the unconcealed love. 

Love… 

Chewie had said something the other day, in that special, annoying way he sometimes had when he wanted to point something out but didn’t feel Han was ready to hear it yet. Something about Luke and Leia… Something about them being so very similar… 

And that was true, of course. They were similar; both noble and self sacrificing, both idealists, both such kriffin’ good persons… Not scoundrels like some else. Darn… Han stifled an annoyed moan. He knew how much Luke cared for Leia - and so he’d been pleased when kid had found Shira to distract him. And when that little fling went flying into the Gundark nest, Han had started to hope that Luke would shift his interest over to Miss Technician First Class Jade – now that was a pair. A dancer and a Jedi. Almost as good as a scoundrel and a princess… 

But what if he was wrong? What if it wasn’t opposites that worked out best? Han shifted on one foot uneasily. 

Besides, Luke wasn’t one to run from flower to flower pulling off petals. Han watched as Leia made her way to them, still glowing, and offering Luke the first hug. She pulled back slightly to look at him in puzzlement. “What is it?”

Luke shook his head almost reluctantly. “Ask me again some other time.”

 Leia shrugged and slipped into Han’s armpit, rising on tiptoes to give him a kiss on the cheek. “Hello - General.” She winked approvingly. Beside them, Chewie let out an amused gurgle. 

Han’s spirits floated up again. Ok, maybe there was no alarm after all – and besides, there was no point getting jittery.

Out from the corner of his eyes he noticed someone approach and turning, he saw Lando stop a few steps away, hesitant to join the party. “Hey, pal, “Han jibed, boosting himself up again. “You thought I’d let you beat me? You’re not the only one who can get promotions here.”  

Lando flashed a grin that didn’t quite hide that he was slightly nervous. “I should have figured that one out. I admit that.” He glanced at Leia and Chewie, still tentative.

Leia smiled and offered her hand. “Congratulations Lando! And I must admit that I wasn’t as surprised about your promotion as this scoundrel’s.” She nodded at Han. “After all, you were showing some respectable traits already when we met at Bespin.”

Lando kissed her hand.”You’re too kind, Leia. Thank you!” He smiled grimly. “Of course, they weren’t the only traits I had on display at the time. In my defense, Vader tends to bring out the worst in people...”

“Well, this might be your chance to pay back,” Leia replied. “Vader was on the Death Star only days ago, overseeing the final stages of the construction. It’s possible he’s there still and we might get two mynochs in one shot.” Her mouth hardened. “And you’re not the only one who has a score to settle.” 

Han was just about to agree when he suddenly caught a glimpse of kid’s face. Shavit! Luke had told him that Vader might be his father, but they hadn’t had time to get back to that discussion after kid’s return. What had thatYoda guy told him? To decide form the look of his face right now, the sudden strain and flash of pain in his eyes, Han could have bet Jabba’s entire stock of spice that his worst fears had been confirmed. Frink! No matter what, the kid didn’t deserve this. Didn’t dserve that the worst homicidal maniac in the galaxy was his old man. Didn’t deserve that when he finally found out his father was alive, then everyone he cared for would hate the man with a vengeance. Han’s heart reached out for his friend and he was relieved when Leia crooked her free arm aroud Luke’s. “Come on boys. Let’s go to the mess and get something to eat. Just like in old times.” She glanced smiling to Lando and added, “Only better. C’mon.”

Luke hesitated. “There’s something I need to do…” 

Kid was hiding his previous reaction pretty well, but Han could tell he was still put out. “Leia’s right,” he growled. “Let’s get something to eat. After that, I imagine we all have stuff to do. But for a while, let’s just krink that Death Star. Right? Krink the Death Star, krink Palpy, krink Vader – krink the whole kriffin’ Empire. Food first. Hell, even bad guys need to eat.”

That finally cracked a smile form Luke “Right,” he amended. “But unlike them, we’ve got good company. Okay, I’m game.”  

* * * 

Mara was preparing for the night when the door com chimed. Deena was still away and Mara suspected she might have to get up sometime during the night hours to cart her friend back to bed. That, of course, was only one more reason to get an early sleep. “Come in,” she growled grudgingly and deactivated the door lock.

To her surprise it was Skywalker. He swept a quick glance over her appearance; her coverall was open to the waist but the tanktop underneath secured some decency.

“Can I come in?” he asked quietly.

Mara rose her eyebrows in surprise. “Sure. But Deena’s out.”

“Yeah, I know.” He shrugged. “It was you I came to talk with anyway, so…”

“That right?” Mara’s heart made a leap as she retired, sitting down on her bunk and gesturing for Skywalker to take a chair. She could think of several reasons why Skywalker wanted to see her alone and none of them made her particularly relaxed. 

He had managed to reveal her as Force-sensitive aboard that freighter, and he had done it in such a sneaky way it indicated he’d been suspecting it for some time now. Mara couldn’t figure out whether that was good for her – or bad. Either way he was bound to confront her with it at some point. Was that now? 

Seating himself, Skywalker glanced to her arm. “How’s your arm?”

Mara touched the light bandage. “Oh, fine. It was just a scratch. Just enough to make it bleed.”

He gave her a faint smile. “Oh, right. Good.”

Or was his motive entirely different? “Jade, let me make this clear. 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!” She hadn’t exactly managed to move herself into a better position on the freighter and the defeat of his sharp rejection still burned. Still, hadn’t he been close to kissing her when he’d thought all hope gone?

On the other hand, as soon as help arrived, he hadn’t made even the shadow of a move to finish what he’d almost started. No, her Master had ordered her to seduce the man, but all objective indications were that she’d see Hutts cutting an Alderaanian waltz before she saw Luke Skywalker in her bed. Well, the Death Star wasn’t built in a day. 

“I was just about to go to bed,” she informed him, when the Jedi failed to say anything further. “I don’t know about you but I’m worn out after today. And I suppose tomorrow won’t be better.” She eyed him meaningfully. 

He nodded quietly. “Tomorrow’s a decisive day. To the Alliance, to the Empire – to the Galaxy.” He fell silent, eyes to the floor, mind clearly troubled and on the day ahead.

Which meant that the reason for his visit couldn’t be quite as compromising as she might have feared. Not as promising as some other images of it either. “Well,” Mara shrugged. “Flying against a new Death Star must be pretty scary for most. But I guess that for you it’s just going against another of the Empire’s uninventive gadgets.”

He glanced up at that, a short grin escaping him. “I think that if I dismissed the Empire’s ‘gadgets’ that easily, I wouldn’t be alive today. I don’t think I can remember one victory that was won cheap.” He fell silent again.

Mara gave him a close look. “You’re thinking of how many will die tomorrow. That no matter who wins the battle, many of us will be dead when it’s over.”

He nodded, uneasy, eyes on the floor. 

“You’ll fly with the Rogues?” Why even ask, Jade? Of course he’ll…

“No.” He looked up, that sharpness about him again. “No, I won’t. And you knew that, didn’t you?”

Mara blinked. Had she? Picked it up subconsciously from Skywalker’s mind? Sometimes she felt his mind was flowing so close to her own that she could almost feel them mix and mingle. But she couldn’t tell him that. Kriffing Jedi, she wanted him out – now!

“Of course I didn’t,” she denied mechanically, willing her voice to remain unconcerned. “How could I? Isn’t all that kind of information confidential before a battle?” She got to her feet. “Well, this is all very interesting and I’m touched that you wanted to talk with me before the battle, but it has really been a hard day and I need to sleep. If you have anything further to say I suggest you say it, but if you excuse me I’m going to keep getting ready for bed.”

He looked startled. “Of course. Go ahead, I…” He broke off and his eyes widened as Mara turned her back to him and unceremoniously pulled down her coverall and tugged off her tanktop, leaving her torso completely bare.

Relishing in the sense of his shock, Mara grinned wickedly to herself. “You have some special, secret undercover mission then?” she wondered, carefully keeping her voice casual while she reached for a clean top. “’Cos I suppose you won’t be flying with some other squadron.”

“Yes, no, I…” Luke had to fight to pull himself together. “I can’t talk about it,” he told her lamely but his own annoyance was rising now. Why was it that Mara Jade always managed to take the lead? He was a Jedi for Edge’s sake – he could remain in control! And control in this case meant that he needed to keep focus on why he’d come in the first place.

“And it wasn’t what I came to talk about either,” he pointed out, voice steadying. Mara had pulled the new top on and was now climbing out of the coveralls, leaving her in top and underwear before him. He’d seen her about as scantily clad before, of course, in her dancer’s dress when they’d first met, but he had forgotten how exquisite and well-proportioned she was. She might not be as curvascious as Shira but the sweeping delicacy of her slender shape went straight to his abdomen. If he could have given himself any excuse - any excuse at all - he would have grabbed out and –

Control! Master Yoda’s voice screeched indignantly in his head. You must learn control! Luke concentrated on keeping his heartbeat and breathing even - and he could feel his self-control return. He would not give in to this pull. He’d learned his lesson with Shira, and while his gut feeling of Mara had always been a very different one, he still was in no position to give in to a casual attraction.

Maybe Mara sensed this because she turned to face him, impatience audible in her voice now. “So? What did you come to talk about then? Spill the beans.”

For some reason her evident annoyance lightened Luke’s mood, almost made him smile. Oh, she could stun him alright, make him stammer and stutter - but he could drive her just as mad when he didn’t follow her well-practiced misleads. Luke found himself hoping that he would be able to return to this game of theirs when all of this was over, with his head clear and mind hopefully open. There was a lot to discover in Mara Jade... Still, that wasn’t what he’d come for. He’d come because there was something he needed to find out, something that in the light of the failure with Shira he couldn’t allow himself to neglect. Luke was sure now that Mara hid more than anyone suspected and he needed to know whether she posed some threat to the friends he would leave behind the following day. He went straight to the point. 

“You’re Force-sensitive, aren’t you?” It was more a statement than a question.

“What?” She turned her eyes up sharply and there was only surprise to read in her face. Yet Luke could sense with no doubt whatsoever the immense fear that swept through her at his words. She was extremely skilled in hiding her emotions, but then, he already knew that. She was also, he supposed, as skilled in acting feelings she didn’t feel. The difficulty was telling when she was acting and when she wasn’t. 

“You heard my voice in your head earlier today, and you didn’t even blink. That’s pretty revealing.”

“I already told you,” Mara retorted. “It was like you’d been speaking right behind me. I didn’t realize you spoke with the Force before you pointed it out to me.” She shrugged impatiently. “What is it that you’re telling me? That I shouldn’t be able to hear you? Well, maybe I am Force sensitive a bit.”

“That last part is obvious,” he told her. “But my point goes further. You already knew about the Force. Someone has trained you.”

Her eyebrows went up. “Are you saying I’m some sort of Jedi now? I can assure you that comes as a complete surprise to me.” Beneath the mockery he could still sense her alarm – shielded – but indubitable.

Luke shook his head, refusing to be drawn. “I’ve seldom sensed so much fright as I did when you realized you’d given yourself away. You wouldn’t have reacted like that unless you’d been hiding something on purpose. Besides, you’re actively hiding your emotions from me. I can sense that all the time we’re talking.” 

Mara frantically searched for a counter-argument but couldn’t find one. If she agreed to this, then his next question would be one she couldn’t answer without lying point-blank – and he would sense that, she knew he would! To her surprise however, the Jedi didn’t advance but continued to study her intently. For long ticking seconds they just stared at each other, weighing, probing. Skywalker’s mind in the Force pressed on her, close like a breath to her neck and she knew that if she reached out for him, even the tiniest, she’d be drawn in, opening to him from the very pull of his strong presence. She steeled herself against it with all her might.

“What I don’t understand, Mara,” he told her, voice very soft, “is why you’re so frightened. Why hide?”

There was no use denying her skills anymore but this was a ground Mara knew how to hold. “This wonders the last Jedi in the galaxy?” she countered sardonically. “I don’t know whether you’ve noticed it, Skywalker, but you’re pretty alone in your field. All your colleagues have been hunted down and killed during the past twenty years.”

“So I’ve noticed,” he countered dryly. “But that doesn’t explain why you’re hiding from me.”

Mara straightened up. “No? How about this? I know that the moment you’d find out about my abilities you’d start asking questions – private questions that I have no wish whatsoever to answer. You’d start to treat me differently, and that would lead other people to pay attention to this fact and cause them to start asking questions too - either of me, or even worse, start talking between themselves. But just because I’ve been born with an ability and have learned a few tricks about how to use it, doesn’t mean that I’m bound to go all the way – or that I should throw myself into some sort of league with others sharing this ability.” 

“Are you telling me you have these skills but never considered developing them?” Luke asked incredulously.

“I can’t see what it would do for me besides getting me into a hell of a lot more trouble,” Mara snorted.

He seemed to consider that. “But you’ve received training at some point?”

Now started the quagmire. Mara looked away, careful not to lie but to reveal only so much in turn. She picked up the story she’d told Deena. “Only a little. I… I grew up with an old man who taught me most of what I know. He taught me a few Jedi tricks too.”

Luke straightened at that, his curiosity piqued further. “Was he a Jedi?”

Mara shook her head. “I don’t know what to call him, but I’m sure he wasn’t a Jedi. He knew a lot of things and only told me a little of it. Had travelled the galaxy far and low. I suppose he picked up what he knew here and there on his travels.” Skywalker had unconsciously spoken in past tense and she was careful to hold on to that. No need for him to know that this old man was still very much alive and in regular contact with her.

Luke sighed. Mara’s defensive attitude seemed genuine enough and he couldn’t exactly argue against her objections. In fact, he realized, he was doing now the exact thing she had claimed she’d been worrying about; asking her personal questions. But he couldn’t quite let her go yet. “What did he teach you then? Please, Mara.” 

Mara scrutinized him for a moment, softening in spite of herself at his fierce, earnest hunger to learn, to improve, to soak up more skill anyway he could – the same traits her tutors had demanded of her. Besides, the main danger seemed to be drifting away and their exchange taking a safer turn. And wasn’t that just Luke Skywalker? He came so close in spotting out what could kill him, yet he failed for the very goodness of his own heart. She suddenly felt very tired. Dropping down on the bed again she looked at her own hands, folding in her lap. There was so much she wanted to do or say and all of it - all of it - was complicated and contradictory. And there seemed to be so very little she actually could do. 

“Shielding. Sensing people’s feelings. Foretell danger,” she told him. “That’s it, mostly. If I really, really, concentrate I can do a little telekinesis as well. I’m not very good at it but it has saved my life a few times.”

“It was you who pushed the lever that opened the hangar so Chewie and I could escape, wasn’t it?”

Had he really figured that out too? Well, no point denying it either. Mara nodded.

Luke’s eyes narrowed. “Why did you help me?”

She shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I? I told you, I never believed in those rumours about you anyway.”

Luke‘s tensions started to fall slack. Finally, the beginnings of an answer for what he’d come here for in the first place. Whatever Mara Jade was, she wasn’t that hardened, uncomitted egoist she tried so hard to give the impression of. He didn’t know why she played that role and while almost all his conscious impressions were contradictory, he could sense her – and that made him believe her. “Thanks. I guess we’d have been in it pretty deep without your help.” 

“You’re welcome. Besides, I think I owed you.”

“Well, consider your debt paid, then,” he smiled.

Mara gave him a pale smile back, the continued to study her hands. Her Master had ordered her to gain Skywalker’s trust – well, now she had it. She had actually succeeded so far. Then why did she feel so bad? What was it with this man that constantly assailed her with guilt? 

Luke contemplated the woman before him. While he had to face that he trusted her on many levels, he still had no idea about her background or her intentions. Still, something moved in him as he now looked at her, something that opened his mouth almost of itself, words forming only partly out of his conscious mind. “Mara, we’re going to battle tomorrow, and I have no more idea of what will happen than anyone else has. Still, if we both survive this… would you…” He drew a deep breath. “Would you consider becoming my apprentice?”

Her head snapped up at that, eyes growing wide as bright green globes. “What – what did you say?”

Luke slipped out of his chair to crouch before her, taking he hands gently into his. “Look, Mara. I know that… all you’ve been telling me tonight has been speaking against it, but consider this. I had no reason to trust you either. I had no reason to believe you’re faithful to anything or anybody but yourself. I never had any reason to even believe that you’re friendly towards me or the Alliance. When we took you with us on Tatooine I just felt this nudge from the Force; that taking you with us was the right thing to do. And I’ve felt it so many times after that; you have more to give than you show or even know of yourself – and I feel it again, so very strongly. You have the Force, Mara. I don’t think our meeting was a coincidence. I think it had a purpose and I think we should follow that road.”

Green eyes met blue and the distance between them blurred away, Mara once again feeling herself floating against his presence, all ground helplessly gone. Only self-control kept her from drifting straight into his alluring mind and get lost. “I… don’t think our meeting was a coincidence either,” she murmured, swallowing hard. Oh, Skywalker, if you knew…

“Mara,” he mumbled. “I… you have all the time you want or need to consider, but please do. Consider with open mind and heart, and then tell me your decision. Will you?”

Was that how it would happen? Would her Master be right? Skywalker would fall to darkness and she would become his apprentice, his mistress too maybe? Mara tried to imagine those blue earnest eyes turned yellow, covetous, self-possessed and she shuddered at the thought.

Instead she lowered her gaze to his hands, so real and palpable, still tender, still compassionate. She felt their touch, the right one slightly cooler than the left, yet both powerful, empathic… She turned them in hers, wondering for a moment how it would feel to slip them around her waist. Would he pull away now? The moment seemed endless, the opportunities infinite. She inhaled his male scent and remembered it from earlier today; a disturbing mix of fresh sweat and standard-issue soap. She wanted to run her fingers though that sandy mess of hair, wanted to feel those soft lips against hers... “Luke, I…”
A loud thump by the door interrupted her sentence as well as her thought. They both started and Luke frowned in puzzlement. “What the heck…”

Before he could finish, the door opened and Deena tumbled in, loudly giggling. After her, or rather, clinging tightly to her, followed a man, dark-haired with sloppy bangs, laughing sluggishly.  They entered backs to Luke and Mara and didn’t waste time looking around but instantly started to kiss and fumble each other.

Mara’s jumped to her feet, her voice rising sharply “Well, excuse me!” Hands to her side she glared caustically at the couple who turned towards her, bewildered. 

“Mara! Oh dear!” Deena slapped her hand to her mouth. “I had quite forgotten we’re sharing the cabin now. OH! I’m so sorry!”

“No problem.” Mara’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “Do you want me to join or simply go out?”

“Hey babe, if you wanna join, I’m cool.” The man fixed his stare at Mara under his bangs like he couldn’t believe his luck.

Luke, still sitting behind Mara, cleared his throat loudly. Both Deena and Bangs jumped, only now discovering him and while Deena winced in new horror, her catch of the day smiled even wider. “Hey! I still don’t mind. This looks like it’s gonna be a re-ally hot night.”

The first look on Skywalker’s face was priceless, one Mara planned to remember for a very long time, but it quickly gave way to something entirely different. And as he rose, no one, not even the most intoxicated brain, could be oblivious to what was decent and what not. Disapproval practically poured into the mind of everyone present. Bangs hiccupped and took a staggering step backwards. “Hey, I just…”

Then self-reproach seemed to hit him. “I…didn’t mean any harm. I just thought, since her fiancé was away and all, that the lady here needed some fun, really…” He swallowed. “Guess I was wrong. Uh, sorry.”

He backpedalled out without further ceremonies. 

Mara shot Luke an amused glance. “Tell me again why you didn’t use the Force on him?”

Luke, however, concentrated solely on Deena. “Dee?”

She stood with lips trembling, tears welling up in her eyes. “Luke? I guess I screwed up again. Didn’t I? Really good this time. I would have… I would have… Oh Force…!” Her face cracked completely and when Luke extended his hand she threw herself into his arms, burying her head against his chest, sobbing heartbreakingly.

Luke held her and gently stroke her hair, without really knowing what to say. While he could neither understand not approve of Deena’s actions, he had no wish to throw stones at her either. He knew she’d thrown herself in the arms of casual men before when her self-esteem was low; he’d just believed she’d stopped with that behaviour after she’d met Corin. He glanced helplessly at Mara.

Mara watched Deena, a strange look in her green eyes; pity, indulgence, compassion; all of it in a swirling mix. But the softness when she looked at the sobbing blonde couldn’t be missed. Luke swallowed a lump.

“Come now, Deen,” Mara mumbled reaching out to Deena. “Told you it was a bad idea to drink when you were that exhausted, didn’t I?”

Deena looked up, tears still running, but a poor smile broke out when she looked at her friend. “You…did.” She sniffled. “I just… I just…” 

“Hey. You’d have regretted that tomorrow, wouldn’t you?” Mara stroked her friend’s hair softly. 

“I’m regretting it already!” Deena howled. “How could I? How could Corin ever…!”

Mara sighed quietly. “Deena, you didn’t do anything!”

“Did so! I kissed him! And that was some kissing too! And of you two hadn’t stopped me I would’ve…” She shook her head. “…would have…”

“Kriffed him. Well, yeah. Happens. But you didn’t.”

“But I kissed him!”

“Yeah, but kissing doesn’t count.” When Deena still looked doubtfull Mara turned to Luke. “Kissing doesn’t count, does it Luke?”

“Uh, I...” He glanced awkwardly at her. “It depends on the kiss I guess…”

Mara shot him an angry glance. “Ok, a kiss can count then, but most kissing doesn’t. Only if your heart and mind is in it.”

Deena frowned in confusion. “I dunno about my heart and mind but my body was certainly in it. But in that case, can’t there be times when even a shag doesn’t count? If neither heart or mind is in it? I mean, sometimes my body isn’t even in it, I’m sure you know the feeling?”

“Ok, fine.” Luke pushed Deena away and tried to rise. “I think it’s time I leave you girls to compare experiences.”

Mara rolled her eyes. “Calm down Jedi. We’re not going to ‘share experiences’ here. Not tonight anyway. I’m going to sleep - and so’s Deena.”

But Deena reached out to cling desperately to Luke. “Don’t go just yet, Luke I can’t have you thinking bad about me.”

Luke sighed in exasperation. “I don’t think bad of you Deena. Force, who am I to throw stones? I think you were about to make a mistake yes, but it didn’t end as bad as it could have.”

“Do you think Corin would leave me if I told him?”

“How would I know, Deena?” Luke moaned. He tried to ignore the nasty glance Mara shot him behind Deena’s back.

“Could you forgive your girlfriend if she kissed someone else when she was drunk?”

“If it was just once I’m sure I could. If she learned from her mistake.” Luke hesitated between his wish to be nice to Deena and the knowledge that wrapping things up too much would serve her badly later. He couldn’t help adding.  “But if she’d do it again just because she was miserable and I wasn’t around, that I couldn’t live with.”

Mara looked away and rolled her eyes again.

“Would you ever kiss on someone just because you were lonely and miserable?”

“No, I don’t think I would. Not if I was engaged elsewhere.”

”But that’s so easy for you to say!” Deena cried. “You’re always so calm and cool and collected! Even out there, when we were close to blow to pieces you just went on like it didn’t concern you, like the ship blowing apart was something you could just think away!”

“That’s the point, Deena,” Mara put in. “You have to ‘think it away’ as you put it. It’s not that I don’t know what can happen or that I’m not concerned, I just choose not to think about it, otherwise I can’t function properly.”

“Yeah? And my point is that you can still think it away. I can’t. Not a chance I could!” Deena’s voice was almost accusing and for the first time in her life Mara found herself backpedaling, something in Deena’s genuine spontaneity making her doubt the actual soundness of her own cool rationalism.

She shrugged, trying to bring it down to a level more easily handled. “Perhaps I just have a poor imagination.”

Deena shook her head. “Luke’s the same and he hasn’t got a poor imagination. You’re just two strong, cool persons. You’re strong enough to remain yourselves no matter what happens, to stand firm and don’t lose yourself, regardless what you face.”

Lose yourself...

Mara felt a cold chill run down her spine. She’d been lying for months now; to Deena, to Luke, to everybody else. Who knew, perhaps she’d been lying to herself most of her life. She had no idea anymore. She just knew that the meeting with these rebels had changed her, made her lose herself; day by day, step by step, but undeniably, irrevocably, and that nothing could undo that. So Deena was completely wrong and… 

Then she looked at Skywalker. And knew that he felt exactly the same as she did. That Deena’s accusation ripped up his own intentions, in his own self-examination and judgement. And that what he saw of himself at that wasn’t pretty either. And Force help her – she felt sorry for him because she wished no one to have it the way she had it now.

“No one is like that Deena,” Luke stated firmly, voice low. “No one. Everybody stumbles, everybody loses his way at some point. To feel wrong sometimes is part of being human. It is what makes us grow.” He flashed a pale smile. “At least I hope it is.”

“But I feel so wrong so much of the time!” Deena blurted out. “I feel like, deep down, I’m a person who, no matter how much I’ve learned, no matter how good it looks now, how much though I try and how much though I want to make things right; sooner or later I will anyway end up spoiling it all again. Not because it’s my destiny or anything, but because I’m such a jerk! Once a jerk, always a jerk. You can’t change what you are!”

Luke sighed. ”Listen, Deena. You’re not the only one who feels like that. Sometimes I feel like that too, pretty often to tell the truth. Every time I’m into something new or everytime I do a mistake – and that’s pretty often I can tell you. Each time my old shortcomings rush up, all of them, and try to drag me down again, convince me there’s no use trying anything else.”

“You feel like that too? You?” Deena dropped down on her bunk, eyes wide and nailed to Luke.

Mara stood still and listened, feeling like an eavesdropper and afraid any movement of hers would reveal she was present too.

“Yeah, me.” Luke threw out his hands and sat down beside her. “Don’t play surprised, you should know me. I’m a jerk from a farm, you’re at least a jerk from Etti, right? It doesn’t give us any right to run into hiding. The thing is, Deena, I think everybody feels like a jerk from time to time. Some of us feel it a lot, other’s feel it seldom enough to be able to forget what it’s like in the between. But it’s not your feelings that make you a jerk. It isn’t even the many mistakes you might make. You’re not a jerk as long as you keep doing what you have to and even manage some good stuff in between; you’re not a jerk before you let that feeling lame you so that all that’s left is your jerking.”

“Wow. That was deep.” Deena leaned in to his shoulder, not finding anything else to say. She smiled to Luke and pulled his hand to her chin. She blinked drowsily. The next moment she was asleep, still clinging to his hand.

Luke gave Mara a helpless glance.

Mara smiled softly to Deena, then shot him a mischievous glance back, letting her eyes wander back and forth between them. “What was the middle part again?” she asked teasingly

Luke groaned. “I didn’t mean to give a speech.”

“Never mind. It was pretty good, really. Pity that I was the only one to hear it properly.” Mara shrugged. “Come on, let’s get her to lie down. I guess you have other things to do than be a pillow.”

With combined efforts they laid Deena down on the bunk, loosened her clothing and pulled her boots off. Luke gently pulled the blanket up around her, giving the blonde head a soft caress as he did. He glanced at Mara. “I wish I knew what we could do to help her. I’m so afraid she’ll destroy her own chance of happiness when that mood takes her.”

“Are you sure Corin is her way to happiness?” Mara questioned. “I think he sounds like a first class bore if you ask me. Besides, I don’t believe relationships make anyone happier.”

“I’ve figured that much out,” he replied rather dryly. “But just because you don’t believe in relationships, it doesn’t mean they can’t work well for others.” 

Mara shrugged. “Oh, I’m aware of that. And I think relationships work exactly as well as the luggage you bring into them. If you’re balanced, you have a good chance of bringing that on and getting things working. If you bring pudu, well...”

Luke sighed. “Some people bring out hidden sides of each other too. Leia brought up the honest man in Han Solo – just a few hours ago he popped out as General – who would have thought that? And he brings up the indulgence in her, helping her to relax some. And in a similar way I think Corin brings out the balance in Deena. He’s not very dazzling, that’s true, but he loves her spirit all the more for that and I believe he truly cares about her. He’s a good, reliable guy – and he actually  has a great sense of humor.”

For Deena’s sake, Mara hoped he was right. “Still, you’re afraid she’ll blow it?”

“If she cheats on him, she would. I think he might forgive a one-time stupidity, he’s really cool and has nothing to prove, but I don’t think his patience is unlimited.”

And for the man’s own sake, they couldn’t really hope it was, Mara reflected. Aloud she said, “Well, there’s not much we can do about it now, is it? Danger’s over for tonight – but the next is awaiting tomorrow.”

“All right, I get the hint.” Luke straightened. “I’ll leave you to yourselves.” 

He walked to the door where he turned to look at her again. “Mara, will you think about my suggestion?”

She gave him a hard glance. “Thinking is the easy part.”

He nodded and left, and somehow, the silent closing of the door resounded deafeningly in the cabin behind him. 

