Quagmire - Chapter 33

The Battle of Endor

Mara woke from her troubled sleep with a start. Sitting straight up in bed she glanced at her chrono. Kark! She’d slept far longer than she should! Not bothering to try to wake Deena, she was ready and out of her door in minutes, jogging the passageway to the turbolift. With all due probability there was still a couple of hours before the call to general quarters, but she needed to check the Falcon before that – and she needed to report to her Master what she’d found out. 

She arrived in the main hangar – and the Force was with her. Easy to spot due to its round shape among all the fighters, the Millenium Falcon was standing with its loading ramp lowered, which make it pretty sure that either Solo or the Wookiee was inside – maybe both of them. It struck Mara that she should have tried to worm out of Skywalker what those two were to do in the upcoming battle. 

As casually as she could muster, Mara approached the old, battered YT-1300 freighter. After all she’d been seen entering the ship before, and she’d been seen around the people frequenting it enough times that there was a good change no one would pay attention that she entered it. Carefully, she reached out with the Force – and her heart started to leap wildly. The ship was empty! It was actually empty! The Force was with her indeed!  

Steeling herself not to hurry, she sauntered up the loading ramp but once inside the ship, she broke into a run and practically spurted to the shipcomputer. This was her chance – if she blew it…!

Her heart hammered as she powered up the system. The wait for the computer to start up seemed endless but in contrast it didn’t take her long to break the codes. Solo might be a good pilot and know how to wire his ship – but he was no slicer. 

She hardly had to scroll the log, the co-ordinates of the ships last voyage practially screamed at her and Mara hurried to copy them to her datapad. She had what she needed and she hadn’t been discovered – her hand already hovered over the computer’s closing button.

Then, maybe reassured by this quick victory, she hesitated. Was there more of interest to her in this computer? Carefully, she reached out with the Force. She could not yet sense anyone – surely she had a little time still?

Her boldness was rewarded. On the harddisk she found nothing less than Skywalker’s Jedi file, freshly updated – and from the contents she could see that he had indeed visited Yoda on his last trip. Obviously the Jedi master would be no threat to anyone anymore. It took her valuable moments to copy the entire file but when she was done, she was extremely pleased with herself. Maybe she hadn’t managed to seduce Skywalker yet, but she had at least managed this half of her task! 

But as she straightened, she heard the thing she’d feared since she came –  footsteps.
Mara snapped the datachip, quickly turned off the navicomputer and turned to leave…

realizing it was too late. The steps were already coming from the corridor. She was caught! Fumbling for her blaster she reached out with her senses – and realized who it was!

*

Lando Calrissians’s expression when he saw her was priceless. That was for the first three seconds, then his face closed up, reserved, waiting. “Well, hello.” There was none of his usual blitheness, no flirt, not even any effort to be pithy. It was just a plain, flat word.

Deciding at the last second that she could avoid shooting the man, Mara swang her leg lightly, contemplatively in the chair she’d thrown herself into. “Hello yourself,” she murmured.

She had draped herself sideways across the co-pilot’s seat, her back against one of the chair arms, one leg dangling over the other and chin resting on her hand. She hoped she looked introvert and contemplative gazing at the walls and controls, and occationally out of the canopy. The smartest move might have been to play to Calrissians vanity and declare she’d come here to seek him out personally to say goodbye but she had no idea why it was him who had showed up and not Solo. Besides, she didn’t really belive she could pull that off. Not now. Not anymore. Somehow, somewhere, the rules had changed and while she damned herself for it every second, she couldn’t turn the time back. And deep down, she also had a feeling that the gambler was too smart to buy any attempted flattery, when all came to all.

Lando put down a satchel that he’d been carrying over his shoulder and gingerly sat down in the pilot’s seat, not taking his eyes of her. Mara didn’t fail to note that he sat down so he could still easily reach his blaster. “So?”

“So?” she countered, forcing herself to sound unmoved, like she had noting to hide, like she’d just come here to remember some old memories.

“So,” he repeated, left hand moving over the controls. “Ready for take off?”

“Huh?” She looked up in surpise.

“Ready for take off?  We could leave this shit before this sucking battle’s pulled off, and go chase our luck together, two roamers, free as stellar byrds…?”

She widened her eyes for an instant. Did he mean…? 

“Naah,” he grinned. “Just pulling your leg. I wouldn’t do that to my pals. Not even for you, sweetie.”

Mara’s mouth twitched to a wry smile. “I guess you wouldn’t. But now we’re speaking about it, how come you’re here and not Solo?” 

“Oh, he has his own mission,” Lando replied lightly. “And meanwhile he’s been so kind to let me borrow this bird.” He made a sweeping gesture. 

“Really? That was generous of him.” Mara didn’t have to act to soud surprised. Solo let someone borrow his ship!? Miracles never ceased! A dozen questions burned on her tongue but the fact was that for all his blithe tone, Lando didn’t look nearly as relaxed as he should for a casual conversation. She had gotten what she came for – she had better leave while she had the chance. Mara rose to her feet, streching a little and offering Calrissian a pale smile. “Well, I guess I’d better be going, I have a lot to see to.” Nodding to him she started to walk away as casually as she could manage. She hadn’t managed three steps when she heard the sound of a blaster leaving its sheath and the familiar sound of a gun cocking.

“Stop! And turn around. Slowly.”

She did as ordered, cursing herself under her breath. Lando was pointing his weapon towards her, and she had not a seconds’ hesitation he was good. Very good. If he chose to fire she would have no chance whatsoever. So the key was to convince him that he didn’t have to fire. She stared blankly at the muzzle for long seconds, then raised her eyes to his.

He didn’t buy her surprised expression. She hadn’t thought he would, either. Lando was many things but gullible wasn’t one of them, and she had wasted her bag of goodwill with him. “So,” he repeated. “What were you doing here, Jade?”

She opened her mouth to explain but he interrupted her before she’d even made a sound yet, his voice very low. “And don’t give me any bantha pudu. I’m not as good as Luke at reading minds, but near as.”

Don’t lie. Speak the truth and then twist it. Her Master’s lessons, taught from childhood boomed inside her mind.

“I needed to come here,” she breathed. 

Lando frowned. “Needed?” 

She nodded, didn’t offer more. His gun was still pointing steadily at her. That wasn’t his weak point. Neither was his mind. His weakness was that he didn’t know the answer to his question, she reminded herself. And despite their unfortunate involvement, he’d known her as fairly reliable so far. And he didn’t want to fire.

“I had to find out something,” she told him. “It was important.”

“Why?”

“It just was.” She shrugged. “To me.” 

He was puzzled enough. She was slowly pulling him in. “Well, did you find out something, then?”

She looked down at her boots, then nodded.

When she looked up the gun was lowered a bit. Lando was still frowning though. “What did you find out?”

She let out a small sigh and the tiredness behind it was all genuine. “To explain it all to you would take a long time. You probably wouldn’t understand my motives anyway.” Indeed you wouldn’t, Lando…

Her almost glum tone triggered a slight smile from him. “I might, you know,” he offered, slipping on the path she had hoped he would. “Believe it or not, I’m a pretty good listener.”

Mara tilted her head. “Maybe you are. I’ve just seen the talking side of you.”

He grimaced and lowered his blaster, holstering it. “I suppose. Well, there’s no time to correct that now, anyway.” Then he added, in a wave of rare self-knowledge, “And I guess it wasn’t me you came here to contemplate on, anyway?”

“No... Sorry.”

“It’s fine, fine... Well, I have a ship to prepare so you’d better leave now.”

She nodded and turned when his voice came again. 

“A kiss for good luck?”

His stubborn guts brough a reluctant smile to her face, but the realization of what he was going to attack made that smile fade again. She was caught in this stupid game – but so was he in a way. Anyway, it was all was out of her hands.

So she turned, looking straight at him, and walked back towards him. Lando glanced up at her, part disbelieving, part hopefully but strangely, completely vulnerable in that moment.

Mara extended her hand. “Stay smooth, ok? Don’t let any laser catch you. And come back alive.”

He smiled at that. Took her hand and kissed it with his usual gallantery. “My lady’s wish is my command.” Then he squeezed her hand quickly and added. “And you take care too, ok?”

She nodded and left. Once out of freighter she hurried her step. She needed to contact her Master!

* * *

Mara was just about to leave the Main hangar when she ran into Deena. Doing her best to hide her bafflement – it wasn’t that long since she’d left the cabin and then the other girl had been sound asleep  -  she took in her friend. Deena wasn’t looking her best: her eyes were red rimmed and her skin puffed – even her hair looked as it if needed a sanisteem. But the expression of the Etti-girl was grim and determined. Even her greeting was different than it used to be, as she simply nodded. “Mara.”

“Morning, Dee. Are you alright?” Mara wondered, not sure at all what to do with this new side of Deena. Clearly she must have got up straght after Mara herself, maybe even woken up as she left the cabin. 

Deena gave her a stony look. “No. I’m not. But I shouldn’t be either. I’ve been an idiot – and we’re going to attack a Death Star. That’s very far from alright. But I’m here to do what I should, and maybe after doing that – if we’re still alive – maybe I’ll then be allright.” She frowned at Mara, who was still facing the doors, intending to excit the hangar. “Aren’t you coming? There will be a briefing shortly.”

Mara’s brain ran lightspeed. She had to contact her Master. “In a moment. Really need to go. My stomach’s being nasty.”

Deena smiled sympahtizingly. “I puked when I woke up,” she revealed , lowering her voice to a murmur. “I’m scared to nuts here. But there’s no point thinking about that now. Just get your stomach emptied and you’ll be okay – that worked for me. I’ll make notes for you too, until you arrive.” 

Deena gave her shoulder an assuring squeeze and Mara was just about to hurry on as a thought struck her. This might be the last chance to… “Do you know where um…Luke is?”

Deena looked surprised. “I thought you knew? He left for Endor hours ago – on that Lambda shuttle he stole at Aderon station. He’s part of the strike team alongside with Leia, Han and Chewie. They’ll destroy the energy shield so we can hit the Death Star.”

Mara moaned quetly. She should have guessed. Why hadn’t she? And why hadn’t she asked? She’d spent a good anount of time in Lu- in Skywalker’s company last evening. “Gotta go,” she told Deena. And Deena, to her credit, only nodded in understanding.

* * *

“Dead you say? Dead?!”

The rage of the Emperor rolled over her like a mighty wave and Mara flinched of pain, hunching where she kneeled. She didn’t understand why her Master was angry at the death of his enemy, except that he was robbed of the chance of killing Yoda himself. Which probably was the reason. Slowly, however, the Emperor’s wrath rolled over.

“And Skywalker has left, you tell me?”

Mara was still shivering. “Yes Master.” 
“You have failed me! You have failed me again, my Hand! I ordered you to gain his confidence and take Brie’s place as his mistress!”

His displeasure and distaste with her cut like a knife. Mara struggled to justify herself. “But Master, I have gained his confidence. If I had changed strategy I would have risked all I had gained. Surely, when he returns…”

“Sometimes, in order to win, you have to dare to risk. Have I taught you nothing? Skywalker will not return.”

Mara silenced, confused. He had never offered her this piece of information. So she waited.

The Emperor however, having come to this point in his conclusions, stilled, and through their bond she could follow his reasoning, half to her, half to himself.  “Yes… He will come to me. He will be mine anyway. He will be more traineded than I expected but he will still become mine… I will have my new, young and powerfull young apprentice…” He silenced, Mara waited. Then… “And I will have the heir to my Empire…”

A cold chill run down her back but she had nothing to set that against.

“My Hand?”

“Yes, Master?”

“The time for you to return has come, but due to the battle this will probably not be possible before it’s over. Your orders at present will be very simple: your mission now is to stay alive! Do you think you can manage that?”

Maras heart sunk. “Yes, my Master”
“The Rebel fleet will attack, and we will wait for them. When they come, we will crush them. But we will not destroy Home One. There is too much prey on it to waste. It will be left to fight to the last.”

Mara’s heart leapt by his words but her hope did not. “If I stay with the rebels and my mission is to stay alive, I’ll have to help them. If I could be allowed to take risks I could instead be able to sabotage…”

“No.”

Her hope died. And yet, inside her, in some traitorous depth she hoped her Master didn’t see, she was relieved.

“What petty little damage you could hope to achieve is not worth the risk. You have failed me too much of late, I will not take it. Your have value to me alive only. If you were caught in sabotage during the battle you’d be shot immediately.”

The Emperor silenced for a moment. “Do not have second thoughts about helping the Rebels at this point, even if it means sacrificing a few of our own. It is a situation where the end justifies the methods. You are still too valuable to me, Mara Jade, for a few star pilots to matter. That will be all for now. Soon we will meet again, and then Skywalker will be one of ours…”

“What about Brie, my Lord?”

“She is irrelevant,” the Emperor dismissed. 

“Yes, Master.” She didn’t care about the woman one bit. So why then did her stomach twist at her Master’s cold dismissal? Besides, Brie would be safe in the detention cell. She wouldn’t perish unless Home One took a direct hit from the Death Star – and her Master had just assured her that would not happen. 

The Emperor broke the contact and Mara took a deep breath.

Battle day.  

Busy day ahead. 

* * *

People hurried around in hustling frenzy, air buzzed, thick with intent anticipation, suppressed fear and deadly determination.

To Mara, the long wait – from the fighter’s leaving and to the battle actually starting and some of them returning for repairs- was pure torture. To stay below deck om helpless, idle waiting, far from any transparisteel windows – she couldn’t imagine anything worse.

And then the torpedoes started to hit. Maybe the Death Star and the capital ships she knew had to be out there, didn’t fire on Home One, but TIE after TIE managed to break through the defences of the mighty cruiser and the Mon Calamari ship shook from one devastating blast after another. Missiles blew and shattered into sizzling sharpnels of crushed metal or melted, silvery fluid, soaking the living beings in its way. The hangar was livid of shouts of warning and screams of pain and terror, was tumoltous by the hoards of wildly running people, some of the purposeless, most of them adamantly purposeful. Time and time again Mara recognized Deena, who somehow always seemed to be able to find and fetch stretchers, medpacs and helpers, slaving to get the wounded to the medbay.

Mara herself did what was her duty here – run to each fighter that docked more or less wrecked, and did her best to make the vessel flyable again – but it never seemed enough. In the condensed chaos she forgot who was supposed to be friend and who was in fact her enemy. In the stalwart atmosphere, refusing to give in to panic, she worked like a maniac, giving her all to get the pilots out again. She had her orders – but in tiny, terrifying moments she wondered if she hadn’t done it anyway, though she’d steeled herself not to. Everyone worked together. Everyone did their share and more.

All the time, the monitors reported the minutes of the battle going on outside. “Gold five down. Green twelve down. Vindication has taken several hits. Champion is lost. Red six gone. Blue Leader’s dead. Liberty destroyed.”

Liberty? That was the ship where Deena came from. Where her fiancé Corin was stationed. Was he dead now too? Mara turned to look for her friend but the blond girl was nowhere to be seen. Silently, Mara was grateful for that. She didn’t know if she could handle more.

She had fought and killed since she was a child, on missions and in battles, space battles even, but still, she had experienced nothing that could have preparred her for this. While the Death Star didn’t fire, the countless TIE’s and capital ships did – and the destruction wherever she turned was devastating. The chaos, the desperation, the death... It wasn’t only physically around her, in bloodied and shattered bodies, in shouts and screams and pleas for help and yells of pain – the entire air about her was condensed with death in a way she’d never experienced before! Was it her closeness to Skywalker that had opened her to the Force so that she could sense all that fear and pain and ending of life, the same way he’d described it, or was it something else – she didn’t know. She was only aware that the onslaught to her senses was immense, unbearable.

Positioned under deck as she was, Mara had contact with the battle at large only through the monitors but at one point when she looked up, the hangar was open and through it she saw – actually saw the thing they were attacking. And the mighty Rebel Alliance Fleet with Star Cruisers and frigates, with corvettes and gunships and over 500 starfighters was nothing – nothing in comparision! 

The second Death Star! It was enormous. Gigantic. Monumental… Monstrous! 

She had seen the first Death Star, of course. Visited it several times when it had looked exactly like this; under construction. It had been only slightly smaller than this, but Mara had always seen it as a magnificent expression of potency, as the ultimate power of force. Never had it seemed to her as it did now – as a dictatorial tool, a distorted manifestation springing from a compulsivly power-hungry mind. 

Looking around her she saw the people about her struggle for their lives, for their belief. Wrecked ships came in with wounded pilots and crew, whenever there was a break in the firing and rebel fighters could keep the tenacious TIE’s away enough to open shields. Badly wounded from Home One were taken to shuttles to take off to the hospital frigate. Still, they kept fighting. They didn’t abandon the attack, though every cell in their brains must scream that was the only reasonable thing to do! If this wasn’t courage, if this wasn’t idealism, then what was? Something constricted in Mara’s breast… What was the matter with her?

The monitor acnowledged that the Executor had been blown up. That was Vader’s flagship! For long moments Mara stood struck in shock, then she shook her out of her passivity. She was losing her edge!

Angry with herself, Mara returned to the wrecked fighter before her, just flown in from the fight. Its sides were burned black by blasterfire and the transmitter array had been damaged but theoretically it should be able to fly if the transmat shunt was replaced. The main obstacle to that was, however, that it was still frying hot and the cooling array were already working overdrive on the secondary shunt.

Suddenly everything went dark and she fell, fell, down an endless abyss. No, not everything was dark. There were lights, many different lights and those big starfilled windows she knew well enough. She recognized her Masters throneroom, true to its form wherever he had it built. But hardly had she recognized this before she felt the pain, powerful and overwhelming. She saw Skywalker and Vader, duelling, their lightsabers cracking in the wild fight. Vader was strong and forceful but Skywalker was better, quick in parries as in counterattacks, his feet as sure and swift as his saber. It all seemed like a long drawn-out scene, shown in the instant of a second. But suddenly it all changed, too quickly for Mara to follow. She saw Skywalker attack her Master but the Emperor reached out his hand towards the Jedi and pour fired lightnings towards him and Skywalker stumbled under its power. Suddenly, however, Vader was at Skywalkers side, attacking the Emperor. He grabbed her Master, lifted him high and threw him down into the deep power shaft. Mara gasped in panic and tried to reach her Master, but the pain overwhelmed her and she felt herself falling! The last thing she persieved was his voice carrying his last words, aimed at her: “You will kill Luke Skywalker!” 

Then darkness took her.

*

Mara came to herself after what felt like an age, but that actually was only a couple of minutes later.

Somebody was screaming in her ear, “Are you ok?”

She stared at the man and recognized one of the ground crew for Gold Group. She nodded, almost authomatically. “I’m fine!” It was a pure lie. Her chest constricted so she could hardly breathe. It was like her entire world had smouldered. “Just a sec and I’ll be there,” she heard herself say.

Fortunately he didn’t ask why she’d fainted all at once without no visible reason. Maybe he thought it was due to failing nerves. He patted her shoulder and hurried on.

Mara pulled herself up to lean towards a bulkhead and stared dully at all the people running around each other in panic, in order to get their own pitiful bit of a rebel cruiser to function. She closed her eyes. Just run. Run all you like. Soon you’ll all be blown to atoms, just like you deserve. The pain inside her was impossible to bear. She called desperately for her Master but he was gone. Forever.

An slowly, slowly the realization awoke inside her of who was responsible. Bloodred hatred exploded inside her, rippling her gut to make her shake in convoluted rage. She’d seen what had happened – and indeed, who else could have caused this but him? Skywalker, that son of a Sith! He was the one responsible! 

Kill Luke Skywalker! ’Her Master’s voice reverberated in her mind. She heard the words exactly; precisely, cut through with bitter fury

Yes! She’d find him and kill him! Now, at last, she didn’t have to care about the rest of her orders. Now her Master’s bidding was loud and clear. Finally she could finish what she had set out to do. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

And the miserable question burned inside her: how could her Master had been so mistaken? Why hadn’t he allowed her to kill that Jedi spawn from the start? 

*

She had just singled out the fighter she would leave in when a thought struck her. There was one thing that duty obliged her to do, no matter how much it sucked her personally.

* * *

Shira Brie was sitting on the narrow bunk and looked completely taken aback when she recognized Mara in the entrance.

“C’mon,” Mara snarled. “And hurry up, will you. We haven’t got all day.”

That set the other agent moving and she hurried past Mara to the passage way. There she stopped, taking in the stunned guards. “Neat.”

“Pick a blaster and get yourself out. I’m only helping you this far. You have to find your way out yourself.”

“No problem, dear,” Brie confirmed, crouching swiftly to pick the handgun from an unconscious guard. “I just can’t help wondering… Our Master is dead, and I know you must have sensed it too?” She threw a questioning glance to Mara who could feel her throat constict – the only way she could keep herself moving was by keeping that awareness staunchly at bay. 

“He’s dead,” she confirmed. “I felt it as well.”

Brie tilted her head. “Then why are you doing this? I know you can’t stand me.”

Mara shrugged. “Isn’t it obvious? We’re in this together.”

“Ah.” A smile played on Brie’s lips. “So you think I would have done the same to you?”

A nauseating chill run down Mara’s spine but she forced her voice level. “I don’t know and I don’t care – but at least you didn’t sell me out. I figure I owe you for that if nothing else.”

The other woman laughed. “And now you expect me to owe you? You certainly shouldn’t. I never pay my debts. It’s a matter of principal. Paying debts makes people soft. And I never liked you, anyway.” Brie’s eyes narrowed. “Besides, you’re a fool. You could be running to freedom already, yet you waste time to get me out. You choose to remain a pawn - because that was all you ever were to him. You and me alike. He never believed us worth more than that.”

“You call it being a pawn,” Mara snarled. “I call it loyaly.”

“Sure honey. Wrap it up.” They had reached the turbolift and Brie palmed in the floor, turning to Mara again. “But you’re wrong. I was sorely tempted to tell them who you are – but there’s one reason, and one reason only why I didn’t. I knew about your loyalty – and the only way I could pay Skywalker back was to let you get to him. Be that as the second lover who betrayed him or as his bane – I didn’t care.” Her eyes narrowed. “I hoped for both, of course.”

“Don’t worry,” Mara reloaded her gun. “I’m going to kill him now.” 

“That’s the first smart thing I’ve heard you say. But forgive me, I don’t think you will. You don’t have the nerve.”

“Your opinion mean so much to me.” Mara held her eyes on the wall display that told them they’d reached the hangar level where the small shuttles were. But a worry shot up in her. Skywalker was her target. It was her who would revenge their Master – not Brie, who didn’t care, not one whit! 

“Now, get moving,” she snarled. “But if I catch you in my way I’ll kill you too. He’s mine!”

“Be my guest, dearie,” Brie smirked. “Wouldn’t spoil it, not even for you.”

The last Mara saw of her was the taunting curl of her smile before she turned to run down the passageway.

*

Mara herself, stopped behind a transparisteel window. The battle still raged outside, but the TIE’s had broken their fierce attack and were now defending the Star Destroyers. Taking the whole chaotic scene in , it looked like the impossible was happening; the Rebels were winning.

But that was, as her Master would have said, immaterial. Allowing herself to draw on the Force for calm, Mara turned to stare down at the emerald orb that was the Forest moon of Endor. Skywalker was there, or on his way, she knew it; felt it, just as she felt the blood that rushed through her veins, thundering in her ears, dulling the ripping pain in her chest and somehow enabling her to cripple the bloodred fury that threatened to overpower her every moment.

Something burned in the corners of her eyes and she blinked rapidly, angrily, to get rid of the disturbing feeling. Mara took a deep breath. She was done here. Done with the Rebels. She had only one bill to pay. 

And she would pay it. As soon as she could.

