Quagmire - Chapter 34

Kill Luke Skywalker

Luke woke in the early morning, his body stiff and aching, his chin and neck itching from the pine needle bed the Ewoks had provided. He turned with effort on the bed and peeked out through the hatchless door. It was still nearly dark, the air outside misty and full of the sounds from the surrounding forest; the grating smell from the moss and pine trees met his nostrils. He could sense the village was still sleeping; it had to be very early.

He had left the celebration at some point in the evening, the warmth and camaraderie eventually overwhelming him, his loss and pain still too fresh for him to cope with it all. 

The absolute betrayal when his father lead him to the Emperor – those sickly sulphurous eyes; “there’s no hope, your  friends are going to a trap – they will die…” Fear and helplessness, the anguishing fight - against his own father. The crippling desperation…“He will never turn back from the Dark Side…” “You cannot hide... A sister… Maybe she will turn…”
None of it was easier here in the morning. Too many bellowing, blazing memories…

Palpatine’s face twisting in hate… The lightning ripping his body… His father’s chalk-white face and watery eyes, his loving touch in the Force.“You were right about me. Tell your sister you were right…”

Shaking himself against the chilly, damp morning air Luke left the hut and tried to rub some warmth into his stiff limbs. They ached much more than last night, the pain crawling deep into his bones in an unfamiliar way. Maybe it wasn’t just the bed; his entire body throbbed and plain logic told him the Emperor’s assault must have left its impact. He would have to pay a visit to the medbay. When Leia heard everything – last night had simply been too flushed with victory and too loud for him to get out any more than a rough survey of the events – she would drag him there anyway. He smiled softly at the thought of his sister, but even that warmth seemed almost numb and distant in this moment. Too much had happened, he needed time to digest it all.

The blue shimmering forms in the air; his father, Ben, Yoda… the pride in their eyes… His father’s body collapsing in his arms, his breaking voice:  “Go… my son.” 

Standing on the balustrade around the hutt Luke gazed into the morning mists for awhile; then, to get some warmth at least into his aching joints, he started walking.

He wandered aimless for some time, first meandering the walkways and bridges of the Ewok village and pausing on the many platforms outside the hutts; then, lowering himself to the ground, he strode into the woods, letting his feet and the terrain guide his step. Birds were clearing their throats here and there in the bushes, daring their first sounds of the day, and hazes rose from the swampy soils in some farther part in the forest. Slowly, Luke became aware that he was taking the same way he’d followed yesterday, when he returned to the village from his father’s pyre, only the opposite way this time.

For a moment he slowed – hadn’t he made his goodbyes already? But though hurting, his feet wouldn’t stop walking and he was too tired not to comply. Something drew him, pulled him, inevitably, as though destiny awaited him where the path ended. Luke complied with eyes half closed, his senses almost clogging in the sounds and smells of the forest; wet pine needles, resin, rusty sqeaks from forest avians and the scratches of quick rodents rustling up or down tree trunks and bush branches. While he could distinguish the first streaks of light up between the trees it was too dark to see this close to the ground. But then, he didn’t need to – the Force led his way.

*

The pyre was still smoking when he arrived. Luke reflected sheepishly that he should have taken more care to put out the fire before he left. Either he’d trusted the Force to warn him if it had been dangerous – or he’d just been too plain exhausted. 

He was weary still, weary beyond words, beyond the ability to feel his own body. He gazed at the smoking pile of ash and coal and twisted metal and thought of the man who’d been set to rest there; a man he still desperately wished he’d known and a man who had caused so much pain – to Luke, to Leia, to the galaxy – but who had repented when he faced the opportunity. A man who had returned to the light from the darkest of destinies. 

Luke closed his eyes, part from fatigue, part against the knowledge that while he himself had finally forgiven and embraced his father, he was the only one who had. Leia, he feared, could not – the rest of the galaxy certainly wouldn’t. No matter how much it pained him, his father’s death had probably been for the best. And last night, he’d seen his father, Ben and Yoda together in a vision. If the Jedi had forgiven him, then his father was where he belonged now. Maybe the strain of life slowed in the beyond? Maybe pain and hatred and passion all faded, thinned, dissolving into the eternal peaceful flow of the Force?

Luke blinked, flickers of smoke that blew up from the remains of the pyre stealing in under his closed eyelids. One day he too would become part of that river. In this moment he did not shy from it – in fact, he almost anticipated it.

*

A snap-hiss behind him pulled him out of his reverie. Luke started the familiar sound, completely misplaced here in the archaic forest, but still so distinctively menacing when it wasn’t coming from his own saber, that his head cleared immediately. The hairs at the nape of his neck stood on end. Be careful what you wish for – he could practically hear Uncle Owen growling in his ear. Had death heard him somehow, and come for him? Slowly, as protractedly as in a bad dream, he turned around.

In the hazy morning light stood Mara Jade, a strangely sharp and shrieking form against the misty landscape around them. Her hair was pulled back in a tight braid, a blaster was strapped on her hip and her eyes seethed and burned in her contorted face. The lightsaber in her hand burned red as blood.

“Mara?” Luke blinked. She was unequivocally the last person he had expected. As he studied the bizarre sight, he recognized – “That saber…”

“It was Vader’s.” Her lips pulled to a strange, joyless smile. “I’ll borrow it for a while. To finish what he should have done.”

Her eyes were hard as green stones, glinting in the dim. Never before now had Luke realized just how hard they could really be. The impact sent cold chills down his spine. “Mara. What are you talking about?”

She stepped closer, the red blade tight between them, its tip pointing at his chest. “Vader’s task was to win you for the Emperor – or to kill you. He accomplished neither but instead tried to persuade you to join him. And now, with his dead and my Master’s, there is only one path left.”

Her words made Luke’s blood run cold. The ache in his limbs pulsed, sharper by the second. How did she know all this? She shouldn’t know, she had no way of knowing, unless… Master? “Your master?” he echoed. Even as the disbelief in his voice reverberated back into his own ear, doubt evolved into terrible knowledge...

“My Master, Skywalker, was the Emperor.” As he continued to stare, clueless, she elaborated. “I was his Hand. His first servant. He was the purpose of my life, the sole fixpoint of my existence. And you…!” Her eyes narrowed to spitting slits. “You maliciously killed him!”

Luke shook his head, most of his mind completely numb to this strange nightmare taking form right before him. “No.” 

This couldn’t be. Not her too! Not Mara… He’d thought she could be trusted. He’d thought… Why? Why did you think that? You idiot, you sensed danger from her on your very first meeting on Tatooine!

But an Imperial agent? Not that. Not her…

“No,” he repeated, flatly.
She hissed at him. “Don’t deny it! I saw you!”

“Saw?” he echoed her again, distantly aware he sounded like a fool but unable to shake himself out of it.

Mara’s voice was a low snarl only. “I could hear my Master’s commands throught the Force. I was able to communicate with him across the entire galaxy. And the moment before he died he showed me what happened. I know you turned on him, you and Vader both!”

“But we…” For a moment Luke hesitated, tried to work up his mind to see it all from the Emperor’s point of view, because if Mara was right, then it was through his eyes she had seen it. Still, he couldn’t for his life see himself as the aggressor in the events that had unfurled yesterday. He had attacked the Emperor yes, but that had been exactly what the wily old Sith had counted on, the precise response he’d sought to provoke – and Vader had been standing by as Palpatine’s body guard. Then in the end, Luke had managed to contain his rage and desperation, managed to hold on to his feelings. And hadn’t he – stupid, beyond stupid - thrown away his own lightsaber and nearly lost his life because of that? So how the hells could it ever have looked like he’d killed the man?

“…didn’t” he insisted dumbly.

Her eyes hardened even further, if that was possible. “Liar!”

Luke swallowed hard. “Mara, I don’t lie.”

Waves of hatred slammed against him but he resisted the instinct to shut her out and instead forced himself to opened his mind to her. Surely, even if she was spy, she would be able to see… This was Mara, and they shared… She wasn’t heartless and unreachable as Shira had been, wasn’t lost to him; only now she was burning in pain and desperation... If he could just…

A sob of anger tore from her thoat. “I don’t care! He’s dead now – but I’m still his Hand. And I will still fulfill his last command!”

Luke’s throat constricted. “And what’s that?” he asked, feeling a prophetic resignation.

“To kill you! Kill Luke Skywalker!” Her voice stirred. “I should have done that already back in Jabba’s Palace.”

Luke blinked. “You were there to kill me?”

Those slices of green ice, pierced into his. “That was my mission. The reason I came with you was to finish what I’d failed. Then I received new orders to stand down and get close to you, which I did, dutifully, until my orders changed again – last night.”

He stared at her, shocked to the core of his soul. “And now…?”

“Now I kill you.” All emotion had left her voice and face now. 

Luke searched for words, but they failed him, all of them. That this woman, who he’d saved, helped, talked with, bantered with, fought with and gradually grown so attached to, would have played a double role all this time, was simply incomprehensible. It might be the second time he’d been fooled, he should know the procedure by now, yet he was standing dumbfonded.

And yet… Slowly, things congealed; images, impressions and facts slipped together almost by themselves like pieces in a magnetic puzzle, revealing the hidden patterns. It occurred to him that, amazingly, Mara had never lied - except for her background story, which had been dubious all the time anyway. She had never alleged friendliness, not towards him; it was he himself who had chosen to understand her reluctant positive admissions as deepfelt. 

And meeting her merciless stare now, he had no doubt she would carry out her mission. Had no doubt she had the capacity to do so either. As she approached, his hand reluctantly reached for his lightsaber, for the second time this night, but this time he knew his strength was failing him. His entire body ached from an unnatural electrocution fuelled with living hate, and he was weary beyond exhaustion. 

Mara raised her lightsaber and launched on him. Luke ignited his own blade in response and drove his weight into his toes to dodge, but even for this movement he had to reach out to the Force for strength. He had no wish or will for this fight. He only wanted to get it over with, no matter the outcome.

Still, his arms and his body reacted, as if by themselves. Years of intense training with the remote had ingrained the motions; faced with a threat, his reflexes took control. As Mara’s saber slashed down, Luke’s arm darted out, blocked the red blade close to the hilt and pushed it away, his physical strength still greater than hers despite his exhaustion. Mara was out and away from his reach in a quarter of a second, her saber whipping back up to ready stance, avoiding a counter-strike that didn’t come. Her brow wrinkled in surprise but only for an instant – then she charged again.

Again Luke parried, and again he refrained from completing his move with a counter attack. Mara danced out from his reach, agile as a felinx and started to circle him, seeking an opening. The self-control she displayed in battle stood in stark contrast to that ferocious hatred surging through the Force. Luke reached out for her, hoping desperately for an opening. “Mara, we don’t have to do this. You’re not yourself and…”

Even in his own ears that sounded completely bizarre, sensing her raw enmity – and Mara let out a snorting laugh despite the agony he could sense burning inside her chest. “Burn in the nine Corellians hells!” she snarled. “I’ll give you ‘not myself’! For the first time in months I am myself – I know exactly what to do!” She pounced on him again, a wild attack that rained down the blows and only with the uttermost effort did Luke manage to fend her off. 

Her fighting was fast and extremely skillful, completely different from his father’s brute strength, aganst which Luke’s own agility had been both his best defense and attack. Against Mara’s fast cuts and incredible nimbleness he felt trapped in his ailing body, like his father in his armor. Not even under heavy fire had he moved his blade so fast before. He pulled back under the onslaught, trying to put some distance between them. This was another nightmarish fight, all the worse because if he’d had no wish to kill his father, he had even less wish to hurt Mara. While tautly strained, her pain still radiated from her through the Force, spilling like a scarlet scream into his awareness.
Mara  paused for a moment, obviously reconsidering her approach. She had counted on surprise, aggression and speed, but Luke had, somehow, managed to counter those, her best weapons. But he was drained, physically and mentally – she had to be able to sense that – there was no way she’d give him time to recover.

And she didn’t. She came for him again, her swordtip always straining towards his chest, occasionally lifting to his face, and while Luke shunted it aside over and over again, she always somehow managed to slide her blade around his, returning to that insisting stance. 

Luke found himself reterating, using the Force to avoid roots and branches beneath his stumbling feet. He also had to draw on it to suppress the ache in his body, but the pain was breaching his defenses and he wouldn’t be able to put up resistance much longer. To his despair, that left just two alternatives; either kill Mara or be killed himself. Hell, it probably wouldn’t be his choice at all –  Mara was too determined, too deadly an opponent – and he was too exhausted. Talk! his brain screamed. Make her speak! That’s the only way you can get you both out of this!
“How,” he panted, “how did you become that? Become his Hand?”

“None of your business,” she snarled. “It’s what you’ll become in a moment that should concern you.”  She came for him again, in a high slash that dropped as he moved to parry and instead targeted his left hip, sweeping under his blade and rising quickly enough for Luke to feel the heat burn his skin. Only barely did he manage to move out of her attack. Mara didn’t follow, obviously aware that while just a split second more might bring her the victory, it might also get her hands cut off. 

And that told Luke that while anguished, she wasn’t desperate, at least not yet. She could still be communicated with. There had to be a way to turn this. 

He dared lower his saber a moment. “You and Shira, were you in this together?” he asked, suddenly remembering the animosity he’d sensed between the two women. “It would certainly seem so to me.”

That made her halt for an instance. A flash of anger crossed her expression, more spontaneous annoyance than anything. “It would, wouldn’t it?” she agreed. “But no, we just happened to end up in the same place. We might have been colleagues, but that’s all we’ll ever share.” 

He’d seen correctly rightly then, Mara loathed Shira, maybe even more than she loathed him. At least more than she’d loathed him until the Emperor died. But how explain to her… Explain what? Her Master was dead, and while it wasn’t true that Luke and his father had killed him in unison - certainly it hadn’t been as Mara apparently saw it; two armed murders who turned on a helpless old man – but Luke had still been instrumental to Palpatine’s dead. His father had…his father…? How much did she know? Luke swallowed hard. If his gut feeling of Mara was right, then she didn’t know, not that, not so much else either. She believed… She believed in her Master, in the Emperor.

His brain raced, but a renewed assault from Mara broke his train of thought, forcing him to focus everything in order to fend her off. Again, Luke reached out to the Force, seeking guidance for his numb body to defend himself, seeking strength to move, to keep up. And the Force answered; led his arms to parries, dodges and counterblows, his eyes falling closed while he did. Except for its stream flowing through him, Luke could sense nothing more than the heaviness of his arms, the pain in his body and the heavy panting from both Mara and himself as the fight escalated.

Mara’s hate, a hot, burning presence, punctured with unbearable pain, pressed hard against his consciousness. He wished to let her in, to show her he recognized her loss, but he couldn’t manage it this time. Too much hate had cut through him, had burned him down the past hours. He needed  peace, and he hardly cared how he got it anymore.

Talk! Almost like a separate person in his head, his sense of self-preservation scrambled for control over the rest of him. Break this madness or one of you will get killled! He held out the only thing that came to mind. “My father – ”

For a brief moment, her pressure on him paused. “What?”

Luke opened his eyes, looked straight at her. “He wanted me to kill my own father! Or for him to kill me. I couldn’t let that happen.”

She stared at him as if at a madman, and in a flash of insight, Luke realized that he had to look and sound like a first-rate psychotic. Not caring, he pushed on. “So I refused. I threw away my lightsaber – and then he attacked me. With lightning – ”

Mara had already lifted her saber again but the last word made her freeze. “Lightning?”

Luke swallowed hard. “Yes. Made by the Force, somehow. Like condensed malice and evil.”

She was severly unsettled now. “Who did? Your father attacked you? What are you talking about?”

“Palpatine attacked me. With the lightning.” Luke forced himself to calm, to reach out to her. He felt her wavering - recognizing…

But her eyes hardened again. “You’re lying! I saw you!” She shifted stance, dominant foot moving to attack position again, mind resuming its deadly focus…

“I’m not lying, Mara.” A thought struck him ad he gestured to the pyre, to the lightsaber in her hand. “Why would I want to cremate him otherwise? If he wasn’t my father?” 

The universe itself seemed to pause as Mara stared at him, mind clearly racing at lightspeed to put things together, not as much his shaky arguments as the picture his chopped-up information had sketched. “Your father?” she repeated, disbelieving. “Vader? Vader was your father?” 

Luke couldn’t blame her for her distrust. It made no sense at all and nobody knew that better than he did. But she had the Force, like him – like him she could know. “Search your feelings, Mara. You know it’s true.” He took a deep breath. “Palpatine seduced my father to the Dark Side of the Force, so that he became Darth Vader – and he wanted me to take my father’s place, tried to make us destroy each other. But I refused, and when he realized he couldn’t turn me, Palpatine tried to kill me himself. And when he did, my father, who was still alive, deep down in the dark depths of Vader’s soul, broke out to save me. And in doing so, he saved himself. He died in the light.”

She still stared at him, shaking her head. “It makes no sense. It’s impossible. Vader was a megalomaniac, a sick mass murderer…”

“And he was Palpatine’s choice as head of the fleet.” Luke reminded her. “He was all that, and more. He cut off my hand before telling me he was my father – just to get my attention. But he still was a good man before he turned to the Dark Side – and that good man never truly died. He was saved. And last night I saw him – through the Force!” 

Vaguely, he realized that his arguments hung together only loosely, but his lack of logic didn’t seem to bother Mara, not in the state she was in. She clung on to her own truth. “And I saw you! You killed him!”

Luke shook his head. “He attacked me. And that was after I’d thrown my weapon away. My father threw him down a ventilation shaft, and he was weaponless too. He was even missing a hand – I had cut it off earlier when we fought. And Palpatine’s lightning caused his death, only shortly after he’d saved me.”

She believed him. On some deep-down level she believed him, he could sense that she did. But he could also sense what he was up against – the devastating agony of loss, loss of everything really - and her desperation to hang on to a belief in order not to break down altogether. Even as he spoke, he could see and sense alike how she whipped herself up to fury again against the version of events he offered; her emotions a rising outburst through the Force, powerful and deadly like a sandstorm. Her fine features cracked to a female gorgon’s as she yelled wildly and launched towards him in a mighty leap, saber slashing vertically.

Luke stagged half a step back and brought his saber up in parry, already feeling himself falter against that wild rage. His heart reached out for her with a sympathy he knew she would not accept, and his body now throbbed so fiercely it was painful to stand, let alone fight. The same instant he brought his arm up to parry Mara’s high blow, coming from air, he realized he’d made a mistake.

Mara wasn’t using the Force to jump, only to breach him mentally by her mindpower. Instead, she shortened the arch of her leap so it brough her down before him, feet firmly on the ground. It took Luke a splitsecond to lower his saber again to parry this new angle and when he did, she was ready. Following his movement and pushing to the left, Mara stepped to the right and cut low at his thigh. It was a classical counterattack and all the more devastating because Luke was already off balance. He yanked his arm down to twist his saber between hers and his body, but in the fraction of a second it took for him to move himself out of reach he felt new pain rush though him and smelled the burning cloth and flesh. Her saber or his own? It didn’t really matter; only by raw strength had he managed to stop the deadly cut. He limped backwards to gain momentum but she was on him again with a series of fast blows that seems to come from everywhere at once. The Force guided Luke’s arm; all other senses seemed to have shut down - he didn’t even have an idea of how badly he was hurt. He kept on retreating, following the border of the small clearing

Mara kept the pressure steady, the tip of her saber constantly coming back against Luke’s lagging parries. The power of his blows was equally fading – for each counter, her saber pressed closer, closer, her saber tip dancing almost in his eyes –

Out of nowhere she threw herself halfway in under his blade, slashing from beneath to push it back and sliding across the blade against his midrim. This was all or nothing! If she didn’t kill him now, he’d pierce her instead, because her feet couldn’t move forwards from this locked position half under him to his left side – on a smooth training floor they just might have, but the ground here was too full of roots and stones; his left foot locked and Luke swayed.

With a desperate twist of his body, Luke managed to arch backwards to avoid her red, sizzling blade. He brought his sword arm back, grasping it with his both hands for steadiness as he pressed it down to protect his stomach. Their blades locked, hilt to hilt, and with a final desperate move, Luke released pressure, twisted his saber and cut out again, ready to any second feel the contact of her weapon again.

But Mara had already broken her push, used as she was to relying on speed rather than strength, and Luke’s counterattack, leaving him completely open, took her by surprise. She was still struggling to gain footing and bring her stance back to defense, when Luke’s sabre cut through her guard and sank into the hilt of her blade. The metal divided with a shriek and the red blade died.

For long moments they just stood panting, stressed minds trying to grasp this turn of events. For Luke, a slow relief started to rise; he had managed to unarm Mara without hurting her – and without getting killed himself. He reached out to her through the Force with this relief; with the respect and affection he felt towards her, with the same forgiveness for his father that had filled so much of the last tumultous days - and suddenly it was like their shields broke; his and hers alike. Mara’s anguish and fury flowed freely though him and Luke screamed in agony, staggered by the sheer, raw power of it and the almost frightening compassion it awoke within him. And just as he could see right into her soul in that moment; see her loneliness, see the desperate struggle for pride, decency and allegiance that had been her life - just alike, she could see his struggles and failures, his resentment and suffering.

Mara too staggered; this man she was trying to kill, was not an enemy but still, even here where she’d sworn his death, was prepared to forgive her. She wavered and halted, forced to reassess in front of such overwhelming mercy. 

Then she launched again.

This time with bare hands, throwing herself straight at him with a speed that left Luke no chance to use his saber. Her hands came for his throat with deadly precision, and Luke knew better than to try to dodge out of this. He had never seen her fight close combat, yet she had shown an impressive skill with a blade, and he knew instinctively that he had nothing to match that agility but raw strength. And at the moment he didn’t even have that.

He managed to buy himself a fraction of a second by pushing hard off his left foot, time enough to shut his saber down and throw it aside. Bringing his right arm up to grab her upperarm he let himself slide to the ground in a move the weaker normally uses against a stronger opponent. At the same moment his back hit ground and Mara dropped down onto him, he pushed up with his left hip – pain jolted though him almost white-hot – and pulled her with him in a roll, trying to lock her arms at the same time.

But this was Mara’s ground. She followed the momentum, at the same time kicking against his crotch and Luke wrestled away with a pained grunt.

He knew she’d be over him the next second so he somehow managed to continue the roll until he got his foot under him, trying to get up. But she was already coming again and in desperation, Luke reached out, called the Force to him…

Mara skidded to a halt: Luke’s green blade hummed between them, pointed at her chest.

She lifted her face to meet his eyes; his expression was almost pleading. “Don’t come any closer…” He whispered the words, knowing full well he asked in vain…

She yelled – something more like an animal in pain than a human sound and threw herself on him. 

He didn’t think – he didn’t even move – except for his thumb, which flashed down on the activation key of his lightsaber. The blade’s light vanished, but the next instant his eyes exploded with light as Mara’s attacking arm hammered his head. His neck snapped backwards, the world rocked crazily, and he hit the forest floor. Overhead Mara’s foot, already swinging forward for a second blow, stopped and came down heavily. He forced his head to the side and gazed up – she glanced at her abdomen, pressed her hand to where the fatal blow should have been, and then stared at him. He couldn’t hold her gaze...the mist of the forest morning was crawling over his vision and everything was going black....

Mara cried out again, and stepped on Luke to reach for his head and yank it up by the hair. His eyes were fluttering, fighting in vain to stay in consciousness.

“You’re a fool, Luke Skywalker!” she growled, bringing her face to his. “And you’ve completely misunderstood something! Being a Jedi Knight does not mean you can’t defend yourself! “

He blinked, a smile that running across his face, faint as his whisper. “Perhaps I misunderstood… something. Wouldn’t… be the… first time…”

The last thing he saw was her flashing eyes. Then darkness took him.
