Quagmire – Chapter  35

The Morning After

When Luke slowly came to himself it was full daylight. He lay on the mossy ground, his left cheek ice cold with dew, that was the first thing he realized. The next was that he was cold all over, shivering really, and that his mouth tasted of iron. He lifted a hand, dragging it along his face and realized one side was sore and swollen. That had to be where Mara had hit.

Mara!?

Luke sat up abruptly. Invisible sledgehammers slugged his head and spine but he had more important things to worry about. 

Peering frantically in every direction, he couldn't see a trace of her. But he wasn’t dead. For a second, he questioned even this obvious-looking fact – but his body wasn’t shimmering in blue, he made contact with the ground all right and the plants around him moved under his touch. 

Besides, could a ghost hurt like he did? Grunting, Luke struggled to his feet.

She had let him live... Why? He stroked his chin again and absentmindedly noted that he still had all his teeth. 

 

Only he didn't have to ask why – somehow, he already knew. Mara had lost everything – she had tried to obey her Master's last command – but in the end, she had chosen not to, had chosen to listen to her sense, to her heart. Tentatively reaching out with the Force Luke could still sense her pain, lingering the air around him, her struggle, her final decision.

And it meant that he hadn’t been that wrong about her after all. 

But where was she now? 

The Force flowed to him the awareness of people awaking in the Ewok village nearby, the intoxication of victory still fresh in those minds, the loss of comrades not less so - and somewhere there she was - her forlorn pain and loss an unmistakable trail to his senses.

And somewhere there was Leia - increasingly frantic - panicking about the brother she'd gained and nearly lost and gotten back from certain death – and now had gone missing again. Painstakingly, Luke started to limp towards the village.

*

“Luke!?” Leia’s choked shriek could have woken the entire village, for all that Luke could see. The walk through the forest had taken its toll and all he wanted was to lie down – the last thing he wanted now was attention - and he had no wish to speak about what had happened, not even with Leia or Han.

But Leia brought all his quiet intentions and hopes to nothing as she threw herself onto him, worriedly letting her finger trail his temple and chin. “Luke! What happened to you!? Where have you been? You look awful, your face  - what…?”

“I’m fine, Leia.” He hadn’t anticipated that he would be looking as bad as he felt. He knew that Mara had got in some real good punches, some of them in his face, and that his fatigues were ripped and torned, but he’d imagined he could slip into the Ewok village without attracting too much attention.

“Hey kid, what’s up?” Han lurched around a hut, spotted him, and immediately donned an expression that told Luke he couldn’t have sneaked his new bruises past a blind man. “You looked better after confronting the Emperor. Did you need more beating to be able to sleep or what?”

“It’s nothing, really. I’m fine. Just a few scratches.” Luke muttered, torn between his tiredness and desperate need for solitude and by the not at all unpleasing fact that he could for the first time ever bask in Leia’s tender attention and relax at the same time. This sibling thing had considerable benefits.

“A few scratches!?” Leia’s voice went up an octave. “You look like you’ve been run over by a wild bantha! We need to get you to a medbay! Are you sure you haven’t broken anything? You’re limping, too. And is that blood on your tunic? Take it off, I need to have a look at you! ”

Ok, it might have some cons too. “I’m fine, Leia,” he tried, but without any hope. If he hadn’t been run over by a wild bantha before, he was definitely about to be, because his sister was just warming up.

“Sit down,” Leia ordered, exactly as if he hadn’t said a word, “I’m getting the nearest med kit.” She was up and away before Luke had the energy to stop her. Instead he sank down on a bench, rubbing his eyes. Might as well take the easy way out.

“There ain’t no stopping her, you know that,” Han shrugged. “Now you’re gonna pay for all those lost years of sisterly love when she didn’t know you even existed.”

“You wish,” Luke scowled. “Can’t you two get some kids quickly and get me out of her crosshairs?”

Han shrugged easily, but kept his investigative glance running over Luke from head to toe. “Are you ok, kid?”

Luke nodded, stubbornly. “Yeah.” Leia came running back, four different half-used med kits stacked in her arms – and behind her, Threepio came shuffling. Luke moaned.

“What happened?” Leia repeated her question as she started to clean his face, the sting of the antiseptic making Luke’s face twitch even though it was far less painful than the bruising already there. “Sit still!” she scolded. “I can’t see what I’m doing if you turn your face away. You look like you’ve been wrestling with a gundark!” 

Luke groaned. If he told them about Mara… It was such a long story, and it had to be told carefully, because otherwise Leia’d have Mara in the brig, right next door to Shira, and he didn’t want that. Mara didn’t deserve that, but they wouldn’t see it his way...

Mara? In his exhaustion he had almost forgotten about her. “It’s nothing, Leia. I’m fine.”  

She was close; her trail in the Force was thin but sharp - she had to be near now. Luke rose abruptly and started to walk, startled Leia dashing in his wake. “Luke, sit down! What the hell is it now?”

Ignoring her ranting, Luke steered right after the trail, the edge of the village not far by. He peered towards the shuttles and speeders, parked in the clearing down the hill…

And there she was. Huddling on a tree trunk in the high grass, her red hair loose now and glowing in the tentative rays of the morning sun.

 

Leia paused and squinted. “Isn't that Mara?”

 

“Yeah.” Luke started descending but Leia seized him by grabbing his arm. “Luke! I demand you tell me what's going on! Han, what— ?” Han had grabbed her other hand and now shook his head at her, mouthing something. When Leia stared at him, nonplussed, he nodded first towards Mara, then Luke, mouthing again.
“Just give me a minute, will’ya, “ Luke muttered. He humped down the brink, leaving Leia and Han to stare after him.

*

The slender figure was still sitting on the stump at the outskirts of the village when he managed to scramble down to her. The rays of the morning sun played on her cascades of red hair, sprinkling it in sparks of gold. Her air was still, quiet, passive almost – the complete opposite of that explosion of deadly intent he’d encountered just a few hours earlier. Opposite, in fact, to everything he’d seen of her so far. She tilted her head only an inch when he approached, indicating that she’d heard or sensed him but she made no move and didn’t turn, not even when he sat down on the trunk beside her, careful not to be too close - nor too far away. All aggression was poured out of her, all hate, all determination. Left was only lingering pain and subdued desperation.

He reached out a hand towards her but stopped it the air over her shoulder and returned it to the trunk. Even now, she wasn’t a person you touched without permission or at least very good reason, such as emergency resuscitation.

 

Luke opened his mouth, having to push to get out the words. “I thought you'd left.”

 

Her voice was low. “Haven’t decided where to go yet.” And at that he knew – knew that she'd stayed to be sure he came back. That she hadn't wanted him to die. Unable to stay and wait for him to wake up, she had still remained to see that he returned 

 

“I see.” He realized he’d chosen the right distance to sit down beside her; close enough to almost be able to put is arm around her - but not close enough so she’d have to fear he'd do it. Together, they stared at the brook that purred through the clearing, nestling its way through the grass and stones. The gliding surface of the current glinted in the sunlight.

“So…” Luke mumbled after a while. “What made you change your mind?”

She didn’t answer for a long time. Just turned her glance upwards, to the green foliage where the light gilded the leaves.

“I don’t know,” she finally murmured. “He ordered me to kill you but… In the end, what would it change? Nothing. He’d still be dead. And I…” She broke off again, considering. When she spoke again, there was a finality to her tone. “I could as well stop it right there.”

Which meant that she had on some level made a choice too; chosen to follow a sense of justice and sympathies that Palpatine hadn’t installed in her. But Luke was pretty sure this wasn’t the moment to point it out. “I’m sorry,” he murmured instead.

She turned her head, an edge to her again. “For what? That I didn’t kill you?”

Luke shook his head. “No. But for everything else. This stupid mess. That you had to make that choice.” He sighed. “’Cos I suppose you’d wanted to comply, hadn’t you? Wanted to do the last thing he asked of you?”

She continued to look hard at him for a moment, then her edge dulled again and she quieted, considering. And he could sense her so very clearly, her vulnerable state; her pain almost bristling. It made no sense they were sitting here talking, they, who’d just been in a deadly battle. On the other hand; there wasn’t a shield or wall left between them. Not even the faintest suggestion of a defense, not against each other, and not even against themselves. He was weary from all his bruises and shortcomings – and he knew Mara loathed herself at the moment – having him there didn’t really make it worse for her. On a strange level it maybe even offered some solace that she probably didn’t want but couldn’t be bothered to repel. 

“I could have,” she finally murmured, almost to herself. “If he’d ever, even once, had asked. But he never did. He always commanded. And in the end…” her voice faded away until it was a mere whisper. “In the end I found out he lied to me too. I always believed that I was special, that he only lied to others. Well, I wasn’t, I found that out. And that changed something in me, I guess. Not my obedience, but it started to grow a limit. A border of how far I was prepared to go.”

“You had no borders before?”

She turned to look at him. “I did what I had to, but allowed myself damage control when possible. With you…” She hesitated. “I suspected you’d be able to sense lies. So everything I told you was…” 

“From a certain point of view?” He didn’t know why that slipped out of him, but Mara nodded.

“Yeah. That. It’s not good, but it’s better than nothing. When you can’t tell the truth it’s at least better than a lie.”

Luke nodded, resigning. “I guess. But I couldn’t accept it in the long run.”

Mara let out a sudden short, hard laugh. “I have no idea what happens now, Skywalker but at last this I know; there will be no long run.”

He didn’t know why, but he knew he was sorry for that. Very sorry, in fact. More sorry than he at that moment had energy to feel. Luke sighed and closed his eyes. The sunrays on his eyelids made figures of light dance before his closed eyes.

“I don’t know why,” he told her after long moments, “and I know it might sound weird, but at least I’m glad because somehow, some things finally make sense to me now.”

“What things?”

“I never knew why I felt both that I could trust you and should be worried about you at the same time. But that was because your mission was about me, specifically, not a threat towards anyone else. It bothered me, but now I know how it worked. Next time I experience anything like this, I will know what to expect.”

She gave him a sideways look. “You think there will be a next time?”

“I can’t exactly say I hope for it.” He gave her a wry smile, one she returned, however briefly. 

They sat together for another silent while. Luke felt suddenly very humble. He realized that this woman had gone through a process very much similar to his own, at the same time as he, and without him knowing about it. Like him, she’d had to confront the undoing of her beliefs and like him, she’d chosen truth instead of her own hopes. But unlike him who had won everything, she had nothing left of her own.

“If the Emperor sent you to kill me, then why did you save my life back at the bulk freighter?” he wondered after a moment.

Mara shrugged. “My orders changed pretty quickly. Already on the Falcon I was told to standby and move into a trusted position.”

Luke frowned, remembering Mara’s abrasive attitude the entire time. “You didn’t take that very literally, did you?”

She shrugged again, voice impassive. “Worked well enough anyway, didn’t it? I came close enough to be able to move into killing position anytime. You’re far too trusting, Skywalker.”

He was, wasn’t he? Others had said something similar. Yet, it rang so wrong to Luke here, like had it only been his own gullibility… “Not with all,” he insisted. “But with you, yes.”

An insect, glinting in green and silver flew pass them, with a humming drone. Luke studied its leisured flying for a moment, then the itch to know grew too strong again. “You were his Hand you say,” he asked. “How did you become that? You must have been trained… Where? On Corulag? Carida?” 

Mara snorted. “I visited Carida in my early teens. But already then, I was more advanced than most of what the Academy could offer. No, I was brought up on Coruscant, in the Palace.”

It took Luke a few moments to digest that information, but with it, the final pieces fell into place. He nodded. “Close to Palpatine.”

Mara shuddered. “He was never far away. Even when I was away on training programs or missions, we were in constant contact.”

Luke tried to imagine a child in the proximity of the Emperor. He must have shown a quite different visage to Mara than he had to him - or she wouldn’t have been sorry at all for his death at all. But Mon Mothma had told him how Palpatine as senator had duped an entire galaxy – the Jedi order included. “Must have been pretty… special.”   

He could sense a jolt of pain from her and she turned to him, anger flashing through her again. “That’s what I thought but…” she broke off again gaze breaking from his surprised stare, looking away, trouble settling over her again.

But for some reason it wasn’t hard for Luke to follow her trail of thought – not that it was the first time, somehow Mara’s thoughts seemed to stream so close to his own. “Shira! That’s why you two never got along! She was a special agent too!”

Mara turned to him like a snake ready to bite. “How did you know that?” she hissed.

Luke swallowed. “Just…a feeling. Her abilities. The Force – you both have received training. And the edge, you have it both somehow.” He saw her lift her chin fractionally and realized it had come out the wrong way. He added, truthfully. “But you are different from her. You don’t hate. You let your judgment come first, not your emotions.” When Mara’s eyes narrowed he added, “You proved it tonight.”

She opened her mouth to protest, closed it again and returned to look at the brook. Unperturbed by their presence and turmoil, a quadrupedal had come to the water to drink. Some kind of hoofed mammal. It looked around, big, dark eyes wary and ears pointed. Then it lowered its graceful head towards the stream. 

Mara shook her head. “Not always,” she muttered stiffly. “I made a terrible mistake earlier – one I know for sure I’m going to regret – one I regret already, really.”

Luke’s heart jumped. Was she regretting she let him live? “Mara… I swear I…”

“I set the snake free, Skywalker.” Mara turned to look at him again. “I broke into the detention area and let her out. She was my colleague, or so I reasoned.” She shook her head, snorting at herself in contempt. “Huge mistake.”

Finally Luke understood. “You set Shira free…” He started to bristle – but even this emotion, righteous though it might be, was too much for him; he simply couldn’t hang on to it. Resignation took over again. “Ok. I see,” he muttered. “Well, as you say, she was your colleague.”

Mara nodded, her resignation mirroring his. “That’s what I thought. But she hates me. And she hates you even more. If I won’t regret it, you will.” She shook her head. “But a least I’ve warned you now.”

“Yeah.” For a moment a new, pestering weight settled on Luke’s shoulders and with foreboding clarity he could sense the truth in Mara’s words. He would regret her deed - and she would too. But done was done. He sighed and resettled on the trunk – not a very good seat, he reflected dryly.  Well, at least Mara’s action was an action of nobility – if you cared to look at it from an Imperial point of view. And that was the least he could do for her, wasn’t it? After all, she had willingly agreed to see his point of view – enough to spare his life.

Another thought struck him. “Last night… You found me through the Force, right?”

Mara nodded and Luke could sense she had a question too. She searched in words for a while. The mammal finishing its drinking and returned to the woods. Finally, “He was really your father, wasn’t he?”

Luke nodded, quiet.

 

“When... did you find out?”

 

“Bespin.”

 

“Ah.” They were silent for yet a while. “Who knows?”

“Han. Leia. I told Han after Aderon. And Leia yesterday – well the night before” Was it only yesterday – it seemed like a lifetime ago? “She's my sister,” he added.

That got her head up. “Your sister? But then Vader must be...”

“Her father too, yes.” Luke grimaced

“Whoa.” Mara glanced uncertainly “How does she take that?”

“Dunno. I think she still denies it. She's happy I’m her brother - but that's all she can take in this far.”

Mara nodded, thoughtful. “Yeah. Sometimes you don't have to deal with everything at once. You can cut the truth in pieces. That's really a luxury.”

“I guess...” Stilling his inner pain, Luke took a deep breath, filling himself with the Force again – with the living around him and his mind touched the woman beside him again. Like so many times before, she drew him in, filling his perceptions completely.

“Shouldn’t you call some guards?” she asked. Every trace of her fury had left her face. Now it was just the face of a young and very sad woman, preparing herself to meet the consequences of a life she probably never really had chosen herself.

Luke followed the traces of her face and thought that he could just sit here and look at it for the rest of his life and be content. He swallowed a lump. “No.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Going to turn me in yourself then? You should go to the medbay instead, Skywalker. You look like pudu…”

He smiled slightly. She was probably right – of course she was, Mara always spoke to the matter – that was one of the things he liked about her. And if he was looking half as bad as he felt it had to be a Hutt’s posterior to look at … ”I’m not going to do it,”  he told her. “Turn you in, that is. You can leave. And you should, because I won’t be able to hold questions off much longer, I’m afraid. Just steal a shuttle and go.”

She opened her mouth but shot it again. Her eyes turned very large and very intense as she regarded him for a long while. Finally she asked simply, “Why?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. A life for a life, I guess…”

Should he have told her, at that moment, that he had always trusted her, somehow, and that he only now understood why? That he had known her, in a strange way that was in the Force but that was much more as well, and had done that all the time since their first bickering in the Falcon – perhaps even earlier, when she lay bleeding and beautiful on the barge by the Great Pit of Carkoon.

Was that even the reason? Or was the real reason buried in that strange feeling he had in his stomach when looking into those deep, green eyes?

Or was the reason a third one? That he just knew it to be the right thing to do, to let her go? He truly felt it that way. And at the very moment he was too tired to search the Force for his answer.

“Unless…” he chose his words carefully, not daring to hope. “You could stay, you know.”

 

She let out a short, derisive laugh. “And face trial? You’d have to give me away, Skywalker. It would be your duty. 

 

Luke licked his lips. “Well, you bent your orders concerning me - I suppose I could do it for you.”

 

His voice revealed his conflict and decisively Mara relieved him of it. “Too complicated. You still have superiors to answer to. I don't.”

 

Luke moistened his lips again. They felt dry and sore. “Well, you didn’t lie.” When she looked at him sharply he added, “Not technically at least.” 

“But I deceived you – all of you. I withheld information to deliberately give the wrong picture of myself. That’s as bad.”

“I guess – for us. But it still shows something about you. That you don’t do things lightly.”

Mara snorted and stared straight ahead again, silence gathering around them once more. And Luke sensed something else: shame. “You know, Skywalker,” Mara finally growled. “I just tried to kill you – and now you’re sitting here trying very hard to understand my point of view. That’s not very healthy! And what you’re trying to believe, is just not right. I deceived you – and I sold you out! All of you.”

He shook his head. He knew better. “You and Deena…”

Mara interrupted him, eyes hard. “I sold her out, Skywalker! Do you understand? I told the Emperor about that mission she was going on! It was my fault she, they all, almost got killed!” She scowled away into the forest. “Not much of a friendship, do you think?”

Luke opened his mouth to answer but had to close it again, the terrible implications of Mara’s words dawning on him. Still, her horrifying confession fit ill with the self-loathing she practically oozed. If she hadn’t known Deena was going on that mission… but she must have. There had never been any secrecy about the participants to Wedge’s mission… Still, the aim of that operation had been kept secret – Mara couldn’t have known anything because no one had known but Wedge and Luke, not even Shira who had known about the gravity convertors… Not even Shira!

A flashback shot through his head:

Shira grinning to Wedge, “Did you, by the way, find that datapad you lost the other day?” 

Wedge blushing in embarrassment, “Um, yes. Turned out it was it in Rogues’ rec room. Must have slipped out of my pocket. Alarm canceled.”

Himself asking, “What datapad?”

What datapad indeed? Wedge always wrote down key information so he could memorize it. Luke voice was toneless, “That datapad – it was you who found it, wasn’t it?”

For an instant Mara looked confused. “What datapad?” Then she lit up in understanding. “Oh, that one.”

But Luke was sure already. “It wasn’t you who took it!”

Mara looked away. “No, it was Brie. But she told me what it said, or parts of it anyway.”

“So you knew you were giving Deena away when you told the Emperor?”

“I…No! I didn’t” She turned to him again, eyes blazing. “I thought it was you who went to Bothawui  - not Deena. But it doesn’t matter! Don’t you understand!? I would have given her away if I’d known too. I had to! It was my job!” 

Luke breathed in and out, slowly. But she hadn’t. Maybe she would have, but she hadn’t. Didn’t that count? He didn’t know anymore. Everything was in flux right now. Everything. He got a sudden urge to pull her close and kiss her but his head was clear enough to know that was too far out – for several reasons he didn’t have the energy to think of now.

A stir in the Force behind him made him turn and glance back towards the village. People were up now, and soon they would start pouring towards the shuttles. Time was up. “Go, now,” he told her. “You should hurry, really.” 

She nodded. Rose.

“May the Force be with you, Mara Jade.”

She made a face. “Um. Likewise.”  With a final glare she turned and walked rapidly towards the shuttles.

Luke followed her slender figure until she disappeared.

