Quagmire –  Chapter 5

Among the enemy

It took her a long time to remember where she was. Slowly, Mara blinked sleep from her still-heavy eyes – then reality hit her and she sat abruptly up in alarm. A jolt of pain shot through her at the movement, reminding her of her wound. Heart racing, she glared frantically around her, but calmed down as she realized that she was alone, in what looked like a cabin. She recognized the familiar hum of a hyperdrive. How long had she been unconscious? Only a few discordant glimpses were fresh in her memory; the brown, shaggy fur of the Wookiee, probably carrying her into the ship; someone messing with her wound; Skywalker’s calm hands on her temple and chest; and the Princess’ voice – “She calls herself Arica, but I don’t think that’s her real name...”

Mara touched her thigh gingerly. A solid bacta patch was placed over the wound and it didn’t hurt that much, at least as long as she kept still. Obviously, she’d been given some kind of painkiller.

Taking a deep breath, Mara swung her legs over the edge of the bunk and planted them on the floor. Pain jolted through her again but it was bearable. She swayed heavily - but she stood. Glancing down her torso, she noted that her daring dance ensemble had been exchanged for a tunic that was anything but. It bagged around her, definitely too big, but was just long enough to be decent. 

For a few moments she just stood, trying to gather her dizzy thoughts, attempting to comprehend where she was, and under what circumstances. There was no sign that she was kept prisoner and when she scanned the cabin she found her few belongings neatly gathered on a chair; her skimpy dancing dress actually took up less space than her shoes and accessories. The small vibroknife that she’d kept hidden in her leg bracelet was on the top of the pile. 

Tentatively, Mara held a hand out before her and realized it was shaking. She moaned in frustration; how was she going to take out a Jedi in this condition? Then, slowly, woke in her the understanding that she might not have to, not yet If nobody had considered her a threat this far, she might be able to bide her time. After all, why shouldn’t the rebels buy her cover as a dancing girl? Maybe she would even be able to increase her chances by lulling her target into false security? If Skywalker was on the ship, that was – so far she had no confirmation that he was even in the same system.

Obviously, information had to be her first priority. Mara picked up the vibroblade, just in case, and hid it carefully at the small of her back, under the waistband of her underwear The possibility of biding her time aside, this might be her only opportunity to complete her mission, and in that case she’d better be prepared.

Slowly, doggedly, she limped out of the cabin. The first area she entered was empty at the moment but looked like the engineering bay. A glance at the ship chrono told her it was early morning standard time. Most of the crew was probably asleep yet. Moving from the bay to a corridor, she noted low voices from its far end, and steered toward the sound. 

“Don’t mention it.” 

Skywalker’s voice – he was here! And was that Solo answering him? She hunkered outside the hatch to listen.

“Oh, yes I will. That carbon freeze was the closest thing to dead there is. And it wasn’t just sleepin’, it was a big, wide awake Nothin’. I won’t forget you came for me, Luke!”

He got no answer and through the door Mara could sense the young Jedi’s embarassment. Apparently she had caught him and Solo in a sensitive moment. She hesitated, freshly unsure what to do…

Skywalker, however, had already sensed her. “Hey!” The hatch slid open and she faced blue eyes, looking straight at her. “You’re up already? You shouldn’t be, you know.” 

Mara limped in and leaned against the door. “Didn’t mean to interrupt anything.” She noticed that the Jedi had changed his black clothing to beige, standard fatigues. Sitting at the battered, circular table in the dilapidated hold he looked like any serviceman, even though his hair was a bit too long to fit Imperial standards.

Both men seemed slightly embarrassed at the realization that she had caught a snatch of their conversation, but Skywalker recovered faster. “It’s fine. But you should be careful, really. That’s a nasty cut you’ve got there.” He started over to her. 

Mara scowled at him. She needed to know what hid behind that polite façade; did Skywalker and his friend considered her a threat – or was she was just an inconvenience that had stuck to their boots like a wad of gum. She needed to know how far their hospitality would go, and in her experience, the best way to see the true face of people was to provoke them. Irritated people didn’t think clearly ”So I should just stay in bed then? Wait for you to tell me whatever I want to know? Like where you’re taking me, for example?”

The Jedi didn’t look the least offended. “That wasn’t what I meant. Please sit down.” He slid a supporting arm around her shoulders and led her towards the holochess table where Solo sat. Mara registered that he appeared completely spontaneous and without any ulterior motives in his bodycontact, certainly a far cry from her would-be Devaronian wooer, but then he was probably used to women swarming around him. Hero of the Rebellion and all.

“There. That’s better isn’t it?” He helped her to sit down and smiled encouragingly, a smile that Mara was careful not to return.

“Well?” she prompted instead. 

“All right.” Skywalker and glanced at Solo, who returned the look with meticulous innocence. Evidently the Corellian was able to see again but quite happy to leave this chore solely to his friend. The Jedi clared his thoat “I wouldn’t say we’re exactly taking you anywhere, but…Well, of course we’re going somewhere and since we couldn’t leave you behind in the condition you were in, we decided to take you with us.” He hesitated a little. “I guess we should start with apologizing in case we misjudged the situation?”

Mara stared at him, incredulous. Was he actually sitting there, excusing himself for saving her life? He couldn’t be serious, could he? Yet, as she studied him, all she could detect was earnest concern.

“It’s all right”, she mumbled when the silence started to stretch towards the embarrassing. “I guess I should thank you for saving my life.”

“No problem. That was the least we could do.”

She eyed him coldly. “Just about. Everybody else on that barge died. Why not me too?”

Skywalker wetted his lips, stared at the floor. “Good question,” he mumbled. “I just couldn’t spare the lives of more, and I didn’t know who I should have tried to save...” 

He swallowed hard and met her eyes again. “You were alone on the deck, and when we saw you and Leia said that you’d helped her earlier…Well…” He looked away again. “I know one life can’t count for so many others, but …”

“Oh, stop it, Luke!” Solo exploded. “You risked your life out there and you came within an ace of losing it yourself. Everybody on that barge could have bet on another podracer but they chose sticking to Jabba, an’ I’m telling you now, kid, they knew just what kind of crap they were climbing in bed with. If you start beating yourself up over them…!”  He stabbed a finger towards his younger friend. “Besides, you had warned them! All of them! If they didn’t take you seriously because you’re still a kid and because they don’t believe in that Jedi stuff, that’s not your fault!”

Skywalker shifted uncomfortably. For a moment Mara considered whether she should argue against Solo to see if she could push the Jedi further but she decided not to. Antagonism was often the best way to make people show their real face, but at the moment her first priority was to remain on the ship; she couldn’t affort to rub anyone the wrong way.

Tired as she was, she couldn’t trust herself to notice everything, but this far she’d seen no sign of either man being wary about her, at least no more than one would be of any stranger. Skywalker seemed outright symphatetic towards her, and Solo didn’t act uncomfortable that she could tell. Well, that was good. 

Changing the subject, she fingered at her tunic. “Whose clothes am I wearing?”

“Mine,” Skywalker replied, obviously grateful for the break. “It… ” Then he saw her eyebrows rise and went sunburn red. “Uh… it was Leia who put them on you… I mean…”

Solo rubbed his chin to conceal another sly smile, and Mara had to follow suit. Was this the guy the dancing girls had swarmed around? He had less of the ladykiller in him than he did the farmboy fresh off the farm; as easy to embarrass as he was hard to offend. She filed the knowledge for later use, then promptly forgot about it as a wave of discomfort and dizziness washed through her again. 

What she needed was to postpone her mission, if at all possible; the little strength she’d had when she woke up was rapidly leaving her. She felt as weak as a pitten. Even sitting upright made her close to fainting. At least she’d now been able to confirm that these men didn’t seem to regard her as a threat. She had better lay her cards as well as she could and then get some rest.

Skywalker eyed her worriedly. “You really shouldn’t be up yet. We don’t have any advanced medical equipment at this ship and…”

“You’re a Jedi, aren’t you? Didn’t you heal me on the skiff? With the Force?” She modulated her face and voice to fake reluctant admiration, curious if he’d go for the bait.

“Naah… Healing isn’t my strong point, not yet anyway.” He blushed again. You could just about have taken flirting lessons from the Devaronian, Jediboy, Mara reflected wryly.

Solo shook his head in exasperation. “I think we oughta get this gorgeous thing back to bed, huh Luke?” Tilting his head at Mara, he added insolently, “Or maybe she’d rather just you took her back to bed...”

Mara ordered herself not to glower too much. The Corellian at least had noticed her feigned admiration and probably could be persuaded to let her stay a while longer. But she’d better not overdo it; nothing worked more against credibility than overflowing interest. And there was also the fact that the edges of her vision were going somewhat fuzzy. She looked at her own feet. “Maybe that’s a good idea,” she muttered, annoyingly aware of how good it actually was.

Skywalker was up in a hurry, helping her to her feet and quelling Solo’s snickers with a glare. Mara took great pains to lean as heavily onto him as credibility allowed, maximizing their bodycontact. Despite his earlier bashfulness, he seemed bothered by neither her weight nor the contact, only eager to help. 

“Can you walk?” he inquired when they came to the corridor.

Mara couldn’t prevent her voice from shaking when she tried to lean on her leg. “Mmhh…”

He hesitated a moment, then slipped his arm from her shoulders down her back. The next moment he’d bent down and swept her up from the floor and into his arms. Mara stared at him, eyes widening and suddenly chokingly clueless about how to react. She had never been carried by a man in her entire life. Like some holovid heroine!

He didn’t look down at her but stared straight ahead, a faint blush on his cheeks the only sign that he didn’t haul scantily clad girls around on a regular basis. In obstinate silence he took her to her cabin and Mara decided the trip was too short and her strength too depleted to protest. The hatch whirred open and he laid her down on the bunk. The relief of lying down chased away all other thoughts.

“Thanks,” she muttered, having no idea what to make out of it.

“Don’t mention it. And if you need anything…” He placed a comlink on the table. “Just call if you need something. It’s better than you running around the ship before you’re stronger.”

She looked at the com. “That was kind of you, Skywalker. Your name is Skywalker, isn’t it?”

He shrugged self-consciously. “Yeah, but just call me Luke.”

“Thank you, Luke.” She looked him straight in the eye, trying to penetrate to the man behind all those confusing impressions. “My name is Mara Jade.”

He smiled a little and took her hand. “Nice to meet you, Mara.”

Giving her hand a friendly squeeze, he rose and turned to leave, then stopped. “Oh, and by the the way, you won’t need that vibroblade onboard this ship. Not in self-defence anyway.”

Mara caught her breath. How had he…? Was it when he carried her? But she could sense no weariness or hostility from him now either, only that steady flow of goodwill through the Force.

He smiled reassuringly. “It’s all right,” he told her. “I’d be a bit shaky too, if I were you. But please take my word that you’re among friends. Now, try to get some sleep.” He turned and left.

As the door closed behind him, it abruptly hit Mara that she had actually told him her real name, and just how stupid that was. But she was far too tired to work up any real repentance, nor could she manage to fathom the possible implications of this involuntary slip. Exhaustion overtook her and she fell asleep again.

* * *

Han was back; everything they had been working on and hoping for the past six months had worked out. Now, things should have been back to normal, Luke mused…

They weren’t, exactly.

“So whose bright idea was it to reconfigure my Number Three hold to cabins?” Han demanded, clearly unamused.

There was a few seconds of silence, then Luke cleared his throat. “Mine. I thought that nowadays you seldom use it for smuggling anyway, and if you’d do, it could easily be restored the way it was.”

“Captain’s quarters, huh?” Solo muttered, eyeing the newly segregated cabin with skeptical eyes. He’d never been a man of luxury.

The night before, when they all had been exhausted, Han had insisted on sleeping in the crew bunkroom as usual, claiming he couldn’t sleep without Chewie’s snoring, and so miraculously the renovations his ship had gone through had somehow evaded his notice for the first twenty-four hours. Now, however, he was two days out of the carbonite, had successfully confirmed his relationship with Leia, settled a wary peace with Lando, and thanked Luke; the next thing on his mind was his ship. In fact, at the moment, this was the only thing on his mind.

“Everybody needs a cabin of her own, huh? What do you all think this crate is, a frigging luxury liner?” Solo glared almost with animosity at the wall set up straight through the old third hold; their involuntary passenger Mara Jade was sleeping behind it in the smaller of the two newly built cabins.

Luke sighed and remembered how Han had protested years ago when they had just escaped from the Death Star and Luke had insisted that Number Two hold be rearranged for use as a private cabin for the Princess. Luke had gotten his way back then, but Han had never ceased to gripe about it. The past months, when Leia wasn’t aboard, Lando had quickly seized the opportunity to use the private cabin himself. At the sight of his his crestfallen face when Leia sometimes joined the crew, Luke had at some point suggested that they take the next step and make cabins out of number three hold as well. 

Leia had naturally seen the potential of the captain having a personal cabin instead of sharing with the rest of the crew, and with Lando’s eager support they had managed to induce a reluctant Chewie, who kept worrying about Han’s probable reaction when he got back. It was of course Leia who was the clinching argument for this new arrangement, and Luke had no doubt that Han would agree after taking that particular argument into consideration, but it would take even a gorgeous Princess time to convince Han Solo that the remodelling was not some sort of violation against his first love. Luke sighed and rubbed his nose bridge. He had no doubt that Leia and Han had already shared a night or two, but that had been months ago, when they had been closely entwined during the dramatic escape from Hoth, and now they needed their own time to settle things between them. At the moment, given how obsessed Han was with his darling freighter, the very idea of him having female company on the Falcon seemed more distant than Bakura. 

“Look, Han,” he told him, staying with the obvious. “We can always change it back whenever you want to. But admit that it’s a pretty smart arrangement, now we have a wounded passenger and all.”

“Hmph. She could sleep in Number Two with Leia. That way someone could keep an eye on her.”

“And if she turned out to be a threat you’d like Leia to sleep next to her?” Luke couldn’t help the abrupt edge in his voice, and Solo squirmed.

“Of course not,” Han muttered rubbing his hand over his mouth. “Of course not.”

Luke looked down, a bit embarrassed at his own rising temper. Control. Remember control.

“Hey, kid…” The Corellian glanced at him. “You’re kinda edgy these days, aren’t you?”

Luke heard the worry in his friend’s voice and looked up, all calm again. “I am?”

Han eyed him for a second, then shrugged away. “Well, maybe not. I dunno, Luke. You’re just…changed, somehow…”

A slight chill run down Luke’s back. He was, wasn’t he? Han was his best friend, he should be able to tell…

“Not really,” Luke denied, willing his voice to be even, not ready to take this up yet. “It’s just – well, you know, when it’s something about Leia, then we’re all a bit protective, aren’t we? And edge, well... Maybe I’ve finally managed to get a better grip on things. Maybe it was about time?”

He managed to smile sheepishly at the end, and that elicited a smile onto Han’s face too.

“Well, about time, yeah. Who managed the miracle? The same guy who taught you that Force business?”

“The same, yeah.” Luke kept his answer clipped. He didn’t want Han to get the impression he could just talk away about this, about the “guy” or Luke’s alteration, but he also didn’t want him to think he could never ask about it. That was the good thing about Han. When he wasn’t running high, he was more perceptive than he cared to acknowledge; he would get the hint. 

For instance, Luke had noticed that the Corellian hadn’t brought Leia up yet. Last time they’d been together they had been rivals. Now Han stood as the winner – yet Luke had been the man present the past months, and Han hadn’t had time to talk properly with Leia yet. Luke could actually feel the buzzing anticipation in the air.

Luke took a soundless, calming breath. There was nothing to hide, he reminded himself. Truth was their ally, things would turn out fine…

He suddenly realized the Corellian’s eyes on him, searching. Luke managed a smile and returned to the recent topic. “All that Jedi training gives me a bagful of tricks that can come in handy from time to time.”

“Can’t say no to that,” Han drawled, “after what you did at that skiff. Now, don’t get me wrong. I still don’t buy all that Force stuff your old Kenobi came with, but… Well, as long as it works…” He shrugged, then paused with a freshly disturbed expression. “It does, doesn’t it?”

Luke blinked. “Does what?” 

Han waved impatiently. “Work. All the time, I mean. Not just sometimes, so that next time you’re in deep trouble it suddenly doesn’t work anymore and that’s where the poodoo really hits the fan?” 

He obviously did not approve of his friend messing with things he hadn’t tested and endorsed himself. Luke felt a jolt of warmth at that. “You mean like batteries that run low? No, the Force’s not like that. It is there, all the time.” 

“And no side effects?”

‘If once you start down the dark path, forever will it dominate your destiny.’

Suddenly the smile was much harder to keep up.  “Well…” Luke avoided, “I’d better not let it get to my head.”

Han frowned, puzzled, then lit up. “I’ll help you with that.” He gave the younger man a quick punch in the stomach.

Luke deliberately didn’t parry and the punch was just heavy enough to make him lose his breath for a second. “Thanks,” he managed when he caught it again. “I knew I could trust you, Han.”

“Hey,” Solo grinned, his old smug self again. “What are friends for?”

* * *

After dinner – Lando had been the chef and his questionable achievements at Falcon’s old processing unit had eased the banter into a wonderful coming-together between old friends - Leia put her arm around Han and pulled him with her, away from the others. They had a lot to catch up on, and she still felt a bit awkward showing her feelings in front of everyone. Everything was still so new, so much still remaining unsaid.

“Strange to see the kid so, well, ‘grown up’, sort of.” Han gave Leia a lopsided smile to hide his bewilderment.

Leia looked almost proud. “He really has grown a lot these past months, Han.”

Han gave her a strange look. “Yeah, well, I almost miss the green, wide-eyed brat. He seems so serious now. Even when he laughs, he’s somehow... still serious.”

Leia bit her lip. “He’s been through a lot, Han. Jedi training, but other things too.”

Solo straightened up frowning, and eyed her inquiringly. “What do you mean? What has he been through?” 

There was a strange mixture of feelings pouring from him; inquisitiveness, strong protectiveness as well as an edge that came of his own challenged pride and that made Leia consider her words carefully.

“Actually, I don’t know much about it, Han. And I think, perhaps, you’d better talk with himself about it. He’s told me a few things, and I’ve guessed about some others, but…” She shrugged. “Luke’s a bit of a mystery to every one nowadays.” 

When seeing his face she added quickly, “But he’s still the good old Luke at bottom.”

“Sure,” Han muttered, “sure…”

Leia eyed him thoughtfully. Han was, not surprisingly, struggling to come back to his old self. It had gone smooth so far, but there would most likely be drawbacks. Despite his casual, careless attitude, Han was as proud as they came, and he had been helpless as a wampa cub outside its mother’s pouch when frozen in carbonite; having to rely on help from others and owe them one wasn’t really his cup of caf, even if they were his friends. Particularly not when the one he owed most was the boy he had cared for and treated like a younger brothe. To tell him about the many things that had happened to Luke – his encounter with Vader, his loss of a hand, his hidden pain and darkened mood - would only reinforce that feeling of guilt. The best thing would probably be to give Han time and to take things as they came.

Besides, it wasn’t Leia’s business to talk about Luke’s personal affairs. It wasn’t proper, it certainly wasn’t smart since she after all knew far too little of them, and it was downright stupid for her to plunge into it, considering that the two men had been rivals for her affections for several years.

Leia suppressed a sigh. Things would come out, but the longer they took, the better it would probably be. Besides, she knew a perfect way to distract her space captain. There was no need for them to socialize with everybody the whole trip…

“Han,” she murmured, and let a husky tone slip into her voice as she pulled him with him through the corridor. “I need you to do something for me…”

* * *

Luke watched the hatch closing behind Leia and Han, his mind easily drifting away from Lando and Chewie’s enthusiastic smugglers’ debate about the best way to come through a flock of Neebray manthas in the Kaliida Nebula.

Leia and Han; at least that felt right. He sighed quietly, warm relief floating through him. Somewhere deep down he’d feared for his own reaction of actually seeing Leia close to someone else, but fortunately he’d been proven completely wrong. No matter how deeply Luke cared for Leia he could see, actually see that the spark between her and Han was something of its own league and it felt good deep down to see Leia so happy. Han too, for that matter. Luke grinned to himself, turning his attention back to his comrades at the table.

“…and then, once you’re free there’s no delay. If you loiter around for even half a second, then you’ve spoiled your chance!” Lando was expounding.

Luke’s smile faded again, Lando’s words bringing his mind back to his own problems. He should have been in his X-wing by now, heading for Dagobah and Yoda. He knew that absolutely. So why was he instead on the Falcon, on the way back to Home One and the Alliance?

It was that girl, Mara. She might have bled to death unless Luke had stayed. At least that had been the case until they had gotten her into the Falcon where she could be patched together and treated with bacta, getting her away from imminent danger. 

By that time they had already been in hyperspace, Luke’s X-wing in tow, and he’d felt too tired and too relieved to insist on leaving. He’d told himself that it really didn’t matter if he went back to the fleet first; actually he’d be able to make it to Dagobah more conveniently from Home One’s present position by following the Rimma Trade Route close by. 

Luke suppressed a sigh, knowing full well that he was rattling off excuses. The simple truth was that he was flatout scared of facing Yoda, even though he felt a bit better about things now thanks to their latest successful adventure. Looking back, he hadn’t done half bad on Tatooine. He’d panicked at the rancor of course – why hadn’t he just pushed that button with the Force? – but otherwise he’d managed all right. He’d stayed in control, the Force had flowed perfectly through him, and as a result they were all safe now. Perhaps he shouldn’t be so afraid to use the Force? After all, the Dark Side hadn’t claimed him this far. And even Jabba had bought his claim to be a Jedi knight - wasn’t that an ultimate test in a way? Perhaps he would actually be able to pull off this whole Jedi-thing? 

There was the draw-back at the skiff, of course – Luke had absolutely no idea why he hadn’t been able to grab his lightsaber when Artoo ejected it. Maybe it had got entangled in something – he couldn’t quite imagine into what, but surely that was possible? Or maybe he had simply been too unfocused. With a touch of unease he suddenly remembered Han’s worried question about the Force earlier – and his own reassuring; “It is there, all the time.” Well, he didn’t doubt the Force, but perhaps he should pay extra attention to his own concentration? 

Still, the saber had reached him fine when he called for it the second time. No doubt he needed much more training and he still had few answers and many questions, but from this point things looked rather brighter. Luke yawned. And after a good night sleep he would feel better still, he decided. Now that he thought about it, it occurred to him that he nowadays generally slept better in the Falcon’s bunkroom than he did back in his cabin on Home One. Probably because this ship was full of good memories. The thought reminded him of the practical necessity to fall asleep before Chewie tonight too; the Wookiee’s snoring could have split the ship with its sonic force.

Excusing himself, Luke withdrew, leaving Lando and Chewie to their debate. He checked in at the cockpit where Artoo and Threepio were socializing with the Falcon’s computer in their travel through hyperspace. All was well with the droids, except that their joints had become so full of sand when they fell from the barge that every movement they now made produced a horrible squeal that could have vied with an Imperial torture droid for sheer agony. Luke left again for the bunkroom with a silent promise to clean them up the next day. 

As he passed the newly rearranged third hold, he stopped for a moment outside the cabin of their unexpected passenger, carefully reaching out for its occupant through the Force. As he did this, he took meticulous care not to even brush the cabin nextdoor where Leia and Han no doubt were engaged in activities that required total privacy. But Mara Jade was sound asleep, just as he’d reckoned, her sense dim and relaxed, yet somehow glowing. A bit like Leia’s presence felt to him, Luke reflected in surprise. 

Not surprisingly, he couldn’t sense even a shade of danger now that she was sleeping. Maybe he’d just been imagining yesterday on the skiff? Luke frowned, trying to remember all the conflicting images he’d sensed from her. Something had happened when he had looked into those brilliant eyes –  something he didn’t understand at all, but had a nagging feeling that he should be able to make more out of. She rang a deeper cord, somehow - and it left him at a complete loss of references. 

The situation taken into consideration, the threat, danger, or whatever he’d sensed from her was hardly surprising. Whoever this girl was, she was someone used to dealing with scum of the worst kind, as the hardened steadiness of her green gaze indicated. She’d been in great distress yesterday, wounded and without a clue whether she was among enemies or not. It was only natural that she’d expected the worst. In her case, Luke would probably have reacted the same way. And today, well, she’d hidden a vibroblade under her clothing when exiting her cabin, but when she’d been reassured that she was safe, she’d calmed down.

At least until Luke had started carrying her around. Luke blushed as he remembered what he’d done. In the moment it had felt like the most natural thing to do. She’d seemed so small and fragile and he’d sensed her pain so very clearly, but he probably shouldn’t have done that. He could imagine that she was thinking all kind of things of him already. 

Luke continued to his quarters, where he pulled his boots off and stretched out on his bunk, clothes still on. His thought went back to the other night, in Jabba’s dungeon and he wondered if Mara really was the same girl who so fiercely and successfully had chased her antagonist away. If she was, then she also been the one who’d had the courage to attempt to help her friend in similar trouble. And Leia had told him she’d shot a guard who’d attacked her at Jabba’s barge…

Was she a possible ally? Or the complete opposite - a threat – like he’d sensed? 

The thing was also that the threat – or whatever it was – was only part of what he had sensed when he’s met her gaze yesterday. If he was to put it into words he’d say that he’d been able to see into her very being! Unfortunately, it had been so quick that he hardly had an idea of what he’d seen there, in her soul – if that indeed had been what had happened. Recalling the moment he remembered the sensation of an impressive strength, vast loneliness, integrity and a fierce, almost desperate determination. 

Luke sighed, knowing exactly what Lando or Han would say if he told them that he’d been able to see into the depths of Jade’s soul; even Leia would probably have a fit at that! 

Maybe they were right? Maybe he had only been startled by the girl’s surprising beauty? She was pretty as a dream, that was sure, and the very way she’d been clad (or more accurately, unclad) when he’d held her in his arms could tempt any man’s imagination. Yet, Luke was convinced that while the experience on the skiff had been powerful and entrancing, it had had nothing to do either with lust nor love. He’d been extremely aware of Mara’s beauty and body, could still recall the feeling of her slender form in his arms, yet the feeling, the sense of her when he’d met her gaze had been something completely different. If anything, it had actually drawn his attention from her physical appearance. 

Oh no, that awareness had appeared only afterwards. As if he didn’t have enough personal issues already, with Shira waiting back on Home One. Luke closed his eyes, wondering what it was with him and redheads anyway? 

* * *

He ran through the desert, feeling it harder and harder to lift his feet as his they sank deeper and deeper into the loose sand. It burned under his feet, though it was dark and the sand should have cooled long ago. The sky above him was starless. He didn’t recognize the desert, yet he had a clear feeling it was because he had never been in this region before and not because of the darkness. Suddenly he stopped. Something was waiting for him. Something menacing, brooding, darker than the night itself. He drew a ragged breath, his throat as hot and dry as the sand under him, his face sticky with sweat. As he wiped away the damp, he pushed away some leaves that had plastered to his forehead, dimly realizing he wasn’t in the desert anymore but in the dark cave of Dagobah again.

The shadows started to move towards him, slowly closing in. The biggest, the darkest of them so close soon that he would feel it’s breathing against his chin, the ragged breathing, his own, the shadow’s…

I am your father…

With a groan he sat up in the dark, almost banging his head into the bulkhead. Lando, and more notably Chewie, were snoring in the other bunks. Luke moaned quietly and laid down again, trying to slow his galloping heart. He had to return to Yoda. Was he going to have to ask Han to drop out of hyperspace for his sake, or could it wait until they came to Home One?  Tiredly, Luke sank back in the bunk and closed his eyes again. 

He decided to try to meditate the next day. Maybe the Force would grant him insight in what he had to do.

