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Not Their Finest Hour 

Part I

“Come on, Mar! No one will mind. They’ll love it! Honestly!”

Mara drummed her fingers on her crossed arms and stared suspiciously at the door before her. It wasn’t really that her warning sense was actually tingling. She just had this feeling…

Mirax eyed her searchingly. “You really are scared, aren’t you?” she exclaimed, sounding surprised.

Mara’s eyes narrowed. She knew Mirax. The arbitrary bitch wasn’t the least surprised. She was just trying to manipulate her and this in the most obvious and transparent manner. Mirax simply wanted access to the party going on behind that door and she had decided that dragging Mara along was the best way to get what she wanted. 

Mara was a bit drunk. Mirax had been smart to make sure of that before she launched her idea. But nobody manipulated  Mara Jade! In truth, Mara should refuse to come along just to teach Mirax-former-Terrick-now-Horn that lesson! 

The problem was that Mara should have refused to come along an hour ago when Mirax first launched the idea.

The problem was that no one called Mara Jade scared either - and remained unproven wrong. For a foe to call her scared was to beg for a broken arm or worse. For a friend - well, Mara didn’t know yet. She had so few friends, but Mirax was - despite being a bitch - undoubtedly a good candidate to be a friend. And who wasn’t a bitch? Mara’s frown deepened.

Behind that door is Tycho Celchu’s stag party. 

Inside was a bunch of old Rogues; pilots, brothers-in-arms from the time of the Rebellion, many of them now responsible husbands and fathers like Mirax's own Corran. Yet many of the old X-wing pilots were still bachelors and by this time of the evening they were, maybe secretly yet undeniably, longing for female company; hence the need for Mara’s presence. In contrast, Mirax’s presence as married - and particularly married to one of the guys present -wasn’t at all desired. But with Mara as a prize, the situation might be different.

Do I really want to be a part of that party? Mara tried to ask herself that question very carefully. 

Many people she knew were there: Tycho Celchu, Corran Horn, Skywalker, Wedge Antilles, Luke Skywalker, that other sandy blond guy – his name long since forgotten, Gavin Darklighter, that noisy fellow: Jansen, Luke…

There were supposed to be a few girls too, since there naturally had been girls flying in the Squadron, as well. This fact had made Mirax worried. 

Rogue Squadron parties were by invitation only. Only few were allowed in - only old comrades in arms and not even all of them.

They were also supposed to be a wet sort of business. Mirax had told stories of Corran's severe hangovers…

And Luke - Skywalker - had come all the way from Yavin…

Well, why postpone it any more? Mara took a deep breath, stepped up to the door and pushed determinedly on the door comm .

They didn’t have to wait as long as they had feared. Shortly after comming, the door was opened and two men, one dark-haired, one with red hair, filled the passage. Mara knew neither of them but put on her sweetest smile. “Hello guys!”

She put a bit of a Force nudge behind her smile as well. It did the trick with the brown-haired partier she first had made eye contact with and he stared at her, mouth open.

Mara felt rather than saw Mirax at her side put on her best face too. And Mirax had a special talent of softening people, particularly men. Mara was just about to walk confidently in as the red-haired guy frowned. “Hey, now I know who you are! You’re Corran's wife! You can’t come in!”

Mirax's eyebrows shot to the sky like a launching X-wing. “Says who?”

The man shrugged. “That’s the rules. I didn’t make them but I follow them. All for the common good. Nothing personal, sweetheart!”

Mara held on to her smile, making it some shades naughtier. “It’s ok, guys. She’s with me. She’s just here to make sure I don’t get too untidy.”

The dark-haired man stepped aside, eyes shining, and fixed on Mara. “It’s ok. You can come in.” He nodded to Mirax. “You can’t. Sorry. No wives.”

Mara shook her head. “Both of us - or none! Sorry, guys!”

The two men looked at each other and started to argue. After a minute Mirax leaned in to Mara and whispered, “Can’t you just knock them down?”

“And get kicked out from the party within two minutes?” Mara murmured back. “Bad idea! But I have a better one.”

She made her best effort to clear her head. It didn’t succeed completely but that wasn’t necessary either. Though neither of the men was particularly weak-minded, the amount of alcohol they had consumed made them susceptible to her next move. 

Mara reached out with the Force. “You don’t have to argue, boys,” she told them in a soft voice, waving her hand slightly.

The two men stopped their quarrel and looked at each other. “We don’t have to argue,” the dark-haired said.

“Both us girls can come in,” Mara continued.

“Both you girls can come in,” the redhead repeated, looking as if the idea had just struck him.

“You’re so glad we wanted to come and play with you here tonight.”

“We’re so glad you wanted to come and play with us here tonight” the men assured her in unison.

“That was kriffin’ brilliant,” Mirax whispered as they padded through the entry. “I really should learn some Force-tricks too! I could make a fortune!”

Mara didn’t answer. She prayed silently that the word wouldn’t slip out. Considering how often she had preached about making unnecessary use of the Force, Skywalker would be unbearable.

As they began to make their way into the building, Mara suddenly realized that the two men from the door were following them. She turned around and frowned, but the buddies obviously were too sloshed to understand the dismissal of her body language.

“It really is time to introduce ourselves to each other,” the dark man exclaimed with an amiable smile. “I’m Kenn Nitram and this is my friend Pash.”

The redhead bowed. “Pash Cracken at your service, ladies,” he announced with an oily smile. Obviously he’d forgotten everything about his reluctance to let them in. 

While Mirax smiled and beamed, Mara stamped her foot impatiently. She wanted to see more of the party, not be held back by these weak-minded bores.

The Pash-guy leaned down for a full inspection of Mara's assets. She grimaced something that she hoped resembled, at least remotely, a smile. She really couldn’t allow herself much else as she still was here at the mercy of these two clowns. Later, when the matter had been resolved and more people had become convinced that her being here was a good idea, she wouldn’t have to pretend any more.

”I really must have a closer look at your eyes,” the Pash-guy insisted. “They are such an unusual shade of green.”

Mara opened her eyes and batted her lashes a few times. Redtop leaned in to gaze deep into her eyes and shook his head in what obviously should be admiration. “It’s amazing,” he conceded. “You and I both are red-haired and green-eyed.”

Mara had to bite her lip not to laugh out loud. Conceited jerk!

But it seemed that her pretty behaviour paid off. Pash and Kenn each scooped a lady by the arm and led the way further into the house.

The main hall was deserted except for a couple embroiled in a passionate kiss. Instead, the party seemed to have moved into the countless small rooms the house was apparently divided into. Before they knew, Mara stood eye to eye with Corran Horn. It took him quite a few seconds to believe what he was seeing and when he finally did, he had also spotted his wife who stood in Kenn Nitram’s firm grip. Corran swayed a couple of times and then focused on his comrade-in-arms.

“Hands off!” he commanded in a threateningly low voice. “My wife!”

Mirax rolled her eyes and sighed an exasperated “Hon’!?!!”, but Kenn loosened his grip quicker than a gungan snatches a slug-beetle. “Uhh, I was just, er…”

For a few seconds Mara toyed with the idea of just going ahead and kissing Corran to see if that would sooth him, but she quickly dismissed it; Mirax's hubby = Mirax's problem. Besides, this whole thing was Mirax's idea, so let her solve her own problems. 

Mara turned on her heels to slip out of the room – and that was when she saw him. 

He was seated on a sofa, a beer in one hand, cards in the other and a girl on each side of him. A cigarra dangled from the corner of his mouth. The girls weren’t exactly molding to him, Mara noticed, but it was pretty obvious that they wanted to. Luke himself looked completely absorbed in the card game. 

However, he too frowned and looked up when Corran’s voice suddenly rose over the average noise. “…you just DON’T GET IT!!!!”

Luke craned his neck towards the Horn family argument – just like everybody else in the room - and rose, apparently uncertain if he should intervene. But when he recognized Mirax his face cracked in a grin and his cheerful Rim accent carried over their heated voices. “Hi, Mirax! Good to see you! When did you come?”

Mirax broke off from the argument to smile sweetly and give him a wave. “Just five minutes ago. Good to see you too, Lukie!” Then she turned back to her husband with quite another face and a raised finger.

Luke chuckled and shook his head, exchanging glances and smiles with the surrounding guys. Some of them were commenting how stupid it was to give his own wife access to a party like this while others clearly held the opinion that Corran should have seen this coming when he married Mirax. Suddenly Luke’s eye caught Mara and widened in surprise. “Hey!”

He took a step forward and knocked hard against the table. The girls jumped up and started to mill around him. His playmates complained of him ruining the game and spilling their drinks but Luke waved them all off, excused himself hurriedly and started to make his way towards Mara, who stood rigid, as though struck by the lightening. The smile he’d flashed her when he had recognized her had set her heart hammering oddly against her ribs.

For an moment she became aware of just how much liquor Mirax had poured into her to make her come this far, but then Luke was by her side and all other matters magically disappeared from her mind. 

“Hi, Mara,” he reeled off. “Uh, I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“No?” Somehow she seemed to have gotten tongue-tied. 

“No…” 

Mara took hold of herself. “I…er… I came with Mirax.” She glanced over her shoulder at Corran and Mirax who were still quarrelling like gundarks. “Only, she’s a bit occupied right now…”

Luke followed her glance and tilted his head. “They’ll be kissing within a quarter,” he dismissed lightly. “But I think you can forget all about her company for tonight. Uh…Did you just arrive?”

Mara nodded.

“Has anybody shown you around?” Luke inquired gingerly and Mara pricked up her ears. Did he seem interested in doing that job himself? 

“Not yet...” She tried to sound unconcerned, but feared seriously that he would be able to hear the heart pounding in her chest.

“Hey, Skywalker! I was going to show this lady around!” The red-haired Cracken-guy had suddenly become aware that Mara didn’t follow the Horn-quarrel and that somebody else was trying to pick up his chosen lady. Now he stepped forward, trying to place himself between Luke and Mara.

Mara expected Luke to back down, if for no other reason than to keep up his usual facade of I’d-never-chase-a-girl, but to her great surprise he didn’t. On the contrary, he lifted his chin a bit and stuck the cigarra back between his teeth, setting his shoulders. “Think again, Pash,” he bit out. “Besides you’ve already got one red head – you don’t need another one.”

This caused a few bystanders to turn around. Mara shifted uncomfortably. She wasn’t keen on their curious glances right now. Somehow this all seemed too…private. “Boys…” she began, but broke off. This was Luke’s call. 

The two game-cocks strutted for a few moments, not really mincing around, but more taking each other's measure. Pash seemed to puff himself up, while Luke just stood rooted to the floor; his cigarra high and a strange, merry glint in his eyes. Within seconds, Pash was backing out. “Oh, never mind… Do you actually know her, Luke?”

“Sure, I do!” Luke switched in an instant to his good-natured self again. “Mara and I’ve known each other for years. But we’ve never met…er…like this before.”  Hie eyes shifted back to Mara and there was something in them that made a flood of warmth rush through her entire body. 

Thoughts were racing through her mind as they left the room. She hadn’t imagined Luke would be so happy to see her, so spontaneous - or so cocky… 

Hadn’t she? Who was she lying to? This was exactly what she had imagined! Maybe she had only imagined it in her wildest dreams but she sure had imagined it! And this wild dream had been her incentive to follow Mirax to this party – a secret hope to, for once, catch Luke with his defences down, to see the man when he was at ease, relaxed with his friends and not playing that reserved, saintly, blasted Jedi Master. 

Subconsciously, Mara had always known that they could meet like this; that Luke had secretly longed for this too; that this would bring something completely new into their relationship!

His hand on the small of her back, just a light touch to guide her in a corridor, made her thoughts flurry.

Easy now, Jade. Don’t let this run through your fingers!

She turned her head toward him and wrinkled her nose. “When did you started smoking cababba tabac?”

Luke took a look at the cigarra in his hand as if he hadn’t realised it was there. “Today.” He gave her a disarming smile, blue eyes beaming.

Mara held on to her wry face, and he got it quickly. “Oops, sorry. If you don’t like it, I’ll put it out.” He dropped the cigarra to the floor and crushed it under his boot. “It’s pretty smelly, really,” he excused himself. “And it doesn’t taste that good either. I just wanted to try it. I’ve always thought it looked… well… really sophisticated.”

She couldn’t help grinning at his sheepish explanation. He was such a farmboy, but, what the Kessel – she didn’t mind that at all. Never had. 

“It does,” she encouraged him. “But you look better without it.”

He frowned and blinked – his eyes full of wonder when they turned back to stare at her. Mara frowned and had to ask herself if she had ever said anything nice to him before. Probably not. There were far too many nice things she could say - how could she ever pick one? And she had better not start now either. Men became self-obsessed so quickly, and Farmboy or not, Skywalker was a man after all… She felt sensations rush to her abdomen. Uh oh! Wrong thought, Jade! 

* * *

The next hour, Luke and Mara spent walking from room to room, chatting with those they met, commenting on what they saw, drinking beer and bickering with each other. 

Despite their many quarrels in the past, Luke’s company seemed so wonderfully natural to her all of a sudden. He was also strangely pleasant and – funny! She had never realized he could be this funny. How could she have missed it?

She watched his quick, intense smiles. His face could change from extreme expressiveness to blank in an eye blink and those blue eyes could shine with such a warmth that she could feel it deep within her body. His hair seemed never really to stay in place and those large, sensual hands made her long for his touch...

Sensual hands? One of them was a prosthetic, for Sith's sake, but Mara knew now she would not care. She wanted those hands upon her anyway! She wanted his hands upon her, she wanted the two of them away from everybody’s eyes and company and she wanted to be some place where his body could be stripped and naked against hers, that alluring mouth crushed against hers. And his control finally yielding!!!! Yes! That was what she wanted! And she wanted it SO badly! She wanted him more than she had ever wanted any man before! A wave of heat swirled through her at the thought.

Mara’s eyes slid down from the Jedi’s face to his compact, strong jaw line and neck, to his muscular arms and chest and yet slender stature. There was so much power and grace in an appetizing mix, and she found her entire body aching to be closer to his. Her mouth had gone dry and she couldn’t help speculating on what it would be like to touch his soft, warm skin. Would he be slightly hairy under his clothing or would he be all smooth, warm skin? That pulsating blood-vessel at his throat... did it mirror other blood filled, pulsating places? She knew she was blushing and silently cursed herself. She was drunk, but not drunk enough to lose control like this. If Luke should realize what she was thinking of…

She met his eyes.

And understood with a dizzy feeling in her stomach that he did realize what she was thinking of. In fact, his glazed, darkened eyes betrayed that he was very much having mutual feelings.

A voice of reason somewhere inside her head screamed that she should talk with him first, that this was Luke, her friend through many years, and that if they changed their status they would be risking things far too valuable to lose. However, nothing in the galaxy could make her listen to that voice right now. Her abdomen was throbbing, her throat was tightening, her body felt like lead and she couldn’t take her eyes from his.

Not knowing how she had gotten there, she found herself sitting beside him, his one hand reaching for hers, the other tentatively touching her arm and starting a thrillingly slow journey towards her back.

“Mara?”

They were all alone in the room. 

She opened her mouth as if to answer, but sent her real answer through the Force as she carefully suggested for him to move closer to her. His eyes drifted closed as he slowly dipped his head to cover her mouth with his.

Ohhh, that kiss! Mara would remember it for as long as she lived. 

It made her body swirl with long-suppressed and suddenly provoked feelings; a promise of fulfilment teasing just ahead. It started slowly with Luke’s lips softly caressing hers but soon turned passionate as tongues met and started their hungry play. Hands and bodies joined and very soon they were lying on the sofa, clothes in steadily increasing disarray as their mutual caresses became more intimate and insistent. Mara had lost the feeling of time and space and her head was spinning in joy and pleasure alongside her body…

And alongside her stomach. 

Mara blinked. This last insight wasn’t pleasurable at all. Nor was it joyous, as she started to realize her body obviously had an agenda all its own…

Mara pulled away. “Luke?” she yelped. “I have to puke… I’m sorry, I really am.”

It took him some valuable seconds to understand what she was saying. His eyes widened in surprise before he saw the panic in her eyes and his chivalry kicked in its autopilot. “Of course! Yes, right…” He scrambled to his feet and started frantically to look for a bowl or a dustbin or similar container.

Mara already had covered her mouth, having to concentrate hard in order not to vomit on the couch. How on earth hadn’t she felt this coming?!?

“Come!” Luke grabbed her with both hands and dragged her to her feet. Mara doubled over and followed him blindly in a desperate effort to hold back.

“There you go! It’s ok.” Luke’s voice came to her from a distance but at least she registered him. She sank to her knees and grabbed the bin he offered. Not able to hold back any longer, she ducked and opened her mouth, allowing her revolting stomach to humiliate her in front of her chosen lover.

She emptied herself until there wasn’t any more. She didn’t dare to look at Luke; she didn’t dare to even think of the next moment when she would have to face him again. 

“Here. Drink this.” 

A glass floated in front of her face and she pushed it away. “No, nothing more to drink…”

“It’s water. Plain water.”

Mara hesitated a second. Her stomach didn’t need encouraging to revolt again, but perhaps a bit of water, just for her mouth? 

She took the glass and sipped warily, rolling the water in her mouth. Most of it she spat out again, into the bin. “Sorry about that,” she mumbled, humiliated.

It took her a few more moments to realize Luke’s hand was still caressing the small of her back. He kissed her hair, that he had collected away from her face,and pulled her into his embrace again. “No problem,” he mumbled huskily. “Absolutely no problem.”

Mara lifted her face in surprise and as she met his blue gaze again she understood that nothing she’d done had changed his opinion of her, nor reduced his lust. How could that be???

As she still was digesting this unbelievable information he leaned in and kissed her lips again.

The kiss started as tentatively as the first one, but Mara quickly became aware that Luke was as hot as he’d been before. For a moment she managed to believe that she, too, could get herself worked up to the same level of arousal.

Her stomach, though, still had its own agenda. Unfortunately, it had aligned itself with much of the rest of her body that seemed to oppose the sensations Luke’s presence were producing.

“Luke…”

“Mara!” He embraced her passionately.

“Luke, I…”

He finally withdrew his lips from the delicate task of nibbling her collarbone and met her pleading eyes.  “Oh, Mara. Stars! I’m so sorry. I was thinking only of myself here!” He offered a repentant but mischievous smile. “You’re far too distracting, I’m afraid!” Then he frowned in concern. “Are you ok?”

“Almost…” Mara seriously tried to believe that herself.

“Can I get you something?”

“I could really use a caf,” Mara admitted. “Can you get one without too much fuss?”

“Sure,” Luke kissed her softly and got to his feet. “Don’t run anywhere, ok?” 

Mara smiled weakly. “Not a chance.” Leaning back into the sofa she added a thought: “and if you could bring some condoms too, it could be nice.”

The smile Luke sent her over his shoulder was brighter that the twin suns of Tatooine.

Mara closed her eyes. Now, if she could only lie down for a minute without falling asleep, then surely everything would feel much better. There was no way she was letting this chance slip through her fingers… Lifting her feet up on the couch, she dozed away.

* * *

The smell of caf made her nose twitch and she opened her eyes.

Luke sat on the coach, her legs on his lap and made circles in the air with a thermo-cup. “Good morning!” 

His greeting sounded a bit restrained and for a second Mara wondered why. Then she saw that another Rogue, that sandy-haired one, was sitting on the couch too. 

“Uh.” She tried to sit up. Luke reached out with his hand but gave up as he almost poured the caf over her. His other hand was occupied by a glass of beer. “Is it morning?” Mara inquired in disbelief.

“Not at all. It’s just a way of speaking... Han’s way of speaking, actually... Whenever you wake up it’s morning, in one way at least...” Luke cleared his throat and gave his beer to his comrade. 

“Ok, Hobbie,” he continued. “You can have the rest of my beer. And then, frankly, I’d appreciate it if you’d leave.” Handing over the glass, he turned his attention to Mara who had managed to wriggle up at least half-way into a seated position.

“Feeling better?” Luke put the caf in her hands.

Hobbie poured out a longer mumble about lack of appreciation, bad comrades and owing favours, then left without further complaints.

Mara sipped at the caf. It wasn’t exactly hot any more but she could feel it do her good. She must have taken quite a nap, despite her intentions. “Much better!”she told Luke, slightly exaggerating.

“Good,” Luke replied with a smile. His hands begun to massage her calves and feet. Mara hadn’t realized before now that he had pulled her boots off. A frisson of panic went through her – her socks must be smelling after all these hours! But as Luke’s hands slowly kneaded pleasant feelings back into her feet and legs, she dismissed those thoughts. It seemed that his sense of smell didn’t work when he was drunk. Or maybe it was because he was horny. Obviously, he still was both.

She was too, she realized. The tickling feeling spread from her legs to her abdomen. Mara sighed and leaned back into the cushions. Luke’s hand slowly began to work its way up her legs and when it reached her inner thigh, she let out a little moan.

“Oh, Mara,” he murmured. “I want you so much, you have no idea…”

“Then show me the idea,” Mara mumbled and pulled him softly onto her. Suddenly a thought struck her. “Did you get any condoms?” she demanded.

Luke gave her a knowing smile and pulled an entire package out of his pocket. Mara sighed with content. They started kissing again, mouth on mouth, body against body, oblivious to everything around them…

Crash!

The door banged open and five drunken Rogues poured in, loudly babbling. The first one stopped short on the threshold when he saw the amorous couple on the couch, but was pushed in by those behind him. A couple of the newcomers were too drunk to notice much of anything but two others froze as well when they realized what they had interrupted. 

“Heyy! Luke!!! You got the redhead!” one of them exclaimed enviously.

“Way to go, Luke!” the other encouraged.

Luke pulled back from Mara in annoyance and was just about to start barking when she stopped him. 

“Can’t we go somewhere else? she muttered. “This room is far too heavily trafficked for my taste.”

“You said it!” Luke answered sourly. “Let’s go.”

Mara grabbed her boots and, ignoring the many suggestive comments, they made their way out of the room. They stopped in the corridor, uncertain of where to go next.

“Any idea of where we could catch a bed?” Mara inquired.

“Sure,” Luke beamed. “We can go to my room.”

“You have a room here? Great! Why didn’t you say so before?”

Luke blushed. “I thought you might not want to come with me if I suggested that straight out.”

Men! Mara rolled her eyes. Well, at least they would finally be able to get some privacy!

But when they arrived at Luke’s room she was in for another disappointment. It was a room all right, and it had a bed. That was all fine and dandy. What bothered Mara was the other three beds, all of them with some personal items on them that clearly showed they were occupied.

She stopped short. “No way!”

“What’s the matter?” Luke asked, looking almost surprised. 

Mara glared at him. “Oh nothing,” she mocked, “Nothing at all, that is, if you’re going to sell tickets at the door! Then later, when the word has spread and everybody is inside and seated, you can join me in preforming the peep show.”

He didn’t get it at first. Just stared at her with that innocent, blank expression that always drove her crazy. Finally it dawned on him. “You mean the people in the other beds??? Hey, that’s not a problem!”

“Maybe it’s not a problem for you, Skywalker. Maybe this is how you used to do things in the Rebellion, but I’m not going to have sex in front of an audience! Period!” Mara failed to understand Luke’s lack of concern. She had always thought he was sort of shy. This evening sure tore her perceptions away!

“Mara! Listen!” Luke grabbed her shoulders and looked straight at her. At least he was trying. He was really too drunk to look straight, and his grin had an annoying, impish quality to it. It struck her that maybe he even needed to hold on to her shoulders in order not to sway.

“Listen,” Luke began again, and Mara noted he was slurring his words a bit as well. “Those beds won't be used. One belongs to Ghufran and he’s already fast asleep - remember the guy on the red sofa downstairs? And Avan is spending the night with Feylis.”

Mara gaped. She was too drunk herself to get the details but she got the bottom line that all the people who owned the items on the beds would be gone. “Are you sure?”

“Sure! They always are. They think nobody knows and we let them, of course. And Ghufran always falls asleep. Some years ago we still carried him to his bed but he’s too fat now, so nobody bothers. That leaves only Hobbie, and he already knows we’re up to something.”

“That won’t stop him from storming in in the middle of everything. “

“Listen…” Luke started to insist, but then changed his mind. “Ok. This way then.” He let go of her, marched straight to his friend’s bed and picked up his possessions. Then he walked to the door, threw the stuff outside and turned back, closing the door. “There you go. Hobbie won’t fail to understand that gesture.”

As an afterthought, Luke turned around and pulled a small table in front of the door, and stacked some chairs on it. 

Mara sighed. “Ok, at least now we’ll hear when they come storming in.”

Not quite ready to be pleased just yet, she wrinkled her nose. “I still don’t like it. That Hobbie guy – he knows too much. Can’t you mind rub him?”

“What????”

Mara rolled her eyes. “Forget it, Skywalker, it was a joke.”

An awkward silence grew between them.

Mara took a deep breath. “Ok. Maybe we should just drop this whole thing, then? I’m too dark for the Great Jedi Master to sleep with, so perhaps it would be just as well…”

“Don’t be stupid, Mara. That’s your thinking you’re expressing, not mine.”

Mara glared at him. She had still that prickling, lusty feeling in her body and her mind was racing hard as ever, but somehow the trust had cracked a little. Things weren’t working as they should. She didn’t really know how to proceed from here.

But this was Luke and he never gave up believing that things could turn out for the best if he just kept trying enough. He scooped Mara in his arms and claimed her mouth in another passionate kiss.

Mara finally let herself go and melted into the kiss, hungrily drinking in his presence. Her mind kept trying to roam but she pushed it aside and concentrated on the patently available sex instead.

Luke also seemed keen to get to the matter. He quickly gave up the kissing – a little too quickly, Mara thought - and pulled her with him to the bed, that gave away a moaning shriek when they both bumped down on it. He started nibbling her earlobe but instead of giving it all his attention, he chose to begin to free her of her clothes at the same time. After a few minutes fumbling Mara grew impatient and ripped her tunic off along with her trousers. Luke gave her a hand with the latter and somehow her panties followed in the same move, leaving only her bra.

“Oh, gods, Mara,” Luke breathed. “You are so beautiful!”

Mara rolled Luke on to his back and kissed him greedily but her hair fell between them and straggled into their mouths. A bit annoyed, Mara tried to pull it back in a knot, but Luke just spat it out and grinned.

”That’s the stupid thing with long hair”, she murmured apologetically.

”Hey,” he murmured back, ”I like it! I really do. You’ve the most beautiful hair I’ve ever seen.” 

He smoothed her hair away and let his hands move on to unclasp her bra. Mara leaned closer to give him access as his fingers fumbled on her back. She kissed him again, this time managing to keep her annoying hair out of the way. Luke continued to fidget behind her back as the bra caused him problems.

“Can you manage?” Mara worried, fighting her irritation back.

“I never learned this part,” he laughed a bit sheepishly. “I could use some help, actually”.

Mara reached behind her back but the bra was somehow stuck. “Blast it!” she murmured.

“Turn around.” Luke wriggled himself up from under her and went to work with both hands. It didn’t help. 

”I can’t believe this…!” He had to turn on the light.

Finally the bra opened and her breasts were free. Luke seemed more relieved to have managed the task though, than stunned by her revealed beauty, Mara thought a bit tartly.

Now her stomach rumbled. It wasn’t audible but she could feel it all right. Mara steeled herself. She would not give in to another outburst.  She decided it would be best to get back on her back and rolled around pulling him with her.

Concentrating on his lips and body and on the need still inside her, Mara enjoyed it when Luke took the lead again. He pulled his tunic over his head, revealing an indecently well-formed chest, before starting to kiss his way down her body. He gave himself plenty of time this time, and Mara tried her best to push annoyance and discomfort away from her mind and instead concentrate on this wonderful man in whose bed she’d wished to be for so long. Finally Luke reached his destination. Slowly, he spread her legs and kissed her core. Mara leaned back with a sigh. That’s the way, Skywalker, just… 

She jumped in pain as his jaw scratched her clit. “Ouch! Watch it, will you!”

Luke jerked back with a baffled look on his face. “What’s the matter?”

“When did you last shave?” Mara glared at him.

His eyes widened as it dawned on him! “Gee! Sorry, Mara! I’ll be more careful. I promise!”

As he bent down and continued his work, Mara found to her great annoyance, that she couldn’t relax any more. Luke worked hard for his part, but the more he gave, the worse she got.

It wasn’t exactly her body that was numb; neither was it her brain. It simply seemed like it was the connection in between that didn’t work except for brief periods. Mara decided it was time to switch places.

“My turn, I guess,”she stated, pulling back from her lover and sliding to the floor. She managed to give him a mischievous smile before she knelt before him.

“Mara?!” Luke mumbled entranced. ”Oh gods…!”

Mara was softly rubbing the bulge in his trousers, as she planted small kisses around the same. While doing this, she quietly fidgeted her socks off – she hadn’t realized they were still on and she knew there was nothing more un-sexy than someone who was naked except for the socks – and tossed them away. Then she could finally concentrate on the delicate task of divesting Luke of his trousers. The bulge he presented was impressive, she had to admit. And when the trousers were gone, she had to admit he was without doubt the biggest man she’d been with. She licked the tip of him where a small drop of fluid had gathered. Luke moaned and let his head fall backwards in bliss as Mara skilfully licked his length, finally taking him deep into her mouth and sucking greedily.

She was getting excited again. The position she was sitting in was better for her stomach and she could feel the throbbing in her abdomen.

However, after a couple of minutes Mara’s jaw started to hurt. After all, she really had to open her mouth very wide. A bit reluctantly she changed to plain licking, but Luke had a better idea. He pulled her up, grabbed her and threw her unceremoniously on the bed, jumping after her like a charging vornskr. “I’m going to make love to you until you beg me to stop,” he mumbled.

“Remember the condom!” Mara yelped and Luke stopped in the middle of a movement.

“Oh!” He grinned goofily. “Good thing one of us isn’t loosing her head here!”

He found the condoms and put one on, all while Mara was fighting back annoyance. Right now she’d be much happier if she could loose her head.

Finally Luke entered her and started to thrust. Her body was playing her tricks again, and Luke’s size didn’t feel nearly as blissful as she’d imagined. Or maybe it was - it was just her brain going numb. Or was it her body? Mara let her head fall back and noted that the room was spinning slightly. Was she really that drunk?

Luke managed to kiss her breasts without breaking his thrusts but she couldn’t feel much of it. It was mostly a registration her brain made. He took her nipple in his mouth and sucked. The sounds he made weren’t exactly arousing, more the contrary. The whole situation really started to get to her, but she bit back a comment. She knew she had walked willingly into this, with open eyes and spread legs, and she was too proud to break off. Basically it was too late anyway, she reminded herself.

Luke groaned – did he really have to groan that loudly? Mara’s legs had started to ache from the unaccustomed position and Luke’s size felt more awkward than pleasant now. Suddenly he slipped out of her and Mara thought for a second he was finished but he just muttered something and pushed himself inside again.

Now the bed started to creak too. Mara grabbed one of the bed pillars and desperately tried to hold onto it as Luke drove harder and harder. The bed creaked more and more wildly and Mara bit her lip in impatience. Surely he was coming any minute now? 

But minutes can feel very long and those last ones in their lovemaking seemed like ages for Mara. Her head was still spinning from too much liquor and her body was more or less numb but her mind had sobered up completely. By the time Luke’s grunting started to become frantic, Mara was already regretting bitterly that she’d given into her bodily need and her sentimentality for the Farmboy. She’d been drunk and he certainly was drunk still. When tomorrow came she was sure that he wouldn’t remember properly why they’d done it and Mara would have to start to rebuild her carefully constructed fences. It had taken them years to reach this degree of closeness and then they had had to blow it by giving in to the need to copulate while drunk. 

Mara had been here before but never with anyone she knew as a friend - never with anyone that she considered was a friend or even an associate.

A sudden tingling between her shoulder blades interrupted her self-reproach. Danger sense? Now? 

She was about to pull away but then realized that Luke was coming that very moment. He moaned, jerked, stiffened and his limbs twisted. Mara counted the seconds while throwing nervous glances at the door. Where was her blaster? What was happening? The moment she considered him spent she pulled away and started to burrow out from under him. Luke backed away, panting in surprise, then looked down and went completely still.

“Shavit!!!”

Mara glared nervously at him. “What is it?”

He was still looking down and swallowed audibly. Mara followed his gaze and saw the tip of his naked penis peek out from the broken condom.

“You blasted Son of a Sith!!!”

The words poured out from Mara as did her uncontrolled anger. Gone was the numbness in mind and body. She slammed her hands and legs into Luke’s chest and shoved him violently off the bed.

The next second she was up on her feet and Luke barely managed to roll away, preventing her from treading on him in her determination to get out. Mara ran straight to the arrangement by the door and started to throw chairs down in order to get out.

“What are you doing?” Luke wondered, getting to his feet.

“I’m getting out of here! And it can’t be too quickly.” Mara screamed, continuing her efforts.

“Hey, wait! Shouldn’t you get dressed at least?”

Mara stopped, a chair halfway in the air, then threw it against the wall, even more annoyed by Luke’s sudden display of common sense. Foaming with rage and disappointment she turned on her heels and started to grab her clothes off the floor.

“Look, Mara! I’m sorry!”

“Like Kessel that I care!” She grabbed her tunic and pulled it on, then realised she’d forgotten to put on her bra and just threw the latter in a dustbin. She stopped to glare at Luke. “Can’t you use your precious Force to stop your sperm or something!!!”

He blinked and looked at her in earnest. “Gee, Mara, do you have any idea of how many sperm you’re talking about? Besides, I don’t think they have a mind I can manipulate…”

Mara continued to pull her clothes on and muttered something about that them being as mindless as the body they came from.

Luke eyed her, pain in his face, but then he slowly seemed to pull himself together. He rose and started to move the chairs and table to open her way out.  “You understand, of course, that I take responsibility for what's happened.”

Mara stared at him and thought of how good it would feel to fire her blaster and shoot him right in the chest. She imagined him lying on the floor, head up the wall, the hole still smoking.

She pulled her boots on.

Then she started to reflect on his words and gave him a suspicious look. “What do you mean ‘take responsibility’? You'd marry me or what?”

Luke looked a bit unnerved. “Of course I would,” he maintained.

“You're out of your mind, Skywalker!”

“Am not!”

“Well, I wouldn't marry you. But I'd take the maintenance contribution if you'd offer me. And half the tending.”

“Half the…? Sure!”

For a second the man looked almost glad. He truly was strange! Or did he actually like children? But the faint brush of joy he radiated was washed away by a sudden wave of dark thoughts - severely dark thoughts. Mara didn’t catch the essence of them before he was already blocking, but she jerked away from the very feeling.

Luke also seemed completely changed. “I’ll comm you tomorrow,” he told her stiffly before he turned his back to her.

Mara nodded and swept out, her eyes already blurring with tears. She wiped them away angrily. She needed to see to find her way out of this blasted place!

Part II

Mara paced around her apartment like a caged animal. She flopped down onto the couch for a few seconds, only to get up again and continue through the living room into her bedroom, take a look out the transparisteel window for about half a minute, turn back and cross the living room again to walk into the kitchenette where stood the cold cup of caf she had poured for herself an hour ago, along with her unfinished breakfast, five hours old. She hadn’t been able to eat a bite and if she hadn’t known better she would have sworn she was suffering from nausea already!

She glanced at her chrono. Still two hours of waiting to go!!!

Mara stormed back into the living room and dropped down onto the couch again, this time turning on the holoprojector. She managed to concentrate on zapping through the programs for a while, finally able to spend a few precious minutes thinking of something other than the thing her mind had been tumbling with and desperately tried to avoid tumbling with for the past three days. Soon, however, she settled on a pointless show with a rodian holohost, thoughts already back on the matter, and just as fiercely trying not to think about it.

Three days on the rack, three days of wait!  Days of despair, regret, frenzy, frustration and consuming agony. Three days of pure, raw terror.

What was she going to do if…?

It had taken her an entire day to get home from that fateful party but upon arriving, she had commed her medic immediately. First thing she had learned was that she had overshot her opportunity to use a repress-med pill, news that naturally hadn’t bettered her mood. Making it worse was being told that though it was technically possible to detect a pregnancy at this early point, it needed special equipment and for that, there was a three day queue. All she could do was deliver a sample to the lab – and wait. 

Skywalker had, of course, commed her the day after the party – repeatedly - but Mara hadn’t answered any of his calls. He’d commed her the next day too, quite a number of times, resulting in Mara turning her comm off. She had reported herself ill to Karrde anyway and there was no one else who she could imagine she needed to see. Instead, she had spent her time locked inside her apartment, in vain trying to get her racing mind to calm down. Finally, Mara had taken pity on the desperately comming Jedi and sent him a message, informing him of the facts and that she wouldn’t have an answer before the next day. 

Mara had somehow expected Luke to show up at her apartment and had prepared herself with excuses not to let him in, as well as for ways to get him out again, should he manage to squeeze in – he was a Jedi Master after all. The fact that he didn’t show up perplexed and unsettled her. It made her mood darker too; it showed with maximum clarity that Luke was also regretting what had happened.

Dim memories came back to her - a creaking bed, the stale smell from the mattress, the roaring laughter from the Rogues when she and Luke left to be alone. A face Luke had made when he was thrusting into her had somehow burned into her brain. It wasn’t one of his best, by far. In fact, it was nothing like she wished to remember him. Now, however, it refused to leave her. The memory of his smile, somehow a bit too eager, also made her stomach twist. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be!!! She didn’t want think of him like this! 

Yet, if she did remember him this way, what kind of memories did he have of her? She had vomited in a bin, for Force’s sake. She must have smelled terrible for the rest of the evening. Why hadn’t he backed away from her? The only possible explanation she could think of was that he must have been completely plastered himself. Unfortunately though, he hadn’t been too drunk to have sex. Typical! Trust Luke Skywalker to carry any crazy mission through, even if that was a calamity of a coupling. Considering his customary super-determination and his Forcepowers, he surely had superforcesperms too. Of course, he had made her pregnant!!!
Pregnant! There! Now she’d thought that thought again!

And her mind raced: I can’t be pregnant, I just can’t!!! Because if I’m pregnant I will either have to… Or then, I will give birth to a child! I can't give birth to a child? Who would look after it? I couldn't - not a chance! I couldn’t be a mother, I just couldn’t!!! I have no patience. I don’t know how to love a person. I don’t know how to love anybody!!! How could I take care of a baby?

Could I take care of a baby? If Luke… Get real, Jade!!!!

Mara forced her racing thoughts to hold on to the one reasonable action she was sure of. No one had ever loved her and she knew with absolute certainty that she wouldn’t wish that for a child! For her child! Anything but that. No, not anything, but the complete opposite; if she were to ever have a child, she would wish that child to have all the happiness in the world! Her child, even if it was hers, would deserve happiness as much as anybody else. It wouldn’t be the child’s fault to have her as a mother.

Mother. What kind of a mother would I be? 

At least I could protect it, all right…She nearly grinned at the thought but her grin died quickly as she considered her unique abilities and all their implications.

I think of protecting my child and back away from the thought of killing it. What right do I have to back away from that kill, when I have so many other kills on my conscience? 

Paralysed by her memories she stared at the cold cup of caf that she, at some point, had moved from the kitchen to the sofa-table. 

What if she could give birth to the child… and then adopt it away? Could just anybody adopt a Force- sensitive child? Wouldn’t that be irresponsible? 

What if Luke would take the child? He was… well, he was a wonderful man… in many ways he really was. He was sensitive, caring… He was also resourceful and had an entire Jedi Academy who would love nothing more than to take care of his child. What if they could keep this thing quiet? What if she would never have to appear as the mother…

Mara swallowed. Luke had grown up without his parents. He would never accept for his own child to do the same. He would insist on telling the child and, if Mara refused, he would tell it anyway.

And the child would come to her – one day, sooner or later – and ask, “why did you abandon me, mother?” Mother!!!

I can't go down that road…!!!

But I can’t kill my own child either. I just can’t!

Overwhelmed by the impossible situation, her mind took refuge in a somehow smaller, yet still dangerous subject. What will happen to Luke's and my relationship now?

He had been drunk – of course, he hadn’t meant it. How could she have been such a fool to show her feelings for him? Wait! What feelings?

Do I even care for him – after that fumbling I can’t…if I have any self-respect…The memories of the squeaking, jolting bed came over her again - that sense of cheapness…

Besides, I made a fool out of myself. Now that he’s sober he will remember how drunk I was - I even puked. He will think me slutty and obnoxious!

An alarm made her jump. It was time.

* * *

Half an hour later Mara finally found herself seated in the waiting room of her medic. She sat alone on the hard bench on the waiting room, arms crossed tightly across her chest, eyes focussed on the floor. Footsteps approached, but she didn’t look up. The Force, however little she used it, had already told her it was Luke.

It occurred to her suddenly, that if she’d flashed the name Skywalker earlier in this process, it might have reduced her waiting time considerably. Well, it was too late now; she would know soon enough and it was better like this. She didn’t like discrimination anyway.

She remained where she was. Without acknowledging Luke, she unfolded her arms and bent forward, hands folded, elbows resting on her knees. Luke’s boots appeared in the corner of her field of vision and stopped there.

“Hi.”

“Hey, yourself,” Mara murmured without looking up.

She could sense his hesitation, then he walked over beside her and sat down on the bench. For a moment she feared that he was going to hug her or try to take her hand or something else equally terrible but he was smart enough not to do anything of the kind. He just sat down, somewhat straighter than she did, hands folded in his lap. When she finally looked up, he didn’t hurry to meet her gaze but kept his eyes on his thumbs.

Mara took in his familiar visage - that too short nose, the scarred cheek, the stubbornly set chin and those long-lashed, earnest eyes that always made her heart leap when she allowed herself to think about them.

She suddenly realized she was glad he’d come and wondered if she should tell him this. Probably best not to. He would only take that as encouragement of some kind. Maybe he’d even try to try to persuade her to keep the baby - if there was a baby. She quickly dismissed that line of thought, and noted with a sinking feeling that this might be the last time she could let it go.

“I was thinking of something,“ Luke murmured, still not looking up.

Mara took a deep breath. Here we go, she thought. “Just spill it,” she said aloud.

“What’s the worst case scenario for you? And why is it that? You don’t have to… you know… reveal all your deepest fears or secrets, but… I’d appreciate if you’d tell me that much.”

Mara gave him an searching look. It sounded innocent enough - reasonable enough too. Besides, why would he have any secret agenda?

“I can tell you that,” she agreed gingerly, “and I can tell you my best case scenario too. In fact, I’d be quite happy to know the same things for you.”

He looked up and smiled a bit. “Always the trader, Mara. All right. Agreed.” 

Mara straightened and fixed her gaze on the opposite wall. “Well, the best case is that there is no baby and we can just leave this place, forget what happened and carry on the same way we did before.”

She turned her head to look at him again. “How does that fit with your best case scenario?”

He gave her a strange look. “I… guess it’s pretty much the same. “

He glanced down at his boots again, clearly not finished. “But umm, Mara…?”

“What?” she snapped. This was what she’d feared - wavering, sensitive tittle-tattle. Why was it always this way with Luke? He always…

“Do you really think we can carry on like we did before? After all we… uh, I…” He made a helpless gesture, not sure what to say.

“I didn’t say I think it’s possible,” Mara bit out. “I said that was what I’d be most happy about! And I’m prepared to give it a try. The question seems to be whether you are prepared to do the same? And don’t give me that ‘there’s no try’ pudu!” Her finger rose admonishingly.

“Of course I’m prepared,” he hurried to reassure her. “You…I … I really care for you, Mara. You’re a great friend, truly! Please believe me when I say that nothing that has happened between us has ever, even in the slightest, put that in question!”

Mara blinked, a bit surprised. The fervour in his voice took her aback; however, it also filled her with relief. 

“Well. OK,”  she muttered, backing down somewhat. She found that she had to turn her eyes away from those brightly shining blues again. “I’m glad to hear that...”

Luke opened his mouth as to say something more but closed it again. Instead, he reached out and gave her hand a quick squeeze before he returning his hand to his own lap again.

“What’s your worse case then?” he asked after some silence.

Mara gave a short laugh. “That’s easily told,” she snorted. “The worst that could happen is that there is a child. I would have no other choice than to take it away, and…” She waved dismissively at his mouth opening to protest and he closed it again. “ I would hate that! Really I would!” She swallowed a lump. “I’ve killed so many people in my life that it probably sounds utterly pathetic, but I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself for killing my own child.”

This time he really took her hand. His voice was very soft when he spoke. “Mara, it’s not pathetic. It’s …good. Nobody should wish to kill anything or anybody - least of all your own child. Besides, I’ve always wondered how many of those people you actually wanted to kill.. well, anyway…” He searched for words. “In this case, I think you do have a choice. At least, if it’s up to me then you don’t have to take away any child. It’s your decision, of course, but I swear I’ll support you in any way!”

“I know you do, Luke,” Mara mumbled without looking at him. “It’s not that. It’s not you, it’s me... I can’t be a mother! How could I? Just look at me! I could never work that out!”

“Why not?

The earnest wonder in his voice made her turn her head. His eyes were just as earnest and wondering. She shook her head in disbelief. “I was the Emperor’s Hand,” she whispered. “I can only kill. Besides, I have no patience with children. I’d throw the poor thing out of a window within a week!”

He smiled softly and squeezed her hand again. “Mara, that’s rubbish. You’re much more than that. So much more! Don’t let your fears guide you. You have so much warmth and love inside you that’s only waiting for a chance to come out. And as for patience…”  He smiled and shook his head. “Ok. Maybe you’ve got a point there. Maybe you’re not the most patient person alive but on the other hand, who can teach anyone patience better that your own child?”

When he saw the look on her face he smiled again. “Hey, I know what I’m talking about. Even Han Solo found patience when he became a father.”

Mara snorted a laugh. OK, that was a point all right… Still, she found it hard to believe what he was saying. “Could you really imagine us as parents?” she questioned.

Without absolutely any warning, that cloud came upon him again - dark, brooding. “Not us,” he stated grimly. “I can see you as a mother. And I’d do all in my power to help you. But in truth, I cannot see myself as a father. Not at all.”

If his looks had not been as dark as his presence, Mara would have thought he was joking. She had seen Luke with his niece and nephews. She had seen him with the young students on Yavin IV. She knew how wonderful he was with children and how much they loved him.

Mara almost blurted out a ‘why not’, but Luke’s serious appearance made her bite it back.

This was a side of Luke Skywalker she had never seen before, completely different from the enigmatic, serene Jedi Master she had become used to. And quite the opposite, too, to the jaunty, merry young man she’d encountered the other day. The latter side of his personality she’d somehow guessed. She’d seen glimpses of it around the time when they first met, had seen it reflected in the people who were closest to him. She knew he’d founded Rogue Squadron and knowing the attitude those guys held, she’d always suspected that Luke’s later, serene persona wouldn’t last five minutes in that company, Jedi Master or not. 

But this bleakness, this gloomy almost threatening shadow… Why hadn’t she seen that before? She should have, she realized now, and she didn’t have to think hard to know where it came from. It was simply too familiar to her. “Because of your father?” she mumbled gingerly. 

Luke nodded darkly. 

“But your sister, your niece and nephews…”

“Leia never turned to the dark side,” he answered simply and Mara could have slapped herself. 

Of course! Byss…The reborn Emperor! Oh no! This darkness, this immense responsibility… This was too much!  Suddenly the matter seemed to weigh even heavier on her, almost pressing into her throat. Now she would have to take the child away! There was no other option. She couldn’t fight both her own upbringing and Luke’s heritage.

“But you came back,” she heard her own voice retort without conviction.

“I hope so.” 

Mara turned to look at him. His head rested against the wall behind him and his eyes were closed. Sensing her eyes upon him, he turned to look at her. “I’m not sure it’s not a trial that I have had to face every day since,” he revealed. “Darkness is always ready, always waiting in my footsteps. If I fall…”

“Do you think you fell because of something in your blood? Because of what happened to you?” she questioned. She didn’t quite understand why she was arguing. She knew what would have to happen…”

Luke blinked. Apparently he hadn’t thought about it that way before. “I don’t think it’s in my blood,” he mumbled. “I don’t think things are inherited like that - at least I can’t see how they could be. I know I fell due to two causes: that it was the only way I could see to overcome so powerful and invincible an enemy, but also because I had to go to the Dark Side to see for myself - to understand why my father fell, what it was that drew him in.”

“Did you find the reasons?”

“Among other things, I guess I did.” His eyes were blank and unseeing, staring into the wall. “There was power but also loneliness and despair… I don’t want - ever! - to go back to that.”

Mara felt a shiver go up her spine. What consequences did this have for Luke as she saw him? What consequences for her child if she should somehow be able to keep it? The strange truth was that the answer to the first question was… nothing at all. For the answer to the second question, she had no clue.

“Mara Jade.” 

A middle-aged man had appeared at the waiting room doorway and Mara started. Luke quickly sat up straight too.

“Do you want me to come with you?” he offered but Mara shook her head.

“Just wait here…will you? I’d appreciate it if you did.” 

This was really the truth. She felt she needed him right now - needed him badly, not that he could do anything. In fact, he only made things worse in many ways. But she needed him anyway - to wait for her. Just wait…

Luke nodded and Mara rose as though in a dream - or was it a nightmare? - and walked into the medic’s room to get the results.

A few minutes later she returned. Luke bounded up and hurried to meet her, taking her hand as he did and peering at her blank face. “Well?”

Mara blinked, as if she were waking from a dream. “It was blue.”

Luke’s jaws tightened a bit. “And meaning…?”

“Oh? Sorry. That it was negative.”

“And that means…?” he repeated impatiently.

She stared at him. “There is no child. I’m not pregnant.”

“Oh.” He didn’t even sound relieved. More surprised, really. Maybe he’d worried so hard about how to meet the challenges a child would face them with that he almost felt cheated when nothing of it suddenly existed. In truth, that was about the same as she felt herself. 

He straightened. “Well, then…”

Mara stumbled to find the words. Suddenly there seemed to be so horrifyingly many things she should have commented on: his fear of darkness, his love for his sister’s children, his way of smiling like he had the other night, his divine kisses, their disastrous lovemaking – that could have been so good, she still believed. Her head was swimming. All she could think of was …there is no child… there is no child… She wouldn’t have to face this…not now…

And then she realized, knew with a flash of insight, that this was only a postponement, that the confrontation was still ahead of her. Waiting. Somewhere in her life.

That thought really knocked her out.

“Well,” she echoed tensely. “Then I guess we can go about our business. Thanks for coming though.”

She didn’t want to dismiss him like this. She just felt that she couldn’t take any more - not right now anyway.

Luke swallowed. “It’s…it’s OK. Of course. Any time…” He blushed, awkward. He turned as if to go, but turned back. ”And this is certain? I mean, it’s absolutely certain that you’re not pregnant?  I mean…”

“It’s absolutely certain, yes,” she confirmed and knew that she would smile at his uncertainty at a later point.  

“Right. Well, take care, OK?” He looked at her, so strangely at a loss that her stomach twisted almost as hard as it had through these three days of waiting. 

All she wanted was to run to him and ask him to hold her.

All she did was to stand back and let him walk out of her life. Again.
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