Quagmire –  Chapter 6

Hangfire

“ ’Morning, Lando.”

Lando looked quickly up from the navicomputer, still vaguely unnerved by the presence of his old friend; the friend he’d betrayed so stupidly, yet had risked everything to help in the end. He and Han had made peace the day before, but he still felt indebted. Probably it would take some time before things could go back to old, Lando mused. So he only nodded and flashed a big smile, too well practiced to be diminished by nervousness. “Good morning yourself, you old pirate!”

Han’s grin in return was maybe a bit constrained but earnest enough. He strolled through the cockpit and slouched down into the Captain’s chair, running his hands lightly over the operating panel, cherishing the familiar feeling of it under his palms. The Falcon was travelling steadily through hyperspace with no need for its captain’s guidance, but it felt good to Han to touch the controls, like caressing an old mistress, and he was sure his ship felt the same way. It was good to be home.

“We’ve done our best to take care of your ship,” Lando commented.

Your ship! Not ‘My ship’! This was possibly the first time Lando had refrained from pointing out that the Falcon had been his ship before he'd lost her to Han in a sabacc game, years ago. He must be feeling awkward as hell if he was avoiding their traditional argument over the freighter. Come to think of it, it made Han feel awkward too, but of course if he pointed it out things would only get worse. Lando had seemed genuinely sorry when he’d apologized yesterday, and he’d helped them at the Pit of Carkoon. Chewie, Leia and Luke had practically been scrambling over each other to explain that Lando had done everything a reasonable being could ask of him in the past months to make up for his mistake at Bespin ... and Han wasn’t one to bear a grudge…

“I appreciate that,” he replied, trying to keep the tone light and casual. “So, who’s been flying her? You and Chewie or..?”

“Me and Chewie mostly. A few times Luke and Leia have used her too.” When Han frowned, Lando added nervously, “That Luke, he’s a darned good pilot, you know. He flies almost better than me. But don’t tell him I said that.” Lando tried a grin.

“Uh, yeah, he’s pretty good for a kid.” Han flickered on a few controls, then added casually, “So, Luke and Leia have been going on some Alliance missions, huh?”

Lando bit his lip. “Quite a few I think, yeah. But she’s completely untouched, you know.”

Han looked up, sharply. “Who?”

“Well, uh, your pretty bird here,” Lando clarified, waving around the cockpit. “We've all been very careful. Not a scratch.”

Han seemed to pull himself together. “Oh. Right.” 

Lando tried to stay on safe ground. “That Luke, he’s really responsible too, being so young. Nothing like we were. I’d never guessed he’s only in his early twenties, as serious as he is.”

“Well, he sure wasn’t that serious before,” Han muttered to himself

“What?”

“Huh. Nothing…”

* * *

When Mara next woke up, she felt much better. Her leg still ached, but not nearly as much as before, and the dizziness was gone. She was still far from being in top form, but at least she was recovering. Lying still for awhile, she took her time to register her own body and reflect on the situation. 

She was on the enemy’s ship and she had a job to do – but was she strong enough to do it yet? So far, no one seemed to suspect her true intent, and she could see no reason why they should either. Despite that, the memory of her involuntary slip sent a wave of discomfort through her. Why in Kessel had she told Skywalker her real name? What had she been thinking? 

The pathetic answer could only be that she hadn’t been thinking at all; she’d simply been too exhausted. And maybe, she had to admit, maybe there was something about Skywalker that put her off-guard too. Mara tended to form her opinion of people quickly and was seldom wrong; but Skywalker had thrown her for a loop. Her immediate impression had actually been that he was earnest, amiable even.

Stupid, stupid, she scolded herself; he wasn’t likable, he wasn’t honorable, he was committed to the Rebellion, having risen to become one of its leading figures and inspiring millions into crime and treason with his farm-boy-to-hero story. On the top of that he was trying to awake the ancient, traitorous Jedi Order from its grave. 

Still – if she’d sent sympatethic feelings back towards him, then Skywalker, being a Jedi, had surely sensed it. Maybe it wasn’t that bad? Perhaps he might even be a bit less guarded with her now? Mara rubbed her temples, trying to get her sluggish mind up to speed. She had better get on her feet.

As she swung her legs from the bed, she felt the jolt of pain again but it wasn’t as severe as before. Her eyes landed on the chair where her scant belongings still sat folded. A set of tunic and trousers had appeared there, laid beside her own dress. Why had she been put out by Skywalker’s mention of the vibroblade yesterday? It had been lying on top of her dancer’s dress, and he had of course just looked and noted it was missing. Maybe he had originally even placed it there himself. And here she’d been reacting like he had supernatural abilities… Mara snorted in annoyance at herself. Well, in a way he really did, being a Jedi — She rubbed her temples again. Should she wait? She still wasn’t thinking clearly…

A knock on the door made her almost jump. “Come in,” she called, automatically moving into reach of the vibroblade.

A shrill squeak from metal joints made her shudder first, then relax as quickly. It was only the golden protocol droid that had served at Jabba's spokesman, stiffly entering with a breakfast tray.

“Good morning, Miss Arica,” it announced, with that prissy voice that had made her groan already at Jabba’s. “I trust you’ve been sleeping well?”

“’Morning,” Mara mumbled, feeling it was anything but good. And why was the droid still calling her Arica? Had Skywalker failed to mention...? “I could have slept worse, I guess. What is that awful racket you’re making? I’ve never in my life heard a droid make that much noise!” 

“Oh?” The droid stopped to peer down its rather bedraggled metal body. “I’m terribly sorry, Miss Arica, but it’s the dreadful amount of sand that has jammed into my joints on that horrible planet. As you might recall, my counterpart Artoo Deetoo and I sank deep into a sand dune in the heat of the battle. Unfortunately, our master hasn’t had time to clean us yet, but he has promised to do it today. I assure you, I am looking very much forward to it. It is always so salutary to get a thorough cleansing. A nice, good oil bath afterwards would of course add the finishing touch, if you take my meaning, Miss, but I’m afraid that the Millenium Falcon cannot provide such a luxury. However…“

“Thanks,” Mara interrupted. “Just place the tray on the table.”

“Oh? Very well, Miss.” The droid squeaked to the small table and placed the tray on it, then turned and tilted its metal head. “Is there anything else with which I can assist you?”

“No. Yes! You can leave and let me eat my breakfast in peace and quiet.”

“Certainly, Miss,” the droid beamed, happily unaware that it had been insulted. “It will be my pleasure.” In a train of ear-splitting squeals, it toddled out again, closing the door behind it.

Mara shook her head in disbelief. Protocol droids had always gotten on her nerves, almost as much as protocols, but this particular unit took the ryshcate. Besides, with that thing around she needed to be extra careful not to let her accent slip. Mara could speak a number of different accents, most of them a nondescript mix that suggested she might have come from any corner of the galaxy, and she was pretty sure that she hadn’t revealed her natural Coruscanti, even when she’d been hurt on the skiff. On the other hand, an ambitious protocol droid could be quite the detective – some even seemed to take a strange pleasure in it – so she’d better stay on her toes.

Her mood in no way lightened, she returned her thoughts to the assignment at hand. She hadn’t been given a deadline on this mission; perhaps she could allow herself to wait a couple of days? She had already miscalculated Skywalker once so far. Overestimating her own strength might be the fast track to a second failure. 

The thought of her fiasco at the barge sent tendrils of doubt creeping through her. She had never failed before. Time and time again her Master had sent her on special assignments, each more challenging than the next, and Mara had carried them all out to perfection, no failures, no doubts, no hesitation, no questions asked. She’d known since adolescence that nothing less would be acceptable. But now - she should have killed Skywalker on Tatooine – not be sitting wounded in his ship, surrounded by his friends. The very thought made her crumple with shame. 

The only reasonable thing to do now would be to contact her Master – but Mara could hardly stand the thought of it. He would be displeased with her, and that to a degree he’d never been before. She shivered slightly, distantly remembering him turning his back on her before; a long time ago, when she was still a child; how utterly lonely she’d been, how she’d sworn never to let him down again…

At this, Mara’s determination kicked in; this was a time for action, not whining. She had failed and she had better take whatever punishment she’d deserved without flinching. 

Kneeling by the cot, but allowing herself to lean against it for support, she took several calming breaths, centering herself. Then she reached out with her mind; out of the cabin, out of the ship racing steadily through hyperspace; across star systems, one after another until she reached the familiar mind that was her anchor in life, her raison-d’etre, her very purpose.

“I hear you, child. Is the mission accomplished?”
Mara shuddered at the sudden, forceful contact, yet she sucked it to herself, like water into parched sand. The mental connection with her Master always had the same impact on her; she was engulfed by his power and his instant demands, yet needed this close contact like oxygen for living.

Steadying herself, she found her inner voice. “It is not, my Master.” She hurried to show him the line of events through her mind.

“I am planning to accomplish my mission as soon as I can be sure of success, Master,” she finished.” But if you wish, I will put my trust in surprise and take action immediately.”
She waited – in dread – for his mighty anger to erupt: she had failed him, there was no way he would…

“And in doing so, you would waste your own life and deprive me of a servant, however unreliable? Still without any certainty of success? No, my Hand, that will not happen. You will continue to serve me. But know, Mara Jade, that I am disappointed – disappointed indeed!”
His measured words ripped her even more than his anger would have done and she steeled herself against the painful emotions that welled up inside her; this wasn’t the time to weep, she had to listen to her Master…Yet, she could feel that he had silenced inside her and knew he was contemplating the changed situation; he would return when he had decided what she should do. She could do nothing but to wait.

After what felt like an eternity but probably wasn’t more than a few minutes, her Master spoke in her mind again. “Mara Jade!”
“Yes, Master?”
“You have failed me severely. However, there will still be time to correct your mistake. I have discovered changes in the ripples of the Force. The situation has altered. Your object, to kill Luke Skywalker, is still valid, but its completion must be postponed. You will go with the rebels to their base. There you will assimilate and move yourself into a position that enables you to carry out your mission at short notice. To do this you will have to earn the trust of Skywalker, and preferably his friends as well. Do not shy away from any methods in order to do so. Also, know that you are not the only weapon targeted at Skywalker. Now rest and heal your wounds, child. We will turn this to our favor. You will contact me again when you’ve reached the Rebel base.”
The next moment he was gone and Mara fought the emptiness inside her chest, the feeling that overwhelmed her every time her Master broke their contact. Their way of communicating was a constant source of pride and joy to her, the ultimate proof that she was special, both in talent and in her Master’s esteem. That no one knew of this ability was irrelevant - how other people viewed her didn’t matter to her, never had – what counted was solely her Master’s opinion of her and her own usefulness to him. She knew that this ability to communicate with her Master through the entire galaxy was the edge that perfected her as his weapon, and that was her purpose in life. She was the Emperor’s Hand, his secret advocate and his first servant.

Therefore, it was somehow ironic that it was when she executed this her special skill and the audience was over that she always wanted to weep like a child, like was a part of herself ripped away. 

This time, however, she should have had plenty of things to rejoice in, she reminded herself. Her failure had been turned to a purpose and she had confirmed that she wasn’t doomed to a suicide mission. Furthermore, she would have a chance to infiltrate a Rebel base – a worthy challenge to a professional spy.

What she needed to do now was to convince the crew of this ship that they could and should take Mara with them to that base – and in order to succeed, it certainly mustn’t look like that was what she wanted them to do. She also needed to create a feasible, conceivable alias. She had to create an identity she could wear for a long time to come without showing any cracks, which meant that it shouldn’t be too far fetched. Also, her role necessarily had to correspond with the picture of herself that she’d been giving the Rebels this far. Pushing her gloom away, she closed her eyes and started to recapitulate the events of the past few days.

* * *

By afternoon, Luke finally ran out of even flimsy excuses for not cleaning the droids. Having decided to start with Artoo, he was now sitting on the floor in the main hold, his tools already scattered over a good deal of the floor and the holochess table. Threepio was shut down in a corner in order to guarantee some working peace. Luke took a deep breath. He’d cleaned sand from machines a thousand times; no doubt that was why he hated it so much. The faint, rasping sound of sand against metal reminded him of a life gone by that he’d never cared for while he lived it, but that nonetheless had been taken from him far too roughly and abruptly. Luke sighed. He didn’t want to think about his past now. 

On the other hand, when he thought about the future it seemed equally confusing. He had tried to meditate this morning and it had brought him momentary peace, but hadn’t really cleared anything. He’d seen himself, Vader and the cave – a familiar scene by now. He’d seen Leia and Han, even Lando and Chewie in haze and white corridors. And he’d seen the girl, Mara Jade, watching him with those penetrating eyes. What was the Force trying to tell him? Was it trying to tell him anything at all? He’d even seen Shira reaching out for him, but disappearing in something like shadowy mists, the feeling of danger closing in. People and mists. What was he supposed to make of that? Luke shook his head, remembering last time he’d allowed himself to be led by visions of the future – it had gained him nothing but trouble. 
Speaking of trouble... Luke started to detach Artoo’s shielding plate, his thoughts going back to Shira, a problem that was about to jump back on his radar as soon as he got back to Home One. As her commanding officer he’d been obliged to keep her at an arm lengths distance, never considering a possible relationship between them to be more than a far-out dream. But now her promotion and new squadron command meant that she would leave the Rogues – probably had already – and that altered their situation decisively. 

Pondering the past months, Luke couldn’t help blushing when he recalled Shira’s many, unveiled demonstrations of her interest in him. More than once Luke had found himself retreating when the sexual undertones in their banter had gotten dangerously close to becoming overtones. Still, even if he didn’t particularly enjoy being cornered, he’d always recognized it as a part of the good-natured banter that came with the turf in the squadron – and he admired her strength and spirit. He knew for sure that she was one of the best and most capable fighter pilots he’d ever met; cool under pressure, sharp and resourceful, unfailingly cheerful despite the worst predicaments. Some months ago, she had accompanied him on a mission where they both had been trapped into an ambush. Despite the desperate situation Shira had kept her tongue as swift and accurate as her fire. They made a good team and he enjoyed being around her. And she was attractive. Very attractive. 

Her shining eyes and soft lips at his departure were still vivid in his memory. Why the ninth hell hadn’t he kissed her back then? Gods, he was such a clown when it came to these things! His finger slipped on the scouring blade he’d been using on Artoo; he sucked the cut irritably. If he’d made a move on Shira before he’d left on this mission he… Well, at least he’d have made the decision and wouldn’t be obsessing about it now! 

Luke sighed. Why was this so hard anyway? He still wasn’t in a good position to start a relationship – look at all the reasons he’d quoted to Wedge. Another commitment was the last thing he needed; his Jedi training and Alliance duties were already battling for more than he reasonably could give. It didn’t matter that Shira was a magnificent temptation with her knowing smile, her mischievous eyes and curvaceous – 

Stop it already, Skywalker! He was after all supposed to be a Jedi, and Jedi – as Master Yoda had done his best to beat through his thick skull – were first and foremost in control of themselves.

Besides, there was that other thing about Shira, something that he couldn’t quite pin down and often forgot in the blaze of her vibrant personality, which tended to blind everybody to her faults. It did happen when Shira got too outgoing that Luke got a feeling that she was biting off more than she could chew, and he could sense an aggression behind her light exterior; her sharp wit and sarcasm would take too relentless a turn, even close to the callous. He’d tried to understand her better using the Force several times, but somehow she kept slipping from him, leaving him persistently uncertain.

Luke frowned, scratching more stubbornly at a groove full of packed sand on Artoo’s dome. He knew that Shira’s childhood had been hard and merciless, forcing her to learn to fight in order to survive. Maybe Shira’s ability to elude his Force probes might be connected to this fact; perhaps she had been through such hard experiences that she’d been forced to shut part of herself off completely. Perhaps even she didn’t know how to reach those sides of her personality?

Be that as it may, Shira’s faults weren’t enough to make Luke doubt that she was, or could be, the best thing that had ever happened to him. Shouldn’t he count himself lucky that a girl like her even laid her eyes on him? And unless he was completely off-base (always a possibility), she seemed interested in much more than a fling, which suited Luke fine; he’d had enough of the girls who wanted to score the Hero of the Rebellion but took no interest in the actual man. Ok, he didn’t exactly know that Shira cared for the man either... but she acted like she did, and it wasn’t like they hadn’t known each other for a while now.

But how far would that caring go? If he told her the truth… about Vader? Assuming it was the truth, of course. How many of his friends would stand by him if it got out? People had become more wary of him in the past months, and that was only because they had superstitions about Jedi. What would they think if it turned out he was the son of a Sith?

And if he really was...how long could he keep them all in the dark?

Han already suspected something was up; Luke’s restraint these days, developed over the course of months, no doubt appeared sudden and strange to the Corellian who’d spent them all unconscious. Luke really tried to be open and cheery, but he did a poor job when his good spirits didn’t come spontaneously. Last evening had been nice, almost like old times, but already today he could feel Han’s eyes on him again when he thought Luke didn’t see. 

Maybe he should tell Han? Tell him everything? After all, Han was his best friend! Wouldn’t that be the best solution?

Hey Han, guess what I’ve found out? Darth Vader is probably my father. He told me himself just after he cut my hand off. I’d gladly cut off my other hand too if it could make it untrue.

Luke shook his head and sighed, tossing the scouring blade back into the box of tools and groping for the lube. Not really a good approach either. Han probably didn’t even know about Luke’s lost hand yet, half-blind as he’d been the first day. Even discussing something as plain and factual as a battle injury seemed impossibly hard now.

At that moment, Leia appeared through the hatch and sent him the most radiant of smiles; Luke felt his mood lighten instantly. He smiled back to her. “Happy?”

She nodded, came over to him and gave him a hug. Luke’s heart gave a bounce; seeing Leia like this was all he needed to be happy himself. Why was he so comfortable with Leia, when he never could be at ease with Shira? 

Easy answer, Skywalker; you’re not hitting on Leia anymore, that’s why. Luke suppressed another sigh and turned his attention firmly to Artoo. If he didn’t get these two cleaned up before they got back to the Fleet, he probably wouldn’t have another chance until the end of the war.

* * *

By afternoon, ship time, Mara felt comfortable enough with both her plan and her own strength – and frustrated enough by the idle solitude – to leave her cabin. She found Skywalker and the Princess lounging in the main hold. The Jedi was obviously cleaning his droids; the golden protocol droid sat deactivated in a corner, thank the Force, while components from the R2 unit were spread on the floor around him. Both humans looked up as Mara entered. Skywalker waved with the spanner and smiled amiably, looking much more light-hearted than she’d seen him so far. “Hey! Good morning!”

Mara raised her eyebrows and glanced at the Princess who also granted her a kindly smile. “Hello. Mara, isn’t it?” A little mischief glinted in the corner of her dark eyes, almost as if the two of them were some sort of secret partnership.

Mara didn’t smile back. If she wanted these people to really trust her, she couldn’t allow herself to appear too trustful herself. She fixed her scowl on the Jedi again. “Morning? I thought it was late afternoon?”

He blinked, but quickly found his ground, once again failing to be offended by her abrasiveness.  “Anytime you wake up it’s technically morning, isn’t it? That’s what the captain of this ship claims, anyway. Hey, you look great compared to before!”

She glared at him, this time with total sincerity, as she made herself a place at the holochess table. “Really?”

He blushed. “I only meant …”

The Princess seemed to find their exchange amusing. “Relax, Mara. You don’t have to watch out for Luke. Lando’s a completely different matter, I don’t answer for him, but Luke is as good as they get. He won’t try anything.”

Mara arched an eyebrow. “So your tastes don’t run towards females, Skywalker?”

Organa’s eyes widened , Skywalker winced and Mara hid a smug smile. She relished, for once on an undercover mission, not having to play a giddy airhead. Actually, she had deliberately developed a role this time where she could be almost entirely herself. It was by far the smartest approach, as she would most likely have to maintain it for a long time. She had to keep her made-up background story in mind, suppress some parts of herself while boosting some others up, but that was about it. She preferred staying aloof to being sycophantic – and her instinct told her she’d appear more trustworthy that way as well. 

 “No?” Unaffected by the lack of answer, Mara turned her attention elsewhere, her eyes stopping on a bowl of biscuits. 

Skywalker gained his mental footing again and hurried to shift topic. “You must be hungry?”

“I’m starving.”

“You’ll need more than those, then. Take some, I’ll go find something else…” He got to his feet and hurried out. 

Mara started chewing on a biscuit, then glanced innocently at Organa who was watching her, not all too approvingly. “Something I said?”

The Princess’ voice was level but Mara had a distinct feeling that only ingrained diplomatic instincts prevented her temper from flairing. “I think you know perfectly well what you said.”

Turning to look straight at the Princess, Mara proceeded to ooze sarcasm. “I’m delighted that you have confidence in my intelligence. We’ll come along well, then, I’m sure.” 

Organa refused to rise to the provocation. “Well, you helped me in the palace by telling me some truths. So let me return that favor and tell you some other truths - after all this is my territory.” She paused a moment, letting her words sink in. “Rule number one is, that here, you behave nicely towards other people. You do that, partly because that’s the thing that will bring yourself further, partly because that’s the only decent thing to do. But when it comes to Luke you also do that because you owe him nothing less. He saved your life back there, in case you didn’t notice.”

Mara rose her eyebrows. “And now I’m supposed to ‘show my gratitude’? Is that what you mean?” 

“Of course not!” Organa gasped in sudden shock. “Is that what you’ve been used to?”

Mara shrugged and avoided the Princess’ eyes, trying to hide her satisfaction and instead look touched on the raw. This conversation was going exactly as she’d hoped. 

Princess Leia pulled herself together again. “Well, that’s not how it works here …and certainly not with Luke.”

“Ok, if you say so,” Mara muttered. “But if he’s in for girls, why not? Is he pious or something?”

“He‘s…” Organa searched for words. “He’s just a decent man.”

“He seems like a farm boy to me.”

“He is. A farm boy. And he’s also the most decent man I’ve ever met.” There was something in the Princess’ voice, a respect, that made Mara look up. She got the feeling Leia Organa didn’t bestow her respect lightly.
The gazes of the two women met and for a few moments they regarded each other. Then Mara looked down again, nodding reluctantly. “I’ll remember that,” she felt herself forced to say.

*

Skywalker returned within minutes with a plate full of different snacks. None it was fresh, of course, but it looked like he had opened quite a few sealant tabs for her sake. Mara suppressed a wave of sudden discomfort, grunted a ‘thanks’ and began to eat.

She felt slightly dizzy again despite the medicines, and that irked her. Also, Organa’s words nagged her and made her reconsider what she wanted to achieve with her signals. Was the Jedi really such a nicey? Mara had never reproached herself for playing on the strings nature so generously had given her. Through her short but equally intense career her looks had saved her life many times and simplified her job ten times more often. Now, her Master had ordered her to gain Skywalker’s confidence and playing on those advantages, at least to some measure, would no doubt be smart in order to accomplish her mission. 

However, if he was this committed type that Organa suggested, he might involve himself more deeply than most of her targets, and for some reason that thought made her uneasy. Skywalker was a target that was to be eliminated, and Mara absolutely detested when a target developed deeper feeling towards his nemesis. That had already happened once, and nothing would ever make her forget what she’d felt like afterwards. 

Mara frowned at her plate. She had no idea how much time would pass before she got the order to kill Skywalker, but it would be bad tactics to expose herself to a weakness she knew she had from the start. Wisdom dictated that she play on the Jedi’s weaknesses instead. Tease him and bite him off. Let him know she was trouble, but not what kind. That would be the best way to go. Her instinctive abrasiveness not only got people’s attention, but kept it. And while they might tell themselves they didn’t like the person so studiously grating on their nerves, a sudden change in attitude would always bring them out of balance and spark interest again. 

Meanwhile, she would do well in keeping her moral high ground when among these rebels. Play exactly as fair as your opponents – that was a motto she’d adapted from one of her former teachers and had made good use of since. She had a feeling she might truly need to stick to it for the time to come… 

She ate in silence. Skywalker had returned to his work with the droid, the Princess deepened herself in a datapad. Neither seemed to feel any need for conversation with each other, not even with herself there as deadweight. Though she could find no hints that the two were or ever had been lovers, they clearly shared some indefinable closeness that was nearly as intimate. It imbued the hold with a sense of peace. After some time, however, Organa excused herself and left. She gave them a half-worried glance, but apparently her need to pay the Corellian a visit outweighed her concern.

Mara refocused on Skywalker. He was a glove on his right hand and she recalled that he’d worn it yesterday when carrying her, too. For a moment she wondered about it, then remembered the burned hole she’d seen on the back of his hand during the barge fight. 

Obviously not in as much mental turmoil as she, Skywalker seemed completely absorbed in his work. He was even whistling a little. His droid was turned back on and beeped softly now and then, whether to its master or to itself she couldn’t say. Time to stick a pin in his composure, Mara decided wickedly. 

“It was a nice show,” she commented.

“Huh?”

“When you fought at the Sarlacc’s Pit. It was impressive.”

He gave her a self-conscious look. “Thanks.”

“In contrast, that thing with the rancor was some terrible bungling. Did you lose your head entirely or what?”

Skywalker looked up and blinked rapidly, plainly taken aback. Mara wondered silently whether he really had fumbled at the rancor or if it had been planned after all.

He looked away, with a slightly self-conscious shrug. “It worked out anyway.”

“But you were within a whisker of getting killed. That wasn’t exactly your intent, was it? Who’d have saved your friends then?”

Now he looked straight-out annoyed and his voice sharpened a bit up when he retorted. “A thing like that isn’t like a dance show, you know. You can’t plan it all in advance.”

Mara’s mouth twitched. Ah, he had some teeth after all! Now it was starting to get fun. “Who says I plan my shows?” she fired back.

He avoided her challenging stare. “Look, I haven’t seen your show…” 

“But I saw yours.” She tilted her head, sweetly.

“It wasn’t a show!” he bit off.

She continued to stare at him exactly long enough to feel his irritation boil. Then, satisfied with the reaction she’d provoked, she concentrated on mopping up the last morsels of her food.

True to form, however, his flash of irritation melted away instead of fermenting. He simply seemed to lock her out. Mara put her fork down and took her plate, making a move to get up, but he was faster. “Allow me.” 

He took the plate from her with sudden gallantry and started back to the galley. At the door he paused and grinned over his shoulder. “That’s not a show either, by the way.”

She slouched behind crossed arms as the annoyance welled up inside her. Blasted Jedi!

