Quagmire –  Chapter 7

Smokescreen

Despite her growing exhaustion, Mara forced herself to hang around in the main hold until the rest of the crew arrived. The man called Lando immediately threw himself at her, bombarding her with dangerously personal questions, but she discovered that he was easy to flirt astray when he got too inquisitive. Solo grinned from the sidelines and sprinkled witticisms, but those sharp smuggler’s eyes missed nothing. He sucked up everything she said like a sponge, the same as Organa; when they got around to deciding what to do with their guest, odds were they’d remember practically everything she’d said. Mara frowned. At the moment they didn’t even know she knew them to be Rebels; the probability they’d bring her along to their base wasn’t exactly staggering. If they thought that was where she wanted to go, it would diminish to nil. But surely she could find some way to improve her odds of success without giving away her hand...

So far, no one had suggested dropping her off, but she needed to move their interest from herself in order to buy more time. The closer they got to the Rebel fleet, the better the chance she could hang on all the way. She needed a diversion, a smokescreen big enough to sidetrack all of them. After some consideration, Mara decided on Solo. The Corellian had spent the past months deep frozen in carbonite and an experience like that must evoke emotions; helplessness, isolation, vulnerability - all feelings that couldn’t be the easiest to handle for a space cowboy. It couldn’t take much to push him over the edge.

Mara recalled the scene she’d overheard yesterday, when Solo had insisted to Skywalker that he owed him one now. There had been a vulnerability present that triggered her well-tuned intuition. Something in the balance between the two men had apparently changed, and if she was lucky it hadn’t stabilized yet. Also, Solo kept calling Skywalker “kid,” an expression that sounded somewhat out of place after the Jedi’s performance at the Pit of Carkoon; the nickname could only be a hangover from their past friendship, before Solo had been cut out of the loop for several months. What other new developments hadn’t the Corellian learned about yet? 

Following her hunches, Mara focused again on the Jedi. He was still pottering with his droid and ignored her. Deliberately, no doubt. Her eyes stopped at the glove on Skywalker’s hand. Unless she was seriously mistaken, the Jedi had sustained that injury during his tussle with Vader on Bespin. Solo might not know about it yet...

“Why do you wear that glove?” she asked, just loudly enough for everybody to hear. “It must be annoying to work with it on.”

The Jedi froze in the middle of a movement, his hand hovering in the air before he lowered it, embarrassed. Solo glanced up, and the Princess did likewise, her look apprehensive. “I was wondering that myself,” Solo commented. “Why do you actually wear that thing?”

Skywalker shrugged. “I got a scratch on the barge and it’s not exactly a pretty sight,” he retorted quietly. 

Basically anyone would have understood from his clipped tone that he wasn’t keen to discuss the subject. But Han Solo wasn’t anyone; he either took the tiniest hints or he took none. “You’re hurt?  Why haven’t you said anything? Dammit, kid, take that glove off and let’s get it looked at!”

Looking around for support, he finally registered the awkward atmosphere. “What?” He turned back to Skywalker. “What’s going on here?” he demanded.

”Nothing special,” Skywalker sighed, “but… Well, some stuff happened awhile back, things you obviously haven’t heard of yet.”  He hesitated for an instant, then pulled his glove off.

There was no doubt that he tried to do it as casually as possible. However, the sudden effect was startling and the burned synthflesh and exposed electronics looked foul in the opened, torn back of the hand.

Solo stared, dumbfounded. “Who did that to you?” he managed.

Skywalker’s voice was calm. “I told you, I took a hit at the barge. It’s ok. It doesn’t hurt.”

“Doesn’t hurt? Well, I guess everything’s just frigging perfect then! Blast it, Luke, I meant your hand, dammit!!! Who did that to you?” 

The recently-so-cosy main hold suddenly seemed very cramped. The Princess closed her eyes, Calrissian stared down at his twitching boots, and the Wookiee let out hushed groan. Only Skywalker remained deadly calm.

“Vader did. As I think you’ve already guessed.”

Before Solo had time for another outburst, he added, “It happened at Bespin, when I tried to save you – turned out I was the one who needed saving.” He smiled briefly. “Luckily, it worked better now, on Tatooine.”

“Yeah, luckily…” Solo looked like he’d been personally insulted. “Why didn’t you tell me before?” He turned accusingly at Organa. ”Why didn’t you tell me?”

She made a helpless gesture. “I… thought it was too soon.”

Han glared. “So just ‘cause I was an ice cube for awhile you all think you need to treat me like a rotten rikknit egg now?”

Skywalker’s voice sharpened somewhat. “Maybe we all needed to focus on the good things for a change.”

Solo frowned for a tense moment. Then his face lost expression. “Yeah? So? What else haven’t you told me?”

”What do you mean?”

“I mean what else haven’t you told me? That’s Basic, isn’t it? I’ve been away for, what is it? Months? For all I know anything could have happened! I’m asking you to tell me if there’s something else I should know!” 

He glared accusingly at the Princess, who quailed and moaned quietly, her expression tired and pained; months of stress were finally breaking through. Skywalker took one look at her and levelled Solo with an accusing glare that said quite clearly: ‘Now look what you’ve done!’

Solo stared at his girlfriend, and from her to Luke; his expression changing completely while doing so.

And before anyone else Mara understood what he was thinking. She had without knowing released a veritable bomb! How lucky could she get? Obviously the truth of one rumor didn’t have to exclude another.

“I see! Right! I do see!” Solo turned on his heels and stormed out of the room.

“Han!” The Princess stood stunned for a moment, then ran after him. 

* 

“He sees what?” Calrissian was one big question mark.

Skywalker frowned. Maybe he was reflecting, maybe he was searching in the feelings Solo had left all but smoking in the room. Then he got it, and Mara saw him close his eyes in pain. “Blast!”

He glanced helplessly at the Wookiee. “Can’t you try to speak to him, Chewie? You’re probably the only one he’ll listen to at the moment.” 

The Wookiee rumbled something and shook its hairy head. Luke sighed. “You’re right, there’s no talking to him right now…” 

“Han! Open up!” They could hear the Princess hammering on the distant cabin door.

“Someone might want to tell Leia that,” Lando murmured.

“Well, at least Han’s appreciating his Captain’s Quarter’s now,” Luke tried to joke.

“I’ll go to my cabin.” Mara slunk towards the hatch, only to be arrested by a huge hairy paw on her shoulder. The Wookiee grumbled something down her face, and he didn’t sound friendly.

“Hey, she couldn’t know, could she, Chewie? Relax, will you...” Skywalker came up and managed to extract her, but Mara knew with a cold shiver that from now on the Wookiee would keep its eyes on her - and she knew better than to underestimate an alien.

She batted large eyes as much as she dared at her rescuer. “Thanks.”

He shrugged. “You’re welcome. You couldn’t know what a wasp nest you stirred there.”

The Wookiee grumbled its low disagreement but Mara gave Skywalker a pale smile. “A Corellian Dauber-wasp nest, I presume.” 

He grimaced. “Yeah. Or a Yavinese Viper Wasp’s.” 

Mara glanced down the corridor where Solo and the Princess had disappeared. She was still besieging the door, judging from the racket. Mara felt obligated to show a bit of concern. “You think they’ll be okay?”

Skywalker’s smile lightened a bit. “Well, they’ve been quarrelling for four years now and so far all it’s done is driven them closer together. I doubt a single clash will tear them apart now. Not when they’ve been away from each other for so long.”

He threw out his arms. “Sorry about this. I guess we’re all a bit tense here. It’s not really a nice place to hang around.”

Mara glared at him in disbelief. Again he was standing there – apologizing! Was he really that over-polite? Who would ever have believed that a diehard dissident guerrilla warrior who’d killed a million Imperial personal with one torpedo would practically fall on his own face in order to be hospitable to someone he didn’t even know? She felt abruptly uncertain about her next move. It seemed pretty pointless to harass someone who wouldn’t get offended anyway because he was so determined to understand your point of view. “Can I do something to help?” she asked reluctantly.

Skywalker shot her a surprised look. Blue eyes pierced into her with an earnestness she wasn’t prepared to handle. Then he smiled kindly. “Thanks, but I don’t think any of us can do much right now. Maybe except keep up the good spirits and let them work it out for themselves.”

He looked thoughtfully at the others, then focused on her again. “Listen, we never answered your question yesterday, did we? Is there some specific place you want to go? And where do you come from, by the way?”

Mara collected herself, making sure her face was well-closed. “Where I come from and where I’m going certainly aren’t the same place,” she told him curtly.

“Oh…”

“And if I had a place to go, I certainly would have brought that to your attention already.” At this she shaded her sharp words with a tinge of sadness.

Lando sauntered up, wearing an informed and congenial smile. “Too few places to go? Or too many?” 

“I haven’t mixed up with the authorities anywhere, if that’s what you mean,” Mara replied a bit tartly. 

He tilted his head. “Many places, the authorities aren’t the worst ones to mix up with…”

”Precisely.”

The Wookiee grunted a question and Skywalker translated. “He asked if you’ve always been a dancer, or if that’s something you’ve picked up?”

She looked away. “I’ve always danced.”

“…but once that was only one of the many things you did, wasn’t it?” Lando filled in. He flashed a winning smile. “We’ve got a lot in common, my dear.! I have a long career behind me as well. I’ve been baron, businessman, smuggler, contractor ….”

“And what are you now?” Mara interrupted in a rather chilly voice.

Lando extended his arms buoyantly. “Oh, just a general in the Alliance…”

“Lando!” 

But Skywalker’s warning came too late. Lando threw his hand to his mouth.

Mara’s only surprise, of course, was that the Rebel Alliance had made a general of such a braggart, but she did her best to look stunned by the news, realizing she could use it to her own advantage. This was the perfect opportunity to convince these people that she indeed was a piddling dance girl, used to dealing with only the worst scum of the galaxy – and give them a chance to depict themselves as the opposite. She glanced quickly from one to the other. “Ok, I did hear that,” she admitted. “But before you do anything drastic, remember that I do owe you my life, ok?”

They stared at her, dumbfounded.

“Anything drastic?”  Skywalker echoed in bewilderment.

She stared back, now not having to fake her astonishment in the slightest. “You... aren’t going to silence me?”

Skywalker swallowed. “Mara, you are safe here. No one will harm you. Please take my word for it.”

She stared at him, green eyes wide. She had anticipted he might turn on her – at the very least she had damn sure expected to be threatened to silence. Instead all she could detect was that blasted earnestness that practically oozed out of his every pore. If Skywalker was faking it, he was the damned best liar she’d ever met, including herself. 

“Ok” she finally muttered. “You’re a Jedi. I’ll take your word for it.” Looking from one to another, like asking for permission, she added: “I think I’d better go to my cabin now, if it’s ok with you.”

“Sure.” Luke nodded. “Get some rest.”

*

The two men and the Wookiee looked at each other when she had left.

“Wow, what a woman!” Lando sighed, clicking his tongue.

“What makes you say that?” Luke murmured.

“What makes me… ? Luke! Are you blind?” 

He shook his head. “Of course not. But I have never received so many confusing signals as I do from that woman.”

“That’s just it! She’s mysterious, beautiful, forceful, intelligent! She’s carrying the pain from her past with grace and dignity, fighting her way through the slum of the galaxy with no help but her own resourcefulness. I tell you, Luke, I admire that in a woman! She might not be gentle or even friendly but that’s because life has treatened her badly. She has the fire, you can see it in her eyes, she has passion, style, she…”

“Thanks! I get the general idea.” Luke dropped back to the floor next to Artoo. He was going to get these blasted droids clean today if it was the last thing he did.

Lando grinned meaningly. “I think I’ll leave you two lovebirds alone for a while. See you later.” He started to leave but turned on the threshold, looking a lot more subdued. “Uh, that slip, by the way …”

Luke sighed. Lando’s bizarre ability to leap from the heights of flirtation to the depths of contrition in a millisecond never ceased to amaze him. “Never mind. We can’t do anything about that now. Maybe it’s not at bad as it might seem…”

Lando looked apprehensively at him. “Do you have any Jedi hunch about this?”

“Not exactly, but…” He saw Lando’s face fall again and added, “…but, yeah, something like it. I’m sure it will turn out all right.”

With a relieved smile and a jaunty salute, Lando vanished and left Luke to wonder how come a sabacc player of Lando’s caliber always believed everything Luke said – Luke, who lied about as well as Threepeo piloted. Probably because after Bespin, and after joining the Rebellion, Lando had needed a friend more than he’d ever admit – and Luke was one of the few that had never judged him.

He paused for a while, listening. Neither Leia nor Han could be heard anymore.

Chewie, who silently had remained with him, listened too. He growled a question.

Luke shook his head. “No, they’re in separate places now. I could imagine it might take a while…I don’t know…” He sighed and rubbed his hands over his face.

Chewbacca tilted his head and sniffed a little. Then he walked to his young friend and ruffled his hair in an affectionate gesture. 

Luke glanced up, and smiled a bit sheepishly. “Thanks, Chewie.”

He listened to the Wook’s question and turned serious again. “I know. He’s like a brother to me too. So I don’t mind… Of course he is protective of me… But then, that’s not the real problem here, is it? Chewie, do you think Han seriously believes that… that I would have taken advantage of his absence?”

The Wookiee gave the matter a thought. Then he woofed an answer that was so complicated that Luke had to concentrate hard in order to understand it. His grasp of Shyriiiwook left much to be desired.

“Ok. He’s afraid that could be the case because he’s upset and thinks that I’ve been hurt because of him. But when he’s not upset anymore he won’t think that anymore, but he will still be afraid of it? Did I get that right?”

An affirmative bark.

“Great. Now how the hells are we going to fix that?”

A long, deep gurgle.

Luke rolled his eyes. “Are you jumping on the Shira bandwagon too? Sure, I like her. But she’s not the solution to this problem at all.”

He rubbed his chin and let his mind slide to another problem close at hand. “Speaking about redheads, what do you think of Mara?”

A counter question.

Luke blushed. “No! I mean her story! Are you buying it? Please, Chewie!” He dug at the sand in Artoo’s leg joint in forceful exasperation.

The Wookiee gave him his version.

Luke listened thoughtfully. “Yeah, I’ve got the same feeling. There’s something mysterious about her. And for sure there’s more - and different - than what meets the eye. On the other hand, she’s at least not trying to ingratiate herself… That’s a good sign, right?”

Bark.

“Well, maybe it’s just me…”

* * *

The next day peace resumed, or at least something near to it. When Han came out of his cabin it was obvious that he and Leia had reconciled at some point, and the rest of the crew treated the incident like had it been purely a matter between those two. Luke knew of course it wasn’t, and also had a distinct impression that Han and Leia had only skirted the edges of the problem, neither wanting to dig deeper at the moment. Not that he had any business preaching to others on the importance of tackling their personal issues... 

Mara Jade didn’t make an appearance until lunch time, at which point everybody was assembled in the lounge area. Han and Lando were playing sabacc while Chewie and Leia watched. Luke had finished cleaning both droids but had gone back to fiddle with Artoo. There were remarkably fewer parts and tools spread out now, though, and Threepio was turned back on.

The golden protocol droid was naturally the first to notice Mara’s arrival and hurried to greet her. “Good morning, Miss Arica!” he beamed. “What a pleasure to see you on your feet again. I trust you have slept well?”

“Could be worse,” she grunted, nodding at everybody. “And it’s not Arica, it’s Mara.”

“Really?” Threepio sounded abashed for a moment, then his algorithms found a plausible explanation. “Oh, I see! Arica was your artist name! I must say I was most impressed with your dancing, Miss Mara. You are very skilled indeed!”

Mara glared at the shining metal limbs of the droid. “And what would you know about dancing?”

Threepio, despite having no facial mobility, glowed. “I’m so glad you ask that, Miss Mara! You see, in many cultures dancing is a language of its own. And as you probably don’t know, I am fluent in over six million forms of communication and…”

Luke fought desperately to bite back his laughter. Mara Jade was a handful, that much was certain, but against Threepio’s persistence even her abrasive edge dulled helplessly. She could scowl until her face froze - he’d never get the message. Over at the game table Han stifled a snicker; Luke didn’t dare glance at him, because if he did they’d probably both collapse laughing.

Jade noticed the wide-spread amusement anyway and that made her glower even more stonily. As Threepio only kept prattling obliviously, she pinned it on Luke instead. “This is your droid?”

Luke nodded, bracing himself for the outburst he knew for sure would come.

“Did you program him too?” She waved towards his scattered tools and Artoo, her expression mocking. ”That ‘body language’ part sounds really exciting. Where did you pick that up? Jedi school?”

Luke interrupted her line of questions. “I didn’t program him.” 

For an instant he was tempted to retort. But Jade’s comments were so far fetched that he would answer them better by just letting them be. She’d only said it in order to provoke him, anyway; that seemed to be her default response to everybody.

Her eyebrows rose at his curt answer, obviously expected him to attack in return. When he didn’t rise to the taunt but returned her taunting glare completely unruffled she spun on the decicred again, changing her approach to a tight, demanding, “When do we arrive?”

That got everybody’s attention and the mood in the main hold shifted instantly. “Er… arrive where?” Leia asked warily.

“I thought you’d know that better than me,” Mara retorted. “And I asked when, not where.”

“We do have a course, naturally,” Luke broke in. “But we can’t exactly tell you where we’re going, except that it’s trailing towards Galactic West..” He glanced at Han and the rest for approval. “Listen, Mara, we can stop anywhere you want to. Or if you prefer to…”

She held up her hand. “Don’t I get a say in this?”

Luke snapped his mouth shut, freshly irritated by the flurry of contradicting feelings she was able to stir in him in no time. He forced himself back to calm. “Of course.”

All gibe was gone from her face now and replaced by sober matter-of-factness. “I honestly don’t give a damn about our destination. It could be the Rebel Alliance, it could be Corellia, Coruscant or it could be Sernpidal for all I care. As long as there’s some kind of decent authority that makes up the rules and keeps them, not warlords or Hutts. As long as it’s a place where I can do some proper work and prove myself in an honest way. And as long as I won’t be dancing. The dancing is… well, I love it, but in the end it makes more trouble than money.” 

She paused a bit to let the meaning of her words sink in before continuing. “You guys have been…different. You’ve been straight and fair, not taking advantages or anything.” Mara threw a deliberate, meaningful glance at Luke before adding, “And I’ve been thinking a lot on this trip.  I’ve been to so many shady places that I’d started to wonder if there are any decent places left. Maybe the place you’re going to could be a good place for me to make a fresh start.”

Han and Leia exchanged glances. “You talk about work…What kind of work would that be?” Solo inquired.

“Any kind. I’ve tried a bit of this and that, I’m not afraid of working hard and I’m good with my hands.” She held out her hands. They were small and still showed signs of the manicure she’d worn at Jabba’s but at closer look they were also strong and full of thin scars and callouses. 

“What are you good at?” Han asked suspiciously.

Mara shrugged. “I’m a decent mechanic, believe it or not. I’ve also worked in supplies, organizing several X-class transports along the Hydian way. I dropped it ‘cause it was hard earned money and a dancer makes more, but I’m done with dancing now.”

“And you don’t have a problem with joining the Alliance?” 

It was still Han asking the questions and while Luke’s mind was working in overdrive trying to sort out what game Jade was pulling now, he couldn’t help smiling and wondering whether Han noticed that not long ago he’d been standing right where Jade was.

“I don’t see myself joining anything,” Mara retorted. “I see myself working for the Alliance. And I’m always loyal to my employees. I’m not some political zealot, let me tell you now, but I’m not exactly in love with the Empire either.” 

Something about her statement prickled Luke’s spine. He reached out with the Force but all he could detect was smooth determination. He frowned in concentration. There was a strange familiarity about this feeling to him; like sensing things in darkness but losing eye contact when looking at it straight. He reached out consciously again but now Jade was her “old self’ again; cool and ardent at the same time.  

* 

Mara followed closely the reactions to her words and decided that she’d gained everything that could be reasonably hoped for. It appeared the Rebels were buying her rough, non-comittal tone and it seemed like even the Jedi hadn’t discovered the careful manipulation behind her words. Now she could only hope that they would reach the conclusion she’d suggested and ignore her own sense of guilt. 

She had never cared much about lying, but she hadn’t made a habit of it either. And it was more or less true that her love and allegiance wasn’t to the Empire but to the Emperor personally - to him, and to the citizens of the galaxy they both served. 

To her relief, it looked like her dedication was at least paying off. The atmosphere in the main hold seemed to have relaxed somewhat, despite her presence. What she couldn’t understand was their sudden, barely hidden amusement; the Princess smiled slyly and Skywalker was holding his hand before his mouth, eyes twinkling. 

And for some reason she couldn’t fathom, they looked more at Han Solo than at her.

* * *

Several hours later, Luke was about to make the space walk to his X-wing that had been in tow since Tatooine, when Leia caught him at the exit hatch.

“I need a word before you go,” she murmured and Luke winced, knowing exactly about what. 

“It’s about Mara, isn’t it?”

Leia nodded shortly. “Do you think we’re making a mistake, taking her with us to the base? Can she be trusted?” 

Luke had dreaded exactly this; that Leia would let it all come down to him in the end. While he was glad that she trusted his Jedi powers, he often feared that she trusted them too much; trusted him too much. The thing was that Luke had always been much more comfortable with Leia trusting her own brilliant instinct and he had no wish to trade places. 

The other thing was that he couldn’t find any coherence in his sensations about Jade; she worried him, irritated him and fascinated him at the same time. She spoke her mind, yet concealed her meaning, appearing simultaneously wary and fierce; honorable and firm of character, yet hard to trust.

He took a deep breath. His meditation hadn’t exactly given him an answer either, it never did, but at least he had a feeling to go with. “I think she doesn’t like us, and I think she has her own agenda, but I sense no imminent danger from her,” he told Leia.

The Princess frowned. “No imminent danger? Luke, I’ve seen that girl dance, and she’s a professional, but there’s much more to her than that! I’m not sure it adds up with the other things she claims she can do...”

“You mean someone can’t be a dancer and a mechanic at the same time?” Luke lifted his eyebrows doubtfully. “Well, it might sound a bit far fetched but I don’t sense her exactly lying either. And once we get to Home One the intelligence people can verify her story.” 

He shrugged. “The thing is, Leia, that the Force doesn’t exactly give clear Yes and No answers. But I sense that she believes she has less in common with us than she actually has. And I don’t feel her to be a threat, either to us nor the Alliance…” He was a bit surprised at the way his words came out, yet knew them in the moment he said them, to be absolutely true. Luke hesitated. He had felt a threat from her, suppressed, vague, but it wasn’t towards the Alliance, nor was it towards those he cared for, he knew that absolutely now. Then who was it towards? Himself? 

Leia eyed him inquiringly. “I watched her closely in Jabba’s Palace and she knows how to handle people all right. I have no doubt she’s smart and highly resourceful but I can easily imagine her becoming as much trouble as help. We still have time to stop and drop her off…”

Luke shook his head. “No. I think we should take her with us.” Again he had that reassuring feeling in the back of his head, like a breath of the Force; this was right, the thing to do. The moment of clarity didn’t last for long, though; as he settled into his X-wing, Luke found himself gnawing over the problem yet again. He wasn’t afraid for himself; he’d lived with danger for so long it had ceased to be even interesting, and however tough she might be, Mara Jade didn’t scare him. 
Or was he thinking straight here? Was this just another attractive woman to confuse his head? 

She had green eyes. Luke hardly ever noticed an eye color, but Mara Jade’s emerald gaze was hard to ignore. Didn’t Shira have green eyes too? Luke started the engines. Well, soon he’d find out.

