Quagmire –  Chapter 10

Deena

Thanks to their adjacent hangars, Mara found herself running into Skywalker about every day. Every time he stopped to say hello, often tailed by that chirping astromech droid of his. Their chats were rather short and pretty impersonal, but that suited her fine, both on an emotional and professional level, and she did her best to stay neutral, holding her tongue pretty much in check now. As long as they spoke regularly, she was making progress she knew; nothing was as dulling as routine. The more Skywalker got used to seeing her around, the more naturally he would take it when she needed to come closer. At some point she should take him up on his offer of help, but she wasn’t in a hurry – that big-brother attitude of his didn’t need encouraging. If she didn’t give it time to settle he’d probably take to piggy-backing her around the ship once a day. 

About a week into her new job she was standing with her head buried in the interior of her fifth fighter that day when the Jedi wandered past.  

“Hello, Mara.” Well-behaved as always. Today, however, there was a certain glee to him that was new, a feeling of expectation. 

“Skywalker,” she nodded.  It once again struck her how easily she could sense his mind. Why was that?

He peered into her engine hatch. “That’s the JZ-5, isn’t it? Neera let me take a look at her B-Wing once, but that one had a Quadex Kyromaster.” 

“Yes. I prefer these,” Mara replied. “But then, that’s probably because I’m more familiar with Slayn & Korpil products.” 

He nodded, eyes on the engines and Mara deducted by his lack of response that he already knew about her background. Probably he’d read her Intel file – that’s what she would have done, had she’d been in his shoes and brought a stranger to a secret base. Deciding this was a perfect moment to try to expand on their acquaintance a little, she reached out for her thermocup and was just about to ask Skywalker about his mechanical experiences when he pulled his attention away, turning it towards an Action VI transport a bit further down the hangar. 

Mara bit back the question and followed his gaze. She had noted the ship when it landed some moments ago, but having her hands more than full with her work she hadn’t paid it any attention. In retrospect, when she’d been busy congratulating herself for landing this job with her spectacular skills of persuasion, she hadn’t realized just how enormous the lack of able mechanics was in the Alliance. In fact, everything lacked enormously in the Alliance. Stubb had told her that there was a shortage of everything in turns; mechs, ships and pilots. Not because there were too few, really, but because everything came in bursts; usually there was a lack of ships and pilots, but since there recently had been a huge boost on that front, there now was a shortage of mechanics. 

Which told her that the Rebel Alliance was likely assembling its fleet and preparing something grand, probably a large-scale assault, Her Master doubtless knew about it already, but she would report to him nontheless. 

Skywalker glanced back at Mara. “Well, I heard the DO singing your praises yesterday, so don’t worry about any lack of experience – you’re doing well.” He nodded towards the bulk freighter. “You’ll excuse me?”

“Of course.”

The Jedi continued towards the transport ship and Mara took a sip from her cup, following him closely from the corner of her eye. She had more or less given up her efforts to make this unassuming young man correspond with the callous terrorist she’d originally expected. But to her confusion, he didn’t even fit with the confident warrior who had stood alone against superior numbers in Jabba’s palace. Far from self-assertive, he seemed almost reticent. His leadership must be based on skills and ability to inspire confidence, not authoritativeness. On Home One Skywalker didn’t even dress like a Jedi but had changed his black outfit permanently to standard beige fatigues.

Mara actually had to admit that she found him… appealing, almost, despite her knowledge of his criminal record. There was a guilelessness about him that was hard to ignore. After all, he was very young – hadn’t been Jedi for that long either. He was at least fifty percent a well-meaning farm boy who, had he not inadvertently tripped into the deep end of the pool, could still have been living an utterly uneventful and treason-free life on his fifth-rate dust ball of a planet. Luke Skywalker had probably been sucked in by the adventure, just like so many other young men and women; never understanding that his actions made him a traitor towards the galaxy he claimed to defend, endangering so many innocent lives… 

Mara tried to rationalize that she felt sympathy towards Skywalker because he still seemed so close to those innocent beings whom she, as the Emperor’s Hand, sought to protect. She wondered if Skywalker with his Jedi ambitions harbored a similar goal. Well – even if he did, the fact remained that she was actually achieving that goal, whereas Skywalker was a deadly menace to galactic society. With better influences he might have been her comrade in arms, but as it stood they were enemies. Skywalker was still her target, and nothing she felt or rationalized could change that. 

As Mara watched, Solo came strolling from the Millenium Falcon along with his Wookiee co-pilot and joined the young Jedi. They arrived at the transport just as the landing ramp lowered and people started to stream down. One of them, a fair-haired young woman, stopped at the top of the ramp and waved frantically at Solo and Skywalker, beaming like a binary system while bouncing on her feet. Mara thought she had seldom seen anything so vapid but the two men and the Wookiee seemed to find it amusing. Skywalker even bounced and waved back, much to Mara’s surprise. The girl threw her head back in roaring, rather unbecoming laughter and sprinted down the ramp with an overstated merriness. Skywalker caught her halfway and swung her off her feet in a circle.

Mara followed the performance, scowling, and reached out with the Force as her Master had taught her, in order to augment her hearing.

“…so good to see you!” she caught.

“Great to see you too, Deena!” Skywalker laughed. “And I heard about your engagement! Congratulations!”
“What?” Solo exclaimed. “Deena Shan engaged? Do you realize you’ve just broken a thousand Rebel hearts?”

The blonde girl giggled in delight and shook her finger playfully at the former smuggler. “You should be talking! You’re nearly married yourself, so I’ve heard! How great to see you too, Han! You sure gave us all a fright – letting yourself get carbon-frozen like that! Don’t you ever do that again, hear me?” She swept Solo up in a bear hug. The Wookiee got one too.

Solo shrugged lightly. “Sorry, Shan. I’ll try not to upset you another time. On the other hand,”  he gave Skywalker a light punch, “nowadays I got the kid here to save me at the last minute.” He winked at them both. “Don’t know where he’s learned that. Must have picked it up somewhere…”

Skywalker rolled his eyes and glanced away. It happened to be in Mara’s direction and before she could turn away their eyes had met. Mara tried to look unconcerned and returned to her work, but the Jedi smiled and nodded.

The blonde girl followed his gaze, openly curious. “A friend of yours?”  

Skywalker shrugged. “We sort of picked her up by accident at Jabba’s palace. She’s decided to stay on as a mechanic here. I’d be happy to introduce you, though. She’s still new here.”

Deena laughed merrily. “That makes two of us then, because so am I.”

“You’re not new!” Solo protested. “You know us!” 

Deena made a mocking face. “Are you going to make up for all my friends on Liberty now? You haven’t changed one bit, Han Solo. You still think too highly of yourself!”

They all grinned and started towards Mara who made herself busy with the fighter and didn’t turn when they approached. When they were only steps away, so close a deaf droid would have heard, she turned to face them, exposing her most unwelcoming attitude. She had no interest in acquiring a babysitter, least of all some annoying airhead. The Jedi was probably just trying to foist the irritating twit off on somebody else. 

The men and the Wookiee ignored her rebuffing expression but Shan wasn’t used to her yet. She glanced uncertainly at Skywalker but he just smiled assuringly. “Mara, I’d like you meet an old friend of ours, Deena Shan. Deena, this is Mara Jade.”

“Hi!” Deena Shan reached out an eager hand. She was a tad chubby, with merry, slightly keyed-up blue eyes, a plump mouth formed into a determined smile, and blonde hair in a state of furious opposition with the semi-long cut it had been forced into. She smiled amicably now, clearly eager to please.

Mara reached out for a cloth where she carefully dried her hand before accepting Deena’s outstretched one. “Pleasure,” she grunted. 

Solo exchanged glances with Skywalker. It was apparent that Mara’s abrasive attitude was beginning to annoy him. Skywalker, however, was still smiling. “Deena has been in the Alliance almost as long as we have. Some years ago we were on several missions together but then she was assigned to Liberty. We haven’t seen each other in two years.”

“How wonderful,” Mara replied flatly.

Skywalker looked her straight in the eye, like was he searching for an opening. When he didn’t find it, he remained crushingly courteous. “It is.” He put his hand on Deena’s shoulder and began to guide her away again. “Well, at least now you know each other. See you around, Mara.”

Mara nodded mutely and turned back to her work.

She could hear Solo sputter as they departed. “I’m telling ya, kid, I have met some tough customers in my time, but she’s the worst.” 
Deena mumbled, “She’s not really what I’d call ‘friendly’…”

“She’s ok,” Skywalker soothed. “She just prefers to keep people at arm’s length. In a way that’s a kind of honesty…”

Mara frowned without turning, not sure anymore that she had reacted adequately to the situation. To hear Skywalker defend her loyally behind her back once again reminded her that he wasn’t exactly the person who’d try to foist anyone off on someone else. If anything he’d hike miles out of his way to take on the job. Besides, if the blonde, dumb as she seemed, was an old and close friend of the Jedi, it had maybe been a bad idea to brush her off like that. And as for honesty...

It put a fowl taste in her mouth to hear that characterization coming from the man she soon would kill – if there was something she truly valued, then it was honesty and loyalty.

She had actually made an oath when she entered this blasted Allience. Rattled off a prewritten string of words confirming that she would keep silent about what she saw and heard. She had stood there and lied to their faces – because when she contacted her Master, she would tell him everything she knew. 

It wasn’t first time in her life she’d lied. Quite the contrary, it was a constant part of her job and she had accepted that a long time ago. She was saving her honesty for her Master. He was the one who could count on it.

Shrugging away her wave of discomfort, Mara glanced over her shoulder and saw the small party just about to leave the hangar. Suddenly Skywalker started, stiffening. He turned about, glancing warily around him, his stance close to battle alert. For a moment he looked straight at Mara and she could sense a frown shadow his face. Then his expression changed completely again and he broke into a sheepish grin and winked, his gesture changing to something between the self-conscious and the flirtatious. Mara scowled for a few seconds, at complete loss for a proper response. Then she realized that he wasn’t looking at her at all, but behind her. Turning, she saw Shira Brie a few meters away, return the wink as she turned back to her X-wing and shimmied up into the cockpit. Mara watched for a few minutes until Brie’s fighter roared her away to her shift, closely followed by three from her squadron.

Interesting.

* * *

Luke stood completely still while the small metal bulbs buzzed around him. With few exceptions he was able to move his lightsaber in time to top the incoming blasts without even changing his stance, only by moving his arms. He was up to nine now, and felt pretty certain that he would be able to manage an entire squad. Not that the number of incoming blasts really made a difference; the trick was simply to let the Force continue to flow uninterruptedly through him and not be disturbed by consciousness. While parrying and returning the blasts his mind kept buzzing. Maybe if he added more remotes he’d have less time to be distracted. Why did his brain always seem to work the fastest in the middle of crossfire?

He’d felt ‘something’ again today. For an instant today he’d thought it came from Mara Jade, the sharp feeling of threat he’d sensed on Tatooine still fresh in his mind, but this was different. He had sensed this, whatever it was, many times long before she had even set foot on Home One. It simply couldn’t be her. 

And it wasn’t exactly a threat either - more a chilling, uncanny feeling of being watched, like a waiting, calculating mind closing in on him. It was a feeling from his dreams, but by now he was sure he’d felt while fully awake too. He was sure? Heck, in truth he hardly knew if he wasn’t imagining. He had tried to search for the source with the Force but without any result. Whatever it was, it could wrap itself away completely.

“That looks pretty good, you know.”

Wedge’s voice behind him didn’t startle him. Luke had sensed him coming for a while already. He closed down his lightsaber and turned around. “Thanks.”

Wedge tossed him a towel and eyed him closely as he wiped face and torso. Luke wasn’t nearly as sweaty as a normal human ought to be after such a workout. Not that Luke had even been normal as Wedge saw it, and he wasn’t exactly in exclusive company on that point. However, the abnormalities in Luke had been growing lately, a slow but steady change from “almost normal” to “strikingly strange.” Wedge knew an increasing number of people who had an uncanny feeling about the once well-liked hero of Yavin. It hurt him almost personally that Luke could have called this on himself simply by following his dream to be a Jedi Knight. 

But could he have avoided it? The Jedi had always split galactic opinion. Some regarded them as demi-gods, infallible and worthy of worship; others cherished dreams of their extinction. Also, Emperor Palpatine’s Jedi purges had reinforced the negative opinions about the former guardians of the Galaxy. But Luke was neither a god nor a monster. He was an ordinary guy with ordinary wishes and needs. And at the moment he was neglecting them all – at least Wedge feared he was.

“So?” Wedge called casually, finding a bench and making himself comfortable. “How’s your love life?”

Luke glared at him, bringing a smirk to the Corellian’s face.

“Still no progress with Shira?” he continued mercilessly. “You two were dancing pretty close back at the party, I recall, but then you disappeared. And that’s over a week ago. Now, I don’t know if anyone’s told you this yet, but if you avoid a girl, you miss out on all the benefits.”

“Look, there’s no point in any of that right now. I’ll have to leave soon anyway,” Luke muttered, still drying himself even though there was nothing left to dry.

“You ain’t left yet.”

“I will soon.” Luke bit out.

“…which leads to my second question; why haven’t you left yet? I thought you were planning to head out straight from Tatooine.” 

Luke sighed and reached for his tunic. Instead of pulling it on, however, he dumped down on the bench too, tunic in one hand, towel in the other. “I… got delayed,” he finally muttered. “There was that girl, Mara. She was pretty badly hurt and I couldn’t just leave her. So I came aboard the Falcon, and well, then we were heading in the wrong direction anyway so I might as well come back here…”

“See,” Wedge said triumphantly, crossing his arms. “I knew it had to be some woman!”

“It’s not like that!” Luke bit off. 

“No, no,” Wedge allowed. “Of course not. She’s a looker, though! You have to admit that!”

Luke finally rose to the bait. “Ok,” he sighed. ”I can’t deny that. She catches the eye, all right. Both the way she looks and…”

Wedge nodded, finishing the sentence pleasurably; “the way she moooves.”

They grinned both. Wedge added, “Wes claimed that Mara was twice as red haired, twice as green eyed, and twice as stuck-up as Shira.”

Luke’s grin stiffened instantly. “That’s not really fair, is it?” he growled. “Besides, Shira’s not stuck-up at all.”

“So it’s Shira still?” Wedge chuckled. “Well, I thought for a moment you were going for the hard-to-get-girl. Not that I blame you, I like them a bit friendlier myself.”

Luke made a face and pulled his tunic on. “It’s neither. I’ve got more important things to fret about.”

“You know,” Wedge sighed, “it’s not like your only choices are marrying the girl or never talking to her. I wouldn’t want a serious relationship at this point either but I take the consequences and have fun one night a time instead.”

“Yeah, and that works well for you and congratulations with that,” Luke retorted a bit tartly. “That’s just not my way.”

“Fine!” Wedge threw up his hands. “Fine…” 

Then he paused and looked at his friend. “But… what is your way then?”

Luke stared at his boots. “I don’t know.”

Wedge made a sympathizing grunt and after a silence Luke continued, “But I’ll know when it is there. It has always worked that way. I have to keep faith in that.”

“Fine with me…” The Corellian shrugged, deciding he’d done what he could for now. “Speaking about working, are you coming to that meeting with Cracken and Madine later today?”

Luke nodded reluctantly. “Yeah. One of these days I’ll learn to say no to an assignment.”

“I’m sure Wes would be happy to give you lessons,” Wedge told him. He slipped into a more sober tone.  “But seriously, I don’t know about you, but I’ve this feeling things are closing in to something big…” 

”Yeah,” Luke muttered. “Fast...”

* * *

Han had to brace himself before he could make himself buzz on the cabin door. If he hadn’t already told Chewie he would do this, he wasn’t sure he would have gone through with it. But he needed to. He knew he needed to. 

The door wooshed open and revealed Lando’s surprised features. “Hi. Hello.” He faltered into silence, but stepped back to let Han into his cabin.

Han gave him a faint smile “Hey…” He paused for a second. “Listen, could I ask you a favor?”

Lando’s face closed a little as his well-trained smile came back. “Sure. Have a seat.”

Han sat down on a chair and glanced around. Not surprisingly, Lando was in possession of not only a cabin of his own, but also one more elaborately furnished than any cabin Han had been in. Even Leia, princess and dignitary as she was, didn’t have more than one chair at her disposal. Oh yes. Lando knew the ‘I let you use me if you let me use you’ language to perfection, no doubt about it. Only, it wasn’t what Han was here about. He took a deep breath.  “I was wondering if you could help me with something…”

Lando sat down by the table, steepling his fingers before him. “Sure. I guess I owe you one.”

“No.” Han shook his head. “I don’t think you do. And besides I was… sort of wondering if we could do this… off the record.”

“Off the record?” Lando cocked a confused eyebrow.

Han fidgeted, his hand dashing through his hair – this was the hard part. “Yeah. Like ... like you’d do it for Luke, or Leia. Like... well... buddies. Y’know?”

“Ah.” Lando’s face changed first to surprise, then it softened. “Like that. Yeah. I think we could. I’d be quite happy to, in fact.”

Han smiled, trying to conceal his gratitude, surprised it hadn’t been harder than this. “I know you’ve been entrusted with some kinda mission…”

Lando leaned back and shifted in his chair, his face growing worried again. “Um, I don’t think I can reveal anything about that…”

“Don’t worry. You don’t have to. You only have to give me a few clues. Only enough to convince HC to give me a mission of my own.”

Lando’s voice went up. “Your own mission?” He lifted a quirky eyebrow. “Since when did you get suicidal?”

Han gave him a lopsided smile. “Honestly, I dunno. I’d like to think I haven’t, yet. But you’ve gotta admit that I have a lot to fight for now.”

“Ah!” White teeth flashed in a knowing grin. That he could understand. “I can see we have a lot to talk about. Corellian? I have a good vintage…”

“Sure. Never said no to that yet.” Han smiled genuinely and leaned back, kicking his feet onto the table. Sometimes things went much more easily than you feared. This was going to be a good evening.

* * *

“What do you think?” Wedge inquired quietly of Luke as they left the meeting.

“They’re slowly breaking up Rogue Squadron into ad hoc missions, just like you guessed. Shira’s promotion and Tycho’s assignment were just the beginning.”

“Yeah,” Wedge agreed. “Looks like I’ll be having the cabin to myself for some time to come. They’re not letting the nexu out of the bag yet but…”

“It can’t be far off.” Luke shrugged. “Your target, Vrock Sai’men, has been a major source for us for a longer time, so it’s no wonder they’ll want him rescued. He’s probably the Bothan that knows most about the Alliance in general.”

“I’d bet your lightsaber he’s got intel that High Command needs yesterday.”

Luke grinned. “Considering the whole fleet is assembling, and that’s despite the fact that one of our most important spies is in Imperial custody at the moment? I’d take that bet.” 

“Now what’s a puzzle,” Wedge continued conversationally, “is that Imperial shuttle they want you to nab. What the ninth hell could they want one of those for? Things can’t shoot worth crap.”

“Could be anything,” Luke mused, “but I get the feeling whatever it is, it’ll be one of the most important things we’ve done in ages.” 

He paused, considering. “Anyway; you’ll have a harder job than me. I think that after we’ve finished mission assignments I’m going to call my folks together to strategize. But you can’t, can you? It has to be kept completely quiet until you’re all out and away from here.”

Wedge nodded thoughtfully. “I guess. Who will you take?”

“Hobbie and Thorben come first to mind. And to be honest, I’d like to have Shira with me on this as well. I think it can be arranged, after all it will only be a three/four day thing.”

“I’m sure it can. But Hobbie you say? And Shira?”

“You want one of them? I thought you’d go for Wes, that’s why I didn’t even try to get him, as you maybe noticed,” Luke grinned. “If I’d known you don’t care for poor Jansen anymore I… Hey, don’t push me!” Luke dodged Wedge’s assault, the familiar banter lightening his mood considerably. “Ok, who do you want? You want Hobbie? Of course you want Hobbie, you can’t pull off a thing without Hobbie…”

“Actually I could use a girl, now you say it,” Wedge admitted. “After all, there’s no better way to get backdoors opened. But she doesn’t have to be a pilot. She just has to look sweet and dumb.” 

“Take Deena. She can pull that off with one hand behind her back. And she’s quite experienced with missions in dark. If she knows too much she just gets nervous and starts doubting herself, but she’s a fantastic improviser.”

“Hmm…” Wedge looked thoughtful. “But she’s not in the squadron. Perhaps I should take Karie instead?” 

“You just said she doesn’t have to fly. Besides, you’ll never get Karie to look dumb. And I think it would be good to leave as much of the squadron intact as we canwhile we’re away. After all it looks like we’ll be away at the same time, at least partly.”

“You’re right. So? I get Hobbie and Wes. And maybe Deena. You get Shira, Thorben and…?”

“Alph. Hey, don’t worry about the planning part. I’ll help you of course. You’re not on your own until you’ve left.”

“Well, I sorta counted on that,” Wedge grunted. “And who’s worried?”

* * *

Mara was sitting in the Mess, enjoying her hard-won loneliness, when Deena Shan entered. She picked up some brogy stew, looked around and apparently saw no one she knew. Except Mara. 
Mara did her best to pour discouragement into the Force but Shan set her jaw, put on a determined smile and walked straight up to her.

“Hi!” she chirped gleefully and sat down without asking for permission. Mara swallowed most of her irritation, nodded a curt greeting and continued to eat. Chaos take Skywalker! What had he made this girl believe?

“How’s the food?” Deena enquired, and started to rummage about her plate with the fork.

Mara raised an eyebrow. “Taste it.” she suggested.

“Generally, I mean,” Deena insisted and plunged a large forkfull stew into her mouth. “Mhh. Hey! Better than Liberty’s!” She smiled broadly. “If this counts for general.”

Mara eyed the girl’s not exactly meager form up and down. “Really? No wonder you’re so thin then.”

Deena looked up at her in surprise. Then she started to laugh. 

Mara put her fork down and scowled but the girl was laughing heartily, and Mara couldn’t evaluate whether she hadn’t got the insult or just found it funny.

Finally Deena regained her ability to speech. “You’re really that kind of a seriously wicked type. Luke explained it to me. That’s great! Wonderful! I had to think it over first, but I really like it. As Luke said, what you hear is what you get.”

Mara glared at her in surprise, finding no proper retort. 

“It’s so refreshing!” Deena explained. “Most people try to be so nice all the time. And then so few manage in the end anyway. Me for example. I always try to be so nice to people because I hope they would like me, And far too often I either don’t succeed or then I do and find out that I don’t like them as much as I should and it make me feel so false. It’s much better to start out with not making any promises! 

“I’ve tried that a few times too, of course” she went on. “But I always screw it up. I’m too friendly. Not because I’m nice, I guess, but because I simply want people to like me. I always get so exited when someone does. It must be my old man’s fault.” She had continued to stuff food into her and talked while chewing.

Mara stared at her, slightly disconcerted. “What does your old man have to do with this?” she asked reluctantly.
Deena’s eyes widened. “Everything! Your parents shape you. When you’re a kid you take all they say for granted. Later, when you grow and maybe start rebelling against them, you can still go on in their footpath, without realizing it. And if you ask me, that’s where it’s getting really interesting ‘cause…”

As she continued, Mara listened bewildered, absolutely clueless about what to say or how to react. Deena talked like a waterfall, pouring out about her childhood and youth on a fifth rate, Outer Rim planet, about her discouraging father and her eventual decision to leave and join the Rebellion instead of marrying some bore and give birth to a bunch of brats, every bit of the story minutely elaborated with her views and reflections. Her story was as banal as her psychological insight and Mara, who’d studied extensive psychology for years as a part of her training, could feel the sharp retorts itch on her tongue. Yet, as the blond girl babbled on, her sarcasm reluctantly started to melt away. There was no doubting of the earnestness of this girl and her story. This wasn’t theory served out by an accomplished and distanced lecturer from the smart coteries of Coruscant. This was an individual, pouring her own, rocky life out in the light with the earnest intention of getting a better grip of it. Annoying or not, Shan deserved some sort of respect. 

Besides, the way she was talking, there was no room to comment. 

Mara continued to eat, eyes directed at Shan. Every once in a while she let out a little grunt to prove she was listening. Well, she was, actually.

When they parted Mara couldn’t help asking, “So what’s your job here?”

Deena looked surprised. “I forgot to tell you? I’m a supply officer. So I’m sure we’ll see each other around quite a lot.”

“I guess so,” Mara mumbled reluctantly. 

Well. It could be worse.

