Quagmire – Chapter 11

Concerns, Commitments and Containers

It wasn’t exactly ideal to contact her Master from a cubicle in a crowded cabin, but as a junior techie aboard an Alliance ship pressed for space she had few options. At least her bunk could be sealed into a private cubicle. Mara couldn’t kneel on the bunk, the ceiling was too low for that, but she did her best, crumbling on her knees in the cramped compartment, back bent, giving her first report to the Emperor as well as she could muster. 

Afterwards, she rolled on to her back, laying there for a long time. She digested and dismantled the feeling of loss, so familiar by now, overcoming her as it did every time her Master broke their telepathic contact. Here behind enemy lines, the emptiness that followed felt so much more palpable but Mara didn’t know what repelled her more; that hollow feeling – or the constant buzz of people around her. Since she’d left the Millennium Falcon she hadn’t been alone in a room bigger than a ‘fresher – and after two weeks under those circumstances, it was starting to get to her.

It’s just another environment, she reminded herself sternly. You’ve adapted before, you can do it again.  During her training she had spent plenty of time under worse conditions. She had experience of hiding in a bush for three days, surrounded by enemies that would kill her at slightest sound or motion, she had worked in teams proceeding through jungles and swamps, she had learned to mingle in like a local in the most repelling neighborhoods…

But on those missions she had always had a deadline, or at least a clear purpose - some goal to strive for. In this mission, she was slowly becoming aware that she had neither. After this latest briefing with her Master, it was evident that the elimination of Skywalker wasn’t exactly just around the corner. Mara couldn’t hold back a nasty suspicion that she had managed to position herself too handily, into a post where she could be kept under wraps against the possibility that need would arise for her particular abilities. That was new to Mara. She had already lined up a dozen different tasks she could undertake in her current situation, but her orders were clear, indisputable. Wait. Stay low. Be prepared.

Mara gritted her teeth. Well, she would do just that. And she would collect information. Surely her Master wouldn’t object to that...

Bracing herself, she pushed open her cubicle. Five surprised faces spun towards her. No wonder the cabin had felt particularly crowded today; her three cabin mates had invited visitors.

“Whoa, Mara, you gave us a shock there!” Niliya, the oldest of her cabin mates, cried out. “We were so sure you were on shift! How’d you sleep so long? We’ve been playing sabacc for ages here!”

“Yeah,” one of the visitors, a female Zabrak, agreed with an awkward laugh. “And we haven’t been particularly quiet either.” They exchanged glances and Mara knew they were wondering whether she had heard her name crop up in their discussion.

In fact she had, and the fact that they had called her ‘weird’, ‘insular’ and ‘abrasive’ didn’t bother Mara one bit. People’s dislike most often was based on their own insecurity; their opinions could be changed in the blink of an eye by a blunt admission that you’d been wrong and some concentrated wheedling. And at any time she preferred condensed wheedling for a clear purpose than pointless and tiring socializing with people she dismissed anyway.

She put on her best and most innocent smile, rubbing her eyes. “I think I woke up a few times the last hour, but then just fell asleep again. I swear, I’ve not been such a sound sleeper in all my life. I guess I’m still getting used to this place.”

“You’re working too hard, you should take some time off once in a while.” Niliya glanced at the others, suddenly dithering. “Uh, would you like to join our game, perhaps?” A few of the girls shot her reproaching glances but others nodded in ginger sincerity, still prepared to give Mara the benefit of the doubt. 

Mara made a mental note of who reacted how and smiled almost warmly. “Thanks, but not today. My shift starts in an hour and I need to get some food first.”

“Well, ok.” Nilya looked half relieved, half softened. “See you later, then.”

“Sure,” Mara smiled. ”Enjoy your game.”

Passing to the fresher she used the Force to boost her hearing and heard the Zabrak say in surprise, “She seemed perfectly nice to me, Niliya. Why in heck don’t you like her?”

Mara smirked and started the sanistream.

*

Leaving the Mess almost an hour later, she managed to co-ordinate her pace to catch Dantels entering a turbolift. Since her arrival she had met the other woman a number of times, but while being courteous, benevolent even, the former smuggler made no effort to close the distance between them. This suited Mara perfectly. Calrissian and Stubb were only the most stubborn of the admirers she’d attracted over the past few days, and while she’d have to close in with a few of them at some point in order to get information, she was content to study the overall patterns first from a distance. 

Nera Dantels was a bit of a lone wolf herself; never moving with the other girls, staying to herself or with her fellow B-wing pilots in Dagger Squadron. However, Mara had a good feeling about the other woman, her judgement not least, and decided to finally make use of the earlier offered help. Might also be a good opportunity to dig a little into her past...

“Going for the hangar?” she asked casually as she reached for the control panel.

Dantels nodded and Mara palmed the destination.

“So,” she continued, leaning back against the lift wall, “you were a smuggler before you came here, right?”

Dantels nodded again. 

“What made you stay?”

“Love.” There was a pause. Then Dantels continued, realizing she’d said too much to stop at that. “But he’s dead now. Biggs Darklighter. He was from Tatooine.”

“Tatooine? Like Skywalker?” 

Nera nodded, her eyes wandering to some distant past . “It was supposed to be only a fling, but… Well, I fell in love. Thoroughly. He died at the Death Star, I stayed here to look after his best friend, got a few friends myself… Suddenly four years had passed.” She shrugged. “The Alliance can do that to you; many good people taking care of each other.”

The turbolift opened and they started down the passageway to the main hangar. “What about the Great Cause?” Mara inquired. “Isn’t that what all you Rebels are so keen on?”

The other woman laughed. “It was the Empire that made smuggling good business. I was a good smuggler, but it’s not like I always dreamed of being outside the law. I don’t believe in the Great Cause, it’s the people here I stay for. When that’s said, of course I hope that under a different government I could run a legal trade instead of getting my hands dirty. You know how it is, one does what one have to in order to survive.”

She pursed her lips thoughtfully, then added, “The problem with smuggling is just that too many are prepared to do anything.”

“Are you still in touch with what’s going on?” Mara lowered her voice somewhat as if this had ben her reason for making conversation at all.

Nera glanced at her. “I try to be. I’ve heard that there’s a few out now that try to do things differently. I don’t know, inspired by the Alliance, perhaps,” She gave a wry smile to underline how unlikely she thought that was.

Mara returned the grin. This was news to her too. “Who, for instance?”

“There’s this guy called Car’das. They say he’s retiring now, but he has a Chief Lieutenant, Talon Karrde who’s supposed to be of the same mould. Unfortunately, I don’t know that much. Only that they keep away from slaves and spice and focus on selling intelligence a lot.”

Mara nodded thougtfully. “Smart. Especially if they’re going to do business with the Alliance. Do you think that’s their motivation?”

Dantels shook her head. “The Alliance already has its sources, and Car’das and Karrde are trying to be strictly neutral. No, I think it really is a question of morals.”

Morals? In smuggling? Well, why not? After all, she’d been forced to admit that Rebels had them, after a fashion. Mara hurried to change subject. With Dantels this talkative – she had already found out that was pretty rare - she had another question more pressing than chasing smugglers. “Another thing, this Shira Brie…”

Dantels glanced up, abruptly wary. “What about her?”

“What does she actually do here?” Since that first day, Mara had observed Brie several times with a semicourt, always the gleeful center of attention. Judging from what was said about her, the woman was more popular than Wynssa Starflare.

Dantels face was completely blank now. “She’s an X-wing pilot,” she replied. “Very capable. Used to be a Rogue. Got her own squadron a couple of weeks ago. Didn’t you know?”

“Well, I knew just about that much…” Mara tried.

Dantels shrugged and turned sharply towards the pilot’s ready room down the crossing corridor, adding over her shoulder. “Show your interest in her and I’m sure she’ll welcome you among her friends. She’s a very friendly person.”

* * *

Apart from the Mess Halls, there were a few recreation areas on Home One. The squadrons had one rec room each. There was an improvised holovid theater, an auditorium where skit troupes sometimes played and – quite surprisingly – three small hydroponic greenhouses that for some strange reason had been left intact when the giant ship was converted from an exploration vessel to a combat cruiser. Before Dagobah, Luke had seldom spent time in any of them. Nowadays he was a regular guest. 

Sometimes he came there to meditate or simply to feel the strengthened thrum of the Force in the plants and insectoid life. Other times he came with a datapad, having found that he could concentrate better in this living and pulsating environment than in the frigid atmosphere of his cabin. He favored the smallest greenhouse and not seldom had it all to himself, most people seeming to prefer the two larger ones.

This particular day he’d enjoyed a full three hours, meditating in blissful solitude when a familiar voice pulled him back to the present.

“Hello Luke.”

He blinked, slowly retrieving his mind from the intriguing, ever-changing layers of the Force, but when he finally looked up, his face lit up in a sincere smile. “Hey, Leia!”

Leia smiled. She was clad in a dark green jumpsuit with a padded jacket and her hair was braided and gathered in a chignon, leaving a few strands to fall softly around her face. She looked utterly beautiful and Luke could feel his heart warm at the sight of her. “Forgive me. Am I interrupting you?”

“No, it’s fine.” Luke assured. He hadn’t seen Leia since the quarrel with Han, but that was hardly surprising. He’d been busy himself, to say the least, and Leia must have been doubly so; High Command was seething these days and the pressure spread from there like ripples in the water. But if he was going to run into her anywhere, it would be here. She loved the green, nourishing vegetation, probably because it reminded her of Alderaan.

He didn’t need the Force to notice that Leia had something on her mind, she had those furrows on her forehead that appeared every time she was troubled. She dropped down beside him on the soft, dry moss, folding her legs beneath her to match his cross-legged mediation pose. “How are you?” she asked gingerly.

“Fine, but like you, busy.” Luke gave her an encouraging grin and was rewarded with Leia’s tense expression starting to melt away.

Leia sighed and stretched her neck, rolling her head side to side. “I’ve been trying to find time to talk to you, but I think I’d have better luck convincing Palpatine to sponsor our next arms deal. Even now I have only an hour at most, but I can’t see getting a better chance in the next two weeks at least. Look, I’m sorry about that thing that happened in the Mess the other day…”

Luke shook his head. “Don’t think about it. I’ve talked to Han and, well… I think we made up. I hope we did.”

Leia let out a strange laugh. “I hope so too. And I think you did, he’s been much more relaxed ever since. But it just shouldn’t have come to… I don’t know. He can be such a nerf sometimes.”

“Sometimes?” Luke tilted an eyebrow at her. “More like mosttimes. But he carries it with style, don’t you think?”

Leia smiled but a shadow of tension was visible again. “Still, I just can’t believe he thinks that I... that we…” She trailed off, her hand picking the mossy ground.

“I don’t think he believes it either, Leia. He knows you’d never do anything like that. But that’s not the same as not feeling jealous. I mean, you’ve been in love with him for six months, but where he’s coming from it hasn’t been more than a couple of weeks.”

Leia regarded at him for a moment, considering his words, then nodded. “Yes, there’s a difference there. I understand what you mean. But what can I do to reassure him? The only solution I can see is time.”

Luke smiled. “Not to interfere, Leia, but I think you could stop the passage of time with just a smile. I refuse to believe you’d have any problems making it run faster either.” 

Leia blushed, then met his eyes with a twinkle in her own, her first bashfulness giving way to gamely acceptance. “Well,” she conceded, a roughish smile starting to tug the corners of her mouth. “Perhaps I should give that a try.”

They sat in silence for a while. Luke resisted the urge to put his arm around those slender shoulders that he knew were far too burdened with responsibilities and losses. Not that he didn’t think Leia wouldn’t appreciate it but better not - it was still too complicated. Perhaps it would get easier again. He hoped so - and just sitting here like this gave him renewed hope it would. 

“You know he thinks of you like a brother, don’t you?” Leia’s voice was quiet.

Luke nodded. “He’s always looked out for me like a big brother would do – and I looked up to him and his way of doing things too. I guess Han’s always been the kind of guy every kid wants to be; smart, cool, in check.”

He didn’t add the obvious: ‘a guy would could capture the heart of a Princess, even against her own expressed conviction.’

And as things had developed, Luke knew with a sting of disappointment that whatever he’d be, he’d never be anything like Han. He would never be the cool guy but the weird. Never be the smart but the obscure one, never be admired for saving the day but always be requested to do more because he had those strange powers so surely it wasn’t too much to ask… No, his path had taken him into a completely different direction. Did Han know how much Luke still looked up to him, still admired him at heart?

Not for the first time Leia’s thoughts seemed to follow his. “I think he knows. But he needs time. So many things have changed when he was away.” 

She was quiet for a while longer, then added softly, “And perhaps he’s the one who changed most of all.”

* * *

The meeting was over and people streamed out of the conference room faces serious or quietly murmuring between themselves.

Han, who had been waiting outside, hurried to catch up with Madine and Cracken as they left the room. “Listen, General, um, Generals…”

Cracken, who had recognized Han’s abilities a long time ago despite his all-around insolence, hid a smile, but Madine frowned. Being ex-Imperial himself, he was ever-suspicious towards other defectors, and had a well-practiced reservation for Solo’s total lack of military decorum.

Han cleared his throat. “Listen, I heard about this Endor mission – ”

Both generals hushed in alarm. Glancing sharply around, Madine grabbed his arm and pulled Han with him, all three of them retiring back to the conference room. 

“How?” Madine snapped. “Where did you hear about that?”

“Well…” Han wasn’t about to put either Lando or Leia in an awkward position here and realized that he had better be saving their necks right away, especially if he was intending to keep this a secret from the latter. “Ah, you know, a bit here and a word there, ain’t that hard to put the pieces together.” He flashed his trademark lopsided smirk.

Madine crossed his arms. “And what is it you want to know, Solo? This is top secret information.”

Han had no idea of how else to say it, so he simply blurted it out. “General, I volunteer for that operation. Tell me what you want and I’ll get it done.”

Half an hour later Han left, feeling cautiously optimistic. He’d gotten himself on the list of volunteers now, but that was only half way. What he wanted was to lead that mission. 

Lead that mission… Heck, he didn’t even really know what the mission was about. He just knew he wanted to do this, because if anyone could sneak in anywhere it was him, and because he wanted to prove himself to Leia now. Prove to her that he was a changed man, a man she could trust and rely on, could stay with… Someone as reliable and honorable as… well, as Luke. Gods… what had he got himself into now?

Han took a deep breath. She was worth this. Besides, it wasn’t like he didn’t support her ideas, not anymore. He just didn’t want to admit that to her quite yet. Old habits died hard.

* * *

Mara was just laying a final hand on her last B-wing for today when a gleeful voice spoke up from right behind her.

“Hi” 

She almost jumped and twisted about, hydrospanner ready to strike. Deena Shan stood behind her, smiling expectantly. “Have you eaten?”

A bit baffled, Mara shuffled the spanner out of sight. “Uh, no.” Suddenly realizing what she was almost about to agree to, she hurried to add, “But my shift isn’t over yet. I still have an hour to go.”

“That’s odd,” Deena frowned. “I just asked the DO and he told me you were half an hour overtime already.”

“He did? Well, I’ve never been good at keeping my hours…” Mara stifled a sigh.

“Then you need someone to help you,” Deena decided. “Lucky for you that I came around.” 

“Mara? Uh, hi?” Stubb appeared unexpectedly from under the fighter, making Mara almost backstep from this sudden, massive onslaught of friendliness. “I was wondering if… uh…” He glanced to Deena and lost his concepts. 

Mara closed the hatch to the B-wing, trying to buy time. “What, Klarent?” 

“I was just wondering whether you were finished with your shift? We could go to the Mess and have something to eat?” Doggy brown eyes fixed dotingly on her and Mara started to panic. What was the matter with everybody? She hadn’t been friendly to any of them, not the least, yet they were practically queuing up to get on her good side.

“I’d love to, Klarent,” she fidgeted, “but Deena here has already asked me to… uh…”

Deena’s eyebrows arched. “To come with me to the supply depot,” she hurried to fill in. She flashed a remorseful smile. “Too bad. Otherwise we could have gone together all three of us.”

“Yeah, sorry Klarent,” Mara hurried, quickly wiping her greasy hands and snatching her things. “Another day perhaps.”

Safely out of earshot Mara muttered. “Thanks, you came in handy there.”

“No problem,” Deena whispered, the joy of their small conspiracy evident in her voice. “Been there myself. Not that I thought him that bad. Cute eyes and all…”

“You realize we can’t go to the Mess now,” Mara interrupted. “He’d know we’ve been lying to him.” Thinking of it, she realized she had quite an scope right at hands. This was a waterproof excuse to take a peek into the supply halls and how often would she get one? It would be straight out foolish not to use this opportunity.

“Don’t worry,” Deena assured her. “We can just grab a flatbread wrap from a food dispenser. There’s one in the console room and...” Suddenly she stopped like she’d walked into a door. “Oh, golly!” She blushed, mouth still dangling open.

Mara followed her gaze and was greeted by Billy Erik’s admirably formed hindquarters, sticking out from the hatch of a B-wing. She hid an amused grin. “Yeah he´s got a nice rear,” she admitted. “But he’s dumber than some power droids I’ve known.”

“Well, it’s not exactly his brains I’m admiring here,” Deena retorted in a whisper. “As far as I’m concerned he won’t be needing any. With a stern like that he could be semi-sentient for all I care.”

Mara’s grin widened. “And here I thought you were engaged.”

“I was… But I’m getting second thoughts here… Oh, holy moly…!” Deena looked away in embarrassed panic as Billy straightened and turned, revealing a square faced, perfect male beauty, complete with white teeth, black wavy hair and deep blue, empathic eyes.

Mara pulled at Deena’s arm. “The best part of him, eventually, is that he’s a decent tech too. C’mon.”

Deena followed, still stealing peeks over her shoulder. “With him on the floor, how can you get any work done?” she hissed.

“Concentration,” Mara told her. “But I use him to sweeten my caf breaks.”
* * *

The supply halls were on the lower decks in the aft of the ship and in extension to the power and propulsion systems - just like on many other big star ships Mara had visited. At first sight there was nothing special about the supply rooms either - but something odd niggled at her. Frowning, Mara let her gaze run the dull gray containers and sterile durasteel bulkheads, trying to pin down the reason for her confusion.  Then she caught it. “You use plastifoam containers?”

“We do?”

“Yes. Haven’t you noticed?”

Deena shrugged. “No. But now you mention it I believe I noticed the containers here were different than those on Liberty when I first came here.” 

“Why not durasteel?”

“I have no idea,” Deena said breeziliy. “Why?”

“Well. If plastifoam starts melting it produces a poisonous gas. Polydactylic gas I think it’s called.”

Deena shrugged again. “Why would it start melting?”

“It would if there was a fire. If this ship took a direct hit for example and something next to the containers started burning.”

Big blues eyes just blinked in wonder. “But there isn’t anything next to the barrels. Only other barrels.”

Mara had to admit that was true. The hall was neat and organized and the only thing visible that seemed likely to start burning was a bunch of flimsi by the console where a fat Gotal officer was poring over a datapad. But the sloppiness of the safety regulations annoyed her anyway. “The risk of melting is why plastifoam mostly isn’t used anymore. Unless you absolutely can’t afford anything else.”

“Hm, there you have your reason, I think.” Deena turned to the Gotal at the console. “Hey chief, why is it that our containers are of plastifoam?”

The officer looked up from his datapad. “Because we got a cheap stock,” he offered amicably. 

“That’s what I thought too,” Deena told him. “But Mara here is surprised, you see. She thinks we should use durasteel instead.”

The Gotal started laughing. “Durasteel? Hey Duchess? This is the Rebellion - we take what we can get. All that expensive high tech stuff goes to weapons and military.”

Mara made a face, she would hardly have defined durasteel as high tech. “Why not plastene, then?” she insisted. “It doesn’t kill people when it starts burning.”

“Because we didn’t get a cheap stock of plastene containers,” the officer explained patiently. “Besides, plastifoam doesn’t exactly kill people either. It only sends out a gas if it starts melting which knocks most species unconscious. And if you don’t get the victims away and in treatment within a reasonable time, their inner organs can take damage. But it takes some time. Before that, the plastifoam will start burning and send out a thick smoke which will activate smoke alarms. Any rescue team would have plenty of time to get victims out before they’re severely damaged.”

Mara rolled her eyes. “Great to hear you’ve thought of it all. And what if the rescue team is elsewhere occupied? Like, say, in the middle of a space battle?”

The Gotal’s smile had begun to look a little strained. “Nobody stays in this area during a battle, miss.”

Mara scowled. Rebels! 

* * *

Luke found General Madine in the Alliance High Command’s assembly room, deep in discussion with Mon Mothma and Admiral Ackbar. All three looked up when Luke entered and he understood that there’d be no getting Madine away from the other two. Not giving himself time to loiter he stepped up to the general. “General Madine. About my assignment to lead Operation Sheep Skin, sir. I’m afraid I can’t accept it after all. I’m sorry.” 

Madine lifted his eyebrows in surprise but waited.

Luke continued, ill at ease. “I can’t go to details, sir, but I made a promise to visit a… friend, and I need to keep that. I’m sorry sir. I should have declined immediately but… The thing is, I can’t see myself postponing this any longer.”

Madine sat quiet for a moment, considering Luke’s words and his own before he spoke. “I see, Commander. Might I remind you that you also have made a promise to the Rebel Alliance? An oath.”

“I know sir. And I wish there was a way to keep both promises, indeed I do.”

The General eyed him, considering. “Perhaps there is…”

Luke looked up, in expectation but Madine continued. “The thing is that I cannot but see your presence here as vital at the moment, Commander. You are not only a very capable squadron leader, you are our most gifted special agent too. And the mission you’ve been assigned is crucial to the...to what will happen soon. Crucial to the future of the entire Alliance and therefore of the utmost importance to the future of the galaxy. We need you, and we need you now, Commander. Isn’t there any way of postponing this trip of yours until you’ve completed the operation?”

Luke felt himself waver once again when faced with the General’s level-headed persistence. “Sir, I’d be delighted to find that way too.”

“Even if we disregard your personal abilities, the very attendance of the last Jedi is an immense encouragement on a moral level, deeper than most people care to reflect on.” Mothma cut in softly. “Even sceptics can’t help but feeling inspired by the support your presence confers on everybody.”

“But I’m not a Jedi, Ma’am,” Luke sighed. “Not yet.”

Blue eyes looked mild and wise into his soul, searching, weighting. To his surprise, Luke didn’t feel the least intimidated by Mothma’s scrutiny, but stood still, quietly waiting until she spoke again. “You are, however, the last one with their gifts and at least a shade of their knowledge. We all know what it has meant to the Alliance so far. Now would be a poor moment to leave us.”

Luke straightened. “Chief Mothma, I…”

“You are afraid to carry this burden, as any young man, his wits intact, would be,” she told him knowingly. 

I am your father…

Luke’s throat felt dry. “That’s true. I’m not ready. Perhaps I’m not even the right one to do it.”

Admiral Ackbar broke in, speaking for the first time, his voice solemn. “It is my experience that it is far too seldom a question of who’s the most suited.” He stood with hands clasped behind his back and bulgy eyes to the great windows and the eternal space behind them. “In the end, it is about who stays and does the job - and who doesn’t.” 

“So, young Skywalker,” Madine continued quietly. “Will you still take the operation?”

Luke nodded, finally yielding. “Yes, General. I will.”







