Quagmire -  Chapter 14

The Dinner

Luke was waiting in the Small Mess, where a corner had been screened off in order in the effort to make a cozy dinner place for two. Ollie, convinced there was no special request “his place” couldn’t accomodate, had put quite a lot of droids to work to transform a corner of the hall to a private partition.

Contemplating the result, Luke decided that the privacy part was fulfilled but the coziness factor still left a great deal to be desired. He took a deep breath and fingered the collar of his best uniform. Well, this was as good as it could get on a Rebel ship in wartime. The main reason why he was nervous wasn’t the seating arrangements, nor even Ollie and his droids’ doubtful culinary prowess; it was purely the soon-expected company that threatened to break him into a cold sweat. Why had he agreed to this in the first place? 

The soon-expected company arrived impeccably on time and immediately caused Luke to both panic and forget why in rapid succession. Shira looked beautiful. She wore a black dress, simple but perfectly fit and setting off her femininity with its well tailored, sober cut. Her auburn hair was pulled back from her face into a high chignon that underlined her carriage and the gracious line of her neck. A small amount of makeup elevated her naturally pretty face to a vision of beauty.

She smiled at his expression, her eyes sparkling with mirth. “At ease, Commander. Permission to breathe granted.”

Luke realized that he had indeed been holding his breath at the sight of her and let out a small laugh. “Oh. I...um… You look beautiful!”

Shira beamed at the compliment and Luke hurried to pull out her chair. She sat graciously and Luke followed suit, surprised that all had gone well at least so far.

“So?” Shira wondered. “Do I remember this correctly? Cracknels for appetizer, wasn’t it?”

“Yes,” Luke confirmed, glancing to the waiting droid that instantly rolled onwards, serving the first course and filling their glasses with Bespin sparkler. Luke lifted his glass. “To a good evening?” he suggested, hoping he didn’t sound too uninventive.

“To a good evening,” Shira agreed readily and toasted. “And if Ollie actually manages to spice that tenderloin properly it will be too. I love Corellian – and I haven’t tasted a proper meal of it in years.”

Luke looked at her in surprise. “You should come onboard the Falcon at some point, then. Han is a pretty good cook, actually. And he cooks nothing but his native.”

Shira put her glass down, donning an incensed expression. “What? All these years and you’ve never told me?”

“Hey, I didn’t know you like Corellian,” Luke protested.

Shira laughed, not bothering to maintain her feigned offence. She picked a cracknel, took a bite and sighed with satisfaction. Then she lit up, as if remembering something and spoke up, some food still in her mouth. “Mh! Have you ever heard the story of why Corellian food got so spicy?”

Luke picked an appetizer of his own and gave her an amused look. “No. But I assume you’re about to tell me.” 

She winked and swallowed. “Well, once upon a time there was a poor Corellian fisherman. He loved spiced food but in those days you could never find anything even nearly spicy on Corellia. They had salt, and that was about it.”

“Sounds like life in the Rebellion…”

“Shut up, I’m telling a story here. And they had no spices on Drall or Selonia either for that matter. So this poor man had to…”

Luke dug into his cracknel, still astonished while he listened fully-amused at Shira’s story. Why had he thought this would be so hard?

* * *

Mara was on the way back from her shift, having walked halfway down the ship towards her cabin when she got a feeling something was wrong. 

Very wrong.

She stopped in the middle of Home One’s central corridor corridor, stepping aside to the pristine white bulkhead in order not to clog the constant stream of people hurrying back and forth, while she tried to pin down this sudden but already insistant uneasiness. 

There was a threat - somewhere – yet it wasn’t imminent, wasn’t too close. Reaching for the Force, Mara tried to get a hint of where to start worrying, but all she could get out of it was a vague sensation that it lay towards the aft. And since Home One was about 3800 meters long and she was near the bow, that wasn’t very helpful. 

For a moment she stood irresolute, wondering what what she should do. Ignore? Take action?

She was among rebels after all - and she had no reason to believe that the threat, whatever it was, would turn out to be a hindrance for her own mission. If there was an explosion or a fire, even a bomb on the ship, she would no doubt hear about it soon, maybe even have to take part in repairing whatever damage it caused. So the most rational line of action would be to simply walk away – and wait for things to unfold by a nice, cozy escape pod.

On the other hand, even if it was a bomb, it would have to be very conveniently placed in order to start a chain reaction. And if Mara didn’t go to look for herself, she might never know what had hit them. It wasn’t so much curiosity, she told herself as she turned and started to trot down the corridor, as it was a question of keeping herself updated with the events. After all, her Master had always enjoined on her the importance of independent, updated information. And if there was a bomb, the leaders of the Alliance would no doubt try to hush the matter up. 

Besides - rebels or not - there were lives at stake. 

It took her several minutes to come close enough to the threat for her danger sense to start becoming urgent. Mara stopped again and tried anew to get a sense of direction from the Force. Further forward? Lower in the ship? Up? She stretched out with her senses as much as she was able, wishing not for the first time that her abilities had been better. 

She had already passed the turbolifts she used every day when going to the main hangar and was near to the aft. The corridor would soon dead-end into the power and propulsion systems. As far as she could recall, she’d only been here twice; when she’d first arrived and had started with exploring the vessel and when she’d followed Deena to… 

Deena! The supplies! The danger came from the supply storerooms below! Mara burst full tilt towards the nearest turbo lift. The big warehouses were on Decks Two and Three, she remembered, and while she ran, she realized with a sudden clarity that terrified her quite unexpectedly, that Deena was on shift right now!

She caught the lift and decided to take her chances with Deck Two, the one she’d previously visited, palming the key with an urgency that made her fellow passenger – a salmon colored Calamari male - wobble his eyes in surprise.

“Oh dear, you seem to be in a hurry,” he commented amiably. Mara hesitated for a moment. Nothing good would come of it if she told anyone about her premonition. She definitely had no interest in being chalked up with Skywalker and his hard-core Jedi mystics – she had no good reputation or hero nimbus to bolster her against dangerous prejudices. Mara frowned. Her nostrils flared. 

“Tell me,” she muttered, “does it smell like smoke in here to you?”

The Mon Cal turned his head sideways to fix a large bulbous eye on her. Though she still knew frustratingly little of Mon Cal facial expressions, Mara could tell he found her a tad too hysterical for his taste. Then his nostril started to flare too.

“By the Force,” he exclaimed, astonished. “You’re quite right. It does smell like smoke. What…?”

“I had this feeling”, Mara muttered, aware that she might give too much away, but hoping it would seem more sensible later when Deena was safe. “I don’t know, suddenly I just thought I could smell smoke and…”

“The store rooms,” the Mon Cal gasped. “Are you sure it’s Level Two?”

“Of course I’m not sure!” Mara snapped and palmed in Level Three as well. “I have no idea what’s happening, I just thought I could smell smoke.”

It was on level three: once the lift doors hissed open there was no doubt. Clouds of black smoke billowed into the car. Mara tumbled back into the lift, coughing hard and pulling her sleeve to her mouth to filter at least some of it away.

“Why isn’t the fire alarm working?” the Mon Cal cried. “It should have sounded ages ago with this amount of smoke!”

“Like I’d know,” Mara coughed, trying to suck enough air into her lungs to speak. “Get to the next level and start the alarm! Make sure it’s a Code Three! I’ll go look for survivors. I’ll get them to this turbolift when I find them.”

She dived out of the lift and into the smoke before she realized that the lift might stop working any time soon. “Make that the emergency stairtubes,” she shouted over her shoulder, ignoring the alien’s protests that she might get herself killed.

The smoke was so thick that she lost her visual on the lift only steps into the passageway but she could hear it close and start. A few steps later she realized that she indeed would get herself killed unless she found an oxygen mask – soon! She called on the Force to keep her head clear but knew that wasn’t going to help her for long. 

Smoke - but no smoke alarm? And where in the blazes was the fire? 

Reaching a hand out to the wall to stabilize herself and re-orient her senses, she continued down the pathway. Suddenly her foot hit something soft. Glancing down, Mara saw a woman lying unconscious at her feet. She cursed silently – before she could help, she needed to prevent herself from collapsing. Slapping her way along the wall, she finally found an emergency kit a few meters forward on the wall. She shattered the duraplex case with a kick and pulled a mask to her face. Not a moment too soon, it had already begun to swim before her eyes. 

She was just about to rush back to the unconscious woman with an oxygen mask when the alarm started sounding; the Mon Cal had finally reached an alert station. Right then, the smoke dissolved for a moment and Mara realized that the door closest by was standing wide open. What if the doors were malfunctioning all the way to the fire? She still could hear no sound of it - and no one had sounded an alarm – they can’t all be unconscious, can they…?

And suddenly it hit her – the black smoke, the unconscious woman – the woman hadn’t fainted of the smoke at all – it had to be the the plastifoam containers!  Jade you idiot! You noticed them the other day  - and then just went along and forgot it!  The containers were burning, that was what caused the black smoke, but the woman must have fainted when they were melting since that was when the plastifoam had released the toxic gas. Which meant that everybody, everybody who had breathed in the dactylid gas was unconscious, had been for a while already. With malfunctioning doors that could mean huge areas - and an awful lot of people.

Mara threw a glance at the woman; there was a rescue team coming and she would be the first one to be rescued – those further in were in greater danger – and Deena was further in. Grabbing as many oxygen masks as she could carry, she started to run down the corridor.

…and slipped wildly on the floor! Her feet skidded, lost their traction and threw her headlong to the floor, the masks scattering in all directions. What the…! 

It was oil. Scrabbling to her knees, she pulled her hand up to inspect it. Thick, greasy oil puddled on the floor – and still spreading. Could it be the content of some of the containers? Mara got gingerly to her feet, scooping up the oil-smeared masks in a hurry. Whatever it was, she didn’t have time for puzzles – she continued as quickly as she dared. Every door she passed was standing open – and every one she closed dutifully, hauling them shut with the manual handholds like standard shipboard emergency procedures demanded. By closing them, she capped the oxygen flow and limited the fire’s ability to spread; however, she also endangered the possible survivors even more. Mara reached out again with her feeble Force powers. She could sense faint presences, not far away, and somewhere beyond them, Deena’s blurred mind. 

Great -  this was just great – and what the nine hells of Corellia was she, the Emperor’s Hand, doing in the middle of this?

Cursing vividly through gritted teeth, Mara continued forward. She had no idea of distances here, she only knew that Deena was supposed to be in one of the main supply halls, going through a new stock of canned brisselfish; she’d been complaining that some of it was avowedly stinking like bantha stools in Tatooine midday suns even before they finished unloading the supply ships. Right now, Mara wished she had listened better to Shan’s babbling; then she might have had an idea of how many halls there actually were. 

A moment later, Mara stumbled on three humans and a Duros. The Duros had a comlink in his hand but had apparently fainted before he’d been able to use it. Mara grabbed the com and called Ops.

“Ops Center? This is Mara Jade, calling from Supply, third floor.” She had to shout to be sure she was heard over the alarm and her muffling gas mask.

“Supply?” a voice crackled back. “We have fire alarm. Where…?”

“It’s here somewhere. It must be the plastifoam containers burning. You need to increase the amount of oxygen in the cargo holds, do you hear? Increase the…”

“Negative.” The slightly hoarse, female voice back was not only on top of the situation but durasteel firm. “If we increase the oxygen levels the fire will spread. In this moment we are decreasing…”

“Bantha pudu,” Mara shouted. “There are people still in here and they’re unconscious! If you decrease the oxygen they’ll die!”

“If we increase oxygen they’ll die anyway as the fire spreads. And the fire will continue to other parts of the ship.”

Mara thought quickly. They were right of course; fire consumed oxygen – a vital but limited resource on every starship. Besides, the huge power and propulsor systems of the ship were not far away either if she remembered correctly. If the fire hit there, all hell would break loose… But Deena had been in there for what, twenty minutes at least? If she didn’t get help soon… And now Mara had these four on her conscience too.

“Listen! I’m in supply chamber…57,” she shouted, finding the room number above the door. “Here’s still no fire but I’ll be moving towards it and closing the doors behind me. Increase oxygen in this room and those behind me. I came from elevator…” She paused and realized she’d forgotten to check the number of the turbolift. Stupid amateur mistakes like that’ll get you killed, Jade!

“Elevator 21?” the voice came back, calm and composed. “We got the alarm from close to vacuum elevator 21. Was that you?”

“No, but I came that way. Listen. I’ll be moving away from the turbolift, can you follow the doors closing in this area on your screen?”

“Affirmative. And you want me to increase the amount of oxygen in your trail. I’ll see to that.”

“Send some people in this way too. There are four persons unconscious here at the moment. With more oxygen they might wake up and be able to walk away themselves.” 

“Copy that. I’ll contact MedBay and get a paramedic squad down there. May the Force be with you, Tech Officer Jade. Ops out.” Despite the serious situation Mara couldn’t hold back a smile; apparently the efficient-sounding woman had already had her dialed up in the system.

Next second, a deafening hoot came through the sound central of the room, sounding well over the alarm and causing Mara to almost jump. She shut down the comm quickly and headed for the next supply hall, hurriedly closing the door behind her. She recognized the racket as an attempt to wake people up and hoped the method would prove itself more effective than it was sophisticated.

* * *

Luke pushed his plate away, wondering how he would be able to find room for the dessert too. Shira grinned at him. “Well, that could have been worse.” 

“It certainly could,” Luke agreed, his hand going supportively to his stomach. “Ollie has surpassed  himself tonight. I’d never thought that food like this was available on Home One. Not to us grunts in the lower ranks, anyway...”

Shira smirked. “Hmm, and that raises the question: how much appreciation does a Tatooine boy have of the delights of inter-galactic cuisine? But I have to agree - at least partly. That steak had nothing to do with tenderloin but on the other hand the spicing was perfect.”

Luke pursed his mouth. “And while the mushrooms weren’t fresh, they were at least Cattarash?”

“Quite so. And while the emerald wine wasn’t emerald but more like… lime-colored, at least it wasn’t beer.”

They laughed and Shira tilted her head. “I’ve always thought beer was the best to follow spiced food but I have to admit that wine knocked the gravity away. I’ll have to try it a few more times.”

She went on to something else but Luke forgot to follow as two things suddenly connected with a completely third that was looming in the back of his mind. “Wait! That Corellian in your story…”

“Yes?” Shira lifted her eyebrows. “Got an idea, Ace?”

“He was turned upside down, right?”

“He was. And?”

“And all the spice fell out of his pockets?”

“Oh yes.” Shira confirmed and continued in her best story-teller’s voice. “All all the spice he’d spent so great effort and time to gather, fell out of his pockets and was spread by the wind all over Corellia. And from that day on…”

“Do you know if we’ve got any gravity convertors small enough to be hidden on a person?”

She blinked. “What?”

Luke blushed at his own eagerness. “Uh, sorry. Just new subject.”

“Obviously.” Shira pursed her lips, giving the matter a thought. “Well, if not, I think it wouldn’t take much trouble to change some existing models. Wouldn’t the techs be able to modulate some of the DK-91’s to smaller size…? Why? Will we be using them to steal that shuttle?”

Luke realized suddenly that he was on thin ice. Can’t relax that much, Skywalker...He’d been thinking of Wedge’s upcoming mission, and everything concerning that was strictly confidential. He made a face and beat a retreat. “No.”
Shira rose her eyebrows again at that, her curiosity triggered but not missing the hint either. “Ah. Top secret then. But about the shuttle, do you happen know what it’s going to be used for, once we’ve stolen it?”

Luke cocked his head and smiled. The amount of green wine he’d consumed made him daring enough to try to charm himself out of the suddenly precarious situation. “No.” It wasn’t an exact lie either; he didn’t know.

Shira grinned, amused. “Do you ever ask what good will come of your efforts or do you simply...do as you’re told?” She tilted her head suggestingly.

Luke’s grin deepened. “No.”

“That’s not an answer,” she reproached. “Can you say anything besides ‘no’?”

Luke started sputtering. “Yes.”

“I should have known. Now, what should I do to keep you in that mood?” 

“Sorry, what mood?” Luke lost the thread again, as usual when confronted with her quick wit.

Shira lifted her chin, a knowing smile tugging the corners of her mouth. “The mood where you say ‘yes,’” she told him. “The mood where you actually relax and laugh and make jokes despite being alone with me. It’s so often that you turn so somber and closed. I’m so glad it doesn’t have to be that way.” Then, without missing a beat, “Ah! The pudding”

Luke, who had tensed and almost held his breath, started as the serving droid came in. For a while both their attention was on the droid, while it collected plates with one mechanic arm and served dessert with another. It was indeed pudding – caramelized Jhen honey pudding, to be precise.

“Ok, Ace, ready for the assault?” Shira took her spoon and lifted it, peering challengingly at Luke.

He hurried to grab his spoon in turn, grateful for the change of topic. “This a question of who finishes first, isn’t it? Why is it that somewhere I can hear my aunt lecturing me that this is not a way to behave at a fine restaurant?”

“I hate to say it but your aunt has a point.” Shira’s eyes narrowed as she took measure of the dessert arrangement before her. “And I fear Ollie has found a refined way to revenge himself for my contempt of his fruit the other day. There’s no way I can stop myself from eating all of this, but I know I will have a major stomach ache when I’m finished.”

“It’s not a refined revenge, actually - it’s a very rude one,” Luke commented. “Let’s find a way to pay him back, shall we – after we’ve finished this. Besides, it isn’t really a fine restaurant.”

“That’s my man. Positions?” Shira rose her spoon high into the air. “Ready? Steady! Attack!”

Their raised spoons froze in unison as the sound of an alarm cut through the mess hall speakers Luke sat up in his chair, Shira likewise, their attention pulled away towards the sudden, unknown danger. Automatically Luke reached out with his senses and confusion and fear crashed against him. His first thought was; Leia!
Yet, as he reached out for her in the Force he found her immediately, her presence clear and luminescent as always and he knew that she was safe. Reaching out, he almost stumbled over Mara’s Force presence – why am I stumbling over that woman everywhere? – and realized that she was in peril - but also fiercely determined. Then he caught other minds, several of them, but numb and unconscious – and around them heat, ablaze and roaring and a strangling lack of air! Tumbling to his feet he started running towards the main hatch.

“What’s happening?” Shira gasped, running after him.

“Fire alarm!” Luke shouted over his shoulder.

“Shavit!” Shira got up and started running, then stopped to kick off her neat party shoes before sprinting after him again, bare foot and in full tilt. “The one day I decide to wear a dress!”

* * *

Mara had passed three halls more and closed the doors behind her, hopefully saving the lives of those she passed, before she saw the flames. The sight and the mighty roar of them made her heart skip a beat. This was madness. She should stay in here, seal the door against the flames and…

Her comm cracked, hardly audible against the roar of the flames and the still-sounding hoots. Mara lifted it to her mouth. “Yeah?”

“Tech Officer Jade? You’re in Hall 53, correct? Do you have visible contact with the fire yet?” 

“I do.” She was still staring mesmerized at the flames, rising high in the large storage hall, already licking the durasteel ceiling, greedy and vicious. She had no idea how widespread the damage was or how many halls the fire had already spread int. Most of the containers burned, the others were melting from the nearby heat. She kicked herself back to action, taking in her surroundings. “I also have five unconscious people visual, so you’ll excuse me – I don’t have time for a chat.” Five people here, Force knew how many further down – only six oxygen masks – and Deena wasn’t even in sight!
“Hang on! Reinforcements on the way. Ops out.”

Mara hurried around to the collapsed supply techs she could see and started to strap oxygen masks on them. If she was lucky some of them might wake up before she needed to drag them out – or did people wake up by themselves if they had inhaled polydactylic gas? She had no idea, leave it to the rescue team when they arrived – they couldn’t be far away now – 

She had given oxygen masks to two people when she got stopped short by a Quarreen, his face tentacles effectively preventing the mask from fitting. Frak the fishheads! Wasn’t this supposed to be a Mon Cal spaceship? Mara threw the mask to the floor in frustration. She was sweating heavily now and her head was swimming from the heat in the hall and her exertions. If she pushed herself too far, Deena’s life was forfeit, if it wasn’t already. Mara reached out with the Force again – and sensed her. Close - still alive – and somewhere in between the containers. If she wanted her to live she had to get her - now! 

Mara gritted her teeth and headed straight into the raging hell. She had to skate more than run in order not to slip on the oily floor and was in constant danger of sliding straight into the burning containers. Here and there she passed collapsed bodies, many of them burning too but she willed herself to ignore them; she was here for Deena. 

She felt it like she’d been hurrying and slipping along the containers for a lifetime, the fire roaming and spitting sparks into her hair, sweat streaming down her face around and inside the oxygen mask, soaking down her body, every muscle aching now and her hair sticking against her forehead, the sound of her ragged breath. Then she saw her. Collapsed in a chair, blond head tipped to one side, Deena Shan would have looked like she was taking a nap if it weren’t for the pouncing of flames around her. 

Mara spurted to her friend, crouched beside her chair and dragged the girl over her shoulders. She almost collapsed at the weight but somehow, someway, forced her shaking legs to straighten, her back doubling under the load, feet slipping wildly. The heat was almost unbearable. A sticking feeling in her throat and nose told her that her violent effort had caused a leak in her oxygen mask; the smoke was getting into her lungs again. The dactylid gas should have been consumed by the fires by now, however, there was no risk she’d collapse… no risk she’d collapse… not of that…Mara forced herself to move, faster, faster… no risk of collapse… She tumbled against a container and screamed in pain; it was afire on top and the rest of the plastifoam was melting. Mara staggered back on track, dimly aware that Deena must have taken most of the contact; no time to stop and worry now… no risk of collapse… Time stopped, there was only her own painful, labored breath, her aching feet – were they moving at all? – how long had she been running in this hell? Everywhere she looked the containers were igniting; she passed burning bodies, sparks whirled about her, she wondered dimly if Deene felt the heat as well, was she even still alive?

Faintly, she registered shouts, forms appearing out of the smoke, someone screaming into her ear. A shock of cold sprayed against her, blissfully cold, and she realized it was water. Someone released her of the weight, she could hardly remember what she’d been carrying anymore or why she’d come here in the first place. She was hauled by the arms and she stumbled with the pull, shouts and screams filled the air, and a dull, hissing sound… why was it so dark?

*

She came to herself after what seemed like ages but actually was only moments later. People were running back and forth around her; she leaned slumped against a bulkhead, a new, intact oxygen mask against her face. As her head started clearing, Mara struggled to come to her feet. A man stopped, helping her up and steadying her by her shoulder. “Are you ok?”

Mara nodded  and the man continued, shouting to make himself heard over the tumult. “Can you get out yourself? It’s that way.” He pointed. “Everyone who we don’t have to carry can mean a life more saved. Don’t panic. We’ll have the fire under control in minutes.”

He glanced down her arm. “You have some nasty burns there. A few halls further you’ll get some bactapatches for those. Then hurry off to the medbay.”

Nodding, Mara started to make her way back, having no idea of whether Deena - the reason she’d gone through all this - was alive or not.

* * *

“Oh, here you are.”

Mara looked up at the voice, having almost dozed off in the chair beside Deena’s bed. Luke Skywalker was standing before her, his face a mix of worry and relieved surprise. Mara sat up and blinked sleep from her eyes, trying to transfer back to reality. The fires had merged into her dreams and she had lost track of which parts had actually happened.

“Are you okay?” Skywalker’s voice was full of concern as he crouched beside her. 

“Sure.” She said that automatically, not because she remembered whether it was true or not. The 21-B droid had insisted on tending to her and she recalled it had taped something on her forehead as well as her burnt arm, but she hadn’t looked in a mirror and actually had no idea whether half of her hair was gone or not. She might, she realized, look seriously terrible.

Her sudden worry must have showed because Skywalker smiled comfortingly. “I can see that you’ve got a few burns yourself, but otherwise you look great. I’m so impressed with what you did back there. Everybody’s talking about it.”

Mara’s eyes widened in horror and Luke burst into laughter. “Okay, not everybody. But I sensed that you were in danger and knew who to ask when I finally managed to get there. I think you inspired the whole rest of the rescue crew singlehanded.”

“Well, good. I didn’t plunge into that hell for fun,” Mara muttered rolling her eyes. She gave Deena a quick glance. “I almost came too late for her, though.”

Luke turned to the bed. Deena looked pale and very vulnerable, a breathing mask still strapped to her face and the rest of her almost covered with bacta patches – the medic had insisted on treating her lungs and nerves before putting her into a bacta tank . “Did you know she was on duty?” he wondered quietly.

Mara nodded and looked down. She could feel Skywalker’s eyes on her but stubbornly ignored the feelings he radiated. She was ready to drop already. Her throat was constricted and sore from smoke and her whole body hurt from exhaustion and gas inhalation. She felt heavy and light at the same time; senses muddled, extremely aware of being alive, of the burn on her arm, the blood still circulating in her veins and the pricking feeling in her skin. Skin. How good it was to have one…

Luke didn’t say anything but turned back to the bed. He reached out and gently stroked a blond curl away from Deena’s temple. Mara swallowed hard, something in his tenderness towards the unconscious girl taking her with surprise, her eyes locking on his hand. She could see the veins on the back of it, the shape of his strong fingers. It looked so manly, so compelling, so vigorous…

For a muted moment she thought of, could almost feel, how vitalizing that rugged hand would be on her own skin, then she blinked and pushed the idea away. What was she thinking? It was his left hand, she registered. Was there a difference between that and his prosthetic one? She’d never thought to look.

Unaware of Mara’s impudent thoughts Luke continued to regard the unconscious girl on the bed. “Did you know that she once destroyed an entire space station with a single detonator?”

Mara looked up. What the hell was he talking about?

“Bannistar Station, three years ago. All of us got caught except Deena and one other guy, Basso. She had one detonator left and was pushed into a corner. But she kept her head cool and threw the detonator into a fuel tank. The entire station was burning in minutes. Distracted the Imperials and we got away. She always talked about it as her ‘lucky shot’. On a good day she compared it with my destroying the Death Star but most of the time she insisted it was just a lucky chance and that anyone would have done the same in her situation. I always told her that she was selling herself short.” Luke shook his head. “She could be anything if she just believed in herself, but she keeps telling herself she’s close to nothing.”

Mara stared in disbelief at the blond head on the pillow. Deena with her voluminous love life, her weight problems, her chitter chatter and her complaints about her old man. Was it really this girl who’d destroyed Bannistar’s mighty fuel station, the key to the Empire’s expansions Spinward and Rimward? Mara had problems imagining Deena even on a combat mission. 

But then...didn’t Deena have the same problem? Wasn’t that why she’d transferred back to supplies? Which signals had Mara been reading? Reality – or Deena’s own belittling perceptions of herself? To think – Mara Jade, Emperor’s Hand, trained to notice everything surrounding her, had simply taken Deena Shan’s self-descriptions for the truth without bothering to dig at all. What had happened to her objectivity? 

“Maybe that’s true for more people than one might think,” she murmured, lost in thought. 

Luke turned to look at her, something in her voice calling his attention. All the sharpness was gone from Mara Jade’s voice, the tension and excitement having wiped her shielding layers away for a moment. He saw a hardened, rough-used creature beside him, one who’d never been prepared to let anyone in – and who was surprised that it had happened anyway. An unexpected warmth spread in Luke as he watched the woman beside him, and he smiled softly. She wasn’t much more than a girl herself. Couldn’t really be older than Deena - or Luke himself for that part - and suddenly he knew that his first impression, the decision to take her along, the impulse to trust her, had been right. He sensed again that there was so much more in this woman than she knew of herself. Just as it had been in Han, in Deena, just as there had been in himself. Or, as she just had pointed out, as there was in everybody, really. Sitting here, for the first time really sensing her without any alarm or noise or shamming, he felt strangely attuned to precisely Mara’s hidden resources. If she only…

Mara became suddenly aware that Skwalker was watching her, a strange expression in his face. She straightened up, slamming her shields back in place. “What are you staring at?” she snapped.

He actually recoiled at that. “I… just... reflected on what you said.” He gave her a confused look. “Uh, I agree, actually.”

Mara felt her cheek heat and hoped it was just another burn. What was wrong with her? She had better self-control than this! She was here to gain Skywalker’s confidence, and that wasn’t going to work if she kept biting his nose off all the time. It was just that he had looked at her so closely, she had almost felt his mind touching hers. And while this wasn’t the first time, this time she had completely forgotten to shield. Yet another stupid mistake – if Skywalker found out something about her…

Luke turned his attention back to Deena, suddenly ashamed for focusing on someone else in this moment. “Well,” he muttered. “I’m so glad you reached her in time. I really am!”

“I guess we all are,” Mara commented a bit stiffly but recognizing the common ground he offered. “Do you think we should inform her fiance? Corin? You know him, don’t you?”

Luke nodded. “Yeah, we’ve met. And you’re right. I’ll contact thim and make sure he doesn’t get too scared. Too-onebee told me she’ll be fine. But it will take some time before she can leave, apparently it’s a lengthy affair to reconstruct the nerves that the dactylid wrecked. ”

Mara hesitated. She had a strange feeling – and she wondered whether Skywaker had it too. “How do you think the fire started?”

He started to say something, then held back and turned to look at her, his entire stance suddenly changing. “You think it was arson.” It wasn’t a question.

Mara felt her face heat again. “Blast it Jedi, stay out of my mind!”

Again he flinched, taken aback by her fierce reaction. “Sorry, I…”

Mara forced herself to calm down again. “I recall I was asking you! What can you sense?” 

He was frowning at her now, a spark of indignation lit in his eyes at her barking one moment and asking him to reveal his observations the next. He held his temper however, watching her closely, no doubt investigating her with the Force too. “If this really was arson, then it’s not news everyone needs to hear.”

“Yeah, and if you think I’m going to run off and discuss it with every tech I don’t know, then by all means don’t tell me.” Mara shrugged. Perhaps it was a big mistake to mention her premonitions with Skywalker – if it was sabotage she would technically be on the perpetrator’s side, after all. On the other hand, her mission was to gain the trust of the Jedi, and this was a perfect opportunity as they seemed to face a common threat.

He held her gaze a moment longer, then his eyes narrowed, became distant. “I sense an ill will,” he finally acknowledged. “A ruthless mind behind all this destruction.”

Mara’s heart jumped at that. That was the same feeling she’d had, more vague, wordless, but his choice of words fit perfectly. “I can’t believe it was spontaneous either,” she told him. “Too many system malfunctions; open doors, no emergency systems, no alarms… And the fire must have started inside the plastifoam container…”

“Why do you think that?” Luke’s frown deepened. 

“Deena showed me around Supply some time ago and I pointed out to them the danger about those containers.” Mara made a face, resentment frothing up at the memory. “I actually stood there and warned them, dammit! Warned them that plastifoam is dangerous if is starts melting and they told me ‘why would it start melting?’!” 

She shook her head in frustration. “Well, normally it doesn’t - unless it’s in close contact with high temperatures for a longer time. And they pointed out to me that there wasn’t exactly anything else that would start burning in the warehouse. So that’s why I take it the fire must have started inside a barrel. And once the first barrels took fire it spread fast.”

Luke frowned. “But how could the fire start inside a container unless some one broke into it?”

Mara shrugged. “How should I know? Perhaps someone did? But there are materials that can self ignite, some of them even commonly used. Some hypergolic fuels for example.”

“Hypergolic fuels are very toxic and never stored near one another before they are loaded on a ship.  There are other compounds that can self-ignite, but not under normal conditions.”

Mara shrugged again. “Then something was abnormal – maybe a catalytic reaction.”

He actually smiled at that; her logic absolutely clear but bolder than most. “I’ll speak to Intel,” he told her. “Meanwhile, I think you should go and get some sleep. You look like you need it. I would if it was me.”

“Right,” Mara made a face. She rose to leave but her tired body punished her for the sudden movement with sending her head spinning and she had to stretch her arm out to steady herself. Of course the nearest thing she happened to grab was Skywalker’s arm and he was quick to put the other one around her waist, his expression worried.

Mara took a deep breath and hurried to disentangle. “Don’t you even,” she growled, holding up her hand to put some distance between them. “I’m walking out of here on my own two feet, dammit!”

He had the decency to look appropriately repentant even if she got a dreadful feeling that he was silently sputtering with laughter. “Of course you are.”  

He backed and gave her room to pass. Mara lift her chin as high as she dared and passed him slowly, trying to hold on to her pride as best she could but feeling more like one of those insufferable airheaded concubines at court. She had to get better control of her temper!

Skywalker kept his mouth shut until she was by the door, then spoke, voice thick with suppressed amusement. “But by all means, com me if you change your mind, ok?”

Mara actually snorted at that, all too able to see herself from his point of view and not missing the comedy of the situation. But no way she’d turn around to share the fun with him. Pulling herself together, she left the medbay head high and without a glance back.

