Quagmire  -  Chapter 15

The Emperor’s Hand

Deena was in for a prolonged visit to the medbay but Mara was back on job already two days after the fire. Of course, the first thing she did was run into Skywalker. “Congratulations. I heard they bumped you up to Tech Second Class,” he told her, the slightest of amused smiles curling his mouth.

She had in fact received a note to that effect. The formal ceremony would be held tomorrow. Such a fast pace indicated that the ranking Rebel officers were impressed with her, but Mara hadn’t exactly clapped her hands. “Wonderful. Terrific. Just what I’ve always wanted.”

Luke grinned at her. “Are you telling me that wasn’t the reason you went into the fire; to soar to the rank of second class in the Alliance Forces?”

Mara rolled her eyes. “I should have stopped to bargain first. That was worth a First Class. At the very least.”

Those blue eyes got an odd, warm glow to them and his smile broadened to embarrassing dimensions. “You’re right. It was!”

Clearly, she couldn’t have picked a better scheme than a one-woman rescue mission into a roaring inferno to obtain Skywalker’s trust – but did he have to look at her like that? Like they’d shared something rare… “Anything else?” she demanded tersely. “I’m already late for my shift.”

He shook his head, smiling, remaining as infuriatingly impossible to insult as ever. “No. Sorry. I won’t keep you, then.”

She hurried on while pondering like mad what that last expression of his had suggested? He had no reason to find her amusing, had he?

* * *

“Of course I know that bhuta oil self-ignites if there is too much methane in the air! I wasn’t produced last year. But I’m quite sure those things have nothing to do with each other.” See-Threepio wriggled his arms in annoyance as he followed his counterpart down one of the less traffic-jammed corridors of Home One’s massive bulk. The small droid in the lead turned and beeped an objection.
“Artoo Deeto, will you please stop playing detective?” Were all astromechs so nosy? Threepio hoped not, or it would be a wonder the galaxy was still spinning. He certainly was sure the majority of them weren’t this impertinent.

Artoo whistled a counter-question and Threepio’s golden torso tilted in the droid equivalent of an exasperated sigh. “Yes, I can very well see that a droid could have access to the area but why would it start a leak in the methane container? We are programmed to maintain, not to destroy.” 

The astromech warbled an explanation so long it nearly overran even Threepio’s extremely capable circuits. Nearly. “Well, I supposed that is possible... But you forget that there was whole series of malfuncions. The detectors didn’t raise the alarm about that leak, the doors didn’t work properly, the alarm was inoperative…  ”

His squat companion, of course, already had an explanation ready and Threepio listened to histwitter, sensors beginning to overload. “Several droids? Now, I have never! You make it sound like a mutiny!”

Artoo, anything but discouraged, trilled on with more details about spies and droids and reprogramming. Threepio did his best to follow for a while, then gave up in favour of an overbearing interruption. “Well, technically speaking I suppose that’s correct  -  but that doesn’t make you right! Just because it takes only one person to re-program them it doesn’t mean that was what happened.” He adopted what he decided was a very solemn tone. “Artoo Deetoo, you’re making severe accusations on very loose ground.”
Artoo beeped a rather cheeky objection and Threepio snapped. “Well, if you are going to continue to pursue this mindless quest, it will be without me. I’ve had enough of it.” He straightened to his full height, turned and marched away, every inch of his gleaming humanoid frame broadcasting indignation.

The small astromech watched his retreat, chirruping to itself a few moments, then turned on its sockets and determinedly started towards Supply.

* * *

Hours later, her shift over, Mara’s true work that day was only beginning. She had decided to play a hunch that had followed her since that evening in the Chaos and she had no idea how it would fall out. She might be risking everything, and she might gain… in fact she had no idea at all what she might gain except a possible satisfaction that she was right. 

Whatever the result proved to be, she had decided to find out now. 

Shira Brie failed to conceal her surprise when she found Mara outside her hatch. But she regained her composure quickly and stepped back, allowing Mara to come in. “So? Mara Jade, isn’t it? What brings me the honor?” Her expression was a study in courtesy already.

Mara quickly scanned the cabin and noted that despite being a commander endowed with a cabin of her own, Brie’s quarters were far from fancy, and nothing by far compared to an Imperial officer’s. “It’s a personal matter,” she offered curtly. She sat without waiting for invitation and turned the chair to face Brie. 

The other woman seated herself on the bunk and eyed her easily. “Ah. Then I know why – it’s about Skywalker.”

Mara frowned impatiently. “No, it’s not.” She decided to go straight to the matter, not least since Brie also had already dropped the chit-chat. “Do the words Hapspir and Barrini mean anything to you?”

Shira Brie’s eyes widened and she opened her mouth as to say something, but closed it again. This time too, she regained her composure quickly and when she spoke there was already a slight, challenging smile in her face. “Probably as much as the words Corbolan and Triaxis mean to you.”

This time it was Mara’s turn to catch her breath. That minx knew…! But how??? 

“I’m astonished,” she stated dryly. “You know the complete code. How?”

“Simple. Because I’m authorized to use it myself.”

“Authorized by who?” This didn’t make sense and Mara realized she was grabbing the armsrests for support. She had an uncanny feeling of almost losing the very control she’d come here to gain, almost like when she’d been fifteen and drinking too much ambrostine for the first time… 

Brie arched her eyebrows at that, her expression nettlingly unruffled. “By the only one whose authority it is to give; his Majesty the Emperor.”

Mara felt a cold surge in her stomach. It couldn’t be! The woman was lying. It was her code! Mara’s code and hers alone because she was the Emperor’s Hand and there was no other Hand, couldn’t be…

“You’re saying there are two Hands?” she heard herself ask, and wondered over the absolute calm of her voice. It didn’t sound like her whole world was threatening to fall apart. Of course it didn’t; her world was still standing because Brie was lying, barefaced, obviously, trying to fool her for some reason. Maybe she was a double agent and… 

Brie was still smirking that impenetrable, self-assured smirk of hers. “That would have some anatomical justification, wouldn’t it? But no. I’m saying there are many Hands. I have no number but I know of at least three apart for myself. And now I can add you to the list.” She leaned back on the bunk, supporting herself on one arm as she tilted her head, a curious glint in her eyes. “You didn’t know?”

Mara’s brain raced at lightspeed. Perhaps there was some sort of logical explanation? Of course. Had to be. She just needed to... Reflexively she avoided the question, knowing that about any answer would reveal weakess. “I don’t make a habit of revealing what my Master has shared with me.” Another Hand…? Her Master couldn’t…couldn’t have…

Brie shrugged. “Of course not, that’s his privilege. Some things he tells, some thing he doesn’t. He alone knows everything, we are just his tools. Maybe he didn’t trust you with the knowledge, or maybe he wanted you to feel special for some reason. I don’t know. Caf? Or something stronger?”

“Something stronger.” She needed it for sure.

*

“You came from Jabba’s, right? What was your mission there?” 

To Mara’s annoyance it was suddenly Brie who was asking the questions, Mara herself still struggling with coming to terms with the revelation. Never had she been so put out of course, so completely unsure of how to handle a situation. And the fact that she was having to wrestle with all this in Brie’s company irked her even more. 

“It’s not yet accomplished,” Mara retorted somewhat stiffly. No way she’d reveal her mission, at least not before she’d had all of this confirmed by her Master. She sipped the glass of Ithorian brandy she’d been offered and had to admit, much to her chagrin, that it was of excellent quality. 

Brie nodded knowingly. “Meaning your target is still alive, meaning you followed him here. And as your target sure wasn’t Solo, Calrissian or the Wookiee that leaves the Princess or Luke. My guess is Luke since the Princess wouldn’t be worth that much trouble.”

“She’s number three on the Empire’s most wanted list.”

“Sure she is, but we both know that if our Master really had bothered, he could have had her killed ages ago. My guess is that he wants to leave her standing as a rallying point until he can crush the Rebellion with one strike. The last thing he wants is the Rebellion splitting into decentralized cells.”

That made sense, of course. Mara’s eyes narrowed in concideration but Brie continued, “Then it might interest you that Skywalker is my target as well.”

That didn’t make sense. “Your object is to kill him?”

“Preferably to discredit him. To ruin his reputation by creating rifts between him and the rest of the Alliance. The ultimate goal is to ruin his life and by that goad him to serve our Master when the time is ready. It has been a while since I was updated, though.”  She looked with curiosity at Mara. ”Was your mission simply to kill him?” 

“Those were my original orders,” Mara admitted reluctantly. “But when I fa… Well, they changed. For time being I’ve been ordered to maintain a low profile while I infiltrate. I expect the orders to kill him will come any day, however.”

The other woman took a swig from her glass. “You have your orders straight from our Master, then?”

“Of course. Don’t you?”

Shira shook her head, her dark red hair swirling. “I am, should we say it – lent out. My mission answers to Lord Darth Vader and it was his initiative as well. It’s him I’ve been communicating with, those times I’ve had the chance of doing so.” She shifted on the bunk, tugging one leg in under the other to make herself more comfortable.

“You don’t communicate with our Master at all?” Mara was awkwardly aware that her palms were moist. She tried to run a few calming breaths but it was hard to do without Brie noticing it.

“How could I? It’s hard enough to contact Lord Vader. Naturally, I will report to our Master when the mission is completed. I’m his servant, Vader’s just an intervention.”

Mara calmed a little, feeling a silent surge of relief. Apparantly Brie couldn’t hear their Master’s voice through the Force as Mara could. She might call herself a Hand but she clearly wasn’t as close to their Master as Mara was. 

She swirled the liquor in her glass, studying its amber hue and sniffing the aroma while she chewed at the information. However, curiosity made her break the silence again; a question she’d wondered about for a long time burned on her lips. “How can it be that Skywalker hasn’t realized your abilities? Shouldn’t he be able to notice that you’re Force sensitive?”

Shira shrugged. “First reason: he’s far too polite to be probing into people’s minds without a reason. Sweet but stupid of him - practical for us. Second: he’s too naive to think he’d have a reason - unless it’s smacked against his face - and whatever his teacher has taught him it’s not suspicion. Third: at the moment he’s too filled up with his own problems and fears at present to really pay attention to warnings from the Force. Fourth: even if he would suspect someone around to have evil intentions he wouldn’t expect me, for let’s say, ‘natural’ reasons.” She flexed her buxom body with a self-conscious smile,

Mara forced herself to ignore the ridiculously enormous ego of the other woman.  “You said he has problems. What kind of problems?” she enquired instead. Dammit, relax, Jade! She was as tense as a trainee on the Executor.

There was a provoking glint in Brie’s eyes. “I knew you were really here to talk about Skywalker.”

Mara squeezed her glass, not able to ignore a fresh surge of irritation that shot up in her. If that conniving little maneater thought she was after the Jedi… 

Brie smiled and shrugged again. As she sat on the bunk, she appeared utterly charming, alarmingly natural and exquisitely sweet. Her next words, uttered lightly with that pleasant, musical voice didn’t exactly correspond with the impression. “Luke has a preposterously low self esteem. He doubts himself constantly, both his observations and his abilities. There’s more to it, something connected to Lord Vader, but so far I haven’t been able to sniff out the details. My plan is to make him so doubtful of himself that he’ll at some point become suspicious of the Force too. When I manage that, he’ll be an easy fruit to pick.” 

Some of that fitted with Mara’s own observations and impressions but some of it seemed far too simplified. She narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean by you’re making him doubtful of himself? And how do you know these things?”

“I’m dream-sensitive. I can see into people’s fears and dreams and to a great extent I’m able to feed their fright by influencing them in their sleep. I’ve been doing that with Skywalker for months now, ever since he returned from Bespin. He, no doubt, thinks his hesitations come from his confrontation with Lord Vader and the loss of a hand, but that’s only part of the truth. Through me, his fears have become much stronger than they would have otherwise. I also know that he still has some kind of a Jedi business that he needs to undertake, but so far I have been able to confuse him enough not to leave. The moment he realizes that everything isn’t his fault, he’ll be gone, of course. He’s not to be held back when it comes to external dangers. Self-doubt, however, can lame him quite effectively.” 

Dream-sensitive? Mara had never heard about it, but then she knew so little about the Force. The more pertinent question was, did Brie know as much as she made it sound?  “What is he afraid of, then?” She took a sip of her brandy.

“Oh, I haven’t been able to pinpoint the specific content of his dreams yet - but I will soon.” When she saw Mara’s expression, she added, “Dreamcontrol isn’t like mindreading, you know: It’s elusive and can be extremely unpredictable – and Luke’s dreams in particular are like trying to ride a wild bantha. You just have to hang on, control is next to impossible.” 

“Then how do you figure you’re going to find out what he fears?”

“When I’ve moved things according to my wishes I’ll not only become his bed partner but his confidant too. That way I can compensate for his strength in the Force and I will be able to play him after my own head.”

Mara tossed her head, far from convinced Brie had her priorities straight. “Really? You need to bed him for that? He seems to be pretty easily-led already.”

Shira gave her a warning glance. “You say that because he’s so open and obliging. Don’t be mistaken. He’s a piece of cake -  to a certain point. After that, he’s completely immovable and unyielding, believe me! I’ve been working on him for months and together with him for even longer. It’s no accident that he’s the great hero around here. I’ve been doing my best to encourage anti-Jedi sentiments wherever I find them, , but his reputation is still untarnished in Alliance High Command. His closest brothers-in-arms still have unwavering faith in him – and for good reason. And despite all my efforts, Luke’s the only one around here who doesn’t eat from my hand – him and the Princess, that is, but she doesn’t like me because she’s jealous.” 

Mara knew other people who surely didn’t like Brie, but she’d save that jibe for later. “Jealous?” she questioned instead. “Is Organa jealous of your interest in Skywalker? But she and Solo…?”

Brie snorted with contempt. “Luke worships the ground she walks on. No other girl has had a chance since he joined the Rebellion because of her. And that suits Her Highness well. If she could keep Luke from me by sleeping with him behind Solo’s back she would, believe me, but Luke’s too righteous for those kinds of tricks and she knows it. By choosing Solo, the Princess could have them both. That was what she thought anyway.” She lifted her chin casually, not bothering to disguise how pleased she was with herself. “She can’t stand that I came along and caught his interest. And she knows she’s losing the game.”

Mara took in her colleague, not for the first time; her engaging face perched on that long stylish neck, her vivacious charm and her curvacious body. Reluctantly, she had to admit that Brie would be a terrible competitor to anyone. However, Mara didn’t buy her characterization of Organa for a second - and she still didn’t understand why Brie seemed to make such a hard effort in order to bed her target. “So, it’s you and Skywalker then, huh?”

“It will be. Does that bother you?”

“Of course not. Why should it?” 

A strange smile curled the corners of Brie’s mouth. “Well, he’s such a nice guy, always righteous and earnest. The kind of guy who you never meet around the court , not even on Coruscant. A guy who wants to devote himself to a woman; marry her and raise children…”

Mara snorted. “Never met a brat I liked. Never slept with the same man twice either. What interests me about you and Skywalker is whether it’s all about strategy or are you counting on having some fun yourself?”

The other woman took a sip of her brandy and gave her an indulgent glance over the glass. “You mark my words, girl. Luke Skywalker is going to make it up to me for not having a proper day off since I infiltrated this kriffing Rebellion two years ago.” She smiled a predatory smile. “And believe me, he will.”

“So sure?” Mara did her best to ignore a strange knot in her stomach.

Brie smiled - a slow, vicous smile. “Oh yes, I’m sure. He will be mine, and I know that he’ll be devoted enough to give in completely when he finally falls. And that will make it up. The sweetest making up you can possibly imagine.”

“Well he’s handsome if you like them cute, but he doesn’t look like a sex god to me.” Mara gulped down the rest of her brandy and sat the glass down a bit harder than she’d intended.

“Oh, he has it in him. And I will bring it out.” 

The woman sounded utterly sure of herself and it disturbed Mara more than she suspected it should. It also provoked her to no end. “Well good luck with that. But I’ve been here nearly a month and I’ve seen no progress.” 

“That’s all part of the plan. I’m not interested in anyone seeing it. The more odd and insular Luke seems to everyone, the better. But there’s been plenty of progress, believe me. I was in his squad earlier and it took some time before I realized that he’d never sleep with a subordinate, he’s way too dutiful for that. And that low self-esteem of his is a hindrance too - deep down he doesn’t dare to believe that I’m really interested.” Brie shrugged. “But that’s irrelevant. All the major pieces are in place, just a few details left to finalize.”

“Like his co-operation?” Mara just couldn’t help herself.  

Brie bristled at that, her eyes narrowing dangerously. “I can catch any man anyway I want, Jade, and when I need your advice I’ll tell you.”

Mara’s temper flared, but she was still too much on strange ground to start an argument here and now. That didn’t mean she agreed, though. She glared but kept her voice even. “He’s a Jedi,” she pointed out. “They’re not easily fooled.”

Brie shook her head. “He’s not a Jedi. Not yet.”

Mara paused, unsure. Skywalker had been a first class fumbler in the rancor pit all right, but he had survived, and in contrast, his performance above the Pit of Carkoon had been most convincing. She waited to hear the other woman out before tossing out her own opinion.

Shira continued. “He’s got some training, even of late, though I don’t know by whom and don’t know how that even has been possible, but I’ve never seen him doing more than a few, simple tricks. His intuition when he’s in danger is superb, and he’s a wonder of a pilot, but that’s about it.”

“And when you say ‘a few tricks’ you mean…?” Mara tried a hunch and reached out subtly with the Force, just as she’d done the other evening in the Chaos. Brie was still unreadable, but not as definitely as she’d been then – there was a hazy blur now, an air of contempt, gloating even, that she could detect.

“Some levitation, danger sense, exctraordinary reflexes. He’s even pretty good with a lightsaber by now, I think. All of that makes him exceptional and outstanding as a soldier, but still nothing of what I know real Jedi were able do.”

“Perhaps he’s got more abilities than he has knowledge of how to use them?”

“Probably. But the point is still; don’t overestimate him. So far he hasn’t even tried mind reading, I would bet all my credits on that.” Brie changed subject. “So, between colleagues; do you have a quick and reliable way to get information out?”

“I do,” Mara admitted curtly, quickly deciding that she wouldn’t give away that she actually could communicate with their Master. 

Brie, however, wasn’t asking for specifics. “Then you could get this out – and feel quite free to refer to my code name, Lumiya – there will be a rescue mission launching to Bothan space within two weeks – Vrock Sai’men - a big fish to the Rebels, big enough to risk some of their elite warriors shortly before a battle in order to get him out of Imperial hands.”

Mara almost, almost asked her whether she was sure and where she had gotten the information, but then held her mouth and simply nodded. “You know anything about their strategy?” she asked casually, suddenly remembering the mission Brie had mentioned in the Chaos the other day. So Brie’s going to Bothan space with Skywalker. 
The other woman shrugged. “They’ll be carrying gravity convertors, modulated to pocket size, and use them to surprise the guards. A little trick Skywalker came up with – smart - but only as long as it’s unexpected.” She smiled indulgently. “Another good thing about being close to him.”

Mara had to ask. “Aren’t you afraid you might get too close to him.?”

“Hey, we’re professionals. Aren’t you afraid you get too close to Shan?”

Mara snorted impatiently. That wasn’t the same thing. And she wouldn’t be killing Deena, she wasn’t in her way…

At that, the thought struck her like a lightening and the question was out before she had time to consider. “Did you start the fire in the supply halls?”

“No. Of course not.” Brie didn’t even blink. Her expression was completely earnest, emotionless  - and when Mara reached out she could detect nothing in the Force. Frackin’ nothing, just like the other evening.

And she knew – knew with absolute clarity – that it had been Shira Brie who’d ignited the fire on third deck. A cold chill run down Mara’s spine and she couldn’t help wondering whether Brie’s intention had been to make an inroad into the supplies of the Rebels...or simply a failed attempt to get rid of an old rival on her way to Skywalker’s bed.

* * *

Back in her cabin, cubicle firmly closed around her, Mara finally allowed her composure to break. Sagging down on her bunk she closed her eyes, burying her head into the flat pillow, wishing she could close her eyes from her entire life and just stay buried here, stay here until some mighty Star Destroyer came by and blasted this ship to atoms. Then she could float around in space together with all the other small atoms, tiny little rebel atoms, not a care in the world, not a decision left to make…

For a long time one thought only filled her head, rambling and roaming like an incensed reek let free. No! It can’t be! She must have been lying – there has to be an explanation!!!

The very thought that there was another Emperor’s Hand, that she, Mara, wasn’t her Master’s most special servant, that her Master had actually had been lying to her about this one fact so vital to her, made everything else fade away, that one tormenting thought filling her completely. She desperately clung to every excuse and explanation she could muster, yet she already knew, deep down with a crushing, crumbling coldness that this her battle was lost already before it had started, that Brie had, in this at last, been telling the truth. Because if she’d been lying, then nothing made sense. But if she had told the truth, then everything made sense – it was only Mara’s world that had stopped, ended, turned upside down.

The next thought was not nearly as laming but equally sickening. If there was another Hand, then why her? Why Brie? That woman belonged in an Outer Rim cabaret, not amongst the Emperor’s elite servants!

But if Brie was so undeserving… what was Mara then?

Slowly, slowly, as minutes turned to hours, the mindlessly shrieking terror, the thousands of questions and avoidances that filled her free-falling, spiraling mind stilled. One single thought remained, demanding, screaming for action.

She had to ask him!

Yet, how could she? Contact him and confront him? Like she had the right! No one did that to the Emperor. No one.

But the need to know grew too strong, an almost childlike yearning to learn the truth directly from the Master gaining strength from a desperate, naive hope that he’d forgive her, just like he after all had this far.

And he was there as she reached out, the contact imminent, making her gasp for air, overwhelmed, exalted, as always.

“I hear you, child. What news from the Rebel Base?”

Mara gathered all her resolve but it still wasn’t enough to go straight to the matter. “A few days ago a fire on supply deck caused damage to both people and personnel here, my Master. I believe the fire was intentionally set.”

The contact was quiet for a moment, and for a few, chilling seconds Mara thought she’d lost it completely already, then her Master returned, his voice dry in her head. “That would be hardly surprising, my Hand. You are on a Rebel ship – and you are not my only agent.”  The answer – and his complete lack of interest – sent a cold shiver down Mara’s spine and she had to push herself in order to continue. 

“I’m aware of that Master, and I have also recognized one of them: Shira Brie, coded Lumiya.”

For the fraction of a heartbeat she could feel the contact freeze again and she realized that she had for once caught her Master on the raw. He never expected I’d find out!  

Then her Master continued, “Indeed, child? So...I am left to determine whether this is due to your skillfulness - or my other agent’s fault?”

A sudden urge to discredit Brie rose in Mara; she didn’t like the woman one bit, she was mad at her for trying to kill Deena, and the very idea that Brie might be as trusted a servant as Mara herself twisted her gut like a vibroknife. Still, she couldn’t tell lies. She had to hold on to truth and make clear what was her views and and what was fact.

“It was through no fault of Agent Brie,” she admitted. “I suspect it was I who knew what to look for.”

Her Master was silent, waiting, and Mara could hold back no longer, pain and desperation flooding though her.

“But I don’t understand, Master,” she almost pleaded. “She knows the codes, she claims to be your Hand, but I thought I was… Your Hand. Your only Hand.”
She was well aware that she was teetering on the border of the unforgivable, yet, surely her Master understood why? No doubt he must be able to feel her anxiety, based on her unwavering loyalty?

Again the Emperor was silent for a long time; the close connection resonating through Mara like an icy breath; what if she had crossed the line? She had already failed her Master once and he had forgiven her; now she might sound as if she dared question his judgement.

Yet, when he spoke, his voice in her mind was surprisingly indulgent. “I sense your fear, child, and I realize how it is crippling you. Tell me, Mara Jade, what is it that you fear? You know my Empire is vast and my needs infinite. Are you denying me the help of other servants?”
An almost-laughter escaped her, sudden relief flooding through her. How his mind was always sharp, his perspective so much larger than her own! And he forgave her this…this childishness, was there any other word for it? “No Master. Of course not. I’m sorry.”
“I have many agents, child, and need has dictated that I have many Hands as well. You yourself, being my First Hand, showed me the efficiency of your function. You, however, cannot be everywhere, and other servants have shown themselves useful as well. But no one else can hear my command through the galaxy like you do and indeed, no one did I name myself as I named you. You are my most loyal and trusted servant, like a daughter to me since childhood.”

Mara’s heart leaped. This was…She had never even dared to hope…

The Emperor’s voice switched to business again, losing its overbearing, confidential warmth. “Now, tell me child. How is your assimilation among the Rebels proceeding? Have you come close to Skywalker?”
Mara was quickly brought back to realities and her mission. And of course, she couldn’t pride herself in just being able to pop by Skywalker’s cabin yet – not without rising suspicion. “I can get close very quickly, Master. I have befriended one of his old friends and speak with him regularly.” 

She could sense his deprecations rise and hurried to explain. “I’ve been moving mostly among technicians and in lower ground circles, Master. I didn’t want to approach Skywalker too obviously since…”
Displease flooded through their bond. “Remember he’s a Jedi. To be able to act you must be close.”
“One of them I’ve befriended is Skywalker’s former girlfriend, Master. They are still on close terms. She is my key to him; both when comes to information and trust. Skywalker is very concerned and protective about his friends; and he’s naive to believe that anyone they choose as friend is trustworthy too. Besides, I saved her life in the fire, which has increased my stock with the Rebels and especially with Skywalker.”

Her Master pondered this for a moment, then let the subject pass. “Very well… How is Agent Brie proceeding?”
Mara tried to suppress her contempt. “She is hitting on Skywalker, Master. So far without success…”
“No success at all?”

“Well, they had a date at the mess the other night…”

“I see. Good...”  Her Master sounded alarmingly appreciative. “One certainly cannot fault Agent Brie for her… generosity and devotion to her cause.”

“Master,” Mara returned petulantly, “I don’t think it’s self-sacrifice at all, I think she finds him attractive.” 

“And you don’t, Mara Jade?”

Now she was taken aback. Was her Master insinuating…? “I don’t believe I need to be intimate with him in order to come close enough to kill him. Giving him the impression of intimacy which is a complete lie in my opinion endangers the mission.”
“You speak of what you know little, my Hand. How many targets have you snared to your bed in order to kill them?”

“None, Master, I have always been capable to kill them without.”

“And how many of them were Jedi?”

“None, but…”

“Jedi have one weakness and that is their compassion - and Luke Skywalker is no exception from that rule. The closer you are, the more blinded he will become. Do I really have to remind you, Mara Jade, that you have already failed me once in this matter?”

Mara swallowed hard. The rebuke stung, no - burned! “Do you wish me to seduce Skywalker, my Master?”

There was a silence as the Emperor considered her words. “No, my Hand. At least, not yet. As things are, you might trip Agent Lumiya up, not that I don’t trust her to be very…skilfull in this aspect. But I want you to start considering the possibility, to start imagining yourself as Skywalker’s mistress. If you are the least attracted to him, he will be able to sense it, and if Agent Brie should fail in regard to the larger picture you will be in a position to move forward.”
Mara tried to smooth out her hurt pride. Did her Master find Brie a better seductress than Mara? Wasn’t that what he was saying? She grabbed another lifeline her master had offered. “The larger picture, Master?”

There was a distinct cold in their bond now. “Stay with your orders, child. Do you think you can manage that?”

Mara swallowed hard.“Yes, Master.”
“And your orders are clear? You will remain among the Rebels for now. Stay low. Give Agent Brie space to maneuver but place yourself strategically just behind the scene.”

“Yes, Master.”

Reprimanded and ashamed, she suddenly remembered what Brie had asked her to relay. “One more thing, Master. Brie told me the Rebels are planning to rescue a spy called Vrock Sai’men from the Bothan sector in two weeks time. She’s sure they will use portable gravity convertors to carry this out.”

Much to her resentment, her Master seemed to take interest in Brie’s vague intelligence. “Portable gravity convertors? Interesting… The Rebels have never lacked for originality. This is useful information indeed…” He paused for a moment and when he spoke again she could hear his mind was on this new knowledge. “We will speak again, my Hand, when you or Agent Brie have news.”

Mara lay still for a long while afterwards, recovering from the pain and numbness that always followed the closing of their connection. Dulled to endure it since childhood as she was, she wasn’t surprised at the pain - this time, however, she was more surprised by how distant she felt. For the first time in her life, she didn’t feel refreshed and focused after communicating with her Master but was instead more confused than ever, choppy waves of the shock earlier this day still pulsating through her. 

And despite the soothing words of her Master, she could not suppress the crumbling feeling she was left with – he had lied to her! No matter how he had laid his words, whatever his needs might be, he had lied to her, deluded her, indisputably. He had named her His Hand, always steering her to believe that she was his chosen emissary, the only one. Instead he had kept her in the dark and by that actually showed her less confidence than his other servants. Had he only told her of his needs and plans she would have complied without a second thought, always apt and attentive to his service… She felt exploited, abused.

Mara rolled on to her back, a thousand excuses on her Master’s behalf running through her pained mind, all of them too light to stick. The fact remained; he had used her.

And with that fact something vital in her, in her self-understanding, in her entire esteem of herself had changed, cracked. Her very existence had always been built up on her Master and on her service to him, who she was, her abilities, her aim in life. Now, that she clearly wasn’t what she’d thought she was... What was she now?

She lay still for hours, staring into the darkness of her cubicle while this slowly digested in her mind. Well, she was still his Hand, wasn’t she? He had told her that himself, had praised her and lifted her up over the others, yet... Despite her Master’s initial, laudatory words, she now knew herself only to be a tool, not the Trusted Servant. Not anymore. 

Another disappointment that should have been minor but that nonetheless stung like hell was the fact that Her Master had believed Shira Brie more capable of seducing Skywalker than herself. It was even more nagging since Mara herself knew this to be the truth. Through her career, she had seduced men on regular basis, but in most cases that had been in order to access or place information and in the few cases she had involved with a target she had managed to kill them before the act.

What Shira Brie planned, however, was much more hard core. She wasn’t only intending to seduce Skywalker for a short night in order to kill him in his sleep, she was working herself into a position where she would be his mistress, where she would share bed and life with him, become his confidant, his mate, day after day, night after night... and then... kill him. Just like that. Was she made completely out of stone or was she simply a fool? To belive that she could live with a man and yet leave her inner self completely free from touch? Mara knew she couldn’t do it herself, not without detesting herself for the rest of her life - her very core balked at it.

On the other hand, wouldn’t she do it too, if her Master required it? Hadn’t he basically required it already?  She wasn’t exactly in a therapy business. Self detest was an occupational risk. You could survive if you were lucky, but no one survived intact, not without deep wounds, scars never to heal…

A woman in her job couldn’t allow herself petty argumentation like this. – A woman in her job. And there it was – right there – the cause of the pain that ripped through her entire being right now. She wasn’t unique anymore. Whatever her Master had said to maintain loyalty, she knew it was just that – a means to an end. Mara had skills he needed, some of them unique, and her Master still needed them. But that was it. 

Well, she would not disappoint him. Whether she had thought too highly of herself or not, it was still he who had made her to… whatever she was. And whatever she was, she wasn’t one to fail him.

Mara’s jaw hardened. She wasn’t one who failed.

