Quagmire -  Chapter 16

Broken resistance

“I wonder what my old man would say, if he saw me now?”

Mara made a vague sound, leaning back on the uncomfortable chair by the bad – why did medbays always have uncomfortable chairs? - knowing Deena was about to bring the hammer down on her own head. She always did when she got onto the subject of ‘her old man.’ He was the only thing that could crack her nearly invincible optimism – but then it was with a vengance. 
“He used to say I’ve never been able to stay out of trouble. ‘Trouble comes to trouble,’ he’d say.” Deena sighed and picked at her bed linen.

“You should stop quoting him,” Mara countered. She was already starting to regret visiting Deena today. Four days after the fire, the Etti girl was exactly well enough to start to get annoying but still too ill to leave the medbay, her nervous system still in an aggravatingly protracted treatment from the polydactylic gas. Too-onebee predicted she would have to stay in the medbay for at least another week.

“It’s not that easy…” Deena stared blankly into the wall for long minutes. “Not for me anyway... I don’t know how you do it, being so independent and self-reliant. You must have had wonderful, encouraging parents.”

“I never knew my parents,” Mara’s heart almost stopped at her own words. Was she really telling someone about her background? That was a completely new road; she had never, never told anyone about her parents! Not in any of those carefully selected stories that she’d oozed out to Deena had she even once mentioned anything about them. Not that there was much to tell; she hardly knew anything herself.

Deena looked at her with renewed curiosity. “Why’s that?”

Mara shrugged. “I lost them. When I was very small, I don’t know what happened to them. I was raised by… a man who found me. He knew my parents distantly, I think. I don’t remember them anymore.” She frowned, a wisp of memory nudging the edges of her remembrance. “I only know that I got my hair color from my mother.”

“Wow! You did? And your eyes?” Deena propped up on an elbow.

“No idea.” Mara bit down, already chiding herself for her slip.

“Haven’t you asked him about them?”

“Not really.” Mara shrugged again and crossed her arms over her chest. “It doesn’t matter anyway. They’re dead now, that’s all I know, so they can’t really do anything about my life anyway. And I don’t owe them anything.” 

Deena’s big blue eyes grew even bigger. “Weell… you owe them your birth.”

“No, I don’t,” Mara snapped. Her annoyance surprised even herself. Deena, as usual, didn’t take the hint, but continued to stare flummoxed at her so Mara felt pressed to continue, her voice going hoarse for reasons she couldn’t pin down. “Well, even if they loved each other, then my birth was merely a consequence, nothing more, maybe even an accident. I don’t owe them anything. I claim my own destiny. They belong only to the past. Not to my future.”

“Ah.” Deena didn’t look like she really understood, and for once Mara couldn’t blame her. She’d been thinking in those tracks all her life, but she had never talked about it and what had always seemed natural and logical to think, sounded obstinate and hollow and even rehearsed when spoken out. 

“I don’t think Luke would agree with you, you know.” Deena sounded thoughtful. “He never knew his parents either but grew up with his aunt and uncle. He kept asking them about his parents all the time. Unfortunately he hardly ever got any answers. And the ones he got obviously were lies; he found that out later. But he’s doing everything to bring his past with him to his future.”

“Then he’s a fool,” Mara growled. “He should start living his own life instead of searching for a past that’s long gone.” 

That, at least, came out just the way she meant it.

* * *

Leaving the medbay, Mara felt like a louse. Here she was visiting Deena to cheer her up - but for whose benefit? Who was she trying to impress? Deena wasn’t her friend. 

Or rather, Deena was Mara’s friend - but Mara wasn’t Deena’s, because she’d stab her in the back anytime her Master ordered it. She would, wouldn’t she? Hell, she was practically doing it now! Mara wasn’t stabbing the back of the woman who’d tried to kill Deena for the single reason that her Master required her not to. Instead she was waiting for orders to stab Deena’s good friend Skywalker in the back. 

Mara braced herself against the nausea her thoughts provoked. She was, she realized, in the course of this mission constantly going against all the beliefs, all the principles she’d learned. Her Master had always expected devotion and demanded loyalty, yet he had repeatedly warned her from giving it to anyone else. He had taught her awareness, comprehension and insight; he had persistently warned her about empathy. Never before had Mara understood how thin and confusing the line could be between all those emotions. Never before had it been an issue – but suddenly she could hardly distinguish between them. Her Master had asked her to devote herself to serving him and thereby the galaxy, but for the first time the inhabitants of that galaxy, those “lost beings” as her Master had always called them, had forced her to a point where it seemed she must choose between them and her Master at nearly every decision. 

Oh, how much easier life was as a simple assassin where you came, killed and left, never breaking stride because of the lowlife you were sent to annihiliate, always convinced you served justice and common benefit. How much easier to be her Master’s chosen advocate, to arrive and investigate a matter, deal with it and leave; brain razor sharp, never an emotion involved. Mara had dealt with diplomats and rulers, with officers and soldiers, not to speak of criminals and their victims. Never before had she dealt with ordinary people who were trying in earnest to act on their sense of moral duty. Never had anything so questioned her bone-hard conviction that her Master was right and that all problems in the galaxy could be solved whenever he extended his hand; that any problem, any at all, existed simply because he couldn’t be everywhere at the same time.

And the worst thing was, that Mara suspected her sudden, violent feeling of loss wasn’t primarily due to her slow understanding of her enemies being as earnest and noble as herself – an inconvenient realization indeed – neither had it anything to do with scruples or changed loyalties. It was simple, selfish, trivial disappointment that she wasn’t her Master’s one and only Hand. 

She snarled at herself that she was being self-centered and childish. Hadn’t she just agreed that her Master could not be everywhere at once? No more could she! Her Master had need of legions of Hands to administer an Empire of such scope and grandeur. But no matter how sterling her logic, she couldn’t shake off her shock; he had lied! Moreover – and she’d finally realized this was the fact which most disturbed her - when faced with his lie, he had failed to acknowledge it.

Too many doubts, too many grey zones. Her sense of right and wrong had become a blur, yet she had no idea how to take that admission to her Master. If she did, she would only tarnish further her fading star in her his eyes. So, what she had to do was grit her teeth, go on, stop reflecting and simply endure. The thing was, though, that Mara had an uncanny fear that if she simply ignored that tiny voice in her head, the voice that told her she was doing wrong on a constant, daily basis now, she might end up like Brie: a pretty, competent shell hiding an emotionless, corrupted creature underneath… 

Mara stopped in the middle of the corridor, ignoring the objections as currents of Rebels rushed past. There were still another three hours before her shift and she had no place to go. Her cabin was out of the question, crowded as it always was by giggling and gossiping girls. The very thought of it put a sour taste in her mouth. She could start her shift early, but she had been doing that so much of late that her boss had quietly suggested she take a little more time off. Where on Home One could she find even an ounce of the solitude she so desperately needed?

Ransacking her brain Mara suddenly remembered that she had heard Stubb prattle about a greenhouse – a surprising arrangement on a warship - but then Mon Calamari architecture and thinking continued to amaze Mara. Every so often she actually caught herself admiring their organic and graceful solutions, a delusion she fortunately could break by reminding herself of how many functions on the ship were infuriatingly ill-designed for human hands. But surely a couple of hours in a garden were exactly what she needed?

It took about half an hour of searching before she found the hydroponic garden. Almost in awe she stepped into the green. Lush plants greeted her in a wealth of different shapes, colors, textures, and fragrances.  Flower-beds and trees basked in the artificial sunlight, bushes sparkled in an abundance of emerald, amber and deep ruby, stems and branches climbed upwards, twined with strong vines. The air was damp with growth, with the rugged smell of grass and moss and the mild perfume of exotic flowers. A narrow path of terrazzo stones pattered into the thick, green foliage and from somewhere came the blessed sound of softly rippling water. And above that thriving, nourishing vegetation, just visible through the great transiparisteel windows, glittered the stars. 

Mara let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Oh, if she’d only found this haven earlier! How many frustrated hours might she have been spared? For a while she strolled around, breathing in the scents and admiring the exuberant display, occasionally bending down to read the names fastened on small plates either to the plant itself or on a sign before it. The flora was all Mon Cal, a fact that brought a smile to her lips – with most of the planet covered in water, perhaps the fish-heads took all the more pride in what terrestrial flora they had.

Mara sighed with pleasure and looked around, searching for a good place to sit down. A few steps ahead there was a bench and… a beep behind her made her whirl around.

An astromech droid squatted a few paces from her, its dome and blinking sensors pointed towards her. It let out a soft tweet that sounded almost like recognition and Mara stared at it in complete confusion. What in the Core’s name was an astromech doing in a greenhouse?

Then she recognized it – it was Skywalker’s R2 unit. It had to be – there weren’t that many R2’s around to begin with, the model was so old, and there was something unmistakably expressive about this particular droid.

‘Expressive,’ Jade? ‘Droid’? She needed a break even more than she’d thought.

“What are you doing here, shortie?” she demanded. “Don’t tell me you’re the gardener.”

The droid let out a short, clearly negative beep and if it hadn’t been so ridiculous Mara would have sworn it was almost offended. It rolled back a meter, turned on its socket and started to roll away. Mara followed it, curious – the little fellow stopped and wheeled back to her, twittering its objections irritably.

Mara didn’t pay attention because now she could see the reason why the droid was here.

He was floating in the air only meters from her. His legs were folded under him, like was he sitting in a cross legged position – maybe he had been at some point before he took off – his hands were resting on his thighs, palms turned outward and his eyes were closed. His expression was one of complete tranquility, all lines and furrows smoothed out in his face, leaving only serenity.

Mara stared at him for a few seconds, partly fascinated, partly disgruntled since the Jedi had managed to beat her to this little sanctuary she had already mentally marked as her own. Which had been a stupid thing to do, of course – naturally the entire crew came here once in a while, she had just been lucky to find it relatively desolate. But wasn’t it typical that of all the several thousand crew members of Home One she kept running into Skywalker? If it was the Force at play, it certainly gave her plenty of opportunities to kill him!

She let out an exasperated sigh and turned to leave, the allure of the conservatory gone with the solitude. She hadn’t taken more than a couple of steps when Skywalker’s voice spoke up. “Mara?”

Mara pivoted and saw the Jedi blinking in confusion, now back on the ground. He looked at her, slightly bewildered but smiling, apparently pleased to see her here. “Hi. It was you. I thought it was but… sorry, I was away for a while.” He shrugged with a faint grin and once again it struck Mara how out of place she found his casual attitude towards his own abilities. If this had been the Empire, Skywalker would have been lionized, hailed as some kind of a half-god. Here, however, he obviously did his best to appear as normal as he could.

Only, he wasn’t exactly succeeding, and Mara saw no reason why she should support any delusions to the contrary. “Away?”she echoed. “Is that what you call it? You were floating, do you know that? I mean, if you don’t want to fuel every single prejudice people have about the Jedi, then perhaps you should stay dirtside. Sitting cross legged at your age is weird enough as it is. Why don’t you keep to your cabin when you have to meditate?”

His eyes widened at her salvo but instead of coming back with an automatic retort he frowned in thought, taking her words in. Mara, already biting her tongue, didn’t know what was worse – her constant inability to be civil towards Skywalker, or his infuriating habit of actually listening to her outbursts.

She took a deep breath. “Ok,” she began again. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. Never mind me. Just go back into orbit. I’m sure the perspective on things from there is enthralling.” 

She turned to leave again but Skywalker’s voice stopped her. “Wait... I… There was something I wanted to tell you, actually. Something different.”

Mara turned about, eyes narrow with suspicion. He, of course, looked earnest as ever. “Please, sit down.” He nodded towards the bench and changed his own position from cross-legged to something less bizarre.

Mara tiptoed to the bench and sat down gingerly, like was it the bench she was paranoid of and not the company. She definitely was in no mood to be pulled into the Jedi’s personal problems, having more than enough of her own at the moment. 

Skywalker threw a glance around but they were completely alone. Still he lowered his voice. “It was arson.” 

Mara already knew that of course, knew it without a shade of doubt, no matter what Brie claimed. But to tell that to Skywalker was completely out of the question. Aloud she said, “How do you know?”

“Intel confirmed it. There had been a coolant leak over several hours – methane –  and there was bhuta oil in some of the containers.”

Mara let out a whistle. “And the oxygen dissolved in the oil started to combine with the methane – causing spontaneous combustion. Told you,” she couldn’t resist adding. “But how can they know…”  

Luke shook his head. “They checked the data files and found evidence that someone’s been into the system. Both the methane containers and the failing alarms and doors had been fiddled with – and on different occasions it seems. All this is still strictly confidential of course. No one knows but Intel, a few in High Command, plus us two.” Skywalker glanced to his droid that let out a confirmating whistle, then back at her

“Ah.” And the droid, obviously. But that meant that she was either trusted – or baited. Mara glared again at Skywalker but he looked completely guileless. He did that all the time of course, and while Mara knew by now that he contained much more than met the eye, she would have bet the Emperor’s robes on that he actually trusted her in this – her rescue of Deena had evidently won her much more than the blond girl’s life. 

“Can’t Intel see where and when this happened?” she wondered, accepting this common ground she suddenly could share with the Jedi. “If they can, they should be able to track who did it.”

Skywalker shook his head. “As I said, all the malfunctions seem to have occurred on different occations. The methane leak seems to be the key to the fire, but it was so small that it’s hard to estimate when it started. It could have been anytime over several days.”

Was she wrong then? How could Brie have been going after a specific target under those conditions? If it was Brie at all, that was. Mara frowned in thought. On the other hand – Brie should have been able to calculate when the amount of methane would be enough to start a fire – and how specific did she have to be? So long as the fire took off sometime during Deena’s shift, it would hit the target Brie had aimed for. 

Skywalker and Intel, however, knew nothing about a possible target – or about the motives for the sabotage – which left Brie free to take potshots at her rival as she pleased. If Mara wanted Deena safe, she either had to speak up to Brie herself – or raise general suspicion, thus forcing the woman to move more carefully.

“Do they think it was sabotage in general, or an attempt to kill someone?” she wondered as casually as she could.

Skywalker’s eyes widened. “Kill? Stars, I haven’t even considered that! I don’t think anyone has. But why…?” He broke off, frowning.

Mara shrugged. “Well, you guys are at war in case you didn’t notice.” 

“Figures. But this part of the ship was occupied by ordinary staff – not prominent persons like Mon Mothma or Leia. Why would anyone want to murder a bunch of supply officers?” Luke shook his head. “It makes much more sense that it was an attempt to cause as much general damage as possible. After all, the fire started close to the engine reactors. It’s even possible that it was the ion cannon they were after.”

“Possibly.” Mara shrugged again, silently wondering why she bothered at all. Her job was to earn Skywalker’s trust and for now, that seemed to be reasonably accomplished. She had no reason to try to protect Deena – indeed the fact that she’d grown this close to the girl was a nuisance, not a good thing – and while she had no love for Brie, the woman was her colleague, after all. Mara should help her rather than work against her - unless it crossed her own mission, of course. Oh, she was sick of these stupid rebels, sick of her mission and sick of Brie! If her Master hadn’t ordered her to stay she’d turn her back at it all right now – simply steal a ship and leave. She decided to feed her suggestion to him one last time and then leave it be.

She took a deep breath. “Listen, I’ve moved the galaxy from one end to the other and I’ve met many people of different species and social classes. Nowhere I’ve been have people ever stopped intriguing and aiming at each other. Murder remains as a risk wherever beings meet. Mark my words.”

Luke rubbed his chin. “Yeah, maybe. I hadn’t given it a thought…” He shot her a sideways glance. “But you have, for sure.”

Mara stiffened, a cold chill running down her back. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing. I just...” His eyes widened as the thought struck him a little belatedly

Mara rose scowling, her hands going to her hips. “Are you insinuating that I’ve been thinking too much about it? Had something to do with it, perhaps?” Damn you, Brie! If he starts to suspect, even the least, that I could have started that fire...
Skywalker got to his feet as well, shaking his head frantically. “No! That wasn’t what I meant, not at all!” 

He reached towards her and Mara swatted his hand away, instinct urging her into a frantic attack to her own defence. “Well, I certainly hope so. Because I’m pretty damn certain that since I’m new here I’ll be one of those receiving the close scrutiny. Fine with me, I’m used to it. It was probably Intel that told you to shake me down! You and your Force woo woo would make their perfect agent!”

Skywalker was visibly uneasy but instead of retreating he met her onslaught. “That’s not the case at all, Mara. Please, believe me.”

She lifted her chin, affronted – and very aware that her words had made him more suspicious rather than convinced of her innocence in the matter. Well, she wasn’t afraid of him or his Force – and in this at least she had her hands clean. She’d had nothing to do with the fire and felt only disgust at that sort of disregard for humanoid life. “Well, go ahead,” she challenged. “Probe my mind – I have nothing to hide!”

He didn’t back down either – actually, she could sense his hackles rise at her demanding tone but he set his jaw and bit it back. “I told you, I’m not on any mission for Intel here,” he repeated, voice forcibly calm. “Besides, I don’t run around probing minds.”

“Well, perhaps you should!” she snorted back. “What’s the use of those precious Jedi skills unless you use them once in a while? You can tell whether people lie, can’t you?”

Though clearly uncomfortable, he didn’t flinch. “I can.”

“Well, then do it,” she challenged. “I don’t care. If you can clear me of suspicion, all the better.” 

Luke studied her, partly uncomfortable, partly curious. He had never used the Force to penetrate anyone’s mind intentionally, but he had no doubt that he could do it. Maybe she’d calm down if he did as she suggested. And the idea of looking closer particularly at Mara Jade’s mind was straight out alluring. She was a puzzle to him – all hot ferocity and cool attraction. Of course he shouldn’t lose himself in the fascinating aspects; there was also that sharp tingling of danger he’d sensed back on Tatooine. Maybe it wasn’t a stupid thing to seize the opportunity to find out a little more. “Alright,” he conceded. “If you insist.” 

Mara’s heart flew a loop but she was too stubborn to back down. It was too late now anyway. She lifted her chin, cleared her mind – and waited.

He took a few slow breaths, eyes fixed on the floor as he reached out to the Force, then looked up and straight at her. Blue eyes pierced through her and suddenly they weren’t mild but unshakable and powerful, so powerful they forced Mara to brace herself in order to hold her ground. In a blazing instant, their roles reversed. She was no longer pushing him but being challenged to her uttermost. He was no longer the over-polite, self-effacing farmboy but a compelling master, an overpowering iron mind, the change having taken place in seconds. 

For a moment she was swaying in midair, nothing to hold on to, even the ground disappearing. Only Luke remained; before her, around her, inside her – and the sensation made her gasp; shockingly strange, impossibly intoxicating. “Did you start that fire, Mara?”

“No, I didn’t.” Suddenly she realized what a minefield she’d let her temper draw her into and went cold. What if he saw…? Clamping down on that panic-inducing thought, she realized he would know it, could know all about her - if he cared to look. She instantly regretted that she’d given him this idea – how stupid could she be? - literally inviting him to read her thoughts! She desperately fought to hold on to her center. 

But Luke wasn’t taking any liberties. He was already pulling back, his face turning into that well-meaning farmboy again. And instead of suspicious he looked more awkward, ashamed of the discomfort he’d caused her. He shifted his feet, looking first to the ground, then back at her. “All right. That was that. Now, do you accept that I believe you?”

The abrupt shift was almost as jarring as the strong will she’d been hit by only moments before, but at least it seemed he hadn’t looked further than that single question. She managed a snort and looked past him, at the bulkhead. “You didn’t really believe it before,” she muttered accusingly. “Maybe you hadn’t thought of it, but if someone had thrown the idea out you’d have started to wonder.”

Luke sighed, rubbing his neck. “Well, perhaps you’re right.” 

Was he really so guileless or was he just humoring her? Mara glared at the Jedi without really managing to whip up the proper indignation. He was so… The sensation of his mind inside her own was still making her flurried, almost exhilarated. She shouldn’t have done that, the risk was too high… yet, if she hadn’t been alarmed about what he might find, would she have minded? It hadn’t been intimidating at all, almost the contrary… But this man was her enemy!

Luke shrugged. “Well, now I know, at least. And I’ll tell Intel what I know of course, but I’m not sure they’ll take my word for it. They’re used to dealing with more palpable facts than the Force.”

Somewhat calmed down now, Mara reflected how stupid that was of them – but also convenient for her and her Master. The only Jedi in the galaxy - overlooked and disregarded by his allies. The Rebel Alliance didn’t know how much potential they were wasting on a daily basis. Meanwhile, Luke Skywalker was left to struggle to find his path alone. She studied his turned-away face, so serious and earnest, and suddenly she felt sorry for him.

Before she had time to swallow the dread of this, he lifted his head and their eyes locked. Curious blue sank into startled green, mind met mind, and for a few heartbeats the galaxy stopped again.

Then Mara caught up with herself, renewed alarm giving way to abrupt fury. “That’s enough, Jedi! I allowed you one single peek into my mind, not a season ticket! If you ever do that uninvited again I’ll pull your bollocks up over your head and make you swallow! Is that clear?”

He jerked back, shocked and stunned; then, for the first time ever since she’d met him, the sense of him turned blank and repelling. Had she finally managed a proper jab? Mara couldn’t tell because his mind was suddenly blocked to her as hard and inpenetrable as his face. He shrugged. “Sure, Mara. Sorry.” 

Before she could find a way to pull her words back, before she even could find a reply, he had turned and left, his astromech tailing him. Mara was left to stare at his disappearing form, wondering whether she, with this final blow, had finally blown it.

* * *

After a trip to Intel where he passed on Mara’s arguments, Luke retreated to tinker with his X-wing, still fuming. He had sensed… It didn’t matter anyway! Chaos take that woman! Every time he believed he was closing in on her she got some insane fit and why did he care anyway? He was done trying to learn to know her, done wasting energy and time on her altogether! 

It took him a long time to calm down and push Mara Jade and her annoying, offensive puzzle of an ego away from his thoughts. After several hours of deeply concentrated work on his fighter, he could close the hatch again, his equanimity more or less restored. He was just about to leave the hangar when he heard Shira call out to him. “Luke! Can you spare a minute?”

She was standing under her fighter, obviously doing the same thing as he’d been; checking her craft and upgrading it if possible, despite the knowledge that it would give her mechanic grey hairs. Her hair was pinned up out of the way and she had a long grease streak down her cheek. Luke couldn’t resist a smile; ever since the dinner, he and Shira seemed to have found a comfortable way around each other again. She still teased him a little now and then but Luke was more at ease, trusting she’d give him a break the next moment. He changed course towards her. “Sure, Shira. Is there a problem?” He wondered silently to himself how anyone could look so good in one-size-fits-all coveralls.

She was messing with the wirings of the shield projection mount, her head almost inside the hatch. “Yeah, I’ve got a slight problem here,” she admitted. “I wanted to speed up the shield adjustment sequence and my R2 unit told me to run a power shunt from the conduit to my dorsal port cannon, but I’m far from sure it’s the best solution. Got any suggestions?”

Luke leaned in, studying the wirings. “I have to say that’s a pretty strange suggestion from your droid. If I were you I’d just install a boost pack on the power coupling.”

Shira smiled in relief. ”That’s what I thought too. I got pretty confused when it gave me that crap about the cannons but maybe it’s starting to get confused. Guess I ought to take it in for a memory wipe.” 

“Or perhaps you wipe it too often? I’d say it’s a problem with many astromech units around here,” Luke countered, smiling. “Ok, I probably don’t have any room to talk – my R2 hasn’t been wiped in all the four years I’ve had it, and he was self-willed already back then. But he always knows what he’s doing. Do you want him to take a look at this?”

”Well if it’s only a boost pack installation I can do it myself easily.” Shira peered back into the hatch. “Do you think something else is required?”

Luke squeezed in beside her and took a good look himself. “I’d say that’s enough…” He fiddled with the wiring Shira had turned into a rat’s nest, wincing slightly at the mess. “Anyway, have you asked your mechanic? It would probably be best to –”

Something soft and warm touched his cheek. He jerked his head around in surprise and the softness moved to his lips as Shira kissed him a second time. Luke’s eyes widened and when she withdraw to only a few inches from his face her scent still surrounded him, exiting, eluding... He found himself unable to retreat – and not just because the fighter was in his way. She was so close, so soft, so beautiful and completely irresistible... Instead he moved his face forward and their lips touched again. His eyes drifted closed as the kiss slowly deepened. 

All of a sudden Shira pulled back, eyes shining. “Oh Luke! You do want this after all!”

He knew he should protest but found no words. Glancing up, he became aware that even though they were standing pretty shielded by the fighter, people had noticed them; Barlon Hightower, standing with Stacey from Red Squadron was pointing straight at them. He also realized he was still holding Shira tight and that his whole body was responding to the closeness of her body. His cheeks heated. “Shira, I…”

She smiled knowingly. “C’mon, Ace!” 

Taking his hand she pulled him with her. He could se no other way but to follow.

*

Shira dragged Luke clear out of the hangar bay and through the corridor. When they came to the lifts she turned towards him and the look in her eyes set his blood burning, pushing all earlier doubts aside. Their mouths came together again, opened, tongues meeting. Shira crushed her body against his and fire raged in the pit of his stomach, rendering any coherent thought next to impossible. 

Whatever reservations he’d had about himself, her or their situation, they were gone now. Everything about her, her eyes, her body, her mind, screamed to him what she wanted and how badly she wanted it. And he wished it himself -  Force! - he did!!! But…

“Shira…”

“My cabin, Luke, it’s closest.” When he tried to gather stamina to protest, she smiled at him. “Don’t worry, Ace – everybody will think we did it anyway!”

Well, that was a point.

 ‘Shira knows how it is; you wouldn't even have to explain…if some of it turns out to be horizontal, well, that’s what happens…” Wedge’s words from weeks back suddenly resounded in his mind. Wasn’t this too late for regrets anyway?
Gods, how this woman could kiss! 

Ok, he didn’t know her deep inside, he couldn’t call her a soul mate since he had no idea of what her soul looked like, still didn’t know her… But he liked her, genuinely liked her - she was an amazing, attractive and intelligent woman, well worth loving, impossible not to desire… And if he let this moment go he would regret it the rest of his life…

When the elevator reached the cabin section and she started down the corridor he followed without a protest. The door to Shira’s cabin had hardly closed behind them before they tumbled over her bed in a tangle. Shira tugged impatiently at the fasteners of their clothing but Luke pulled back, a sudden thought surfacing in his blurred mind, if rather belatedly. “Wait! We don’t… I don’t have any protection!”

Shira was gasping for air. “It’s ok. I’ve...taken…shots…”

Luke grasped her by the shoulders to steady them both. “Regularly?” he demanded.

Shira hesitated a quarter of a second. “Almost…”

A memory flashed through Luke’s mind; Deena, eyes shining, voice confident, ‘I’m safe to play with’, and only a few weeks later, the long painful wait at the medbay, when he’d been preparing himself to take the responsibility it really had gone wrong. He straightened, pulled back. “Then we can’t Shira, sorry…”

“Luke, for Sith’s sake, the risk is so small…!” Shira whimpered.

“No.”

“Blast! Wait!” She rummaged in a drawer, found something and pulled it out.”Gods! Does this thing even work anymore…? Yes!” She started laughing. “Now you’re out of excuses!”

Luke felt a sting of bad conscience. “I’m not looking for…”

She smirked and pulled him in for a kiss. “Oh yes you are. I know you, Ace! You want to keep a girl on ice until you’re sure your feelings will last for the rest of your life.”

Her voice turned husky. “But you don’t have to do that with me, Luke. I’m not expecting you to propose to me, you know. Just to keep to me for as long as you want. We’re at war here. Let’s enjoy each other while we still can.”

Luke realized in that moment he’d not only run out of arguments. He’d also outrun his dedication to search for them. Life seemed so utterly short and fragile and there were so many dreams his young mind and body still yearned for. Losing himself in Shira’s embrace he finally gave in to one them.

* * *

General Riekaan looked from one to another, clearing his throat. “Well, I don’t think we can wait any longer. We’re still not all assembled but we have a lot to cover so I think we’ll have to begin. Admiral Ackbar, if you would.”

The brown skinned Mon Calamari stepped forward. “As all of you know, time is closing in for a decisive step. Some of you know what this operation is about, others of you have only guesses, and for a while it will have to remain that way. However…”

He was interrupted by the hiss of the slide doors. Luke Skywalker tumbled in, his fatigues still open at the neck, hair untidy and cheeks turning a fascinating sunburn-red as everybody turned their eyes towards him. 

He pulled himself to a salute. “Admiral, Officers. I apologize for the delay. Please, don’t let me interrupt.” He hurried to the vacant chair that Wedge pulled out with one booted foot and sat down, trying desperately to project sincere regret and concentration into the assembly.

Wedge kept his face similarly solemn and straight ahead. Not for several minutes did he tip his head lightly towards Luke to murmur from the corner of his mouth, eyes still on Ackbar, “I know why you’re late.”

Luke willed his face to remain frozen as if in carbonite; probably it would have felt this way anyhow. He tipped his head carefully towards Wedge and breathed. “How?”

“Oh, everybody knows. Shipwide.”

Luke closed his eyes. Carbonfreeze didn’t seem so bad an alternative right now.

As the meeting broke up and Luke shook hands with the dispersing officers, he couldn’t help observing how many of them gave him half-amused, half-curious glances, smiling indulgently as they left the room. It pained him even more than the embarrassment of having lost concept of time and place twice today now. He didn’t want their understanding and forbearance. He was supposed to be a Jedi, not a schoolboy caught in pubertal explorations. Whatever else he’d done today, he had also failed – again. 

Dickhead, he told himself somberly, knowing that was what everybody probably was thinking already. And they were right. What had he been thinking? Had he been thinking at all? And now it was too late. It was most definitely too late to back out, and besides, he’d never do that to Shira. He was in now. Besides, hadn’t his uncle always told him that the best kind of love was the kind that grew slowly, from knowing each other over a long time?

As they left the room as the last ones, Wedge laid a comforting hand on his shoulder. “Well,” he soothed. “At least you remembered to zip up.”

* 

They hadn’t turned many corners when Luke sensed a familiar presence, the next moment she was in his arms again, lips against his, soft, enthralling and utterly compelling. “Hi Ace!” she exhaled when they again were able to breath.

Luke was still too knocked sideways to be able to speak but Wedge hadn’t lost that ability. “Good grief, Shira! Good thing you waited until those admi-generals had left. Ackbar would have had to dive into the nearest water glass to cool down.”

Shira shot him a radiant smile, entangling from Luke only a tiny bit. “Which would have been too bad ‘cos I bet you were all drinking hot, black caf at that meeting.”

“Still would have been cooler than you,” Wedge maintained.

Shira just grinned and shrugged. “Did you, by the way, find that datapad you lost the other day?”

Wedge blushed slightly. “Um, yes. Turned out it was it in Rogues’ rec room. Must have slipped out of my pocket. Alarm cancelled.”

“What datapad?” Luke asked.

“Never mind.” Shira grinned towards him. “I’m starving. How about you?”

“Uh, well.” There was no backing down, he knew that already. He already found himself looking for an escape hatch, but confusing loyalties and a determination to live up to unuttered demands kept him where he was. Then his stomach churned loudly and Luke couldn’t hold back a sheepish grin. “Is that answer enough for you?”

She gave him a smile that could have bewitched a Sith. “Let’s go.” Lacing in her arm under his she started guiding them towards the Mess. Considering the circumstances, Luke mused, it was as binding as a walk down the ceremonial chapel.

* 

After supper, Shira followed him to his cabin, staying the night. The sweetness of her lips against his, the soft curves of her body and the fierceness of her passion when she responded to his clumsy caresses swept away all doubts and worries, swept away the world around him. That night he slept well for the first time he could remember.

* * *
Early next morning, Luke walked up the bridge for his once-a-week shift. In the Alliance military, many promising officers were trained for several duties and being a senior by now, Luke usually did supervision duty for the targeting division to give the usual officers a break. 

He’d made sure he wasn’t late this time. Once was more than enough to get people talking and he was determined not to give them more ammo. Showing up promptly at oh-six-hundred hours shiptime, he was surprised to see a slender, white form standing by the huge transparisteel windows. The winking stars and the vast, black space caused her willowy frame to seem even more exquisite than usual.

Forcing himself to go through the forms and routines, it took Luke more than a quarter of an hour before he could approach her and by then his heart was pounding very hard, much to his own annoyance.

“’Morning Leia. You’re up early.”

She had of course already known he’d reported in and didn’t flinch, only turned her head slightly in that graceful manner that he hold so dare. “Good morning, Luke. Yes. Sometimes I don’t sleep well.” She smiled almost apologetically. “Not as often as before, though.”

Having Shira firmly fixed in mind, Luke knew exactly what she referred to – and he suspected it was an intentional reference from Leia’s side – if she had heard the rumors, that was. He got a strong compulsion to hug her, the way he always had found an excuse to do before; the way that had seemed so natural when they still had been searching for Han. But somehow it all felt too complicated now. He clutched his hands behind his back and stared out at the stars, unable to find words to go with the situation. He wondered whether Leia’s bad sleep was somehow connected with him and Shira. She didn’t like Shira, he knew she didn’t, even though she’d never uttered a word about it, and it pained him that he had somehow let her down, had at some level gone against her.

But he couldn’t let that influence him anymore. Maybe Leia and Shira weren’t the best of friends but they would have to accommodate, somehow. He was sure they would try at least, for his sake. And he would do everything he could to help them along. 

He reached for a common topic. “You weren’t at the briefing yesterday?”

Leia flinched slightly. “No, I wasn’t. Mon needed my help with something – and I’ve been following all the prep work so I didn’t need the brief. But I… heard you were there.” She looked away, not quite able to hide her embarrassment.

She had heard the rumors then. Luke had to reach out to the Force in order not to blush. The condition he’d arrived in had probably left no one, not even an alien like Ackbar, with any doubts of the reasons for his delay – and Luke suddenly found himself very grateful that Leia hadn’t been there. But if she were to turn her back on him now...

To his great relief, she didn’t shy away from him but remained where she was, her gaze turning back to the stars. They stood together, close, neither daring to reach out to the other, both fearing the betrayal of any word that might be spoken but neither wanting to withdraw. Time ticked by, none of them speaking, neither wishing to withdraw.

Leia’s eyes were soft and regretful when she finally turned to him, the starlight from the vast view panel reflecting in her deep brown gaze. “I’m sorry Luke, I’m needed in the Advisory Council…”

He nodded, reaching out his hand to give hers a little squeeze as she embraced her own shoulders. Her hand turned, palm towards him, and she held it for a few heartbeats. Then they both let go and she walked past him. 

Luke followed her with his eyes. He was as confused as ever, but knew for sure that he thought the world of her, cared for her, like for no one else. Why did things have to be so complicated?

