Quagmire -  chapter 19

Spontanity and complications

Eleven days after the fire, Mara found herself standing on one of the smaller hangar decks, hands clenched to fists behind her back, trying hard to find a face to go with the situation. She was already regretting her harsh attitude and barely-hidden barbs towards Deena and even more all the good advice she’d failed to give her in the name of keeping her cover intact. In retrospect, she was pretty sure that she could have taught the girl a few tricks without giving herself away. Deena surely wouldn’t have smelled the womp rat - and now it was too late. The blonde Etti-girl looked so small and vulnerable in the midst of the team of hardened soldiers. 

The team was small. The farewell party in one of the several portside hangars was even smaller. Only Luke and Mara had come to say goodbye, and there was a good chance they were the only ones who knew the team was leaving. Somehow, Mara felt it odd she would be the one Deena had entrusted herself to. But apart from Skywalker and herself, Deena had no close friends aboard Home One. Mara didn’t know whether she felt good or bad about that.

Deena and Antilles were the last to linger on the ramp, talking to Skywalker, and Mara walked to them, giving the former a big if somewhat awkward hug. Antilles gawked at her, clearly astonished she even was there. “Holy Hoojibs!” he exclaimed. “Does this mean I get a kiss for luck from you, Jade?”

Luke gave her a surprised look and Mara rolled her eyes. “Sure,” she muttered with a sigh of resignation. “This is your lucky day Antilles.”

Wedge grinned and reached out for her. But instead of kissing her, he just pulled her in for a hug, then gently pushed her away again. 

“I’ll settle with this for now then,” he told her with a grin, “and save some of my luck. We might need all we can get on this mission.”

To the staring Luke and Deena he added: “If we come back safe and sound we know who to thank, right?” He winked an eye at Mara.

She couldn’t help laughing. “Right, Antilles, and when you come back safe and sound you owe me a beer.”

Wedge shrugged, a flirtatious smile tugging the corner of his mouth. “Maybe, maybe not, but don’t think I consider this kiss issue settled yet. When I come back we’ll see who owes what to who.” He gave Luke a stern look. “And no taking advantage of my absence, you lurker!”

Luke’s face changed to a picture of innocence. “Course not, Wedge,” he assured, eyes wide, and quickly stepped to Mara, slipped his arm around her waist. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

They all burst into laughter and even Mara couldn’t quite hold back a chuckle.

Deena was the first to turn serious. Her eyes were almost glossy as she turned to Mara. “It’s so sweet of you to come and wave me off! And I’ve been thinking about what you said the other day – you were so right! I’ll try to remember that!” She stuck up her thumb. “Heads up!”

Mara could feel her cheeks warm. ”Oh, that… Hey. You’ll be fine.” Before she could find anything smarter to say she was almost crushed in Deena’s embrace. 

“Well…” Wedge mumbled softly and tugged in Deenas sleeve. “We’d better get going, right?”

“Right,” Deena straightened up. She had tears in her eyes, but at least she was smiling. “See you both soon. And try not to attract too much trouble while we’re gone, ok?”

Wedge laid his arm around her shoulders and together they walked up the ramp, disappearing into the shuttle where Jansen and Klivian were already powering up.

Luke and Mara backed away to the necessary distance, watching the shuttle warm up for departure. They didn’t exchange a word, but somehow the silence was strangely comforting. Mara wondered if she really was allowed to feel this way in the company of a target, but she couldn’t help herself. Despite their obvious differences and their short acquaintance, that uncomplicated girl from a fourth rate planet in Outer Rim had captured her affection, at least as much of it as Mara could give in this mission based on lies and deceit. She couldn’t outright wish Deena a successful mission, whatever it was, but at least she hoped whole-heartedly that the girl came back in one piece. 

And Mara had to admit she wouldn’t mind seeing the cocky Corellian either. She had reluctantly learned to appreciate the rough humor of the Rogues, and to her Antilles, represented the best of that company. Him and Skywalker, that was. 

Mara glanced at the fair-haired rebel by her side. His face was composed but she could feel his concern and, yes, his fear for his friends. So this was what it was like, to be in a team and have friends? It meant the fear of loss walked with you every inch of the way. And by now she knew that a man like Luke Skywalker wouldn’t have it otherwise. He couldn’t stop caring for others any more than he could stop breathing. 

Luke turned his head and his warm blue eyes met hers. Mara could feel her cheeks warm and had to turn her head away. What was the matter with her?

“Hey,” Luke mumbled. “They’ll be back. I know they will.” He put his arm around her shoulder, not for a close hug, but just the comforting warmth of another human being in a similar situation. Mara understood that he was just thinking of fear and loss and concern, and that was fine with her. They stood together, oddly unsettled, yet somehow taking comfort from one another as the shuttle lifted on its repulsors and flew out of the port.

Finally Mara stirred, and the Jedi discreetly let her go. “I’d better head back to work,”  Mara muttered.

Skywalker nodded. “Me too.” He turned to leave, a bit too quickly, but slowed again to glance at her over his shoulder. “And you still remember to tell me if you need a hand with anything or just someone to talk to, right?”

“Sure,” Mara nodded. “The Jedi for the rescue.”

He sighed at her sarcasm and walked away. Mara had to steel herself not to steal a glance after him. 

Sometimes - pretty often nowadays - she really didn’t like herself.

* * *

As she entered the turbolift Mara saw Nera Dantels approach, rushing to catch the car. Mara held the door open and was greeted by a malicious grin. To see the restrained ex-smuggler so gleeful surprised her into forgetting her own irritation.

“I heard about your head-turning performance in the Chaos the other day,” Dantels told her. “Way to go! Two-one to you, Jade.”  

Rumors spread fast here. Or perhaps that was the case everywhere in the galaxy and Mara simply hadn’t been in a situation really to listen to them before. “I take it that you don’t like her either,” she commented casually, eyes on the panel.

Nera grinned. “Can’t stand the woman.”

Mara smiled, she just couldn’t help herself. “Why’s that?”

Dantels shrugged. “She showed up here a couple of years ago and picked out Skywalker as her special prize, just like that. Not that I’d mind that in itself – but I mind her methods! Force help any female who tries to give her some competition. And she’s even been trying to come in between Luke and his friends, if you ask me.”

“Still, everyone seems to like her,” Mara pointed out.

The other woman huffed. “The boys never get stuff like that. The mechs are too happy for her attention, the groundstaff’s oblivious as usual, while the pilots – ” Dantels shook her head, agitated now. “The pilots are too busy comparing their TIE kill stats and when that little butt-wiggler comes in, competing with them in their own game…” She snorted.

“And the girls?” Mara asked.

Dantels rolled her eyes. “Don’t get me started. The airheads don’t get it and she’s cozied up to enough of the clever ones to cover her back. And the rest are outmaneuvered - she spreads this competitive athmosphere between everyone, despite claiming the exact opposite. If you ask me she’s poisoning the entire climate. And now that she’s applied herself on Luke she won’t let anyone else come near.”

Mara nodded thoughtfully. Dantels words fitted exactly with her own impression. And no matter how much she disliked it, she couldn’t deny that Brie had been doing some impressive groundwork. She’d had time, all right – but how might it be to be undercover on a mission for so long? Mara herself was getting peeved after only a month. 

“It seems to me that Skywalker still has a bunch of good friends left, though. Solo, the Princess, Calrissian, the Rogues…” she remarked.

 “That’s what’s left. He used to be everybody’s darling once – now many are a bit scared of him ‘cause of those Jedi Powers of his. He disappeared for a long time after Hoth, then came back without his right hand… Never told anyone where he’d been or what had happened. There were rumors that he tangled with Darth Vader… Take all that and pile on Brie’s manipulations to get him to herself…” Dantels shrugged.

“But she hasn’t tried to come between Skywalker and Solo, has she? After all they’re best friends still?”

“She hasn’t had the chance so far, I think. That sticks too deep. But she sure has tried to come between Luke and the Princess many times… If I’d been Organa I wouldn’t have tolerated it for a second. But the Princess is like Luke there; she believes in the good of people. On the other hand, now that Brie is so close to Luke, you never know…”

Mara studied the hardened but attractive face in front of her, then it dawned on her. “She came between you and Luke too?”

Nera glanced up, sharply. “Not like that,” she cut off. “Not at all. And I’ve known him since the Death Star. Luke is a genuinely great guy. He came here four years ago from a life where he was nothing and had nothing. From one day to another he turned to a hero with everybody admiring him and many doing anything they could to lick his ass. Despite that, he’s managed to keep his modesty and pure heart through all that and I really admire him for it. He lost everybody he loved in just a few days; his uncle and aunt, his tutor, his home… and his best friend...” Her voice cracked suddenly and she stopped. Mara felt a chill run down her back, remembering the strong, solemn face from the holo in Skywalker’s cabin. Biggs Darklighter… He’d had a strike of that same pure hearted earnestness, the same devotion in his expression as she connected with Skywalker himself, she realized. Two childhood friends, two shared lives...

“I dunno,” Nera went on, when she had the control of her voice again “After that, I’ve always felt I should keep an eye on him.” She shrugged. “Well, anyway. Anyone who’s making life a bit sourer for Miss Brie is my friend.”

She nodded, turned the corner towards her own corridor and disappeared. Mara stood looking after her for a long time.

* * *

Brie was tinkering with her X-wing in the main hangar when Mara passed and she stopped shortly as for a sociable chat. “Any luck accessing his files yet?” she wondered casually. She felt no need to tell Brie that she had in fact already checked those files herself.

A flicker of annoyance passed Shira Brie’s otherwise so breezy expression and she flexed her neck.  “No,” came the curtly reply. “They’re coded. They will self distruct if I try too many codes in succession. I need more time.”

Mara was careful to hide any sign of the satisfaction that flooded through her. “And what about the droid?” she inquired, her tone still blithe. 

She had informed Brie of their Master’s last command shortly yesterday but the droid was another thing completely from the computer files. Breaking into it would take both work and cunning. Its systems were clearly highly upgraded, it was constantly on alert and stayed mostly close to Skywalker. Brie of course, might get access to it easier than most but then she’d probably have to wipe its memory pretty thoroughly afterwards – and that would put Skywalker up in arms – a situation that had to be avoided as long as possible.

The other woman gave her a calculating look, the slightest of smiles curling her mouth. “Not yet, but I will inside the next two days.” She returned her attention to her fighter. “I’ll see to it before we leave for Theenax.” 

The last was added in a casual tone but the words made Mara freeze completely. “Theenax? But I thought…” she broke off, her eyes widening in sudden, frightful realization.

“That we were going to Bothan space? Oh, no. That was Wedge’s mission, the one that left earlier today.” Brie gave her a sly glance but Mara hardly noticed it. Her world was suddenly spinning and she fought to put the pieces together. 
“I got the information from our friend Antilles,” Brie continued casually, lowering her voice but her eyes gleaming with malicious pleasure. “He’s got a bad habit of writing key facts down – and one day he was lounging in the Rogue’s Rec Room, it was a piece of ryshcate to Force-nudge the datapad to slip out of his pocket. Gave me an insight in where he was going and why. Not to mention with who. ” Her voice lowered abruptly but Mara didn’t pay attention for the nausea that threatened to overtake her. Somebody appeared from nowhere and took her arm. 

“Mara? Are you all right?” Stubb hovered at the outskirts of her vision but she shook him away, catching mere snatches of the words he fired at Brie: “what has…? so pale… something to drink?… lie down…”

Brie’s voice rang in her ears: “there will be a rescue mission launching to Bothan space within two weeks. (- - -) They’ll be carrying gravity convertors, modulated to pocket size, and use them to surprise the guards. A little trick Skywalker came up with – ( - - -) Another good thing about being close to him.”

And she had connected that mission with the one Brie was going on with Skywalker! And she had told… No, no, it can‘t be! Tell, me - someone - that this is not happening! That it wasn‘t me who…

Deena was travelling straight towards a trap – and Mara had helped set it. How could I bee so stupid!? She had believed the gravity convertors were for Brie’s mission – when they were for Deena’s! And Antilles, Klivian and Jansen were going that same way… The thought made her want to throw up. She waved away Stubb’s supporting hands and stumbled from the hangar as fast as she could.

* * *

Hours later, slung over the railing of a particularly abandoned catwalk in the aft hydraulic engineering section, her head had stopped spinning and the nausea was fought back to the deepest pit of her stomach. The now half-empty bottle of Dornean brandy had seen to that. Mara hadn’t been drunk since her early teens – when she learned the ways of court life the hard way – but at least alcohol still worked as soother. Sometimes, like now, even as an eye opener.

How could she have been so stupid indeed? To let an enemy come as close as she’d let Deena? She should have known better. Kark - she had known better – and still it had happened! Mara took another sip of the bottle. Life goes on, Jade!
And Antilles, Klivian, Jansen… she had genuinely liked the guys! Well, here was where personal entanglements got you. Maybe, just maybe, they wouldn’t die straight off – if the trap was set up right they’d be captured only – and maybe, when she got out of here, back to where she belonged, she could use her influence to get Deena out. She wouldn’t be able to help the Rogues – ace pilots of the Rebellion were beyond mercy – but an insignificant supply officer was another case. She’d get her out, get her dumped somewhere far out in the Rim and maybe, when Deena finally managed her way back to the Rebellion she’d want nothing but to marry her Corin and settle down, leaving the fighting to others. Yeah. Mara would try to help her with that – and Deena would never find out. Never find out that her best friend was an Imp goon who’d betrayed her. Mara closed her eyes and for a moment nausea made her stomach roil again. 

Well, at least she had a plan now. Maybe not a great plan, but something beat nothing. Mara stared at the lightpanel until her eyes started to sting. Another swig of brandy helped her forget the stinging in her eyes too, as it was so damned cheap it burned her throat far more. 

The really galling part was that she couldn’t even dry this one off on Brie. The woman was a kriffin’ Cthon, she had clearly reveled in Mara’s mistake – but it was Mara’s mistake nonetheless. Rule number one: learn from your mistakes!
Which led her thought to her other mistake – Skywalker. To her annoyance she realized she almost missed the man. He would understand how she was feeling. Understand, and accept, in that unassuming, low-voiced way that was all his – 

Accept? Knock off with the spice dreams, Jade! Of course he wouldn’t accept her if he had a clue who she was, of what she’d done! She was his enemy for Edge’s sake! Mara swung at the railing fully intending to bruise her fist; Force knew she needed a wakeup call if she couldn’t even keep straight who was whose side anymore. She had to pull herself together! 

What was it that her Master had claimed? Skywalker will come to me. He will turn to our side. Mara cackled madly. Maybe it was alright to like him then. If they wound up on the same side, all her qualms could be dismissed. Of course, her Master had practically ordered her to hop on into his sack if he kicked Brie out, but unlike that glorified little tart, Mara Jade had standards when it came to sleeping with people. Still, if Skywalker would turn, wupti, things would look completely different. Brie, of course, would still be in the way. All the better, it would be give her an excuse to rip that she-garral a new one. She’d bet Vader’s last cape she could darn well kick Brie’s ass to Tatooine. A very welcome payback too. Mara snickered to herself.

“Oh, lovely lady. Sitting here all alone and smiling by yourself?”

Mara started, not having noticed Lando Calrissian sneak up on her. She hadn’t seen much of the man since they’d travelled together on the Falcon, much to her surprise – the way he’d stuck to her back then had certainly suggested a decided interest. Yet, there he was, smiling his well-trained, tooth-flashing smile, wearing that ridiculously elegant cape where everyone else was rambling around in baggy utensils. The contrast made her snort with laughter.

He rose his eyebrows in surpise and before she had time to recover her scowl he had seated himself beside her. “Care to share the reason for your great mood?” he inquired blithely, politely ignoring the half empty bottle in her hand.

“Did I invite you to sit down?” Mara snipped, noticing not without pride that she didn’t slur the slightest. If Calrissian though he’d happened upon easy prey here he could think again - her mind was still as clear as ever. 

Lando, of course wasn’t thrown the slightest. “No, my dear. But drinking alone is never a good thing. Please accept my help with emptying that bottle. Or even better – let me throw this hootch into a trashbin and get you a bottle of Whyren’s Reserve instead.”

Well, at least the man knew how to talk to a girl. Mara considered his offer for a moment, twisting the bottle between her fingers. “All right. On two conditions.”

He smiled. “Tell me.”

“One, that you don’t start talking sappy or sentimental just because you have something to drink – or expect me to do it.” The last thing she needed was him to start prying – or even worse - offer a comforting shoulder.

His eyes twinkled genuinely now. “Acknowledged. And the second?”

She handed the bottle to him. “That you can empty at least half of this rotgut – without making a face.”

*

Several hours later she still hadn’t managed to either offend Calrissian or make him leave. They had emptied the brandy and dug nicely into his whisky, exchanging opinions of most of the galaxy and of its underworld in particular, and Mara had given free rein to her biting tongue - and still he hung on. The man might be slippery like a jellyfish but she had to admit he had a zest for life. And he was far smarter than he let on.

Mara gathered herself. “I’d better get myself some sleep” she told him. “It’s getting late.” She rose and noticed to her satisfaction that she wasn’t swaying. So much for his success if he’d thought he could drink her under the table!

“It’s not that late,” Lando pointed out, voice husky, getting to his feet as well. “It’s not even twentyonehundred hours yet. If you want, we could still continue this evening someplace else.”

“Why did I know you’d suggest that,” Mara muttered, stearing away.

He followed her effortlessly, staying a few paces behind, taking the same turbo-lift to her cabin-level. The passageway was empty when they exited the elevator and Mara realized he was still on her tail, ambition unaltered. She turned to glare at him but he only smiled, unoffended, staying exactly far enough for her to not be quite intimidated but close enough to feel that silent pull of attraction, the subconscious call from one body to another.

“My cabin is just a few blocks away,” he mumbled, softly. “Oh, Mara, if you’d come with me I’d be honored, raptured, in bliss…” Somehow he managed to sound humble even at this bold suggestion. Like he really meant it. Probably he did too. Meant it now, that was. Tomorrow would be a completely different proposition – she knew men. But then, she couldn’t have cared less about tomorrow herself.

She turned her back to him and walked to a window, gazing out at the blinking stars outside it. He followed of course. Mara wondered how much her well-designed role could allow her. She had to be careful not to show too many combat skills, but surely an elbow in his stomach in the right moment wasn’t too advanced? Lando Calrissian clearly had played this show on a regular basis, and there was no way she would fall for such obvious propositioning!

Calrissian brought his hands up to her shoulders and rubbed them tenderly. She had to admit it felt good. His touch gossiped of long experience with women and she could feel her shoulders relax under his hands. When he noticed it he moved closer, now he was only inches from her and she felt his breath warm against her neck. Slowly, he pressed his lips against it and she had to suppress a shiver of pleasure.

Neglected for a long time, Mara could feel her body start to respond to Lando’s advances and it set her mind racing. There was no doubt that a woman - the kind of a woman she tried to give the impression of being; experienced, hard-boiled and jaded - would follow her desires. In fact that was exactly what Mara had been boasting to Her Haughtiness & entourage. So why should she refrain? 

Definitely not for personal reasons. She had grown up at the Imperial court where no one had any kind of morals, unless you clung to old-fashioned illusions like “dignity,” like she still sometimes tried to do herself. But what was dignity? Was she just too full of it to sleep with someone short of a count or an admiral? Well, Calrissian was a general if it came to that. He might be a rebelscum of a general, but a general still. 

But how would Skywalker react if he heard she had slept with a close friend of his?

Lando’s lips slipped along her neck and sucked gently on her earlobe. Mara let out a small moan. His body closed up on hers from behind and she could feel his trembling desire. The hell with Skywalker! What did he or anybody else need to know about it? Lando was a general – he had his own cabin. 

She turned on the balls of her feet, eyes narrow, catching his glance. “If you tell anyone, I’ll kill you. You got that?”

He gasped, nodded. Mara pierced him with her glare but all she could detect was desire and respect. She slid into his arms and kissed him.

He was a good kisser. Experienced, yet inspired. It hadn’t been only hot air, he really seemed taken in by her. It was refreshing. 

Someone approached in the passageway and she pushed him quickly away. They were breathless and flustered both and the by passer hurried to move past them, disappearing into the turbo-lift. 

Mara grabbed Lando’s hand. “We can’t stay here. Where’s your cabin?”

* * *

Luke was immersing himself into the mission planning and data when he sensed Shira approaching. With a sigh he started to pack the data away. This really was the problem with having a girlfriend; less time to prepare. He knew he had it all settled but he wanted to be certain, had to calculate in the most unlikely possibilities and in order to do that he needed to concentrate… 

The door slid open and Shira entered, smiling almost shyly. “Hi.”

“Hi yourself.” Luke closed the last datapad and stored it into its pile, then looked up. “I thought we had a date at the Chaos in about an hour?”

She actually blushed at that, and Luke could feel himself endeared by her unexpected self-consciousness. “What?” he asked, smiling now.

She stepped to him and let her fingers brush through his hair. “I…” She looked quickly down, then up, furtively. “I just needed to see you.”

When he still didn’t quite get it, she added huskily. “…alone…”

When she some time later asked him if they should go to the Chaos, he didn’t insist.

* * *

Luke saw dim light before him and all around heard a familiar sound, the sound from his nightmares; Darth Vader’s grated breathing. The brooding dark figure shielded the light as it had done so many times before in his dreams, and started to close in. Luke switched on his lightsaber and with a snap-hiss a red blade appeared before him. For endless heartbeats, they stared at each other over the crossed beams, then Vader attacked. Luke parried, barely managing to stop the powerful blow and then to get his saber up as Vader’s was already slashing down again, now from the left. Luke took Vader’s third stroke near the hilt, forcefully pushing down the red blade and then he swept his own up with a vengeance, beheading the tall dark form. With a hollow sound the head rolled to his feet, the helmet opened with a flash and a crack and a familiar face stared out at him…
Luke sat up in his bed with a gasp, violently shivering. For a terrifying moment he didn’t know where he was. Then he recognized a regular breathing by his side and when he looked down he saw Shira’s sleeping face. Iciness crept down his back, even more palpable now that he was awake. 

It was the same face that had stared out at him from Vader’s helmet.

* * *

The next morning Mara was in the Mess earlier than normal. Last night no longer appeared in quite as appealing a light anymore. Some stretching techniches and a painkiller had taken the top of the headache and physical nausea but her suppressed qualms were back and their weight hadn’t gotten any lighter in her belly. On the top of it, she’d have to meet Lando again too, sooner or later. She definetely preferred it to be later, much later and preferably in a room full with other people.When she’d left him sleeping in his cabin, she’d felt refreshed and sure of herself. It had been delightful to feel a man’s body against her own again and Lando – Calrissian – had been an even more skilful and tender lover than she’s expected. But from a distance of several hours, he was looking more and more like a mistake.   

To her annoyance, Skywalker and Brie showed up in the Mess, also earlier than normal. They arrived hand in hand and looked annoyingly like the Perfect Couple; handsome, neat and well-mannered. At least Skywalker looked well-mannered, and Mara wondered if Brie’d had success bringing out the gualara stallion in him yet. Judging by her self-congratulating smile it looked like she had. Literally screwing around with the guy she planned to murder. Mara munched sourly at her bread. At least she wasn’t about to kill Calrissian.

She was only planning to kill his best friend.

The bread tasted like crap.

A group of girls waved to Brie. Mara recognized Stacey and Malina, among others. Brie smiled back and pulled at her lover’s arm, asking him something. He shook his head but waved her on to join them anyway. Skywalker himself pulled a bit aside, close to Mara actually and started to study a datapad he’d had tugged in under his arm. Before they parted, Brie and Skywalker gave each other a kiss, just like any young lovers.

It struck Mara suddenly that they all actually were pretty young. She didn’t know how old Brie was, but Skywalker was twenty three and Mara herself even younger. It was a period of life when young people in more peaceful parts of the galaxy fiddled around, fell in love, parted under huge drama only to be stormily in love again a few weeks later with someone else. Yet, here they were; choices made already, allegiances pledged; two weathered Imperial assassins and a man with the heritage of the entire Jedi Order on his shoulders. Just dandy.

Mara studied Skywalker who sat cross before her, completely deepened in his pad. He was always so damn dutiful. Perhaps he deserved to have a bit fun, just this once? Besides, if Mara wound up doing the dirty work – and wouldn’t that be just like Brie, to have all the fun and leave the mess to her – he would never know that his girlfriend had been out to slit his throat all the time.

If only her Master would contact her soon! This mission stunk like a rotten Tauntaun carcass.

She started when a familiar presence announced its arrival. Lando Calrissian came sweeping in through the doors, impeccably dressed as always and Mara cursed to herself. What in Kessel was he doing here so early? She’d never even seen him at morning meal before!

Of course, he started to look out over the tables, probably in search of her. Mara reached quickly out with the Force. Lando wasn’t weak-minded, but she managed to redirect his gaze away from herself. Visibly disappointed, he frowned and reached out for bacon and eggs.

*

Luke was completely lost in his datapad when Lando bumped into the chair before him. He glanced up, somewhat annoyed. The very reason he’d sat down by himself was that he needed to go over the mission material again before the next meeting with Ackbar, and he had hoped that people would respect his signals.

But it needed no Jedi to realize that Lando was in no way susceptible to fine hints this morning. The gambler was all but boiling with excitement over some private secret and Luke knew that he might as well wave good-bye to his preparations.

Still, he tried. He nodded curtly, mumbled a polite ‘good morning’ and returned to his pad. And Lando tried too, he really did. He looked down, started to eat, but Luke could feel his excitement as clearly as if his friend been screaming in his ears; it was a constant torrent crashing on his mind and no matter how he closed himself up there was no ignoring it. Finally it became too irritating. He sighed and placed the pad on the table. “Ok. What is it?”

Lando’s gaze shot up and a smile spread across his face. He shrugged and extended his arms casually.

Luke rolled his eyes. He knew exactly the meaning of this, having ended up as Lando’s secret confidence many times before. “Really?” he stated without surprise. “And who is it this time?”

Lando opened his mouth but closed it again, reluctantly.  “Can’t tell you. I promised her not to tell anyone.”

”Fine,” Luke hurried. “And I’m a Jedi. I can’t press you.”

Lando frowned in circumspection. “As a Jedi, the secret would be safe with you, though…”

“But you said you can’t tell,” Luke pointed out.

Lando extended his arms impatiently. “Luke, this is killing me! I have to tell someone!”

Luke glared at him. “Either you tell or you don’t tell. And if you promised her not to tell, you’d better not do it!”

Lando tilted his head. “With you, there is a way around that.”

It took Luke a moment before he got the point and when he did, he rejected it, both hands rising. “No way! I won’t peek!”

“C’mon now, Luke! I wouldn’t tell and neither would you. No one would be sorry. And you’d really do me a favor…”

“If you can’t keep your secrets you shouldn’t make promises. It’s that easy.”

“I always keep my promises! It’s just this woman. She’s the most…” Lando searched for words. “I have to talk about her with someone! I have to find a way to capture her heart! I don’t want this to be a one night affair! I want this to be forever!”

Luke sighed. Lando had him there. Except that it was all twiddle twaddle, of course. Lando fell in love a dozen times a week and recovered as quickly. On the other hand, if he’d already managed to get the girl into his bed and still was talking like this…? There was a novelty to that. And on the more practical side, if Luke didn’t comply, Lando would end up telling him anyway and hence breaking his promise. Or even worse, tell someone else. Besides, Luke wouldn’t have any peace before he got this away with…  “Ok” he sighed. “Show me then.”

He reached out with his mind towards his friend’s and nearly fell from his chair.

A naked, well-formed female body writhed sensuously under him while he thrusted into her warm core. Her head was thrown back and her eyes half closed in pleasure and her arms pulled him closer, her half-dampered moans urging him onwards…

Luke pulled his mind back like had he been burned and slammed his underarms on the table glaring furiously at Lando. “Don’t ever do that again!” he barked.

 Lando blinked in surprise. “Isn’t she gorgeous?”

“It’s private!!! I thought you’d give me just a face!”

“Can’t help myself, Luke. Not with her!”

Luke rubbed his temple and tried to gain control over his mind and body that had reacted instantly. “So who is… Oh gods!” It finally dawned to him who the woman was, her face having been the last thing he perceived.

“Ah ah! No names!” Lando pointed grinningly at him. 

Luke found it hard to restore a calm demeanour again. “Was this really thought through?” he finally managed.

“On the contrary! It was completely spontaneous!” Lando beamed like a sun. “I made a frontal charge and she flipped like a cred chip!”

He leaned in over the table and whispered conspiratorially, “It’s not first time it has happened to me, of course, but this! It was unbelievable! She’s magnificent! An amazing woman, I tell you; passionate, daring…”

“Yes, yes, I got the impression”, Luke interrupted. He braced himself. He had a bad feeling about this. Not as much generally, but concerning Lando…”Why aren’t you here with her, then?”

Lando looked suddenly sulky. “Don’t you think I’d want to? But she slipped away while I slept and wasn’t in her room when I knocked. I haven’t been able to find her anywhere yet.”

Luke’s eyes slipped over to Mara who sat diagonally opposite him, only a couple of tables away. Her eyes narrowed to green spitting slits when they met his gaze and Luke winced. He had no doubt that she’d somehow heard the entire conversation even through the distance should have made it impossible. Especially since Lando actually had kept his voice down the entire time.

Luke did his best to retain an amiable sabacc face and Mara glanced away, profile unreadable. Luke focused on Lando again “Just for your information,” he murmured quietly, “she’s sitting right behind you.”

Lando’s eyes swelled to Hutt-sized dimensions and he froze mid-bite. “That can’t be! I looked everywhere when I came in! I can see the door from here and I have kept my eyes on it all the time!”

“Actually there’s two doors in this room, Lando. But she’s been sitting there already before you came in.” Luke looked again. “And she’s leaving now.”

Mara had grabbed her tray and was pacing with rapid strides towards the exit.

Lando got up in a flux “I have to talk to her! Now!” He fumbled with his tray.

Luke grabbed it. “I’ll take that. You’ll better hurry. Just promise, one thing”

“What?” Lando broke flurried in the middle of a motion.

Luke looked at him, deeply serious. “No scenes!”

Lando gave him an offended glance, turned on his heels and rushed after Mara Jade.

Luke sat back with a sinking feeling in his stomach. 

* 

“Mara! Wait!”

He hadn’t shouted loud but she couldn’t really ignore it and stopped, impatiently.

Lando came trotting up to her and tried to take her hands. Mara pulled them back. “Not here,” she told him stiffly. 

He swallowed and nodded sheepishly. She turned and marched towards a more quiet corridor. He hurried after her.

She found a small control room and shooed him inside. Then closed the door behind them. He was there in an instant and tried to take her in his arms but Mara pushed him away, harshly. “I thought I told you not to tell anybody.”

Lando swallowed again. “I didn’t really. But Luke’s a Jedi and…”

“And he wouldn’t pry!” she stated hard. “I’ll have to give him that, at least. But you are a completely different matter…!

She stared him down and Lando found himself almost shivering. What a woman! She could soften his knees completely! “You are so beautiful!” he breathed. “Please, Mara…”

Mara glared at him in disbelief. The man was completely beside himself. In a flash of clear sight she realized what Lando was experiencing. He had never in his life kept anything but his most holy promises, not before he started to familiarize with Skywalker and his kind. Now, out of the blue, he’d got a higher goal than just dallying around the galaxy for money and women. And now he’d eyed her, Mara, who he believed shared the same story as himself, even shared the connection with Skywalker. He was really ready to declare his eternal love to her right here in a cramped control room. Now she really started regretting her impetuousness the night before.

Simultaneously, anger rushed into her. Lando Calrissian, if anyone, knew the name of the game. She had started out by telling him she would kill him if he’d tell anybody and if that wasn’t a sign that she wanted to keep low on this, then nothing was!

Lando was talking. The same mush that he’d served Skywalker. Mara took a deep breath and interrupted him in the middle of a sentence. 

“Listen here, Hotshot!”

He belted up. Eyes huge and soulful. For a moment she felt bad for him. He had been really sweet to her last night. 

“Ok, Calrissian. You’re a nice guy deep down inside, I’ve seen that much, so I’ll put this very clear. Last night was great sex and you were really sweet to me. But that was that. I’m not in love with anyone and certainly not with you. I’m not interested in a relation and casual sex is something I do very seldom and never with the same guy twice. Did I make myself clear?”

She strode out from the room, head high and without looking back.

