Quagmire – Chapter 24

Pariah

It took over one week for Shira Brie to regain consciousness. By that time, Leia had been run ragged by her own helplessness. She wasn’t the only one. High Command was increasingly worried about the buzzing rumours that stirred minds, fed mistrust, and ultimately jeopardized morale. Of course, the voices hostile to Luke were the loudest. HC’s decision put him on ice had been widely interpreted as proof that he was guilty, and now it was practically impossible to take the decision back without having another leg to stand on. They needed information – and they needed it fast. Alliance Command had known for some time already that the Empire was building a new space station, on the same unthinkable scale as the Death Star. According to the latest Intel reports, the station was not yet operational – but it was going to be inspected in three weeks. By the Emperor – in person. Palpatine barely ever ventured from the impregnable stronghold of Coruscant. They had to use this opportunity to strike – it might be years before another arrived, if it ever did. The Alliance had to stand united and - as Mon had pointed out to Leia and Ackbar in private - the symbolic value of having the Jedi on their side couldn’t be underestimated.

When Mon Mothma received word that Commander Brie was conscious again at last, she therefore wasted no time but pushed the Chief Medic to permit a short interview of the patient. Only one visitor was allowed and the task fell on General Madine. Gelsk, who as Chief of Starfighter Command was Luke and Shira’s closest superior, had voluntarily stepped aside the day after their last meeting, admitting to Mothma a personal involvement with Brie. Apparently he had been smitten with her for a long time, had even been courting her about a year ago, though unsuccessfully. This was not really news to anybody, but it was a profound relief that Gelsk had been the one to bring it up. A split Alliance was bad enough without throwing a split Council into the melee. To observe and record the interview, Mon Mothma appointed Admiral Ackbar and Leia.

As they entered the medbay, Leia’s heart kicked into third gear. Ackbar noticed her unease and patted a long-fingered hand on her shoulder. “Are you well, Princess?”

“To be honest, I’m not sure I should be here,” Leia admitted. “In many ways I’m as liable to let personal involvement interfere with my judgment as Admiral Gelsk.”

“Which is why we will be watching from the observation room,” Ackbar reminded her gently. “The transparisteel will be set to one-way. Commander Brie won’t even know we are there.”

Not very likely, Leia mused to herself. Shira was no rookie – unless she was in a very bad condition, she’d been around the block enough times to know the interview would be observed and probably recorded too. They arrived in the observation room and Leia straightened as she saw the red-haired woman in the hospital bed on the opposite side of the wall. No matter how strongly she had always disliked Shira Brie, she couldn’t suppress a burst of empathy. Two viciously red, fresh scars ran from the other woman’s left chin and down her neck, and she still had several diodes attached to her chest. Apart from that there was no visible indication that she’d been a hair’s breadth from death just days ago, but everybody knew that her left arm was now a prosthetic as was her left leg from the thigh down. Most of the internal organs on the left hand side of her body had been replaced as well, having either collapsed or been too injured to ever function fully again. Synthflesh, artificial sinews, and silicon-base muscles kept it all in place. Leia had read the medical report; how the rest of the ship knew these things, she could only conjecture.

Madine entered the room and Leia hurried to start the holo recorder, focusing on her task. “Commander Brie,” he greeted. “I’m glad to see you looking so well!”

Shira offered a pale smile. “Thank you General. And thank you for taking time to visit me.”

“I’m afraid it’s not a pleasure visit, Commander,” Madine told her, to the point as always. “We do urgently need your co-operation in determining what, exactly, happened on Aderon Station.”

“Oh.” Shira lifted her hand to rub her temple, her expression blurring for a moment.

“Do you suffer amnesia?” the general asked, suddenly worried.

“Not at all,” Brie assured him, letting out a little laugh. “I’m confident that I remember everything that happened, at least until…” her voice trembled a little... “until the explosion. It’s just that I find it all very painful.” Behind the wall, Leia felt a small chill run down her back.

“I regret very much having to ask you to dwell on those experiences, Commander,” Madine insisted gravely, “but this is urgent. We know that you split with Lieutenant Alph Garret and met with a local technician before entering the shuttle. Could you tell us what happened from there?”

Shira hadn’t but opened her mouth when the door to the observation room wooshed up and Luke came bursting into the room. Leia pivoted, then remembered she was holocording and half-turned back to get the holocam back in angle. “Luke! What-” 

Luke’s cheeks were flushed – he had obviously been running – and he hardly glanced at Leia. “I sensed… She’s awake! She’s…” Seeing Shira in the adjacent room his expression flooded to one of intense joy and relief. “I was meditating, and when I came back I could sense her!” 

He rushed for the door, his focus solely on Shira. Ackbar stepped in, trying in vain to get between Luke and the door. “Commander! Now isn’t a good moment to…” But Luke had already pressed the door release.

At the sight of him, Shira sat up straight in her bed, Madine forgotten. “Luke!”

“Shira! How are you?” Luke seemed so happy to see her that he was close to crying. He started towards her, hands outstretched, almost trembling. Madine looked for a second like he wanted to intervene, then held back, glancing an unspoken question at the wall Leia and Ackbar remained behind.

Shira let out a short, sharp laugh. “Apart from being blown up and transformed to a cyborg, you mean? Oh, I’m doing swell, never better! You really got in a good shot there, didn’t you?”

Luke froze, paling. “‘Got in?’ What do you mean?”

“How about you tell me?” Shira hissed. “Tell the general too, while you’re at it! You damn well tried to kill me!” All composure and civility was gone from her face. Left was only sheer, barefaced hatred. Leia gasped at the intensity of it.

“I...” Luke’s words failed him completely for several seconds before he could force out, “Why? Why would I have done that, Shira?”

“How would I know what’s going on in that warped mind of yours? Did I ever get a place there between all your self-doubts and ambitions, all your Jedi-obsessed dreams?” She paused, as if a thought were dawning. “I got too close, didn’t I, Luke? You didn’t want anyone to see you – who you really are?”

“No.” Luke shook his head. “No, it was the other way round.  I wanted to get closer, don’t you remember?” Ackbar glanced sharply at Leia, but she didn’t pay attention. Her eyes were fixed on Luke, who continued. “Look, I don’t know what you’re talking about but if you’re angry with me I….” He broke off, hands running, then falling again in a helpless gesture. “Of course you are. Look Shira, I’m sorry! Stars, I’m so sorry... I didn’t think you were in the shuttle anymore. I thought something had happened to you –”

“And you made sure it happened too! You made me a freak! Just look at me – a deformed – monstrosity!” She flailed her new prostethic hand in accusation. The hand was smooth and neat with its new, flawless synthflesh, quite in contrast to her face, now completely distorted by anger and hatred.

Luke shook his head, “You’re not a monster.” His voice tendered. “Not to me – and not to anyone! Everybody on this ship has been following your recovery, Shira! Everybody is happy you survived! Look, I know it’s hard for you to accept what has happened, but you will in time, I know you will. Meanwhile, you’re free to be as mad at me as you want –” 

“I hate you!” She threw the words into his face and Luke faltered. He looked aside, already backing away. 

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come. Not yet.” He looked at Madine, then towards the window shielding Leia and Ackbar, as if for help.

Madine who had followed the whole exchange intently but in silence, put his hand on Shira’s shoulder. “Commander Brie. I know you’re upset and anyone can see why, but please understand one thing. It was Commander Skywalker who kept you alive on the trip back. Without him and his knowledge of the Force you would never have made it.”

Perhaps it wasn’t the best thing to say in a moment like this. Leia wasn’t sure she’d have taken it well either, had she been in Brie’s shoes, but the intensity of Shira’s next words took her aback anyway. “That’s a fracking lie. That son of a Sith tried to kill me!”

Luke stood as if hit by the lightening, all color drained from his face, speechless. Madine spoke up, “Why would you think that, Commander? You and Commander Skywalker –”

Shira threw her head back and laughed – a mad, wild laughter that cut through the spine of the listeners, her eyes wild, a strange glow lit in them. “Because he tried it once already. But that time he got cold feet and called it off. And I, stupid, thought he didn’t mean it, that he was tired, upset. So I forgave him – and went with him on that mission!”

“Shira,” Luke whispered. “What are you talking about?”

“Don’t you remember what happened the night before the mission? Oh no, how silly I am! Of course you’ve been trying to forget it all, to wash your lily-white hands free of you own dirt. But you know what I did? I showed the marks to Malina and Stacey and told them what you did. They know!”

“What are you talking about?” Luke repeated, shaking his head. “What marks – ” He suddenly broke off, eyes widening in shock.

Shira turned to glower at the stunned Madine. “You think he’s so reliable, so perfect, practically a saint. You all think that! But he’s not! He’s dangerous! Possessed by his Force and his need to prove himself. He’s not a Jedi. If anything he’s in league with Vader, I tell you. He’s been talking to him in his sleep! I know! I’ve heard him!”

The general found his voice. It actually trembled a little. “Commander Brie. Please! Calm down!”

Luke broke in, composure regained at last, his voice low and hoarse but durasteel hard. “You’re lying, Shira. You’re straight-out lying! Why? Why are you doing this? Tell me!” He stepped towards her, gripping the metallic foot of the bed so hard his knuckles whitened as he bored his eyes into Shira’s. She stared back, furiously, and for a moment their gazes locked in a merciless battle of wills. Then Shira flinched violently away, her features contorting. Luke stared an instant longer before he jolted back with a yelp, letting go of the bed and staggering several steps. 

Shira screamed now, shrilling like a madwoman. “Get out of my mind, you maniac! Let me go! Let me go!”

“Commander Brie,” Madine tried in alarm. “Commander, no one’s hurting you…”

Behind the wall, Ackbar spun towards Leia again. “What the Force is happening? Should we intervene…?” 

Shira was still screaming but Luke was reeling back, all strength seemingly gone. He tumbled against the wall, and back into the observation room. Leia was by him in two steps. “What’s happening?”

“I…” Luke’s hand went to his head. “I recognized…” He broke off, then, without finishing the sentence, he turned and left, leaving Leia thrown and stunned, as much by what she had just witnessed as by the immense, horrified shock she’d seen mirrored in his face

*

“Well,” Ackbar breathed out when they were safely away from the medbay, situation at least scantily back under control by the intervention of several nurses and medics and a door closing behind them all to protect from prying ears. “That certainly provides some food for thought. I think I’ve never seen a human so agitated.”

“Not outside a war zone, anyway,” Madine muttered. “And I don’t know about you, but I didn’t quite get the point of Commander Brie’s accusations. Did she accuse Commander Skywalker of trying to kill her or of trying to mutilate her?”

“Both, I think,” Leia reckoned. “But I admit I lost track myself. It’s good we got it all recorded.” But inwardly she quivered, wondering if it really was. Luke, what did you do there?
“What happened in there?” Ackbar, wondered, voicing her own question. “Why did Commander Brie start screaming like that? She was completely out of herself – did you see her face?”

“She certainly was.” Madine shook his head. “But I think Skywalker was as bad off in the end – he practically tumbled out – I have no idea what happened.”

“’Get out of my mind’ she screamed,” Ackbar recalled. “What could she have meant? Could he have used the Force?”

Madine’s head snapped up. “Some kind of mind trick…?”

Leia swallowed hard. “I’m pretty sure he used the Force to read her mind, not to trick it. At least it sounded that way; he asked her why she was claiming… what she claimed. ”

Ackbar thought about it, then nodded gravely. “That sounds possible. Whatever this is, it isn’t pretty. And Commander Brie’s accusations are grave indeed. To me, however, the worst thing at the moment is that I can’t see how we come past this point. Even though we never had time to ask her about it, I think we can now safely assume that it must have been Commander Brie who spread those rumours about Skywalker. And it looks like we’re facing the situation we feared the most: two parties, claiming exactly the opposite and maybe both even believing themselves right. How can we know who speaks the truth?”

“We let it drag on,” Madine replied, voice grim. “Sooner or later one of them will make a mistake. Suits our needs at the moment like hell, of course.” He paused. “If Skywalker is as unstable as Brie’s suggesting, he won’t be holding together for long. But I still say Brie has the weaker case. Commander Skywalker has been a rock to the Alliance for four years. I’ve been going through the reports these past days, and the facts just don’t back up anything she’s said about him. He’s without question one of our most reliable pilots and special agents and has been to this date.”

“Yet he might have entered her mind without permission just moments ago,” Leia felt forced to point out.

Madine shrugged. “If my girlfriend accused me of trying to kill her I might jump the gun too, just to figure out why.”

“A Jedi shouldn’t act rashly,” Ackbar remarked, voice quiet.

“True. But is he a Jedi?” Madine shrugged again. “And even if he is – isn’t a Jedi still human?”

Leia didn’t speak, her thoughts too contradictory at the moment. The only thing she was grateful for right now was that she wasn’t Commander in Chief. She took a deep breath. “We’d better report to Mon.” 

* * *

Luke lay in his bunk listening to the familar hum of the hyperdrive, to the pulsating Force drone of the living beings on the ship, to the silence due to lack of company in his cabin. He’d laid here so many times the past months and wished he could stay and just bury himself into his bed. He’d thought he had reasons then. If anything, it seemed like the universe had been teaching him one lesson the past years; if you think you’re in trouble now, just wait till tomorrow. 

How often had he blessed his single cabin? But the past week he’d desperately wanted a comrade to disperse his dark thoughts. After today he’d give anything for someone to help sorting out his desperate questions. He remembered the first years when he’d shared cabin with Wedge, the stories, the laughter, the long talks to late hours… But he had no one now. Not even Artoo… Poor, poor Artoo. Luke closed his eyes in pain. 

Even if Wedge hadn’t been bunking with Tycho now, he was away to Bothawui with most of the old squadron, and with Deena. And with Leia in High Command and them putting Luke on ice, Han had been forced to do the same. Luke knew it, and understood, which didn’t make it one bit easier. He stood alone with all his worries. All the old, known ones - and the new; the catastrophe at Aderon, Shira’s accusations, his own actions, the loss of Alph, of Artoo. And now, just to put the icing on the ryshcate, what he had learned in the medbay. 

He had gripped Shira’s mind with his own - and while her mind had slammed against his own for a moment, shielding forcefully and trying to push him away, it had shattered as quickly, crumbling before he could even think of pulling back – and he had seen… Recognized… 

Shira was the cold, vengeful mind he’d sensed so often the past months and last time just when he was throwing the grenade. How could he have missed that? Well-liked, charming Shira – how could that be? All this long time she must have kept him out on purpose, must have been shielding consciously.
But nothing of it made sense. Ever since he had first sensed that mind, Luke had automatically connected  it with a threat of some kind, reflexively assuming it was the person behind the arson as well, but this set it all in a completely different persepective. Shira wasn’t who he thought - and that shock was paralysing enough – but he could not, would not, think of her as responsible for arson! That had to be someone else!

But what was she then? Nothing he had thought, that was sure - nothing anybody thought! Should Luke go onwards with that information? But what kind of information was that anyway? “Hey, folks! Guess what I found out. Shira’s not who we thought!?” What more could he really say?

And as things were – would anyone believe him? Force, he could hardly believe it himself!

Or was it Shira who was right? What if Luke really was going crazy, what if his judgement was clouded? He had lost contact with the Force on Aderon, he had failed to spot the connection between Shira and the threat, and today, without a second thought, he had forced himself into her mind - even if he’d stumbled back from the shock almost instantly. Wasn’t that evidence enough that he was losing his grip?

Or what if it was the Force that wasn’t to be trusted? That was one of the questions he had wrestled with the past months. The Force was a much more unpredictable entity than he’d been thought… the Dark Side whispered to him every day...

What was he to make of it all? What should he do now?

Never in his life had he felt so lonely. He felt like crying.

Tough guys like Jedi didn’t cry.

Something burned in the corner of his eye.

But scrawny wimps like Luke Skywalker did.

* * *

Wherever Mara went, it was the same thing: the ship was buzzing.

Some were sympathetic and disbelieving, most were worried, some flat-out malicious. Everybody had an opinion on the apparent Fall of the Hero. Mara wondered if the former farmboy had any idea of just how many people followed his day-to-day life. An outside observer would have thought the entire ship was addicted to some holovid soap opera.

“Perhaps he’s not a Jedi,” a Mon Calamari supply tech told her Chadra-Fan friend at the lunch table. “Jedi aren’t the only ones who use the Force. There are the Sith too…”

The Chadra-Fan squirmed its hairy nose, nodding knowlingly. “I heard about Sith when I was a kid.”

“Yeah,” a grayhaired human nodded. “I’ve heard of them too. And there are Mind-witches. And Anzati.”

“Oh, I know your stories,” a human tech retorted. “You heard all kinds of stuff when you were a kid. You people from Tarina are full of tales.”

“They’re true!” the gray-haired man protested. “I know a guy who met a mind-witch once. They create illusions and feed on other people’s life energies. He lost two in his crew to her, he did!”

“Ah, lay off the Whyren’s,” the tech dismissed. “I’ll give you the Sith though, they’re for real. Where there are Jedi there are Sith. Kind of opposing poles.”

“So no Jedi, no Sith? Is that what you mean?” the Chadra-Fan wondered.

“All right, I don’t know, ok? But it’s all strange stuff. Better have nothing to do with it, that’s what I say.”

“I read a tabloid once that said Palpatine’s a Sith,” the Mon Cal mumbled thoughtfully. “And I heard the Empire had the whole magazine staff shot the next week –”

“Hey, look over there - isn’t that the woman Skywalker was sleeping with while he was with Brie?”

Mara, who was only eyeing her datapad for the sake of appearances, suppressed a snort. Now she had been dragged into this gundark’s nest too! Thanks a trillion, Brie!
If she’d been averse to her collegue before, it was nothing to what she felt these days. Brie had failed to get Skywalker captured when she had the chance and had now fallen back on her wonderful plan B; to hound Skywalker to such isolation that he would abandon the Alliance and seek comfort in the arms of the Empire. She’d been sure it would work since Skywalker had supposedly never been truly isolated before, carried as he had been these past years on his popularity and hero’s reputation. And who did Miss Marvellous cite as the co-architect of this scintillating strategy?  Vader – of all people! Like that caped automated replica of a human would know anything about feelings! Fitting – the two of them made a nicely matched pair of cyborgs now.

Mara snorted in contempt. Their assertion was nothing less than propostrous! Luke Skywalker had been isolated since childhood, locked away on pathetic subsistence farm on a fifth-rate planet, and according to Deena with an uncle and aunt who’d never understood him and with friends who hadn’t either. Mara had been on Tatooine and if there was one thing that couldn’t survive on the planet it was weaklings. To live on that dustball you just had to shut up, grit your teeth and survive. That was what Skywalker had learned to do – and that was exactly was he was likely to do now. Give him a month and he’d pull some swashbuckling stunt and bounce right back – she was willing to bet the Emperor’s nightrobes on it. 

Anyway, as things were, Princess Leia had to stay officially neutral, and Mara had no doubt that the only reason her loudmouthed Corellian consort wasn’t smashing in the noses of all Skywalker’s detractors was that his girlfriend had succeeded in making him shut up, at elast so far. But that would not last – Mara couldn’t believe either the Princess or Solo had sold their friend short. They would speak up when the time was right, the Corellian probably first and loudest. 

If Deena had been here – a painful jolt shot through her chest at the thought – she would have raised all nine Corellian hells, of course. She wouldn’t have yielded before Skywalker’s name was cleared, and neither would Antilles, Klivian or Janson. But they were gone and – thanks to her stupidity and the petty malevolence of that cyborg wallowing in drama in the medbay – most likely lost on that mission to Bothawui. Another twist of her gut hurried her on with her thoughts. Lando Calrissian would probably have made a fuss to beat the band himself, but he seemed to have gone on a mission too somewhere. At least she hadn’t seen or heard of him since she’d ordered him not to com her anymore. Thank the Force for small favors. The rest of the Rogues had kept an oddly low profile, but at second thought that wasn’t surprising. Their beloved commander had blown an equally beloved sister-in-arms to pieces, and with the faithful core of Skywalker supporters gone, those left were at loss. Brie had not been idle in her years in the squadron. Still, Mara had no doubt that the Jedi still had many allies in the Alliance, even if they were biding their time.

She had contacted her Master of course, giving him the latest chain of events and requesting orders on which approach she should take. In her eyes, Brie needed all help she could to make her idiotic plan work, and no matter how repulsive she found the woman and her plan, Mara was prepeared to back her up if her duty required. But her Master had surprised her again and ordered her to retain her low profile. He had instructed her to under no circumstances blemish herself in Skywalker’s eyes, repeating his claim that the Jedi would leave the Alliance any day now. Mara had objected, citing that Skywalker was grounded, but the Emperor had been almost dogmatic on the subject: Skywalker would come to Vader and Vader would bring him to the Emperor. If the Jedi tried to escape from the Rebellion, Mara was to assist him in every possible way.

It was a relief, of course, not to have to worry about supporting a plan and a colleague that she found at all levels detestable. Not to mention full of insulting and unprofessional cheap shots at her fellow Hand:  it was after reporting to her Master that she had learned that Brie had mixed her into the mess by starting a hoax about her and Skywalker. It had to be Brie – the rumor was simply too propostrous to come from any other source. Just thinking of it made Mara snort; Mr. Earnest himself, cheating on his girlfriend. And some people believed it! How stupid could you be? 

To her relief, no one had confronted her with the gossip, a few passing flocks of women had given her ugly looks but that was that. If she hadn’t Force-enhanced her hearing on a constant basis, she might have missed it altogether. 

Mara kept telling herself that she couldn’t have cared less. The incident was drawing lines of opinion strong enough to be mistaken for opposing battle trenches, thus lowering the morale of the Rebels, which was of course always a good thing. And basically, whether Brie’s plan succeeded or not wasn’t her problem either; Mara’s job was to stand ready behind the scenes in case her collegue should fail. 

And fail she would. Mara had no doubt whatsoever. Her question was now; what angle should she take in the present to create maximum opportunity in the future? Digging into her lunch, Mara took the time to think the matter through once again. It could have been a brilliant opportunity to comfort Skywalker in his time of agony, thereby getting closer to him, but Brie had effectively complicated that by her gossip. If Mara sought out the Jedi openly it would fuel the rumors...

…but maybe that would be two mynocks with one shot? She’d get in Skywalker’s good books but he’d lose credit in others’ eyes, hence contributing to Brie’s plan indirectly – which, although revolting, was undoubtedly in the line of duty. Maybe it wasn’t a bad idea after all? Mara chewed thoughtfully on her flatbread.
Her musings were interrupted when the subject of the week made his appearance, quiet and unassuming as always but nonetheless followed by each and every eye in the room. Skywalker walked straight and seemed oblivious to all the attention he gathered but Mara could sense his tension – and actually not much else. Now who was shielding?

The Jedi got his food and turned towards the room. For a moment Mara hesitated. She would not win him over by supporting him openly. No, she needed to do it discreetly – but not invisibly. Seeking him out in his cabin was probably the best approach – and making sure just one or two persons noticed. That way it would spread shipwide in no time. Consequently, she concentrated on her datapad and food and observed with her peripherals as Skywalker walked past, seating himself back towards her on a deserted table in a corner as if he hadn’t seen her. Perhaps he hadn’t either. She noted that the mechs sitting at the adjoining table rose and walked out as the Jedi came, leaving him alone in the corner.

She sat for some long minutes more, reminding herself that Skywalker could mind his own business, when she saw Nera Dantels enter the Mess, accompanied by a few other pilots from Dagger Squadron. 

Mara saw Dantels get her food, pick up her tray and starting to look for a place to be seated. She froze for a second when she noted the lone form in the corner. Turning to her companions to say something, she then headed resolutely towards the Jedi. The others mumbled between themselves, fiddling with the utensils or napkins on their trays, until a sturdily built man with a ponytail shrugged and followed her. The other two looked at each other, then followed suit. 

Mara smiled to her soup.

*

Luke didn’t believe his own eyes when Nera Dantels seated herself opposite him, a smile playing on her exotically pretty face. “Hi, Luke.”

“Hello, Nera.” He moistened his lips. “Long time no talk.”

“About time then, don’t you think?” Nera countered levelly. “How’s the soup today?”

Luke let a thin, pale stream run from his spoon back to the bowl. “Well, I really shouldn’t complain. Way better than my life, I guess. At least this hangs together.”

“That’s a point.” Nera flashed a grin that didn’t exactly diminish when her sturdy mate came up to them. “Hi Vin. Decided to join the vermin?”

“Wherever you take me, Nera, wherever you take me,” Vin Nothos grunted good-naturedly, nodding over his shoulder. “And old Pollard’s coming too, I think.” He winked to Luke as he seated himself next to Nera, giving her thigh a little squeeze. “So, seems like Dagger Squadron has to come and help an old buddy out when the others fail. I can’t believe Brie got the Rogues so messed up.”

“Uh. Whoever did the job,” Luke muttered, taken aback. “Hi Pollard. Hi Dax.” He nodded to the two other B-wing pilots who joined them. Most of his concentration however, was on Nera and Nothos, who undeniably radiated that self-nourishing glow that usually suggested only one thing. Luke found himself smiling for the first time in days. He didn’t know what was better; the unexpected backup from the Daggers or that Nera finally seemed to have found someone to replace Biggs. 

Perhaps things would sort themselves out after all.

* * *

Mara made sure a few people saw her near Skywalker’s cabin, but was also secretly relieved that no one happened to be around when she actually buzzed on his doorcom. No need to overdo it. If she could be seen leaving his cabin section some time later, it should be quite enough. She was still debating with herself whether she should greet the Jedi by expressing her regret about what had happened to Brie or whether she should just ask how he was doing, when the door slid up and she found herself facing Skywalker’s baffled features. “Mara?”

“Hello yourself,” she replied. All planned approaches immediately went up in smoke. Seeing his surprised expression she could have kicked herself for not realizing before that she couldn’t change her attitude towards him just like that. Not without raising a tremendous amount of suspicion. All the time she’d known Skywalker, she’d been barking and snapping at him; there was not a snowflake’s chance on Mustafar she could just walz into his cabin and start comforting him in this his time of agony. Besides, she sensed a flicker of of alarm from the Jedi. Skywalker had heard the rumors too. Frack you, Brie!

“Well, can I come in or would you just like to have me stand here until someone really talkative and prone to assumptions comes by?” she growled. 

His eyes widened but he stepped back, allowing her access to his cabin. Mara stepped in, the memory of last time she’d been in here blazing through her mind. At least she didn’t have to sneak in with a cleaning droid this time. She instantly reproached herself for even thinking about that with the Jedi so close by, but to her relief he seemed too surprised by her emergence to really reach out to her yet. Not giving him time to start, she whirled around to face him. “What the hell have you been telling people?”

Skywalker stared flummoxed at her for a moment, then went redder than Vader’s lightsaber. “Nothing!” he barked. “What the hell do you think? That I’ve made up a story about us or something?”

That was the first time he’d snarled at her ever. Mara found herself looking back at him with renewed interest. “Well, what do I know?” she countered, a bit placated. “People give me looks and murmur behind my back that we’ve been having an affair. And I know I didn’t make it up!”

Skywalker gave her a dirty look, running his hand through his hair, but before it even reached halfway, his annoyance seemed to pour out like wine from a cracking goblet. He sighed and walked to the bed where he sat down, rubbing his forehead. “Shira did.” From his very voice she could hear how immensely tired he was. Mara suddenly wondered if he’d been sleeping much the past week.

“Oh.” She hesitated a moment, but as she got no invitation from him, she finally grabbed the vacant chair by the table. After another moment still, when he didn’t say anything, she added. “I’m sorry.” It would have been a mighty hypocritical thing to say, if it wasn’t that – much to her own surprise – she truly meant it. She really, really wished things would be different and she earnestly wished he could have a break. Skywalker must have heard the sincerity in her voice because he glanced up, fixating on her for a moment, puzzled again but not declining her sympathy. Then he stared down again, hand still to his temple.

Mara let some time pass, enough that her next words would seem natural. “Why are you putting up with this?”

He glanced up again. “What do you mean?”

She shrugged. “If it was me, you couldn’t see my ass for the afterburners. People think you did all that crap – well, let them go krink themselves. Leave. You don’t owe them a thing.”

“Ah,” he looked away again, like her advice was no surprise to him at all. “But I do. I owe them everything.”

Mara shook her head. “Why? They think you’re some kind of lunatic now, the same people who only days ago hailed you as their hero. Doesn’t that show exactly how much you can’t count on them?” She was quiet for a while but he made no response so she continued, “Another thing I don’t get is this. You have all these mighty powers, yet you’re slaving here for the Alliance generals. Why don’t they give you more responsibility for a start?”

His voice was quiet. “Oh, believe me, Mara. I have my fair share of responsibility.”

Wrong tangent. She tried again. “More power, then. If they trusted…”

Skywalker interrupted her. “That’s not important. It never was and it never will be. None of this is about what others think. I have to do what I have to do – stay where I’m supposed to stay. And that’s right here, in the Alliance, fighting the Empire. The only question is how I do that best – and what I need to do in order to make that possible.”

He was saying exactly what she’d expected of course. He really was as committed and altruistic as she’d thought. And she had to admit she respected him all the more for confirming her assumptions. She was also wickedly delighted, since it meant Brie was going to crash and burn sure as the galaxy spun. Mara gave it a last shot, she was enjoying being right so much. “But what do you get out of this? You’re giving everything up – to gain – what?”

“It’s not about gaining, Mara. No one here gets a reward, no one expects anything. In the end, we hope to get a free galaxy, but it’s not like any of us can count on being alive to experience it. We have to fight anyway.” A strange smile played on his lips and he lifted his head, his eyes going to the wall beside her. “Besides, I already got a medal.”

Following his glance, Mara saw a medal hanging on the wall. She was sure it hadn’t been there last time she’d been in his cabin. Skywalker must have hung it up – when? – after losing everybody’s faith? A mocking reminder of how fleeting fame could be…? Something seemed to tighten strangely in her chest.

Luke continued. “I got it for blowing up the Death Star. For killing one million people. After that, I was paraded through the galaxy as a proof that the Alliance was gaining ground. That one man could do a diffference.” He was silent for a moment. “It was sick. I hated it, but I didn’t see just how insane it was back then. I can now. But I can also see that it was something that had to be done.”

“The Death Star or the parading?” 

He smiled at her inscrutable response. “Both.”

Mara glared at him for a moment. She wasn’t at all comfortable with her own conflicting emotions and she was even more unsure about which of them to let out. Not to speak of which of them to act on. She sighed. “All right.” They sat together in silence for a moment. “How’s your droid?” Mara finally asked, deciding to chance the subject.

“Oh, Artoo…” Skywalker, with amusing predictability, instantly looked abashed. “Sorry, I’ve forgotten to thank you. I heard that you helped Threepio find him.”

“Don’t mention it.” Mara waved her hand. “How is the little guy?” Another reason to despise Brie. You didn’t hurt droids. That was just how it was. They weren’t living beings, but their sentient programming gave them near-human experiences and you were supposed to treat them decently. Unless they attacked you or you had to for some other reason, of course. But Brie had had no reason to demolish the astromech – a memory wipe would have been quite enough.

“He’s bad off.” Skywalker shook his head. “Intel’s put our best techs on him in order to find out what happened, but there’s been no progress whatsoever. If they can’t make it I’ll try myself…” His voice trailed off.

Mara understood that he’d have done the whole repair job himself if Intel hadn’t overruled him. “I’m sorry,” she told him, and she meant it again, damn it! “I just thought… well, you can always restart a machine…”
Luke stared at his hands. “It’s like the memory wipe’s stuck. He won’t restart.”

“But if you replace –”

“Then it wouldn’t be Artoo,” he said simply.

They sat quietly for a while again. Mara didn’t know what to say but at least the silence wasn’t cramped anymore. Maybe that was enough of an accomplishment for one day. After a moment she asked, “So, no one has any idea what happened? To Artoo, I mean.”

Skywalker’s voice was thoughtful. “No, but it might have been our arsonist. Artoo was running his own little investigation on the case. He found out that the methane leak had been caused by droids.”

“By droids?”

“Yes. Our perpetrator hacked into a maintenance droid and made it loosen a methane pipe housing. He hacked into a few more to mess up the monitors and smoke alarm. Moreover, he was very good at covering his tracks – Intel found nothing when they checked all the droids after the fire.”

So that was how Brie had pulled it off. Mara stubbornly refused to blush. The same way she’d herself gained access to Skywalker’s cabin – and she hadn’t figured it out. Aloud she said, “And Intel knows about this?” 

He nodded, fixing those blue eyes on her. Mara held his gaze for a moment, then looked away, again confused by her overflow of incompatible feelings. She was doing exactly what she should here, and on the top of that she was able to be genuine in her concern for the Jedi. Then why did she feel guilty for being here at all? 

“Mara...” Skywalker paused a moment. “Why did you come here?”

She glanced back at him, for a moment alarmed, but she saw nothing but earnest interest and a flicker of worry. When she didn’t answer right away he continued, “Do you belive what they say about me?”

“Which part of it?” Mara grunted. “I buy that you’re a Jedi, if that’s what you’re asking. But if you mean the part that you’ve lost your mind and blew up your girlfriend on purpose, then I’ve left the shuttle. And obviously I don’t believe you cheated on her with me, either. I mean, I think I’d have noticed.”

He let out a small snorting laugh. “I’d hope so, anyway.” He pryed her face. “So, you don’t think I’m a lunatic, then?”

Mara rolled her eyes. “Easy now. No one in their full senses would be in this Rebellion in the first place – not to mention strolling straight into Jabba the Hutt’s Palace playing one-man army. And you’re insanely well-meaning. But anyone who thinks you’d attack your girlfriend are the same ones who were blinded by that Jedi glamour. Now the parade’s over and the confetti isn’t flying, they think the whole thing was only an act. For my part, I trust what’s behind. I don’t know what happened on that mission but I’m convinced you did all you could as well as possible.”

Relief flickered across his face and Mara reflected that she couldn’t be completely insignificant to him if her support meant this much to him. Then he turned serious again. “But it wasn’t enough.”

“Is it ever?” Mara replied. “You can’t let yourself be led by your fears. You try to save the galaxy – fine. But learn to live with the fact that you’ll never be able to do it well enough or be everywhere you should. No matter how many times you snatch the whole shebang out of the fire, something new will always come up. It’s like cleaning the thrust nozzles – the next time you fly they’ll turn black again. And Jedi powers or no you will sometimes just plain fail – just like the rest of us.”

A small smile played on Skywalker’s lips. “When I dreamed about getting away from Tatooine my uncle used to remind me that no matter where I was, the same problems and disappointments would turn up. ‘It’s part of being human’ he told me. I didn’t believe him then but he was probably right.”

Mara gave him a crooked grin. “So what, you’re getting homesick now?” 

“Not for a second.” Skywalker shook his head. “Didn’t have much to fight for there. I do now.” 

Again he confirmed her opinion of her. And if she wasn’t wrong, something in him had changed during this conversation. He didn’t look lost anymore; there was a new air to him, like determination gathering. And that was probably bad for Brie – but good for Mara. She studied him curiously. “So? What are you going to do?”

He still looked at his hands but his voice was soft when answering. “I don’t know yet. But you’re right that I need to do something. And I will.” He straightened to look at her and now his gaze was firm, as was his voice. “Thank you, Mara. You don’t know what it means to me that you came around here to talk.” He rose, head cocking and eyes turning distant and Mara understood that he was reaching out with the Force. “There’s no one out there right now, so if you hurry, I think you can slip out without any one realizing you ever were here.”

For a second she wondered whether she should add anything, do something or otherwise try to prolong it. But instead, she just followed her gut feeling that this was as perfect as it could be. She and Skywalker had just had a heart to heart conversation, their first ever – and it had had the invaluable advantage that all she’d said had been absolutely genuine. Her job was done for now. She nodded and got to her feet. “All right. See you later.” With that, she left.

*

Luke sat back, Mara’s words still buzzing in his head: So? What are you going to do?

Han’s words: Always remember to trust your gut feeling. After all, if you don’t trust yourself then what have you got?

Mara’s words: You can’t let yourself be led by your fears.
Leia’s words: If you don’t, Luke, then who does? You’re the last torch-bearer. Don’t drop it now! 

All his problems had started when he stopped trusting in himself. Even if Darth Vader was his father, that wasn’t a problem or fault that Luke had caused. It was only the other way round. Just like Mara had said: who he was, was a matter of his own choice – not anything others could claim part of, blood ties or not. 

The implications finally began to emerge. Even if his father’s faults were still Luke’s headache, still his responsibility, he couldn’t blame himself for having them. So far he had no reason not to trust himself. Even this thing with Shira would turn out to have a reason. Whatever had happened on Aderon, Shira had been lying, lying to people about their relationship and for all he could tell, she had done so even before he threw the grenade on her. He could only guess about her reasons – but he could do something about how he conducted himself.

He needed to constantly question himself, whether he was doing the right thing, but then, that was a basic fact of being a Jedi, wasn’t it? And questioning himself wasn’t the same as doubting himself. He needed to trust himself. Trust the Force. If he was calm, if he was in control, then the answers would come to him. He would know. Just like Master Yoda had told him.
And suddenly he knew what he had to do. With no hesitation now, his heart finally spoke clearly.

It was time for him to return to Dagobah.

