Quagmire – Chapter 3

In Jabba’s Palace

Mara Jade didn’t care much for her new room. Wrinkling her nose, she let her eyes slowly wander over the scarce, dull furnishings and dusty walls of the former cell in the old Monastery, finding only one good thing to say about it: it was a single room. On further reflection, she decided that the likely reason why a dancing girl was allowed such a luxury was even more disgusting than the room itself. No matter how professionally objective she prided herself on being, she loathed the idea of prostituting herself in order to keep her cover – and Jabba the Hutt’s Palace held nothing but the galaxy’s worst collection of creeps!

Mara shrugged the unsavory thought away, confident that the problem wouldn’t arise on this mission. According to her information, her target would arrive soon. She could easily keep the eager or the curious away from her for a few days. And when the target was eliminated, she would vanish again without a trace. Like she always did.

She opened her bags and nimbly began to transfer their contents into the dusty closet of the room. The fact that she’d be leaving in a few days was not supposed to be common knowledge, after all. Tracing a finger over a shelf, she wrinkled her nose again. The thin gray layer wasn’t dust but fine, powdery sand. A thought struck her and she stepped to the bed, pulling back the sheets. Sand again! Everywhere on this blasted planet. Mara made a foul face as the solitude enticed some private feelings to break through her meticulous composure. Skywalker had better arrive soon!

Being a light traveller, it didn’t take her long to move in. Still in no hurry to be introduced to her new boss, she entertained herself with lining up her cosmetics into a veritable battery, complete with ranks and files, on the small table. With a small sting of annoyance she realized that she probably wouldn’t be able to bring back her cosmetics from this mission either. A pity, really. She had spent some time making the brand new beauty implements look used and well worn. 

Running out of things to arrange, Mara contemplated her reflection in the dusty mirror. Her dress was skin-tight and revealing, just as it should be. It had a fair amount of glitter stitched onto it and was in no way refined, also as intended. Her hair… She hesitated a bit. Tatooine’s heat and desiccated air had deflated all its volume and evaporated its gloss, leaving the tresses to droop miserably around her face. She could always take it up, of course. But that would draw attention to her graceful neck and fine features, and the last thing she needed to look like right now was a girl with style. On the other hand, her hairpiece could hide an ultra-miniature hold-out blaster - able to fire three shots – and there was no other place she could hide it, her dress being as tight as it could be.

Mara pulled a statbrush through her redgold tresses and wondered if she’d made a mistake by not dying it for this assignment. A sharper shade of red would have appeared trashier. Well, it was too late for that now. She put the hairpiece into place, then traced her eyes with ten times as much eyeliner as she usually used. As finishing touch she took her lip paint and adjusted it to a deep, ruby color. A second later, on a whim of inspiration, she adjusted the color again. She waited for a moment while the tiny gears whirred to change the chemistry of the pigment, then painted her mouth. She smiled wickedly at her own reflection. Perfect! Her lips now had exactly the same red-orange shade as her hair, leaving both to look garishly unnatural and cheaply exotic. 

On her way out of the room she wondered once again whether she possibly could find a place on herself to hide a larger blaster, but abandoned the thought - in this dress it was simply impossible, even for her. Completely unnecessary too; Jabba the Hutt’s Palace practically teemed with firearms.

She hoped quietly Skywalker would arrive soon – long waits were part and parcel of the life of an assassin, but she hated them nonetheless. The sand crunched under her boots as she walked toward Jabba’s audience chamber.  

* * * 

“Hey, you there! New girl – whatever your name is! Come here!”

Mara turned, putting on her best unnerved look. “Me, sir?”

“Yes, you, Red!” Bib Fortuna waved impatiently and Mara hurried up to him.

“We have a new slave to prepare. This will be your first task. Inside that room you will find water, clothes and cosmetics. Don’t use too much make up.” He gave Mara’s face a disapproving glance. “I want her to still be looking stylish when you’re finished with her. The way you looked when you applied for work here. Not the way you look now.”

Mara blinked, making big eyes and hurried to look down again. “Yes, Master Fortuna.”

“One more thing. Be careful. She’s dangerous. You’ll have two guards inside by the door, but they’re Gamorreans, and they – well, you know how they are. Scream the very moment you notice she’s up to something. There will be four more guards outside, down the corridor.”

“Dangerous? But Master Fortuna. I’m a dancer, not —”

“Be silent!” Bib Fortuna’s voice was a hoarse hiss. “And get moving!”

Mara lowered her head. “Yes, Master Fortuna!”

The Twi’lek’s clawy nails dug into her shoulder as he pushed her through the corridors and into a dimly lit room. Two pig-faced guards kept watch over a young woman who sat on a cot, clad in a torn jumpsuit. On the floor lay a suit with helmet and mask.

Mara almost gasped as she recognized the woman. Whoa - if she was here…!
Fortuna fronted the prisoner. “I would advise you to comply with your fate. The mighty Jabba the Hutt has no patience with insolent slaves. However, if you do as you are told and make yourself beautiful to him, you may live long in the light of his favor.”

The expression of Princess Leia Organa didn’t change one whit. Her hair was untidy, her face dirty and her clothes ragged and crumbled, and none of it made her look one iota less like royalty. And despite being a remarkably diminutive woman, seated on a low, filthy cot, she nonetheless managed to look down on the tall Twi’lek.

Fortuna uttered an oath in Huttese, turned on a heel, and stormed out of the room.

Mara stayed at the door for a moment, allowing herself the luxury of hesitating; any dancing girl in her position would either be near panic-struck or taunting – and the latter would not encourage Organa’s co-operation. 

So, Jabba had caught one of Skywalker’s closest allies. That meant the Jedi was close by himself, unless Leia Organa had been acting solo of course. Either way, the Princess might well turn out to be a key to Skywalker. And while one of her Master’s most important enemies, she wasn’t Mara’s target on this mission, so there was good reason to be civil to her. On some level Mara could even empathize with the woman, caught in this womprat hole as she was. There were fates you didn’t wish even on your worst enemy.

Mara glanced over her shoulder and received a dumb look from the nearest Gamorrean. Then she  walked across the room to a mobile screen that stood by the far wall. She lifted it and carried it back through the room, placing it before the guards.

“You’ll excuse us boys, but we’ll need some privacy,” she explained with a sweet smile.

Still ignoring Organa, she crossed the room again and studied the supplies laid out; a beauty box, a metal bikini with shimmersilk in the skirt, complete with matching hair accessories. She also noticed a small fresher in the corner of the room. Mara picked up the things, sat down beside Organa and began lining up the contents; cleanser, moisturizer, hair remover, make-up, and a small selection of perfumes. Finally she looked up at the other woman. “Shall we get to it?”

Organa took a deep breath, her eyes ablaze. “Listen —”

Mara interrupted her, voice low but firm. “No, you listen to me. You’re a slave here. Whatever you were before, you are not now. You might become that someone else again, but at the moment, making trouble will only fall back on you – hard. Play along in this game, and you might be the one playing others later.”

She picked at the clothing. “This isn’t worse than what I’m wearing. Or than any woman in the palace is wearing for that matter. Actually, it’s even nicer; I certainly have no shimmersilk in my dress. Your next alternative might be nothing at all. The guards can easily force you out of that.” She pointed at the tattered jumpsuit.

“Take a bath. You’ll be able to choose between sanistream or water, at least I can in my room. The latter will probably irritate Jabba more, but remember that he’s probably stealing it from the farmers in the surroundings. Prepare yourself as well as you can and tell me if you need help with anything.” She tilted her head. “The hair, perhaps? Maybe I can get you something? To eat? To drink? I can’t guarantee what I find, ‘cause I’m still new here myself, but I’ll do my best. Oh, and by the way, if you choose the shower, don’t drink the water, it will only make you sick.”

The dark eyes that had flashed defiantly at her only a moment ago, calmed, resigning before Mara’s matter-of-fact . Of course; Organa was a highly intelligent, reasonable person and besides, Mara had managed to place them pretty much in the same boat.

Rising, Mara turned her back to the other woman in order to give her some privacy. Instead she seated herself by the small table and started to manicure her nails. It wasn’t as meaningless a task as it might seem; she had hardly managed to grow them again after her last mission where she had broken most of them crawling in a rocky mountain pass for a week. And while bacta did well on bruises and scratches, it unfortunately didn’t grow nails.

Behind her, she was aware that Organa had got up and out of her clothes, heading to the shower. To her grim amusement she noted that the Princess chose the sanistream instead of the refreshing water. Clearly, some years had gone by since Princess Leia Organa of Alderaan had last walked the magnificent halls of her father’s palace. Life as rebel was not a cornucopia of comfort.

A pointed cough from the other side of the room made Mara wake up from her musings. “Maybe a towel?” the Princess suggested dryly.

“Of course,” Mara mumbled mechanically. Where? Oh yes, there. She handled over a big beige towel and noted in passing how delicately built the other woman was.

“Thank you.” There was a moment of silence as Organa dried herself, mahogany brown eyes focused on Mara. “What’s your name?”

“Arica,” Mara replied.

The brown eyes were lenient but also twinkling with irony. “Is that your real name or your ”artist” name?”

Mara scowled at her. “That’s the name you can use,” she bit off.

A quizzical smile. Apparently the Princess was game for a challenge, even now. Mara bit her lip, rebuking herself for her showing of temper. She needed to be more careful with that; she had a role to play. Aloud she said: “You haven’t told me if I can bring you something.”

Organa nodded. “Something to drink would be good, thank you. And so would something to eat, actually. You never know…”

“You never know what?”

“You never know when you’ll get something to eat next time.”

A soldier princess, indeed. Always eat when you have the chance. Funny how years of warfare had taught even a princess of one of the Old Houses that lesson. 

Or had the follow-on to that you never know been somewhat different in the princess’ mind? Something like you never know when a rescuing Jedi Knight might appear and you need your strength? Smirking to herself, Mara slipped out of the room. 

* * *

Leia sighed and reached for the make up. As Arica had pointed out, she had no choice. And now she was in a nice pickle; just like Luke had warned her about. Instead of accomplishing her part of the plan she had run off and improvised, thereby compromising the entire mission. The realization that everything now was entirely up to Luke made her stomach turn.

At least Luke was a more formidable force now than ever before. Leia didn’t know much about what had happened to him after Hoth except that he had received some kind of Jedi training. Where and by whom, he hadn’t been willing to tell anyone, which was perhaps another sign of his new, hard-won maturity. A fond smile crept out when she remembered the first time Luke had rescued her – how that chaotically eager young man had come tumbling into her cell in the detention center without the faintest idea how he’d get back out again. He’d been so pure-hearted, so ardent back then – and he still was, under that calm demeanor that had claimed increasing control during the past months.

She tried to imagine his face when he’d see her in this outfit and blushed. She knew he’d wince inwardly but keep his sabacc face – he always did nowadays when he had to. Sometimes he could still be the easygoing pilot, but Leia had the feeling that the cheeriness was as much a mask as the serious Jedi; like he didn’t know himself which one that was more truthful anymore but still tried to please everybody. Leia lined her eyes and looked at the effect in the dusty mirror. She would have to talk with Luke about it at some point. If they managed to get away from here, that was. Well, at least Han was unfrozen now. She could only hope that Lando was somewhere close at hand, ready for action. 

Hardly had this thought crossed her mind when the door cracked open and the gambler’s familiar voice resounded through. “Hey, do you know where they keep the new slave girl? Oops!” 

A loud groink from the Gamorrean guards and a metallic clash ensued. “Uh, I really just wanted to take a peek,” the much more subdued voice stammered. “They say she’s very pretty. No reason to get upset at all.”

Leia jumped to her feet and leaned around the screen. The guards stood with crossed Vibro lances, preventing Lando, disguised as guardsman, to enter the room. His face was hardly visible behind an armored face plate but still he managed to flash one of his famous, dashing smiles towards Leia. “Ah! Hello there!”

Leia’s muscles tensed and she squeezed the frame of the screen in her hands. If she could surprise the guards, she and Lando might be able to take them out together – if they could keep the racket down –

“What’s happening here?” Arica appeared behind Lando with a tray. “Move it, will you?”

Both Lando and the guards wilted out of her way. Leia rose her eyebrows in surprise; she sure wasn’t used to seeing dancers take command so easily. The red haired girl walked into the room, tray balanced elegantly on one hand and chin lifted scornfully as she ushered the males aside. The Gamorreans cringed back while Lando gawked at the newcomer from a safe distance. Leia had to roll her eyes. Never one to miss a well shaped rear, was Lando. Arica ignored him, scrutinizing Leia with the tray still tilted in the air. She nodded in approval. “Delightful. I’m sure Bib Fortuna will be pleased.”

Leia nodded, smiling politely as she accepted the tray. She couldn’t know whether Arica would help the guards if it came to a fight, but she wouldn’t take the risk. Obviously there was more to this girl than met the eye. 

She and Lando would simply have to hope for a next chance. And that would rely completely on Luke.

* * * 

Stepping out onto the dancing floor of Jabba’s audience chamber a couple of hours later, Mara wondered whether she had ever danced before a more wretched pack of scum and villany. She very much doubted it  but ordered herself to resist any inclinations to turn in a subpar performance. Being the affluent crime lord he was, Jabba could afford the very best in entertainment. Even if Mara didn’t attribute the voluminous Hutt any refined appreciation of the art of dancing, she knew that the crowd could easily hide more tasteful individuals. 

Consequently, she did her very best, deliberately mixing courtly schools from different corners of the galaxy with the most seductive styles into a freestyle performance that couldn’t be pinpointed back to any specific school but was sure to accommodate the audience’s yearning for sultry entertainment without abandoning artistic considerations. Finally she dropped to the floor, torso bent forward, arms swept before her and legs spread out, one if front, one behind. She forced herself to keep her breathing regular; the performance wasn’t over before she’d left the floor.

As she gracefully rose and bowed to the shapeless lump of meat that believed himself her Master, she corrected herself; her real performance wasn’t over until she’d killed her target. 

So, the performance went on for the next several hours as the suns reached their zeniths outside the palace walls, adding a choking heat to the dusty air. Mara paid her respects to the musicians and the back up singers and was welcomed by the other dancing girls; Jess, Manaroo and Lona. She danced, flirted with the guests, and danced again. The whispering girls told her all the details of Jabba's last dancer, the ill-fated Oola, of last night’s unsuccesful rescue of Solo and the capture of the rebel Princess, as well as of the arrival of both the Wookiee and the droids. Apparently Skywalker’s appearance on the holorecording had set the hearts of several dancing girls afire and caused as many males to recheck that their blasters sat loose in their holsters. Mara snorted to herself as she observed the swath of chaotic emotion the Jedi had left in his wake. People were so easily led and deceived - and evidently nothing was easier to awake than romantic delusions.

She kept herself busy cataloguing familiar faces and memorizing those unknown to her. She recognized Boba Fett, the Mandalorian bounty hunter whom Darth Vader frequently contracted and who supposedly had brought the carbonized Han Solo into Jabba’s Palace. According to the dancing girls, Jabba hadn’t had much time to enjoy his new decoration. Leia Organa had thawed Solo just before she was taken prisoner, and the Corellian was now in a cell with his Wookiee friend, where he would not have to wait long before execution if palace scuttlebutt was to be believed. 

She had little energy to spare for much more; dancing in the baking heat proved as taxing as combat. Fortunately for her, Jabba was too busy with his new princess-toy to give Mara any attention when she wasn’t on the dance floor. To have his clammy paws groping her body would without question have turned this mission into the worst assignment her Master had sent her on yet. 

Hardly had she thought that before she felt a hand cupping her buttocks. Mara stiffened, suppressing the urge to grab the idiot and swing him over her head into the nearest wall. Instead she glanced timidly over her shoulder, meeting the glimmering eyes of a Devaronian.

“You may share my cot tonight if you want to,” he assured her thickly, gleaming eyes slightly slurred.

“Wow,” Mara purred, sauntering out of range. “Thanks.” First Skywalker, she vowed to herself, then him.

* 

Leia was far too displeased with her new role as Jabba’s personal slave girl to even consider applauding Arica’s faultless performance, but could hardly help noticing quality entertainment when it was under her nose. Though she had never studied dance particularly, she was perfectly able to recognize a professional when she saw one. A bona fide dancer then; yet one with a past, that was quite certain. Despite an ingratiating smile and batting lashes, Leia noted that the girl’s green eyes didn't miss a beat. Constrained as she was, Leia threw herself into observing her surroundings, and especially the redhaired dancer.  

As the scorching heat reached its height, all living beings sought refuge in shadows, rifts and caverns. Even in the shelter of the palace, temperatures started to become almost unbearable. Leia’s eyes followed Arica as she shook sand from her hair in an obvious effort to shake off weariness as well. Most of Jabba’s guests and entourage were asleep but the red-haired dancer seemed puzzlingly reluctant to doze off. Sure, the Palace was full of scumbags and sleeping in their presence wasn’t exactly alluring, but it was after all still plain, bright day, and in the quiet one would not exactly need to blow out a lung in order to get assistance. Besides, Arica definitely struck Leia as someone who could take care of herself. Evetually, the girl settled into a corner and Leia found herself yawning too. She hesitated. There was little chance Luke would show up during the next couple of hours; to travel the desert this time of the day was downright stupid, as he knew better than anyone. If Leia took a nap now, she would be alert when things started to heat up, probably some time around or after dusk. With a resigned sigh she leaned back against the belly of the Hutt

* 

Something was wrong. 

In one, smooth movement Mara was on her feet, taking in the room and already upbraiding herself for falling asleep – she should have known better! A curse rose to her lips when she saw what she had missed.

Almost unnaturally calm, Skywalker stood in the middle of enemy camp. Mara sucked in her breath, grudgingly fascinated; he seemed to fill the room with his quiet, intense presence; serene, unshakable and utterly mild. Infinite, somehow… Nothing of that single-minded rebellious criminal she had prepared herself to meet. But then, he was a Jedi, or so her Master claimed; she had only heard tales of them…

Mara ripped herself out of her musings. She was wasting precious seconds. Skywalker’s attention was completely focused on Jabba; it was time to act. Instead of reaching for the gun in her hairdo or the vibroblade in her leg bracelet, she slipped soundlessly behind a guard and pinched his blaster. Now -

Then - as by some strange doubt - she held back and analyzed the situation. Skywalker and Jabba could very well take each other out without her needing to move a finger. If she let them do that, her chances of escaping alive would be considerably greater. Not that fear for her own life had ever held Mara back; the only worthwhile purpose it could have was fulfilling the orders of her Master. Still, wasting her life unnecessarily would ill serve him too.

Her musings were interrupted as the Jedi suddenly pulled a blaster from a guard, using the Force. The next second a Gamorrean hurtled into him and the gun fired into the ceiling as Skywalker lost his balance. Before Mara had even time to rise her blaster, the floor vanished; guard and Jedi tumbled together into the pit below. Mara’s lips wrinkled into an ironic smile. Hardly impressive, Skywalker. Maybe you should have used the Force to orientate yourself in the first place?

As the spectators rushed forward, eagerly babbling and smelling blood, Mara discreetly returned the blaster to the guard’s holster and pressed herself towards the center until she had a clear view of the pit below. If Jabba’s little pet rancor didn’t do away with Skywalker, she would have to take up the hunt, in which case a small study of his abilities would be helpful. He had to be quite a warrior, Jedi and all, managing to survive four years as one of the Empire’s most wanted criminals. Yet, as the drama below unfolded, Mara wrinkled her brow in disbelief.

While the rancor didn’t manage to dispatch Skywalker, the Jedi hardly demonstrated any show-stopping talents either. Sure, he kept his head most the time, but in the end when the beast attacked him, he threw a simple stone to activate the gate and crush its skull, instead of reaching out with the Force. Mara shook her head. Was Skywalker really such a bungler? Or was he trying to fool everybody to believe that he had so little control of things?

Thinking quickly, Mara went through the most likely prospects. What if Skywalker’s intention had all the time had been to be taken prisoner…? Had he simply been gambling with is life, confident in his abilities, only to get the chance to gather his friends around him? Jabba was famous for his spectacular executions of his enemies. Most of the time they occured away from the palace, in some deserted place where no disturbance was likely to interrupt and where help would not come to victims –

...Or to the executioners. 

A smile tugged the corners of Mara’s mouth. If that was the plan, there was a wicked twist to it that she liked.

The guards came, dragging the Jedi as well as Solo and the Wookiee, and the three comrades exchanged a few cocky words. None of them seemed even near to broken, not even the Princess; she was still scowling every time Jabba pulled her leash. Least of all she looked like a subdued slave girl.

As he stood there, imprisoned and surrounded by guards, Mara took her time to study Skywalker. He was shorter than she had expected, more scarred, and not quite as youthful as on the holos she’d seen. Yet, he was lean, obviously in excellent shape, and there was an air to him, an awareness that gave his face life and aura far beyond conventional good looks. Mara no longer wondered how the Rebels had come to consider him their hero; even she was not immune to his charisma. Still, that only confirmed how dangerous a criminal this man was. That fumbling with the rancor must have been a coldly calculated game, Mara decided, played to lull everybody into a false sense of security. Skywalker seemed neither surprised nor desperate, not even when the protocol droid pronounced Jabba's plans to execute them all in the desert. On the contrary, his confidence appeared if anything greater. There could be no doubt that he had a plan. Probably getting his friends out the Palace had been a main priority.

Mara indulged in a sharklike grin. If the big Hutt was in for a surprise, she didn’t mind at all. Her own job would be to make sure Skywalker was in for the same. 

This would be interesting indeed.

* * *

Several hours later, when only the most dedicated party owls remained in the main hall, Mara managed to convince Jess to ask one of the bounty hunters to show her the dungeons. When he agreed, it turned out that all three dancing girls wanted to come along. Before they managed to leave, two more bounty hunters had caught wind of the expedition and joined. 

Max Jinka, the bounty hunter who’d agreed to guide them, had been in Jabba’s service for years. He took them down to the Gamorrean responsible for the guards on shift and Mara had an unexpectedly good opportunity to both see the facilities with her own eyes and to get her questions answered as well. 

The dungeons were primitive but solid; thick bars kept the prisoners in check in small caves. The entire establishment was several meters below ground level and the only way out was through a passage guarded not only by several Gamorrean guards but by sensors as well; in fact the entire space of the dungeons was covered by security cams, except for the farthest corners of the cavernous cells. Mara appraised with satisfaction that the security was sufficient to hold the prisoners. That meant that she could allow herself to relax and get some sleep.

Unfortunately, the bounty hunters who accompanied them had different ideas. In the faint light of the dungeons, Jinka took the opportunity to corner Jess, who made no complaints, probably due to his Falleen pheromones that Mara could sense he sent out in copious amount. In no time they were busy in the corner of the dungeon, almost disappearing in the shadows, but unfortunately the sounds carried well off the hard stone. The other two males, Mara’s Devaronian wooer from earlier and a heavily built Human, also decided it was time for a move. Mara found her hands full with the Devaronian, who’d apparently lost his comprehension of Basic hours ago, along with any accidental ability to take a hint. Her problems however, were nothing compared to the other girl’s. Lona was a turquoise skinned young Twi’lek, flown straight from Ry’loth and still clearly new to the ways in the underworld. The panic that radiated from her was almost palpable when her suitor tried to lure her into the opposite corner. She kept coming up with excuses and tried to stop the burly man’s hand rambling over her slender body, but without much success.

Mara soon lost her patience with her admirer and stamped her heel – spiked heels were at least good for something – hard down on his booted foot. It didn’t hurt him as much as she’d hoped, as his boots were space-grade, but her next move – a knee rammed into his crotch – quite made up for it. The alien sagged forwards, the air fleeing his lungs. Mara grabbed his horn and ear, twisted his head and hissed; “I said I was tired, goat head! Now piss off before I get annoyed for real!”

A few of the prisoners in various cells had awoken from the sounds and edged closer in order to follow the spectacle unfolding in their dungeon. When the Devaronian finally padded away, Mara noticed that one of the shadows behind the bars looked notably like the Jedi. He paid no attention to the all but coupling Jess and Jinka in the corner, but divided his attention between Mara and Lona’s troubles. For a moment Mara was sure she looked Skywalker straight in the eye – it was hard to decide in the dimly lit space – then he turned his quiet attention back to the Twi’lek who stood just meters away from his cell and whose desperation was growing every moment. 

Mara cursed under her breath. To help the girl wasn’t part of her job and finding herself in situation like these was the part of her job she hated the most. Her job was to help the citizens of the galaxy, naturally, but she was undercover now and might endanger her own mission. The girl was young but she might as well learn that you didn’t die using your body for other things besides dancing. Mara knew exactly what it was like; sometimes it gave her the creeps and made her feel almost dirty for days. On the other hand only time and experience could teach the necessary skill of brushing those feelings away. 

She had already decided to leave but instead found herself, much to her own annoyance, approaching the struggling couple. This really wasn’t the time to play hero, she reminded herself. Ok, the man was nothing near attractive; the Twi’lek, however, was hardly a virgin anymore and…

Before she’d had time to act, the Jedi spoke. His voice was low and soft and if Mara hadn’t happened to see his hand move slightly at the same time, she’d almost thought she was imagining.

“You do not wish to sleep with her. It just seemed like a good idea because your buddy got lucky.” 

The man shuddered and paused a moment as if he’d been interrupted, then continued, however with less conviction than before.

“Please,” Lona pleaded, almost sobbing now and twisting desperately to release herself from his grip. “Please, let me go.”

“C’mon, girlie,” the man panted, though he seemed a tad out of it. “You know you want this too.”

“No,” she insisted, “No, please! I don’t!”

“And neither do you, deep down.” The Jedi’s voice was again a faint whisper, hardly audible in his shadowy cave. “What you really want is to get a good night’s sleep. So in fact, you understand her very well.”

“I understand you very well,” the man repeated, and Mara froze completely, following what was unfolding in front of her eyes with breathless fascination. This was a Jedi performing a mind trick! She’d heard of it and knew her Master could do similar things, but she’d never seen it done in reality. Could Skywalker fool all the guards like this? Could he make them let him and his friends out of the prison? Or was that too big a mouthful? After all there were several guards and security lenses… Yet, if he could stop this man, make him release the girl…?

The heavily built bounty hunter seemed to hesitate and the Twi’lek doubled her efforts to get away. Suddenly she tore free with a hard twist of her hip, the next second she had dashed past Mara and disappeared down the passage.

“Damned hussy!” The man was shaking his hand that had apparently got hurt in the process, and clearly at a loss what face to put up. 

“Well, I’ll be Kesseled…” he muttered again, then looked up meeting Mara’s eyes. 

“You can’t get lucky every night, big man,” she told him levelly. “Try to bring her something nice tomorrow and compliment her dancing. Then try a more gentle approach and see if that helps. And if it doesn’t, well, then it probably works better on someone else.”

The man hrumphed and started walking towards the exit. Passing her he slowed, almost reluctantly taking in her appearance. “What about you? You wouldn’t happen to…”. 

Mara shook her head firmly. “Not a chance. Too tired. First day on the job.”

“Uh, well… Ok.” The man yawned. “Now you say it, I could use some sleep myself. Damn, I didn’t realize I was this tired!”

Before Mara turned to follow, she threw a glance over her shoulder and saw a slender shadow retreat from the bars of his cell and return to the shadows.

