Quagmire -  chapter 18

Vixens

Mara had been looking forward to reporting to her Master, but it wasn’t going at all as she’d planned. The Emperor’s cold disapproval chilled her to the bone. ”I know what Vader and Skywalker were discussing, my Hand. Vader answers to me – as do you. I told you to remain in reserve behind the scenes. Instead you risk everything to gain information that is insignificant at best. I begin to wonder whether the responsibility of this assignment exceeds your capacity for judgment.”
Stubbornly Mara clung to her resolve. She really had learned something of importance; she just had to convince her Master of that fact. “Master, I’m pretty sure that Skywalker has had more than one teacher in the Force. The files revealed that he’s also been discussing Jedi matters with someone else as well. ‘Master Yoda’ was also mentioned, and several times at that. His name occurred as frequently as Kenobi’s.”

For a moment, her Master’s annoyance seemed to melt away as he imbibed this new information. “Master Yoda?”

“Yes Master. He was listed several times as first hand source – and all the files were dated after the battle of Hoth.”

“Indeed… And you have obtained information indicating his current location?”

And that was, of course, the big flaw in this her offensive. “No, Master. I’m sorry.”
“I have known for decades this Jedi survived the Purge,” the Emperor dismissed impatiently. “Get me the location where he is skulking and that will please me.”
“Yes, Master. But if we can conclude that Skywalker visited Master Yoda after he left Hoth, before he came to Bespin, I can attempt to find and examine the ship he used on that trip. It was an X-wing starfighter, and if it could be located…”

Her Master’s voice was like a chilling breath down her back. “That was done months ago, my Hand. The log of that ship was wiped by Skywalker before he landed on Bespin.”

Mara swallowed hard. There had to be something! Skywalker couldn’t have wiped every record of the journey from – wiped! Yes! “Have any of Intel’s agents had an opportunity to examine his astromech unit?”
“His droid? Explain.”
“Master, Skywalker keeps his droid in high regard. He has never wiped its memory, or so I’ve been told anyway. And as he uses the same droid every time, it is a logical extrapolation that it accompanied him on that trip too.”
The Emperor was quiet a long time, mulling over this possibility with evident interest. Still, Mara could sense quite clearly that he was still displeased with her and she braced herself for what would come.

“Very well, my Hand. Forward the task to Agent Brie. Being close to Skywalker as she is now, she will have the best opportunities to get to his droid as well.”

“But, Master…”  Her heart cried out, no matter how much she tried to restrain herself.

“Or do you perhaps suspect agent Brie is no longer loyal to us?”
For a second Mara wavered, the temptation formidable, overpowering… “She is loyal to you, Master,” she admitted reluctantly, her honesty prevailing. “Her attachment to Skywalker is, as far as I can judge, not of deeper character.” 

“Good. If Agent Brie fails, you will be the next in line to Skywalker, but you will act on my command, not on your judgement. I sense that judgment is not as clear as it has been, my Hand. Have care…”
Mara felt her throat strangle, all too clearly remembering her imbecile, rash invitation for Skywalker to read her mind – a detail she wisely had omitted from this report. “Yes, Master. I’m sorry.”
“Very well...” He fell silent again. “Skywalker will come to me. Yeess…I have foreseen it. And he will turn to our side. We will turn this to our advantage.”
His voice in her mind softened a bit. “You are at loss, child, but fear not. Soon we will speak again, face to face. For now, you must remain strong. Keep your faith.”
“Yes, Master.”
She managed to keep her faith as long at it took the contact to break. Then tears welled up inside her, tears that were dried before they even reached her eyes – as it always was with her. She had never felt so alone, never so desperate. Her Master had always taken care to inform her, to share his knowledge, but not so after her failure at Tatooine. She knew he was disappointed with her, she knew she had to prove herself, but how could she when her only task was to watch and wait? 

Lying on her back in the closed bunk, Mara stared into the pitch blank darkness and wondered, for the first time in her life, if she truly had deserved all this.

* * *

“Hey, Luke! How’ya doing!”

Luke looked up at the familiar voice and broke into a genuine smile. He hadn’t seen Lando for a long time, so completely had the ex-smuggler and now ex-baron been committing himself to his upcoming assignment – an operation that might be nothing less than the Alliance’s decisive clash with the Empire. 

“Hello, Lando,” he greeted. “I’ve been wondering where you’ve been hiding.” The last thing Luke had heard about Lando was that he’d gone a on a scouting raid with Tycho Celchu, presumably to Endor. Officially, Luke hadn’t been told anything of course, but even if he’d never deliberately read the thoughts of the people around him, there was only so much he could keep away; the minds of some of those in the High Council weren’t exactly quiet.

Lando grinned. “Well, as you can guess it’s all a big secret. So if you wanna hear about it, we’d better go some place other than a ready room.” He winked playfully at a couple of squad pilots playing sabacc on the next bench.

Luke smiled, already infected with the easy mood Lando always managed to radiate. “I’m on call so I can’t go far.” 

“How far can we get? This is a space ship! Besides, the Chaos is practically just around the corner.”

Luke shook his head. “No way. But I can move closer to my ship – and the Falcon’s right on the way.” 

He turned to one of his fellow pilots, “Uh, Kasan, would you do me a favor… ” 

“If there’s an alarm I’ll click you, sure Luke. I wouldn’t do it for anyone else, but for you – everything!” Kasan winked and blew him a kiss and Luke blushed. Since he’d finally caved in to Shira, the other girls had extended their friendliness to a degree he’d never have been able to handle before – and in fact had problems with even now. Apparently, now that someone had staked a claim, he was free game for the usual sly innuendo which was what the girls considered “friendly.”

“A girl on every deck these days, Luke?” Lando bounced his eyebrows, casting an appreciative glance at Kasan, but Luke only nodded at her and hastened out of the room.

*

Chewie was on the Falcon, his hairy head completely engulfed in an overhead compartment of the hyperdrive. He bent down to wave and grunt a greeting as Luke and Lando entered the ship, but didn’t stop his work. The two friends strolled to the main hold, brewed cafs and seated themselves at the holo chess table. 

“Where’s Han?” Lando inquired, glancing around.

“Either he’s with Leia or he’s working on something of his own. I’d guess the latter but don’t ask me what it is.”

Lando nodded, having a pretty good suspicion of what it was and pleased on his friend’s behalf. “Is this ‘don’t ask’ because you don’t know, or because you do know?” he asked playfully.

“I don’t know, not technically.”

“Ah, only those Jedi hunches. Reading minds must be pretty handy.”

Luke made a grimace and tried to take a sip of his caf – it was still burning hot and he grimaced again. “Mostly it’s just awkward. And I don’t walk around reading people’s minds, I just can’t help but pick up emotions, sometimes even stray images if they’re very powerfully broadcasted.”

“But you can read people’s thoughts, can’t you?” 

Luke thought about Mara and had to mutter, “Yes.” Though he had made a conscious effort to stay on topic that time and only checked her for her involvement in the fire.

“Well, that’s what I thought.” Lando pursed his lips. “And you suggest that Han’s business is… confidential?”

“Actually, I think it’s so confidential that even Leia doesn’t know about it.”

 “Ah!” Lando smiled knowingly. “Oh, what love can do… And on that topic – I hear that you’ve caught a fox!” He leaned comfortably back on the couch, stretching arms behind his neck.

Luke blushed again. “Uh, well…” He fidgeted with his caf, at loss for words. Everybody seemed so genuinely pleased on his behalf. Rather more than he was himself, in fact.

Lando quieted, watching his friend intently as he closed in around his cup, then sighed and shifted countenance, that smart, self-assured mien smoothing away and him becoming just… well, just Lando.

“You don’t look quite as love-drunk as rumor would have me believe,” he observed.

“Of course I – I mean – I really like her - a lot,” Luke protested, straightening. “How could I not? Shira’s wonderful, really she is! If I seem a bit confused it’s just because…” He trailed off, unsure.

Lando sipped his caf quietly, waiting.

“Well,” Luke tried again. “I knew Shira was interested in me but she was also my subordinate and that made a relationship between us out of the question. I just kept her an arm length away and didn’t really try to figure her out; the less I thought of her the better, I told myself. Then she got promoted and got her own squadron, but to tell the truth I still thought it was a bad idea. I mean, I have too many commitments at it is. So I really tried to keep her at a distance. But then it just…well, slipped.”

Lando snorted into his cup and Luke couldn’t help a crooked smile. He rubbed his head in embarrassment, but knew Lando had heard worse – hell, had probably done worse. “And now… well, it’s wonderful, really. Shira’s an awesome girl, spirited, beautiful, brave…” 

Luke hesitated. “It’s just that I still feel like we’re in the same limbo, only on the other side of the line, if you understand what I mean?” He glanced expectantly to his older friend.

“Actually, no. I don’t understand a word,” Lando admitted affably, reaching out for a sweetcake.

Luke rubbed his temple. “Well, we’ve been together for a week already. I’d thought Shira and I had become intimate by now.”

Lando stopped crunching, his’s voice going up. “You’re not intimate?”

“Not emotionally.” Luke told him flatly. “I’d have thought we’d be talking about things, about us, but it’s like the physical side consumes all time we have – and then we just fall asleep.” He blushed anew. “And if we have time to talk it’s about what’s going on around us. I don’t feel I know her one bit more than before we started to… well, to be together.” Months ago, Shira had told him about her background; how her family had been destroyed by the Empire when she was a little girl; how she’d grown up on Shalyvane, doing what she had to survive. But the whole past week they had hardly touched the matter. 

“Ah.” Lando continued on his sweetcake, chewing at it alongside Luke’s words. “Yeah, of course you would want to know her…” He scratched his chin in thought. 

“Well, she is my girlfriend,” Luke pointed out a bit confused. 

“Oh, that’s less relevant, I think.” Lando waved elaborately with his left hand. “Most people hang out in relationships without ever knowing each other. And then one day they wake up and think: was that it? And they go apart. That happens all the time.”

Luke started to protest but Lando continued. “But you wouldn’t want that, of course. You’re different. You don’t put on an act. You are who you are and if that’s not enough you bite your teeth together and plunge on anyway.”

“And why’s that wrong?” Luke asked.

Lando’s face got a strange look. “It’s not wrong. Not at all.” He paused, for a second almost embarrassed. “It’s… well… good. A good thing. If more people were like you this galaxy probably would be a better place.” When Luke stared at him he hurried to add. “Leia’s that way too. Makes me see why Han decided to stay.”

“Right…” Luke shifted on the bench, aware that Lando showed a rare, soft side here. “Well, I don’t think I could ‘pretend’ convincingly even if I wanted to. You make it sound like you put on a show or something.”

Lando turned the cup in his hands, his eyes on the floor. “Every single hour of every single day.”

“Oh.” Luke blinked in surprise. “But what’s the point of that?”

The gambler shrugged. “It makes things safer. The less others know about you, the less they can use against you.” He paused. “Still, with your Jedi hunches you should be pretty good in peeking behind the scenes.”

“I told you, I don’t around reading people’s minds!”

“No. But as you said, you pick things up. And still you feel you don’t know Shira?”

That hadn’t even occurred to Luke. Shira was charming and high-spirited, yet he picked up far less of her emotions than other people’s. It was odd. 

Lando watched him closely. “Well, I could be wrong of course, but sometimes it takes one to know one. And if you want my take, Luke, your Shira has never shared one tiny piece of herself, not in a relationship, and not with anyone else either.” 

And suddenly it all made sense. The many months Shira had been hitting on him; his own, strange reluctance to get to know her closer… She’s been shielding herself somehow, subconsiously!  And I sensed it. Only, I didn’t know that I did because I didn’t know what to look for.  

But where did that leave them now? Luke, for sure, had no idea how to pretend a relationship – to him it had always been all or nothing. Whatever this was he had going with Shira seemed to be someplace between the two. 

But was that what she wanted? And was that what he wanted? 

And how much was he prepared to throw in to change it?  

* * *

Some strange feeling of loss drove Mara to the Chaos that evening. Her cabin was just about the last place she wanted to be; the refuge of the greenhouse had effectively been shattered by her encounter with Skywalker and Deena wouldn’t be out of the medbay before the next day. And for about the first time in her life, Mara had no wish to be alone. 

Chaos did the trick. Only about ten minutes after her arrival, Hobbie Klivian and Wedge Antilles came strolling in, Klivian giving her a crooked smile in passing. “Hey, Ginger.”

Mara didn’t even look up from the datapad she’d brought with her. “Hey, Cyborg.” Her comment caused both men to chuckle and after a slip to the bar to get they beers they came strolling back towards her table with well-trained nonchalance.

“Mind if we sit down?” Antilles wondered casually and Mara had to suppress smile. The way her mood was, Rogue company was probably the best she could have – Rebels they might be but these guys were fun - and besides that, these two were probably Skywalker’s oldest squadron mates. If she could bring the talk further than the usual jibing and banter she might find out useful things about her target. 

Of course, she showed nothing of her delight. “I could get worse company, I guess,” she grumbled instead and moved just slightly to make room. 

“Hey, listen to that,” Hobbie nodded to Wedge as he dumped himself into a chair. “Coming from Jade, that’s a declaration of love.”

Mara gave him a glare that silenced him effectively but Wedge picked up the mantle right on cue. “Well, we thought you looked like you needed some… gingering up. And we’re always ready for the rescue.” He had seated himself on her other side, pinning her in between them.

“How gracious.” Mara rolled her eyes. “I knew that the rescue thing was something your CO excelled in but I didn’t know he’d infected the rest of the squad.”

The two men exchanged quick glances and Mara was attuned enough to decipher the flash of protectiveness. She’d better take it down a notch. If she wanted to get something out of them about Skywalker in particular they had better keep the tune light. The Rogues didn’t mind having it out among themselves, but she wasn’t one of them.

“I don’t know about you guys,” she smoothed over, “but I don’t like feeling indebted. Perhaps it’s different for you who’re constantly out in danger – you’ll always get another chance to pay back. But all I can do is to fix your fighters and that I‘d do anyway since that’s my job…” She shrugged, looking the other way.

The vague tenseness of the two men eased immediately. “Hey,” Klivian told her, “don’t you even think about that. Luke would be truly embarrassed if he’d knew you went around feeling you owed him anything.”

“Yeah,” Wedge supported. “And he’s so used to saving other people’s butts that he’s most likely forgotten yours was among the monthly quota. Just don’t remind him and you’re in the clear.”

That triggered an earnest smile from Mara. “Now, for once that might be advice I could use,” she admitted. “Actually, I’d like to think that when he stops to speak, that’s because he likes to keep contact, not because of his sense of duty.”

Both men chuckled at her comment. “It might be both, actually,” Hobbie admitted. “Luke’s sense of duty is… indefinite…” He glanced to Antilles for confirmation.

“Indefinite, yes. I think that might just cover it.” Wedge confirmed, snickering.

This conversation was looking promising, Mara realized. She decided to try to push her luck. “You guys have a high regard of him, don’t you?” She intentionally omitted any mockery of her voice or body language and let an earnest note sneak into the conversation.

They went for the bait immediately. Hobbie gushed, “He’s the best Squad Commander in the Alliance – ”

“You mean in the galaxy,” Wedge stated unblinkingly. “And give him a couple of years, the experience that goes with it and a bit of feedback and he’ll be the best Commander of anything.”

“And then he’s a pal too,” Hobbie expanded. “Best mate a man can have. Except me of course - but I mate even better with you girls.”

Mara ignored the last comment. “Well, he confuses me sometimes,” she trolled. “One moment he’s so solemn and restrained, the other I catch a glint of a much more daring guy, someone’s who can be downright cocky at times. And yet I’d bet he’s shy if anything.” 

She hit the trigger with that. Both men opened up and started to pour their opinions.

“He is shy. And restrained. And cocky. All things at once.” Wedge asserted. “Once he was only shy or cocky, depending on the occasion, but his self-discipline has increased over the years. Nowadays that’s what you see most of the time, but that’s only part of the truth. The real Luke is much more complicated.”

“Luke’s at his best when flying an X-wing. His best – and most himself. If you haven’t seen him flying, you haven’t seen the man.” Hobbie stated.

Mara pricked up her ears. She hadn’t seen Skywalker fly – was that the missing brick for her to understand his puzzling character? 

“I dunno,” Wedge retorted thoughtfully. “There’s something of the same going on nowadays when he wields a lightsaber. He just stops…I dunno, thinking, perhaps, and just acts. It’s pretty stunning, really.” 

Hobbie frowned. “It’s a long time since I saw him do that, and back then it wasn’t anything spectacular; he just kept frying his butt with stray laser beams. But already back then, the man could fly.”

“True, but he’s learned a lot since,” Wedge maintained. “I saw him the other week – against nine seekers. He hardly broke a sweat.”

“Nine?” Hobbie’s voice went up? “Ok, that I’d like to see! Do you think he could hold against an entire squadron?” 

Wedge shrugged. “Hold? He’d take them out. And stop for caf on the way.”

Mara listened, trying her best to maintain her impassive countenance. Now, this was valuable information. She’d known Skywalker was good, but not this good. And she couldn’t help but get her curiosity excited by Wedge’s appraisal. Skywalker had destroyed the Death Star, of course, and hence had to be a good pilot, but Mara hadn’t thought of him much in those terms before. To her, he was first of all a Jedi, and as such he hadn’t been exceedingly impressive so far. Perhaps she had sold him short? 

Before she had time to query to the matter, a shrill whistle sounded through the Chaos. Looking up she saw a bunch of other pilots approach, including the topic of their discussion - and Brie. Mara’s slowly rising mood dived in a sharp loop. 

A few moments later the table was crowded to bursting and Mara was arguing with herself whether she should leave immediately or after a short while. Whatever mood she was in right now, it certainly wasn’t in Brie-mood and the other woman looked gallingly satisfied with herself, clenching as she was in Skywalker’s armpit, head tilted self-assuredly and that wry, peeving smile pasted to her face.

In contrast, the Jedi was modest and a bit self-conscious too, clearly not used to playing Siamese twin with someone. Mara couldn’t help wondering what he was feeling, deep down, whether Brie’s blatant attention still didn’t bother him on some level. Sensing Skywalker’s perturbance, she decided to give the evening one chance more. Her cabin was still all but inviting - and maybe, just maybe, she could provoke something out between the happy couple.

...
Luke was anything but at ease this evening. It had been Shira’s idea that they’d socialize a bit and he had reluctantly agreed, more to please her than because he thought it sounded fun. He was caught up in too many mental wrestling matches to want anyone’s company right now - yet, here he was. 

And here also was Mara Jade, who had managed to shake him so thoroughly the other day – a fact he wasn’t prepared to share with Shira, and consequently was forced to hide from her. It bothered him – and why did he have this feeling Jade would have enjoyed it if she’d known? Luke fidgeted and tried to make himself comfortable on the crowded bench. What was it about that woman that kept stirring him up?

Everything was made worse by the fact that for some reason Shira and Mara had decided to take a dislike to each other – he had no idea what had happened between the two women but the animosity was almost palpable. Jade was hiding behind her usual cool facade but he could sense her scowl though the Force. Shira on her part, was almost bristling with barely restrained energy and Luke had an uncanny feeling it would come out sooner or later.
It turned out to be sooner. Hardly had they all got their beers before Shira leaned in and spoke to Mara, an expression of innocent curiosity to her face. “Forgive me for bringing this up, but Luke told me something puzzling. He said that you were a dancer at Jabba’s Palace. Is that right?” 

Luke winced. It was him who had slipped that information in the first place. It had seemed like such an innocuous piece of information when he’d mentioned it, just an offhand comment when Shira had enquired details about the rescue of Han. But now, ‘dancer’ suddenly got a double entendre and Luke couldn’t help suspecting that Shira was perfectly aware of this.

Mara was no doubt aware of it but as usual, didn’t even flinch. “I was. Why?”

Shira shrugged lightly. “Well, I was surprised, that’s all. You somehow… don’t give that impression here.” 

Mara looked coolly at her. “Let’s get one thing sorted out,” she replied. “I’ve danced professionally in many places - and for many people in the galaxy. I’m proud of my art.”

“What?” Hobbie Klivian broke in. “Are you saying you’re actually a professional dancer? Wow, I had no idea.” As could be expected, he seemed in no way bothered by the ambiguity; probably it just added to his interest.

“Me neither,” Wes Jansen chimed in. “I love dancing! I might have tried to become a professional myself.”

“Then, why didn’t you?” Hobbie enquired, turning to him. 

Wes bobbed his hair. “Oh, I had problems enough fending off women as it was. How would it have turned out if I really had started to expose how stunning I am?”

That made everyone laugh and Luke silently thanked the Force for Wes’ infailingly good spirits. Once he and Hobbie started, the ball just kept on rolling.

Shira, however, wasn’t ready yet. “I’m sure we all know you have hidden talents, Wes. But I was just so surprised about our friend Jade, here.” Turning back to Mara she continued, “You appear to be so… skilled… in so many ways? Where did you pick all that up?”

Mara narrowed her eyes. So that was Brie’s strategy. But if she thought Mara could be frightened or threatened into backing her up, she could think again. Mara lifted her chin, her eyes glittering with daring. “Oh, long story. The story of my life really and you’ll have to forgive me for not dealing it out here. But I can spill that I’ve danced for the Emperor. I was told he was… impressed.”

Her comment brought all heads up, not surprisingly, and a murmur went through the assembly. “You’ve actually met the Emperor?” Wes was asking, eyes widening. “Wow!”

For a second Mara’s heart jumped; had she been too bold? 

Luke on his part, decided to grab the opportunity to talk abut something else than Mara’s dancing. “Leia has met him too,” he put in.

Mara gave him a sarcastic look. “I’m so glad I have something in common with Princess Leia.”

Not expecting a jibe from that side, Luke pulled a face and looked away. Mara relished her revenge. Let the Jedi sweat; he’s the one who babbled to Brie! 

But Shira wasn’t yielding yet. “So the Emperor was… impressed? By your dancing I take it? Or…?”

“I don’t know how well he understands dancing.” Mara replied coldly. “But I can assure you it wasn’t my dress that made the impression.”

“Oh, I didn’t think that either. Most dancers I’ve seen didn’t have much on them anyway,” Shira giggled light-heartedly and Luke winced again. This wasn’t Shira as he knew her and to see her like this made him flinch.

Mara, however, was sparking into fire. If that faithless little floozie of an agent thought she could get Mara to look like a tramp, she could think again. She wasn’t here to be walked on. 

She leaned back on her chair, deliberately slowly, letting her hands trail down her hips as she watched Brie with narrowing eyes. To her satisfaction she noticed from the corner of her eye that Brie’s eyes flickered the fraction of a second to make sure she wore no firearms. Mara smiled maliciously. “Funny you should say that,” she commented, voice acid. “I’ve noticed many people suffer of the delusion that a dancer can’t do without a fancy dress, but I assure you; a good dancer can captivate her audience clad in anything. Even a mechanics coverall.”

Brie lifted her chin a fraction, smart enough to consider her next move but Wes Janson, of course, went for the bait like a slashrat for a killball. “Hey! Any chance you’d dance for us tonight?”

“Sure,” Mara replied, voice soft as the hum of a vibroblade. “Ask me, and I will.” She had them all, she realized. Everyone at the table had their eyes glued to her and the silence was affecting those at the nearby tables as well, people starting to turn to look what was happening.

Wes blinked and looked in bewilderment to his buddies but it was Wedge Antilles who actually realized she had set one single condition. He rose and bowed, giving her room to get up from the bench. “Please, Miss Jade,” he said loud enough that his voice carried to the closest tables as well. “Would you do us the honor of dancing for us tonight?”

Shira straightened slightly but Luke used the opportunity to reach his arm out, pulling her to a close hug and thus pacifying her momentarily, his eyes on Mara. He didn’t need the Force to know Shira was bristling but he was determined to calm her down – and to give Mara a chance.

Mara rose in one fluid movement and pulled out the pins from her hair. Slowly and deliberately, she shook out the red gold tresses, giving them plenty of time to uncurl against her back and shoulders, already concentrating on gathering the attention of the audience. She didn’t have many effects to fall back on in the stuffed, noisy mess, especially not clad in baggy green mechanics, so she had better use what she had. Fortunately, there was no music sounding over the beaten up sound system, and as people one after another fell silent around her she lifted her arms again, satisfied now that she earlier had rolled up the sleeves of her coverall to her elbows, thus leaving hands and wrists visible.

She took three steps away from the table, then stood absolutely still, centering herself, eyes half closed, body tensing for each breath. Then her foot twitched, starting up a soft, simple beat, barely audible and forcing the now alert audience to pick up their hearing and sharpen their senses. Simultaneously, but with only a fraction of that pace, her hands began to drop, wrists turning about, fingers moving as pulled by gravity, yet resisting like had they their own mind. She let the tapping of her foot grow in volume, the resistance of her arms transform to futile wing-strokes, head twist around, fall like her hair was pulling it down by its weight, then with a quick, smooth jerk pulled it back again.

She took one step, just about to let the other follow, then jolted back, arms still following the recent pull, her body and limbs creating their own gravities, counterflowing, intermingling. As she gradually let her movements expand she could hear someone picking up her pulse in a light tap against a table. A step more, two; her body writhing in seemed conflict, a pivot around her own axe – and the steady tapping had increased, several in the audience now captivated by the cadence of her moves. As the pulse steadied to a beat, Mara could allow herself to leave the rhythm, let her movements take their own lead, her body to drift with its impulses, trusting her own skill to bring her back to control with grace again to fixed point. In the end, however, as the tension and eagerness of the audience grew to claps and cheers, she gave herself free, leaving her bench mark and throwing herself out in pivots and leaps, the latter causing a surge from the audience.

And suddenly it was over – Mara pulled in and returned to her starting point, body still, arms raised and head resting against her own shoulder. The Chaos erupted into standing applause.

As she gracefully curtsied and thanked, Mara stole a glance at Shira Brie, no longer in the armpit of Skywalker as the Jedi needed both hands for applauding. Mara smiled maliciously. When it comes to charming men it’s not all a question of curves and breast measurement, Miss Bigbosom.

Luke, too impressed to be able to find words and therefore losing himself in ovation, looked at Mara and wondered what had changed so wonderfully with her; then he realized what it was; a tiny smile curled the corners of her lips. It wasn’t much, but it reached her eyes, those otherwise hard, cold stones, changing their expression profoundly: there was a light in them now that made something in his belly make a silly little twist.

“That was magnificent, Mara,” he breathed, trying to press in his appraisal between the others talking when she returned to the table. “It really was.”

Her eyes twinkled. “Nothing like a good show when you need to take people in, Skywalker. Often it gives more than you bargained for.” She reached out for her beer and swept the rest of it in one mouthful. “See you later guys.” With a smirk and a wink she turned and headed for the bar to pay her drinks.

“Saw that?” Hobbie pointed out. “She smiled! She did! And that makes twice actually, to Wedge and me before you all got here. Now who’s won the bet?” 

“I have. She smiled more at me than at you,” Wedge argued.

Luke didn’t follow the outcome because Shira leaned back with a barely hidden snort, her mouth thinning of annoyance. Luke looked questioningly at her and noticing his glance she muttered, her words meant for him only. “That show-off! She did that just to prove her point.”

“You provoked her,” Luke pointed out quietly. 

Shira turned sharply towards him, eyes blazing though she still kept her voice down. “And you? You certainly couldn’t take your eyes off her!”

Luke made a face and decided to bring the matter up at some other time when Shira was in a better mood.

It took Mara quite a while to reach the bar to pay for her drinks, so many wanted to congratulate her for her dancing and ask all kind of questions. She tried to answer them as politely but curtly as she could, silently wondering whether she had pulled too much attention to herself. 

When she finally had managed to pay and was heading for the exit she was caught up by Brie who admonished her in a low-voice. “We should co-operate, Jade, not compete. Just thought I should point that out.”

Mara’s expression didn’t change one whit. “Great. When I fancy a threesome I’ll let you know, ok?”

With that she walked away, smirking in complete satisfaction.

*

Leia too, left the Chaos smiling. She had stood just inside the other entrance, her original business to find Luke and talk with him. She’d hoped to find him without his new girlfriend but in fact it had turned out to be the sour look to Shira’s face that had made her stay and see Mara’s dance through. When it was over, she withdrew quietly, grinning as smugly as Jade had been. To tell the truth, right now she didn’t care whether Jade was a professional dancer or even a spy for the Emperor himself. 

She had just made her day.

