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Happy birthday, Gayla.
****
The bazaar lived up to its name, especially past the point where the real palm trees surrendered to the dictates of geography and the inflatable version took over. Oddly, they were popular with the avian inhabitants, probably something to do with the softer footing. Or the wheezing sound the air-filled plastic made when punctured.
Chortling erupted as parrots plunged into the sky in bold slashes of scarlet and chartreuse speckles.
Jaman shielded his eyes with his hand as he backtracked the noise. The green-tinted sunlight took some adjusting to. He wasn’t quite there yet though his Hawaiian shirt was finally in harmony with his surroundings which was an excellent reason to go browsing later, see if he could arrange a trade. But first… his sandals flopped out a riff across tessellated clay, kicking up stray tiles still showing soothing blues. He was half-tempted to gather them and hunker down to shake the tiles like oracle bones.
A tile skimmed the wrong way, jabbing into his big toe, and Jaman lurched. He stopped dead to glare at the tile before scooping it into his palm. It glimmered lazy lapis, the colour of the skies back home, the colour that used to dominated this plaza in the old days when the warlords rocked the worlds to either side and the economy boomed on the back of the steel trade. His blood stained a corner of the tile, forcing Jaman’s hand tight round it. Anything blood-touched wasn’t safe in the open.
Feathers falling across his shadow spurred Jaman into motion again. He reached the crumpled plastic and nudged it until he isolated the source of the quivering. He flipped the frondy section aside and grabbed a handful of fur to haul the culprit to his eye level.
“Dezi, I’m starting to think this was a bad idea.” Jaman glanced about the outer edge of the bazaar. “Then again, I’m talking to a furball so what do I know?”
The furball declined to reply, instead patting its handler’s face with soft paws, nails sneaky pinpricks through the bronze stubble blurring the jut of Jaman’s jaw.
Jaman raised a brow. “Like that’s going to make everything all right? You just killed a tree.”
Big eyes blinked innocently, encouraging an alternative interpretation that it was all the parrots’ fault. Especially as they didn’t hang around to share the blame. As an admission of guilt, it was a winner.
Jaman’s eyebrow inched higher. He swung the furball up to sit on his shoulder and headed across the exposed area, keeping his pace nice and steady, projecting a not-prey aura. The shade cast by the ship was as close to bliss as it was possible to find outside the clutches of the Haven and far cheaper. Not that souls were fetching much these days when a healthy kidney was worth three times its weight in platinum with no questions answered.
Dezi leapt from shoulder to chair and pranced for the benefit of his less exuberant packmates. Mod’s yawn displayed a mouth full of needle sharp teeth and a tongue as pink as gift-wrapping while Blaze’s concentration on the checkers game in progress never wavered.
Jaman reclaimed his banana lounge, clapped his hat on his head and bribed Mod off the esky by offering her the tile as a play thing. It won him two minutes of pondering the chilling bottles before a furball insinuated two paws over the rim in a quest for mischief. Jaman selected a bottle of brew and toed the tile further away. Mod pounced, Jaman slammed the lid on the esky, and both decided they were happy.
Or as happy as three Da Loki cats and their handler could be on the distressed planet known as The Glitters with their contact nowhere in sight.
Robes fluttering at knee height, a girl slunk from palm tree to tree, armed with a foot pump and a box of adhesive patches. It took her twenty-seven minutes to reanimate the fallen tree and eleven to vanish into the depths of the bazaar again.
Thirty-eight minutes of entertainment for the price of one punctured fake tree… bargain.
Mod rolled onto her back and stuck her paws in the air, eyes slitting, intensifying the summer blue of her irises.
Jaman ignored the blatant belly-rub request that would only end in growls from both of them in favour of sipping slowly at his brew. He checked his chronograph against the tide of carnelian washing the heat wraiths out of the horizon. “Are you sure about this, gataki?”
Blaze emitted a prrrrp and underlined his annoyance with a tail lash. His paw zapped out, nudged a white checker, and claimed two blacks.
“Huh.” Jaman studied the state of play, flaking the already tatty Greenhopper Brew label. The jolt to his system as the parrots sang the opening bars of their sundown serenade in shrieks redder than their plumage bruised his nerves into a jitter. He knocked a checker across the board at random and pretended not to notice Blaze’s reproaching scratch of claws over the crate serving double duty as a table.
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