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In the depths of the dark with a banshee storm raking icy claws over the domes shielding the spaceport, a simulated summer unwinds within. As the house lights shade to blue and the bass throbs with steamy southern seduction, the Winterlark wraps her voice around the notes and rubs the black velvet nap the wrong way.
The friction brings a tingle to the nerves of the audience and they lean further into the witchery she unwinds.
Distance from the dais grants some immunity. The bar is set at the rear of the room, to the left of the stairs stepping down from the street door. It’s far enough away that the hiss of the espresso machine and the pulse of the blender fade into the background. Not that many patrons are calling for the richly flavoured coffee served in tiny cups . . . tonight is a night for mint juleps, a craving conjured from the music.
“The way he moved, it was a sin, so sweet and true.” The Winterlark laces her fingers round her microphone stand. Her lashes lower, fanning ebony over porcelain fragility, a devious Dresden doll of a woman who pours gritty honey over the syllables. “Always wanting more, he'd leave you longing for, black velvet and that little boy smile.”
Behind the bar, Ben shakes his head and stirs his concoctions rapidly, convincing frost to form on the pair of elegant glasses. He plucks fresh mint to garnish and slides the juleps across the narrow width of the bar into willing hands.
Ice crystals glitter as rims chime in a private salute.
Ben hooks his linen tea towel over his shoulder and tests the seating of his earplugs. The foam blocks the insinuating delight of the Winterlark’s croon as she weaves into the final chorus, but not all of her power. No, that’s when strength of will comes into play. He settles the pot of mint on the back sill where purplish lights hover over a jungle of growing garnishes. And hesitates for a second . . .
“If you please.” The final note entreats, hanging on the air until the lights blink in sympathy.
Ben winces and turns around very slowly.
A lover’s knot unravels somewhat as the male half of the pair on the far side of the bar, reaches for his abandoned glass and rescues the garnish. He uses it as a brush, painting the curves of his lover’s face with the heart shape leaves, skimming her lips to leave a glossy layer of mint infused alcohol which he polishes away with his own mouth.
Ben skims a glance at the seemingly innocent herbs and back in time to witness the cat people come up for air. Purring resonates from them both, claws prick from their hands to trace light patterns over the other’s skin a second before they crush the garnish between their mouths.
All sorts find their way into the House, but what are the odds of outworlders of the feline persuasion in residence on the one night Ben mistakes catnip for mint?
Across the room, the Winterlark’s eyes shine like moonlight on the sea as she straightens from whispering in the ear of her pianist. A rill of notes ensures and summons a sun-baking realm of incense and patchouli.
“On a morning from a Bogart movie.” The Winterlark’s smile infects the melody. “In a country where they turn back time.”
Ben reaches under the bar for his guidebook, flipping through the pages in a search for how much time the effects of a catmint julep will last.
* * * *
Third-moon rise is a celebratory spectacle. The slowest of Jareth’s moon’s to chase the diurnal cloud cover over the horizon, it’s also the most beautiful with a pall of mica floating in its gravitational drag. A hum of awe echoes through the viewing lounges. Sherlock leaves before its peachy limmerace stains the night. Leaving doesn’t mean Sherlock escapes its lure; moonlight filters through the spaceport’s ceiling panels to enhance the dull in-house illumination.
Catching a transverse, Sherlock draws the flow of her coat close to avoid contact with the varied throng. Individual scents layer the air: here a burst of rosewater, there peanut-fried noodles; oil of both the massage and aviation varieties with a pulse of burning ozone sear through the mélange. Typical spaceport fare. Except for the hint of cinnamon . . . now, that’s unique and it’s the thread the huntress follows in this maze.
Sherlock tracks the flirtatious fragrance, surer than any thread through a labyrinth. As the distance from her base station increases, worry gnaws away the irritation at her missing troopers.
They’re hardly kitlings, true, and not many will tangle with a six-foot plus warrior, let alone two. It’s just . . . when the Pride is prowling, indulgence comes with limits and stern warnings not to exceed them. Her warnings. Claws prick from her fingers and she curls them into her palms, lowering her eyes to hide the shine. Oh, for the moon and the clean air to cleanse her aura of this pseudo-habitat with its crowding, its constant comings and goings.
Sherlock swallows her hiss. A show of fangs, plus her nightshine pupils will betray the feline side of her dual heritage and call too much attention. Better to find a shadow and pull it close.
That shadow, there, in a bend of the corridor. She consults her minidat, confirming her senses. Nefer and Vail’s beacons indicate they are close. She tucks the minidat away without ever a flicker of guilt for breeching their privacy and goddesses know sometimes privacy is hard to find.
If they don’t get their tails back to base before much longer, they’re likely to have all the time and privacy they like . . . on their way home.
Sherlock tests the depth of the shadows and finds the reward, an emergency door that refuses to shut. Her ears twitch as she eases through, padding softly down the stairs. A clear coating of poly gel muffles the metal treads. And sets off bells. Why go to this much trouble to soften an approach when the ring of steps would be a warning?
Curiosity stirs, flickering in her veins like honey fire.
The access shaft narrows as it descends, linking the public levels with the boring mundane maintenance network. The colour coding lines guiding travellers don’t extend this far but at least the lighting does. A glance up confirms the spacer standard nilsun tubes. At the landing another emergency door hangs loose in its frame. Sherlock rests the pads of her fingers against it, presses close, cheek to chill metal. A slight vibration seeps through to tease her hearing, a threnody bright as moonlight.
Sherlock scratches a nail over the pressure plate and the door sways inwards to reveal a vestibule, all indigo with sparkles on the panels to mimic stars. She slips by, and through the inner door bearing a plaque advertising Enchanté in more sparklies. A second set of stairs in a gentle curve drops her into the wealth of melody spinning from a trio of musicians and their high priestess of a singer.
Not just a singer; a chanteuse charmer. That explains the mix of secrecy and blatant ease of entry to this lounge. Dark as night, with porcelain pale skin, the chanteuse weaves a lyrical web to bewitch and staunch emotional bruises. Elegant fingers curve around a microphone with provocative slowness, her head tilts as she shapes a run of golden notes into a glissando than echoes in the nerve endings and moulds the melody anew.
A shiver shimmies down Sherlock’s spine before she steals her attention back to her search. The lighting here is set to intrigue levels so she brushes her hood down, welcoming the freedom from its confines and especially the coolness on the nape of her neck.
It’s a jewel cave of a place, more sybaritic than the cybernetic which dominates the higher levels of the spaceport. Here, lush fabrics and plump furniture reign but shadows trump them, obscuring the attentive patrons and leaving them plenty of opportunity to conspire or romance.
Soft footing round the chairs, she follows the sparkles on the floor leading to the bar at the back of the room vanishing under the stairs. Close up she can identify the décor as early coffee bean appliqué in swirls over the base of the bar. It shows they take their coffee seriously. She claims a red leather stool and nods to her reflection in the mirror on the back wall reflecting glowlights onto the riotous plants.
The barista interposes, politely removing a foam ear plug. Bad temper grooves the fine skin round his eyes. He raises a brow in expectation of her request.
Sherlock smoothes the wing of ink black hair to echo the curve of her face as she glances further down the bar. “Perhaps I should sample whatever they’re having.”
His sharp assessment softens into a wry twist of his mouth. “Yeah, the catkin are better known for combat skills than public displays of affection.”
Tails knotting, the Katri pair purr their own secret harmony. Muscles ripple sleekly beneath fur as they pet and kiss luxuriously. The male’s head tips back, eyes slitting, as his lover teases the underside of his jaw. He twines her hands with his own and their foreheads bump, purrs ratcheting higher. They maintain their balance on the stools with innate feline grace and dexterity.
They’re so lovely to look at they hurt.
“Any more affectionate you’d have to bounce them out of here,” Sherlock observes.
The barista huffs and rubs his temple. “Ahuh. And all because of an accidental catmint contamination.”
“That would do it.” Sherlock allows lazy amusement to coat the thread of steel in her voice. “Actually, you’re kind of lucky there’s a pair. If they weren’t absorbed in each other, misted on the Oxytocins, they’d probably be offering all and sundry free hugs.” Half-turning on her stool, she props an elbow on the bar and cradles her chin in her palm. The change in position keeps the barista in her peripheral vision as he retrieves a familiar book from under the counter and surreptitiously flicks pages. “Page fifty-seven,” she hints.
“Predominantly dark colouring with eyes permanently split-pupiled,” he mutters, reading from the page, “and mostly tinted purplish. Amethyst,” he amends.
Sherlock quells the preening instinct, feline and feminine enough to be vain. She slips the thumb loop of her sleeve free and it slides to her elbow, revealing the blossoming of roseate pigmentations flowing along the inside of her arm.
The barista’s gaze drops quickly to his book as he scans the text.
“Katri,” Sherlock confirms, thrilling to his sudden pallor and the throb of his pulse in his throat. The skipping beat leads her eye to the arch of his collarbones and the flow into his shoulders under a softly-worn shirt.
He rallies somewhat and directs a frown at his Spotters Guide to Life. “Juag Katri characteristics but according to this, Juag less than seven feet tall are so rare as to be impossible.”
Sherlock shrugs negligently. “So I’m exceptional. I may be convinced to make an exception for you.”
The prospect tantalises but, good boy, he’s wary. He folds his arms over his chest and glowers suspiciously as the glamorous notes from onstage peal into silence and general sighing. Applause breaks out like a rash.
Sherlock ignores the shuffling behind her as people stretch kinks from joints and come down from the lyrical high. Her focus reserves the barista for her own. “Provided you set about negating the effects of your catmint concoction. Espresso,” she suggests gently.
The barista jolts. “Good plan.” He proceeds to set up the demitasse cups and pots of Demerara and vanilla sugars while the machine burble. His tea towel slides down his arm to hook at his elbow and he sweeps it aside irritably.
Silent expectation divides Sherlock’s attention between her troopers starting to register her presence as bitter coffee scent cuts the sweetness of their personal haze and the first heavy notes of the melody unravelling.
One demitasse slides down the bar to halt before the Katri. As the barista turns to slide the second, he also slides the pot of mint under the steam spigot and spins that dial hard right.
Minty steam bursts over the bar to pervade the lounge.
“My, oh my,” insinuates the chanteuse, strutting her stuff.
Sherlock coughs delicately as the last tender tendril evaporates. She smiles. And reaches across the counter to seize the barista’s collar and yank him close. She relieves him of the pot of withery stalks, tossing it over her shoulder to land where it will after an elaborate sniff.
“Oops.”
* * * *
Electricity rides the currents of the Winterlark’s breathy rendition of a rock anthem but it’s the snap and sizzle in the purplish eyes shining so close to his own that fascinates Ben. Oh, and the prickle of claws piercing his lucky shirt, right above his heart, to dent his skin with lethal promise.
As for those sparks at the edge of his vision, pulsing in tandem with his blood, they remind him breathing is a good move. Except his desperate inhale brings her dizzying scent in with the oxygen to just flood his system.
Rich, exotic as jungle rain, the warmth of her skin heats the fragrance adding topnotes of vanilla. Ben focuses past both the scent and the sparks to the Katri warrior holding him up so the edge of the bar digs into his belly.
She raises a slender brow. Her mouth shapes a kiss before expanding into speech. “Oops.”
Such a gentle word with immediate results. The Katri pair shaking off the effects of the catmint scrape their stools back to flank their commanding officer, blocking out the soft blue light.
Worse, the Winterlark stretches a note razor thin and holds it at the ready. Chords die into harsh aching silence as Pericles kicks back his seat and pulls a sabre from within his piano. He holds it as comfortably as Bryght thumbs the safety off on his Morlock laser while liberating a ring of throwing stars from his percussion array. To his left, Maeve pulls the pins from her hairdo, ready to protect her precious double bass.
Ben twists his head to the side and gurgles.
“A halfway decent suggestion,” the Katri holding him says. “Pay it heed. My business is with him alone, no one else, and will be concluded shortly.”
Pericles leaves the dais, moving like a fogbank, all slow and soft, with his ice blond braids hanging down his back. “We’re an all for one minded group. Rather like yourselves.”
Her troopers confront Pericles, a silent looming pair. Whispers concerning odds slither from the shadowy edges of the lounge where the patrons lurk, but it looks more like evens though the Katri outweigh the musician.
Ben insinuates his fingers into the neckline of his shirt and loosens its clasp round his throat. “Peri, leave it.”
He pays for his defiance with an inch more of submission. The Katri’s hold forces him further across the bar. The pain across his stomach burns like whiplash and he sets the toes of his boots into the seams between the lower drawers to relieve the pressure on his spine.
The Katri shifts her grip to stroke her claws over his cheek and round to the nape of his neck, scratching lightly before shoving him down flat. “Now surely you don’t expect me to leave it either? An accident, maybe, but there should be consequences, you agree?”
“An agreement made under coercion isn’t binding,” Ben grits past the numbness crowding his face from contact with the hard bench top.
“With all these witnesses, it might be,” the Katri disagrees.
One of her troupers interferes, the male with the tiger stripes and the sub-bass voice. “Sherlock. It was an honest mistake. No one could know we would come here; Vail and I certainly didn’t plan on it.”
Sherlock keeps her gaze level. “That only means they weren’t planning for your arrival per se but it doesn’t acquit them of possessing a Katri-specific intoxicant. Follow the logic, Nefer.”
Ben splays his fingers on the bar in protest. The imprint of her claws tracing his jaw warns him against words.
“It wasn’t like that,” the female trooper demurs, shifting to cover the pianist and better make her point. “We asked, he didn’t offer. Fate is fickle, right? You’re always telling us that. Chalk this one up to Fate handing down a lesson to be more careful. Just a mistake.”
“Perhaps the first time.”
A shiver vibrates Ben’s vertebrae. He can see the reflection of the Huntress’s smile in the gleaming bar, hear it in her voice, all feral edge and languid darkness. Exposure to the Winterlark’s brand of witchery sensitises the listener to cadence and inflection, to timbre and rhythm. There’s a black blossom unfurling within the Katri, this Sherlock, strengthening her natural scent to night-flowering orchids with a gloss of treacherous moonlight.
“But that second time, Vail,” Sherlock drawls at her subordinate. “Will you excuse that?”
Vail’s tail twitches nervously and she looks away.
“Exactly.”
“I’m loathe to interrupt as this is forte amusement.” The Winterlark’s words fall like rain, so clean and calm, liquidly gold liming the unfolding black. “I’m simply curious as to the evidence of the second . . . shall we say, alleged contamination?”
“Shall we say . . . there but for the grace of the goddesses?” Sherlock offers. “Your man here conveniently destroyed the most damning evidence when he steamed the plant. And I’m sure one of the so gentle folk watching this drama has spirited the remains away.”
“Same folk you’re revealing information to,” Ben manages to point out. “If they didn’t know about Katri and catmint before, they certainly do now.”
“Thank you for bringing that to my attention.” Sherlock taps his ear with a gleaming black claw.
“No problem.” Ben watches that claw come so close to his eye. Then she makes a fist and collects him by the scruff of his neck. He jams his toes against the counter but gives it up in attempt for a little dignity as the Katri hauls him completely over the bar, and without spilling the demitasses and sugar dishes there.
After that display of casual strength, it’s a surprise to discover they’re of a height. Ben folds his arms and projects polite inquiry as Sherlock circles his throat, the tips of her claws resting lightly over his jugular.
Her eyelids flutter as she measures the beat of his pulse and the nod she awards him is faintly approving. “Thing is, catmint is a controlled substance. You’ll all understand how the effects could undermine Katri credibility, and I speak for the race when I suggest you probably wouldn’t enjoy the methods we’d use to re-establish our reputation. No, we really don’t play well with others. So that leaves me with something of a dilemma. The kitlings and I have a rendezvous with the Pride that we can’t miss, yet I can’t really leave without extracting some assurance that this will never happen again.”
Pericles braces the point of his sword against the floor and twirls it by the hilt. “As the plant is no longer viable, that would seem unlikely.”
Sherlock dismisses him with a glance. “Ahhhh, and that is also interesting. How did you obtain that plant?”
Ben clears his throat with deliberation. “Do you have time for this?”
“Not particularly but it’s so much fun.” Sherlock stretches her fingers, forcing his chin higher. “Nefer and Vail seem to feel no harm done. Okay. And seeing as their senses were numbed by the first, they weren’t affected by the second dose. That’s the one I’m interested in. That’s the one with malicious intent. I’m almost curious about what you planned to do with me afterwards.”
“Hadn’t got that far.” Ben narrows his eyes. “I wouldn’t, would I? Because you’re immune.”
A dimple winks in Sherlock’s left cheek, giving her a gamine glow that matches the haircut. “I’m a Halfling.”
The thought freezes the lounge from voracious interest to shock, seems to echo off the walls and the ceiling with its sparkling net of stars winking in the blue lights. In the hollow hush afterwards, questions crowd but remain unspoken.
“Exceptional,” Ben agrees. ‘That’s why it didn’t work, the human genes dominate.”
“Which doesn’t let you of the hook, sweetpea.” Sherlock’s air of amusement folds. “I claim forfeit.”
The Winterlark crooks a finger and her ring sends rainbows trembling across the room. “That’s not an option.”
Pericles flips his sword up. “Definitely not in the spaceport’s rules of conduct.”
“Did I mention anything about rules?” Sherlock’s voice is infinitely soft.
Her troopers wince and tighten ranks, closing the sightlines between Sherlock’s back and the dais where Maeve holds her six-inch hairpins in a knife-fighter’s crouch, Bryght increases the wattage of his laser and the Winterlark hooks her microphone closer to her lips, a melody rising.
Ben breathes deeply, meeting Sherlock’s steady purplish gaze. The split-pupils are intriguing in a face so human. “What is the forfeit you claim?”
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