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As the diurnal storms sulk into submission, moonrise lures the station port of Jareth into a reverence deeper than the spectacle of three full moons. Tonight the sky wears a first moon sickle, a waning second and waits for the full glory of the third. She pulls a diva, finally flinging herself across the horizon in all her glittering mica belts, an overripe peach of a moon. Her light dazzles through the transparent domes and seeps within, stroking the sense of wonder that clings to the inner child.
Or kitling.
Among the restlessly changing audience of a border world spaceport, the Katri warriors still draw stares. That’s the nature of felinoid outworlders, the evolutionary darlings, with their upright stance and opposable thumbs of home sapiens combining with the feline features. This particular pair of Katri are even more notable than most for with their Pride off station they are the only ones of their kind. Six-feet plus of military training in muscle and fur tends to stand out, especially when their pairing is so obvious.
Vail tangles her claws within her lover’s fur, the touch automatic now. She breathes in his cinnamon scent, drawing it deep into her lungs as she explores the graduation of umber to gold in the tiger striping. “Do you think they’ll have missed us yet?’
Nefer’s laugh is a sub vocal rumble that radiates through his big body. “They had that minted look, our Huntress and her human.”
“We should probably graduate to name-calling,” Vail suggests, slowing her stride to his lazy gait. The arm around her back snugs tighter. “If their pairing becomes permanent.”
Nefer brushes his cheek across her temple. “Has all the hallmarks. But if they come up for air they may be interested to see what we bought on our shopping trip.”
“Oh?” Vail tilts her head back and her blue glass earrings chime. “So that wasn’t just a handy excuse to vacate the premises?”
He slows their pace further, tangling his tail with hers and backing her into a corner. “At first. Then it occurred to me that gift-giving shouldn’t be a human concern.”
Vail purrs her approval of this change in position, the alpha swagger that pushes her further back until her spine meets the wall. She stretches to nibble on his ear, sharp teeth nipping then soothing the sting, loving the way his eyes slit to pure gold. “We’re shopping here, on Blue Deck?”
“I know there’s something you like here.” Nefer grins slowly.
Her tail pauses in its exploration of his vertebra. “The premium, most secure docking–”
“Pffft.” Nefer’s grin widens to show fangs.
“For out orbital ships,” Vail continues. “Including our friend the Indigo Dancer currently impounded while Ben wraps up his case against his cousin.”
“That did occur to me, yes.”
“And you want to give me the Dancer?”
Nefer’s eyes shine in the bright moonlight. “No.”
Vail bares her fangs and hisses, ears tight to her skull.
“I want to give you the chance to acquire the Dancer,” Nefer corrects.
Vail considers. “One tiny flaw . . .”
Nefer slides a finger under her chin and tickles the velvet-short fur. “Success means we’d be at the helm of a functional inter-galaxy capable Cooper-class ship, yes.”
Her lashes lower as his claw unerringly finds her sensitivity which doesn’t occlude her brain from working, just hazes it. “It’s our Katri duty to test security.”
Katri . . . it’s more than a species name. It’s a calling, a reason, something to cling to when the intricate support network whittles away to two.
Nefer leans his forehead down to press hers and winds his heartbeat into synchronisation, holding the rhythm for a tingling moment before falling lower, slower to find the chant. The notes rise from him as he turns to consider the corridor. It’s a corridor, nothing more, nothing less, a means of accessing the priority docks of the station. The only notable feature is the broad blue line bisecting the wall and floor. And the security cams pockmarking the ceiling between the nil-sun illumination tubes and the skylights through which the moonlight pours its peachy benediction.
The big Katri pitches his chant higher until it passes the bounds of his own hearing to resonate with the deeper frequencies of the planet in its spin through space. Nefer steps out of their corner and into the corridor proper, cutting straight for the guard post ahead and the access gate beyond.
Vail anchors her fist in the overlap of Nefer’s sash at the small of his back and tucks herself into his echo, matching his steps to become the ghost of his ghost. If the sensors can pick up that much.
The vibrations of the chant are almost visible in peripheral vision, here and gone again flickers of energy. Little scribbles of rainbows accompanying the Katri straight past the guards arguing about the latest hula hooping championship results and to the gate itself. Nefer weaves a question into his chant, just a subtle shimmy of in inquiring trill. It finds an answer within the mechanism and the gate irises wide enough for them to duck through before cycling shut.
The effort costs. Nefer’s cinnamon signature scent is stronger and the twitch of his tail establishes a counter beat as he holds the chant in his chest.
Vail slips round to his side, maintaining the physical connection as they turn right. Individual gates pass, the signboards indicating ship ID codes all glowing obediently. The Dancer commands a priority berth among all these high-performance beauties. She’s two down from the main gate, her drives sucking energy from the dock lines and capable of breaking atmo in minutes.
With a twist of her tail across her partner’s back, Vail teases the dock gate open and flows through into the companionway.
Nefer drops the chant to something audible, easing the strain and inhaling deeply around the notes. Quivers push his fur out in random patches.
Companionway, deck, entry hatch and airlock fall behind and finally Nefer winds his chant to a bass murmur and from there to silence broken only by the Dancer’s content hum.
Vail glances round the airlock, a slight smile blossoming as her gaze feasts on the Cooper-class ship. “We did this three days ago, borrowed Snapdragon right from under their noses.” She shakes her head sadly. “Station Security should have reviewed and implemented updated procedures by now.”
“Are you complaining?” Nefer massages the back of his neck, raking through the longer fur forming his ruff. “Not everyone is Pride trained.”
Vail sniffs. “Still.”
Nefer catches the hem of her draping gauze vest around his forearm, reeling her in. “It’s possible the details have been overlooked. Our Sherlock was unconscious and Ben was preoccupied with her.”
Vail presses her nose to his. “She’s going to wonder and eventually the glow will fade enough that she’ll ask. That was not a small magic you did then or just now.”
The Katri male shrugs lightly.
Vail’s eyes slit and her head rears back. “Just how strong is your gift?” She seizes his chin so he can’t look away, can’t evade except in lies and they are anathema to him, a seeping poison.
“Higher than my official records,” Nefer admits.
“Somehow I guessed that.” Vail releases him to glance significantly around the ship in which they stand. She heads for the irresistible lure of the helm, trailing her claws along the bulkheads just enough to savour the cool alloy.
She’s a masterpiece, the Indigo Dancer, even before she left the Cooper shipyards for further customisation. A sleek society darling of a sloop, her navy blue exterior with the gleaming white racing stripes camouflages her muscle but never her speed. As for her helm, it wrings coos of pleasure from Vail as she caresses screens and assimilates functions. The layout is standard, the abilities are not.
“Oh, you honey.” Vail sinks into the buttery leather of the captain’s chair at the apex of the helm with its prime view of the bay’s outer doors. Her claws flex.
Nefer returns from his prowling reconnaissance to prop a shoulder against the hatchway separating helm from quarters. “In lust with its specs.”
“In love with yours.” Vail’s tail lashes out to curl round his ankle and tug him closer.
He moves willingly, eyes lambent. “The galley’s well stocked. Enviro and weaponry at premium. It seems a pity to leave her docked at station for the foreseeable future when she’s made to dance out in the black.”
Vail chuffs her amusement. “And everyone believes you’re the reliable, sensible calm one.”
“I am.” Nefer draws himself up to his full six-foot-three height, fur bristling to add menace. “I’m very reliably, sensibly, calmly giving you the choice of what we do next. If it’s go home . . .”
“You know what’s likely to happen there.”
“Better than you.” Tension tightens Nefer’s muscles. He holds himself still. “Whatever the Pride inflicts on us for going AWOL won’t be completely negated by Sherlock’s glowing report. That’s just the beginning. There’s further training, kin demands, and because of what I am there’s always the Temple watching.”
“The Enchanté Crew would welcome us,” Vail offers.
“True.” Nefer stares even as he un-knots their tails.
Vail flexes her claws and glances around the helm. She slides her palms over the arms of the captain’s chair, feeling all the edges of the controls scrape over her skin and rub against the heart and life lines.
“Could two of us crew this ship?” Nefer asks softly.
“We certainly can once I finesse the master codes out of lockdown and reactivate the ship’s sentience.” Vail sets her claws to the controls and her ears flick up. “And once someone opens those outer doors.”
* * * *
The thump of Nefer’s back hitting the deck barely dents the audio array of sounds Carmen sends through the intra-ship comm including an elephantine trumpeting.
Vail springs over him on her way to the door, catching up her silk robe on the way to the helm. “If this is another of your bloody drills I’m ripping out your vox-synth and using it for a hair tie.”
Carmen shunts her alarms to silent. Their lights still flash primary rainbows. Vail hisses along with robe as she slides into the captain’s chair and slaps the console. “Then again . . . I thought the whole point of us being out here was no one used these routes.”
“Makes you wonder how our boy Royce obtained those routes.” Nefer buckles his weapon harness and drops Vail’s boots into her lap. “Maybe we should have liberated a different ship. Too many people recognise this one.”
Vail pauses to rub her knuckles over his upper arm. “It adds spice.”
“Was planning to do that myself.” Nefer keys weapons from warm to hot, sparkling gold and nasty as only a suite of Valkyrie Nines can.
“And oooh baby, you do.” Vail smirks even as her claws tap tap tap the scanners into clearer focus.
Carmen coughs. “Stop them shooting at me or there won’t be enough left to sell for scrap, girlfriend.”
“Are you blushing?” Vail’s hands dance over the console, calculating angles and distance to the nearest jump zones.
“Could be the emergency lighting,” Carmen suggests patiently. “Because that’s a duo of Ladyhawks just dropped into our space without so much as hi, how are ya.”
Nefer clicks his tongue. “How rude.”
“Arrghhhh!” For a ship sentience, Carmen is unique, carting around a planet-size attitude and a black hole’s worth of bitchiness. “Shoot them. Now.”
Vail considers the ships hanging like charms in the serene black depths on the other side of the forward view port with pale jewels of stars pricking the serene black of space beyond. With vanes fanning and thrusters cycling, their bridges aglow to rival a festival, the Ladyhawks are definitely bad luck charms at twenty-five minutes out. “They might want to talk.”
“Over your rotting corpses and my lovely conduits.”
“Carmen. Concentrate.” Nefer’s deep voice fills the cabin. “How accurate are your charts for this quadrant?”
“Haven’t a clue.”
“Not the time to be sulking,” Nefer warns as his sensors tingle an incoming alert.
“At least these ones are observing the niceties,” Vail observes when the warning shot implodes off to the left. She rides the ruffling of space with light touches on the thrusters.
“Okay, bad boy Royce gutted the charts out of a smuggler’s vessel and simply dumped the whole lot, fail safes and triggers, into one of my data reserves.” Carmen moans. “Do you know what a headache’s like when you don’t have a head?”
Vail increases power to the drives. “So you really don’t know.”
“The basics match known quadrants,” Carmen concedes. “It’s just the specific jump points I’m not convinced lead to where they’re supposed to in the time indicated.”
“Cool.”
“Sizzling hot,” Carmen corrects. “Aimed at us. Shall we run now?”
“May as well.” Vail moves them out, kicking up the drives, boosting power by isolating the helm and shutting enviro elsewhere. The illumination of the consoles and their own nightshine eyes is more than enough visibility to allow them to run without lights for a lesser energy signature. It also offers a chance to confuse their opponents as to who is on board.
“They’re chasing,” Carmen supplies, “splitting to flank us, the fools . . . or maybe not. Increasing aft shielding.”
“That will slow us,” Vail objects, reaching for the override sequence.
Carmen shorts out the option. “They brought a friend, hid her in their wake. That’s a Dendarri pocket dreadnaught with a long reach even before she was tricked-out pirate style.”
Nefer flicks a glance at the scanner searching for ship IDs. “Know her?”
“The Butterfly Sting, captained by Ilisha Mordreau also known as Royce’s ex.”
“Ouch.” Vail rakes the safety straps over her chest. Playtime is well and truly over with a dreadnaught making the scene. “So it’s personal and she’s not going to back off.”
“Given the way Royce screwed her over?” Carmen manufactures a clicking sound. “I rather doubt it.”
The first thermal lance impacts. On its heels come the shorter-range missiles from the Ladyhawks herding the Dancer to a narrow course. The triple whammy rocks the sleek ship wildly.
Vail pulls herself upright. “Well, now. That deserves an answer.”
Nefer sights in and fires. The Valkyries spit fire into the void ahead of the Ladyhawks, mixing their energies with that of space, causing a madly fluctuating wave that spins the pursuit ships like flotsam on the tide.
The Butterfly glides through the confusion, sucking up the distortion and processing it smoothly, gaining more speed for herself. Sparkles ring her gunports as she launches the next volley.
“Adding auxiliaries,” Carmen advises, bringing the backups out of wraps and folding them into her power core.
Vail shifts their alignment, accepting the extra oomph with a quick feral grin and a lash of her tail.
But it’s a trick the Butterfly knows too and she gains range, more of those sparkles blooming like diamonds, striking like piranha to chew away at the shielding and find softer targets.
Nefer links his tail with his partner’s and hunkers over the weapons array, claws ticking as he anticipates the majority of the hits and destroys them before they impact. Some sneak through to strike sparks off the Dancer.
Carmen’s silence is not reassuring.
“There’s a jump point ahead.” Vail hisses as a light flashing green turns amber. “Carmen, how unreliable is it?”
“Shakier than a basket full of snakes.”
“Problem is, your Butterfly girl has longer legs than us.”
“And isn’t listening to my broadcasts, either,” Carmen sniffs. “We may have to blind jump.”
“I’d give a lot for a frequency drive,” Vail sighs, tendons popping in her forearms as she holds her course, streaking them though the black.
Nefer keys in another burst from the Valkyries and spins his chair round. “It’s possible I could give you the next best thing.”
“A pack of Pride prowlers?”
“The Mists.”
“Se’khemet, you can summon Mists with that gift of yours?”
Nefer’s ears fold tight to his skull at her sharp tones. “Possibly.”
“We’re going to talk about this later,” Vail promises. “Do it.”
“As the captain commands.” Nefer flips the defence net to Carmen and regulates his breathing. He sinks faster than usual into the cool recesses of the chant, spinning the notes into the deeper realm of inaudibility, tuning them to the beat of his heart and matching that to the threnody pulsing behind the black where the Mists coruscate.
Shudders wrack the Dancer as stresses break against her hull.
Vail feathers the vanes, streamlining them into least resistance and smallest target. She links her tail into a lover’s knot, anchoring Nefer to the here-and-now while his heart rate drops and his respiration shallows.
A rainbow winks dead ahead and dies to be reborn a second later.
Vail loses contact with her controls and gains it a second later, overcoming her awe. “A Mist.” She drives them straight for the brilliance twisting in time to Nefer’s pulse, feeling it resonate with the alloys of the ship. It makes all her fur prickle. She coaxes extra speed from the Dancer, chasing the blur before her partner loses the fickle thing.
Carmen hums a warning as the Butterfly surges, reacting to their own streak forward with a blaze of firepower.
Mist, Dancer and fire meet at the twist in space which welcomes them in with an implosion of dazzling colour.
Nefer’s eyes pop open, shining pure gold and lighting up the helm. “I can hold it a little longer.”
“Se’khemet must love you to call it at all.” Vail wrestles with a sluggish starboard drive, slapping the console in vexation.
“How do you think the Pride managed it before the drives were invented?” Nefer slurs the words as the quivers ripple his fur against the grain, striping him tawny over ochre then reversing.
Vail spares him a glance before her gauges call her back. “Nefer, don’t you dare pass out. Carmen, close off everything non-essential and I mean it. We took damage at the last.”
Nefer’s glowing eyes fade in sympathy with the rainbow shimmers outside. “Slipping . . .”
“Let go,” Vail commands, checking, double-checking her quadrant specs as the codes cascade through half the universe.
“Don’t know where we’ll be.”
Vail leans into her safety straps as the Dancer swerves. “At least we’ll be somewhere.”
Nefer lifts his head, gaze focusing on the dreamy shimmy of rainbows shading to silver. “It’s pretty.”
The dreamy note is all wrong. Vail smacks Nefer with her tail, a heavy lash across his shoulder to catch his cheek with the tip. “Now.”
The big Katri warrior and occasional priest rocks in his seat but the surprise blow works to pull him free him from the lure of the Mists and convert them their sine waving to his purpose. His chant starts high and drops into sub-bass where it summons counter vibrations from the ship herself. The vibrations close the gaps between, turning into one long hummmmm.
Silver tarnishes to black and becomes space, just space, with distant stars speckling the dark and the Dancer spinning into the gravitational pull of a green planet.
* * * *
The Indigo Dancer loses its grace as it punches through the atmospheric layers on a collision cause with the moment the black becomes blue and spreads the details of this world out like an all-you-can-eat buffet.
Vail wrestles with the braking vanes, attempting to fan them to slow the descent but not sheer off as that indeterminate border beckons. “Heavy air in three, two . . . now.”
The switch flips seamlessly and the engines roar as they take the strain from the drives. The Dancer shimmies and Vail hangs against her safety straps, focusing past the blurring of her eyeballs jittering in their sockets. Her claws drag over the console as she turns this, punches that, enters this algorithm and turns the Dancer into an altitude controlling S curve.
She seizes the chance to glance at her partner, checking for signs he’s pulling out of his Mist caller’s trance and indulges in a sigh of relief at the personality pooling in Nefer’s gold eyes.
The Dancer jolts as an air pocket protests their presence and introduces a saw-tooth mountain range.
Vail hisses and aims the reluctant ship between the peaks, threading them into the valleys leading ever downward. “Tell me there’s land down there below the clouds, Carmen, not ocean.”
“Yep, lots of it,” the ship’s sentience confirms. “Rocky, hard, uncomfortable land rushing up to meet us. Oh, wait. Trees.”
“Cushioning,” Vail mutters, wrists shaking with her effort to control the G forces impacting on several tonnes of high-tech alloy. “Going to need it.”
She sneaks in another banking curve as the land opens up for trees, lots of them, green and glorious and spiky in their majesty with raw rock jabbing fingers to the fraying cloud cover.
“Bleeding energy off the thrusters,” Carmen adds above Nefer’s rhythmic cursing.
Vail scrapes her claws into the console, adding extra pressure with her palms.
Their valley narrows to a chute dropping out of the mountains to flatlands. The oxygen rich air drags at the Dancer, eager to snatch her from the sky. Vail widens the braking vanes to their limits and nods her appreciation for the deceleration. The ground is still rushing up to kiss them but the rate may be manageable, might get them past the skirting trees and to a minimal damage clearing.
Vail skims her gauges, measuring against the view.
“Se’khemet,” Nefer breathes.
“Still loves you.” Vail eases up on the port engine.
The Dancer races ahead of its sound, the rip of angry air blending with the rumble of the thunderheads clutching the mountains. The scar burning through the clouds brings sheeting rain to cloak their shadow.
“Mind the pygmies,” Carmen yelps.
Down on the ground in a cup of the hills a confrontation scatters. The shorter ones run for cover leaving behind a hulking thing not falling for the look out there’s something behind you routine.
Vail attempts to shorten their trajectory but gravity holds the winning hand and brings the Dancer down, nose first into the opposite side of the hollow. The engines howl and dwindle into a silence ringing with clicks and pings as the ship cools and sinks into the earth.
Carmen reverts to her usual self with a screech. “Get it off me! Get. It. Off!”
Vail unlatches her straps and stumbles over to check on her partner. The big Katri catches her hand to his lips before unbuckling his own harness and testing his balance. It’s more than good enough to tug Vail close and draws her citrusy scent into his lungs.
“In a minute,” Nefer rumbles at Carmen.
“The wet stuff, get it off,” the sentience wails.
“Carmen, that’s rain,” Nefer points out. “It’s going to wash off all the bits of whatever that was we landed on.”
“Oh. Okay.”
Vail strokes her hand down his back and digs her claw into Nefer’s fur. “Let’s not do that again.”
“Good plan.”
The sweet tattoo of the rain soothes the ground and gradually clears the forward view port. A hundred shades of green sparkle.
Nefer blinks past the drops and the discussion looming. “Where are we?”
“About a click from a sizeable habitation of various humanoids,” Carmen reports. “Other than that, clueless as usual. I need a name to work with, some sort of reference. My UPS took a direct hit coming in, which mean I’ll have to trawl through the databanks looking for a match.”
Vail flows out of the hug and leans on the console. She hooks her tail over her shoulder, the tip snuggling under her ear. “Check if we can go outside.”
“Girlfriend, you need underwear before you think of leaving this ship,” Carmen claims. She lapses into scientific mutterings about air composition, water purity, gravity . . .
Vail sashes her silk robe tighter and rummages for her boots under her chair.
Carmen simulates a sigh. “Yep. Good to go . . . and leave me here all alone.”
“You wanted a name for this location, right?” Nefer reminds.
“Huh.”
Vail snugs her tail round Nefer’s waist while she hops into her boots and pulls the laces tight. “While we’re gone you can get together a shopping list of repairs and options as to how soon we can get back in the air.”
“The Captain has spoken.” Carmen flashes a light in acknowledgement.
“The captain will be rendezvousing at the airlock as soon as she is suitable attired,” Vail adds, hitching up her robe and ceding the helm to Carmen.
Seven minutes later, Nefer blocks the hatch as he scents the air. Rain dulls the raw meat stench of the ex-hulking thing just enough while bringing out the fresh chlorophyll marking their bruising passage across the clearing. He jumps down and rises from his instinctive crouch. “I’d expected a welcoming committee by now.”
“Not pygmies, kids.” Vail kicks a lost hat. “Probably where they shouldn’t be.”
“Sounds familiar.”
“And not planning on revealing the fact to their guardians.”
Nefer offers his arm, betraying his upbringing. “A click that way, I believe.”
Vail smoothes the fur prickling the back of her neck and loops her hand into the crook of his elbow, matching his strides easily. She waits until distance and the haze of drying rain hides the Dancer even from Katri visual acuity. “So. Now I know why you were so eager not to go home.”
“You know a reason,” Nefer clarifies, one ear swivelling to track a rustle in the undergrowth to their right. He aims a rumbling growl and a bird panics into flight.
“What’s the other one then?”
“You.”
Vail stops on the verge of the track creasing the hill. “That’s calculated endearment.”
“Doesn’t make it any less true.” Nefer scratches his eyebrow. He tugs her into motion again. “The temple still collects the greater magic users out of habit and safety. Training is at the core of Katri culture, training the best abilities to be the best for the whole of the clans. That’s fine. Except predetermination negates free will.”
“Don’t want to serve the temple?” Vail hazards.
“Only if I choose too. For some crazy reason being confined to temple precincts except when requested to accompany the Pride doesn’t appeal to me.”
Vail’s tail kinks as she weighs his statement. “Prrrr.”
Nefer breathes carefully. “My kin conspired to give me a grace period to decide. Then I met you and no decision was necessary.”
His partner keeps her eyes forward. “Flattering.”
Nefer’s claws curl into fists. “True. Going home would invite pressure from the temple, they’d sniff me out eventually, and assuming you consented to keep sharing your life would steal time away from you. I’d be torn, giving half myself to you and half to the temple, losing you both in the process.”
Vail places her feet precisely, lightly, avoiding snapping the finest twig littering the pathway. “That’s a lot . . . I need to process.”
“I should have told you earlier.”
Vail twines their tales. “That’s not what I’m saying.”
The hem of the rain band retreats to the mountains, throwing down a rainbow to record its presence. Its colours tint the landscape in pearly shades, glistening clean as the sun reclaims the sky. Rills of runoff snake across the path and gurgle in the ditches flanking the widening trail.
Trees return in tidy rows, apple interspersing strawfruit to provide a frame for a cluster of buildings at a crossroads. Adobe and awnings predominate, stringing together a semi-permanent bazaar.
“Carmen’s sizeable habitation,” Vail observes.
Nefer raises a hand to shield his sight from sun glare. “Mostly human, some Sih . . .” He blinks. “Strobing auras so maybe full-blood Feyn.”
“But no Katri.” Vail indicates the guidepost beside them, free of Pride glyphs.
“Until now,” Nefer suggests. “Shall we?”
“For a chance at someone else’s cooking? Absolutely.” Vail takes the lead, sauntering to give any watchers plenty of time so see what’s coming. “I’d settle for a strawfruit tart.”
“After a lemon seared fish with crisp salad greens,” Nefer proposes. “And gingerbread ice cream with that tart.”
“Sounds goood,” Vail purrs.
The Katri pair clear the opening tents without a flicker of alarm on either side. Conversations pause minutely, long enough to register strangers but not enough to trigger panic at felinoid outworlders.
Vail adjusts the hang of the tassels adorning her sash. “Could we be wrong about Katri not being here or are they all on the equivalent of catmint?”
Nefer’s ears twitch as he follows threads of chatter. His tail crooks a question mark before falling into a metronomic sway. “It makes a change from the shoot-first mentality we were getting second hand thanks to Royce.”
“At least that was easier to handle,” Vail mutters, gaze flicking left and right as the street bends round the more affluent shops boasting at least three adobe walls. She glances over her shoulder when her partner’s response lags. “Nefer?”
He sticks his hands behind his back as he turns from a petite establishment beneath a lapis awning. Nefer trails his claw down the side of her jaw and offers up his prize, a ceramic and cloth doll with lush red lips and sable hair.
“Watch.” Nefer flicks the doll’s base and her hands fly up to wave beside her face.
Vail chokes her laughter behind a stern expression that melts when the doll’s head bobbles a no no no. “That’s so Carmen.”
“Exactly. The trader didn’t blink at our currency and speaks Standard.” Nefer’s eyes gleam smoky bronze with amusement as he tucks the toy inside his sash. “Being addressed as O Mighty Warrior was a bit disconcerting.”
“Sales pitch?”
Nefer rakes his claws through his mane. “Seemed serious.”
“Curious.” Vail lifts her nose and follows the suggestion of rosewater to the cantina forming one side of the township’s main triangle. The juxtaposition of a healer’s house across the way is a bit of a worry but the ripple of the fountain holding down the third side sends a reassuring note.
And still there’s a lack of meaningful pauses as the Katri cross the triangle and select a table close to the wall, shifting the chairs for better vantage positions. A lilac hangs over the wall, dropping white blossoms into Nefer’s fur.
One of the waitresses bops over in a reasonable time, apron hanging low on her hips to show off her navel jewel. “Hey, haven’t seen any of you in for a while. Sirini mi sol torno a re leillla.”
* * * *
Vail splays her claws on the table. “Pardon?”
The waitress laughs at their obvious bewilderment. “Like I said, it’s been a while so my accent is pretty rusty.” The symmetry of her features is also pretty and her skin tone is toasty warm.
“No, it’s us,” Vail admits. “We’re new to the area.”
“Then welcome to Estrella and first drinks on the house,” the waitress offers. “The pink grapefruit crush will curl your toes or the julep is good.”
“Mint julep?” Nefer ventures.
“Yeah, right,” the waitress snorts. “Pink crush it is.” She strolls away to the central kitchen.
Nefer slings his arm along the back of his chair and rests his ankle over his knee, tail coiling lazily about Vail’s boot where it touches his own. “Sounds like they’ve experienced a minted felinoid a time or two.”
“Scratch marks high on the wall.” Vail indicates with a lift of her lip. “I’d say it might have been a berserker experience.”
“Ouch.”
Mauve shadows drift down from the roofline to mingle with the spicy flavours bursting on clouds of steam and sizzle from the open kitchen behind its wide half-wall which doubles as the counter. Flames flare as the cook thumbs the cap off a bottle and dribbles the contents over a frying pan, saucing up a chicken dish.
Its flock mates squawk across the pavers in single file much to the annoyance of a mongoose chittering reprimands from the rim of the fountain. After seeing off the chickens it returns to scooping lilac blossoms from the water.
“Estrella,” Nefer repeats, rolling the syllables thoughtfully. His deep rumbly voice paints them with significance, almost makes them visible on the air.
Vail shakes her head, earrings chiming dissent. “Carmen will want more than the name of the town.”
“Can we afford to be honest?” Nefer checks the proximity of their waitress and finds her at the counter adding star-shape ice cubes to tall glasses. “Straight out asking what planet we’re on might not go down well.”
“We have until the first kid screams themself out of a nightmare before someone links us to our ship,” Vail points out.
“Maybe sooner.” Nefer’s eyes sheen with speculation. “It’s going to be a nice night and our landing spot is far enough from town to be romantic under the right circumstances
Vail taps along Nefer’s cheekbone. “You would think like that.”
Nefer captures her hand and leans into it, nuzzling his cheek into her palm until her grin heats and a purr builds in her throat.
The waitress clears hers with a very deliberate cough as she sets two glasses of fizzing pink liquid upon the table. “Just wave when you’re ready to order.”
“Now’s fine.” Nefer sniffs meaningfully. “Whatever’s cooking now has my tastebuds tingling.”
“Like it’s my uncle’s chicken estrellada that has your mouth watering.” The waitress smirks. But she gestures to the cook who raises his thumb in reply. “Be about ten minutes.”
Vail watches her leave. “Under no circumstances whatsoever should we introduce her to Carmen.”
“My money’d be on our girl.” Nefer hold holds his left palm over the drinks. “Safe.” He lazes in his chair, soaking up the atmosphere.
There’s no need for chatter to fill the wait time until their meal arrives, not when the breathing space is so welcome. Being dirt side again is a pleasure. The adobe wall behind them gives up a day’s worth of heat as the shadows pull twilight down from the mountains and the air is shiningly soft after the rain, a caress against the fur all on its own.
Vail’s lashes hover at half mast and she turns her hand in Nefer’s to twine their fingers.
Another flambé lights up the kitchen and china clatters on the counter as the cook plates up and whistles the waitresses away from their gossip klatch.
Which is when the boy child comes clamouring along clutching a familiar hat. He careens round tables to tag on to the waitress’s apron strings. “Aunty Ruby, a big metal thing ate the monster then told me to wash my face.”
“Carmen,” Vail mutters. She reaches for her drink to wash away the irritation.
Hands full of plates, Ruby shifts her weight to stop her apron sliding over her hip and tangling at her feet. “Big metal thing was right about your grubbiness, sprat. What monster and what were you doing?”
The kid summons an ingratiating grin and trails her as Ruby completes her approach to the Katri’s corner table.
Nefer sneaks the plates away from the waitress, allowing her to give her full attention to the boy of maybe six years. His ears prick while he scents his meal and reaches for the black pepper.
“Well,” the kid begins. “We were playing Brennigan and the Cantarella, me and H and Lindell and the Magnisi when the monster showed up. It was all big and weeping pussy stuff and had these dagger-long claws.” He shreds the air with his fingers to demonstrate. “And a barbed tail that whooshed, and it was coming straight for us when the bigger metal thing came out of the sky and squished it.”
“Out of the sky?” The freckles across Ruby’s nose stand out strongly as her skin pales from toast to au lait.
The boy nods like the Carmen doll. “Aha. It was awesome! Bits and gobs went flying everywhere. Not that we saw most of it ’cause we was runnin’ flat out by then.”
Ruby grabs the back of a chair. “Smart move.”
“I lost my hat.” The boy worries the brim. “So I had to go back, right? But then I saw them so I had to wait until they were gone and that‘s when the metal thing told me I needed to wash my face.” He drags his sleeve across his forehead, peering up at Ruby. “Might have fallen in a mud puddle.”
“Okay. Maybe you should go tell your dad now.” Ruby gives the boy a push toward the kitchen and wheels around. “A re leillla nos santoma?”
Vail looks at Nefer and sets her cutlery aside. The Katri wait her out.
Ruby’s hands land on her hipbones. “How new to the area are you not to recognise basic Katran?”
Vail taps her claws. “About a spacer Standard hour.”
Nefer shrugs. “We’re a little lost.”
“Possibly more than a little,” Vail concedes. “Katran?”
“Who are you?” Ruby demands.
Vail raises a brow. “We’re the ones who likely saved the life of your nephew.”
“By almost crushing him with a spaceship! How irresponsible is that?” Ruby seems to hear herself and throttles back on her incomprehension. She inhales deeply, holding the breath in her lungs for a count of five before exhaling in a rush. “Sorry, sorry. So you’re not Katran.”
“Katri,” Nefer admits, emphasising the final syllable. “Got to be related given everyone’s acceptance of us.”
“And you arrived in a dual capability ship, stellar and sun-orbital?”
“Technically, yes. We recently inherited the ship so this is our first landing,” Vail claims, blithely glossing over the involuntary nature of the inheritance.”
Nefer strokes her arm with the tip of his tail. “Considering the damage we took coming in, that was a wonderfully controlled crash. Remind me to thank you properly later.”
Ruby twists a corner of her apron. “I need to sit down. No, I need a drink and to sit down.”
Vail taps tails with Nefer. “Before that, could you tell us the name of this planet? We were in a hurry and took something of a shortcut and now our charts are unreliable.”
Fascination exerts its hold on Ruby but she shuts her mouth so fast her back molars click. “You’re on Justinius Avon. Excuse me, I need to go deplete our supply of gin.”
“That went well.” Nefer stabs a bite of his chicken and neatly swipes the traces of wine sauce from his lips. “Justinius Avon is a new one.”
“Doesn’t fit any of the naming conventions I know,” Vail agrees, flicking among her salad greens in search of a rocket leaf. “It’s looking more and more as though your Mists dropped us off somewhere outside the galaxies under the Empress’s fiat.”
“How about next door?”
“Parallel development? Perhaps.” Vail studies her eating implement, a cross between a fork and a spoon with the curving sides doubling as cutting edges.
Nefer samples the fizzing grapefruit drink. “I was thinking of a parallel universe.”
“I don’t think I want to think any more.” She falls back on Katri training to never pass up an opportunity to refuel.
Nefer purrs contentedly as he scrapes one last bite of chicken through the sauce smearing his plate. “Man’s a poet.”
“How about the one watching us?”
“Doubt it.” Nefer doesn’t turn his head as he traces the source of the prickling sensation raising his hackles. It’s an itch in the hindbrain with a direct line to the fight or flee imperative, a hint of adrenaline in the air, a tugging in the gut . . . and a coolness in the frontal lobe dictating patience.
All of which the watcher clear across the cantina seems blithely unaware of as he raises his hand in a beckoning salute.
“Survival instincts of a kaffir melon,” Vail concludes sadly.
Nefer squints sideways, studying the wannabe converser’s aura. “He’s not fully human.”
Vail’s curiosity sparks. Her ears prick and her tail stills. “Really.”
“The funky glitter in his aura is a Feyn trait,” Nefer explains.
“Of course.” Vail kicks her chair back. “Shall we?”
The far corner of the cantina doubles as the library with hollows in the adobe walls housing books and data crystals alongside caches of holo keys. Extra lighting comes from an adjustable nil-sun globe in a metal holder resembling a sunflower and the cushions on the chairs boast intense wear marks as does the table. And the occupant. His dusky skin clings to prominent bones framing fever-black eyes slanting at the outer corners but his Feyn bloodlines show in the mass of shiraz-red hair. Bundles and braids pile high on his head with a range of skewers and writing implements acting as pins. The coiffure makes him Katri-tall when he stands politely at their approach.
“Andreas the Reader.” He bows, risking his neck with the sharp snapping movement and the abundance of hair. “Your names, please?”
Vail deliberately stretches the pause, taking the Reader’s measure. The dedication to never cutting his hair is impressive. “Nefer and Vail, Katri of the Katri Alliance and her Empress’s grace.”
Andreas repeats them soundlessly, committing the honorifics to memory and inviting them to seats with a wave of his hand.
“You are the . . . scholar . . . for Estrella?” Nefer asks, pulling a chair for Vail.
“I am a recorder of significant events, si. As to what makes an event significant . . . that is usually a trifle difficult to determine. I couldn’t help overhearing Ruby and yourselves.” Andreas signals for coffee and indicates they are to help themselves to the wide dish of baklava in the middle of the mosaic table. “You want to go home.”
Vail glances at her partner. “Not exactly. We’d prefer knowing where we are in relation to home.”
“A very fine distinction,” the Reader approves. He sops a piece of pastry through the honey syrup. “This thing you say you landed on, was it wearing red shoes?”
“Hard to tell,” Nefer drawls. “After a spaceship squished it.”
“Rather doubted that theory anyway.” Andreas licks nut crumbs from his index finger.
“There were some puce wobbly bits,” Vail offers, wriggling so her tail isn’t rubbing against the cushions. “Perhaps a suggestion of scales as well as matted fur.”
Demitasses of sin-rich coffee appear courtesy of Ruby’s darker counterpart and Andreas broods into his refill, extra long fingers wrapping around the dainty cup. “Then it would be a Dirac. I thought the boy exaggerated.”
“We were busy at the time but I got the impression its behaviour was threatening although faced with a group of kits I have been known to lose my temper.” Vail adds a lump of Demerara sugar to the coffee and approves the dissolution of the crystals into the crema. “Are Dirac dangerous?”
“Normally the Dirac haunts the heights and if you encounter one wandering you just shoo it back into the mountains and everything’s fine. But to come this close to habitation . . .” Andreas strums the beads decorating the braid dangling alongside his jaw. “Hrmmmm.”
Nefer taps his claws on the table. “Details of a Dirac, please.”
“No counterparts in your universe?” Andreas pushes a pen deeper into his hair. “Interesting. Yet you are familiar with humans and resemble our Katran.”
Nefer’s tail swings lazily. “I’ll swap you the name for your species.”
A crack announces a broken cup handle. Andreas peels his fingers back and sets cup and handle aside. “You asked about the Dirac. Very well. The lady identified both fur-like and scale qualities; these are remnants of genetic experiment gone wild. The histories are vague as to the reason behind combining ape and crocodile attributes leaving me with the conclusion it was the ever popular what if with a touch of because I can. It resulted in a creature with the understandably bad temper of both its progenitor species.”
The mongoose skitters in to perch on Andreas’s knee, chin resting on the table. The reader rubs the furry head. “They didn’t fare well. Natural attrition rates were always high; time and the military plus a bounty whittled the Dirac menace down to the dregs loitering around the mountain lakes. Just miserable shades of their former selves that still serve to frighten the kiddies in their bedtime stories.”
Vail wrinkles her nose. “Puss dripping eyes sounds as though you may have had a rabid Dirac roaming.”
Andreas’s gaze turns inward. “A nightmare indeed.”
“Then it wouldn’t have sought habitation.” Nefer props his elbows on the table, his armbands winking in the mellow evening light rippling around the cantina.
“Unless it was scared. Mountains host some strange things.” Andreas blinks sharply. “You came from the mountains.”
“We came over the mountains,” Vail clarifies. “May have scraped them in the process but it was mostly over.”
Nefer links their tails and tips his head toward the boy perching on a stool at the counter. “What’s the Brennigan story? Something about a Cantarella.”
The tangent works as the Reader lapses into recital mode. “Estrella’s local hero from ages past when bad genetic crosses roamed freely. Brennigan made his last stand here when his Katran companion went down protecting his back from an attack they didn’t scent coming until it was too late. Against waves of oppressors he stood, holding the town until the last living soul had fled into the hills. Blood clotted on the ground as the skies darkened. Through the gloom, still more oppressors arrived, cluttering the line of fires but forcing Brennigan further and further from his fallen comrade.”
A lantern burns out overhead, plunging the corner into momentary gloom.
“But a Katran,” Andreas continues, pitching his voice intriguingly low, “is never defeated until the head is cleaved from the neck. Estrel bared her fangs and rose to a mighty shivering among the ranks, roaring her fury that any should harm her companion. With eyes like fire and jaws agape, she leapt upon the enemy, ripping her way to where Brennigan stood with his back to the wall. They gathered then, the oppressors, looking for the flesh to sell, the souls to analyse . . . they pooled in the shadows cast by the old town and closed in on Brennigan and his Estrel. Two to fifty, sixty, more, and those two slowing from their wounds. Still Brennigan drew and aimed. The flash recoil of his Mortlake laser illuminating the cruel intent of his opponents.”
Andreas pauses to moisten his lips with a sip of water and takes his time picking up the narrative threads. “With no strength to run and nowhere to go, Brennigan prepared to take as many with him to the grave as he could. The strobes of his laser came so fast it was as if a star shone. That light called a troupe of Cantarella still travelling the roads to shed their neutrality. With old fashioned steel and firebrands the entertainers attacked from the rear, giving Brennigan and Estrel a last desperate infusion of hope. It was enough, just enough, to bring Brennigan and the Cantarella together and turn outward again to harry the remaining oppressors into the night.”
The Reader bows his head, signalling the conclusion of the tale.
Nefer blinks thrice and pounces on a piece of baklava, the battle story feeding more than his imagination. “And then?”
“The fate of every hero.” Andreas lifts his hand as the mongoose squirms free into the dusk. “Fame at the price of obscurity.”
Vail considers the books in the hollows behind the Reader as she dips a napkin in a waterglass. “I supposed they survived their wounds.”
“There was a healer among the Cantarella,” Andreas admits, a dark tone to his words suggesting they don’t probe further down that path.
Nefer accepts the damp napkin and attempts to rub honey syrup from his fur. “What did the oppressors want besides world domination?”
Andreas interlaces his fingers. “They wanted their experiments back under their control. Brennigan and Estrel were one of the early trials in symbiosis. Also one of the last after that bloodbath. It didn’t change the governing oppressor’s minds much, just the focus. They went from symbiosis to integration, hence the Dirac.”
With a delicacy bordering on fussiness, the Reader retrieves a holo key and activates it, scrolling through the data until he reaches the Dirac entry.
The display rotates slowly, revealing the beast in all its awkward ugliness. There’s a odd beauty in the seaming of the tail as it daggers into twin barbs equally suitable for clubbing or ripping, and in the ease with which it blends into its habitat, but it’s clearly an unnatural creature.
“Soft points?” Vail asks, pity not blinding her to the danger it presents.
“Not many.” Andreas frees a stylus form his heavy coiffure and points out the throat where the scales emerge from tangling hair in a band that sweeps up to cover the lengthy muzzle. “Theory suggests the scaled throat was to protect the carotid arteries but it proved less than ideal as the scales are very thin and can be pierced easily if you come in from the edges of the jaw downwards.”
“Serious design flaw,” Nefer notes.
“It compensates with an ability to leap out of trees onto its target, thanks to the extensive reach of those arms which it uses to pull itself up,” Andreas explains dryly. “Likewise, the hind quarters and the way the tail can compress into something like a spring gives it great propulsion out of the water where it often lurks mostly submerged.”
Vail slashes her claw though the holo image. “Wonderful.”
“One suspects the designers were paranoid and searching for the ultimate sentinel.”
“On looks, they’d be right.” Nefer pauses the holo and enlarges the view for better detail of the teeth. “See that coming and fear would freeze your marrow.”
Andreas rubs his temple. “Unfortunately the gene manipulators forgot the old equation of two negatives cancelling each other out. They bred the Diracs for aggressiveness and ended up with something akin to a walking marshmallow. Normally.”
“Squished like one, anyway,” Vail mutters.
The Reader loops a dangling braid around his finger in clear frustration. “So why was it down from the high country? A wounded one would go to lair, even a critically ill one would stump around the mountains rather than head down hill. It only makes sense if there’s something up there it can’t intimidate into heaving rocks and running away.”
“I refuse to feel guilty for inadvertently squashing it,” Vail claims, straightening her shoulders.
“Maybe you should make amends anyway,” Ruby suggests, tugging the cook after her to flank the Reader. “Dave the Cook agrees.”
The trio of locals create a fine tribunal of the stern and resolute variety.
Nefer’s eyes shine as he returns their solemnity with menacing interest. “Your implication is that we, Vail and I, should check out your mountains for you.”
Ruby bumps out her hip. “Yeah. You’re a lot closer to hand than the hunters in the Katran enclave up at Léonie. By the time they decide to answer the comm call and send someone to assess the situation it could be too late.”
“Payment.” Dave the Cook holsters his spoon in the band encircling his thick bicep.
“Meaning you’ll receive the usual fee Katran Hunters claim for such services,” Andreas elaborates. “Two hundred rar each per day plus expenses, including all you can eat off Dave’s menu.”
Nefer strokes his stomach thoughtfully and evades Vail’s elbow jab. “A rar is equivalent to the trader Standard dollar?”
Andreas nods fractionally. “It is.”
Vail flexes her claws, admiring their cobalt sheen. “That’s a decent recompense. I’m inclined to wonder what else inhabits your mountains that you’d pay so well.”
“Katran if we don’t stick to their pay scale,” Ruby says bluntly.
“It’s a buyer’s market and they have the skill set required,” Andreas adds. “That’s the way they’re made. Missing children commands the premium price understandably, with armed escort falling toward the lower end of the scale. This kind of recon and removal if necessary is rarer than it used to be, hence the slightly higher rate.”
“Congruent,” Nefer confirms, recognising the kind of jobs individual Katri pull during station layovers when the Pride is prowling outside its protective Mists.
Dave the Cook shifts his weight, attention skating toward his pots. “Accepted?”
Vail studies the revolving image of the Dirac once more. “What assurance can you give that your Katran won’t be offended to the point of major rudeness if we were to accept this commission?”
Ruby knots her apron strings. “Wasn’t planning on telling them.”
“Ahhh.” Vail glances at Nefer who opens his hand, passing the decision back to her. His eyes hold that steady golden glow. “It could be interesting.”
* * * *
By the light of the single moon daring to show its face, the Indigo Dancer is a sorry thing, a chaperone in exile on the sidelines dreaming of her former glory and cackling over her grudges.
Vail presses her forehead to the chill metal of the hatch. “Carmen, if you don’t open this door right now I’m going back down there to hire an arc welder.”
The hatch irises open, with a few not-so theatrical creaks.
“How bad is it?” Nefer pats the outer shell as he ducks through. “Yo, Carmen.”
Inside the ship is dark as a tomb. Strange bits of rivet and join reflect the nightshine of Katri eyes as Nefer leads the way to the Dancer’s helm where the carpet squeaks sadly under foot. One lonely console directly in front of the captain’s seat betrays a flicker of movement as another line of code writes itself at the end of a lengthy list.
Vail’s claws clack as she makes a fist and thumps it on the back of her chair. “Snap out of stealth mode and talk to me.”
“I’m busy,” Carmen whispers. Then coughs dust out her vents. “Where am I?”
“They call the planet Justinian Avon, and the habitation is Estrella after a local hero,” Vail supplies. “We’re thinking parallel universe as most everything we saw we knew.”
Nefer strops his tail across his thigh. “The biggest difference is their felinoids were probably genetically engineered and prospered once they broke free.”
“Not that anyone wanted to mention that,” Vail adds.
Carmen hums her working tune. “Nope, the databanks are quiet on those names. I’ll start a variation keyword search. Kitlings, I have to conclude you’ve got us well and truly lost. Congratulations.”
“Brought you a present to celebrate.” Nefer withdraws the doll from his sash and presses its adhesive base to the far edge of the console where it curves into the forward view port.
“Like that’s supposed to make me feel better.” Carmen sniffs.
Nefer adjusts the doll’s arms so her elbows point out and her hands clasp her waist, the pose suiting Carmen’s mood.
Vail rubs away a tiny smile. “Are we air worthy?”
“Once you arrange for a replacement coil in the starboard thruster we should be able to take off,” Carmen acknowledges. “Whether we stay up is a slightly more complicated matter and as for breaking atmo . . . fffft.”
“Se’khemet.” Nefer’s ears droop.
“The ruby waitress knows there’s a difference in space orientated and sub-orbital ships,” Vail muses, thinking aloud. “She tossed the terms out comfortably enough. That means somewhere on this world is a dock facility or depot and they’ll have spare parts.”
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