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Chapter 1
It was the sound that drew him. It was familiar, yet it resonated with his distant memory - back from the time when he lived on Earth. The planetary soundscape was wildly different here, and an Earth sound was out of place and cause for caution. He vanished off the side of the path.
An animal was in distress; he knew the sound. There were low growls and drawn out whines interspersed with hisses. A wild cat? Something new for the human refugees to fear in the night.
As he neared, he changed his mind. The distress was due to humans. He could hear the spoken English, mixed with rowdy laughter and the smell of a campfire.
Dammit. I just can’t seem to leave them behind, he thought.
Apparently this group had the same idea he had: to cut and run from the designated colonisation areas and make it on their own, free of rules and boundaries. As he watched, his large wolf-bred dog, Dex, tensed beside his army-issued pants, ears springing upright, and sniffing the air. Sniper felt Dex’s desire to track the new scent, but Dex obediently held his position in silence.
“More surprises, huh, Dex?” he asked, but Dex ignored the question, staring ahead fixedly.
Sniper had been his former occupation, and he had adopted the title, leaving his name on Earth. Occasionally he wished he still had his rifle. He had been roaming the wild bush for months now, enjoying the primitive simplicity of his new life. This world, Llaac, had new dangers, and many humans had not learnt the form they came in quickly enough. His fitness had helped him survive. At nearly six foot tall, his height was well complimented by a solid, well muscled build, although more on the lean side since leaving Earth.
The distressed animal growls had stopped, so Sniper dared to move closer for a cautious look. His brown hair and pale brown eyes emerged from the depths of the leaves, his gaze intent.
He took in the sight and stifled a gasp. The sounds were not coming from an animal - the motley group of men had captured an alien.
Sniper hadn’t seen one like this before. She looked like a cat. A giant, humanoid cat. Her whole body was covered in grey fur, lighter across her chest and belly, her ears were positioned at the top of her head, and she had bright blue eyes that shone as she moved her head.
She was trussed up and hanging limply from a makeshift frame built from salvaged pieces of steel, resembling the hanging gallows of the old times. Her wrists were bound together, and then tied to her waist. Her ankles were also tied, and a chain dropped down from the ankle binding to connect to the bottom of the frame, so she could not kick or use her feet to free her hands.
She must have them spooked, he thought.
A large unshaven man in dirt-coated clothes emerged from a camouflage-print tent. He had a bag with him and walked up to the alien, sparking a frenzied struggle.
“Hey, Joe,” the man shouted over his shoulder. “We left it too long this time, she’s spittin’ mad!”
“Idiots!” came the reply from out of Sniper’s sight. “Give the stuff to me.”
The bag was handed over, and the new man took a pinch and threw the dry powder into the alien’s face from a distance safely beyond her snapping jaws.
The furry alien writhed within her bindings, hissing her anger, but only for a moment. The rage fell from her face in seconds, and her movement slowed. Sniper had first thought the alien was in pain, but saw that in reality the powder was a kind of sedative drug. The alien’s face had gone slack, and her expression had become that of a stoned teenager.
As she relaxed, the man blew another pinch of powder into her face. This time her head rolled back and she fell into a drugged sleep. Her mouth sagged open, revealing savage fangs. Sniper shook his head; what the hell were these guys playing at?!
The men had gathered, and Sniper counted six. They unchained her feet and lowered her down from the metal frame, and two carried her into a tent.
“Oh yeah, party time!” one said, and they laughed while they waited their turn.
Sniper had twigged to what they were doing and revulsion swept through him to think that fellow humans were holding an alien as a sex slave. It was men like this that had pushed him to head out on his own; to leave his own miserable species far behind and search for a better life on this alien world.
He realised he was growling, vocalising his disapproval in the manner of his dog companion, Dex. They each had a small alien implant in their head, allowing for some basic communication between man and dog to be passed directly to each other’s minds. Their bond was solid, and far from that of a man and his pet. The access to technology was one of the few benefits all humans had gained since the Earth had surrendered in the war against the Drac, the crocodilian aliens that had been systematically conquering the universe.
Sniper watched the human camp, pondering. He knew the men would not be the easy kills they appeared to be. If they had survived away from the camp for this long then they must have some skills. He had his knife and Dex, but taking down all six at once would risk an injury.
Sticking to the vegetation, he crawled closer, watching. He knew the moment he was waiting for would appear soon, confirmed as one man broke away into the bush to relieve himself. Perfect.
Sniper covered the distance quickly, waiting for him to finish and turn around. Then he leapt; one hand wrapping around the mouth while the other drove the knife up through the back, penetrating the heart.
He maintained his grip while the life ebbed away from his prey, then dragged the body out of sight. With that done, he moved again, skirting the camp until he was behind the tent containing the captive. He carefully settled in to wait for his next opportunity.
The three waiting men had now stopped their jokes and were looking around.
“Where’s Bricks?”
“He went for a leak, but that was ages back.”
“Shit! I dunno why we put up with the idiot,” he said as he stood. “Bricks! You dumbass, what’re ya’ doing out there?”
The other two were laughing again, elbowing each other. “Bet I know what he’s doing.”
The standing man glared down at them. “You two go find him. He’s thick as two friggen bricks, but he’s useful.”
Grumbling, the two men did as instructed and followed the path Bricks had taken, vanishing into the bush.
Davis watched them go, satisfied by the lack of resistance they offered to his commands. His smug expression slipped as a twig snapped from the other side of their camp. He watched as a large, grey dog stepped into the open, staring at him intently, the hairs on the back of its neck bristling.
“A wild dog? But this planet doesn’t HAVE dogs!”
Davis maintained his eye contact with the animal while he edged backwards, stretching an arm out behind him for a weapon.
The diversion worked perfectly, and Davis backed himself quietly into the gentle grip of Sniper. Sniper sealed his mouth with his hand and firmly planted his knife through the side of the man’s neck, ripping the blade out forwards through the flesh. With the head now only half attached, it folded backwards easily and Sniper wrenched it sideways, grinding bone and severing the spinal cord. Blood hissed from the open flesh, so Sniper flopped the head back in place to stop it coating him red. Dex faded back into the bush, and Sniper did the same, taking Davis’s body with him.
Before Brick’s search party returned, Sniper strode to the tent containing the captive alien and the last two men, picking up a steel mallet on his way. He used it to tap on the tent frame, and then to crack into the side of the head that emerged.
“What tha’?” said the final man from inside. Sniper swung his knife in a long arc, slicing through the tent fabric. The man stared up stupidly as his privacy vanished, his pants around his ankles, and the mallet found his head.
The cat-alien was purring gently to herself, her tail swaying slowly, still intoxicated. She had some rudimentary clothing bundled beside her furry, naked form, and Sniper ran his eyes over the entirety of her body. She had a figure very similar to that of a human, although her head was that of a cat, and her hands and feet sported claws. She was nearly six foot tall, with a wiry build, and her muscle definition showed through the grey fur. Sniper couldn’t help himself, and reached out to stroke her thigh, curling his fingers through the soft fur covering.
“Amazing,” he said to himself, then cut all of the cord binding her. He began to pull her shorts on and started in surprised as claws protruded lazily from her feet as she flexed. When he pulled on her tiny top, she arched her back, sliding against him, purring strongly.
Sniper’s pulse rate had risen sharply by the time he had finally managed the job of wrestling her clothes on.
She was not as heavy as he had expected, so he bundled her up in his arms and left the camp, Dex following behind. She snuggled in against his chest, and her soft purring vibrated through him. Sniper smiled in satisfaction at the success of his rescue.
He kept up a swift pace, marching with her for a couple of hours. With Dex patrolling as a rear guard he was confident the men weren’t coming after him. He was not ready to stop just yet, not feeling they were far enough from their possible retribution.
She had stopped purring and fallen asleep in his arms only half an hour after his rescue. Now she was stirring again, and he hoped that meant the drug had left her system.
She jerked in his arms and her eyes snapped open with rage twisting her face. He reacted with instinctive defence as she snarled and twisted for his face. Claws erupted and snagged his clothes, digging into flesh as he pushed her away.
She hit the ground already tensed and coiled straight back at him, claws whistling up for his face. With adrenal-fed reflexes Sniper dropped away from under her, planted a boot into her stomach and propelled her safely past.
The alien landed easily and spun to face him as he rolled back onto his feet. She crouched again, and Sniper held his empty palms to her as a gesture of peace, speaking in the standard trader language learnt by all of the human refugees.
“Stop, please. I’m a friend. I rescued you.”
“Humans! You humans and your cursed catnip!” she roared and sprang at him again.
Sniper rolled away, not wanting to fight her. Not even sure if he could survive fighting her. Dex galloped into view and took position by his side, called by the danger. He crouched, fur bristled, with his fangs bared, growling aggressively.
She paused only briefly before lunging forward again, the sight of Dex not deterring her in the slightest, but instead he became the target. Dex flew up to meet her, but she leapt above him and landed a clawed foot behind his head, driving him into the dirt and springing off at Sniper.
Watching Dex slam into the ground wrenched Sniper’s heart, and he ran to his defense, evading the alien and landing a blow to her side as he pushed past.
She spun and vanished into the bush.
Dex stood slowly and shook the dirt from his coat, creating a small dust storm. Sniper probed his neck and head, but the claw wounds were only superficial. He gave Dex a relieved hug, then turned to search the bush for signs of the cat-alien. Nothing moved.
“It’s like I always say, Dex, one good turn deserves a homicidal encounter. Let’s get the hell out of here.”
From the upper branches of a tree the Katarr watched her quarry, waiting.
Chapter Two
Sniper and Dex left at a run, hoping to leave the cat-alien far behind. He could understand her anger after what she had been through, so didn’t want to force more confrontation on her. He held the swift pace until his body burned, and then slowed to a comfortable trot he could maintain for an hour or more.
As the sun began to set, Sniper knew that he couldn’t keep running, and it had nothing to do with his fitness. The native wildlife had unique methods of hunting large prey, and he could blunder into their snares and trip-lines in the poor light. He had to settle for the night, or there would only be his bones for the cat-alien to find in the morning.
He had not heard any pursuit since she left the path, which was a relief. The blood he was covered in was tacky on his sweaty skin, and he was ready to be free of it. He stopped when he found a clearing with a stream running through it and cupped water up into his face, scrubbing with his hands.
The water was pleasantly cool, and the rocky edge felt good beneath his knees. He relaxed, knowing the large silk-spinners would avoid the water. The smaller ones needed to watch out for him. He took off his khaki shirt to chase the blood that had run down his chest, and washed out the claw wounds he’d been given by the cat-alien. They looked clean, which was a good sign. They should not turn septic unless he ignored them completely.
From a treetop vantage point, Ressk surveyed the area. The human was familiar with the local landscape and had stopped in a low risk setting. She could sense the stirring of malevolent creatures in the dark. Her rage was burning lower now that she was free of the ropes and drugs of humans, and she had been trying to remember how she had ended up away from the stinking camp.
Waking in the arms of a human was more than she could bear, and she had struck out, wanting him dead. But how had it come to pass? The drugs clouded her recollection. Was he one of her captors? He must be. He had stolen her away from the others so he could have her all to himself. But where did the animal companion, the dog, come from?
The human had said he rescued her. Could that be correct? Could he be an honourable human? It did not seem like such a thing could be possible, but if true, she owed him a blood debt.
She watched as he washed, noting the muscles that rippled with his movements. Beneath the cleansing onslaught a new human scent arose, one she had not previously encountered. It was true; this man was not a captor. The scent was conclusive evidence for her.
Not one to ponder alternate courses of action, she swung down on her branch, propelling herself into the clearing with the man and his animal. She landed on all fours, and the human fell backwards in surprise. She gracefully stood, rolling her shoulders in the simple joy of unfettered movement.
“Shit!” Sniper said from the ground, staring up at his stalker. Dex growled and bristled, while slowly advancing, tensing to pounce. Sniper silently called him back: wait for a moment.
She looked over his naked, muscled torso, wondering what it would feel like to be that bald.
“You are human. But you are not one of my tormentors; my captors. Explain yourself.”
Sniper listened in fascination. Her voice was like a silken purr draped over a rumbling growl. She rolled many of the sounds, and he imagined speaking trader must be difficult with the structure of her mouth and large fangs.
“It’s like I said, I rescued you,” Sniper said. “I found the camp, and I couldn’t leave you there. It wasn’t right. And they were using some kind of drug on you.” He noticed her brief shudder.
“Yes. The herb’s effect was surprising; such a powerful narcotic.”
“I was planning to take you back to the spaceport settlement because I didn’t know what else to do with you.”
“That was thoughtful; this is not my home world.”
“Considering what everything else local to this place looks like, I wish it was,” he said. “I’m Sniper, and this is Dex. The Drac bombed the hell out of our home world.”
“I am Ressk of Katarr, a free planet,” said with obvious pride at the strength of her people.
Sniper started a campfire while Ressk continued the conversation. He was happy to listen to her, rapt by the strength and unusual beauty of this alien.
“I am glad I didn’t kill you, Sniper,” she said. “Tell me the fate of my captors?”
“Two are dead, two should have a severe concussion, and the other two aren’t hurt.”
She looked him up and down. “Not a bad effort for a lone human.”
Despite himself, he grinned at the back-handed compliment.
“In the morning I will go back to the camp and hunt the remaining men,” Ressk said. She flicked a small stick into the flames, and a tiny eruption of sparks brightened the area for a second. Sniper could see her tail flexing and twitching in agitation.
“Are you sure that’s what you want to do?” he asked.
She glared at him for a moment, then answered, “I have become a warrior on this world and have my honour to regain. I will return to the camp and kill the men who imprisoned and forced themselves on me. I refuse to let my failure be a taint that follows me. They have delayed my duty long enough.”
“No, you missed my point.”
“I know I owe you a blood debt for my release, and I will not default on it. I will return.”
“No,” he said in exasperation, “what happens if they use catnip on you again?”
“I will overcome them despite the herb. This time.”
“Okay, me and Dex’re coming with you, just in case.” He watched her tail jerk and her ears flatten. He didn’t need to be told what that meant, so hastened to add, “But the fight is yours. I’m not trying to steal any of your honour.”
She simply nodded in acknowledgment. They both settled into a comfortable silence, watching each other from across the fire, although Sniper’s mind spun with questions.
They both waited for the sun before rising. This world was not a friend to the night walker. Sniper sat on a tree branch popping berries into his mouth.
“Hey, Ressk,” he called. “These things are great. Can you eat them?” and he held the bunch up for her to see.
“Yes, they’re wonder...” she started, and interrupted herself to scream, “jump!”
Sniper looked up and saw his hand had brushed against a strand of thick silk. He threw the berries and pushed off from the branch, dropping to the ground. He never reached it, as a silk cable shot from within the treetop, snaring him by the shoulder.
He bounced like he was on a bungee cable, and then the strand started lifting him back into the tree. Sniper called to Dex through the implant, but he was already on his way. Dex leapt into the air and snapped onto his boot, jerking him back towards the ground, but only for a moment. The extra weight did not stop the cable’s retraction, but Sniper had time to reach for his knife and hack at the strand.
A further two strands shot down, connecting on his knife arm and his waist. He struggled to move his knife, and severed the first cable. He could hear the clicking and hissing from behind the leaves, and realised that it was a camouflaged nest, built using the living tree and sealed in shape with silk.
Ressk bounced up the trunk and her claws parted the cables as she went, sending Sniper falling onto his face below. He looked up for her, but she was gone, moving into the higher part of the tree. He heard the clicking and hissing intensify, and many loud impacts. Then he scrambled backwards desperately as an enormous nightmare fell from the tree, right above him.
The creature hit the ground upside down, and then Ressk swung down to stand beside him.
“‘Vile creatures,” she spat.
The slain beast looked to Sniper like a bloated hybrid between a black spider and a deep sea crab, only with more legs. Its knobbly face sported small protrusions which it used to spray strands of silk, and then draw it back with its catch straight to the mouth. Sniper had learnt that they weren’t venomous, but being the size of a calf more than offset that disadvantage.
“That’s a big one,” Sniper said.
“Truly, you have not been on Llaac long enough then,” she replied.
Nope, Sniper thought. I do NOT want to think about that comment.
Chapter Three
“Looks like we’re even on that blood debt thing,” Sniper said, untangling himself from the creature’s strands.
“Use the stream,” Ressk said. “Water helps remove the stickiness from the silk.”
“Thanks,” Sniper said, walking to the water and washing away the tangled mess that he was coated in.
Beneath the water he could see the darting shapes of what passed for fish on Llaac. An evolutionary diversion from the path that gave rise to the large forest-dwelling silk-spinners, these smaller creatures were strange aquatic adaptations. Instead of legs, there were twelve pairs of slender flippers or fins, reminding him of prawns in a row boat. Others had retained their legs and scuttled amongst the stream’s rocks like the crabs of Earth.
Merely things to adjust to when living on an alien world, he told himself.
He watched Ressk use her sharp cat’s claws to slice into the body of the fallen creature.
“What’re you looking for?” he called.
“Come; I’ll show you.”
Sniper wiped his hands dry and walked over. “So what’s the attraction of the bug’s guts?”
“They’re called Hrest. It’s the generic term given to all of the wild silk-spinners by the Hresoll, the aliens that welcomed your people to their world.”
“I haven’t met any yet.”
“They do not venture far from their cities. They fear the Hrest more than you, but they are so gentle, they also do not want to cause them harm.”
“They sound like sweethearts. So, they hold themselves captive rather than fight?”
“They know what they would face.”
“And what’s that?”
“The god of their people. A giant Hrest that spun the webs that hold the stars in the sky.”
“Ressk? Are you okay?” Sniper asked, concerned when she had stopped speaking and was staring at the sky with a far away expression to her bright blue eyes. She blinked slowly and shook her head.
“No, Sniper. I have not been okay for a long time.”
“Sorry, you’ve been through a lot. What’s Sesslin mean?”
“How do you know that word?” she asked, looking at him intently.
“You said it only a minute ago, while you were staring at the sky.”
“Oh. It means life partner. Beloved.”
“And you’ve been here alone, far from your beloved? Is it going to take long for you to do your duty so you can see him again?”
“I do not know.”
“But...”
“Enough!” she snapped, and then continued gently, “enough, Sniper. It pains me to speak of these things.”
“I’m sorry, Ressk, I’m used to being alone. I don’t know when I should stop.”
“That’s fine. Now,” she continued, her focus returning strongly, “the gland I wanted to show you is here,” and she pointed a claw at a black sac inside the head of the dead Hrest. “They use silk traps and snares to capture prey, and secrete a sticky glue over the silk. But they do not want to be caught in their own webbing, so they have this substance they coat over their feet and legs that resists the glue.”
Sniper leant closer, suddenly very interested in the anatomy lesson.
“If you coat your blade and whatever other items will take the liquid, the webbing will not be able to grip you as this one did today.”
“You are a genuine piece of good news, Ressk,” Sniper said, as he cut the gland free and searched for a bottle to hold the Hrest juice.
Sniper had quickly filled a small bottle, then coated his blade, his boots, a light coating on some of his clothes, and a brief rub over of Dex, just for good measure.
“Clothing and fur will not hold the liquid very well, Sniper, but I admire your thoughtfulness.”
“Thanks, Ressk. I couldn’t get my Dex snared away from me,” he said with a laugh, ruffling the fur around Dex’s ears in a friendly challenge. Dex rumbled a mock growl and snapped at his hands, mouthing them without drawing blood.
Ressk watched them play and her ears twitched from front to back. “Why the animal?” she finally asked.
“Dex? Dogs are man’s best friend.”
“Really?” she said, eyeing Dex in amazement.
Sniper caught the look and implication. “No! No no no, you’ve got the wrong idea there, completely. No. Trust me on that one.”
“You protest so strongly. Is the idea of a furred lover so disgusting to you?” she asked.
Sniper watched her from the corner of his eye, and saw her ears set firmly forward, and her gently coiling tail. There was mischief in her expression, he thought, and grinned at her. “A furred lover hasn’t crossed my mind,” he said. And least not until recently, he thought, glancing at her slight clothing, reminded of what she looked like without it. “And Dex just isn’t my type anyway,” he said, ruffling Dex’s fur and standing properly.
She flashed a fang at him before turning away and starting the walk back to the human camp in which she had been held prisoner. Sniper watched her go, the tip of her tail brushing lightly against his hand as she turned. The soft fur left his hand tingling with the memory of the touch, and he watched the sway of her hips as she walked away.
He thought about her parting expression, and decided the flash of fang must be the Katarr equivalent of a smile. Ressk’s face was not as expressive as that of a human, but she telegraphed her mood just as effectively with her ears and tail, and he was starting to pick up the body language.
He followed along the trail, Dex roaming between them. They were at least two hours walk from the camp and he soaked up the momentary peace and warmth. On a march like this with a military objective he felt very alone without some sort of rifle in his hands. The absence of serious weapons was partly due to the terms of the Earth’s surrender to the Drac Empire, and also a condition of entry to Llaac handed down by the Hresoll. He had taken that to mean that the planet was a peaceful paradise. He hadn’t realised at the time that it was just part of the Hresoll pacifist nature.
Sniper closed the space between Ressk.
“How long have you been on this planet?” he asked.
“Five years.”
“Why? What’s been your duty while you’re here?”
“Hunting.”
“Okay,” he said, wondering why she had become so evasive. “For food? For sport?”
“For vengeance.”
“You arrived on Llaac for vengeance?”
“That is not what I said.”
“But, humans have only been here for the last couple of years. Why’re you hunting them?”
“I’m not talking about humans! I’d never seen one before I blundered into that filthy pack of half-wits!”
“Then what...” Sniper started, until she snarled in his face, stopping his questions. “Hey, no need to get like that. If you don’t want to talk about it, that’s all you have to say.”
Chapter 4
Sniper let Ressk walk on alone again, sending Dex on point while he dropped into a rear guard position.
I wonder if that’s alien behaviour, or just female? he thought. We’d been getting on fine, we’d got each other’s back, and I’m tagging along to make sure she didn’t end up a kitty on a leash again. Yet she can’t help but growl in my damn face with a simple question.
He sighed in resignation, unable to work up to being angry with her. Her defensiveness didn’t really bother him, if he stopped to look properly. He was happy to have a mission again and feel like he was helping a damsel in distress, despite the fact that she was hardly the fainting princess. And she had him intrigued. He felt a compulsion to unearth the source of her pain and take it away. She was strong, but it felt like a brittle strength.
There was no movement from the trees, but he checked them anyway. The Hrest hid away by day, but he found himself trying to identify which trees could be concealing nests of giant silk-spinners.
A flock of agile spinner-birds spiraled through the blue sky. They had long, flattened bodies, and their legs had broadened to resemble butterfly wings. Although butterflies had never flown with twelve sets of wings. They flew after the wind-borne creatures that lived their life in the sky, not touching ground at any point. Sniper had never been able to get a good look at them, but they did not seem related to the silk-spinners.
Dex was enjoying the morning, and his happiness was being transmitted back to Sniper, so the two of them continued along, content.
Ressk was still fuming. Talk talk talk! It’s all he ever does! I’ve never met a loner with the need to talk as much as this one. And it’s not like I need his help!
Although, she admitted, without it, she would still be trapped back in the human camp getting further and further from her cause.
His attention was flattering, and for a creature born without fur, he wasn’t unattractive. His apparent concern for her wellbeing was welcome, but there were still topics that she was not ready to discuss. Not with him or with anyone. Now is the time to hunt. And she focused and drove all other thought from her mind.
Dex had gone to ground off the path. She knew his sense of smell was better than hers, so followed suit, vanishing from the path and into the trees. Sniper had got the vibe from Dex as well and moved aside, carefully checking the ground for hidden webbing. He’d seen what happened to people who walked through the trees without paying attention to the ground. Silk-spinners came in all forms, and some had a knack of burrowing. He got chills remembering the man he’d watched dragged down into a hidden tunnel by huge legs that erupted from the earth.
Sniper crouched behind a tree and had a good view of the path ahead. They were still far from the camp, but he trusted Dex. The men were coming.
When he saw them he knew they were intent on recapturing Ressk. They had open bags hung around their neck, and he could guess what they were full of. They had prepared as well as they could, with catnip and freshly made wooden staves. Their knives were obvious and close to hand.
It was not a good situation for Ressk, and Sniper waited, aware that he’d said he wouldn’t interfere. All they needed to do was throw a handful of that powder in her face and wait for her to fall over. He was acutely aware of the fact that all four men would already be dead if he had his rifle. He waited to see how Ressk would play the encounter.
As Sniper watched, she swung from a tree behind them and charged.
She can really move when she has to, he thought.
Her claws flashed as the men became aware of her. The first fell with a hit to the back of his neck; the second had turned and she was deflected on his staff; the third was facing her and she was able to duck his falling staff and strike red stripes across his chest, while the fourth stepped back and threw a handful of powder her way.
She dived to the ground and rolled away, fading into the bush on the opposite side of the path.
Her whole pass had happened in seconds. She was gone again as the first man hit the ground, and the cloud of catnip settled around them.
It didn’t look to Sniper like she had been hit by the catnip, and he hoped that was the case. He was watching for her return as anxiously as the three survivors. They were all carefully watching the area she had disappeared into, their staves held out in tense hands. The tree moved behind Sniper, and Ressk dropped down beside him.
“How the hell’d you get here? We’re all waiting for you to come back from over there,” he said, surprised.
She laughed and rubbed the side of his face with her tail before scrambling back up the tree. He watched her flow from tree to tree until she was nearly in the opposite direction to where she had disappeared.
She dropped to the ground and wriggled to the edge of the cover, then burst out again, accelerating towards them. The man with the injured chest had sagged to the ground and saw her coming. He pulled out a pale, cylindrical object and pointed it at her. He activated it and an expanding net of web shot at Ressk, enveloping her within the sticky strands.
She tumbled to the ground and Dex and Sniper charged to help. The two standing men slammed their staves into her head and Sniper heard the echoing impact of wood on bone. Ressk suddenly stood, raking upwards with her claws, and the web fell apart. In another blur of movement both of the standing men were bleeding profusely from deep neck wounds and fell at her feet.
Sniper and Dex arrived as she stepped out of the remains of the web net while the last man cowered on the ground, crying pitifully.
“No, please no,” he sobbed, and his bandaged head moved in the dirt.
Sniper picked up the fallen object. The material reminded him of bamboo or lightweight ceramic, but it was neither of them. “What’s with this web shooter then?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” the man wailed.
“What do you think, Ressk? If he doesn’t know anything, then he doesn’t really have a future here.”
She growled and used her tail to slap a stinging blow across the man’s face. “That’s Hresoll technology. Why do you have it?”
Sniper put his boot to the man’s side and pushed him over so they could see his face. His chest wound looked painful, and Sniper could see glints of rib bone through the blood. Dex came closer and sniffed the blood with interest.
“Looks like you’re on the menu, buddy. Sorry things didn’t work out for us.”
“Wait!” he screamed, as Dex bit him on the arm. “Gettim’ off, gettim’ off! I’ll tell you all about it!”
Sniper laughed and signalled to Dex to relax his grip, and Ressk leaned closer to listen.
“The Hresoll found us and gave us catnip and web guns. They said they wanted the cat woman dead and gone for what she was doing here.”
“And what was that?” Sniper asked.
“Hunting their God!”
“You must be kidding! The fun just doesn’t stop here,” Sniper muttered to himself before turning back to the bleeding man lying in the dirt. “How can you hunt a God, you idiot?”
“How should I know? She’s the one that’s doing it,” he said, pointing at Ressk.
“Is he speaking crap, or is that for real?” Sniper asked.
“I have my reasons, human,” she replied icily. Then she turned to the man in the dirt, “Who set you this mission?”
“Some spider-bug-guy. I dunno. How do you tell them apart?”
“What was he wearing?”
“Oh. Some red dangly silk thing around his neck, and a little hat thing. Real weird looking, now that you think about it.”
“A priest of SollarHrest.”
“Alright, now you’re gonna have to start sharing,” Sniper said.
“SollarHrest, the God Spinner.”
“Right, the one who holds the stars in the sky. It’s a cute story.”
“No. I’ve seen it. Their God is real.”
Chapter 5
She’s serious, Sniper thought. Ressk’s bright blue eyes were wide and locked on him.
“The SollarHrest came and people died. Buildings fell and the sky grew dark.”
“Look, you’ve had some bad times here, but I think you better sit down for a while,” Sniper said.
“No!” she snapped, and she shook her head wildly. “I saw it, and it could not be stopped.”
“Okay, you’re a believer. You can believe whatever you like.”
“It’s not about belief!” she said stamping her feet. She picked up the surviving member of her torturers and bit him across the back of the neck. Bone cracked and he made a brief whimper before he stilled. She threw the body to the ground and roared to the sky. Blood ran from her mouth and dripped down her chest.
Sniper sighed, disappointed that she would try to intimidate him and left her to rage.
He rifled through the possessions of the dead men, coming up with one knife worth keeping and the web gun. He dragged the bodies to the side of the path and looked around to see what Ressk was doing.
She was crouched sullenly under a tree on the other side of the track watching him. She had made an effort to clean the blood from her face, but her fur was still matted with it.
“How ya feeling?” he called.
“I’m all right.”
“Coming?”
“Where to?”
“I want to have a rummage through their camp, see what other pickings are to be had. And see if the Hresoll gave them any other presents.”
“You want me to come?”
“Yup.”
“Aren’t you afraid?”
“Nope. Why; you thinking of attacking me?”
“No.”
“Well, we’re all set then.”
Dex stood by his side, and they waited for Ressk to join them, then all three set off in silence. Ressk flicked furtive glances at Sniper, self consciously trying to groom the remaining blood from her fur.
“What’re you gonna do now?” Sniper said, eventually breaking the silence.
“Keep searching.”
“For the SollarHrest?”
“Yes.”
“So when you said it was real, did you mean real as in, ‘my faith keeps me warm at night’ real, or flesh and blood real?”
“It is a creature that hungers as any other.”
“And it took some people from you?”
“Yes.”
“I’m sorry. You want to talk about it?”
“No. But five years is a long time to be alone with my failure.”
Sniper waited for Ressk to gather her thoughts, and soon she began.
“I came to Llaac with my Sesslin and four other Katarr. We were diplomats, come to broker a trade arrangement. Llaac is not a free world, like Katarr, but the Drac Empire leaves them taxed but unoccupied. An arrangement we were very curious about.”
Ressk was far away, caught up in her memories. Sniper smiled at her, pleased she was sharing with him.
“Our negotiations were going well, until their priest said our presence angered their God.” She bowed her head, tears running from her face. “I was never quite a warrior. Not as strong, not as tall. But my Sesslin was strong. The SollarHrest made the trees fall and the ground shake. Our ship was destroyed, and we fought, but it was overwhelming. I was revived after it had gone again, and I was all that remained.”
Ressk looked like she was holding together, so Sniper dared to ask some further questions. “How big is it?”
“Taller than the trees.”
“And what’d you use to fight it?”
“The only things we had: our teeth and claws.”
“So what’s your plan to beat it when you find it again?”
“I will fight it in the fashion of my people.”
Sniper shook his head. “You’re trying to kill a God, on your own, with your bare hands? Kill a god that killed five Katarr warriors at once, and you think you’ll fare better?”
“No. But I will lie with them as I should have all those years ago.”
“That’s a death wish. You feel guilty because you survived, I understand that. But how is that going to give your Sesslin any vengeance.”
“What do you propose then, human?!”
“I’ll help you, and we’ll kill this thing properly so you can go home.”
Ressk stopped and cocked her head. “You will help me fight the SollarHrest?”
“Sure.”
“But why would you do that?”
“I like you, Ressk, and I wanna help. Besides, it’s not like I’ve got a busy schedule.”
She laughed and they kept walking, her tail accidentally brushing his leg a lot more than it ever had before.
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