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A low growl emanated from somewhere below her, but she couldn’t tell from exactly where. Think Greth, she told herself, they have to be around here somewhere. Leaning to her left, she peered slowly around the corner straining to hear another telltale clue to her pursuers’ location. Nervously her ears twitched from front to back, sometimes independently of each other, as she sought to find her tormentors before they found her.
Noticing a reflection in the glass of the door leading to the lanai, Greth could make out her nephew Trip edging towards her, ears pinned back, tail jerking in excitement over his imminent victory. Mrel did her part in distracting her mother with soft mews as her cousin crept stealthily closer toward his target. Even though they’d only met days before, their instant rapport as sesslaans meant trouble for Greth as she struggled to deal with two very active, and currently predatory, kittlings.
What was he thinking leaving me alone with these two? By the gods that made me, my sesslin will hear about this when he returns!
In Katarr society Mike Driscoll, Greth’s human sesslin, would have never left her – but they were not on Katarr. Greth had left her home as was custom, and settled on Talgas V in order to be with her husband. Once mated, a pair remained together for the rest of their lives, physically and emotionally.
But on Talgas V, concessions had to be made. As leader, Mike had an obligation to participate in important surveys just outside the city, which if successful, would identify enough arable land to allow a much needed expansion for crops and living space. He hated having to leave Greth alone, and would’ve willingly taken her and their young kittling along. But rumors had been trickling in for weeks of a possible Drac incursion, and he had felt it’d be safer for her to remain at home with Mrel and her cousin Trip, especially since he’d reinforced their home’s security just after Mrel was born.
As much as she hated being parted from her mate, Greth was enjoying the time she was getting to spend with her nephew. That is, whenever she wasn’t being stalked or called upon to tell yet another story from The Warrior’s Worth, a chronicle of tales told to young male kittlings in order to teach them proper behavior and etiquette required of all Katarr Warriors.
Trip’s parents, Mrir and Tria, had decided he was old enough to be left with family as they enjoyed their long overdue honeymoon. Greth was unfamiliar with this human custom, but agreed that both, especially Tria, needed time away after Trip’s difficult weaning. Sons are often overprotective of their mothers, and Trip proved to be more attached than most. Greth couldn’t help but chuff in amusement when she’d noticed the slight scarring showing through Mrir’s fur where his son had demonstrated his displeasure of his father every time he came between Trip and his mother.
She was also happy because her kittling Mrel had never seen another of her kind until Trip and his parents arrived. It was especially difficult, as she, like Trip, was a hybrid – born of a mating between human and felinoid making each kittling unusual looking, even among their own species. Trip’s father was a Katarr, and thus received a strong dose of genetic material from the Katarr side. His fur was lustrous ebony, the dark gray spots only becoming evident in direct light. But his eyes were the same shape and shade of green as his mothers. Except for a slight narrowing of his face, one would never guess he was not completely felinoid.
Mrel however had a human father, hence her more distinctive appearance. Her fur was short, much shorter than most, her skin appearing to be made of velvet. Her overall coat was a rich, sable brown, lightening slightly along her abdomen. As if to match her coat color, Mrel’s scent had developed into a rich caramel, a unique scent that had not occurred in their family for generations. What made her kittling even more striking were her eyes; deeply set into a nearly human face, they were a sky blue normally seen only in albinos.
As far as Greth was concerned, her daughter received the best of both species, all except for her temperament. Most females of the species were docile and tender, only driven to aggressiveness when home or young were threatened. However Mrel had an independent streak that could only be described as exasperating. It probably explained why she and her cousin instantly took to one another, as if they were born as twins. What one didn’t think of, the other already had, and was well on his or her way to unimaginable mischief, making Greth’s frustration complete.
However as tender and patient as Katarr were with each other, these traits were amplified tenfold when it came to their young. An adult would never think to lose their temper, nor do any type of harm, physically or otherwise – no matter how much they were provoked.
At fifteen months, Trip was completely ambulatory and talking. Mrel was only six months, and had just recently begun weaning. She didn’t have too much trouble tottering after her cousin, but she couldn’t talk yet. However, Greth was convinced she was telepathic. How else could one explain the uncanny way she and Trip seemed to understand each other so well?
Sighing, she prepared for the inevitable.
“Mroooow!!”
Although the kittlings pounced in unison, Greth was ready for them. As Trip landed onto her back, Greth took hold of him with her tail pulling him off as she rolled over, catching Mrel into her arms. Pulling them to herself, she hugged them, rumbling an obligatory chastisement before kissing each on the top of their heads.
“Aw auntie Gweth. You no kiss warrior when in battle!”
Holding them up, one secured by her tail, the other gently by the scruff of the neck, Greth tried her best to look serious. “Hmmm, it seems to me that this battle is over. Or have you forgotten it’s time for dinner?”
Gently, she set Trip down while holding onto Mrel as she rose to a standing position. As all three headed to the cooking hearth, Greth curled her tail around Trip’s shoulders, patting him lovingly on the head with the tip.
“Even great warriors understand the necessity of maintaining their strength through sustenance.”
“Yes auntie,” Trip said. “Papa says I must wearn and ‘member that warriors must be as smart as they are fwierce.”
“Eat all your greens young one and I will tell you a story about how ‘well’ your father followed that little tidbit of wisdom when he was your age.”
“All of them?” Trip questioned, hoping to negotiate his way out of having to finish his entire ration. Seeing his aunt’s face told him that her mind was set, and if he really wanted to hear about what kind of kittling his father was, he was going to have to clear his plate. He sighed heavily as he sat and stared at his pile of broccolich.
Mrel never had such qualms about food of any kind and was already beginning her fruit portion before Trip started pushing his vegetables around with a fork.
Just as she was about to reprimand her nephew, the illuminators went out, placing the house into complete darkness. Greth looked out the window and could see the enclave below, glowing in the twilight, telling her that it was not a system wide failure. She hesitated, waiting for the generator to start. Trip could barely contain a purr realizing that with his aunt distracted he could easily scrape his greens onto his cousin’s plate without notice.
No sooner had Greth stood, when a crash and the sound of broken glass came from the other side of the house. It was then she smelled them. Their scent was unmistakable, just as were their intentions.
****
As the Drac invaders made their way through the broken wall, Greth grabbed the kittlings, signaling them to be silent with a low chuff. She had only taken a few steps when the front door imploded into the entryway. A dark shape hesitated, and then moved into the house. From its low grunting, Greth knew immediately how the Drac were able to get through the reinforcements Mike had made. Ruzerians were a large primate species, immensely strong, but not talkative nor bright. This one obviously was having a difficult time with the darkness. Greth saw her chance.
Placing the kittlings down, she nudged them toward the hallway leading toward the cellar. Instinctively, Trip wrapped his tail around his cousin’s wrist, pulling her along as her mother prepared to take care of the alien threatening her family.
The Ruzerian enforcer looked momentarily startled seeing the Katarr suddenly appear before him. It slowed him down just long enough for Greth to hit him full in the face with her tail. The apelike alien staggered backwards from the force of two hundred pounds of incensed felinoid.
The crackling of bone told her she had done more than simply stun the beast; he fell where he stood, blood gushing from his nose and mouth. However she had no time to verify his demise as her heightened sense told her the Drac soldiers were attempting to outflank her while she was engaged by the Ruzerian.
Realizing she had the advantage of home territory, as well as excellent night vision, she made her way quietly toward the cellar, hoping the kittlings had already made it there safely. Initially, she had teased Mike about this part of the house. She couldn’t understand his insistence on constructing something she felt served no useful purpose. Not until he had told her stories, and showed her archived video, did she understand his concerns. When he was young, his family was terrorized every year by a weather phenomenon called ‘tornados’. Unknown on Katarr, they were common during certain times of the year on Talgas V. It was because of this that Mike insisted every home in, or outside, the enclave have a storm cellar.
Not only did it possess thick walls, it only had two access doors: one from the house, and another leading out to the garden. Mike had wanted to be sure that if for any reason the house was destroyed, there would be another way out from under the rubble. She knew if she could reach this place of refuge, she could keep the invaders at bay, while the kittlings made their way safely to the enclave just below their home.
Never once did she think of surviving: only of the little ones. Hybrids or not, they were the future; the continuance of life and of her familial line. It was her duty to protect them at all costs – including her own life. Sensing their fear as she crept, she purred as loud as she dared, attempting to calm their nerves, as well as her own.
As she neared the cellar door, she could hear faint footfalls on the steps ahead of her. She let out a soft sigh knowing Trip and Mrel had made it. Reaching for the knob, a clicking sound startled her. Knowing she was quick, but not as quick as a blaster, she slammed the door shut, sealing the kittlings in – and herself out. Whirling to face her attackers, her tail surreptitiously hit the safety lock on the keypad.
She had done her duty as a Katarr female, and more importantly -- a mother. As she stared down the two heavily armed Drac, she prepared herself to die an honorable death; with her fangs buried deeply into the neck of her assassin.
****
Greth’s attack was expected but not its consequences. The Drac soldiers had been warned about the egg-bearers of the Katarr; however their arrogance superseded their caution.
It took several direct hits from Saark’s stunner before Greth’s body went limp. Rolling her over and off his comrade revealed the extent of her ferociousness. Drac skin was tough and resilient, but slightly softer around the base of the neck. The Katarr had obviously known this, because that was the exact spot where her fangs had sank firm before ripping away the flesh, nearly decapitating the reptiloid.
He was astonished, and in a way, appreciative of the female’s response in protecting her nest and hatchlings. It was a trait - perhaps the only one - that their species had in common.
Looking at their bodies, he thought carefully about his next decision. Their team of five had been quickly reduced in number – and by an egg-bearer. This was not a good omen. It was apparent his superiors had grossly underestimated the Katarr females’ abilities. But that was understandable: after all, in Drac society, egg-bearers were never thought of as more than just that.
Saark holstered his weapon as he began assessing Greth’s injuries. Seeing that she had weathered the attack much better than anticipated, he injected her with a light sedative to keep her unconscious. In this way, the younglings could be collected without losing any more members of their team.
The plan had been to take the family alive. Evidence was to be left indicating it had been Denilian raiders, hopefully breaking the tenuous treaty between the humans and pirates. This action would cause a rift that the Dracs could take advantage of financially and otherwise.
It was also hoped that the young Katarr would be able to shed some light on the effect of a Terran herb originally rumored to render the Katarr warriors ineffective in battle. Unfortunately, an initial experiment failed and ended up with the captured warrior escaping and killing his Drac captor. From the data recovered, it was hard to make any firm conclusions; however it appeared that the effects could be overcome.
Until this mission, Drac scientists only had purebred Katarr on which to perform their tests. Since it had been discovered that not only were the humans and felinoids compatible in nature, but they could produce young as well, the Drac were insistent on determining the Nip’s potential effects on the resulting hybrids. It was hoped that this interbreeding between the species would produce offspring more susceptible to the herb, thus making them weaker as warriors.
Saark thought it a useless endeavor. The Drac were a proud warlike species in their own right, and gaining victory through means other than an honorable battle did not sit right with him. However, it was not his place to question, as orders were always to be obeyed. Lifting Greth gently, he carried her to the patio and laid her down on a padded recliner.
Looking out into the garden, he spotted movement, however it was too small to be the remainder of his team. Reptiloid eyes were as good as any Katarrs’ in the dark, so it didn’t take much to determine that the younglings were making their way toward safety. The rest of his team should’ve been there, but had yet to arrive. If he waited any longer, the entire mission would be a failure. He needed to act—and quickly.
Normally, he would’ve un-holstered his weapon, but these were hatchlings; one not even old enough to be completely weaned if the condition of the female’s mammary glands were any indication. Again, a distasteful thought came upon him. It was one thing to capture and enslave warriors – those who made an informed choice as to their lives and fate. However he was never in agreement with his peers regarding the treatment of any subjugated species’ young.
He decided that no matter what happened, he would take it upon himself to ensure the safety of this family. In ancient times, the Drac took pride in their honor, it was what held the Empire together as it stretched and grew beyond the boundaries of its home system.
But, no longer. Financial concerns and rewards became more important; battle and conquest seen as a means to an end, rather than what one did to preserve and maintain their way of life.
Saark struggled with his conscience as he moved along the path opposite the younglings, hoping to cut them off before they reached the gate. He knew their hearing and eyesight were acute, and was careful not to rustle the shrubbery with his tail. Drac were not known for their stealth, and it took every effort Saark had to remain as silent as possible.
Suddenly two large figures loomed in front of the young Katarr. Yowling in protest, each was taken up into the arms of the last members of Saark’s team. He had to suppress a smirk as the male spat and clawed at his comrade’s face.
“I should blast this hatchling now and save us the trouble. Why do we need two of them anyway?”
“Because of their genetic make-up Toor, or had you not noticed the differences?” Stepping from the shadows, Saark approached and shone his handheld beacon into the faces of Trip and Mrel.
Seeing his point, Toor hissed his acquiescence and began to look around the yard.
“Where are the others? The Ruzerian and Morak?”
“Both dead. Killed by the egg-bearer.”
“I do not believe it!”
“Her protectiveness was miscalculated, as was Morak’s ability to follow orders. He was told to stun the female on sight, but wished to engage her instead. What followed was of his own doing. Go. See for yourself. He never unholstered his weapon. The fool thought he could take her unarmed.”
Slashing his tail in frustration, Toor handed off his capture and strode toward the house. Trip had yet to give up on his attempts to mangle any Drac captor who dare restrain him. His ears lay flat against his head, eyes narrowed to small slits, while his fur bristled in waves across his body as he attempted to lash Saark with his tail while raking any exposed skin with his claws. Of course all this was in vain, as Drac skin was much too thick for the small Katarr to do any serious damage.
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