-Transmission Lost-
Chapter Six: Without a Paddle
by Havoc

“Jack!” Aria gasped, running along the river baSke could still see him, though his blue
pattern fatigues blended well in the gray rock aite, frothy water of the river. The water was
carrying him at almost a faster pace than she cauldHer feet dodged rocks sticking up from the
ground as she glanced down at her feet every noviheam, lest she fall into the river as well. The
human still hadn't come up above the surface owidier, and she thought he might have hit his head
on a rock. Putting on as much speed as she couldgeashe raced ahead of Jack's tumbling body.

In seconds, Aria was at the edge of the mesa, ngdbkack and watching as he was carried
towards her by the river. Her body was chilled by $pray coming up from the waterfall as it tumbled
over the cliff. As she watched Jack come closercdoskr, she looked around wildly, trying to figure
something out. Her eyes landed on a long, thin thaéhad fallen on the bank. Making a quick
decision, Aria shatched it up and looped one erititofcreate a sort of lasso. She knew she ortdly ha
one chance at this, and the churning surface olviter made it extremely difficult to see.

“Cha'kre...,” she hissed between clenched teeth, her eyes ratrde Ailian could just
barely see her companion, flowing ever closer tolbti&ing the vine and whirling it over her heahe
hurled the looped end out into the water. The weat taut in her hands and was nearly jerked from
her grip, but she held on, digging her heels ihtoground.

“A're!” Aria shouted in triumph. She started pulling tieuvn, working one hand over the
other as she worked to drag Jack to the waters. éflgery second she was inching closer to theflip o
the mesa with the force of the water on the enti@imakeshift rope, but she could feel she was
making headway. With one last straining pull, skled jolt and a sudden slackness on the ropeslaad
fell backwards as it jerked out of the water.

Her eyes widened as she saw that the looped enddeadcaught around the stock and grip of
his rifle, attached to which was the ripped enthefsling that had been fixed around Jack's shailde
Scrambling to her feet, alarm gripped her onceragehandoning the vine, she ran to the edge of the
cliff, looking over. Dizziness washed over her badyshe gazed down at the tremendous distance, a
thousand meters at least. There was no sign of him.

“Jack!” Aria called, cupping her hands around hezate. Her voice echoed, but the only
answer to her call was the distant crashing sod@itioeowaterfall hitting the river far down below.

Feeling sick, she leaned back, sliding a few feekldrom the edge on her rear. “Oh gods...”



For a minute or so she just sat there shakingived racing. There was little chance that Jack
could have survived a fall like that. And alongwitim was half of their supplies, including most of
the food. Aria thought that she might be close ghao her crash site that she could survive without
him, but...

“Salal” she shouted at herself. No, no, she had to get dlogre and find him, even if it was
just to confirm his death with a body. She owed hirfeast that much. Standing up, Aria grabbed
Jack's rifle and strapped it to her pack. Turnwgyfrom the river, she started off down the amber-
grassed slope, running as fast as she believecbsitee manage without tripping and killing herself.

Jack felt something poking him in the face. Whateteas, it was rounded on the end and it
was fuzzy. He tried to lift his left hand to bruslaway, but for some reason he couldn't moveaitkJ
felt groggy and was certain that he'd been dreaioistga minute ago. Shifting to one side and raisin
his right hand, he brushed at his face.

“Aria, your tail...,” he mumbled. He swatted at thiéending fuzzy thing, but a moment later it
started poking his face again. “Aria...Damn it, i¢ail...Wake up!”

Jack opened his eyes, and found himself face Wit a large dog-like creature. The blue-
furred beast was gazing at him with five large greges arranged in a pentagon on its head, four
nostrils flaring as it sniffed at him. It had bgmodding at his face with one paw. Jack slowlyedibis
head, and the animal jumped back from him, spooBhgling back several more steps, it turned and
ran off into the distance.

Groaning, Jack turned his head to one side. Hdynag on gravel at the edge of a gently
flowing river, the lower half of his body resting the water while his upper body was on dry land.
There wasn't a single square inch of his bodydtdat't feel sore, and his chest felt heavy. He beuly
and a spray of water came out. A few more hard leesgemed to clear out his lungs. As he sat up,
Jack had a huge jolt of pain shoot up his left.ditkelooked at his left arm.

“Oh, yeah...yeah...That's not supposed to do that..

Jack's left arm was twisted at the shoulder irrection that was decidedly unnatural. He
reached over and probed at it experimentally. Each his finger prodded his shoulder, searing pain
radiated out from the area. Jack didn't have ta tector to recognize that his shoulder was diséata
There was also a nasty gash on his arm that wedd some attention, but first thing was first.

Scooting himself back from the water, Jack got leiinsito a sitting position with his knees up
in front of him. Gingerly he lifted his left arm thi his right, putting his left hand in between kiges
and pressing them together, anchoring his hanthoepSqueezing his knees together as tight as he



could, he took a few deep and slow breaths. Theabhaptly twisted his body to the left as hard as
possible. A loud pop sounded, accompanied by athatrmade Jack feel as though he'd been shot
right in the shoulder.

“Ah, fuck!” he screamed, falling over on his side, his rigéand shooting over to clutch his
shoulder. He lay there panting and trying to keemfsobbing in agony. When he was finally able to
sit up again his shoulder was back in its propeitjpm. He tested it out, rotating his arm this veag
that and flexing his fingers. Every motion hurteikell, but his muscles seemed to be working the wa
they should. “Okay...Now that cut...”

Jack unbuttoned his fatigue jacket and shruggeff, itvincing as the cloth dragged on the gash
in his arm. He pulled his undershirt off. Grippithge white cloth in his teeth, he tore off a longgev
strip and tied it around his upper arm as bestblidc The makeshift bandage wasn't very tight,itout
slowed the bleeding down enough that he thoughbtiheeokay. Jack put his fatigue jacket back on,
rolling the sleeves up to his shoulders so thehalaiuldn't bother his wound.

Now that his immediate needs were taken care ok t&k a minute to look around and
examine his surroundings. Half a kilometer to kit the saw the waterfall that he must have gone ove
Jack shivered as he saw how tall it was. Hard lieeethat he could have survived a fall like thaif
here he was, alive if not completely well. All anabhim was rocky terrain with a few groves of stsrub
and ferns here and there, and birds were flyingradan the air.

Suddenly thirstier than he'd ever been in his légk knelt by the river and scooped up some
water in his hands, taking a few drinks. He sakbaiping his mouth. For the first time since hekso
up, he wondered where Aria was. The last he'd skkar, he'd been looking at her from the rives, hi
eyes clouded by water as she ran along the bam @&herything was a haze. He remembered going
over the waterfall and then he must have blacked ou

“l gotta find her...,” Jack said.

He was not going to last very long all on his owlis rifle was gone, he had no idea where his
backpack had vanished to, and everything that Heohahim was completely waterlogged. That
included his sidearm. Jack removed it from thetieol&ind water dripped from the barrel. Grimacing,
Jack ejected the magazine and field stripped thapame Without a proper cleaning kit there wasn't a
lot he could do, but he blew on all of the parttluhey were reasonably dry, and then he laid them
the sun so they could dry a little more. All of $gare magazines were damp, but Jack didn't thaak t
would be a problem. Cased rounds were waterpropglf practical purposes, and they would
probably be alright. Still, he unloaded all the mziges and let most of the water drip out of them.

There was no sense in making the risk of corroamongreater than it already was.



While he waited for his gun to dry in the sun, Jacksidered his options. He still knew the
basic direction in which he needed to travel iid@s going to find Aria’'s crash site. One thing beld
do would be to start walking as normal, and hopeHe best. Jack was a decent shot with his pistol,
he'd have protection as well as a way to kill foblde other thing he could do would be to stay where
he was, and hope that Aria would come find himwées reasonably sure that she'd try to find him, but
he didn't want to rely on that possibility. If Hauiged walking in the direction they'd been travgli
Jack thought it was likely that eventually theithsawould cross.

“Damn, I'm in trouble...,” Jack sighed. He laid kam the riverbank, looking up into the sun
until his eyes hurt. He'd need more than a littklif he was going to get out of this one. If loaild
find his backpack he'd be in a lot better shape...

Yeah,he thoughtl'm really gonna need those supplies. Before I niglaing else, | need to find
my pack...

Aria took a few moments to catch her breath. Adiemost two hours of off and on running,
she'd gotten to what felt like the bottom of thedslope. The terrain had been rougher than it had
initially looked to her, hidden underneath the aosielong amber-colored grass and weeds. The ground
cover was quite tall here, coming up almost to ‘Ar@nest. At this point she had to balance her
impatience to locate Jack with her need to acctmrrgafety. Anything could be hiding in the talbgs,
and even her senses might miss something sneagiog ber.

Even as she said that to herself, Aria heard argstie coming from behind her. Holding her
breath, she hunched down low to the ground, triankeep as quiet as she could. Her eyes flicked to
the tops of the grass around her. She could seemmav that was definitely not wind, and had to be
made by a living being. Baring her teeth, Arialatilthe twitching of her tail, waiting for whatevér
was to show itself.

Then, with a subtle flash of two very familiar-lang tails, an animal pushed through the grass
right in front of Aria. As soon as it saw the Ailiaits eyes went wide. Staring it down, she widened
grin, a low growl rumbling in her throat. The denymewed at the ground, its own mouth opening
slightly as it showed off its rows of razor-shaeeth. Flicking its tails again, it took a few steps
towards her, poisoned saliva dripping from its.lips

Calmly, Aria raised her rifle, painting a red laset on the creature's forehead. Before it could
react, she fired a single shot. The heavy rouncatgal just above its elongated snout, and the dfack
its head exploded behind it in a spray of bloodvéh@nd brain matter. The beast collapsed to the

ground, blood pulsing from its ruined skull asassped through its final seconds of life. The report



from her rifle shot echoed into the distance.

Cursing to herself, Aria lowered her rifle and stagp. She should have tried to kill it another,
quieter way. They had already established thaethasnals preferred to hunt in packs. If any mdre o
them were around, then surely they'd be attracgetidosound of the rifle shot.

“Po'krai...,” she mumbled. Wasting no more time, she looked tipeasky. From what she
could see of the sun, she got a rough idea ofiteetibn she would need to go to get to where Jack
would have fallen to. While there was no tellingahiar the river might have carried his body, it gav
her a starting point.

Aria started moving at a fast, careful walk, dolrey best not to make any more noise than was
necessary. This was no time to be attracting a pathose vile predators, and she'd already made mo
of a spectacle than she should have.

After a long time of searching fruitlessly, Jackided that finding his pack wasn't going to
happen. Either it had been carried away furtherrdwer from him, or he'd lost it when he went over
the falls. Whichever it was, he figured it was bly gone forever.

Jack wiped sweat from his forehead, glancing ug. 9um was high in the sky, and it was
starting to get very hot. With little in the way @dver, his best course of action was to start ngvi
Jack could see more forest in the direction hefaralhad been traveling, perhaps thirty or so
kilometers distant. He thought he could probabsclrethere before nightfall, if he didn't stop. didy
concern was water. All he had with him was a sicaatiteen that had been attached to his belt, having
capacity of two pints. He'd filled it with fresh tea in the river, but there was no doubt he'd gough
that before he got to the trees. If he didn't fambther source of water when he ran out, he'd bgen
more trouble.

He sighed. As he'd said to himself frequently sior@eshing on this planet, there was nothing for
it. He had as much water with him as he could cagiyt now, so wishing for any more wasn't
productive. Jack started walking away from theriegentually leaving the rocky terrain and making
his way into the amber grassland that he'd seen &top the mesa.

Jack had been walking for nearly an hour when &est to get that feeling he'd had before
again, the feeling that he was being watched. bigpstd, looking around, but the grass was almost
above his head and he couldn't see much of anythiregy than the blades waving in a breeze.
Nervous, Jack drew his pistol and continued walkithg craned his neck, looking over the amber
waves. The forest ahead was closer, but still @ geays away. His anxiety was making him wish he

was there already, and he quickened his pace a bit.



That was when he heard the first howl. The sountaifilled him right to his core, and he
recognized it immediately. Another pack of thossatures must be close by. Jack froze in place, not
daring to make another move. His ears strainectdsdd to gauge how close the animals might be to
him. The second, closer, howl came a bare mintte la

Jack's courage failed him at that point. He wasred, tired, and hungry, and he broke into a
run. He knew it was a mistake, but he wanted targetcover as fast as possible. The human's
footsteps made an incredible amount of noise irstimedried grasses. Behind him, over the sound of
his running, he could hear the soft rumble of wdesmed to be a massive pack.

He looked over his shoulder just in time to see @iem come crashing through the thick
plant life. The shark-like snout of the animal wast as terrifying as it had been when he'd fiestrs
one. Stopping suddenly and planting his feet, dacied around and raised his handgun. He fired two
quick shots, missing both times in his panic-maédestate. The gunfire had the desired effect,
however, of frightening the animal, and it whipmgdund and tore off back the way it had come.

Breathing heavily, Jack stared off in the directibimad disappeared. He willed himself to calm
down, for it seemed he had a few minutes whilephek of predators reorganized itself. Taking a new
strategy, Jack re-holstered his weapon and drofupiet ground. He crawled away from where he'd
been standing for a few minutes, and then wemnt wiliting.

In the relative silence, Jack heard the demonsirgaaround through the grass. He resisted the
rising urge to get up and run as they circled agiduis position, and he instead stayed completely
motionless. For a long while, Jack caught glimpefetem through small gaps in the grass, theirmgree
black fur standing out like a void against the gadéden color. He scarcely breathed, afraid thahev
the slightest noise would alert them to his positio

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, thekpseemed to wander away from his position,
some heading back in the direction of the riverlevbther began roaming around the expanse of the
field. Taking the opportunity, Jack started craglagain, not yet ready to get back up. He crawded f
at least thirty minutes before he felt safe enawgfise, and when he did he walked more cautiously,
slowly but steadily picking his way through.

Aria finally managed to make her way to where dibwaterfall crashed down into the river.
She hadn't encountered any more of those demaiseabwalked, but the Ailian still kept her sensiti
ears perked up for any signs of danger, and heklrlase was constantly sniffing at the air for
unfamiliar scents. Admittedly, there were plentytiedse kinds of smells on the uninhabited planét, b

she hadn't survived years of war by letting heltstall by the wayside.



As she got to the riverside, the misty spray ofdblel water hit her face, coating her fur with
tiny droplets of moisture. The sun was shining tigto the mist, creating a rainbow that appeared much
more festive than Aria was willing to feel. She skdner head, ignoring it, and started scanning the
more gently flowing lower portion of the river fany signs of Jack. The water was clear here, not
foamy in the slightest, and she could see dirdotihe bottom of the riverbed. Immediately Aria
noticed something that seemed out of place.

“Ke la...,” she murmured in dread, her eyes narrowing asashéhe dark object lying at the
bottom of the river. She paced back and forth erbdink for a moment, debating what to do. She was
looking at something that was decidedly not naturat she couldn't see for sure what it was. If she
wanted to know for certain she would have to swowl for a closer inspection.

Setting her pack and her rifle down on the grodnd@ sat and removed her boots, then
unzipped her flight suit and stripped it off. Skalh't been swimming in quite a while, unless one
counted her bath up atop the mesa, but she knew3tmvstood at the edge of the flow, taking a few
preparatory breaths, figuring out how best to goualbhis. Then, gathering her leg strength beneath
her, she took a long flying leap out towards thddta of the river, diving in. The water was frigahd
Aria immediately felt her chest grow tight, but gheshed through it and kicked her legs to swim
towards the bottom and the dark object she'd seen.

As she swam deeper, Aria could tell that it wasiibdy. The shape wasn't quite right. When
she got to it, she realized that it was Jack's jpack She remembered that he had been loaded down
with most of their food supplies, and the heavyscamd packaged preserves had sunk the pack to the
bottom. Looping her arm through one of the straps pushed off from the bottom of the river,
starting to feel the pressing need for air as sfersfor the surface.

Gasping for breath as her head came back up, Atiedothe heavy pack behind her as she
made for the water's edge. When she was near enshigleaved the waterlogged backpack up onto
the bank and climbed out herself. Getting downlbfoars, soaked and chilled to the bone, she shook
herself off, spraying the area around her. Standaak up, Aria decided not to redress, and to attwav
sun to dry her off. Squatting down on riverbanle spened up Jack's pack and started to sift through
the contents.

Thank gods it not him.Aria thought to herself. She'd slowly grown quatéached to her
human companion, despite her original resolvedatthim as a prisoner of war. Finding his dead pody
she now knew, would bring with it the pain of lggia friend. While she clung to a small bit of hope
that no body yet found meant he might be aliveaknew that wasn't very likely.

“Friend...,” she whispered, speaking in human teélé “Is strange...” Aria knew that thinking



of Jack as a friend was treasonous. She'd be@ed o hate humans, and to see them as her mortal
enemy. For the first few days she'd known JacKdstefinitely seen him that way, and she'd ceryainl
done her best to capture or kill him before theyashed on this planet. But after seeing him endure
captivity, servitude, and then their cooperativessal with minimal complaint, she'd recognized man
Ailian qualities in Jack. Humans, it seemed, wédse aapable of bravery and fighting skill. He had
even saved her life...

Perhaps humans and Ailians were more like eaclr ttha either side was willing to admit. In
the back of her mind, in a place she was scareedyeof herself, Aria knew that she and Jack liked
each other more than they would admit out loud. dowld hardly go through experiences like they
had together and not feel friendship for one anothe

Most of what Aria found in Jack’'s backpack was agbable. She transferred what she could to
her own pack, but was still left with a lot of slipp in the other bag. After thinking about it #bit,
she decided to try to take them both. Undoubtediyould be a burden, but since it looked as though
she would have to complete her journey alone sa&'er have the supplies with her than leave them
behind. Aria redressed herself and then riggedheagpackpacks so she could carry both on her back,
leaving both arms still free to handle her rifleith\all that taken care of, she started followihg tiver
downstream to search for Jack's body.

Aria walked for barely fifteen minutes before slmiced a large damp patch in the soil on the
riverbank, further up than would be expected fammad splashing of water on the rocks. Kneeling
down next to it, she examined the ground carefultir her sharp eyes. The soil was definitely
disturbed, and it looked fresh. Aria looked upfferg the air, but could detect nothing. What sl d
see, however, was the faint remains of what lodikedwet footprints. They looked about the righgesi
to be Jack's. Next to the them, slightly more recsare the paw prints of the same predators thdt h
attacked them before.

With a surge of hope, Aria decided to follow thesantrail. She couldn't imagine how Jack had
survived the trip over the waterfall, but that sedmow to be just slightly more than a faint podisyb

The sun was almost set by the time Jack got nehettrees. He was again amazed by the
variety of environments that this planet possedsstiead of the wide-leafed rainforest trees tleéd h
seen at the start of his journey, these were togearonifer-like trees, each with thousands of Idtag,
needles of a dark blue color. Several meters heddrest the grass grew shorter and then disapgear
choked by the shade from the trees. While Jackreleesed to have almost made it to the shelter, he

was far from in the clear. The predator pack welsrsthe area, and now that he was leaving thekth



cover of the grass he couldn't rely on not beingtb But with the choice between being exposed to
the elements and exposed to the wildlife, Jack npueferred having shelter.

Still...It'd be nice not to have to get throughrtht® get to it...

The problem was that Jack was hunkered down itetalecent patch of tall grass after
blundering his way into a group of the demon-likeatures. Thankfully, none of them seemed to have
noticed him just yet, and he was currently doirgldest impression of a rock as they prowled around.
Jack knew it was only a matter of time before ohhem stumbled upon his position, so he needed to
find a way out of there and do it quick.

Jack started inching his way along the groundhbet beating harder than ever as he listened
and watched for a way out of the pack. The creatwexe very intelligent, he remembered, but he'd do
well not to overestimate them. They were, afteraily animals. Dangerous animals, but still only
animals.

As Jack reached the edge of the grass, he redleaas running out of space, and he still
hadn't found a way out. In fact, they seemed todbgening their grouping, circling in closer. A
chilling thought occurred to hinDo they actually know I'm herdf?that was so, then Jack's situation
had become a bit more pressing. They were actsataliting him, toying with him before moving in for
the Kill.

Well, alright, then...Jack thought, swallowing on a dry thrd&that's their game, I'll just have
to strike first.

Standing up quickly, Jack snatched his weapon fi@nolster. The grass here grew shorter
than out in the middle of the field, and only canpeto his shoulders. He could clearly see a ring of
demons, though the sunlight was starting to farle@ly ahead of him stood two of them, right
between him and the trees. One of them looked &ghim, its eyes flashing and its jaws opening in
snarl. Jack raised his weapon and lined up thanrisights. He pressed the trigger firmly and stgad
to the rear, keeping his hands as still as he could

The first shot rang out, and Jack had the satistacff seeing his target crumple to the ground
from a wound to its neck. He shifted aim and opdiredon the second beast in front of him, firing
three quick shots, two of which struck it in itarfk. The animal yelped in pain and took off runniag
slight hobble to its gait as it fled. With his patleared, Jack started running, the rest of th& pabot
pursuit as he fired back over his shoulder.

Aria's ears pricked up as she heard the shotsw8kédooking over the tops of the grass, and her

eyes immediately picked up distant flashes in ih@mng light. Her heart rate increasing, Aria



qguickened her pace to a run, making for the dioeatif the noise and the flashes. She recognized the
sound of a large-caliber handgun, and knew thaetbleould be only one of those in existence on this
planet.

Jack!

Whatever was going on, it was clear that Jack weas,and that he was being attacked by
something. Aria bared her teeth in a growl. Sha/drghim up for dead once, and she'd be damned if
she did it again while she still drew breath.

As she ran, Aria could sense that she was not agimeturned her head to the sides as she
went, and in the darkening evening she could makéhe forms of creatures pacing her. Aria roared a
challenge, raising her rifle as she ran. Not everaking pace, she let off a series of shots at the
creatures that were astride her. She heard a y@i@imas one of her shots connected, and the other
demons fell back slightly. Hissing in satisfactiémia returned most of her attention to the patbaah
her tail whipping behind her.

Jack was almost to the trees, but he was slowimgndble thought he'd killed at least three
more of his pursuers, but he couldn't be sureaemgtiowing darkness. His weariness and dehydration
was combining to make it very difficult for him tan, and several of the beasts were right on hetshe
Jack tried not to think about what it would feé&klifor those poisonous fangs and tail blades toiméa
his skin. He looked back over his shoulder as heaad fired one shot. The slide of his pistol katk
back on an empty magazine.

“Fuck!” he yelled. He ejected the magazine andedat his belt for a spare, but his pace
slowed slightly as his attention was divided.

One of his pursuers saw the opportunity and tadk lunched itself at Jack's back, front claws
extended. Jack grunted and stumbled as he fedranggpain at his shoulders, and the spare magazine
was knocked from his hands. Yelling in pain, feglthe hooked claws digging into his flesh through
his jacket, the human quickly grabbed for anotmer slammed it home into his weapon. Reaching
around with his gun hand, he jammed it into the sifithe creature that was clawing at him. Before i
had a chance to clamp its poison jaws on him,red fpoint blank into its body. The demon went limp
and released him. Ignoring the new pain, Jack fotgghimself back up to speed.

Finally he made it into the trees. He dodged ardhedhick trunks, trying to lose his pursuers
in the shadows and the thickening plant cover. &ieecaround a particularly large tree and came to a
small clearing. Spotting a depression in the grazowkred by several thick shrubs, Jack dove for it,

rolling inside. He barely made it before his pursusame around the tree, and they halted, pawing at



the ground as they looked around for him. Jack hiddbreath, feeling blood seep from his back and
soak his jacket. He could smell it, and he knew ifhf@e could the predators soon would as well.

Well...,he thought to himself, pondering what his next exawuld beThis is-

-bad situation...Aria thought. She was huddled under a large shrebempty rifle slung at her
side and her knife in her hand. She didn't daeackelight now; the noise would definitely give away
her position, and she had gone to too much tronbieaking her mad dash for the treeline.

All around her, the pack was prowling. Aria wasnite how far away from her Jack was, but at
the moment that hardly seemed to matter. She ndedewl a way through the enemy first, and so that
was what she would do.

Waiting for just the right moment, Aria readied $elf to strike...



