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Chapter 1 The Borrugal Realm
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The Nascent of Harmony’s gaze of approval burned like a white-hot star as Lord Balvendro navigated through a dimensional rift guiding his crymax, a being adapted to the purpose. It was an asteroid-born creature, its core glowing with ancient energy, as it folded space around them. “A primitive thing,” Balvendro said, his voice echoing in the higher plane of the Borrugal Realm, “but it will carry your will across the Vyrn Galaxy.” The Nascent’s favor was a rare light in the void—a light Balvendro knew would soon be tested by the realm’s hostile tribes and shifting alliances. A war was brewing. 

Far below, Captain Widhbo of the Borrugal Brigade stood awaiting orders in an austere and formal chamber. His assignment was to be a thankless job on the planet Corrudi. General Mosedo was brief and charitable enough to ignore the muttered protest which escaped the lower officer’s lips. His family’s disgrace at the hands of valgard outlaws still burned in his chest, a humiliation the vielyr tribes would never let him forget. 

Widhbo was the last surviving member of his house, a perfectionist and ruthless officer who had joined the Brigade to restore his family’s honor—or perhaps to exact revenge.  The classified assignment—to eradicate primitive beasts raiding a secret lithium ore supply line on a remote planet—offered no glory, only risk.  

With every mission Widhbo hoped to advance his standing in the Brigade, but it was yet to come. Disappointment reigned again that day. This was simply another lackluster mission that no one else wanted. Widhbo suspected he was too useful in his current role, a scapegoat for the higher officers who reaped the rewards of his victories while denying him promotion.  

"Whether I succeed or fail, no matter. A secret mission will not affect my reputation. I may as well be on vacation." 

It was the beginning of the end.

***
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WIDHBO RAISED HIS HALF-empty glass to catch the attention of the barmaid, a lithe and pretty creature of wild feline heritage with long reddish blonde fur and a catlike face. Happy bared a few teeth in what passed for a smile, lifted a barbed claw, and shook it side to side, showing Widhbo would have to wait for another refill. She flipped her lush tail in the air and with a wanton swish ducked behind the counter to fill another customer’s order.

“Impertinent brush fox,” Widhbo muttered under his breath and settled back in his chair. The seat was time-worn but comfortably padded and upholstered in a thick leather which looked suspiciously like morutang hide. He slurped at his remaining ale and caught a whiff of his companions a few seconds before they stepped through the tavern's back door.

With his heightened sense of smell, their musty odor announced itself far in advance on the humid evening breeze. A group of morutang together stank up the place, hence the lone table in the back corner by an open door. Perhaps morutang was not the best choice after all.

Widhbo raked back an unruly forelock using a four-toed cloven hoof with remarkable dexterity and tucked the shock of ebony hair behind a pearly horn that curved back and over his goat-like forehead. For his current mission on the lawless planet of Corrudi, Captain Widhbo and his troops had taken on the form of the native mountain omnivore known as a morutang. It would hopefully help them blend in with the local population in the remote city of Porrtel, a city lost in time on the rough side of the small planet. Vielyrs such as himself and other higher energy beings of this dimension could morph into any shape they desired.

Agile creatures, morutang could bound across the craggy hills which dotted the more inaccessible wilderness areas required for this mission. They could also walk upright, leaving their unusually nimble forefeet free for civilized things like eating or opening doors. More importantly, morutang had the power of natural speech which helped the troops to interact normally with the natives without resorting to telepathy. Widhbo decided it was wise to keep a low profile since this was a secret mission. No point in showing off to these boorish rustics, anyway.

Lieutenant Terque entered first, followed by Sergeant Bilee. The lieutenant was new to Widhbo’s company, an outsider of questionable parentage, no military accomplishments in his pedigree.

“There’s that sattureon bastard,” Widhbo thought aloud, knowing Terque would hear. The sattureon tribe was not as evolved as the vielyrs but still afforded royal status in the realm. How Terque had procured a position in the Royal Borrugal Brigade was a mystery, but they had assigned him to Widhbo’s command because of his rash temper and reckless behavior. No one else would have him. 

Bilee was a young vielyr who had propelled herself to the rank of staff sergeant through hard work and enthusiasm. This covert mission on such a remote outpost was a test of fortitude that would likely earn her next set of stripes.

“Report,” Widhbo said as they approached his table.

“They’re spawning, sir,” Lieutenant Terque said. He waited for his commanding officer to finish a swig of Corrudian ale. “We spotted nearly as many daglyrs today as before.”

Widhbo emptied his mug and set it down with a hollow clonk meant to get the barmaid’s attention. “Do you know what day this is, Terque?”

The young officer, Sergeant Bilee, rushed forward, grabbed the mug, and took it to the bar for a refill, helping herself to a spigot behind the counter.

“Day, sir?” Lieutenant Terque asked.

“That is the question. I’m waiting for my answer.” Widhbo drummed a hoof on the table and hummed an old marching song. “Dum dum de dum, dum de dum, dum de dah...”

Lieutenant Terque stammered for a moment. “I uh.... recognize the tune from the Brigade’s ceremonial procession. Yes, of course, it’s the beginning of Lux Maxum, the great feast of Borrugal, sir. But I don’t see...”

“Yes, and we’re stuck here in Porrtel, blast it! Any other place would serve us a proper feast, but I’m drinking one day old, green ale. Did you know that pythana brains scrambled with furse eggs are considered a local delicacy? In all the Borrugal realm, why did we have to come here?”

“The Blessed Balvendro ordered it, sir,” the Lieutenant said.

“Rhetorical question, idiot. Tell me something I don’t know, Terque. What’s in my stew for example?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

“Of course, you don’t. Neither does our so-called chef,” Widhbo slapped his hoof on the table. “They lay eggs, Lieutenant. Twice a year at the equinoxes.”

Lieutenant Terque stared at him blankly.

“Oh, I get it. We’re coming upon the summer solstice,” Sergeant Bilee said as she returned with a fresh mug of ale.

“Precisely. The sergeant got it,” Widhbo said throwing her an approving glance. Bilee beamed at his praise. “It’s the wrong time of year and daglyrs don’t spawn, they lay eggs. One large egg at a time.”

Widhbo wrinkled his hairy upper lip exposing a few stained teeth and tilted his head at Terque. “So, Lieutenant, what do you mean, they’re spawning?”

“We cleared the western province last week. When we sent the shadow crews in to pick up the prisoners, they had all disappeared. Reports coming in from our scouts today show the daglyrs are back in even greater numbers.”

Widhbo had planned to leave this mindless operation in the hands of his lieutenant. Second in command, Terque could use a boost in his resume. Now it didn’t seem to be a wise choice. They had sent him to the planet Corrudi to eliminate the pesky daglyr problem, a rather open-ended assignment. Eliminate it he would. And the sooner it was done, the sooner he could get back to civilization.

“Meet me at the flyca in five millicyles.”

“Yes, sir,” Terque replied.

“You too, Sergeant,” Widhbo said downing his mug before getting up from the table. He trotted out the back door to relieve himself before taking off. It was a bother being physical again.
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Chapter 2  The Flyca
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​

Widhbo teleported to the flyca, a hunting craft he’d redesigned especially for pursuing daglyrs. It was infinitely more maneuverable than the standard fixed wing raiders issued for scouting and pest control. His version had the normal lasers, particle wave blasters, radar, ultrasonic and infrared targeting systems, but he’d added rotors for vertical ascent and hover capabilities for the rough terrain as well as a new projectile weapon.

Modern rules of warfare mandated weapons could only stun. The idea was to immobilize and capture enemies, then interrogate, sentence, and incarcerate them. Pain was subjective and difficult to codify. It was deemed immoral and uncivilized to kill a highly evolved energy being, not to mention illegal since the Borrugal Coalition had taken power two generations ago. Energy beings were meta-mortal. They could live forever if their plasma was not destroyed at its subatomic level. Endless stuns were permissible in extreme cases with the victim left in perpetual suspended animation.

Widhbo contemplated that to win this he may need to upgrade his weapons, not powerful enough to kill outright, but powerful enough to render the subjects unconscious and scramble their integrity beyond repair. Technically not dead. Efficient and rules followed. No problem.

There were no external hatches or doors on his flycas and they were equipped with puzzle locks on the ignition. Anyone serving under him had to have passed proficiency tests in teleporting and telepathy. Widhbo made sure anyone less skilled could not operate any of his craft or equipment.

Lieutenant Terque and Sergeant Bilee were waiting for him when Widhbo materialized in the cockpit. “You take the rear gun, Sergeant, and I’ll man the forward one.”

“You want me to pilot, sir?” Terque asked.

“Unless you brought along a friend, Terque,” Widhbo said and climbed in to the gun turret. He smiled to himself and waited. The pilot had to telepathically unlock the ignition before it would power up. Porrtel was a boring place to spend an evening at best. Widhbo had evolved to the point he did not require sleep. With nothing else to occupy his time, he had upgraded the locks during the night.

They waited as Terque accessed the ignition sequence. After a couple of minutes Widhbo tapped out his now familiar rolling beat on a metal strut. The racket he made echoed throughout the flyca.

“If you don’t mind, sir, that is a most annoying habit. I can’t concentrate,” Terque said.

“Certainly, Lieutenant. I forgot how easily distracted you are. And if you don’t mind, I would like to be airborne. What’s the hold up?” Widhbo asked.

“The problems are requiring more computation than usual,” Terque answered.

“I may have revised them a bit,” Widhbo admitted. “Must think of security in a lawless place such as this.”

You made them harder, didn’t you?” Terque asked raising his voice in irritation.

“Oh, my goodness,” Widhbo said suppressing a snicker. “Are they too difficult?”

“They’re impossible to do in my head.” Terque said and twisted in his seat to glare at Widhbo.

“Really? I’m terribly disappointed to hear that from my second in command.” Widhbo said. “Perhaps Sergeant Bilee could give it a try.”

“You made these questions specifically for a vielyr didn’t you?” Terque asked. His morutang body odor changed with his anger and frustration. The strong acrid scent permeated the craft. The sattureons, though a highly respected clan, were not known for proficiency in computations.

“It was insensitive of me. I do apologize, “Widhbo said. “Go ahead, Sergeant. Show off a little and start the engine for Terque.”

Without commenting, Sergeant Bilee accessed the ignition sequence and solved the mathematical equations. Math was a natural ability for vielyrs. Young ones were taught to answer math puzzles before every meal as a sacrament.

“I’m putting in for a transfer the minute this mission is over,” Terque said. “I didn’t sign on to put up with arrogance and snobbery.” He taxied the flyca out of the hangar, made a vertical assent and set a course toward the Cinder Mountains range to the west of Porrtel.

“And I didn’t sign on to be lobbing darts at imbeciles who should have gone extinct a millennium ago,” Widhbo replied. “Planets such as this allow them to hide from civilization. If they dared to inhabit more valuable terrain, we would have put them out of their misery by now.”

“I was trained to believe there was no mission too small,” Terque replied. “I take pride in every operation.”

“Good for you,” Widhbo said. He loaded his weapon with tracer darts, his own invention. They were miniature missiles which could follow a heat signature and were synchronized to find different targets to prevent duplication. An automatic weapon could be fired into a herd of daglyrs and each dart would chase separate objects of prey. There would be no mysterious escapes this time.

“I’ll be happy to recommend you for more suitable work. Something less taxing on the brain.”

Terque clenched his jaw and swallowed an insubordinate remark.

Widhbo could still read his body language. “You might consider a demotion, Lieutenant. Selectees have it much easier. No arithmetic and such.”

“Go to hell, sir,” Terque replied.

“Tut, tut. Think of the bright side. You’d never have to serve with me again,” Widhbo taunted. “I don’t allow anyone below the rank of private on my team.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3  Daglyr Hunt
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As they approached the mountains, daglyrs could be seen darting away at the sight of the flyca. They looked like insects from the cockpit, but in fact daglyrs were nearly eight feet in height, tall and lanky with rough skin and scattered patches of coarse hair.

Sergeant Bilee focused her gun sights and magnified the creatures before taking aim. “To say they’re ugly would be a kindness,” she said.

“The beggars know we’re here and they’ve scattered,” Widhbo said. “It’ll be harder to get them all.” He turned to his Lieutenant who had fallen silent since leaving Porrtel. “What would you suggest, Terque?”

“I... I suppose we should round them up, sir,” Terque said and hesitated to see Widhbo’s reaction.

Widhbo nodded. “Good. And then what? Pretend I wasn’t here. What would you do?”

“Herd them into some sort of trap and kill them all at once?”

“That wasn’t so hard, was it. Now all we have to do is set up the trap.”

“Any suggestions?” Widhbo drummed on the metal strut with his hoof again. “Sergeant Bilee?”

“Black Out Canyon, sir?” Bilee answered. “I noted it on the map, right past Signal Rock up ahead.”

“Exactly. It’s in the near vicinity,” Widhbo said. He left his gun turret to scan the local topography with ground penetrating radar. “Hmm. Interesting. Look at the screen. Tell me what you see, Terque.”

“A lot of interference patterns, sir,” Terque said, “But it looks as though there is something below ground level past that ridge.”

“Indeed,” Widhbo said. “The terrain is rocky, but I believe there’s a cavern here large enough to give us a reading despite the signal scatter. Let’s check it out, shall we?”

“I thought we were here to address the daglyr problem, not go exploring,” Terque replied. “Is this a new rule. Captain? Amusement before duty?”

An alarm on the flyca sounded before Widhbo could answer. Ground fire was coming from behind a ridge to the north.

“Incoming,” Sergeant Bilee said. “Shall I return fire, sir?”

“In view of the fact the enemy already knows our position, the obvious answer is ‘Why not?’,” Widhbo replied. He jumped back in the gun turret and let loose a volley of missile darts.

“Looks like a nest of them,” Terque offered. His voice was almost drowned out by the blast of weapons.

“It was a nest,” Widhbo said, satisfaction in his voice. “Now to check out the anomaly on our radar. Care to come with me, Lieutenant?”

“Not particularly.”

“When is a question not a question?”

Terque snarled, got up from his seat and collected his gear.

Widhbo checked his weapons belt and grabbed a couple of patrol lanterns plus a search light with an infrared scope for exploring the subterranean area.

“Why can’t I go?” Bilee asked.

Widhbo scrunched his nose in an impish sneer. “Terque is expendable. Until I get back, you’re in charge, Sergeant. Who knows what we’ll find down there.”

“You’d better come back,” Bilee said. “Both of you.” She gave Terque a warm glance, but his attention was not on her.

Terque had turned a furious face to Widhbo. “It’s just a cave. A total waste of valuable time. We’ll never get the job done if we stop and explore every little anomaly.”

“You’re the anomaly, Terque,” Widhbo said. “One of a kind.”

“And thankfully you are the last of the clan Widhbo,” Terque countered.

Bilee tucked her chin and busied herself at the controls.

“A cheap shot, Lieutenant. We can sling insults from below ground,” Widhbo said. “You scout ahead for the canyon, Bilee.”
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Chapter 4 The Cavern
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Leaving Bilee with the flyca, they teleported underground into the cavern. When Widhbo flipped on a lantern he saw it was much larger than it appeared on the radar imaging. The air was stale and dry. A barren riverbed coiled along the floor, meandering and disappearing beneath a sheer rock wall. Smaller rooms had been carved into the walls at irregular intervals that appeared to follow the course of the desiccated river.

“Where did the water go?” Terque asked, raking a rough hoof through the silt and stirring up some dust in the stillness.

“I suspect the river is still here but changed to a deeper course over time. Probably running far below this level now,” Widhbo replied. “Basic geology, Terque.”

Widhbo turned his attention to investigating a dark side passage. The rock was smoother and covered in strange hieroglyphic symbols.

“I have no desire to go in there,” Lieutenant Terque said. “It looks like some sort of tomb.”

“Except there’s no sarcophagi or skeletal remains of any kind,” Widhbo said. He looked closely at the dirt on the floor and saw signs of disturbance. “How odd. Something has been through here recently.”

“This place looks dead. No water. No apparent opening to the surface,” Terque said looking about for other signs of life. “What could possibly be down here?”

“Whatever it is, it slithers.”

Terque bent down and picked up a broken shard from the floor of the cavern. “I thought this might be a piece of pottery, but on closer inspection, I think it’s a broken eggshell.”

“Excellent observation, Lieutenant.” Widhbo came out to take a closer look. “Judging by the pattern it looks to be the remains of a shattered daglyr egg. They must have used this place for a breeding ground once.”

He gave Terque a quizzical look and waited for his Lieutenant to say something. When nothing was forth coming, he continued, “And since daglyrs are too primitive to teleport...,” he paused waiting for Terque to finish his thought.

“There must be an opening somewhere,” Terque said at last.

“Correct.” Widhbo gave Terque a condescending glance of approval.

Widhbo headed back to the dark passage but was interrupted by the sputtering of his radio as a transmission came through from Bilee.

“Flyca trouble, Captain,” Bilee’s voice called out over Widhbo’s communicator. “I’m setting down on the plateau below Signal Rock. Every time I try to cross into the canyon, my engine stalls.”

“I’ll send Terque to check it out,” Widhbo said.

“So Bilee needs my help now? I thought I was expendable.”

“Just be glad I have a use for you, Terque. How’s your energy level?”

Teleporting long distances and through solid rock depleted one’s energy level. Without the light of day or some other source of replenishment, the vital force of an energy being could run dangerously low.

“Borderline,” Terque admitted.

“We should walk out then,” Widhbo said. “Of course, I have energy enough to take us both, but there is a lesson to be learned here. You will be reminded to keep closer tabs on your energy stores in the future. I’ll suffer along with you this time.”

Terque gave him a sour look behind clenched teeth.

They followed the riverbed in the cavern toward what used to be an opening until their path grew cluttered with debris and came to a halt. Large slabs of rock had fallen across the way.

Spying a hint of light from outside, the pair made their way toward it. They clambered over large boulders and then found the path grew quite narrow. Widhbo adjusted his gear and turned his body sideways to squeeze through. The walls were jagged with protruding shards of crystallized igneous rock. Terque hesitated.

“Come on, Terque. Easy as dancing with a rumble bear in a thorn thicket.”

Terque took in a deep breath of musty air and made his way outside.

The entrance was well hidden by thick brambles and vegetation on the side of a steep mountain. The air was sweet with the scent of ripening berries and conifers.

“Glad to be out of there,” Terque mumbled to himself.

“Claustrophobic are we? How could I have overlooked that on your otherwise spotless record?” Widhbo quipped.

Terque whirled about to face Widhbo. He almost lost his balance on the narrow ledge and had to cling to an overhanging branch from a scraggly tree. He started to say something but managed to contain himself.

“Go ahead. Get it off your chest, Lieutenant.”

“If you don’t want me here, just say it now,” Terque said, raising his voice to a raspy shout.

“To the contrary. I’m reveling in the challenge of your company. You seem to have mastered your temper somewhat,” Widhbo said with a smirk. “I recall your file contains multiple accounts of disruptive behavior and disciplinary actions. More specifically, after reviewing your file, no other officer wanted you. You’re here because I don’t care a whit.” He paused to watch Terque struggle to remain silent. “I’ve had a run-in or two with the brass myself. I can relate.”

“We’re nothing alike, Captain.” 

“Of course not. I am and will always be your superior.”

Terque reared up in the stance of an angry morutang, then flailed his hooves to regain balance on the steep slope.

Widhbo laughed aloud at Terque’s involuntary expression of outrage. “Get a grip on those animal instincts before you fall and hurt yourself.”

Widhbo brushed some thick tangles of spider webs from his whiskers and shoulders. “I suspect you’ll be much happier picking off a few stray daglyrs with Sergeant Bilee than trying to keep up with me.” Widhbo still had an abundance of energy and could teleport about all day. Saturreons couldn’t match a vielyr’s energy capacity.

“There’s too many for just the two of us,” Terque said, ignoring the fresh put-down. “And this little detour has been a total waste of time. It doesn’t advance our plans in the slightest. If you expect to ever get off this planet, we’ll need to stay on mission. May I suggest a more targeted approach, Captain?”

“I suggest you leave the tactics to me. I’ll figure out how to get rid of the beasts. Until then you might as well enjoy a little job security. Check out the engine trouble.”

Widhbo readjusted his equipment, ammo belt and holster which had been jostled about while he was exiting the cavern. He hailed Bilee for her coordinates and gave them to Terque.

“She’s just over that ridge, a short walk. You can soak up some solar energy on the way. Don’t worry about picking me up. I’ll teleport back to headquarters in Porrtel later this evening,” Widhbo said. “Meanwhile I’ll be going back down in the cavern to poke around some more.”

Terque snorted loudly and said, “That’s ridiculous. For what purpose?”

“Come now, Lieutenant. Where’s your curiosity? The cavern is the most interesting thing I’ve found on this dismal planet. If I weren’t so bored, I wouldn’t have to annoy you for entertainment.”
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Chapter 5 Trouble
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Eager to explore the cavern, Widhbo made his way back to the room with the smooth walls and alien writing. He’d never seen writing such as that before. Being an avid scholar, he should have at least recognized the region, historical period or tribe it was from.

He was blasted from his thoughts by Sergeant Bilee. “Lieutenant Terque is insisting he pilot the flyca,” she said telepathically. “He can’t even unlock it, why should he get to fly? It isn’t fair.”

“Fair has nothing to do with it,” Widhbo responded. “Terque is your commanding officer in my absence. He needs to fly it to see why the engine is crapping out. Quit your whining.”

Bilee muttered something unintelligible.

“You know I like you best, Bilee,” Widhbo said. “I can criticize the Lieutenant, but I can’t play favorites over rank. It would be wrong. You are to follow his orders.”

“He’s an idiot, sir.”

“It’s the curse of being a vielyr. We must put up with inferiors who outrank us.”

“May I tell him that?” Bilee asked.

“By all means. Please do. Get him fighting mad,” Widhbo answered and cackled to himself.

“Will do, sir. And I will follow his orders to the last detail if it destroys us both.”

“That’s the spirit soldier,” Widhbo said. He heard a snort of displeasure from the Sergeant. “Of course, I would hate to lose you, Bilee. You’re worth a dozen Sattureons.”

“I appreciate your sentiment, sir.”

“I’m such an old softie.” Widhbo said. “You didn’t hear this from me but there’s an override sequence you might access without Terque knowing.”

“He will never pry it from me, sir. Go ahead.”

Widhbo gave her the back door to the flyca’s computer locking system and a code sequence.

“Activate the flight trouble generator I use for training rookie pilots. It causes various things to stop working on the flyca at random. Should prove entertaining.”

“I’m on it, sir.”

“Give him hell, Sergeant,” Widhbo said. “That’s an order.”

Widhbo checked his coordinates and teleported to the spacious interior of the cavern. In truth the route he and Terque had followed to the cavern’s entrance was sheer torture. He hated tight spaces himself and had no intention of ever navigating his way through the cursed narrow passageways again.

The cavern on the other hand was quite spacious. He recorded the strange writings to evaluate later. It would give him something to pass the time at night.

A faint noise caught his ear. He might have attributed it to a loose rock dislodged in passing but stopped to listen.

Morutangs have exquisite hearing along with their heightened sense of smell, but no scent of a creature was detectable.

Unfortunately, morutang vision was not as keen as he would have liked. Widbho turned off his lantern and listened intently.

A distinct rustling noise came from the far side of the room. He eased toward the sound, flipped on his thermal imaging scope, and swept the room in a wide arc.

There was no heat signal. He could swear there was something on the wall in front of him and flipped on his light again. A long serpentine shape was illuminated briefly, then disappeared around a corner.

Before he could investigate further, a distress call came from the flyca. It was Bilee.

“We’re down! Crashed. Lost an engine. Daglyrs are attacking us and Terque’s been hit.”

Widhbo secured his gear in readiness to teleport. “Hang on, Bilee. Send me your coordinates and I’ll be right there.”
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Chapter 6 Ambush
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Widhbo materialized behind the wreckage of the downed flyca which lay on the side of a charred slope. He could see where the Cinder Mountains got their name. He had only traveled a short distance, but the lush vegetation had disappeared, replaced by carbonized ground. Charred tree trunks worn down by the elements still gave off a faint burned odor like a snuffed-out campfire.

Bilee was pinned down by volleys of weapon fire behind exposed metal struts from the wreckage which gleamed silver in the bright afternoon sun. They were left bare when the flyca’s shell had been blasted away from the frame of the craft. It took quite a weapon to destroy the armored skin of a flyca. Terque lay unconscious and sprawled beside her.

Widhbo fired a couple of rounds from his side arm then bounded to the rear gun station which was still intact. He returned fire with a laser cannon and blasted a gap in the approaching line of beasts. He fired repeatedly until all of them lay stunned on the blackened ground.

Widhbo moved to Bilee’s side and helped to secure a makeshift splint she was wrapping with a strip of cloth to one leg.

“Terque crashed the flyca,” she said.

“Expected.”

“To be fair, I think we must have fallen into a trap. Big hit. It took out one of the engines. The daglyrs evidently stole a missile from the local militia,” Bilee said.

“What’s your status?”

“I’ve sustained a leg fracture and a blow to my side. Nothing serious. The lieutenant was knocked out by enemy fire. Not sure how bad he is.”

“Why didn’t you teleport with him back to base?”

“I didn’t think you’d want to leave your flyca to the daglyrs, sir.”

“I can build another flyca. Why haven’t you shot the bastards?”

“I’ve been shooting them, sir,” Bilee said. “But they don’t stay down. There’s something strange with them.”

“Are you telling me they can recover instantly from a hit at close range?”

“Not exactly. They sink into the very ground,” Bilee said. “Everyone I hit regenerates. It’s creepy, sir. Look! A few of them are getting back up now.”

Hold your position, Sergeant. I have to see this myself,” Widhbo said.

Bilee had evidently put enough fear in the daglyrs to keep them a distance away, but the flyca was being approached by a throng of the ugly creatures. They were agitated and a few of the bolder ones pressed closer.

“What’s stopping them from rushing us?” Widhbo asked.

“Apparently they don’t care for pain,” Bilee said. “These rounds have a mean kick when they make contact.”

“Shoot that big one over there. I want to watch him revive.”

Bilee raised up and took aim at a big male standing about fifty yards away, watching them. “He’s the one who shot Terque. Payback time. It’s the third time I’ve shot this one,” she said and blasted a round into his chest.

The beast fell back on impact and crumpled to the ground. Bilee grunted with pain and lay back against the metal strut. Widhbo took out his magnifying scope and watched the big daglyr’s body. It became translucent and melded into the rocky soil. Several others had since revived and were coming toward them.

“Remarkable bit of evolution. Perhaps they aren’t as primitive as we thought,” Widhbo said.

“What about the lieutenant, sir?” 

“What of him, Sergeant?”

“Protocol would say to check his vital signs.”  

“Terque is fine. I’ve been counting his respiratory rate. Normal.” Widhbo cocked his head to one side. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were concerned for the lieutenant’s well-being.”

Bilee hesitated. “He did save me from the missile. He saw it incoming and threw me out of the way or I’d be out of commission right now. Of course, that’s how I broke my leg.”

“I knew there was something I forgot to mention before. Sattureons are gallant to a fault. Especially where a lady is involved,” Widhbo said. “While we were learning math, he was learning valor and chivalry.”

Bilee didn’t have time to respond. The daglyrs began crowding their position. It had only taken a short while for the big beast to re-emerge. He appeared to be sound when he stood, but there were scars on his chest from all the wounds which had healed.

“Let’s get out of here, Sergeant. Forget the flyca,” Widhbo said. “It’s already trashed. If these animals want to salvage anything from the wreckage, so be it.”

He gathered Terque close to his own body in preparation to teleport with him and quirked an eye at Bilee. “Do you need assistance? Terque’s short on energy and I’ll have to take him with me,”

“No, I’ve got plenty of energy left.”

“Go ahead. Signal when you’ve safely arrived at the villa.”

“Let me get my pack. I don’t want them to have my good scope.”

“Sure, take your time, Sergeant,” Widhbo replied, “Say, Bilee?”

“Yes, Captain?”

“Did Terque witness the daglyrs regenerating?”

“No, sir. He’s been out cold the whole time.”

“Excellent. Let’s keep this between the two of us, shall we?”

Once Bilee had left the scene, Widhbo did a telepathic sweep of the lieutenant’s mind making certain he was unconscious. He hadn’t much time but soon found memories of recent events and picked through them, starting with the flight difficulties generated by the training program Bilee had secretly activated, erasing them one by one until he got to the missile fire which downed the craft.

Vielyrs had telepathic skills they didn’t divulge to the other species and young officers must train for years before they mastered the craft. Widhbo soon discovered that his lieutenant harbored an unusual fondness for Bilee and sprang into action to throw her clear when the flyca was attacked by the missile without regard for his personal safety. Widhbo smiled to himself and cemented this memory in Terque’s mind after erasing the memories of mechanical problems. The lieutenant wouldn’t recall anything but the attack. 

The big daglyr with the scars on his chest motioned for the others to surround Widhbo’s position. Apparently, they saw Bilee’s leaving as an opportunity to attack.

His communicator radio popped, and Sergeant Bilee came through, “I’m back at base, Captain. On my way to the infirmary.”

“Very good, Sergeant. I’ll see you shortly.”

Widhbo let go of Terque and leapt back to the gun station to man the laser cannon. The big male, apparently the leader, gave a war whoop and led the charge. He managed to reach the wheel well before Widhbo mowed him down. After dispensing with the others, he noticed the leader left a weapon behind before melding into the ground.

Widhbo decided to collect a little souvenir. He ran out, grabbed the weapon and stuffed it into his large pack. There would be time to examine it later.

He took one last look at the destroyed flyca before he picked up Terque in preparation to teleport back to base. The missile had pierced two layers of armor and exploded the starboard engine. He couldn’t afford to underestimate the beasts again.
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Chapter 7 A Toothsome Meal
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