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The Awakening

[image: ]




Greyla awakened from hibernation. She had timed her storage unit to reactivate her personality file when their spaceship, Sora, reached the Dezba star system. Isolated from everyone else, she busied herself for a while learning things she never seemed to find time for, but always wanted to do. Previously a marine biologist on the planet of Beldora, computer programming seemed a more useful skill for digital life in a cyber world.

She was not prepared for the long years of social isolation. Greyla was empathic and could read the emotions of those around her. Being truly alone for the first time was a revelation. She had not realized how quiet it would be, not only without familiar faces but without the background feelings of those around her.

A few years into the journey she decided to hibernate for the remainder of the trip. Now they had arrived, and she was excited to join the others to celebrate. Widhbo had put the ship on emergency power to conserve energy while in transit. Once the ship was fully energized again, the personas hibernating in digital storage could take physical form. A few mortal crew members had remained on board, though most, including herself, had elected to stay on Beldora, leaving only their cyber copies on board the Sora.

The ship’s power grid could manifest a holographic representation of an individual in the form of a digital program. At a higher energy cost, it could make them a solid plasma projection. A projected entity couldn't leave the ship’s energy grid which extended over the interior rooms and passageways. While in either of these forms, programs could interact with one another as well as any mortal individuals still living on board. The illusion of plasma projection was so real, so substantial, it was hard to tell the difference.

She shook the blur of stagnation from her mind and inspected her digitally created world. Everything seemed to be in proper order to the last detail. Her room was as she left it with a canopied, bed and stone fireplace. She followed rays of sunlight shining through a tall archway that led to her private garden. At the edge of the garden was a door that would permit her to leave the digital room and enter a passageway of the actual ship beyond.

A quick survey of external systems showed the ship to be operating below optimum power. Greyla could only obtain limited data from inside her unit and decided to go outside to learn more. To save power she opted for the more efficient hologram form instead of solid. She could tell immediately that something was off when the emotional turmoil of the ship invaded her senses.

Greyla was not prepared for what she felt or saw. A handful of crew members were walking about in a dazed state. They exhibited a mixture of emotions ranging from cold fear and dread to anger and aggression. Some were void of emotion entirely, appearing to be in shock. She couldn’t tell which ones were projections from those that might be mortal. Before she could work up the courage to approach anyone, a fight broke out down the hall from her location.

The conflict was between two men who looked identical to one another. One man pulled a knife on the other. The weapon drew blood and Greyla knew the victim was a mortal, not a projection. The injured person fought back, wrestled the knife from his attacker, and plunged it into the other man’s chest. There was no blood this time.

She had just witnessed a fight between a human crew member and his duplicate, a plasma projection from the ship. The projected program flickered and dissipated. The mortal man collapsed and fell to the floor. The ship’s grid responded by absorbing his body in a gruesome display of efficiency.

The sight of it was nauseating, made even worse due to her empathic connection. She felt the man’s pain and terror. Greyla ran in no particular direction just to leave the scene and clear her head. She needed to confer with another person and decided to look for someone acting normally, whoever they might be.

Anyone but Jejliard that is. He had already been acting strangely before they all went into hibernation. A cyber version of Jejliard had put the cyber version of his son, Tajlon, on trial for murder and found him guilty. Tajlon either had his program deactivated or was locked up in a prison cell by now.

She trusted Hal, the chief naval engineer, more than anyone. He had been her lifelong friend and, more recently, her lover. Perhaps together they could sort out what was going on and stop this madness, but she had no idea where to find him.

Their alien companion, Widhbo, was a little nuts and tended to live in his own world, but he was captain of the ship. As an energy being from another dimension, he did not need to hibernate. He would know how to deal with the renegade programs and not fall victim to any hostilities.

She headed toward the control room, hoping Widhbo would be there as it was his responsibility to pilot the ship. As she rounded a corner in the passageway, a throaty snarl from up ahead caused her to freeze in place. A sleek black leopard had cornered someone at the end of the hallway.

There was only one leopard on board, Nova. Nova was a hybrid of animal and technology with a computer chip implanted in his brain. The leopard in front of her was twice Nova’s size and Greyla surmised it must be another program generated by the ship using Nova’s data file.

The man threw something across the floor to distract the animal long enough for him to dash through a doorway. Nova gave chase with a blood-curdling growl. Greyla rushed past the doorway and on toward the control room, only to find it was empty. She locked the door and sat down to think.

The lights flickered and the room went dark. Perhaps she should have stayed inside her own quarters and waited for Widhbo. It had a separate power supply. If the ship’s grid went down while she was outside of it, her program would dissipate and everything she had just witnessed would not be recorded. Greyla wasn’t sure if her storage unit would know how to bring her back online again. There was a lot she didn’t know about this strange new cyber world they had been thrust into when leaving their home planet behind. It was beginning to feel like a mistake.

Finally, the lights came back on, but the ship had gone to emergency power. The dim lighting had a strange greenish hue. Greyla unlocked the control room door and peered out. There was no sign of any activity. She decided to make a run for it.
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Escape
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Greyla managed to slip inside and lock her unit before encountering any hostiles along the way. She had just climbed back into bed when she felt it. The presence in her room was warm and familiar, but dissonant at the same time. Then she saw something. A sleek black leopard lay perfectly still upon a ledge over the doorway to her garden.

Nova again. The big cat’s presence startled her. He didn't belong in her room. He belonged to Tajlon. Was this the real Nova or another mutant copy? The two had always been together in real life. Now they were separated, the leopard would no doubt feel lost and perhaps look for a familiar person. That still didn't explain how he got into her unit unless the lock wasn't working properly.

Only moments after she spied the leopard, the room went completely dark. Her perception of the room disappeared in dark shadows. Struggling to gain control, Greyla managed to ignite a small spark in the fireplace by sheer force of will. The wood grudgingly began to glow, and the spark became a flame. The weak firelight flickered off the floor and nearby walls, but her bed was still shrouded in darkness.

She heard a loud thump from the direction of the garden door and her mind froze with fear. She felt something jump on the corner of her bed. It landed softly. Too small for a grown leopard. The creature came toward her in short, halting steps. It hesitated and stopped, making a soft purring sound.

She could just make out the silhouette of a cat before the faint glow of the fireplace. The feline shadow was so dark that it seemed to absorb all the light into itself. The animal's weight shifted, and it edged closer to her body. It came close enough that she could feel its soft breath on her fingers.

Staring back at her in the darkness were two golden orbs. The eyes glowed brighter and she could see the slits of the pupils. A wave of seduction poured through her consciousness, exuded by the creature, tempting her to pet it. She resisted. The cat reached out a furry paw and touched her lightly on one hand. It felt at once both warm with passion, yet icy with intent.

She gasped and withdrew her hand. The creature began to grow larger and heavier. A new fierceness pervaded her senses and an overpowering lust. It was as if she could not resist. Its power over her grew stronger as her emotions intensified, feeding on her fears.

Fear was an emotion Greyla hadn't felt in a long time since uploading with the others. They had left Beldora to escape the impending nuclear war. Fear was a very human problem which she was happy to have left behind. In the safe virtual world, there was no real danger or fear.

Heart pounding, she watched as the cat grew even larger until it reached the size of an adult leopard. The massive feline pounced upon her, trapping her between two strong paws. She reached deep within her mind for a way out. Greyla tried to control the situation and focused on the fact that she liked cats and tried to recall any good memories she had. She forced herself to reach out with her right hand. 

“We’re old friends, Nova. You remember me.”

The cat began to purr again, loudly at first, like a contented growl, then more softly, as its body shrank back in size until it was small once again. Now would likely be her only chance before the cat overpowered her again. This was not the Nova she knew on Beldora. Whatever demon possessed him, she was no match for it.

In desperation, she decided to detach her persona from her virtual body. She severed it, taking as much of herself as she dared, leaving the physical program behind. One by one she severed the bonds of mind to body, leaving behind a behavior sequence in its place. Using images created from her childhood memories of petting a favorite kitty, she created a memory loop to repeat over and again. It might distract the leopard long enough for her to escape.

Greyla left behind her identity signature to appear as though she was still in bed. How much of her mind would be lost in such haste, she could only guess. The last links were breaking free,

She didn't know how to move, but simply willed herself from the bed and slid down to the cold, stone floor. Moving blind, with only a memory map, she continued across the floor, hoping to avoid notice. Her rational faculties seemed reasonably intact.

Thankfully the cat was focusing on her body, lying on the bed. She flowed across the floor like a stream of water, moving until she came to what must be a wall. Pushing into a far corner of the room she fused her mind with the stone, careful to break any last threads of program that might connect to her physical form.

Before she could erase her memory trail from the bed, the cat began growing again, pulsating up and down in size as though caught in a struggle between pet and predator.

In the last moments, before Greyla managed to break the final threads connecting her mind with her body, the full-grown leopard lunged toward her throat with a murderous growl. Hiding in the corner of the room, her persona had escaped its notice, but her body was being devoured.

What a strange twist of fate had brought her to this point she could not imagine. Greyla mourned her own death for a while and re-experienced the terror of that moment many times, afraid she would never be able to regenerate her physical form.

Lodged in a virtual stone wall in a computer program, devoid of a human form and without senses, her separate existence became only a faint memory in a never-ending night. She tried to recall her name, but she had left it behind with her body. There were gaping holes everywhere in her memory. I must have a name, or I shall lose myself entirely she thought.

Searching fragmented files for a name, something she had read in a story perhaps, she seized upon the first she came to before it slipped away. The name was a solace to her shattered self. It felt primal and sacrosanct to say it, to think about it. The name pulsed through her mind and embraced her in the darkness.

Etaine. She clung to her new identity.

“I am Etaine.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Archives
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Etaine passed the time by reciting poetry or passages of literature she had read. She reflected on scientific data or recalled physical details of the Sora. Fearing she might go mad, Etaine decided she couldn't stay there any longer lest she merge with the stone wall forever. One might as well be devoured by the leopard.

With extreme effort, she forced herself through the pores of the rock one pixel at a time. Finally, she reached the outer surface of a tiled wall in the hallway outside her room. Panic threatened to overcome her. Death was the consequence of detection, but now she feared more for program decay and dissolution.

At least there were fail-safe stations and backups along all the major corridors and in the common chambers. She would try to reach a power node. Deprived of sensory simulations, she had to travel by rational circuits and memory maps alone. While hiding in the wall, Etaine had repeated the partial map of the Sora ship that remained in her mind over and again so as not to forget.

She moved along the surfaces blindly, groping through the maze held firmly in her mind, counting tiles to keep a reference point. Her progress was painfully slow. Etaine recognized some familiar circuitry and dodged a sluggish maintenance program to avoid exposure. She recognized the program. It was comforting to recall anything from her previous existence.

Movement was exhausting, but she finally found a power node and was able to recharge. She had locked down a lot of files to save energy. Recharging improved her mental functions and bolstered her memory. She kept exploring the ship but without any real plan.

Quite by accident, she slipped onto the back of a clock when she ran across it on a wall. The wood was much more porous than the tile, and she slipped through its layers more quickly than expected. She slid down one of the hands, falling to the end. She had to cling tightly when it swiftly set her in motion.

The clock hand swept her around at a dizzying speed. It was exhilarating! She remembered the replica of a clock in the hallway and realized she must be on the second hand of the antiquated timekeeping device. The motion brought back memories of a fair ride. She could still experience the physical.

Encouraged by the sensation, Etaine longed to be solid again. The only way she could do that was to find her master copy in the archives. If intact, she might be able to regain her original form, but the motion of the clock was mesmerizing and paradoxically, she lost all track of time.

Etaine had no idea of how long she rode the secondhand. It made her feel alive again. Bored at last, she moved onto the face of the clock by dropping off and flowing onto the glass. She spread out over the shimmering surface and found the eerie reflection of the hallway. She could see again! True, it was a flat, two-dimensional type of vision and appeared a ghastly green, but a vast improvement. Memories stirred and she was motivated to practice until she could use any flat surface to see.

Using her new-found power of sight, Etaine could move more quickly and explore the ship's passages, proceeding from wall to wall. Encouraged, she refused to give up on her goal of finding the archives, no matter how long it would take. It took many days of patient searching to finally reach the archival file room. She saw many strange beings while exploring the ship. Fortunately, none of them noticed her slipping around.

As she got closer to the center of the ship she stayed high on the walls or travelled to the ceiling. Hybrids roamed the ship now, mixtures of humans, beasts, and machines. It had become a chaotic menagerie of unnatural things. Fights were common at first, then became less frequent as they walked about in an aimless stupor. The last power node she encountered was not functioning. Etaine feared the ship's power grid was in disrepair or worse, power was running out. Without the ship's power, she would die.

Etaine observed the life forms with trepidation but eventually was able to pick out patterns of behavior among the creatures. Most behaved as automatons caught in a recurring behavior loop. Their minds were gone, or more accurately taken from them. Etaine had witnessed a few assimilations, not a pleasant site.

Darkness would permeate the area and surround the victim. Without her auditory functions, Etaine couldn't hear, but she could feel their emotional pain and sense vibrations of their screams through the hard wall. She was on the constant lookout for the leopard, but Nova was gone, perhaps a victim as well. She suspected those few not exhibiting the mindless behavior loops could be survivors in hiding, but it was far too risky to approach any of them.

Whatever evil had befallen the ship, it had destroyed their on-board civilization and turned it into a living nightmare. She wondered if everyone she saw was possessed by this evil and if she might be the sole survivor if she was a survivor. Etaine hoped she had not escaped death only to end up like the rest.

Searching the archives, she eventually found a file that opened with her encrypted match code. Finding it at last, she lingered over it, afraid of what physical existence might bring. It would make her visible, and vulnerable again. She decided it would not be safe to activate her physical code and reveal herself as a three-dimensional being. She couldn’t risk being a target.

Etaine thought it best to keep her form hidden instead. She was glad her emotions only pounded against a void, her beating heart locked away in a file, perhaps never to be taken out of hiding again. On the other hand, part of her longed to take form, if only for a little while, but it could amount to suicide. The only justification would be if she had to restore her physical form to make repairs and revive the power nodes. Etaine retrieved her physical file and hesitated, undecided.

She was unprepared when a voice spoke to her from the archives. She saw the hazy image of a man approaching. It was as though he saw right through her defenses. The shock of it caused her rational circuits to lose control, and without continuing to willfully prevent it, her mind reconnected to her physical file by default.

Etaine did a quick check and found she had materialized. Alarmed and numb with fear, she wanted to run as she found herself face to face with the stranger but was frozen in place.

Friend or foe, it was time to face her new reality.

.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Menacing and Evil
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Hal was almost awake. Blindly spinning in and out of consciousness, his mind surged with energy and then receded, back and forth like the tide in an ocean of darkness. He couldn't see anything except murky shadows encircling him within his storage unit.

His first coherent thought was they had made it. They had survived the voyage between star systems. As an engineer and programmer, he was stationed in the archives, near the control center at the heart of the ship. All the ship's operations, programs, simulations, and backup systems were located near the central hub.

His joy was to be short-lived. Hal set out to investigate the power fluctuations thinking it would be an easy fix. When he heard voices crying out in the dark corridors, he realized something was wrong. Everything had been planned to the last detail and this should never have happened. He paused to evaluate his surroundings.

It shouldn't be dark, as the Sora was well-lit. Even in his unit, which had its own power source, virtual reality was programmed to simulate light. He considered what sort of malfunction might cause such a reversal. The cries grew louder and closer to him.

“No!,” screamed a voice. “What's happening...” There followed a shriek of pure terror, then a guttural cry cut short.

Something was killing off the crew. Hal's first instinct was to help, but he would be useless until he knew more. He needed to think it through and analyze the situation. He headed for his game park. The game parks were micro worlds created not only for amusement, but to remind a persona of their mortal existence before uploading and keep in touch with one’s humanity.

Hal probed it to see if the readout was normal before diving inside. First, he set up an illusion of absence in his digital file position and attached his location signature near the scream he had heard. Thus, disguising his escape, he entered a small, wooded glade inside his program and virtually ran for cover. He knew of a perfect hiding spot deep in the interior. The simulation was from a real-life place where he had lived long ago on Beldora.

Hal crouched down low, hiding, and listening to see if anything followed him. He was torn between feelings of cowardice and cunning. On a gut level, he was certain this crafty move may save him from whatever fate had befallen the others. He desperately wanted to help them, but he wouldn't fare any better until he knew more of the enemy he was facing.

Interestingly, the light in the game park was fine which helped orient him again. That reinforced the idea something was creating the problem on the ship’s grid. The game parks were low priority and in any type of power shortage would be the first function cut off. All available power would be routed to the mainframe. Whatever was causing the darkness had done it very much on purpose. Hal couldn't think of a glitch that would do such a thing. Careful procedures were built in to prevent errors. The darkness was his best and only clue.

He had only been in the game park for a short while when a presence invaded the wooded landscape and drifted through the trees like a dark fog. It moved in the manner of a predator, searching, menacing, and evil. This certainly wasn’t part of his program.

Hal shapeshifted into a flat rock by the edge of a stream with thick moss growing on it. Blocking all emotion, he hid his physical form behind an illusion of nothingness and camouflaged his thoughts by thinking only of plant physiology.

He waited until he couldn't tolerate it any longer, then stretched out his mind to probe the park, searching for any hint of the dark presence. He found only the normal sunny field and babbling stream beside him. There was no trace of the fog.

Still, he was cautious. The predator could now be hiding as a stone or tree for all he knew. All remained quiet. Hal decided nothing on the prowl would hang around for so long. He couldn't stay there forever. He shifted out of the rock disguise and assumed his human form.

He considered making a weapon. He could get supplies from a cabin where he had stashed some items used previously in gameplay, but this was no game. What good would sprite-replicated weapons be against an enemy such as this anyway? No, he would have to fight a program with a program.

It must be a broken, rogue program. A new entity so evil as this would never be allowed to evolve in the ship’s system due to the safeguards in place. It wouldn’t pass the creation algorithm.

If any other personas had survived, he must try to find them. Time was of the essence, but first some reconnaissance. Hal recalled a small worm program he had made which allowed him to slip around in the mainframe and work without disrupting any of the ongoing simulations. Disguised as a mundane maintenance program, he had learned to fragment himself and then reform at will.

The next step was to securely lock down any emotional output that could give him away. He set up a sleep loop for his emo string with a prolonged delay setting. He could keep calm for a thousand years if needed. Survival was the only thing that mattered. He had not come this far to fail.

Hal’s thoughts turned to his many friends, and he dreaded to think what may have happened to them. He missed Greyla most of all, the girl he wanted to marry before catastrophe struck. He and Greyla had remained on Beldora in their mortal bodies but had been separated. He realized he may never know their fates.

Only a few mortals left Beldora on board the Sora, including their former leader Jejliard. Humans had a slim chance of making it on Beldora, but they weighed their chances there with that of surviving in deep space. At the last moment, many refused to follow Jejliard and mutinied, fearing Sora's life support systems would not sustain them for the voyage.

Jejliard’s mortal life had ended tragically, leaving only his digital persona to fulfill the mission. Before going into hibernation Hal could not locate Widhbo on board the ship and Jejliard’s digital signature was not active. It was impossible to know what had happened for the files had either been sealed or destroyed.

Ultimately they were making a desperate attempt to survive in one form or another, and time would tell if their chances were better on Beldora or in the vast unknowns of space on an untested spaceship.

He slipped into the worm program and left the holographic game park. Outside was a far different world than he remembered. The darkness was gone and had been replaced with an eerie green glow. The only functioning programs were the maintenance ones. His choice of disguise was a fortunate one..

The evil presence was palpable in the ship's corridor. He came across many dying and severely mutated creatures. He didn’t recognize anyone. Their identities were corrupted, psyches ripped from their program, with only dysfunctional husks left behind to dissipate or be absorbed.

Hal considered any resources at his disposal and thought of the mechs. They should still be intact. After Sora's launch, they repurposed the mechs which were used to refurbish the ship, perform physical maintenance, and mine asteroids before leaving the Hellsaxe system. There were also some explorer pods, but there was nothing in reach of their limited range.

If not for advanced technological knowledge from Widhbo, they would never have survived here at all. Widhbo! Of course. Memories flooded his mind. Hal needed to find Widhbo. The alien was egocentric and unpredictable, but also the mastermind who could save them. Widhbo would still be alive. He could survive anything. Come to think of it, Hal sincerely hoped it wasn’t Widhbo who had gone rogue. 
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Hal alternated between the game park and excursions outside in the ship’s corridors to look for other survivors. His priority was to check Greyla's storage unit, and he was devastated when he found it empty. He had all but given up hope of finding any other survivors when he ran across another purely human persona in the archives. It was incomplete, with memory gaps and broken strings, but human. They were copying a file and oblivious to his presence. It was not anyone Hal recognized. He passed through their mental string without being noticed and found an identifier called Etaine. He searched the archives but found no record of an Etaine there.

Hal searched for a clue to her identity and extracted a match code that linked up with a file in the archives. The code belonged to Greyla's file. The only person with that match code had to be Greyla, what was left of her. There was no way of knowing how much of her mind was still functioning or how traumatized she may be. Hal hesitated to speak, wondering if she would be able to remember him. She had locked down her physical attributes to avoid detection.

Hal came out of his disguise and displayed his human form before speaking. “I've been looking for answers too. So far I can't find an explanation for what happened.”

Greyla materialized before his eyes. Hal immediately recognized the attractive young woman with green eyes and cascading dark hair.

Greyla's eyes widened with fear. She looked as though she might flee at any moment.

“Greyla, it's me, Hal. You know me. Think.”

She stared at him blankly at first, then a light of recognition dawned in her eyes.

“Quick, you need to hide your emotions,” Hal said and transferred her a copy of the sleep and delay program he had used for himself.

“Of course, how stupid of me not to think of this!” She activated the emotional lockdown sequence, then slipped into a droid-like demeanor.

Hal did a scan of Greyla's program. “Well, in all fairness, you are missing a lot of your mental faculties.” Using her master file, he refreshed her rational traits and memory files. It was a quick fix, not perfect. A more precise repair would have to wait.

“I was Greyla. I remember now.” She ran her hands over her body as though seeing it for the first time. “I shouldn't have let you sneak up on me like that.”

“I cheated,” he said and showed her the worm program.

“Smart.”

“I hope I'm smart enough to beat this. Together we'll have a better chance,” Hal said. “What have you found out so far?”

“I think there may be a few others who survived, hiding of course. I was too afraid to approach any of them.”

“It wasn't an easy decision for me to reveal myself to you,” Hal admitted. “If there are others we should find them and band together to fight this, whatever it is.”

“I've only seen what it does.”

“Tell me exactly what you saw, Greyla.”

I've been Etaine for such a long while. After what I've been through, I don't feel I'm Greyla anymore. Could you please call me Etaine?”

“Sure. I understand. Now tell me what happened.”

“I was attached by Nova.”

“Nova? He would never hurt you.”

“Nova wouldn’t, but this was a mutant copy of him. I saw him attack a man in the corridor earlier and went back to hide in my unit. He appeared a few minutes later on the ledge over my door. The next thing I knew he was on my bed. We had a battle of wills. It was as though Nova was fighting his own internal battle between good and evil. I barely escaped before he lost control and attacked. I had to sever my mind from my body to get away.”

After recalling the horror of her experience for Hal, Etaine crouched down behind the counter and looked about for danger.

“Let's get out of here and go somewhere less exposed.” Hal led her back to his game park. “It will be safer in there.”

Etaine followed him inside taking in the lush scenery. “This is paradise compared to the rest of the ship.”

“I like it,” Hal replied. “You know, it sounds like something was possessing Nova, controlling him. The question is who, or what?”

“Can't you lock us in?” Etaine asked pointing the the entrance.

“I could, but that might raise suspicions.”

“Yes. You're right of course.” She perched on a fallen log. “Don't you remember, Hal?”

“Remember what?”

“Remember when we first found the Sora underwater? Back on Beldora?” Etaine asked.

“That was a long time ago. Besides. that was just Gengor, and we left him behind.”

“What if we didn't? What if there's something else hiding on this ship?”

“How could we have missed something this monstrous during the renovation?” Hal said. “Widhbo oversaw the whole operation, and nothing would have gotten past him.”

“I like being physical again,” Etaine noted, rubbing her hand over the rough bark of the log. “What about Jejliard? He was not acting at all normal before we went into hibernation.”

Hal’s first impulse was to reject the idea but paused to consider it. “Jejliard was stressed out after the mutiny and Tajlon's trial. He tried to kill himself, but each time the ship produced another duplicate, each one more deranged than the last.”

“There it is. The duplication problem,” Etaine reminded him. “Widhbo didn’t know what caused it, but the very first time it appeared; the duplicate killed Jejliard. The ship has killed before, why not again?”

“But killing everyone on board is crazy,” Hal countered. “What possible reason could the ship have?”

“Obviously the ship has gone haywire,” Etaine scowled back at Hal. “As Jejliard became increasingly unreasonable and unstable, he prosecuted his own son and locked him up. Jejliard snapped long before we all went dormant.”

Hal nodded his head in reluctant agreement. Jejliard had been his best friend, and it was hard to admit it might be him. “Jejliard is the only person on board with the ability to do something like this, except Widhbo, of course.”

Etaine recoiled at the idea. “You know I was always taken with Jejliard. I was in love with him at one time.” She paused to play with a strand of her hair, twisting it around one finger. “I never really got along well with Widhbo. But, he's always been a nut job.” 

“No argument there,” Hal said.

“But, Widhbo didn’t change, Jejliard did. It was Jejliard who was starting to annoy everyone, exerting more control over our lives. After Tajlon's trial, it got even worse. It was as though all his negative traits were exaggerated.” She took a deep breath, a sad expression on her face. “If not for Widhbo, Jejliard might even have destroyed Tajlon. Widhbo helped Tajlon. He only hurt people’s feelings. Certainly, never killed anyone.”

“Yeah, it does make more sense to suspect Jejliard,” Hal paused as he considered the full implication. “But why?”

“Widhbo came to visit me before I... before Greyla, went dormant. We devised a plan to take control of the ship from Jejliard during interstellar travel,” Etaine explained. “He was going to release Tajlon from lockdown when we arrived here. Widhbo would seal Jejliard’s file until he could run a diagnostic and clean up his program.”

“It's possible Jejliard got wind of it. This ship has a way of knowing things and may have tipped him off. I have an idea. Let me check Jejliard's activity file,” Hal said. “Stay here Etaine. I'll be back as soon as possible. Do you know how to hide, shapeshift?”

“I was in a stone wall forever. I know how to hide.”

“Do it after I leave, so I won't know where you are. Just in case...”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Make a Better Rock

[image: ]




Hal slipped out of the game park and went back to the archives. He found Jejliard's file easily enough and was not surprised to see not only was it not dormant but had never gone offline Hal checked the activity log and could see Jejliard's persona was operational while everyone else was in hibernation.

The mortal Jejliard was murdered before they were scheduled to hibernate for the voyage through deep space. According to the log, Jejliard's digital persona had been active from the time he first uploaded to the ship’s computer while on Beldora, well before they launched Sora. This could explain some irregularities when they were evacuating individuals from their island research center on Beldora.

So, there had always been two Jejliards on board, the mortal and the digital. Hal was beginning to understand why Jejliard had been acting so strangely. His file was not an exact copy of Jejliard, but a mutant version of the man it portrayed. Something had gone wrong from the very start of this journey. This explained the erratic behavior and the transition from a respected friend and leader to a cruel dictator. Hal admonished himself for not considering the possibility earlier. The evidence was clear.

Jejliard's activity appeared normal through what should have been the dormant period, with the usual day-to-day movement. But from the time the ship awakened, his activity exploded with nonstop spikes of energy consumption. Jejliard's signature had increased almost exponentially. He was assimilating his prey and growing not only in size but ability and expertise. Hal knew this was possible, in theory at least, but now it was happening.

The ship was populated with the brightest scientists from their home planet who decided to take the chance to escape. Even if they had survived the war, they would have been enslaved by the victorious political force. Their combined knowledge was a coveted resource on Beldora, causing jealous disputes between power-hungry nations. Toss in a little espionage, seasoned with bald-faced lies, and the road was paved for escalating conflicts which quickly deteriorated into a full-scale war.

Hal made a time-stamped, encrypted copy of the file and kept it for evidence. Jejliard was more proficient in applications. He would not know how to unlock the copy. Well, not unless he learned how when he assimilated a programmer. Hal could see the larger picture now and it was formidable. Jejliard would gain the abilities of all the scientists on board. Once their cumulative knowledge was in his possession, he would be unstoppable.

Hal began checking other persona's files. Most shared a chilling pattern. They went dormant and awakened on schedule, then after some time suffered extreme emotional stress and were violently shut down leaving only a data error message. The shortest times corresponded with Jejliard's location on day one of the awakening and spread from there. Only a few files were still functional, their locations scattered on the periphery of the ship. One crew member’s file signature went dead as he watched.

Jejliard's file and signature were severely corrupted, but still operational. It was impossible to track his current location and it could only be inferred by the pattern of destruction. His activity indicators were all over the ship, latched on to all his mindless victims. Hal found it chilling to watch, even with his emotions locked down.

Returning to Etaine in the game park he understood the truth of her words. She wasn't Greyla anymore. They were fortunate to be alive at all.

He called to her after checking for any sign of danger. “Etaine. It's me, Hal. I'm back.”

Etaine materialized from the branches of an oak tree and floated down like a feather, her body translucent.

“How did you do that?” Hal asked.

“I’m a ghost now, Hal. Greyla is dead,” Etaine said. “They're all dead, aren't they?”

“Most are and the rest will be soon enough. You were right. Jejliard never went dormant. I don’t know how, but I think he is connected to the evil presence on board. This persona isn’t him. It’s mutated into this monstrosity that has been assimilating the entire crew and passengers. There are a few isolated identities out there, but I don't think we can get to them in time. It's not safe anywhere. Now may be our only chance to escape while this thing is still hunting down stragglers. I don't want to leave you here alone again, but I need to go back and get the master files while I have a chance.”

“I know he was your best friend, but he’s some sort of demon now,” Etaine said. She was floating among the rushes by the brook. Her long dark tresses kissed the water as she trailed her hands through the cool stream.

“I can’t deny it after seeing this. Jejliard hasn’t been himself for a long while,” Hal agreed. “After all the personas are assimilated, he will incorporate all their knowledge. He's growing stronger and more dangerous. He will be too strong to defeat. He could destroy anyone he encounters.”

“Since he isn't the same Jejliard I once knew. I have given him a new name too, the 'Devourer' suits him better.”

“That works for me.”

Etaine levitated from the water and glided along the bank. “I'm afraid he might be able to see what we’re doing now...”

“He might, but I’m hoping he's too busy mopping up to pay attention. He's not that organized yet,” Hal said. “If he has any weakness, it would be the chaos he is exhibiting.”

“You know, back on Beldora, Chief Lokanne prophesized that one day an evil being, a demon he called it, would be born of man's folly. It would destroy everything in his path and consume our very souls.”

“I plan to stop him before that can happen.”

“It would appear our options are rather limited,” Etaine mused. “How exactly, can we stop him?”

“I'm not sure. We'll need to look at everything, his methods, any patterns. You determined there were other survivors in hiding. How did you...?” Hal started to ask, but paused, his gaze fixed on Etaine.

She had drifted higher until she could grasp hold of a tree limb above Hal. She spun around it, holding on with her toes and head hanging down. Her hair drifted in a light breeze from nowhere. “Do you find my behavior distracting?” Etaine asked. She smiled and her face glowed with an angelic radiance.

“Yeah, I do. You're beautiful, Etaine. I'm glad you're enjoying it here for a while.”

Etaine smiled and caused little rays of light to shoot from her eyes before continuing. “I noticed their behavior didn't loop like the others. They seemed to have more purpose and direction. I was also looking for data strings that were human. Not a single automaton had a purely human signature. I was going to use a multiplier in the archives when you found me. I hoped by replicating individual strings they would be easier to match up. I've gotten proficient at telling a droid or automaton from a human.”

“That's because you're empathic like Greyla was,” Hal said. “The automatons don't have a mind with feelings.”

“That makes perfect sense. I also noticed they don’t leave any tracks. They jump from place to place without a path. Why is that?” Etaine asked.

“Jejliard, or the 'Devourer' as you call him, is making it so they can’t be traced. He doesn’t want a visible connection to those whom he controls. It would leave a trail back to him.” Hal’s eyes shone with understanding. “Which also means he is learning code from the programmers he's overtaken.”

Etaine glided from branch to branch on the tree, swinging about and playing. “Why would he feel the need to hide, unless he thinks someone is looking for him?”  

“I suspect he's keeping count and knows how many are left on board. He came through this park when I first hid here. I think he was doing a general search for crew members and is fanning out over the ship from where he started.”

“Why doesn't he power us down?”

“That's a good question, and it won't be safe to stay here in case he notices the increased activity.”

“If I was the Devourer, I might still want to have some fun. Maybe he uses the game parks himself?” Etaine's form grew more translucent and ghost-like. She left the tree and floated higher into the sky until she transformed into a cloud drifting through the air.

“That's an amazing disguise, Etaine.”

“It's fun. You should try it.” She split herself into multiple small cloud forms that drifted across the sky ceiling above.

“I probably make a better rock. Can you pull yourself back together?” Hal asked.

“I think so,” Etaine said. She tried collecting her separate pieces and after a couple of attempts, the clouds coalesced back into her female form. Her body turned bright pink in delight.

“That's perfect. If you fragment like that to slip around the ship, you would be almost impossible to detect.”

Etaine transformed into a cloud again, circled the park, then reassembled to her ghostly human form in front of Hal. “The trick is in finding all your parts.”

“Yeah, it is. Do you think you could go to the bridge, check our coordinates, and see if we are in a stable orbit? I'm going back to the archives to copy the master files and get them to the explorer pod. I'll make sure it's fully charged and ready to go. You need to meet me on the explorer deck as soon as you are finished.”

Etaine was letting her hair spread out in all directions from her scalp, framing her face in an array of dark windswept curls. Her beauty was distracting. She had unlocked her emotions and underwent subtle color shifts with each change in mood or shift in mental energy.

“Can do. But even if we manage to launch the pod and get off this ship, there's no place to run, Hal.” Etaine fretted. She turned a shade of violet.

“No, but I'd rather run out of power and use up my last spark of life than end up in a demon's belly. Lock your emotions down again before you leave,” Hal reminded her.

“Okay.” She reined in her emotions and pulled her hair back in a ponytail, totally superfluous, but Hal was glad to see she could at least follow directions. As Etaine left the game park, her figure dissolved into frothy strands that drifted to the top of the corridor and fragmented as she spread out over the ceiling and walls.

Hal entered his worm form and headed for the archives.
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Etaine got to the bridge and coalesced back into her ghostly hologram form. The last time she had stood here as Greyla, she had been a real flesh and blood human. That was before they mutinied and fled back to Beldora against Jejliard's orders. She took in the view for a moment and enjoyed looking out through the panoramic window into the vastness of star-filled space.

It required a lot more energy to project herself in plasma form and the Sora was running low, but she needed to be solid to access the console. Fortunately, everything on the bridge was still functioning.

After ensuring she was there alone, Etaine connected to the power node and made herself a solid entity again to punch in Greyla's old passcode. It still worked. They were indeed orbiting the Dezba star system as planned. That was one piece of good news she could give to Hal.

A loud tapping on the ship’s heavy viewing window startled her. It came again, louder. She looked up and saw something shaped like a long claw tapping on a far corner of the heavy glass. It traced a design on the window.

“What? Nothing could survive outside of the ship!” Etaine said aloud.

Tap, Tap, Tap. It scrawled on the window again. It appeared to be tracing a letter.

Etaine tried to make sense of the pattern it was making. It looked like the letter W. No one could be out there. Except perhaps an energy being. “Widhbo?”

The claw disappeared. “Correct!” said a voice behind her. Etaine felt a disturbance and turned to see an intimidating bird-like creature, over seven feet tall, with white feathers and a humanoid face. He had teleported onto the bridge from outside the ship.

“Widhbo! Why were you outside?”

“Oh, it's much safer out there,” Widhbo said. “I see you didn't quite make it. You're a little messed up, Greyla.”

“I'm Etaine now, ghost of Greyla. I had to detach my mind from my body to escape being eaten.” She paused and frowned. “Wait. The last time I saw you, you had taken up residence inside Nova’s physical file. It was Nova who murdered me!”

“Hmm. How very interesting!”

“So where were you while I was being attacked?”

“I see your point. Well, I wasn't in Nova then. I had to abandon the poor beast.”

“Saved your own skin did you?”

“I did. Just like you shucked your body.”

“I still have Greyla's file.”

“And I still have Nova's file. But I can't be a leopard, any more than you can be Greyla again. It’s simply not possible.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same question. I saw you first.” Widhbo stood tapping a long talon as he waited for her reply.

“I wanted to make sure we arrived at our destination as planned. To see if we’re in a stable orbit.”

“We have and we are,” Widhbo replied. He turned his back to her and monitored the control console.

“Well, I can see you made the trip intact. You’re as rude as ever.” She noticed a long rectangular chest pushed against the wall on the far side of the room. “What’s in the box over there?” Etaine asked.

“That? Oh, that’s where I stored the remains of Jejliard’s body after he... “

“Oh, gross! Never mind. What can we do to deal with this catastrophe?”

“It’s far beyond my abilities. Strange. Lately, I've been feeling little tingles all over.” Widhbo began rubbing his belly and shuffling his feet.

“You can keep that information to yourself,” Etaine said puffing out her hair in frothy curls.

Widhbo teleported to the door, locked it, and returned as quickly to the controls.

“What are you doing?”

“You asked that I not share information.”

“I take it back. What tingles? What are you doing?”

“Oh Etaine, ghost of Greyla, you humans are so fickle.” Widhbo flipped on the communication module. “I’m picking up a signal. It appears we're being hailed. I don't recognize the waveform, but it's an attempt to communicate. You should let me handle this.”

“Another ship?”

“Maybe.”

“Well, maybe they could rescue us. We could use the explorer pod to rendezvous with them.”

“I'm putting you on 'ignore' for the moment.”

Etaine popped into the cloud form, and made a thick fog, engulfing the room. “Ignore that!”

“Captain's log: Initiating contact with alien vessel. Slim chance of rescuing survivors. Thick fog on bridge interfering with operations at present.”

Etaine coalesced back to a pale ghostly figure of a woman and hovered over Jejliard's coffin box. She had donned a hideous mask with dark glowing eye sockets and blood trailing from a ghoulish mouth ringed by fangs.

“Not all survivors are friendly,” she murmured.

Widhbo managed to amplify the signal and triangulate the source on screen, still ignoring Etaine.

“Sending universal distress call; dangerous life forms on board; pod rescue and ship quarantine requested,” Widhbo said, broadcasting the signal and locking it to repeat.

Etaine said, “Hal is getting the master files for the personas and loading them on the pod now. We should look for the other survivors before we go.”

“Negative. That would be fatal. Go straight to the explorer deck and find Hal. Tell him I've released the pod’s restraining bars. Meet you there,” Widhbo said. He unlocked the door to the bridge and disappeared.

Exposed and vulnerable again, Etaine left the bridge and melted back into the ceiling. She headed to the hangers staying well above the corridors below full of wandering, soulless creatures. She had muted her emo function, but faint color shifts still gave her away. Etaine wasn't capable at hiding her emotions. They kept breaking through with or without her permission. She found Hal waiting for her on the explorer deck.

“What took you so long?” he asked as she began to reform.

He gasped when she materialized in front of him.”Etaine? What’s with your face?”

She was still wearing the mask. “Oh, sorry.” She dissolved the gory countenance, revealing her normal face.

“Why were you wearing that?”

“Widhbo and this awful box... don't ask.”

“Widhbo! You found him?”

“He found me. He's been outside the ship hiding on the hull.”

“So where is he now?” Hal asked. “We’re ready to leave. Is he looking for the others?”

“No. He thinks it's too risky. We intercepted a signal from an alien vessel of some sort and sent out a distress call. Widhbo said he would meet us here on the explorer deck. We’re going to be rescued!” Etaine did a little happy dance. Her hair had grown longer and was badly tangled.

“I hate to leave without the others, but we can't win this fight,” Hal said.

“They're all deranged by now, Hal. Anyone we may find wandering those halls is most likely under the Devourer’s control. Just look at me. I’m crazy, cracked, broken to pieces. I don’t think I would survive another encounter with him.”

“Yeah. We need to go now or we'll both end up as one of his zombies,” Hal said. “And you’re not crazy. You’re just emotionally fragile right now. You’re smart, Etaine. That’s why you’re still alive.”

“I just want to get off this ship. They can blow it up for all I care. That's what I'd want if I were trapped in some stupid zombie.” Etaine picked at her hair and tried to sort out the knots.

A blur of white feathers moved past them and into the pod. Widhbo crammed himself into the small space. “Get in!” He said waving his wings.

“There's hardly room for you in there,” Etaine said. “Why don't you ride on the hull?”

“I prefer it inside. It'll be cozy.”

“No, it'll be all nuts and feathers,” Etaine said. She stepped inside and flattened herself against a wall.

Hal squeezed in and securely fastened the outer hatch and inner door.

“I call feathers,” said Widhbo.
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The explorer pod detached on command. At least something still worked. Hal fired the rockets briefly to push away from Sora toward the unknown. He could see the Sora looming next to them through a porthole. It had gone completely dark. There were no indicator lights on the open hanger doors. The navigation lights on the hull were out as well. Another few minutes and he doubted they could have launched the pod. There would be no coming back to Sora.

“Coordinates?” he asked, turning to Widhbo.

“They'll find us,” Widhbo said arranging his feathers.

“How do you know that?” asked Etaine. “Shouldn't we go in their general direction?”

“We're in orbit. That's a direction,” Widhbo replied. “The best direction by my calculation is to stay in orbit around Dezba.”

“He's right,” said Hal. “They can track us.”

Etaine looked at Hal and shrugged. “So, we sit here and wait until they pluck us out of empty space?”

“We need to conserve power,” Hal answered. “What else can we do?”

“Enjoy my delightful company.” Widhbo smiled at Etaine.

“You know it's creepy when you smile like that.”

“No. Creepy is that mask you were wearing,” Widhbo said.

“I suggest we sit in silence. Talking uses power,” Hal said, hoping to cut short their disagreement. Greyla had never gotten along well with Widhbo, nor would Etaine.

“I have my own power,” said Widhbo. “I can talk all I want.”

“Where do you get so much...” Etaine started to ask, but Widhbo shushed her and placed a feather lightly across her mouth.

“Silence. Waste of energy. I'll tell a story to pass the time.”

Etaine went from clear to blue, then red, then dusky purple.”

“Turn off the visual simulation, Hal. It will save a lot of power and we won't have to look at one another,” Widhbo said.

“I'm not listening to you either,” Etaine said as their vision was shut down.

“I dropped by the ship's power core and sucked up the last drop. Once the capacitors are empty, the Sora and everyone on board will be out of energy and effectively dead. Now, the story I promised. In another time and space...”

Etaine emitted a loud shriek which ended in a sob, “They're all gone! You killed them!”

Widhbo plumped his feathers and placed a wing tip over her mouth. “It was the logical thing to do. We have their files,” he said.

“He's right,” Hal said. “I wouldn’t have thought of it, but shutting down the ship is the best thing. You're the one who wanted to blow it up as I recall.”

“You're heartless savages. Both of you,' Etaine wailed. “Now you've killed Jejliard along with all the rest.”

“The real Jejliard's been dead a long while. If we could have released Tajlon and restored Jejliard’s file as planned, we would have control of the ship instead of that monster,” Hal mused. “But failing that, Widhbo did what he had to do. Be sensible, Etaine.”

“I don't want to be sensible. Greyla was sensible and it did her no good at all.”

“You’re still talking. Shush!.” Widhbo reprimanded them. “Anyway, in another time and space, I lived in a different dimension, a universe of my peers. Beings of pure energy. It was a grand existence. No petty problems such as you create for yourselves in this universe.”

“This is not a petty problem, Widhbo. We barely escaped,” Etaine interrupted. “And I don’t want to shush.”

“You haven't escaped yet. I will admit since my arrival in this dimension, you have been experiencing bigger problems,” Widhbo replied.

“Well, that's nothing to celebrate,” Hal said.

“Are you saying this is all your fault?” Etaine asked.

Widhbo made a pretentious shrug in the darkness, his wings crushing the others against the side of the pod. “In a roundabout fashion. I introduced the technology that allowed the inhabitants of Beldora to destroy themselves. They might never have been clever enough to do that on their own.”

Hal pushed feathers away from his face. “And the evil presence which forced us to abandon our Sora? Is that your doing as well?”

“That would be from the spaceship that brought me here, which you named Sora. It was never your ship. Of course, without the submarine technology I provided, it would still be lying undiscovered on the bottom of your ocean on Beldora, so technically my fault again.”

“Right. You brought all this upon us, didn’t you? I thought you said you didn't have problems in your dimension,” Etaine countered.

“I said no petty problems. It’s like being on a vacation without an end in your world. No real threats.”

“Quiet, I'm getting a signal,” Hal said. He brought their vision back online. The communicator panel was flashing. “I think they've found us already.”

“Let me handle things, Hal.” Widhbo squirmed about in the tight space to reach the panel. He entered a string of commands with his nimble talons, sent out the message, and waited. Another signal came back a few seconds later. Widhbo translated it into their native tongue.

“Rescue approved and initiated. Do nothing. ETA in .005 orbits.”

“How long?” asked Hal.

“That would be two and one-half of your standard sleep cycles by my calculations,” Widhbo said. “I have a solid lock on their position now. I'm sorry to leave you two love birds alone, but I should pop over and meet the locals.”

A brief waveform disturbance went through the small cabin and Widhbo was gone. He teleported from the pod leaving them with one last whoosh of his feathers.

“I hate it when he does that.” Etaine stretched out from where she had plastered her translucent body against the wall. “But I do appreciate the extra room. And the lack of Widhbo in general.”

“I'm just glad someone found us before it was too late,” Hal said. “Now we have to hope Widhbo doesn't mess things with our new friends out there.”

“I'm sure they'll be delighted with his company,” Etaine laid her head on Hal's shoulder and snuggled against him.

She giggled and gazed up at Hal, her eyes glowed a piercing green. “Widhbo called us love birds. I don't mind if we're on again. No promises where Greyla's concerned.”

Hal winced. “Let's take this slow, okay? I can sort through your files and try to make some repairs while we're waiting to be rescued.”
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Widhbo teleported to the alien vessel and landed on the hull. He intended to stay outside and check things before making an entrance, but his presence was detected immediately, and they pulled him inside with an energy attractor. He was disoriented and it took a few seconds for him to realize that he had been placed in an energy trap of some sort. The walls appeared perfectly smooth, without doors or windows.

“Is this your version of hospitality?” Widhbo asked aloud. His words echoed back to him. He tried telepathy. “Hello? Anyone there?”

A voice emanated from the walls, echoing across the enclosed chamber. “Identify yourself.”

“Thank the stars, you're civilized! Widhbo here. I intercepted your signal and am a member of the party you agreed to rescue from Sora. I disabled the ship before we escaped. An evil madman was on board, and I caution you not to reactivate the power core.” Widhbo’s words gushed forth, filled with relief. “Only two members of the crew managed to escape with me and everyone else on board has perished. I barely had time to save the files of the others. So sad.”

“It appears you don't need a rescue. Why are the others not with you?” the walls answered in return.

“Oh, they're not like me. They are human, digitalized humans that is. Pitiful creatures. I was trying to help them as I do feel somewhat responsible for their predicament.”

“And what sort of creature are you?”

“I'm a vielyr, an energy being from another dimension. I'm not supposed to be here actually. It's quite a long story.”

Widhbo was ejected from the energy trap to an interior cabin of the vessel. There was a single roomy chair, and he plopped down awkwardly upon it. He could not see any life forms but felt their eyes upon him through remote viewers located about the room. He decided to try speaking aloud.

“Why did you place me in that trap?” His words carried, but he still felt his energy restrained to the room.

“We have an auto-defense system for space skulkers. This area is infested with the nasty things. If you hadn't spoken up when you did, we were about to feed you to the reactor.”

“Lucky me. I've never heard of such creatures.”

“They suck the energy from ships, like giant leeches. They would have found you quite tasty if you stumbled upon a nest of them.”

“What a perfectly horrid thought. This dimension may prove more interesting than I first suspected.”

“Now tell us what brought you here to our dimension and what role you played before the loss of your ship.”

“It wasn't my doing. Our leader was taken over by some sort of evil force the natives called a demon. Superstitious nonsense of course. He just went mad and devoured the others.”

“You, being by far the most intelligent life form on board, should have taken responsibility. Why weren't you in charge?”

Widhbo smoothed his feathers and paused to consider the question. “Oh, they're impossible to govern. Worse than brush foxes, if you must know. Am I on trial?”

“You are. If you try to teleport out of this room, you'll get a nasty headache from the bounce back.”

“May I have legal counsel with someone familiar with your system?”

“Not necessary. We will serve you in that capacity as well.”

“You are both my prosecutor and defender?”

“We are quite capable of both.”

“Judge and jury too?”

“We are sufficient.”

For the next two and one-half sleep cycles Widhbo answered their questions and gave them the history of all his interactions with the inhabitants of this dimension. His captors were not entirely pleased.

“We will pass sentence later after further deliberation.”

“Oh, have mercy! I'll do everything in my power to set things right. I stuck by them as well as I could. I was caught off guard. I was even stuck temporarily in the primitive form of a leopard and in no position to stop this disaster. You can't imagine how awful it was to watch the crew and passengers being murdered and assimilated. I'm tortured by the memories still.”
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