
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Ocean of Dreams

        

        
        
          Universe, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Rilla Dilleen

        

        
          Published by TWIGEN Publishing, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      OCEAN OF DREAMS

    

    
      First edition. August 22, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 Rilla Dilleen.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8223788928

    

    
    
      Written by Rilla Dilleen.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Nova Base
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“You have Nova Base, go ahead,” Jejliard Castonea said into the mic. Tall and dark-haired, Jejliard was a handsome man with a well-muscled body. He looked much younger than his thirty-seven years wearing a casual shirt, slacks, and leather sandals. His view from the control tower looked out for miles across the southern Sora Sea. Built on a remote island on the planet of Beldora, Novaland’s Oceanic Research Complex (NORC) spread out from the tower, its modern steel and glass contrasting with the thatched roofs and simple cottages of the island.

“Dad, Tajlon here. I’d like to check something out before we come in.”

“Where are you? I expected you back an hour ago.”

“South of Agartoon,” Tajlon said, sending his coordinates.

“We’ve been over that area dozens of times mapping the faults. What have you found?”

“Nothing yet. Greyla’s picked up on something. We’ll have to go down and get a closer look. It’s in the rift.”

“Send in a nodda. The rift’s narrow and too dangerous for the sub.”

“I won’t go in far, but I’ll have to drop down a few feet to stay in touch with the nodda. Tajlon out.”

“Stay in the sub, son.” No answer. He realized Tajlon had signed off before hearing his last words.

Jejliard returned to working on the next day’s presentation for the scientific conference in session this week. He had worked most of his adult life to build Novaland into a world-renowned scientific community and had seen the planet of Beldora go from the steam age to motorized vehicles in only a decade. Thanks to the research originating from Novaland, Beldora was entering a modern age of electricity, computerization, and advanced communications systems. Jejliard had been the primary instigator. His tireless efforts had paid off and his dream was finally a reality.

An envelope caught his attention as it fell down the mail chute to his inbox. It was a sealed letter marked confidential from the Beldorian Trade Partnership, Security Division. The letter came by special delivery as the regular mail wouldn’t arrive for a few more days. This couldn’t be good news. The Security Division mainly concerned itself with trade disputes, currency exchange rates, and piracy. Anything urgent would have to do with something larger, such as a breach in a treaty agreement or an outbreak of violence between members of the partnership.

Before he could open the letter, the communication console buzzed and demanded his attention again. This time it was an internal message on an intercom system running throughout the complex.

He recognized his mother-in-law’s voice coming through the speaker. “Jejliard? Are you there?”

“I’m here. What’s up, Mara?”

“Didn’t Tajlon call you? I told him to ask you.”

“Oh, the rift. Yes, he called just now.”

“You let him go?”

“Hal is with them.”

“And that’s supposed to make me feel better... how?” Mara asked.

“Hal knows what he’s doing.”

“Going into the rift this time of day isn’t safe. It’s not long before sundown.”

“They think it’s worth a look. Greyla had an empathic vibe of some sort,” Jejliard explained.

Greyla was Captain De’Marc’s granddaughter. She was only a young girl when they joined Jejliard in the early days and made Novaland their home. Greyla was now thirty years old, an avid marine biologist, and the only empath he had ever met.

Mara continued. “You know Hal would go along with anything Greyla wants.”

“I doubt they find anything. They’ll eventually give it up and come in.”

“I can’t help but worry about my grandson, Jejliard,” Mara insisted.

“I told him to send in a nodda. Tajlon will be in the sub. He’ll be fine.”

“I’m holding you to that.”

“If I don’t hear from him within the next hour, I’ll take the Luca Luna out to check on them.” Jejliard toyed with the letter in his hand, turning it over and folding it.

“I’m at the docks. Your yacht is still in the dry dock and will need to refuel. I’ll check to see if there’s any craft in port that might be available this evening.”

“The captain is taking out his boat, the Casgora Wind. He’s showing some new guests around, some astronomers he met. I believe they were planning a little pleasure cruise to do some stargazing,” Jejliard said.

“I’ll ask them to wait a while before casting off,” Mara said. 

“Give Captain De’Marc these coordinates just in case.” He forwarded Tajlon’s location to Mara.

“Thanks. I’ve got them,” Mara said.

Jejliard turned his attention back to the letter. It was on formal letterhead, neatly typed, and signed by the head of the Beldorian Security Division. Technically, a civilian force it contracted with military units from the Council of Nations which originally formed the trade partnership. It rarely needed to call upon these resources, but could mobilize all the firepower necessary in an emergency.

‘Director Castonea: Sources have informed us of certain covert activities in Theopia. We suspect there has been a serious breach in security which may impact your plans to showcase the Aeronautics Test Program at the conference and the private demonstration planned next week for the Nuclear Technologies and Design System. We will arrive tomorrow to advise you of specific details in advance of the conference. Regards, General Robert Colberton.’

Jejliard was on friendly terms with the Council of Nations and their Beldorian Trade Partnership, but not a formal member. Novaland, being little more than a primitive settlement in the Sora Islands at the time of the Agartoon Wars, was not directly involved. Jejliard had made the acquaintance of General Colberton during the treaty negotiations which were hosted on Novaland at the end of the war.

To the west of Novaland was Theopia, a gargantuan continent composed of nation-states varying in their level of modernization. It yielded many resources but had posed no real danger to the more advanced Eastern continents Serra Luma and Trabest, both of whom took part in active trade with Theopia before the conflict. 

In an unexpected turn of events, Theopia advanced rapidly in military prowess and munitions. They became aggressive, attacking vessels on the trade routes, and claiming retribution for imagined trade violations. The war which followed was brutal. 

Being near Agartoon and the Theopian continent, Novaland sought to remain neutral throughout the war. Before founding Novaland, Jejliard and his followers were originally from Serra Luma. All had lost many relatives in the war and Novaland’s loyalties resided with the eastern continents. 

The war ended over ten years ago, yet trade never returned to normal. With much diplomacy and a little sharing of Novaland technology, they had convinced the Theopian trading port of Agartoon to reopen, but piracy still plagued the Sora Seas.

A security breach was unexpected. Nothing of this magnitude had ever happened before and Jejliard wanted everyone back in port until he found out what was going on. Theopia had surprised the world of Beldora once. He could not risk that happening again.

He sent out a sonar pulse remotely from the Agartoon tracking station. He pinged the sub twice before the screen went blank. Tajlon was already heading into the rift and he could not contact the sub once it descended into the depths. 

Jejliard questioned the wisdom of letting his seventeen-year-old son pilot their prototype nuclear sub, Solar Wave. Of course, it was hard to deny him the privilege since Tajlon had helped design the craft. He also knew his son was the best pilot in the fleet, if not the most manageable. He tried to reassure himself with the thought that Halston, his lifelong friend and chief naval engineer, was on the sub with them. But Hal did not have the reputation of being overly cautious.

***
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SOLAR WAVE GLIDED DEEPER through the azure waters. Tajlon looked far too young to be piloting such a vessel. His lean body had yet to catch up with his height. Dark curly hair fell to his shoulders and set off a handsome face. He had refined features but not delicate His tanned skin was a shade lighter than most of the other islanders, marking him as mixed blood. His father, Jejliard, was an off-lander from the continents who had married a chieftain’s daughter.

“Why do you believe me, Tajlon?” Greyla asked. “Nobody else does.”

“Hey, not true.” Hal protested and tried to look hurt. “I believe you.” His unruly sandy hair and freckled face gave his pout a boyish quality despite his thirty-eight years.

“You wouldn’t just make things up, Greyla,” Tajlon said. “And you always believed me.”

“What’s not to believe?” Hal asked. “Tajlon talks to his leopard and Greyla talks to...”

“I just feel these things, Hal,” Greyla said. “I wish I could talk to all intelligent beings.”

“Does that include, Hal?” Tajlon asked.

“Hey, buddy. I’m intelligent and sensitive.”

“Don’t confuse our empath, Hal.”

The Solar Wave sank silently into the rift. Tajlon stopped about a hundred feet below the brink of a steep ridge.

“What are you getting now?” he asked.

“There’s something down here.” At twenty-seven, Greyla was Novaland’s top marine biologist and their only empath. She pulled back her thick brown hair into a ponytail and pulled one of Hal’s shirts over her swimsuit. She closed her eyes and tried to concentrate on her empathic feelings.

“If we find anything, you can finally prove to everyone there’s something to this,” Hal said.

“I don’t need to prove anything, Hal.” Greyla kept her eyes closed and took a deep breath.

Hal pulled a drink from a cooler and tossed a piece of ice toward a sleek black leopard lying stretched out on the floor. Nova thrust out a lazy paw and batted the ice back to Hal.

Tajlon said, “He wants what you’re having.”

“Not in my job description, but okay.” Hal grabbed another beer, poured it into a bowl, and placed it in front of Nova who gave him a smug look as he lapped it with his long rough tongue making loud slurping noises.

“Be quiet guys and let me focus.”

Nova stopped drinking, cocked his head to one side, and let his tongue loll halfway out of his mouth causing Hal to laugh aloud. Tajlon gave them a disapproving look and held up an index finger to his lips. Hal raised his eyebrows and shook his head, disbelief on his face.

“I lost it,” Greyla said. She took a deep breath and scowled at Hal.

“Too bad. I was hoping to be amazed.”

“Let’s just sit here a while. Maybe you’ll pick it back up.” Tajlon set the controls and moved to a seat next to Greyla. “Just ignore Hal. I’m convinced you had something.”

“I’ve got a better idea. Let’s go down with the nodda like Jejliard suggested and see what we can find.” Hal winked at Greyla. “Just you and me, sweetie.”

“Hal, please,” Tajlon said. “You’re throwing her off.”

“Flirting does that to a woman.”

“Fine. Let’s go.” Greyla got up and pulled on a pair of shorts.

Hal flashed a big grin at Tajlon and grabbed his gear bag. “Who knows? We may be engaged by the time we get back.”

Hal followed Greyla below the main deck to the nodda craft. They had equipped the vessel for short-range exploration. It was battery-powered with conical domed ends and designed to withstand extreme pressure. Hal sealed the door hatch and inspected the portholes before he pressurized the cabin. Greyla checked the remote camera and navigation lights.

“How deep is your empathic reading?” Hal asked. He had difficulty keeping a straight face, the corners of his mouth giving him away.

“Just take it slow, okay? I don’t have a depth gauge in my head.”

“Slow it is.” Hal launched the craft from the docking bay and pointed its nose downward into the deep rift of the ocean floor. They had sent probes to map the area previously and found it was nearly three miles to the bottom. The nodda hadn’t been tested for that depth.

“I know you don’t like deep dives. If you get scared, I’m here for you,” Hal said.

“Scared, that’s it!” Greyla paced the length of the small craft. “I’m feeling fear.”

Hal turned toward Greyla and stretched his arms out to hug her. “Like I said, I’m here for you.”

“Not me, it's what I picked up on. Fear. Something down there is afraid.”

“If I was sitting at the bottom of this hole, I’d be scared too.”

“Take us down farther.”

Hal guided the nodda deeper and stopped after a hundred feet,

“My impression is getting stronger. Keep going. ”

“We’re getting close to that outcrop of rock.” Hal went down another few feet, then slowed their descent and leveled out. The lights from the nodda seemed to illuminate a dark shape covered in silt.

“What’s that?” Greyla asked. “Thirty yards on the port side, ten o’clock.”

“Not sure. I think I see something though.” Hal turned the main searchlight toward the blurry shape.

“I can feel it again, even stronger. See if you can dust off the ledge with the prop.”

Hal moved closer, then turned the craft 180 degrees to direct the back of the nodda toward the ledge. The prop churned up the fine silt, blurring the surrounding visibility.

“Great idea. Now we can’t see anything.”

“Give it a minute to settle.”

Hal turned the nodda back around to face the location in question, humming a tune to pass the time.

“I think I see something reflecting the light,” Greyla said. “This is weird. I’m feeling a strong presence over there.”

“Yeah, it’s weird. We’re sitting down here trying to communicate with a rock when we could be home lying in a hammock on the beach.” Hal peered through the front porthole. “Well, this is getting more interesting. That looks like an opening in a ship’s hull. I just saw a shadow pass across it. Maybe it liked my humming, huh?”

“Sea life might respond to music.”

“You sing to it. I’m suiting up.”

“Hal, don’t go out there.”

“Oh, the things a man will do for love...”

“Hal, wait. There is something alive on that old wreck, I feel it.”

“Could be a squid or such. I’ll take a spear gun.”

“Hal don’t.”

“I won’t shoot anything if I don’t have to.”

“No, I mean don’t go out there. This could be dangerous.”

“It’s not my first shipwreck.”

“This isn’t an ordinary wreck,” Greyla protested.

“Seriously? I’m just going to poke around a little. I want to try out this new atmospheric suit of Jejliard’s. It’s rated for 2000 feet.”

“I’m letting Tajlon know you’re going outside.”

“I’m a big boy. I can take care of myself,” Hal said and wriggled into the dive suit.

“Buddy system, Hal. You’re breaking your own rule.”

“I make ‘em, I break ’em. I’ll see if there’s something we can hook on to and pull her up. Be right back.”

Hal locked his helmet into place and exited through an airlock on the side of the nodda.

Greyla hailed Tajlon on the radio.

“Solar Wave, come in, please.”

“I’ve been listening,” Tajlon replied,

“Hal just went outside the nodda. It looks like we’ve found an old shipwreck. He wants to pull it up. Is your sub equipped to do that?”

“Yeah, it can. I’ll get a cable ready now.”

“Send up a buoy so Jejliard can locate us from the surface.”

“Why? He’s still at the base.”

“I noticed a ping from Agartoon right after you spoke with him. If I know Jejliard, he’s been on his way here the second he lost you on the sonar. He keeps a closer eye on you than you know, Tajlon.”

“On his prize sub more likely.”

“No, on you, dear boy.”

“His experimental boy with the computer chip in his brain?” Tajlon quipped.

“Like father, like son. In his defense, Jejliard experimented on himself first. After your leopard, Nova.”

“I’m not complaining. I love designing nuclear power cells and submarines.”

“You handle it pretty well. Nova gets a little full of himself at times.”

“He can hear you, Greyla.”

“Good.”

***
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JEJLIARD JOGGED DOWN to the docks and was relieved to see the sloop was still in port. Captain Dane De’Marc stood on deck speaking with a gentleman in a light-colored suit beside a slender woman dressed in a pale sundress topped by a thin shawl. De’Marc wore his usual dark blue uniform but in a tropical-weight wool. A brightly colored bird was a familiar fixture on his shoulder. The bird rarely left the captain’s side. Islanders believed the bird harbored the spirit of an old island chieftain. Jejliard well remembered his first meeting with the minacaw known as Koutou. It had guided them out of a stormy sea to the safety of Agartoon harbor when they first ventured to explore the Sora Seas some twenty years ago.

“De’Marc. Thanks for waiting,” Jejliard called out. The captain waved in response.

“Find Tajlon,” Koutou called back.

“Yes, we’re going to find Tajlon,” Jejliard replied.

“What’s that boy up to now?” De’Marc asked.

“Something caught Greyla’s attention. They’ve gone down in the rift to investigate.”

“We should be able to get there in less than thirty minutes if I run her wide open.”

“It’ll be dark by then. Let’s go.” Jejliard hopped on board and took the rope loose from the forward cleat. De’Marc tossed the other rope clear and soon they were heading out to sea.

“Permit me to introduce my guests, William Raemolle, and his charming wife, Danlea. They are interested in building an observatory on Novaland and wish to revise the celestial map using a new deep space telescope system they’ve been working on.”

“Delighted to meet you both,” Jejliard said shaking Raemolle’s hand and nodding to Danlea. “It isn’t often I meet with astronomers. There’s a lot of cloud cover around these islands, not ideal for viewing the heavens.”

“But we can see a different area of the night sky.” A joyful smile spread across Danlea’s face. “We’re thrilled to be here at last.”

“Yes, our university has always been more interested in innovative technology than examining the stars,” Raemolle said. “It took forever to get our financing to go through.”

“We should not limit ourselves to Beldora in pursuing knowledge.” Jejliard in a naturally gallant move stepped between Danlea and a splash of seawater coming over the bow.

“Let’s move inside to avoid the spray,” De’Marc said leading everyone inside the cabin.

“You should know that I sponsor grants for unusual projects such as yours. I have a keen interest in mapping the heavens as well,” Jejliard said.

“Splendid,” Raemolle said. “There’s much to discuss. I’ve brought detailed plans for the proposed observatory. We hoped you might care to have a look at them and some of our work.” He took a blueprint and star map from his briefcase. “This chart shows some of our most current discoveries.”

“Yes, we have learned more about Beldora’s local star cluster,” Danlea said. “And assigned names for easy reference.”

Koutou hopped on the table in the chart room and keenly examined the plans laid before Jejliard.

“Hellsaxe. Hellsaxe,” Koutou squawked. He studied the maps hungrily, much to the Raemolles’ amazement. 

“How can he know the name we have just recently given to our star system?” Danlea asked directing a wide-eyed stare toward the bird. “You gentlemen are the first to see this map. We haven’t published our findings yet.” 

“I can read,” Koutou retorted.

Jejliard laughed. “Yes, you can.” He turned to their new guests. “Don’t be alarmed. Minacaws are known for their intelligence, which rivals our own. Koutou’s a wise old bird and a fast learner.”

“It’s a little unnerving,” she replied.

“Get used to it,” De’Marc said. “He’s full of surprises.”
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The Rift
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Hal swam over to the wreck and approached the shadowy shape illuminated by the nodda’s main search beam. He tried to find an outline of the hull and looked for a bow or prominence, but it was rounded and smooth except for the gaping hole in its side. He peered in using his helm light to probe the dark interior. It looked nothing like the inside of any ship he’d ever seen before. There was an inner deck with a barnacle-covered railing that circled the cabin. His light couldn’t penetrate far enough to make out any detail of the deep interior. Going in he followed the thick railing closest to the outer hull. It was welded to the hull at regular intervals and served as part of the structural support. He rapped on the metal and felt a shudder go through the wreck. It lurched to the side and slipped a little way down the rock ledge it was lying on.

“Greyla, do you read me?” 

“Affirmative. I saw it move.”

“Yeah, probably my air bubbles accumulating and causing some buoyancy. I think I can hook on to one of these internal support beams. Have you buzzed Tajlon?”

“Yes. He’s lowering a cable now.”

“Good. Tell him to hurry before this baby slips off the ledge.”

As if in response to his words, the wreck shifted again and stirred up more silt, obscuring Hal’s view.

“Hal, get out of there. It’s not worth the risk.”

“Is that concern I’m feeling?”

“You’re a special case, Hal. You know that?”

The Solar Wave hailed the nodda craft.

“Greyla, can you see the end of the cable yet?” Tajlon asked.

“I see its light, Tajlon.”

Greyla called back to Hal, “The cable is right above me. Can you see it?”

“Yeah, I’ve got it. Move back and give me some room.”

Greyla backed the nodda up.

Hal swam to the lighted cable and maneuvered it down inside the hull.

“I’ll find a solid place to hook on,” Hal said. The wreck lurched and slid another few feet. It knocked him into the railing and drug him with it before stopping dangerously close to the edge overlooking the deeper rift.

“Hal, abort and get out of there now!” Greyla shouted.

“I like that plan, but I’m caught on something.”

“I’ll suit up and come get you.”

“Not a good idea, Greyla.”

Greyla ignored him and rushed to the gear rack behind her, donned a suit, and pulled on a set of air tanks.

She hailed Tajlon before leaving. “Hal’s stuck, I’m going out to help him.”

“Secure the hook, Greyla. Don’t let the wreck fall with him in it. The rift’s too deep for his suit to hold against the pressure. I’m tuning into your helm frequency now.”

She swam over to Hal. His suit had caught, one arm pinned between the railing and a crushed beam.

“Nice day for a swim, huh?” Hal asked.

Greyla ignored his quip and moved past Hal to grab the cable. She secured the line before turning back to him.

“Okay, I set the hook,” she said for Tajlon’s benefit. “Hal, we should pull you up with the wreck. I’m afraid we might tear your suit getting it loose.”

“It’s a chance I’m willing to take. Pull.”

“There’s a safety lining that should seal itself,” Tajlon said. “Go ahead.”

Greyla braced a foot against the hull and dislodged Hal’s arm. A stream of compressed air jetted from his left sleeve but slowed to a fine trail of bubbles.

“We’re almost clear, Tajlon,” Greyla said.

The sunken craft lurched a final time which sent it over the ledge of rock into the rift below. It tumbled and spun around sharply as the hook and cable yanked tight, stopping their downward plunge. The motion sent both of them reeling toward the interior of the ship. Greyla clung to Hal’s arm, and he reached around her with the other to hold them together as they fell. The light from the nodda above and the cable disappeared in the inky darkness.

“Are you alright?” Tajlon asked through the radio in their helmets.

“We’re still together, but I can’t see the opening in the hull now,” Greyla answered. She had grabbed a protruding metal bar to halt their free fall.

Hal turned his head side to side, peering with his helm light. “It’s like a maze in here. Lots of twisted metal and corridors leading off in all directions. Just pull us up with the ship, buddy.”

“Will do. Hey, looks like Dad is here.”

“That’s a relief,” Greyla said as she surveyed the dark chamber surrounding them. She felt her fear along with the empathic one, but now it had mingled with something else. Intelligence. Curiosity.  

***
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DE’MARC BROUGHT HIS sloop near the buoy Tajlon had run up. There was no place to anchor in the deep water of the rift zone. Koutou was restless and flew in circles above them as De’Marc kept them from drifting away with a couple of small outboard engines.

Jejliard hailed Tajlon, on the sub below, “Give me a status report, son.”

“Hal and Greyla fell inside an old wreck and can’t find their way out. Fortunately, Greyla had set a tow line first. I plan to haul the thing up with them still inside.”

“We need to attach another safety line, son. Get a second cable ready. I’ll swim down to attach it.”

“I’m on it,” Tajlon responded.

“Sorry to interrupt your cruise,” Jejliard said as he prepared to get in the water.

“Not at all,” Danlea said. “This is far more exciting.”

“Yes, we’ve never seen a salvage operation before and the stars will still be there,” Raemolle agreed.

“You can still enjoy the view while we wait,” De’Marc said, showing them over to some comfortable deck seating.

Jejliard took an extra searchlight and loaded a couple of tools in his belt before getting in the water.

***
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HAL AND GREYLA CLUNG together for warmth which helped even though the suits were bulky.

Greyla adjusted their helm lights to keep from blinding one another when looking toward each other’s face shields. “Looks like we’re stuck here for a while.”

“You look beautiful at three hundred feet, Greyla.”

“Save it.”

“This may be my last chance to tell you. If this thing breaks free, we’re going to plunge to the bottom of the rift. We won’t survive.”

“Can’t we talk about something else?”

“Sorry, but I have life and death on my mind right now.”

“Let’s talk about life.”

Tajlon’s voice broke in. “I hate to interrupt, but Dad is coming down to attach a safety line.”

“Sweet. Now where was I? Oh yes. I love you Greyla...”

“This is a terrible time, Hal.”

“It’s the perfect time. I can say I was delusional—nitrogen narcosis.”

“Hal... shh.” Greyla placed a hand on her helm and shook her head slightly. “It’s here. Right here with us. I can feel it. All these emotions are rushing through my mind. Whatever’s down here is very much alive.”

Something pulled Greyla out of Hal’s grasp and forced them apart. It pushed Hal to one side and drug Greyla down a black lightless passage.

“What the hell just happened?” Hal braked against a railing and searched for any sign of Greyla.

“Greyla, come in.” His light found only dark passages of inky water. “Tajlon, I think the wreck must have shifted. I’ve lost physical and radio contact with Greyla.”

“Greyla? Can you hear us?” Tajlon called out over the helm radio.

Her helm light could barely pierce the darkness. It was like staring into the mouth of infinity. An invisible force carried deeper into the bowels of the wreck at a dizzying speed her. Her mind filled with confusion.

“I... I can barely...” Her mind struggled to form lucid thoughts.

“Answer me,” Tajlon persisted. “Say anything at all.”

“I’m falling...” Her head was dizzy, and her mind was spinning out of control, but with great effort, she collected her thoughts. “I feel like I’m falling.”

“Describe what you see, Greyla,” Hal called back to her.

“Faces. Nothing makes sense. It’s as though I’ve been here before. Or maybe I’m dreaming all of this...” Her voice faded out.

Greyla lost her bearings in a blur of faces and memories. The last face she recognized before losing consciousness was that of her grandfather, Captain De’Marc, but he appeared as a much younger man.

Hal and Tajlon tried repeatedly to get back in communication with her to no avail.

“Dad, we’ve lost contact with Greyla. I’m patching you into their radios.”

“Hal?” Jejliard called out.

“I’m here. Greyla isn’t responding. She’s fallen farther down into the wreck.”

“As soon as I attach this safety line, I’ll join you and search for Greyla.”

“Be careful, Dad.”

“Return the nodda to the sub with the autopilot, Tajlon. I’m riding up with the wreck. Notify De’Marc and he can let Mara know what’s going on. Have medical support on standby.”

Jejliard watched as Tajlon tightened the safety line and pulled it tight against the wreck. He climbed into the gaping hole and attached another guideline to a support beam.

“Going in now. Give me a couple of minutes to reach Hal.”

Jejliard groped his way through the darkness, securing his guideline occasionally.

“Over here,” Hal said. “I can see your light.”

“Which way did she go when you separated?”

“Not sure. It happened fast. Felt like something pulled her right out of my arms.”

Jejliard called out again. “Greyla?” No answer. “Okay, Tajlon. Bring us up slow and easy. Get the decompression chamber ready.” 

“Done,” Tajlon replied. “I left the nodda down to record this and give me a visual during ascent. I’ll bring it in later, but I want to catch this. Here goes.”

As the wreck moved up and past the ledge, years of silt and debris flaked off from the hull. It was larger than expected and he was glad his dad had attached the safety line. Tajlon’s view was blurry, but the shape of the craft soon became obvious. He let out a low whistle when the water grew clear enough to see the outline of the craft.

“We’ve got a new species here, Dad.”

“What do you mean?”

“This is no ordinary ship. I can see the outline now. It’s perfectly round except for the hole in one side.”

“What do you make of it, Hal?” Jejliard asked.

“I have to agree with Tajlon. It doesn’t look like any vessel I’ve ever seen before.”

“I’ll send a picture to Captain De’Marc,” Tajlon said.

Tajlon maneuvered the nodda by the remote pilot control and hailed the Captain.

“See if you can identify this craft. I’m lighting it up with the nodda searchlight.”

De’Marc studied the fuzzy image along with his guests waiting with him on the sloop.

“Can’t tell. It has to be some sort of ship, maybe an experimental design,” De’Marc said.

“Yeah, but we’re the only facility on Beldora capable of making something like this and you know it.”

“What does that mean?” Raemolle asked.

A cool surface breeze punctuated De’Marc’s reply. “It’s not from here.”

Danlea gasped. “What?” 

“He means, it’s not from Beldora,” Koutou said with a screech of delight, flapping his wings and dancing about on the table. “It’s a spaceship!”
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The Wayless Sea

[image: ]




Floating above the rift, De’Marc waited in the chart room for news from Jejliard regarding his granddaughter, Greyla. Clouds had blown in, partially obscuring their view of the heavens. The breeze had picked up and Danlea retreated from the deck to join him inside.

“I do hope Greyla is alright.”

“Greyla follows her every impulse, but she’s a smart woman and can take care of herself,” De’Marc said. “And Hal is quite resourceful, not to mention he is madly in love with my granddaughter. He won’t leave the wreck without her.”

He went over to the galley and opened a cupboard. “May I offer you some refreshments?”

“Oh, don’t go to any trouble, Captain. I’m fine,” Danlea answered.

Koutou flew to a perch in the chart room. “How about some hot tea and biscuits?”

Danlea laughed. “Someone has an appetite.”

“I have a name, I’m Koutou.”

“Sorry, Koutou. I’m not used to a talking parrot.”

“I’m not a parrot, I’m a minacaw.”

“Well, you look like an unusually pretty parrot.”

“You look a lot like a monkey.”

“Koutou!” De’Marc exclaimed.

“A very pretty monkey,” Koutou screeched and let out a chuckle. “Teasing.”

“Well, I’m sorry to offend you, Koutou. It’s not my fault I don’t know the difference.”

“It’s not my fault your education is lacking.”

De’Marc put on a kettle of water to heat and settled into a chair to monitor the underwater operation with his radio. He could monitor the sub’s communications on his shortwave system.

Koutou perched close to Danlea and asked, “What did you bring?”

“What?” she asked.

“Your bag. What’s inside?”

“Well, there are some more star maps and a few journals.”

“Let me see them.”

“It’s alright, he won’t hurt anything,” De’Marc assured her.

She opened her satchel and placed the contents on the table. Koutou began leafing through them with surprising efficiency.

“You’re reading all of them?” she asked.

“I am if you will be so kind as to leave me to it,” Koutou said and turned his back to her.

“What an absolutely rude bird!”

“Please forgive him, but he has a voracious appetite for information. You can’t pull him off it,” De’Marc said.

“Oh, I wouldn’t dream of it. I’d just like to administer an exam when he’s finished to check his level of comprehension.”

Koutou looked at her. “I’ll take your exam if you’ll take mine.”

The radio interrupted their banter. It cracked and popped as it picked up a transmission from the Solar Wave. 

“I’ve brought the nodda in and almost have the wreck reeled up to the sub,” Tajlon said. “How’s it coming down there, Dad?”

“We need to stop off at the sub’s level to avoid decompression problems,” Jejliard replied. “Hal and I will find Greyla. She’s in this wreck somewhere.”

“Let me know if there’s anything I can do topside,” De’Marc replied.

“I’ll keep you updated. They will need to spend some time in the decompression chamber on the sub.” Jejliard said. “As soon as I get them inside, Tajlon can surface.” 

De’Marc moved his boat away from the buoy.

“Where are we going?” Raemolle asked, joining them in the cabin.

“Nowhere. I’m getting clear of the area for when the sub surfaces. I’m hoping that’s soon.”

“I’m sorry. You must be worried sick over your granddaughter,” Danlea said.

“I trust Jejliard will find her and get everyone out safe. They’ll be fine.”

Koutou had fallen strangely silent and flew out of the cabin making tight circles over the boat.

“Where did you ever find such a bird, Captain?” Danlea asked.

“He found us when Jejliard and I were first exploring these waters. A bad storm threw us off course. If it hadn’t been for Koutou, we would have been in a lot of trouble. He guided us out of the Wayless Sea to the Agartoon harbor.”

“The Wayless Sea?”

“Yes, it’s the name given by the old sailors to an area of the North Sora Sea. We try to go around it. Compasses and navigation instruments don’t work out there. They get thrown off by some electromagnetic disturbances. Probably some anomaly of the planet’s crust, but we have not investigated it for obvious reasons.”

“But you could use the stars to guide you,” Raemolle suggested.

“We could, except there are an unusual number of storms and cloud cover that stay over that area. It’s rather dangerous.”

“Yet Koutou could find his way. How?” Danlea asked.

“Hard to say. Some sort of bird sense I guess.” De’Marc laid out a selection of nuts, fruit, and cheese on the table along with the biscuits.

“He must have been with you a long while. How old is he?”

De’Marc finished pouring the tea into cups and laughed. “That’s a sensitive subject with Koutou. He’s pretty old, but minacaws are long-lived. Locals believe Koutou contains the spirit of an old chieftain, Tajlon’s great-grandfather, Gistuwbe. The chief’s voice can even speak through Koutou. Legend also says Gistuwbe can call upon an ancient spirit known as the Widhbo, which appears as a giant white bird to help the islanders in times of dire need.”

“How fascinating,” Danlea said.

Koutou flew in the door.

“Ancient legends usually are,” Koutou remarked and scooped up a few beaks of tea before helping himself to the food.

“I should mention minacaws have extremely good hearing as well,” De’Marc added.

“Well, do you?” Danlea asked as she watched Koutou gobble up a couple of nuts before tearing into the cheese.

“Do I what?”

“Have the spirit of the old chief inside you?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. He’s dead. It’s a native belief and I simply humor them.” Koutou swallowed his food and then spoke in the voice of the Gistuwbe. “Believe me when I say minacaws are great imitators.”

“So, you can’t call up this Widhbo creature either?” Danlea asked.

“That is an entirely different matter,” Koutou said. “It appears when needed.”

“How does the Widhbo know when the islanders need him?” De’Marc asked. “Do they conjure it through wizardry? Or magic?”

“Please, Captain.” Koutou made a guttural noise and scoffed. “Just when I thought you humans were getting past the tribal stage of superstition.”

“But you’ve seen the Widhbo?” De’Marc persisted.

“I have. So privileged to have seen a living legend,” Koutou said prancing about the table in a display of pride. His plumage flared out to display all its bright colors. “Tell Tajlon I can feel it in my feathers. The Widhbo will come to help him. It would never stand by and let an alien snatch Greyla.”

“You know more about this than you’re telling us, don’t you?” De’Marc asked. “What alien?”

“You’re not ready to hear all that I know, Captain,” Koutou said. “Oh, this is an exciting adventure. What a day! What a day!”

“These are nothing more than confabulations of this rather garrulous bird, De’Marc,” Raemolle said. “Surely you don’t believe a word of it?” He turned and exited the cabin without waiting for an answer.

Koutou ate one of the sweet biscuits and scooped up a few more beaks of tea then hopped up to his birdhouse mounted high in one corner of the cabin. It was built in the shape of a miniature sloop with the name ‘T Biscuit’ painted on the side.

Danlea watched him and smiled while Koutou perched on the bowsprit and preened his feathers in his nightly ritual.

The radio had fallen silent. De’Marc and his guest finished their snacks without further conversation as they waited for news from the sub.

Koutou interrupted the quiet and somber atmosphere “I simply hate waiting. I’m going to sleep.” He moved inside the small cabin of his sloop and pulled the door shut behind him. His head appeared at the tiny porthole. He closed a little curtain to darken his sanctuary.

“Goodnight pretty bird,” Danlea called up to him.

“Goodnight monkey.”

***
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FLOATING ABOVE THE rift, De’Marc smoked his pipe while he waited for news from Jejliard. Clouds had gathered earlier, obscuring their view of the heavens. The night had turned cool and Danlea remained inside the cabin while her husband strolled up and down the deck hoping to catch a glimpse of an unfamiliar constellation.

De’Marc joined him on the deck and peered across the dark water. Waves, kicked up by the wind, lapped softly against the hull. 

“At least the clouds are moving out a little,” Raemolle remarked. “Maybe I can see a few stars tonight after all.”

Before De’Marc could respond, the lights on the sloop flickered and went out.

“What happened?”

“Not sure. A short, maybe,” De’Marc replied. “I’ll check the generator.” He found a handheld light and went below deck.

Danlea left the dark cabin and joined her husband.

“You should stay inside, dear,” Raemolle said. “The wind is picking up and you’ll get a chill.”

“I feel safer on deck than alone in that dark cabin right now. This is all so weird. I have to wonder what might go wrong next.”

“The captain will have the lights back on shortly,” Raemolle said. “At least let me get a blanket for you.” He went back inside the cabin.

A bright cloud of light was forming above the sloop. It grew brighter and coalesced into a glowing object which came hurtling down toward the water.

Danlea called to the others. “You both need to come out and see this. Hurry!”

De’Marc emerged just in time to watch with her. As it grew closer, they could see the outline of a giant white bird that dove straight into the water and down toward the rift below. The glow faded as it pierced the depths.

A moment too late, Raemolle appeared with a blanket over his arm. “What happened?”

“The Widhbo!” Danlea exclaimed. “It just dove straight into the water.”

“Really, Danlea? The Widhbo?” Raemolle asked. “It’s been a stressful evening and you’re worn out. Come back inside and sit down.”

“I know what I saw, William.”

“Do you? And what did you see, Captain?”

“I know what it appeared to be,” De’Marc said. “I have to agree with your wife.”

“Probably just a shooting star,” Raemolle said in objection. “Your minds are playing tricks on you. It was an illusion.”

The lights blinked twice and came back on.

De’Marc shook his head “That was peculiar. Everything checked out fine.”

Back in the cabin, De’Marc hailed the sub. “Tajlon, how is it going?”

“No sign of Greyla yet. They are still looking for her.”

“Help is on the way,” De’Marc said.

“What do you mean?”

“We just saw what looked like a great white bird dive toward the rift. If the legends are true, the Widhbo has risen.”
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Prisoners
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Greyla half-awakened from slumber, suspended in time and space, aware of a gentle floating sensation. A parade of emotions passed through her consciousness, but she couldn’t tell if they were her own or not. Currents of memories and thoughts carried her mind along in no particular order.

She asked a question of herself, “Where am I?” The answer came as a voice in her head.

“You’re in my ship. I have you now.”

It jarred her fully awake. “Who are you?”

“I doubt you’d understand. It would only frighten you. Leave the understanding to me.”

“No. I won’t accept that. Tell me who you are.”

The sound of disembodied laughter filled her mind.

“Are you trying to frighten me?”

“Oh, you already are frightened,” the voice said. “I know all about you. I’ve examined you thoroughly.”

Greyla, with some effort, remembered the recent events while exploring the wreck.

“You took me! You grabbed me and pulled me down into the wreck.”

“So, I did. More fun than I imagined I’d ever have again. I’ve been wasting away on this broken piece of junk too long.”

“I don’t remember having any fun.”

“You were unconscious while I was probing your mind. Most amusing. It’s been quite a fun game, hiding from your lover.”

“He’s not my lover.”

“He acts otherwise. Amazing how different one’s point of view can be from another’s. But no. I see you’re in love with someone else.”

Greyla didn’t appreciate the intrusion of her privacy and gained control of the conversation. “Tell me what you were so afraid of when I found you.”

“Nothing more than the fear of being lost here for an eternity. Endless loneliness. Every time a vessel passed by, I wept. I’m right here below the surface, but invisible to your kind. I must admit it surprised me to find a mental connection to a member of your species. Such luck. Finding an empath in this primitive world? I’d given up hope.”

“How long have you been stranded here?”

“How long? That’s a temporal question and I don’t share your frame of reference. Let’s just say I’ve counted enough fish to feed you and your friends for a mortal lifetime. Counting fish, counting, counting, sorting, and cataloging fish and sea creatures. I must be completely mad by now.”

“If you think you are, you probably aren’t.”

“No. I see it differently. From my point of view, I must be. I’ve pondered my stupidity for coming here. I must have been half mad to begin with. Why would I leave a perfectly good life to risk an adventure such as this? Despair has driven me beyond the point of all return. I shall never be sane again if indeed I ever was.”

“What’s your name?”

“Gengor.”

“What are you? How did you get here and where are you from?”

“Ah, better questions, but it’s your turn to answer one. Where are they taking us?”

An approaching light down the corridor behind them cut their conversation short.

She attempted to cry out but found her voice stifled.

“Greyla!” Jejliard’s voice came through like a distant echo on the silent ship letting Greyla know her helm radio must be working. Still, she couldn’t answer aloud.

“Jejliard, can you see her?” Hal asked.

Gengor took hold of Greyla and raced down the corridor with her. Caught by a pair of invisible arms, she tried to break free, but they plunged into darkness again.

“That’s who you want. You’re in love with the one called Jejliard,” Gengor said. 

“Let go of me, you bastard!” She tried to grab hold of a railing, but the alien invaded her mind again. 

There was a flash of red light and Gengor howled with pain before he melded into the ship, pulling Greyla with him. Her consciousness faded back into nothingness.

***

[image: ]


THE RADIO CRACKED AND popped with a communication from the Solar Wave coming through.

“I’ve brought the nodda in and have the wreck pulled up to the sub,” Tajlon said. “I’m moving north of the rift.”

“Good. I don’t want to hang over this chasm any longer than we must,” Jejliard replied.

“How’re you coming along down there, Dad?”

“Hal and I spotted Greyla, the creature seized her again. I tried to get hold of it, but it got away. Hal stabbed it with a flare and then we lost it again. The thing must be living in this wreck.”

“Before Greyla disappeared again, we heard her yell out for something to let her go,” Hal added.

“I thought I heard her voice, but the static was so bad I couldn’t make it out. Are you saying this thing abducted her?” Tajlon asked.

“Well, she wasn’t cursing at me for a change,” Hal remarked. “But, no ransom note. An octopus, maybe?”

***
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KOUTOU HAD OVERHEARD Greyla’s voice on the radio. His sense of hearing was superior to the humans and the words ‘let go of me you bastard’ were clear to him. Jejliard and Hal had fought with a creature that could materialize and dissipate at will. That could only mean one thing. Gengor had learned how to control the ship’s dimensional interface and had taken possession of Greyla. He had melded her into the ship with him and trapped her there. That would explain her disappearance and why the guys couldn’t locate Greyla earlier. It also meant the ship’s power core had remained intact. 

If Gengor was alive, the ship was still supplying energy. The spaceship had fallen so deep in the rift that it would have been suicide for him to attempt such a deep dive before now. It would take too much of his energy. If unable to replenish his energy aboard the sunken vessel, he would perish.

Widhbo left a behavior command in the minacaw, Koutou, to stay asleep on his perch inside the T. Biscuit. When Widhbo separated his energy essence from the bird host, he could only survive for a short while outside a living body. It took a large amount of energy to sustain an independent physical form in this dimension and it would soon deplete him to the point of disintegration. He had gained experience over time and could assume the likeness of any creature. 

He preferred the shape of the great white bird he had first encountered on Beldora. The form he took was arbitrary, but he had to choose something and saw no reason to make his task more difficult by changing up the program. It was this mythical bird who was familiar to the islanders through oral tradition. Few had ever seen him, but consistency seemed the best policy. It reinforced the legend and lore. No matter how bizarre the circumstances were, they would accept anything he might do as their Widhbo.

After teleporting to a point in the sky high above the sloop, Widhbo transformed into the white bird and soared across the night sky. He focused on the lights from the sub below and dove into the twilight sea. He knew the wreck, his precious ship, lay next to the sub. A thrill of recognition went through him when he first saw his spaceship again. 

The jagged hole in the hull was painful to look at, but it afforded the quick entry he needed. Most importantly, the crash had not damaged the power core. It had kept Gengor alive for over one hundred years, trapped in the rift. It was Gengor who had lured Greyla to the vessel with his emotional angst. Widhbo was counting on the ship to recharge the vital force he was losing every moment he sustained an independent three-dimensional energy form.

Once inside, Widhbo sensed Gengor’s presence immediately. It pervaded the ship. He analyzed all the life signatures recorded in the hull and found the ship had absorbed Greyla. Heading toward Gengor’s location, he ran straight into Jejliard and Hal in the main passageway off the center flight deck. There was no time to answer questions. He decided now was a good time to meld into the wall himself. 

The ship immediately recognized its primary programmer and Widhbo welcomed the warm surge of power as it shared energy with his being from the ship’s energy core. He wished he could linger there and simply enjoy his new vigor but soon found Gengor manifested in the wall where he had retreated from the search party. Gengor had rendered Greyla unconscious and was holding her captive in the wall.

“Gengor! This is how you welcome my friends? Release Greyla this instant.”

“Widhbo? I can’t believe it’s you. It’s been so long. Why didn’t you come for me?”

“Because you crashed my beautiful ship into an ocean rift. Idiot! I had to wait for this planet to evolve and develop the required technology to dredge you up.”

“What will you do with me? I’m sorry, Widhbo. I didn’t think about how much trouble I must have caused,” Gengor implored. “I just wanted to get away from that boring life on Corrudi. Please forgive me. I’ll do anything to make it up to you.”

“Shut up and release Greyla. I’ll have no mercy on you until I know she’s alright.”

Gengor reluctantly obeyed, and the ship expelled her back into the passageway. Greyla appeared before Hal and Jejliard in a dazed condition but restored to her body. They rushed forward to catch her floating form and Jejliard secured her with a lanyard to his belt.

“There. They can have her back. I was just playing a game,” Gengor pouted.

“Don’t pull something like this again, Gengor.”

“I won’t. I promise.”

“I must go. I will deal with you later.”

“No, Widhbo. Take me with you. Don’t leave me here!”

“You can’t leave this ship. You are not highly evolved enough to sustain your form should you dare to step off the ship’s power grid. Surely even your foggy brain has figured that out by now.”

“Why are you leaving?”

“I have important business to attend to. You are my prisoner and have been from the moment you stepped foot on my ship. I’ll deal with you at my leisure.”

“Help me, Widhbo. Don’t leave me here to die.”

“You can’t die as long as the ship’s power core lasts. That’s a very long time, Gengor. A long, long time. That will be your punishment. To stay on this ship until its power is depleted.”

“I don’t want to.”

“That’s why it’s called punishment.”

“Widhbo, please...”

“Enough. I’ll check on you from time to time. Maybe even help you make some games to pass the time if you act properly.”

“I don’t know how to act properly.”

“For starters control your emotions and don’t contact the empath again. Goodbye, Gengor.”

Widhbo left the safety of the ship’s interdimensional matrix, re-materialized into the white bird, and swam toward the humans. He realized how mysterious all of this must seem to Hal and Jejliard. He gave them a silent nod of his head before swimming past them and to the surface. Flush with energy, Widhbo circled above the Casgora Wind. He flew high into the night sky until he was out of human sight.

***
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“DID YOU SEE THAT?” Hal asked from within the wreck. “It looked like a giant white bird. Is that the Widhbo Tajlon was talking about?”

“Whatever it was, Greyla has returned to us,” Jejliard said to Hal before sharing the good news. “De’Marc, we have Greyla,! We are bringing her back to the sub.”

Danlea and Raemolle had remained outside while De’Marc monitored the ship’s radio. “They’ve found her!” De’Marc shouted.

Hal whooped with joy. “And we are getting out of this cursed wreck alive.”

“She’s barely conscious,” Jejliard said. “I want a medical team on full alert back at Nova Base.”

“I’ll put in the call now,” De’Marc answered. “What exactly happened down there?”

“Truthfully, I don’t know, but there’s something strange about all of this,” Jejliard said.

“I have been seeing some weird things on my sonar too,” Tajlon said. “A large blip appeared on my screen. It came down from the surface earlier and disappeared next to the wreck. A few minutes later, I saw it again, before it disappeared. The trajectory took it straight up out of the water. What did you guys see?”

“I saw something that looked like a giant white bird in the passageway, but it was too blurry to make out clearly. A few moments later Greyla just appeared out of nowhere,” Hal replied. “Then it reappeared and swam back out past us.”

***
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WIDHBO TELEPORTED BACK to Koutou who remained sleeping on his perch. The power flickered again as he made the transfer, static cutting off communication with the sub temporarily. Widhbo could tell Koutou was growing old, and he would soon have to find another host. Tucked safely away again in his small quarters he remained hidden from view and listened to the conversation that ensued.

Danlea relayed what she had seen as well. “I saw a giant white bird dive in the water over the sub earlier. Just now we both saw it circling this boat before it disappeared into thin air.”

“I don’t know what I saw, but it wasn’t natural,” Raemolle confessed.

“The Widhbo,” De’Marc half whispered. “It returned to rescue my granddaughter.”

***
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TAJLON CALLED DOWN to Hal and his father after they boarded the sub and shed their suits. “You will not believe this, but Captain De’Marc said it was the Widhbo who helped you out.”

“We don’t have time for games, Tajlon,” Jejliard said.

“Seriously, Dad. I’m just repeating the message.”

“We came face to face with something,” Hal said. “It fits the description well enough..”

“I don’t know what we saw, Hal,” Jejliard replied. “We’ve all heard the rumors. It played on our imagination.”

“Well, as long as we have Greyla back, it doesn’t matter.”

There was silence on the Casgora Wind as everyone puzzled over what had just happened.

“Could you tell us a little more about this legend, Captain?” Danlea asked.

Before De’Marc could answer, Koutou spoke up. He couldn’t remain silent any longer. “It is not just a legend. You should record the Widhbo in your history books.” He opened the door to the T. Biscuit and poked his head out. “There’s obviously an alien on the wreck who kidnapped Greyla. You can thank the Widhbo for getting her back.”

“Again, you know more than you’re telling us,” De’Marc said.

“You know the ship isn’t from Beldora, so it’s the creature on it is also foreign to our world, possibly even from another dimension,” Koutou said.

“Ridiculous! Another dimension?” Raemolle scoffed. “Pure nonsense. You’re a man of science, Captain. This is nothing more than the ramblings of a deluded bird.”

“Do you have a better explanation, William?” Danlea asked.

“Yes. Group hysteria.”

De’Marc toyed with his pipe, twirling it between his fingers. “If the legend is true, where did the Widhbo come from, Koutou?”

“Obvious, isn’t it?” Koutou hopped over to the table and helped himself to another biscuit. “If the ship is real and the legends are true, then the Widhbo isn’t from Beldora either, Captain.”
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Unnatural
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Tajlon lowered himself into the wet room to meet the others and help them aboard. Greyla looked pale, her face drawn into a slight frown in her semi-conscious condition.

“The decompression chamber is ready. I’ll get a bag of isotonic fluid,” Tajlon said, rushing ahead.

“She’s going into shock,” Jejliard said as he carried her forward into the belly of the sub. “Hopefully she won’t remember any of this.”

“I’m hoping she can. I want to know everything that happened in there,” Hal countered. “Greyla’s strong enough to handle it once she’s recovered.”

“Let her rest, Hal. No debriefing in here and that’s an order.” Jejliard said.

He laid Greyla on the bunk inside the main decompression chamber and stepped back out to make room for Hal. “There isn’t room for all three of us. I’ll decompress in the forward chamber and let you stay with Greyla. You have both been at depth longer and will both need more time.”

Hal climbed inside and stripped off Greyla’s atmospheric suit before wrapping her in a warm blanket. He removed his own suit and settled down beside her on the narrow cot after passing the suits out to Jejliard.

Tajlon returned with the emergency intravenous kit and handed it to Hal asking, “You got this?”

Hal nodded and forced himself to speak with spurious humor, “I’ve been trying to get Greyla in bed for ages.”

Tajlon forced a smile. He powered up the compressor and prepared the correct mixture of gases while Jejliard programmed the decompression sequence. Hal secured a line in Greyla’s arm for the fluid.

“You can take us up now, son,” Jejliard said after getting inside and closing the door of his chamber. “And tell De’Marc to head on in.” Tajlon nodded, checked the controls, and was heading for the stairs, but the sub started its ascent before Tajlon left the room.

“Tell me that isn’t Nova...” Jejliard said through their communication mic.

Tajlon turned and spoke. “He’s fine, Dad. Really, he is.”

Jejliard scowled and let out a sigh of exasperation. “We’ll talk later.” He sat down on a small chair inside the forward decompression chamber.

“I’ve checked him off on every system. He’s good.”

“He’s an animal, Tajlon.”

“No, Dad. He’s not just a leopard anymore. You should understand that better than anyone. You made him what he is.”

“Nova may be a very smart leopard, but he still has an animal mentality. You’re letting your emotions cloud your thinking and courting disaster by training him to pilot this sub.”

“He’s loyal and trustworthy. And I didn’t ‘train’ him. He studied the manuals and passed all his competency tests as anybody would.”

“You know I love Nova, but it’s time you realize he will never have a human level of sensibility or judgment. He is ruled by instinct and doesn’t have a human conscience or morality.”

“I’ll admit his priorities are a little different, but you don’t know him like I do.”

“He doesn’t ‘talk’ to me.”

“It’s called telepathy...” Tajlon realized it was a mistake to argue any further and turned to the stairs. “Later, Dad. I’ll go relieve Nova.”

*
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NOVA SAT ON THE LOW bench in front of the control panel. Tajlon had discretely adapted a second set of controls for the leopard’s use. They were hidden from the view of passengers. Even someone piloting the sub would be unlikely to recognize the functionality of the levers and pressure pads behind the console. The bench also allowed a clear, but inconspicuous view of the navigation screens and sonar. Nova could overhear Jejliard’s conversation with his son over the intercom. He derived a certain lazy satisfaction in keeping his abilities secret. Only Tajlon had known until today. Well, Tajlon and Widhbo. They were planning a big reveal on Tajlon’s eighteenth birthday and now the surprise was spoiled. No matter, he guessed. Everyone would have found out, eventually.

Jejliard’s assessment of Nova distressed the leopard. He wished he could communicate with the man telepathically as he did with Tajlon. Orphaned as a cub, Tajlon’s mother rescued Nova, and he had grown up with baby Tajlon. When the tsunami that killed Tajlon’s mother hit their island home, Nova rescued the young Tajlon and endeared himself to Jejliard.

Jejliard dedicated himself to science above everything and immersed himself in research to overcome his grief at the loss of his wife. After recruiting the best neurosurgeon he could find, Jejliard implanted a computer chip in Nova’s brain to enhance the leopard’s intelligence. He was so satisfied with the results he experimented on himself. With the chip in his brain, Jejliard excelled in all mental abilities. After waiting several months to make sure the experiment was safe, he went ahead with the operation for his young son.

Once chipped, Nova could read Tajlon’s thoughts. Their minds linked naturally once Tajlon received his chip and communicated telepathically. Koutou was another matter. He could speak to them both through telepathy without the aid of a chip.

Koutou had sped up their learning and swore them both to secrecy regarding his true identity as Widhbo. The Widhbo. The alien who crash-landed here from another dimension and was on a mission to get his spaceship back. Tajlon was skeptical, but Nova saw no reason to doubt Koutou. The bird had no reason to lie about it.

Most of their technological advances came directly from Widhbo. He influenced Jejliard by subconscious suggestions and led him to develop computer technology. Jejliard would wake up thinking he had dreamed up a solution to his problem or had an epiphany of his own. No. It was all Widhbo.

Animal mentality, is it? Afraid of me piloting the sub? You have no clue Jejliard, but an animal is in control on this planet. A bird you call Koutou is the master of us all.

***
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DE’MARC WAS OUT ON the deck with the others. He felt a disturbance in the water even before the big sub surfaced. With all the excitement, he had failed to notice the Solar Wave moving so close to the Casgora Wind. The boat heaved to one side, threatened to tip over, then dropped back down entirely too close to the sub.

The jolt startled Widhbo. Now as Koutou, he leaped out of his small house and stared at the port side of the sub only a few yards off their bow. One more big swell and the Solar Wave could collide with the smaller boat and dash it to pieces. There was no time to spare. Widhbo was thankful to be fully energized by the wreck. He merged himself into the hull of the Casgora Wind and with a huge outpouring of energy managed to teleport the boat and its occupants a safe distance away from the sub. He collapsed back into Koutou with his energy depleted.

“What just happened?” Raemolle asked, catching his balance, and helping Danlea regain hers.

“The sub nearly capsized us. I thought I had pulled far enough away, but we must have been drifting with the current,” De’Marc replied.

“That’s not what I meant. We moved.”

“I don’t pretend to have an explanation for that...,” De’Marc hesitated. He did not know what caused them to suddenly jump almost fifty yards away from the sub. “Or for anything you’ve witnessed today.”

“There has to be some accounting for it,” Raemolle persisted.

“You must draw your own conclusions, then.” De’Marc shrugged and motioned to the sea and air.

“Sunken spaceships, an alien creature seizing your granddaughter, then a rescue by the mythical Widhbo...,” Raemolle struggled for the words to describe his bewilderment. “Now your boat simply gets up and moves. It’s more theater than reality.”

“I have sailed the Sora Seas long enough to accept some things as unexplainable,” De’Marc replied.

“It’s unnatural,” Danlea said under her breath to herself.

“Unnatural?” Koutou spoke from his perch on the ‘T Biscuit’.

“It violates natural law,” Danlea said.

“I know what you meant,” Koutou said. “In my humble opinion, what happens can’t violate natural law. You simply can’t see past your narrow realm of experience.”

“And I suppose you can?” Raemolle asked with a scowl, placing his arm around his wife.

“My experience is greater and unmatched by anyone here. I can see a good deal farther than you.”

“I find your arrogance to be unmatched in my experience,” Raemolle replied.

“I understand how you might come to that conclusion,”

“You don’t say?”

“My temperament is quite tractable compared to... oh never mind.” Koutou was exhausted and flew back to his roost inside. He would need to slip aboard the wreck again and restore his energy. These humans were most tiring with their presumed superiority over other creatures.

Oh, how he would love to see the Ancients put them in their place. Of course, no Ancient would interact with such a primitive species as theirs. The oldest beings in the universe had evolved far beyond the lower life forms and were content to stay in the higher energy planes entirely, flitting between galaxies.

They ruled from afar and rarely deigned to visit any of their subjects. They let things take their course. It was best to stay out of sight and mind where the Ancients were concerned. It rarely went well if they felt the need to intervene. It was just such an intervention that had contributed to Widhbo’s delinquency in his home dimension. He was in no hurry to bump into that Ancient again.

***
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HAL WATCHED GREYLA’S every breath, every flicker of an eyelid. She was beautiful. He took the band from her hair and pulled his fingers through its length, untangling the strands. He had often wanted to do this, but her prickly attitude kept him always at a distance.

Hal kissed her forehead and stroked her cheek. He enjoyed the moment but desperately wanted to see her back to normal and full of life again. There was plenty of time though. They would be in the chamber for a few hours and Greyla would be bored. He was content to watch her sleep.

Upon return, Tajlon transferred a syringe to Hal through a small pressure lock in the chamber's wall. It was an injection ready for Hal to administer through the intravenous line.

“What’s this concoction?” Hal asked through the communication mic.
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